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			Introduction

			What a wonderful irony that I have the privilege of writing the introduction to this daily devotional. Little did David know that he would be publishing books posthumously! And little did I know that after all my grumbling and complaining about David pulling all-nighters for writing deadlines, this little book would shine redeeming light into my heart. God knows how I laugh now with Abraham’s wife at the birth of this “impossible Isaac,” the brainchild of Barbara Juliani and New Growth Press. It has been a long labor of love for Ruth Castle and Barbara J (as David used to call his longtime editor and friend) who listened to sermons, lectures, conference talks and interviews, combed through books and articles, and added prayers and favorite hymns, as they compiled 366 days of devotions. Now you can sit beside David with your coffee in hand, as I was privileged to do for forty-three years of our life together. And you can jump with him, as I did, into the living water of God’s Word, finding strength and courage in weakness and friendship and faith for the journey.

			By the end of his life, David felt as at home in the Word of God as he did in the Pacific waters of his childhood. Three months before his homegoing, we flew out to say goodbye to his family in Hawaii. One spectacular day we kayaked out to the off-shore islands near his home. Huge breaking surf wrapped the rocks that day, as we hiked around one of the islands to the lagoon on the other side to jump in. Due to the large break, it became too dicey for me and some of the others to continue, so we settled ourselves in the balcony of high rocks and watched the glory splash below. Our son Peter, his cousin CJ, and David continued to the lagoon. But when they reached it, the two strong, athletic young men raised their eyebrows and decided to sit out, while David prepared to jump in. His teenage surfing-self kicked in, reading the wave action with an eagle eye, timing his moves until he was perfectly poised, waiting and waiting again until finally he took heart and flight into the foaming turquoise swirl below—trusting God to bear him up. 

			For David, jumping into God’s Word had a similar challenge and adventure to it. To know the living God—diving into his myriad nuanced Personality, stepping carefully into controversial passages and unpacking them with wisdom, waiting and waiting for insight before jumping to premature conclusions, trusting God to bear him up. David “took heart” in an ocean of suffering over the last twenty years of his life. Through open heart surgery, five cancer surgeries, sleep apnea, and chronic fatigue, he knew great weakness. But out of his weakness came sermons, books, blogs, lectures, conferences, curriculum, and journal articles. Through these devotional readings, you can join him as he works out his friendship with God. As the Beatitudes begin by recognizing weakness, so this devotional begins. And each devotional has one or two sentences italicized to encourage you throughout your day to “take heart.” 

			In the following journal entry, David faces his weakness, unbelief, discouragement, and negativity over the seeming impossibility of finishing his doctoral thesis. With 2 Corinthians 4:17–18 in mind, he moves from despondent weakness to victorious doxology.

			Journal 1995

			Nan and I spoke about understanding ourselves and each other last night. If I harbor resentment at the PhD process—is it residual sloth from the 60’s, pride that does not want to work on schedule, or am I afraid of the judgment of superiors and peers, the fear of responsibility and success or failure at being shown up as a fraud?? What of it? 

			All this is light affliction and mild darkness, and secondary confusion. 

			Maybe I’ll never figure it out. 

			BUT in You, O God of glory, are riches of splendor—the disk of Andromeda, 100,000 light years to cross her billions of suns, the God whose raiment is incomprehensible light . . . I love You. My Savior who loved, who taught, who suffered, who died, who lives and lives and lives in the power of indestructible Life. You are truly what a human being is. Good beyond incalculable goodness, You bring life out of death, mercy instead of judgment. You have entered our lives, become one of us, the man Jesus, YAWEH in the flesh, in whom is found wonder upon wonder and all true. You have loved with exceeding long-suffering and overflowing generosity a wandering, confused, and distractible race; and You have placed Your life in substitution to make propitiation for us for whom sin is as breathing and heartbeat. You are merciful and Your beauty is radiant. I love You.

			Resolved:To do the dissertation for Love, Learning, Growth, Integrity, Joy, Partnership, and Excellence.

			Post Tenebras Lux “After the darkness, Light”

			It is my deepest hope that as you dive into the light of God’s Word with David, you take heart and go deep. 

			May God bear you up.

			Nan Powlison

			February 2022

		

	
		
			January 1

			As for me, I am poor and needy,  but the Lord takes thought for me.  You are my help and my deliverer;  do not delay, O my God! —Psalm 40:17

			“Weakness” is a comprehensive description of our human condition. We are perishable. We are mortal. We face a multitude of afflictions in our lives. And we are sinful, bent from the heart toward pride, self-righteousness, fear of man, and a multitude of desires and fears that beset us. The mercies of God meet us in this comprehensive condition of weakness.

