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      “God’s Great Story is an absolute treasure trove for teenagers. This daily devotional is a guided journey through the pages of the Bible, delivering bite-sized pieces of good news each day. I have been using the book with my own family for some time now and see how it helps reduce the intimidation factor that some feel when attempting to read through the Bible on their own. The practical prayer prompts and meditations at the end of each reading are helpful additions, making it easy for students to personally engage with the word of God. But what I like most about God’s Great Story is that it encourages our teenagers to get into the Scriptures for themselves, and that’s where the Holy Spirit does his best work.”

      Trent Casto, Senior Pastor, Covenant Church of Naples, Florida

      “Our teenagers’ valuable attention spans are pulled in different directions, and powerful narratives attempt to explain the world to them. However, there is only one story that deserves their thoughtful consideration and assigns meaning and value to everything they can see and everything they can’t see. Teens need to know this story and the one who wrote it. In a season of life when time seems to stand still, God’s Great Story is a devotional that will help teens get to know the one who stands above time.”

      Gloria Furman, author, Labor with Hope and Missional Motherhood

      “Any devotional worth its salt should motivate readers to understand and read the word of God themselves. I believe that Jon Nielson’s book God’s Great Story does exactly that. This book provides a very helpful structure for daily Bible reading to see how the story fits together to point us to Christ. If you have teenagers in your life, I’d highly encourage you to get this book for them. If you are a teenager, dive in and let this book guide you toward a lifetime of learning to live in this great story.”

      Chris Bruno, Global Partner, Training Leaders International; author, The Whole Story of the Bible in 16 Verses and The Whole Message of the Bible in 16 Words

      “Devotionals are often either overwhelming or underwhelming. Here is a devotional aimed at young men and women that delivers perfectly. Nielson manages to emphasize the importance of Scripture reading while also informing the reader, pointing to Christ, upholding holiness, and emphasizing grace. This devotional equips theologically and stirs devotionally. As a pastor of a university church, I would be delighted if every one of our students began their day upon their knees with the Bible in one hand and Nielson’s devotional in the other hand.”

      Jason Helopoulos, Senior Pastor, University Reformed Church, East Lansing, Michigan

      “The statistics are out there—America’s youth are in crisis. Both young men and women are experiencing frightening levels of depression, suicide, drug abuse, and confusion about themselves and the world around them. Worse, many (even those who are seemingly well-adjusted and happy) are drowning in a sea of apathy and ignorance about the only thing that can set their feet on solid spiritual ground: God’s word. None too late comes this thrilling book by Jon Nielson. Breaking down God’s story into a compelling play of five acts, God’s Great Story helps our teens (and perhaps their parents) navigate their way through the Bible in a year to see the big picture of redemption—and their place in it. I highly recommend this wonderful, much-needed resource!”

      Chris Castaldo, Senior Pastor, New Covenant Church, Naperville, Illinois; author, The Upside Down Kingdom: Wisdom for Life from the Beatitudes
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      This book is dedicated to my daughters: Adelyn, Averie, Emilie, and Lucy. May you grow up reading, loving, and obeying God’s precious word!

    

  
    
      Preface

      Dear Student,

      I’ve been there. It was the start of a new year. Your church, parent, or youth pastor had challenged you about daily devotions. Maybe you tried to do a “read through the Bible in a year” plan. Maybe you tackled the Old Testament—diving right in at Genesis. Maybe you got bogged down somewhere in the book of Leviticus and wondered when you were going to get out of the part about laws, sacrifices, and infectious skin diseases! Let’s face it: reading the Bible—especially reading it every day—is hard work. It takes serious discipline. I think, though, sometimes it’s hard for us to read it every day because we forget two important truths about the Bible—truths that make all the difference.

      First, we forget that the Bible is not just a book about God; the Bible is God speaking. The apostle Paul tells Timothy that the Bible is God-breathed, that is, inspired by God (2 Tim. 3:16). There are, of course, many different human authors who wrote the books of the Bible over hundreds of years, but the doctrine of inspiration means that, ultimately, there is one author of the Bible: God himself. The God who made us—and everything else in the universe—made sure that his written word contained exactly what he wanted it to contain. Nothing in the Bible is there by accident! The Bible is God speaking to us, and he says what he says on purpose. This truth has huge implications for how we read, study, and listen to the words of the Bible. We don’t read it just to get more knowledge or to get the “right answers” at youth group. We read it to hear God speaking to us! Reading the Bible should be, first and foremost, personal. Do you read the Bible that way? Sometimes I don’t. I forget that the Bible is God speaking—to me—today. That fact makes a huge difference in how we approach it.

      Second, we forget that the Bible is not just a collection of random books and writings; the Bible is one story. This truth comes from the fact that the Bible has one main author: God. If that is true—if God inspired the Bible and is the ultimate author of it—it makes sense that it would all hang together. And it does! The Bible has an incredible unity to it—a unity that would be impossible if God hadn’t designed it that way. The Bible is one story. It’s a story of God’s love and salvation for the people he has created. It has a beginning: creation (Genesis). It has an end: new creation (Revelation). It has a climax: the cross and resurrection. It has a hero: Jesus Christ, God’s Son. And the best part is that we are living in the final act of the story. We are living as part of the church of Christ, waiting for Jesus to come back. In a way, we are “Bible characters”!

      I’ve put this devotional together with you in mind. You’re a student, between the ages of 15 and 21, and you (like many Christian people your age) have probably had some frustrations trying to get into reading the Bible every day. This devotional will take you through the entire story of the Bible in one year. You won’t read every single chapter of the Bible, but you’ll read at least portions from every part of the developing story of God’s salvation for his people. Each day, you’ll read a Scripture passage—usually one chapter or so and sometimes just a few verses. After reading the passage, you’ll read an explanation of the passage, which will seek to make the passage clear, remind you of its place in the story, and make an application to your life.

      I’ve called this devotional God’s Great Story because that’s what the Bible is. It is God’s story, God’s direct communication with us. This devotional has been organized into five acts, just as you would find in a theatrical play. This division comes mainly from Matthew, the Gospel writer, who begins his Gospel with a genealogy of Jesus, divided up into three main sections: Abraham to David, David to the Exile, and the Exile to Jesus. When we add an act on either side (Adam to Abraham and Jesus to the end of the world), we begin to understand that the story of the world can be summarized in this way. We’re living in Act 5—we are waiting for Jesus to return!

      Before you start, let me say one more thing. Please, please, PLEASE read the Bible passages. Don’t just read my devotional thoughts. If you do that, you will have missed the most important and life-giving part of this process: hearing God speak to you through his inspired word. The devotional thoughts are meant to help you understand God’s word better, not to stand alone as your time with God. If you stick with this thing—every day, with discipline, being consistent—I really do believe that God will speak to you and that you’ll come to better understand the Bible as one big story of God’s salvation for his people. And it’s my prayer that you’ll hear God’s voice more and more as you get into his word!

      In Christ,

      Jon

    

  
    
      A Bible Study Method

      The theological principles that inform our understanding of and approach to God’s word lay the groundwork for any Bible study method you choose to use. Your attitude toward the Bible is the most important thing; the specific methods are secondary.

      But the methods are important! A very simple Bible study method is the observation/interpretation/application model. This method is a helpful one for people who are just beginning to study the Bible. It’s easy to remember, and the three “sections” are clearly divided and defined. Here’s how it works:

      
        	
Observation. The basic question in this section is, “What do I see?” At this point, you are focused only on making observations about the text. This section is helpful because there are no wrong answers; you can make observations about a biblical text even if it’s your first time reading the Bible. Sometimes it can feel as if you’re just stating the obvious—but this step is very important. Make sure you don’t miss anything that’s going on in the passage.

        	
Interpretation. The next move, according to this method, is to begin interpreting the passage. First you asked, “What do I see?” Now you are asking, “What does it mean?” It’s usually helpful to tackle parts of the passage bit by bit, working through the things that it is teaching and communicating. The goal in this section, though, is to settle on the main point that the passage seems to be getting across. You’re trying to summarize the “big picture” of the passage in one sentence. Put a sentence together, ironing out a simple and clear summary of your interpretation.

        	
Application. Finally, the last step is to ask the question, “What does this mean for me?” Here you move on from mere interpretation and begin talking about what difference the passage from God’s word should make in the way you think and live. This is a very important place to get to, and it can easily lead into prayers that are very focused on the teaching of the Bible passage. Work toward real, practical, and tangible applications of the passage. You can ask questions like, “What does that really look like in my life today?” or “How should this affect my mindset as I go about my day tomorrow?”

      

      One benefit of this three-step method is that you will very quickly get used to the progression and get better at working through the steps. This method can work very well, especially as you understand the “big story” of the Bible, with the gospel as the center.

    

  
    
      Act 1

      Adam to Abraham

    

  
    
      January 1 • Genesis 1

      And God Said

      Imagine your family has a big, strong, beautiful English boxer. Seventy-five pounds of pure muscle, he can jump several feet in the air and sprint much faster than anyone. The dog gets excited when new people come to your house and jumps all over them, pawing at their clothes. Sometimes he wants to play so badly that he’ll start trying to bite ankles or shoelaces. He knows how to sit, but when he gets wound up, he doesn’t listen to anything you say. In this house—with regard to this dog—words have very little power!

      Contrast this with the creation of the world. “In the beginning,” we read, “the earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters” (1:1–2). Then something happens: “And God said” (1:3). Have you ever really considered this? When God created the world, he didn’t even get his hands dirty. He spoke words. The God we worship, know, love, and follow spoke an entire universe into existence.

      As God created everything in the world, this refrain (“And God said”) is echoed by another refrain: “And God saw that it was good.” God was pleased with all that he had made; it was good.

      Then comes something different. God has a brief “conversation” within the Godhead. The God we worship—one God in three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit)—says, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness” (1:26). God creates human beings in a completely different way—for a completely different purpose—than anything else in all creation! Human beings alone are created in the image of the eternal, glorious, three-person God. God gives these beings dominion over the earth, and he blesses them and tells them to multiply.

      So begins the story of the Bible—the story of the whole world. It begins with God speaking the world and human beings into existence. It begins with God’s affirmation of every good thing he had made. And it begins with God’s setting apart human beings in a special way for a special purpose. This, to God, is “very good” (1:31).

      Take some time to praise God, the marvelous Creator of all things, including you. Marvel at the power of his word. Remember that he made you for his specific purpose. Don’t forget to pray about the specific concerns and joys of your day today.

    

  
    
      January 2 • Genesis 2:1–3

      A Day of Rest

      The first chapter of Genesis focused on God’s work during the six days of creation. God is so powerful that all he had to do was speak and everything came into existence. And God is so powerful that he accomplished everything he had set out to do. Genesis 2:2 tells us, “On the seventh day God finished his work that he had done.” Having finished, God did not work on this new day but “rested” (2:2), and through that rest God “blessed the seventh day and made it holy” (2:3).

      This passage may only be three verses, but they are verses that introduce a key concept that will echo throughout the whole Bible story: the rest of God. This rest of God becomes the foundation for the Sabbath day for God’s people—a day for them to celebrate and remember God’s rest. Followers of Jesus celebrate this as the Lord’s Day until Jesus’s return.

      I want you to notice something interesting about this short passage. Do you remember the repeated phrase at the end of each of the first six days of creation? “And there was evening and there was morning, the nth day.” Look at verses 1–3 again. Can you find that phrase after the seventh day? It’s not there. The seventh day never ended. In other words, we are living in the seventh day right now! God, enthroned in heaven, is dwelling now in a state of perfect rest. It’s not that God has stopped working completely, but he has stopped the work of creation.

      Much later in the Bible story, this theme of God’s rest comes up again. The author of Hebrews references Genesis 2:1–3 and says these words: “So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his works as God did from his. Let us therefore strive to enter that rest” (Heb. 4:9–11). What is the rest of God that was ultimately foreshadowed in this passage from Genesis? It is the joyful rest of humans who are saved, not by works, but by grace. Have you entered God’s rest—his gracious salvation—through Jesus Christ, who lived and died for you?

      Take some time to praise God that he worked magnificently in creation. Think about the fact that now God rests—that we live in the seventh day of creation. Ask him to give you the deepest rest in your soul as you seek to know him more and follow him completely through faith in Jesus Christ, his Son.

    

  
    
      January 3 • Genesis 2:4–25

      Working for God’s Glory

      Our world sometimes has a warped view of work. People complain about having to work at all, wishing they could quit their jobs and just relax forever. Others make work an idol, viewing it as a way to gain influence, value, and prestige and deceiving themselves into thinking they are like gods because of their success. Sometimes these people desire success in their work so strongly that they neglect to invest in their relationships. In contrast to these views, Genesis 2:4–25 depicts a biblical framework for work.

      Note that this passage takes place before the fall—before Adam and Eve give in to temptation and disobey the word of God. Therefore, we get a glimpse in Genesis 2 of what God intended for human beings. Here we see that God made the man to work under the authority of God’s word in a God-designed, foundational relationship with the woman.

      Look at verse 15: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it.” Work is not a result of the fall; work is a good thing! Work is a God-given responsibility designed to bring joy, satisfaction, and fulfillment. How is Adam to work? Under the authority and guidance of God’s word. In verses 16–17, God gives instructions to Adam about how he should live in the garden; he gives Adam his word to guide his life and work. Finally, we come to the record of God’s creation of the woman. This is the perfect, God-designed helper for the man. You can see how fundamental and prominent this relationship is in verse 24. This is the beginning of marriage.

      At the outset of the great story of God’s work in the world, we find ourselves with a God-designed pattern for man. We were made to work. We were made to live under—and by—the word of our Creator God. And we were made as male and female because God invented the perfect pattern of companionship. Sadly, we’ll see in Genesis 3 how human sin horrifically damaged this entire pattern.

      Begin today by thanking God for his creative and generous gift of this amazing pattern. Then look at your life. Confess the ways that you do not work for the glory of God. Confess the areas of your life that may not be totally guided by God’s word. Pray that God would help you live today with a clear realization that he is your Creator and that you need to be guided by his word every minute.

    

  
    
      January 4 • Genesis 3:1–7

      Attack on God’s Word

      The famous World War II invasion of the beaches of Normandy (known to most of us now as D-Day) has been immortalized in movies, books, and television shows. It was an amazing battle and one that cost the Allied forces around ten thousand casualties. In any war there are certain arenas—key geographical points—that must be secured to achieve victory. The beaches of Normandy were such a point. The victory there by the Allied forces led to the German army’s loss of position in most of France. The battle for the beaches of Normandy was in some ways the key battle of the entire war.

      There is an epic battle going on in Genesis 3:1–7. The key arena is not a beach; it is God’s word. The serpent—Satan himself—chooses the word of God as the key arena for his battle against God and humans. Look at the very first phrase out of the serpent’s mouth: “Did God actually say . . . ?” His first strategic move is to question the reliability and truth of what God has said. What should Eve do without hesitation? She should cry out, “Yes, God said it! I believe it! Everything he says is faithful and true, and I will live by and under his word!” But she doesn’t. In fact, she attacks God’s word in a different way. She adds to it. And Satan, seeing that God’s word has already lost its grip on the humans’ hearts, seduces them into rebellion against God’s word with the promise of knowledge and life.

      Men, where is Adam during this whole conversation? Surely if Adam had been there, he would have shut down the smooth arguments of the serpent! Look again at verse 6: “She took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her.” Adam is right there. He watches as God’s word is attacked by the serpent and doubted by his wife. And he does nothing.

      The serpent attacks God’s word, Eve begins to doubt the truth of God’s word, and Adam does not stand up for God’s word. The man and woman rebel, and sin enters the world. This is a very sad day.

      Begin today by thanking God for his word. Are you doubting it? Do you add things to it? Do you not stand up for its truth? Pray that today God would help you to listen more carefully to his word.

    

  
    
      January 5 • Genesis 3:8–24

      Run and Hide

      One of the scariest phrases an eight-year-old can imagine is when his mother says, “Wait until your father gets home.” That phrase, spoken after the boy has done something wrong, is a clear warning—a serious punishment is coming. When that boy hears the door open and his father’s footsteps approaching, there is one thing we know he wants to do more than anything else: run and hide!

      That’s a little, tiny picture of what Adam and Eve are feeling in Genesis 3 after they have blatantly disobeyed the word of God and eaten the fruit that he commanded them not to eat. As soon as they hear God approaching them, they run and hide like scared children. It’s not a pretty picture for Adam and Eve when God confronts them either. They begin to play the blame game. “The woman whom you gave to be with me,” Adam begins, daring to point the finger first at his wife and then even at God himself (3:12). Eve blames it all on the serpent: “The serpent deceived me, and I ate” (3:13). God, of course, knows how it all went down. The serpent—Satan himself—is not without blame. But Adam and Eve must be punished as well. Ultimately they will pay the price with their very lives, and they are sent out from the garden to live and work with toil and struggle until their deaths.

      Where’s the hope in all this? It’s a chapter full of sin, sadness, judgment, and loss of life. It is the very end of paradise! Yet God speaks a word of grace into this seemingly hopeless situation. In the midst of his curse on the serpent, God points forward to the ultimate victory over Satan, sin, and death won by a descendant of Adam and Eve. The offspring of Eve will one day bruise the head of the offspring of the serpent. This promise in verse 15, sometimes called the protoevangelium or “first gospel,” is God’s way of pointing us to his Son, Jesus, even at the darkest point of the story thus far. Jesus, who is God in human flesh, is the one who will one day clean up this mess, conquer death and sin, and finally crush the head of Satan. The war is not lost!

      Take some time to think about the wonder of God’s grace—that he would promise victory over sin and death even in the midst of human sin and resulting judgment. Praise him for Jesus, who has won the ultimate victory over Satan (and our sin!) by dying on a cross for us and rising from the dead.

    

  
    
      January 6 • Genesis 4

      A Deadly Cycle

      In case we were wondering whether or not the fall of Adam and Eve really did something to the world, we have Genesis 4 as our clear answer. The sin that entered the world through our first parents’ rebellion against God’s word took immediate effect, even in the lives of their children. Think of sin as a deadly poison; it infects the entire world, dispersing itself to every corner of creation.