			To admit weakness is so countercultural to people who want to say, “We are STRONG!” and “You can do it!” On the contrary, we are fundamentally weak. That weakness is a most unusual door into all the ways God enables us to be strong.

			Being unafraid to be publicly weak was true of King David. The end of Psalm 40 has always resonated deeply with me. This psalm contains a great deal of fruitful ministry and joyful worship, yet David summarizes himself this way: “As for me, I am poor and needy, but the Lord takes thought for me.” David’s strength grew out of his comprehensive sense of weakness, and his confidence in God’s strength.

			My deepest hope for you is that in both your personal life and your ministry to others, you would be unafraid to be publicly weak as the doorway to the strength of God himself.

		

	
		
			January 2

			“But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” —Matthew 6:33

			God is very concerned that we seek him, his kingdom, and his righteousness. We are to pursue him and be oriented to him because we trust he’s going to take care of the other things. 

			What are you pursuing? What are you after? What are you obsessing about? The answers to those questions will correlate with what you’re worrying about, because if you’re pursuing with your whole heart the wrong things, you’re going to worry about them. Only God can be pursued wholeheartedly without worry or anxiety. 

			The biggest question cuts the deepest: What do you love? We’re simply turning the first Great Commandment on its head and letting it serve as a mirror into which we look. We’re called to love him with all that we are. What are you loving? Who are you loving? Are you loving pleasure, money, or control? Are you loving being liked? These questions cut deep, and your answers affect everything you feel and think, how you treat people, and the way you come into a conversation. 

			God speaks, and those who have ears to hear, hear that question. Which voices are you tuning into?

		

	
		
			January 3

			For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. —2 Corinthians 4:6

			People change when the Holy Spirit brings the love of God to their hearts through the gospel. Whoever receives the Spirit of adoption as God’s child learns to cry out, “Abba, Father.” People change when they see that they are responsible for what they believe about God. People change when truth becomes clearer and brighter than previous life experience. We change when our ears hear and our eyes see what God tells us about himself (Psalm 103:10–13; Isaiah 49:13–16). 

			God is in the business of changing people’s minds; he is not hindered by distortions. He can reveal himself, “[shining] in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6). Life experience is not supreme; neither are the lies that people believe. God is supreme, and he alone trumps what we bring to the table. 

			Your life experiences do not have to dictate your view of reality. On the contrary; disappointing people and experiences can make you long to know the real King, Shepherd, Master, Savior, and God! Ask the Lord to make himself known to you today.

		

	
		
			January 4

			Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?” —John 11:25–26 

			How do you know that the promises God makes to you are true? How do you know that the living God gives true, substantial hope? Because Jesus defeated death. As a willing and sinless substitute, he died in our place on the cross. And God raised him to life and joy. He is alive. Peter explains it this way: “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you” (1 Peter 1:3–4). Your Father in heaven has great mercy. He makes us alive. He gives us realistic joy and hope.

			Jesus is alive! His resurrection is his guarantee that you can live in real hope. Your hope is not based on a pipe dream that changed circumstances, passing of time, a new set of friends, or even giving up will somehow cure how you feel. He gives living hope based on the physical reality of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Because the resurrection happened and Jesus is alive, well, and at work, your story can end in life.

		

	
		
			January 5

			Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. —Psalm 23:4

			What will give you the most pleasure in life? What pleasure will not dim through all the changes in your life? The pleasure of knowing God and being known by him. You step into that pleasure by coming to Jesus for mercy and grace. You grow in your relationship with him by making that call for mercy a daily, lifelong habit. Your own inability to deal with your habitual sins is God’s mercy to you, because it forces you to go to God for the help you need. As you go to God, use his Word to guide your relationship. 

			Psalm 23 has been my prayer for many years. Praying through it is one way to experience the pleasure of a growing relationship with God. Start by reading it out loud. 

			Notice how the psalmist takes hold of suffering. He looks the shadow of death right in the eye: “I will fear no evil” (v. 4). He knows the Lord is with him. Notice how he switches from talking about God in the third person (“he”) to the second person (“you”) in an amazing expression of intimacy with God. The last two lines say that goodness and lovingkindness are literally chasing him! “I am being pursued by your goodness and mercy all my life, and then I will live with you forever.” This is the supreme pleasure.

		

	
		
			January 6

			“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  —John 13:34–35 

			The Bible gives us two pictures of loving relationships. The leading theme, the richer theme, involves the people you truly enjoy—your beloved brother, sister, wife, the child you hold in your arms, and dear friends. In heaven you will see face-to-face the One you love, the supreme Person. But heaven is also a place full of other relationships you enjoy. These people love you without pretense, competition, or manipulation. 

			But side by side with that call to joyous intimacy is a call to get out of your comfort zone. The harder call of the Bible is to love enemies, strangers, people who are different from you, and those who are needy, sinful, and broken.

			This call comes for two reasons. First, it tests whether you are turning the innocent pleasures of intimacy into a stained pleasure. Are you and the people you enjoy turning into a clique? Second, the call tests whether we are willing to widen the circle of intimacy so that enemies become friends, strangers become like family, and someone you don’t know becomes like a dear sister. The goal is always the simple, joyous relationship with others—the mutual affection and give-and-take. God calls you to widen the circle of your friendships, and to avoid making a god out of those who bring you the greatest pleasure. Doing these two things will fill your life with the pleasure of relationships with others.

		

	
		
			January 7

			The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  —Philippians 4:5–7 niv 

			The Lord has something to say about what you are going through every single day. Scripture has been designed by God himself to connect to the reality of human experience. But how do you make those connections? Start with the pithy, straightforward passages of Scripture. Philippians 4:6, for example, says, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.” What promise could ever anchor you, so that you can make such a response? One of them is tucked in the little verse right before Philippians 4:6. Verse 5 says, “the Lord is near.” Anxiety is the experience that you’re all alone in a world that’s too big for you. You feel anxious because you can’t control your circumstances. But if the Lord is near, everything changes. You aren’t alone, and the one who is in control, to order and provide, he’s near and he cares for you and he is involved.

			Starting with these basic promises reminds you in the midst of your day that the Lord is with you. Simple promises, taken to heart, get you and God on the same page with each other.

		

	
		
			January 8

			“Pray then like this: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.’” —Matthew 6:9–13 

			Broadly speaking, there are three emphases of biblical prayer: circumstantial prayers, wisdom prayers, and kingdom prayers.

			Sometimes we ask God to change our circumstances: heal the sick, give daily bread, protect from suffering and evil, make our leaders just, convert friends and family, make our work prosper, provide me with a spouse, quiet this storm, send rain, give us a child.

			Sometimes we ask God to change us: deepen my faith, teach us to love each other, forgive sins, make me wise, make us know you better, help me to sanctify you in my heart, don’t let me dishonor you, help us understand Scripture, teach me to encourage others.

			Sometimes we ask God to change everything by revealing himself more fully, magnifying his glory and rule. Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven, be exalted above the heavens, let your glory be over all of the earth, come Lord Jesus.

			In the Lord’s Prayer you see examples of all three, tightly interwoven. The Lord’s kingdom involves the destruction of our sins and sufferings. His reign causes a flourishing of love’s wisdom and a wealth of situational blessing. Prayers for God to change me and my circumstances are requests that he reveal his glory and mercy on the stage of this world.

		

	
		
			January 9

			His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, by which he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire. —2 Peter 1:3–4

			The Spirit and the Word recognize that we are a tangled web, individually and together. We are dark even to ourselves, hard to understand, slow to change. Every one of us has stubborn inconsistencies and blind spots. Jeremiah says that our hearts are deceitful and wonders who could possibly understand it (Jeremiah 17:9). The only one who does thoroughly understand us is God. Sometimes he helps us to change rapidly. But he usually intervenes slowly—to transform how a person thinks, loves, fears, wants, and trusts on a scale of years and decades, over a lifetime.

			The reorientation of our hearts is a slow road. We will only be made wholly right when we see Jesus face-to-face. Someone’s behaviors matter and the deep waters of the inner person also matter. Complexities do not erase simplicities, and vice versa. The ability to attend to both is much to be desired, and calls for humility, patience, and an abiding awareness of need for greater wisdom and skill.

			People tend to evade personal responsibility by blame-shifting and self-justification. The courage to face hard things grows slowly in people who suffer greatly. From many angles, our Father states and restates his love for us in Christ. People need to hear that because it is by promises that we change (2 Peter 1:4). God sympathetically describes and illumines the varied challenges of tough circumstances. He invites our faith. Because he is merciful and patient, we learn to relate our needs and joys honestly to him.

		

	
		
			January 10

			If your law had not been my delight, I would have perished in my affliction. I will never forget your precepts, for by them you have given me life. —Psalm 119:92–93 

			Psalm 119 is personal prayer. It’s talking to God, not teaching about God. We hear what a man says out loud in God’s presence: his joyous pleasure, vocal need, open adoration, blunt requests, candid assertions, deep struggles, and fiercely good intentions. The various words for the Word appear once in each verse, but I-you words appear about four times per verse. That’s a 4:1 ratio and emphasis.