      Genesis 4 is another sad chapter in the Bible. In verses 5–8, we see an effect of the fall—infectious sin—taking over Cain, the son of Adam and Eve. He evidently does not bring offerings of worship to God in the right way. He gets angry at God. Even after God warns him about the sin that threatens to devour him, Cain deceives his brother Abel, lures him into a field, and murders him in cold blood. This is a terrible day in God’s creation.

      Amazingly, God shows a measure of grace to Cain. While Cain will be a wanderer in the earth, God nevertheless puts a hedge of protection around Cain and warns to punish any person who might try to hurt him. This is the second time in the Bible that God shows mercy to sinful human beings. Cain is an angry, bitter, selfish man who murders his own brother very intentionally. Does he deserve to die? Absolutely. But God gives him mercy.

      Unfortunately the cycle and infestation of sin seems to get worse as the chapter goes on. We are introduced to Lamech, who seems to be a violent, prideful jerk of a man. He brags to his wives about killing a young man and claims that no one should dare come near him to do him harm. Adam and Eve have loosed a plague—an infection—that would creep into every corner of creation. But God is not done. There is a faint glimmer of hope as the chapter closes with the birth of a son named Seth and the beginning of the public worship of God. We have an ugly infestation—and a God who still has a plan for his people.

      Look at the world around you. It is not hard to see how sin infects every part of life—government, politics, relationships, and, of course, our own hearts. Remember that God is not done! Think back to that promise that God gave to Adam and Eve in Genesis 3 of the final victory over Satan, sin, and death. Hold on to Jesus today, as the only hope against sin’s ugly—but temporary—hold on this world.

    

  
    
      January 7 • Genesis 6:1–8

      Grace amid Evil

      When God created Adam and Eve, he gave them a wonderful command: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). We see in that command God’s gracious intention for the human population to increase and live in the world he had created. But in Genesis 6 we begin to see how the multiplication of the descendants of Adam and Eve led to more and more people—and therefore more and more evil.

      When you read the first few verses of Genesis 6, you probably asked yourself, “What in the world is going on here?” We read about sons of God marrying daughters of man and are introduced to a race of creatures called the Nephilim, who were mighty men in those days. Confusing stuff! It seems safe to say that the relationships between these sons of God and daughters of man were forbidden by God—probably because they involved relationships between God’s people and people who didn’t worship God and most definitely because they involved some kind of sexual perversion. The Nephilim (probably best understood as a race of giants) also seem to be lovers of violence and enemies of God, as they seem to be taking women by force.

      One thing emerges clearly from this passage: evil has taken over the earth. We get a brutal summary of human life in the world in verse 5: “Every intention of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only evil continually.” This grieves God because God is holy and hates sin. God promises judgment against sin, vowing that he will destroy the earth he has made, along with the people who have rebelled against him so terribly.

      The but in verse 8 is a beautiful conjunction. In the midst of the evil that has taken over the world, one man emerges who finds favor (or grace) with God: Noah. We don’t know much about Noah at this point, although we learn later in the story that he is not a perfect man. What does Noah have? Noah has “favor in the eyes of the Lord” (6:8). Because of God’s grace to this one man, there will be grace for humanity; God will save some people, even in the midst of his holy judgment against sin.

      Are you absolutely sure that you have favor—or grace—with God today? Have you put your faith in his Son, whose sacrificial death for your sins allows you to have favor with God? If so, rest in Jesus today! Thank God that you have favor in his eyes because of Jesus. Ask God for strength to obey his word and follow him, even in the midst of a world that has turned its back on God.

    

  
    
      January 8 • Genesis 6:9–7:24

      Judgment of Sinners and Rescue of the Righteous

      Do you remember singing children’s songs about all the animals that paraded onto Noah’s ark? They were quite nice—happy sounding and cheerful, with lyrics about the animals’ bounding onto the ark two by two. Many of us sang those songs with big smiles on our faces! As nice as those songs are, they are not accurate representations of Genesis 6 and 7 at all! Why? Because the story of Noah and the ark is a story of God’s righteous and terrible judgment against human sin.

      Genesis 6 tells us that the earth is under the sight of God. God is not blind! He sees the violence and corruption happening in the earth he has created; he doesn’t miss anything. And this infinitely holy Creator of all things hates sin. The reality is that human sin against an infinitely holy God must mean judgment and ultimately death. This is what God determines and reveals to Noah: “I have determined to make an end of all flesh, for the earth is filled with violence through them” (6:13). This is an important lesson to learn about God—your Creator. He is holy; he hates sin; our sin against him brings judgment and death.

      These chapters in Genesis are filled with death, destruction, and judgment. But what we see in this passage is the beginning of an important pattern for the way that God will work in the world he has made: God, even as he righteously judges sin, always provides gracious rescue for those who fear him and are righteous in his sight. “Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation. Noah walked with God” (6:9). Noah was not a perfect man. But he walked with God. He lived under the grace of God. This makes him righteous.

      We see in this passage also, for the first time in the Bible, a special word that will come up again and again in the Bible story: covenant. God tells Noah, this righteous man who has favor with God, that he will make a covenant with him—a promise to Noah. God promises to save Noah, to rescue him and his family and show him grace.

      Think about the holiness of God. God hates sin. God will judge sin. Confess your sins to God today—and be specific! As you confess sin to God, remember that God has shown grace to you. Thank God today for Jesus, whose death in your place rescues you from God’s judgment.

    

  
    
      January 9 • Genesis 8:20–9:17

      God’s Covenant with Noah

      The great flood that God sent on the earth has finally subsided. This is in many ways a fresh start for human beings. God begins again with Noah and his family, and he even repeats the same command to them that he gave to Adam and Eve hundreds of years earlier: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (9:1). You can imagine how grateful to God Noah and his family must be! They alone have been spared from his judgment. They should be excited and ready to begin a new humanity, right?

      I’m not so sure. Remember, God has just brought about the death of the vast majority of humanity because of their sin. Noah is a righteous man, yes, but what about his family? What about the children they will have? Who’s to say that God won’t judge the whole world again by the time Noah’s grandchildren get old enough to start killing one another and rebelling against God? If I were one of Noah’s sons, I would be terrified!

      If you read through the whole Bible, there is one refrain that you will hear again and again: God is gracious and merciful. God shows us this again through the covenant he makes with Noah and his family. What is the covenant—the promise—that God gives to Noah and his family? It’s that he will never again send a flood to destroy the earth. God repeats this promise several times, and he even gives them a sign in the sky—a rainbow—that will act as a symbol of his promise to never do this to the earth again. Does God know that Noah’s descendants will grow up to sin and rebel against him? Of course he does. But God chooses to show mercy. There will come a day when sin will finally be dealt with permanently; God will finally judge the earth. But God is gracious and patient; he will let human life continue. Be amazed at this God today, who voluntarily makes and perfectly keeps his promises to sinful people—even though he doesn’t have to.

      Think about how the very life we have on this earth is a gracious gift from God. Thank him for your life! Remember that God is a God who makes promises to people who are sinful and undeserving, promises that he keeps! If you belong to Jesus, God has made a promise to you too. It’s a promise that he will forgive you, accept you, guide you, and keep you until you see him face to face.

    

  
    
      January 10 • Genesis 11

      United by Pride

      Think about a time when you did something wrong. Maybe you told a lie to your parents. Maybe you did something that you’ve never confessed even to God. As you remember that sin, think about what was behind it. My guess is that it could be boiled down to one impulse that began to take over your heart: pride. In a way, pride lies at the root of every sin; it is our sinful desire to make ourselves the god of our lives.

      We see that sinful human impulse so clearly in this account. We read in the beginning of the chapter that people everywhere in those days spoke the same language and lived in close proximity. This was the very beginning of civilization; new discoveries were being made every single day. It must have been an incredibly exciting time for the human race! But somewhere along the line, that excitement began to turn into pride. As they looked at their God-given abilities and capacities, the people became dissatisfied with living under God, their Creator. They started wanting to be God. Just listen to their words as they begin their plans to construct their great tower: “Let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves” (11:4).

      In an ironic twist God has to come down to see the tower that is supposed to reach into the heavens. Don’t read God’s words to mean that he is worried that humanity will rise up and overpower him! However, he does recognize the danger in a humanity that is unified not in praise to its Creator but in celebration of its own pride and accomplishment. The people would not destroy God; they would destroy themselves. So God brings judgment on this sinful, prideful, and ultimately laughable attempt of the people to rise into the heavens by their own strength. He disperses them, giving them different languages so that they can’t understand each other.

      Look carefully at your heart today. Are there ways that you try to make yourself the god of your life? Take some time to confess your pride to God and ask him to help you to want his name to be great in and through your life as you follow his Son, Jesus Christ.

    

  
    
      Act 2

      Abraham to Samuel

    

  
    
      January 11 • Genesis 12

      Great Nation, Great Name, Great Blessing

      Genesis 12 begins a story that includes the beginning of the Jewish people, the growth of this new nation, their slavery in Egypt, their wanderings in the desert, and their entry into the promised land. But in this story we will learn much about God our Creator. He is the true hero of the story—remember that! He is a holy God who judges. But he is also a gracious God who does not forsake his people.

      It all begins with one man: Abram. We don’t know much about this man at the beginning of Genesis 12, other than that his father’s name is Terah! Most likely, he was following the religion of the people who lived in his region. We are only told that the Lord speaks to him. And we know what Abram does. He hears God’s words to him and obeys them. God says to Abram, “Go,” and verse 4 says, “So Abram went.” Whatever Abram’s past was, he responds to God’s word with obedience.

      Look back for a moment at verses 1–3. God comes to Abram with instructions (to go!), but he also comes to him with a promise, doesn’t he? It’s a promise—or covenant—with a few different parts. He promises to make Abram into a great nation. He promises to bless Abram and make his name great. He promises to make Abram a blessing and to respond to people on the basis of their responses to Abram. Finally, God promises through Abram to bless all the families of the earth. That’s a huge promise! God has big plans for Abram—and for all his descendants. He makes big promises to this man, and he makes them unconditionally.

      It’s good that this promise is unconditional because it doesn’t take too long for us to realize that Abram won’t be able to keep up his end of the bargain! He’s a man who is obedient to God’s word, yes, but he’s far from perfect. If God’s promise had been conditional on Abram’s perfect character, this would have been the end of the story. But God is faithful to his unconditional covenant to Abram despite Abram’s failures.

      We follow a God who makes unconditional promises to undeserving people, even though they are far from perfect! But we still have much to learn from Abram. Pray today that God would help you to respond to his word as Abram did—with immediate, active obedience!

    

  
    
      January 12 • Genesis 14

      Abram among Kings

      When we read passages like this mysterious one, we need to remember that this is not just the Bible story but also our story. Everything we read in the Bible relates to us because it all relates to Jesus, and he is our Savior and Lord. We are part of God’s people; we just enter the story later than Abram and Lot.

      Abram has followed God, left his home country, and brought his nephew Lot with him. Now these two men decide to separate. In Lot’s part of the country, a great battle begins between several kings (probably more like tribal chiefs). We see a few of these chiefs getting together to fight a few other chiefs. In the midst of this battle, Lot and his family get captured. As soon as Abram hears the news of his nephew’s capture, he gathers his men—an army of more than three hundred—and runs down King Chedorlaomer and his allies.

      This king of Sodom comes to meet Abram and makes him the standard offer of the day for coming to a king’s rescue: he tells Abram to keep all the possessions recovered in the battle and just let the king have his people back. Abram refuses to take the possessions, probably because he doesn’t want to be in any kind of debt to a man like the king of Sodom—presumably a pagan man who was violent and evil.

      There is another mysterious character in this chapter: the king of Salem, Melchizedek. In the midst of Abram’s return from battle, this king comes out to meet Abram and prepares a meal for him. On top of this, he blesses Abram in verses 19–20. Even more surprisingly, Abram gives Melchizedek a tenth of everything he has!

      Notice a few things about this man Melchizedek. First, he is a king—the king of Salem. Second, he is a priest of God. At this point in the ancient world, there is at least one man who is the king of his people and also their priest, who serves as a kind of mediator between the people and the one true Creator God. In this way Melchizedek foreshadows the great King and Priest to come.

      Do you sometimes get lost in the passages of the Old Testament? Pray today that God would show you, even in a new way, that the Bible is your story. It’s the story of God’s people—and you are part of God’s people through faith in Jesus Christ, your great King and Priest!

    

  
    
      January 13 • Genesis 15

      Faith Counted as Righteousness

      Imagine that you are Abram. You’ve received some great promises from God—promises of blessing, growth, and protection. You want to embrace these promises, but there’s that one, tiny little problem that you can’t get out of your head: you and Sarai haven’t been able to have kids! This is what Abram finally articulates to God in Genesis 15: “O Lord God, what will you give me, for I continue childless. . . . You have given me no offspring” (15:2–3). God, in response, gently reaffirms his promises to Abram. Verse 6 is very important: “He believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness.” First, Abram believes God. In other words, he takes God at his word. Second, God counts that belief in his word as righteousness.

      What happens during the rest of the chapter can be confusing for us. What we see in this strange ceremony is the sign that God gives Abram of this promise—this covenant. In those days when a king or ruler conquered a group of people, he made them perform a particular ritual. The defeated people would make a covenant with that king. As a sign of their promise to serve the king, they would cut animals in half and walk between the severed pieces of the animal. The people who walked between the pieces of the severed animal were essentially saying, “If we break our promises to serve you, King, we deserve to get chopped in half like these animals!” They were swearing on their very lives to keep their promise of service.

      After Abram chops up the pieces of the animals, we read that “a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch” (15:17)—symbols of God’s presence—pass through the pieces. Abram doesn’t go between the severed animals—God does! In other words, God swears on his own life that he will keep the promise. And God will back this up. One day, many years later, God—in human flesh—would die on a cross in order to keep his promise to bless his people.

      How do you hope to be righteous—right and good—in God’s sight? Think about the way you respond to God’s word, the Bible, which tells us the good news about Jesus, whose death for sin can make sinners righteous. Do you believe it?

    

  
    
      January 14 • Genesis 17

      A Sign for God’s People

      The order in which events happen is not always important. Your mom might ask you to help out around the house—to clean your room, take out the trash, and wash the dishes. Does it matter what you do first? Not really, as long as you get it all done. But for other things, the order in which you do them is incredibly important.

      We read in Genesis 17 about the covenant of circumcision; it’s a sign that God gives to Abram and asks him to fulfill. But the order of events in the story is very, very important here. Abram has already believed God and has been counted righteous in God’s sight. Because God has already counted Abram righteous, this circumcision cannot be a condition for Abram’s acceptance with God, because it comes after God has already accepted him. Circumcision is a sign—a sign for God’s people that God is their God. It is not a requirement that must be fulfilled in order for God to become their God. Yet it is a very important sign; it sets Abram’s family and household apart from the surrounding peoples who worshiped idols and marks them as belonging to God. We know from the New Testament that this sign of the covenant now corresponds to another sign that we Christians practice today: baptism.

      As the chapter goes on, we see again that Abram still struggles to fully believe God. We know from chapter 16 that Abram has already tried to make God’s promise happen by his own methods rather than God’s power by having a baby with his wife’s servant. In Genesis 17, it seems that Abram still thinks that Ishmael might be the one whom God will use. But God has something more—something miraculous—in mind for Abram. God says, “Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac. I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant” (17:19). God insists that he will keep his promises to Abram and to the generations that will follow him.

      In the Bible, God asks us to do a lot of things, doesn’t he? God gave Abram a lot of instructions too. But remember this—God gives these commands to Abram after he has called him, made him his own, and declared him righteous through faith. It’s the same with us! Thank God today that “while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). Pray today that God would help you to obey him with all your heart—not to earn his acceptance but because he has already accepted you through Jesus!

    

  
    
      January 15 • Genesis 18:22–19:29

      Team Sin or Team Saved

      Michael Jordan led the Chicago Bulls to six NBA championships in the 1990s. He was, and is, a beloved hero who achieved great victory for his team and the team’s fans. But how do you think other teams thought of him? He was a hated nemesis and a source of great fear. When Michael Jordan came to your town, you knew your team was in trouble. That reality gives us a little picture of the twin truths about God that keep on emerging in Genesis. The same God who saves sinners by his abundant grace also judges sin with great wrath.

      In the first few verses of Genesis 18, we find Abraham (whose name was changed from Abram back in chapter 17) being visited by three men. They reveal to him that the Lord has a plan to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah because of their grave sin against God. Abraham stands before the Lord and essentially begins to bargain with him! Abraham asks God to agree to spare the city on behalf of only ten righteous people who may live there—and God agrees.

      We see from what happens in Genesis 19 that not only are there not ten righteous people in the city of Sodom, but there also may only be one: Lot. The men who visit the city are taken in with hospitality and generosity by this righteous man Lot, only to find themselves surrounded by an angry crowd of men from the city, who insist on sexually abusing them. We don’t know a lot about this city, but we see all we need to know about the men of the city from this terrible, disgusting account. The city was filled with homosexuality and violence—a place of perversion and unrest. We see one final time in this passage the insistent grace of God; the visiting angels grab Lot and his family and drag them out of the city to safety. Then the reality of God’s judgment on the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah is released in the form of sulfur and fire from heaven. Only Lot’s family escapes, and even his wife dies as part of God’s judgment, as she insists on looking back with longing toward the city full of sin.

      Ask yourself how you view sin. Do you hate sin like God does? Do you fight the sin in your own life with fiery passion as you seek to follow and serve your Savior? Thank God today for his grace in your life—for the rescue that he has provided you from his judgment through the sacrificial death of Jesus.

    

  
    
      January 16 • Genesis 21:1–21

      God Is Faithful

      Don’t you hate infomercials? An obnoxious spokesperson drones on and on about a product you would never want or need, no matter how low the price! There’s always that moment near the end where the famous line leads to a climax—you know the line I mean: “But wait, there’s more! Not only will we sell you this amazing tomato slicer, but we’ll also send you these slicer sharpeners absolutely free!”