			So Psalm 119 is actually not about the topic of getting Scripture into your life. Instead, it is the honest words that erupt when what God says gets into you. It’s not an exhortation to Bible study; it’s an outcry of faith. Psalm 119 is the thoughtful outcry that rises when real life meets real God.

			So this is what we hear in Psalm 119. A person who has listened opens his heart to the Person who has spoken.

			How did the psalmist learn to be so outspoken to God? He listened to what God said in the rest of the Bible and lived it. The Lord says who he is, and is who he says. The Lord says what he does, and does what he says. Faith listens, experiences what is true, and talks back in simple sentences.

			We tend to be busy, noisy, distractible people in a busy, noisy, distracting world. This psalm teaches us to say, “I need time to listen and think if I’m ever to converse with God.”

		

	
		
			January 11

			And he answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” —Luke 10:27

			Jesus summarized the Bible’s goal in this way: Love God with your whole heart. Love your neighbor as yourself. God’s law is a picture of how a human being becomes truly human (Galatians 5:6; 1 Timothy 1:5). 

			It’s the way life is meant to be. The God of the universe calls us to love him with utter devotion. When I forget my Shepherd, I orient my life around another god and love some good gift more than the Giver. God, who made people in his image, calls us to love each other with the same fierce concern that we look out for our own interests. When I forget, I get frustrated and hostile, or fearful and withdrawn. When I remember, I get fiercely caring. Will I love my self-interest and become wholly indifferent to the interests of my neighbors whose cares surround me? I am commanded to the sanity of love, and it lays my heart bare. 

			The law of love is a mirror showing us who we are. It is also a lamp, lighting the way to where we ought to be.

		

	
		
			January 12

			Rock of ages cleft for me

			Let me hide myself in Thee

			Rock of ages, cleft for me

			Let me hide myself in Thee

			Let the water and the blood

			From thy riven side which flowed

			Oh, be of sin the double cure

			Cleanse me from its guilt and power

			—Augustus Toplady, "Rock of Ages"

			Every facet of the grace of God is tailored to make us new when we are angry, critical, fearful, and proud. In place of living deformed lives, we find the “double cure” for sin’s guilt and power—those who seek Jesus find true forgiveness. In Jesus, those who ask receive the Spirit from our generous Father. We will be reformed into the image of the Son who lived and died for us that we might live for him.

			What must you do? Angry people must turn and seek God. James 4:6–10 captures this relational reality called repentant faith. We turn in need to the Person willing and able to help. The Lord offers a radically “vertical” solution for the radically vertical problem of the heart. It is striking how God-centered this solution is. Submit to God and resist the devil. Draw near to God. The proud devil flees as God draws near to you. Cleanse your hands from those outward expressions of sin: the chaos and every evil practice, the quarrels and conflicts, the speaking against one another. Purify your heart from those inward defections: the double-minded desires that might profess God but serve my gods. Grieve. Humble yourself in the presence of the Lord. 

			Notice how present God is. Notice how relational the solution is. We seek and find Someone moves toward us. Someone who will be gracious. Someone whose power freely helps us. To really solve the heart of conflict you must seek God’s mercy. Our conflicts are fueled by usurping God’s place. The grace of Jesus Christ forgives and reinstates God’s rule in our hearts.

		

	
		
			January 13

			The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.”  —Exodus 34:6–7

			God consistently reveals who he is in the inconceivably wonderful dance of mercy and justice. Perhaps the most vivid expression of the moral richness of his mercies appears when he showed himself to Moses on Mount Sinai. He approaches us with mercy upon mercy, inviting our faith. 

			People who go wrong are invited into his life-giving goodness. But he is not indifferent to unacknowledged and unrepentant wrong. This can perplex us. Is God patient, or is he impatient? Does God forgive, or is he unforgiving? Does he show love, or does he not show love? He shows the constructive displeasure of mercy and that creates a conflict with our sins. His mercy is not niceness. His mercy is not blanket acceptance of any and all. Mercy to us costs him—the blood of the Lamb. And mercy comes to us at the cost of our sins and pride. His kindness is an open invitation to turn to him in repentance and faith, to come to him in our need for mercies freely offered, and our trust in mercies freely given. Go to God this day. Ask for mercy for Jesus’s sake and you will receive grace and help in your time of need.