      We see in Genesis 21 a kind of “but wait, there’s more” moment that has to do not with a sales pitch, but with the abundant grace of God to keep his promises. First, we see in the birth of Isaac that God has kept his promise to Abraham to give him a son by his wife Sarah. Let’s not lose sight of the fact that this is a miraculous birth; Abraham and Sarah had long been unable to have children. But God is gracious and faithful to keep his promises. Verse 1 doesn’t let us miss this; listen to the repetition: “The Lord visited Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did to Sarah as he had promised.”

      Then there’s the “but wait, there’s more” moment. Abraham—doubting God’s promise—had tried to take matters into his own hands and had slept with his wife’s servant Hagar. Hagar’s son, Ishmael, has now been displaced as the primary son of Abraham; Isaac will be the recipient of all God’s promises to him. Yet Abraham surely cared about Ishmael, his son. You can imagine how it broke his heart to be forced by the discord between Sarah and Hagar to send Ishmael away. It is here that God’s grace shines brightly. Not only is God faithful to keep his promise to Abraham by giving him a son, but he is also faithful to show protection even to the other son—the one conceived because of Abraham’s lack of faith. This child, Ishmael, who existed only because of Abraham’s lack of faith, also is a recipient of God’s grace and blessing. We know from the rest of the Bible story that the descendants of Ishmael would become—many of them—enemies of God and his people. Still, in this instance, we see clearly again the abounding grace of God to undeserving people.

      Our God gives grace to undeserving sinners—and then some. Take some time today to think about God’s abundant grace and blessing. Thank him for his rich blessing to you, especially the undeserved blessing of Jesus Christ our Savior.

    

  
    
      January 17 • Genesis 22

      God Provides a Sacrifice

      Genesis 22 is a hugely significant chapter in the Bible—one that could be discussed for a long time. To start, it is best to understand exactly what happens in this passage to see how it demonstrates a great pattern of God: he provides a sacrifice so that his people’s lives are spared.

      You need to know that many of Abraham’s surrounding cultures practiced child sacrifice. They would sacrifice their children to appease the wrath of the gods they worshiped. God had set himself apart from the surrounding idolatrous people groups by not demanding that child sacrifice be practiced by his people. So you can imagine Abraham’s shock when God appeared to him through an angel and spoke these words: “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering” (22:2). And Abraham went. There is already an application for us at this point in the story, as we observe Abraham’s immediate obedience to the word of his God—even as God commands him to do the unthinkable.

      You know the climax: just as Abraham is about to bring the knife down to kill his son Isaac, God calls out to him to stop. This is the key point in the story—God doesn’t let Abraham kill his son! God will not demand child sacrifice from Abraham, although he demands the kind of faith and devotion that would cause Abraham to not withhold an only son from God. At the climax of this story, God does not demand human sacrifice from his people; he provides the sacrifice.

      In God’s sovereignty in putting together his inspired Scripture, this account of Abraham, Isaac, and the almost-sacrifice is designed to point us ahead to another mountain, many years later, and to another Father, who did give up his Son, his only Son, whom he loved. It points us to a cross where God did for us what he would never ask us to do for ourselves. In the end, God keeps this pattern; he does provide the final sacrifice for the sins of his people!

      What is God saying to you today through this passage in his word? Maybe you have been reminded in a fresh way of God’s love and devotion for you—what he went through in the death of his Son in a way that Abraham didn’t have to, so that you could be forgiven and saved. Thank your gracious God for his love and devotion to your forgiveness and salvation!

    

  
    
      January 18 • Genesis 24

      Every Little Detail

      The sixty-seven verses of Genesis 24 form a beautiful—and fascinating—account of Isaac’s pursuit of a wife from God’s people. We won’t be able to summarize the entire story here in just a few words, so we will focus on the foundation for this story, found in the first nine verses.

      Abraham is getting old by this point. As he approaches death, he continues to hold on to God’s promise to him from years earlier—that God will give the land before him to his many descendants. But Abraham is worried about two things.

      First, he is worried that Isaac might marry a Canaanite woman from the land where he is living. That could prove to be very damaging for his son, as the women in the land did not worship God but idols.

      Second, he is worried that if Isaac finds a wife from Abraham’s people back in their homeland, that wife might convince Isaac to return there—away from the land that God has promised to Abraham’s family. So, while Abraham trusts God to keep his promise, he is rightly worried about the effect that Isaac’s imminent marriage could have on his descendants.

      If we see one lesson emerging clearly from the rest of the account of how Isaac comes to marry Rebekah, it’s this: God sovereignly orchestrates every part of this marriage in order to remain completely faithful to his promise to Abraham. God is in control of every detail of this story, even down to the “chance” meeting of Abraham’s servant with Rebekah at the well. God puts this all in motion and leads Abraham’s servant to the perfect wife for his son Isaac. She is a wife from his own people, yet a wife who is ready and willing to leave her home to join Isaac in the land to which God called him to go. Abraham’s descendants will continue to grow and flourish in this promised land of God, because God will make sure of it!

      Do you sometimes forget that God is involved in all the details of your life? Pray today, thanking God that he knows every hair on your head and every detail of your day. If you belong to Jesus, you can hold on to his promise to you: that he is working all things “together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).

    

  
    
      January 19 • Genesis 25:19–34

      A Tale of Two Brothers

      Do you have a brother or a sister? If so, you may notice that two siblings who share the same parents can have very different interests and personalities. One may tend to be intense, high-strung, and self-conscious; the other may be cool, calm, and wonderfully secure in who he is. We get introduced to a situation like this in Genesis 25 as we meet the two sons of Isaac: Jacob and Esau. Abraham has died, and the next chapter in the story of God’s people begins with the birth of these twins, who could not be more different!

      Even from their birth, these two boys prove to be anything but identical. Esau is red and hairy; Jacob doesn’t look like him at all. Esau is a man of the field—a man’s man and a hunter. Jacob is more comfortable in the kitchen, hanging with his mother. Their given names are important: Esau’s name describes his red and hairy appearance, while Jacob’s name describes his behavior—grabbing at his brother’s heel during their birth.

      We get our first glimpse of the kind of man Jacob is at the end of the chapter. He is a “grabber,” or, as his name could also be translated, a “deceiver” and a “cheater.” Jacob is sly, cunning, and out to get what he can for himself. Esau, who is physically superior to Jacob, but perhaps not quite so cunning, sells his younger brother his birthright in a moment of weakness. He despises this incredible privilege of being the firstborn son of Isaac because he happens to be very hungry. Esau, we see, is a man of the flesh; he is a slave to his appetites. But what I want you to notice today is that Jacob—this man whom God will choose over his brother Esau—is not much better than his brother! He is a deceitful, cheating, opportunistic, sneaky mama’s boy.

      While God will ultimately choose to bless this grabber Jacob, it’s not because he deserves God’s blessing. God chooses him because of who God is, not because of who Jacob is. As we’ll see, God will do a lot of work on this cheater’s heart as the story goes on.

      Think about where you were when God first called you to himself. Maybe you were like Esau—basically living for the fulfillment of your own appetites, living for yourself. Maybe you were more like Jacob—living for yourself in a different way, through sneakiness and cheating. Praise God today that he has chosen you—a “bad kid”—and ask him to complete the work that he wants to do in your heart and life!

    

  
    
      January 20 • Genesis 27

      Jacob the Deceiver

      It’s very interesting to me that in the Bible a person’s name usually tells you a lot about him or her. This chapter takes us deeper into the life of Jacob and shows us what kind of man he really is. In this account, he lives up to his name: he is the deceiver—the grabber.

      We begin the chapter with Jacob’s mother, Rebekah, eavesdropping on her husband and her son Esau. As she hears Isaac speaking of giving his son his blessing—which would consist of special words of promises from God about Esau’s life—she hatches a plan for her son Jacob. While Esau is out hunting, Jacob impersonates his older brother, and his father mistakenly bestows words of God’s blessing on him instead of Esau. It is a grand blessing, and it rings of the blessing given to Abraham by God himself: “Cursed be everyone who curses you, and blessed be everyone who blesses you” (27:29). So it’s Jacob who receives God’s promises to his grandfather Abraham. Esau refrains from killing Jacob but only out of respect for his father, vowing to murder Jacob as soon as Isaac has died. The chapter ends with Jacob’s mother sending him away for his own protection.

      Do you ever feel bad for God in all this? I do. Look at the people he has to work with! Jacob is a liar, a deceiver, and a grabber. If I were God, I’d regret all the promises I had made to this guy’s grandfather. If God is going to keep these wonderful promises—and bless this man Jacob and his descendants—it certainly isn’t going to be because Jacob deserves it. Why will God bless Jacob? Because God has decided to keep his promise. What a comforting thing for us to hear today! God is a God who makes promises—and keeps them. We are no more deserving than Jacob, yet God has given us the promise of eternal life through Jesus Christ his Son.