		

	
		
			January 14

			“If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? Whoever is of God hears the words of God.” —John 8:46–47

			In his life, death, and resurrection, Jesus triumphed over the powers of darkness. He knew the ugly reality of the world, the flesh, and the devil better than any human before or since. In the midst of his real enemies, he trusted in his heavenly Father to bring light out of darkness. He continually called those he encountered to that same living, active dependence on his heavenly Father. 

			Jesus recognizes that the Evil One plays a consequential role in forming the characteristics of human defection and misery. But he continually speaks to the human heart. In John 8 when Jesus describes the devil, he is speaking to the people in front of him (John 8:44–47). The devil is significant, but he is directly posing questions about life or death to his listeners. These are the same questions we are to ask of ourselves and others:

			
					Who is fathering you?

					Whose words are catching your ear? 

					Whose desires are you following?

					Who do you say I am?

			

		

	
		
			January 15

			When my anxious thoughts multiply within me, Your comfort delights my soul. —Psalm 94:19 nasb

			Because there’s trouble in this world, we have good reasons to be anxious. In the midst of trouble our hearts forget God, and we get attached to other masters—to all kinds of desires, needs, and beliefs. We get anxious for bad reasons, and we overreact even to the good reasons we have to be anxious. Living in a world where there is trouble, with hearts that quickly stray, means we will always be tempted to lose sight of God. When we lose sight of God, we try to control our world on our own, and become filled with worry. 

			But don’t despair: God, in his Word, gives you better and imperishable reasons for responding to the troubles of life in faith. His comfort can and will delight your soul when you turn to him. You can learn to remember God instead of forgetting him. God wants us to know him so intimately and trust him so completely that our desire to fix our troubles in our own way will no longer consume us. As we grow in our love for God, we will experience the right kind of concern in the midst of our troubles.

		

	
		
			January 16

			Incline your ear, O Lord, for I am poor and needy. —Psalm 86:1

			Faith always expresses itself in practical love for other people. As you go to God and express your need and your joy, your faith will branch out into loving concern for the people in your life (Galatians 5:6). Loving others may seem like an insurmountable wall to climb when you are in the midst of your own struggle physically, emotionally, and spiritually. But you will start to love even in the way you struggle. For example, loving those around you in the midst of your weakness can be as simple as sharing your weakness and need with someone else. Men sometimes have a harder time than women being honest about weakness and expressing it to others. But unloving reticence, the pretense of having it together, is not just a male tendency. The truth is that most people don’t really like needing help. The Bible is candid about our weakness. David wrote many psalms out of his sense of weakness and need. Jesus asked his disciples to watch and pray with him in his dire need. Paul often shared his personal need with the church—pressures that almost overwhelmed him, his thorn in the flesh, and the sorrows God has spared him.

		

	
		
			January 17

			What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. —Romans 8:31–34

			God’s past grace to sinners demonstrates that he is for us. How do you know God is for you? He did not spare his own Son. This good news is not simply for giving birth to Christian life and experience. What Jesus once did continues to reshape what we do. For example, 2 Corinthians 5:14–15 identifies past grace as the power at work in transforming our present Christian life: “The love of Christ controls us, having concluded this, that one died for all, therefore all died; and He died for all, so that they who live might no longer live for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again on their behalf” [nasb].

			Do you want to face yourself, change, and learn to live a new life? Past grace gives you the ability to fearlessly see yourself in the mirror of God’s gaze and gives you a reason to become different. You don’t have to avoid looking or candy-coat your failures. You don’t have to wallow in them either. Past grace never lets you forget that God the merciful Father is for you. Past grace keeps inviting you to trust him. It gives you confidence that today’s sins will be freely forgiven too. It assures you that God will help you change now and will someday finish what he has begun.

		

	
		
			January 18

			I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you with my eye upon you. Be not like a horse or a mule, without understanding, which must be curbed with bit and bridle, or it will not stay near you. —Psalm 32:8–9

			We live in a day when airing one’s opinion matters more than listening intently. But Christ wants listeners. He wants whole hearts. How does he gain this audience? He tells us to listen and then tells us about himself. He communicates this rational, solid, bluntly historical message. Such hearing elicits intense emotion: profound and appropriate shame, utter gratitude, melting sorrow. Such intent, receptive listening compels action.

			Are you listening?

			Incessant talkers—such people not only are a problem, they have a problem. A pungent Proverb notes, “Where words are many, sin is not absent” (10:19 niv1984). Another comments ironically, “Even a fool, when he keeps silent, is considered wise” (17:28). A talker who never stops to listen is in trouble.

			The Bible says repeatedly that we grow and change only by listening, not by talking. With good reason Jesus says, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” With good reason David utters God’s call for us to hear pointedly personal counsel: “I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go; I will counsel you with my eye upon you.” Failure to listen defines one as a mulish beast (Psalm 32:8–9). Willingness to listen is itself a significant aspect of repentance and renewal.

		

	
		
			January 19

			Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. —2 Corinthians 1:3–4

			You have a story to tell of how God has worked in you, and it’s personal. It also reaches out to other people. As you process your life, you have something to give away to others. I need your story, and you need mine. This is the “one-anothering” the Bible speaks about. You need other people to help the Bible come to life. There is this dynamic that runs throughout all of Scripture, enabling you to give away what you are receiving. 

			When you look through the book of 2 Corinthians, you see that Paul is tremendously encouraged not only by God, but also by people. Paul received comfort so that he could comfort, strengthen, encourage, guide, lead, challenge, and support others, and that’s the way it’s meant to be for every one of us. When the Bible comes to life for me, I’m being equipped with something worth sharing with others. 

			Every Christian has three elemental callings: to pray for one another, to give practically, and to speak words of wisdom and encouragement to each other. This demands that you are connected both to God and to what’s really going on with each other, that you may give grace to one another.

		

	
		
			January 20

			For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. —Romans 6:23

			For those who know Jesus, death doesn’t have the last say, it has the next-to-last say. The last word for the Christian is the resurrection. The last word is life. The last word is mercy. The last word is that God will take us to be with him forever. God’s free gift of eternal life stands in stark contrast to “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Jesus stands in contrast to the killer, the murderer, the slayer. He, the only innocent person who ever lived, faced death not for his own sins, but for the sins of his people (John 3:16). Jesus faced death for you.

			On the cross he faced death in all of its dimensions. He was killed by asphyxiation and torture, but this was only the physical cause of his death. As he died he bore the wages of sin, suffered the malice of the evil one, and experienced the holy wrath of God. He, the innocent one, willingly died for the guilty.

			When he freely gave up his life, death was slain by God and Jesus rose to new life. God’s grace destroyed the destroyer and death was thrown into hell. Because of Jesus life has the last say. Because of Jesus you don’t have to experience death as he did. He has already paid for your sins. You will die physically, but rise to life eternal (John 3:16).

		

	
		
			January 21

			Be strong and take heart, all you who hope in the Lord. —Psalm 31:24 niv

			David’s life, like yours, is full of troubles and discouragement. Yet because God is with him, he has hope. He says, “You heard my cry for mercy when I called to you for help” (Psalm 31:22 niv). And he ends Psalm 31 with this call: “Be strong and take heart, all you who hope in the Lord” (v. 24 niv). David is able to endure with courage because God is with him.

			God is calling you to persevere in your suffering, but not by simply gritting your teeth. Persevering through suffering is only possible when you put your hope in the living God. He promises to come near to you, to be present with you, and to let you experience his goodness right in the middle of your pain and difficulty. Jesus was able to persevere through the greatest time of suffering that any human has ever endured. He did this “for the joy set before him” of doing his Father’s will and of bringing salvation to his people (Hebrews 12:2 niv). As you fix your eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of your faith, you will be able to persevere through this time of suffering and find joy in living for God.

		

	
		
			January 22 

			The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. —1 Timothy 1:5

			Everything about a human being operates either for God or against him. Every desire and belief is either true or skewed. Every hope or fear is either realistic or illusory. Every attitude of our hearts and every interaction with others comes weighted, either serving the kingdom of God or enslaved to the kingdom of self. 

			Wisdom also refreshes our understanding of what a human being ought to be like. Here is the true definition of human flourishing: love from a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith (1 Timothy 1:5). A “pure heart” means that you are reorienting to the living God. You are resisting the madness in your heart’s instinctual desires and fears. A “good conscience” means you are learning to evaluate all things as they truly are. You are reorienting to God’s own evaluation of himself and you, other people and circumstances, right and wrong, true and false, worthy and worthless. A “sincere faith” means you are placing your fundamental confidence in the mercies of Jesus Christ. You are reorienting away from confidence in yourself, others, money, achievements, and the 10,000 other false gods. 

			Human beings are dependent on the God who made and sustains, who assesses every careless word and impulse, who has come in person to save us from ourselves. This reality has wide-ranging, systematic implications for accurately understanding every human being, and for addressing each person’s deepest problems. It was radical, and it’s still radical. Christ alone illumines what is most deeply wrong and begins the most wonderful making right.