      God takes us just the way we are. Jesus died for us “while we were still sinners” (Rom. 5:8). But we’ll see as the story of Genesis progresses that while God is faithful to Jacob in spite of his sin, God doesn’t intend for Jacob to stay a sinner and a deceiver! To put it another way: God loves you the way you are, but he loves you too much to leave you the way you are. Praise God today that he has chosen to accept you and love you through Jesus. Then ask him to change your heart daily and make you more like Jesus your Savior.

    

  
    
      January 21 • Genesis 28

      Jacob the Dreamer

      Chapter 28 of Genesis begins with yet another picture of the stark contrast between the two brothers, Jacob and Esau. Jacob—the child of the promise—sets off from his home to find a wife for himself from his own people. Esau—the man of physical appetites—takes an additional wife, this time from the clan of Ishmael, in a somewhat misguided attempt to please his father and compete with Jacob.

      We stumble upon a lonely scene in verse 10 and following. Jacob is on his own, traveling toward a place called Haran. It gets darker, and he needs to stop for the night. He lies down and takes for a pillow the only thing he sees around him: a stone. In this lonely place in the middle of nowhere, God comes to Jacob. What is going on with this ladder that Jacob sees, with angels of God going up and down on it?

      It seems that the best understanding of this is that the ladder represents a connection between heaven and earth. God is demonstrating to Jacob that he will initiate a relationship between human beings and himself. Through God’s promise to Abraham and to his descendants, God is establishing an important pattern that he will never completely abandon: God comes near to his people. And so with this vision comes God’s restatement of his promise to Abraham, now directed specifically to his grandson Jacob. In the wilderness, God initiates a relationship with this wandering grabber of a man. He reaffirms his promises to Jacob’s family, swearing to this lonely man, “I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you” (28:15).

      Don’t miss the response of Jacob to God’s visit. First, Jacob responds in awe to God’s words and the dream. Second, he acknowledges God’s power and presence. Third, he begins to worship God by setting up an altar and making vows, even swearing to give to God a tenth of all that God gives to him. Jacob—the man who has been living only for himself—is beginning to respond in faith to the God of promise.

      Think today about the way that you respond to God’s promises and faithfulness to you. Are you in awe of God and amazed that he would draw near to you? Do you regularly respond in worship to God in every area of your life? Respond to God in faith, even as you go about your day today.

    

  
    
      January 22 • Genesis 29:1–30

      A Taste of His Own Medicine

      Was there a bully in your class in elementary school? This tends to be a kid who has grown much faster than his or her peers. The amazing thing about life though is that it has a way of bringing such bullies to their knees in humility. You see, no matter how tough, mean, and strong you are, there is always someone out there who is tougher and meaner than you.

      Well, life is about to come back at the bully Jacob! Enter Laban, a relative of Jacob’s, who is a wealthy and successful man and who has one very beautiful daughter, Rachel. As Jacob approaches Laban’s land and sees Rachel for the first time, Jacob has a “love at first sight” kind of moment. He agrees to work for Laban in exchange for the hand of Rachel in marriage. At the long-awaited wedding, Jacob and his bride feast, dance, celebrate, and finally retreat to the tent for their first night together. In the morning, Jacob is given a surprise that is partly comical and also terrible: he thought he had spent the night with Rachel, but he had spent the night with her older sister, Leah! Jacob has met his match in the crafty Laban; the deceiver has been deceived!

      The irony of this moment is not lost on the writer of Genesis, as he records Jacob exclaiming to Laban, “Why then have you deceived me?” (29:25). It’s reminiscent of Esau’s exclamation to his father Isaac after his younger brother deceived him, and perhaps Jacob in that moment saw his estranged brother’s face even as he felt the sting of being deceived.

      Let’s not miss where we are in the larger story of Genesis—and the whole Bible. God is still keeping his promise to undeserving people. Jacob has now taken two wives, marrying Rachel in addition to Leah; God will bless these women with children, who will continue to be bearers of God’s promise of blessing to his people. God is utterly determined to bless his people, even though they so often resist his blessing.

      We’ve read about Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, and now Jacob. Think about the common theme that keeps coming up: God’s determination to bless his people and keep his promises to them, despite so many of their efforts to the contrary. Thank God today that he insists on blessing you—most greatly in Jesus Christ his Son, your Savior.

    

  
    
      January 23 • Genesis 32

      Struggling with God

      Hopefully, for many of you, the day you first repented of your sins and put your faith in Jesus Christ was a real, climactic turning point in your life. Now we come to an event that is climactic for Jacob. Everything changes for him—and for God’s people—after Genesis 32. Knowing Jacob, it’s not surprising that this change involves a great struggle!

      Jacob has continued to work with Laban and has become wealthy and powerful. God has also blessed Jacob with children by his two wives, Rachel and Leah. But even the growth of his family has not been without struggle. Rachel and Leah—both competing for the affection of their husband—have turned childbearing into a kind of boxing match. One has a child, then the other one has a child to stay even with her sister. They even both convince Jacob to have children with their servant women in order to stay ahead of the other wife. Through Jacob’s family’s growth, we do see clearly God’s determination to bless him, even as this grabber has struggled with God all his life.

      In verse 22, Jacob is on his way to meet Esau, scared to death of what his brother might do to get even for Jacob’s past injustice to him. As night approaches, Jacob sends everyone else on ahead and remains alone. We then read something very strange: “A man wrestled with him” (32:24). This peculiar fight goes on until morning, when the mysterious man finally releases Jacob, leaving him with a permanent mark—an injury to his hip that leaves him with a lifelong limp.

      Jacob refuses to let this man go until the man blesses him. Then Jacob declares that he has seen God face to face. The man who came to wrestle with Jacob in the night was God appearing to Jacob in human form. This struggle represented (in one night) a lifetime of struggle with God. But at the end of the night something shifts in Jacob’s heart. He finally sees the need for God’s blessing in his life; he begs God for it. And God does what he has been intent on doing all along: he blesses Jacob, even changing his name to Israel, which means “strives with God.”

      Are you fighting with God today? Is your relationship with him a struggle? The call to the Jewish people in Genesis is essentially the same call to us today: let go, see your need for God, and turn to him alone for blessing. Do that today! Receive his ultimate blessing, which comes only through trusting, loving, and following Jesus Christ.

    

  
    
      January 24 • Genesis 35:1–15

      Worship God with Your Full Heart

      Years have passed since Jacob wrestled with God. Jacob and his brother Esau have been reunited, and Esau has spared Jacob’s life and forgiven him (33:4). Jacob’s family has continued to grow in numbers and strength, and his children are getting older. In these fifteen verses, observe three things.

      First, notice Jacob’s response to God’s call for him to “go up to Bethel” (35:1) and to make an altar to God there. Jacob immediately commands his household to get rid of the idols (“foreign gods”) that are in their midst (35:2). It seems that Jacob had not been leading his household faithfully in the worship of the one true God; they had been holding on to idolatry and some of the religious practices of the people around them. Jacob rightly realizes that to follow, serve, and worship God completely, he will need to purge the idols from their midst.

      Second, notice God’s protection of Jacob and his company; he causes terror to fall on the cities that they pass through in this journey, and he allows no harm to come to them. Throughout the Old Testament, we will find that God is ready and willing to defend his people against all potential enemies; he can preserve the existence of even a small and vulnerable group of people.

      Third, notice God’s words of blessing and promise to Jacob in verses 11–12. This is a fuller blessing than Jacob has received from God before. It begins with an echo of God’s words to Adam and Eve at the creation of the world: “Be fruitful and multiply” (35:11). God is commanding this new people—the nation of Israel—to grow and flourish. Next come God’s words concerning the kings that will come from Jacob. This is a promise of great rulers—royal leaders from this nation—which points us many years forward to the monarchy of Israel. Finally, God confirms his promise of the blessing of land to Jacob. Through these promises of blessing, we see God’s placing Jacob alongside Abraham and Isaac as a recipient of the promise.

      Jacob heard God’s call and immediately felt the need to put away all foreign gods and idols in order to fully serve and worship the one true God. Is there anything that you need to put away today, in order to serve God alone, and with your full heart? Pray about these things today, asking God to help you worship Jesus above all else.

    

  
    
      January 25 • Genesis 37

      Out of the Pit and into Slavery

      “It runs in the family.” You’ve heard that phrase, haven’t you? Whether competitiveness, humor, or talent, a lot of traits and traditions, strengths and weaknesses, get passed down from generation to generation.

      For Jacob’s clan, favoritism and sibling strife seem to run in the family. We read at the beginning of Genesis 37 that Jacob loves his son Joseph more than any of his other sons; he even gives Joseph a gift of a very valuable—and very beautiful—coat. Joseph’s brothers, not surprisingly, do not like this one bit, and they take their bitterness against their father out on their younger brother Joseph. It doesn’t seem that Joseph helps himself out very much, does it? He has dreams that seem to symbolize a day when his whole family will bow down to him in honor, and he tells his brothers all about these dreams!

      Finally, a beautiful opportunity to get rid of Joseph seems to fall into the laps of his brothers. Jacob sends Joseph to check on his brothers’ work with Jacob’s flocks. Joseph’s brothers are certainly nasty guys; they want to kill Joseph and toss him into a pit! Reuben convinces them not to kill Joseph, suggesting they just throw him in the pit. (Reuben intends to save Joseph later.) But while Reuben is away, the brothers sell Joseph to a traveling band of Ishmaelites, who carry him down to Egypt. The chapter ends with Joseph’s arrival in Egypt as a slave in the house of a man named Potiphar, who is identified as the captain of the guard.

      Joseph is now in the lowest place imaginable—in slavery in a foreign land. Yet he will be faithful. More than that, God will be faithful to him. This will be the story of a God who faithfully orchestrates every detail of Joseph’s life for his good and for the good of his people.

      My guess is that Joseph’s day was worse than your worst day! But Joseph does not abandon faith in God, and God does not abandon him. Joseph doesn’t know it, but God is using even this terrible day for the ultimate good of Joseph and his people. Ask God to help you trust him that he really is working out all things according to his perfect plan for the ultimate and eternal good of his people (see Rom. 8:28).

    

  
    
      January 26 • Genesis 38

      Enslaved to Sin

      Chapter 37 ended with Joseph in Egypt, serving a guy named Potiphar. We’re into the story, and we want to know what happens to Joseph. Then, all of a sudden—wham!—this seedy tale of sex, deception, and sin hits us right in the face. Where is this coming from?

      Judah, one of the sons of Jacob, gets married and has some sons. His oldest son, Er, gets married. We don’t know much about Er, other than that he is very wicked, so God puts him to death. The custom of the day was that, if an older brother died, the younger brother would marry his widow and have children with her to carry on the name of the older brother. Onan—Judah’s next son—marries Tamar (Er’s wife), but doesn’t let himself get her pregnant, because he doesn’t want to pass on the name of his older brother. This selfish, spiteful act leads to his judgment; God puts him to death as well.

      At this point, Judah sees that it’s not going very well for his sons! So even when his third son Shelah is grown up, he doesn’t have him marry Tamar. Tamar, seeing that Judah has not commanded his son to do his duty and marry her, dresses up as a prostitute, deceives Judah into sleeping with her, and becomes pregnant by him. Later Judah, finding out that his daughter-in-law Tamar is pregnant, commands that she be put to death. Tamar, at the last second, reveals to Judah that he is the father of her child; she was the veiled “prostitute” he had slept with. Judah, ashamed, allows her to live, and she gives birth to twin sons: Perez and Zerah. What a sordid tale! Judah’s family is wicked in God’s sight, and he is no man of high character either.

      It seems that the author of Genesis is setting up a key contrast in the story. Think about where we left Joseph: in slavery in a foreign land. Think about where Judah is: a free man in his own land. Two very different situations! But we’ll see as the story goes on who is really free and who is really in slavery. More than this, we’ll see whom God chooses to be with.

      In this passage, we read about a man, Judah, who had the best of circumstances: he was wealthy, free, and successful. Yet his entire family was in slavery to sin. Spend some time in prayer with God today. Ask him to help you draw near to him every day—no matter your circumstances.

    

  
    
      January 27 • Genesis 39

      God Is with Joseph

      When we last left Joseph, he was being delivered as a slave to the household of a man named Potiphar, the captain of the Egyptian guard. As chapter 39 begins, we see that God is not done with Joseph! He is with this young man and blesses him greatly so that he quickly finds his way into the house of Potiphar as his most trusted servant. Think back for a moment to Genesis 38—the sad and sin-stained story of Judah and his sons. What a contrast the situation of Joseph is with that of his older brother back home! God is with Joseph, and that is more important than any circumstance.

      Joseph, we find, is a handsome man. It doesn’t take long before the wife of Potiphar takes notice of this fact and begins repeated attempts to seduce him. Joseph, intent on obeying his God, continues to refuse her advances, and eventually decides to avoid her altogether. Potiphar’s wife is not to be denied, though, and she becomes more and more forceful. When Joseph sprints away from her, leaving his coat behind him, the embarrassed woman sees an opportunity to get even with the young man who keeps turning her down. She tells Potiphar, her husband, that Joseph tried to assault her. Potiphar has Joseph thrown in prison for this supposed offense.

      Maybe Joseph was now thinking, “Are you kidding me, God?” He’s just recently been thrown into a pit by his own brothers and then sold as a slave to a bunch of Ishmaelite traders. Then, just as he’s begun to have some success in the household of Potiphar, he’s falsely accused and unjustly imprisoned on a bogus assault charge. What terrible luck! Or so it seems.

      You see, we find as the chapter closes that God is in charge of this situation too. God has not abandoned Joseph. He begins to give him favor in the prison, so that Joseph is running the show there in no time. God is with this man—even in the depths of prison. And God has great plans to save and bless his people through his faithful servant Joseph.

      Have you ever felt like your life is just one bad break after another? Remember this lesson from the book of Genesis: God has great plans to save and bless his people. Ask God to give you faith in him today—even in the midst of difficult things. Praise him for his faithfulness to his people—including you!

    

  
    
      January 28 • Genesis 40

      The Sovereignty of God

      There’s a word that describes well the concept that the story of Joseph has been dancing around. It’s the word sovereignty. When we talk about God being in absolute control, having a plan, being in charge of every detail of Joseph’s life, we are talking about God’s sovereignty. The Bible is clear, of course, that God’s sovereignty over all things does not imply that we do not make real choices. But the story of Genesis doesn’t shy away from pointing us to a God who is in utter and complete control of not just the big picture but also of every detail and occurrence in the life of Joseph.

      Genesis 40 is no exception. We find Joseph still in prison, where God has begun to give him great favor with the guards. It “so happens” that two of Pharaoh’s officials find their way into prison with Joseph: his cupbearer and his baker. God clearly gives Joseph a special gift of discernment and wisdom, as he is miraculously able to interpret the God-given dreams of Pharaoh’s servants completely accurately. Just as Joseph said, the baker is put to death, and the cupbearer is restored to his previous position in service to Pharaoh. However, the chapter ends on a sour note. The cupbearer, whom Joseph had asked to bring his cause before Pharaoh, promptly forgets all about his friend in prison once he is out again as a free man.

      We should read verse 23, however, as possessing a great amount of irony! The cupbearer has forgotten about Joseph, yes, but we already know from Genesis 39 that God has not forgotten about him: “The Lord was with Joseph and showed him steadfast love” (39:21). God still has a plan for him, and in his sovereign control, it is a plan that is far better than Joseph could ever have dreamed. God is still sovereign, even as Joseph sits for yet another two years in a dirty prison, trusting in his Lord to be faithful.

      Be comforted that the God who controls and plans all things does have a perfect plan for your life, if you are his child through faith in his Son, Jesus Christ. Even though you may feel like you’re sitting in prison, a victim of terrible bad luck, never forget that God is in control. Ask him to help you trust him today.

    

  
    
      January 29 • Genesis 41

      Wheel of Fortune

      The fairy tale of Cinderella, the Will Smith movie The Pursuit of Happyness, the life of Johnny Cash—we love rags-to-riches tales. In Genesis 41, we find a rags-to-riches tale that is even more unbelievable than these. It tells the reversal of Joseph’s fortunes, perfectly orchestrated by his sovereign God.

      Genesis 41 begins with Joseph still seemingly forgotten in prison, a nobody in a foreign land. The chapter ends with him ruling at the right hand of Pharaoh—a man of overwhelming power, fame, and influence. As Pharaoh is tormented by a dream, the forgetful cupbearer’s memory is finally jogged, and he tells Pharaoh of the Hebrew man who explained a dream to him two years before. Pharaoh calls Joseph from prison, and Joseph correctly interprets his dream, predicting seven years of abundance in all the land, followed by seven years of famine. Pharaoh, convinced that Joseph has a gift and power from God, not only allows him to stay out of prison but also makes him the second-in-command in Egypt! At thirty years of age, and after years of suffering and seemingly bad luck, Joseph has become a ruler with immense power.

      We can’t miss what God is doing here. Look at the final verse again: “All the earth came to Egypt to Joseph to buy grain, because the famine was severe over all the earth” (41:57). Earlier in Genesis, God promised to Abraham that all the nations of the earth would be blessed through him. In a small way, God is beginning to fulfill that promise to Abraham through Joseph’s blessing of the whole earth through the provision of food. There will be a much greater fulfillment of that promise when Jesus comes many years later, but there is a hint of it here. Also remember who “all the earth” will include: Jacob and all his family! God has put Joseph in a strategic position of power so that, when famine comes, he will provide for God’s people. God is remaining faithful to the entirety of his people through his faithfulness to Joseph as an individual.

      It is hard to trust God every day, especially when we can’t see all the details of his perfect plan. Even at this point in the story, Joseph still doesn’t understand what this new position of power will mean for the salvation of his father and brothers back home. But God does. Ask God for faith to trust him, obey him, and follow his Son Jesus—even though you don’t know all the details of his plan!