		

	
		
			January 23

			Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.  —2 Corinthians 1:3–4

			May God be praised for the in-person immediacy of his mercies, and for how his comforts cascade from him to us, from us to each other. In 2 Corinthians 1:3–4, Paul talks about what afflicts us, what it means to be comforted, and how God comforts us.

			First, “all our affliction” and “any affliction” point to human troubles without specifying any details. Affliction (thlipsis) is a catch-all. So 2 Corinthians 1:4 invites you to read into it whatever presses you or distresses you, tests you or troubles you, hurts you or burdens you. Whatever tests and trials come our way, we can locate ourselves, each other, and what we each face within 2 Corinthians 1:4.

			Second, what does it mean to be comforted in your troubles? God’s comfort is not a passive experience and it does not remove painful struggle. God’s comfort is unusual. He doesn’t make life easy. He doesn’t take struggle and hardship away. He even adds the pain of caring. But our Father’s comfort actively strengthens you in the midst of weakness, pain, and need—so you can take heart and take action. “The Father of mercies and God of all comfort” heartens us when we feel disheartened. He encourages us so we become able to encourage others. To be truly comforted deepens your faith, anchors your hope, nourishes your love, and elicits your joy.

		

	
		
			January 24

			For this is the will of God, your sanctification. —1 Thessalonians 4:3a

			What is God’s will for you? 

			Where should I go to school? What job should I pursue? Who will I marry? What church do my spouse and I commit to? Where will my family put down roots? These might seem like they are the biggest life decisions, the places we most need direct guidance. These questions are important, and the decisions have consequences. There may be better or worse reasons to choose one commitment over another, and we do need wisdom. Yet such items are not on God’s written list of what he wills for us. He never promises to give us “handwriting on the wall” guidance.

			I vividly remember what a wise professor said to a group of us seminarians as we entered our last year of pastoral studies. “It may be relatively indifferent whether you eventually become a pastor in Kalamazoo or a missionary in Timbuktu. . . . But it may be a matter of life or death whether or not you decide to cross the street, if you spot an old friend from whom you’ve been estranged walking on the other side. God really cares what you do next.”

			God urgently calls us to seek peace in the midst of strife, as my professor pointed out. If you remain angry, judgmental, and avoidant, you will certainly perish. God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble, enabling us to become peaceable and constructive.

			God’s will is your sanctification.

		

	
		
			January 25

			As a father shows compassion to his children, so the Lord shows compassion to those who fear him. —Psalm 103:13

			Our Lord is trustworthy. He is protective. He is generous. He nurtures. He hears our cry for help. He corrects wisely. He freely forgives when we turn. He is highly communicative—both self-disclosing of himself and quick to hear us. He pursues. He is patient. He knows us—he really, truly, always “gets us.” And he gets down to our level. Like a truly good father, he has compassion on his children, and never forgets our limitations (Psalm 103:13–14). His instruction is always good, his correction always for our welfare. Even a nursing mother can forget her nursing child and act heartlessly, but God never forgets his compassion for his children (Isaiah 49:15).

			So he gives us every reason to trust, even though we struggle amidst all the limitations, betrayals, and sins that contradict trust. You see this matured trust in the Psalms. It is wholly childlike, and yet fully adult. It is entirely aware of every dark thing in life, and yet it voices both the unhappy cry of need and the happy heart of contentment or joy. It has a simplicity that comprehends the complexities.

			How does such trust grow in us? I have learned to take specific Scripture to heart. God is not vaguely omnipresent. He is immediately, personally, specifically, and relevantly on scene. He is paying attention, caring, helping. He has something to say that makes a difference. I know he is true because he has shown himself again and again.

		

	
		
			January 26

			But he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” —Matthew 4:4

			We do not live by bread alone but by every word from the mouth of God. That’s not just a noble-sounding religious sentiment. It’s true in the details of life lived. So slow down and notice what’s going on with you. It will help you see that Scripture is relevant because it is exactly keyed to your daily struggles.

			
					Feel dull and distant? Psalm 119’s cries come alive.

					Feel the knife-edge of someone’s malice toward you? Psalm 10 has been there and walks with you.

					Feel your insignificance in the eyes of other people? Jesus’s approach in Luke 18:15–17 speaks warmly.

					Feel the sting of your sins? Romans 8:31–34 and Psalm 51 show you the way of repentance.

					Feel your lack of wisdom when walking into a very difficult interaction? James 1:5 and 3:17–18 come alive.