    

  
    
      January 30 • Genesis 45

      God Meant It for Good

      As the seven years of famine begin in the region, other countries begin to suffer from the lack of food—but not Egypt! Joseph, with God’s help, has predicted this famine and has led a strategic plan of preparation, so that Egypt has prepared storehouses full of food for survival during this time. People from all over the world start coming to Egypt—and to Joseph—including, eventually, his own brothers. They don’t recognize Joseph with all his Egyptian finery, and Joseph takes advantage of this fact. He frames them for theft and even holds their beloved youngest brother, Benjamin, as ransom. Perhaps he is testing his brothers to see if they have any remorse for what they’ve done, or maybe he is just enjoying the way the tables have turned.

      In this chapter, Joseph finally reveals his true identity to his brothers; he “could not control himself” any more (45:1). It is an emotional reunion, and we discover Joseph’s true heart. In his new position of power, he easily could have put these Hebrew men to death—these men who had wickedly sold him into slavery so many years before. But Joseph does not. He weeps with them, forgives them, and tells them not to worry. Perhaps the best summary of Joseph’s heart and faith comes through the beautiful words that he utters, seeking to tell the story of his own life to his brothers: “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today” (50:20).

      The book of Genesis draws to a close with all God’s people—the entire family and household of Jacob—going down to Egypt to live under the care and provision that God has given to them through Joseph. This is God’s plan for them—to provide blessing and salvation for them and to prosper and grow them as a people, just as he promised Abraham. This is the end of Genesis, but it is not the end the story of God’s people. The very first chapter of Exodus will give us a hint of the trouble that is to come for them.

      We serve a God who turns evil on its head like that all the time! God even used the terrible death of Jesus to bring salvation, blessing, forgiveness, and eternal life to all who will repent of their sins and believe in him. Praise God for this today!

    

  
    
      January 31 • Exodus 1

      New King, Same God

      As we begin the book of Exodus, we need to make sure that we do not just breeze through the first few verses, especially verse 7: “But the people of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them.” Remember how far God’s people have come! Not too long ago, God’s people were made up of just two individuals: an old, barren couple, Abram and Sarai. Yet just two generations later, here is the evidence that God has kept his promise to his people. The Hebrews have multiplied, increased in number, and even grown “exceedingly strong” in the land of Egypt.

      Verse 8, though, is up there with some of the most ominous and foreboding phrases of all time: “Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.” The Jews’ numbers and strength have now become a threat to the Egyptians. And so begins the account of the slavery of God’s people in the land of Egypt. They were forced to do all kinds of work for the Egyptians. There were no doubt instances of abuse, beatings, and unfair treatment. God’s people had flourished, in accordance with God’s promise to Abraham. But what about this? How does this fit into God’s plan?

      The story in the book of Exodus begins with the slavery of God’s people to Pharaoh in the land of Egypt. It will not end there, though! God’s plan for his people is for their preservation, salvation, and blessing. In reading the book of Exodus, it becomes clear that God’s plan for his people is to bring them out of slavery in Egypt and into worship of him. Even in this first chapter of the book we see the first hint of God’s commitment to this plan. Against all odds, and probably at the risk of their lives, the Egyptian midwives defy Pharaoh’s orders to kill the male children of the Hebrew people. These women feared God, and God blessed them and used them to preserve the lives of many of his people.

      God’s big plan for his people in the book of Exodus involves taking them out of slavery and into worship to him. Are you in slavery to anything? Pride? Selfishness? Lust? Sin in general? God’s desire for your life is to deliver you through Jesus from slavery and bring you to a place where your whole life is lived in worship to him. Pray today that God would do this in your life!

    

  
    
      February 1 • Exodus 2

      A Wanderer in the Wilderness

      In the Bible, the story of someone’s birth is often a very significant indication of what will happen in and through his or her life. Jacob was born grabbing the heel of his brother Esau; he was a grabber and a deceiver for a good portion of his life. And so, when we read of the remarkable events surrounding the birth of Moses, we should be saying to ourselves, “This will be a remarkable man!” Moses will be a remarkable man, because God chooses to work in remarkable ways through him for God’s people.

      From a human standpoint, Moses shouldn’t have survived past the age of three months. His mother, knowing that Pharaoh was intent on killing all Hebrew baby boys, essentially gave him up to the mercy of God and sent him floating down a river in a basket! As if by chance, this floating bundle ends up in the hands of Pharaoh’s daughter, who decides to adopt the child as her own. In perhaps the most ironic twist of this first part of the chapter, Moses’s mother ends up getting paid to take care of her own son.

      Moses, evidently something of a hothead as he gets older, gets himself into some serious trouble with Pharaoh. Seeing one of his fellow Hebrews getting beaten by an Egyptian, he kills the Egyptian in anger and hides the body. Pharaoh catches wind of this and puts a price on Moses’s head. Moses, though, runs away, and God preserves his life. The section ends with this fugitive on the run in the wilderness.

      But the chapter doesn’t end there. The slavery and anguish of God’s people in Egypt is getting worse, and they begin to cry out to God. We read that God heard their prayer and that he “remembered his covenant with Abraham” (2:24). And, in fact, the entire story of Moses’s life proved that God hadn’t forgotten his people. God had been at work, preserving the life of this fugitive and preparing to use him to deliver his people from slavery. This Moses—a wanderer in the wilderness—would indeed become the prince and judge over God’s people.

      In this passage, God was preserving the life of his servant Moses and preparing him to return to Egypt to speak God’s words to Pharaoh and lead his people out from slavery. God never stops working out his plan! Ask God to help you remember that today. Ask him to help you trust that he does not sleep or take breaks in working for his people and his plan.

    

  
    
      February 2 • Exodus 3

      The Burning Bush

      There is little doubt that Moses thought he was done with Egypt. He had gotten away with murdering an Egyptian, and he was a wanted man there. His plan was probably to live out his days with his wife in the land of Midian, taking care of the flocks of his father-in-law, Jethro. But this all changed on the day we read about in Exodus 3. It’s a normal day, and Moses is guiding the flocks as they graze. All of a sudden, he sees something remarkable: a bush that is on fire, burning with a steady flame without being burned up.

      Verse 4 tells us that “God called to him out of the bush.” The burning bush—a sign of God’s presence—had been placed there by God so that Moses would take notice and listen to God’s word to him. He tells Moses that he has heard his people’s cries in the midst of their affliction and slavery in Egypt and that he is going to deliver them; he is going to do this through the leadership of this man, Moses. Moses—this fugitive sheepherder—is God’s chosen man for a huge mission.

      Moses responds to God in the way that we all might respond to a commission like this from God: he expresses a great sense of unworthiness. “Who am I,” he says, “that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?” (3:11). Moses was not looking for this kind of responsibility. He knew what he was—a nobody. Moses had no illusions about his own leadership abilities and talents.

      Notice, though, how God responds to this humble question from Moses. He doesn’t rebuke him. He doesn’t try to convince Moses that he’s very special and up to the challenge. God reminds Moses of his presence with him in this call: “But I will be with you” (3:12). That is God’s answer to Moses’s “Who am I?” question. God answers Moses’s doubting question with an assurance of his own divine presence with him. That is enough. That is why Moses will succeed in this call: God will be with him.

      God’s promise to you today is that—if you belong to Jesus Christ—he is with you. That is our hope—not that we’re strong enough, but that God is with us. He’s shown us this through the work of Jesus Christ—Immanuel—“God with us.” Trust in him, not yourself, as you follow him today.

    

  
    
      February 3 • Exodus 7

      God’s Control and Human Choice

      In Exodus 4–5, God sent Moses and his brother Aaron to Egypt to speak to Pharaoh. Their meeting with Pharaoh didn’t go too well; Pharaoh refused to let the Israelites go and made their work much harder by refusing to give them straw to work with. Moses and Aaron, distraught that they brought their fellow Israelites into an even worse situation than before, turned to God for help. In Exodus 6, God again promised the deliverance of his people and sent Moses and Aaron back to Pharaoh, this time with great signs.

      What happens in Exodus 7 is quite amazing. There is a magical competition of sorts as Moses and Aaron square off against the magicians of Egypt. By the magicians’ dark arts, they are able to turn staffs into serpents. The magicians are even able to match the first great plague performed by God through Moses and Aaron: turning water into blood. These magicians, whose power most likely came from Satan himself, won’t be able to keep up long with the almighty power of God! But they do remind us that there is real power in the demonic forces that are at work in our world. Satan and his servants are real and dangerous, although we will see that they are no match for our God.

      But what I really want you to notice today is the interesting interplay in this chapter between the obvious sovereign plan of God in all these events and the real human choices made by this king of Egypt, Pharaoh. Look at the way Pharaoh’s behavior and attitudes are described in Exodus 7. In verse 3, God says, “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart.” In verse 4, God tells Moses and Aaron that “Pharaoh will not listen to you.” In verses 13, 14, and 22, the text simply tells us that Pharaoh’s heart was hardened. Both truths—God’s sovereign control and real, responsible human choice—are held next to each other in this chapter of Scripture without dissonance. God is always working out his perfect plan in the world, even as human beings continue to make real choices to either follow God or harden their hearts against him!

      You serve the God who is working all things according to his plan, and he will let nothing get in the way of that. Thank God today that he—the all-powerful Lord of the universe—has chosen you for himself. Don’t harden your heart against him; be ready to listen to his word and obey it!
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