					Feel anxiety because many hard things are coming at you all at once? In hard conditions, Jeremiah 17:7–8 sparkles with hope.

					Feel the approach of death? Psalm 23 is right there beside you.

					Feel the threat of your own religious doubts? Jesus comes true to life as you watch Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John proclaim their faith. “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God. I believe, help my unbelief.”

			

			As you become aware of your need, you awaken to where God intersects your life. Speak up about exactly the help you need.

		

	
		
			January 27

			But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me.  —2 Corinthians 12:9

			When Scripture connects in a new, fresh way to your life, it is the mark of a living relationship with the God of the Bible. The God who speaks wishes to speak intimately to you. Who you are and what you are facing and where you struggle maps on to what God reveals in the Bible. 

			Take a look at your life: the good things about you, the bad things that you struggle with in your heart, and the hard things you face. They open existential doors to the mercies of God. As you know yourself more accurately, you’ll see how your life and Scripture intersect. 

			There’s something you need today that only God can give you—some bread from heaven. This is also true of those you know, love, and do life with—there is something specific they need that only God can give them. You and I need something from the living God that will make a difference in our lives. 

			Take 2 Corinthians 12:9, for example. Every single one of us could come at the thorn in the flesh passage and the promise of God in a somewhat different way. We would think of different details, different weaknesses, afflictions, heartaches, and struggles. It’s not just book knowledge that we come away with after interacting with God about this passage. It’s real, lived knowledge, and we end up with joy, love for God, and love for other people.

		

	
		
			January 28

			Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil. . . . Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.  —Ephesians 4:26–27, 32

			Spiritual warfare is not just about ourselves and our relationship with God. It’s about the people around us. Who benefits when we stand against the world, the flesh, and the devil? Yes, God is glorified when we stand. Yes, we are blessed when we stand. But other people also benefit. When we live as children of light, the light of the glory of God shines in our dark world. Standing against evil is not a separate topic from the one-anothering passages in Ephesians 4 and 5. We stand against evil and shine light into darkness as we live out Paul’s call to “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).

			We each do our part, so we are not negating the individual, but we are doing our parts together as one body. When Paul says in Ephesians 4:27 not to give the devil a foothold, he is referring to divisions within the body of Christ. Ephesians is about union and communion with Christ and union and communion with each other in Christ. Spiritual warfare is against the forces that would divide and break our fellowship with Christ and with one another.

		

	
		
			January 29

			“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” —Matthew 5:3

			Do you have a serious problem with anger?

			Yes.

			How do you react to this statement?

			Turn this sentence over in your mind: “I do have a serious problem with anger.” What comes to mind? Do you agree or disagree? Are you not quite sure? How is that statement true? Partly true? Partly false? Do you think it’s not true at all? Collect your thoughts into words and specific examples.

			I can confidently write that you have a serious problem with anger because I do, because we all do.

			Here is the sweet paradox in how God works. He blesses those who admit that they need help: “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3). Sanity has a deep awareness, I need help. I can’t do life right on my own. Someone outside of me must intervene. The sanity of honest humility finds mercy, life, peace, and strength. By contrast, saying we don’t need help keeps us stuck on that hamster wheel of making excuses and blaming others. The end result isn’t life and peace; it’s self-righteousness, self-justification, alienation, and bitterness.

		

	
		
			January 30

			You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. —James 4:2–3

			Anger goes bad because of a demand. A simple desire (and the simple pain that comes when we do not get what we want) becomes magnified into something I must have. The wrong in my desires is often not what I want, but that I want it too much. My desires become my needs. I must be loved. I demand your respect. I need you to treat me the way I want. I command that you cut me slack. I insist that you be understanding. I demand that you be affectionate. “What I want is right; therefore I am right to be angry at you.” Even if what you want is a good thing (e.g., your boyfriend to come on time and to have the thoughtfulness to phone if he’s delayed), you want it so much that it devours you. Simple desires mutate into demands that must be met or else!

			There’s something high and mighty about anger, when distilled to its basic elements. Anger goes wrong when you get godlike. When anger goes right, there’s always something higher, some higher purpose or person who puts a cap on anger, who sets a limit on bitterness, who gives reasons not to whine and complain. The most high God, his higher law, his loving mercies, and his higher purposes transform anger. Something miraculous happens when I no longer say, “My kingdom come, my will be done on earth.” My motives no longer operate in the God-usurping mode. The mercy that humbles us begins to master us, and my universe returns to reality.

		

	
		
			January 31

			For the righteous falls seven times and rises again. —Proverbs 24:16

			When your heart becomes fearful, and you wonder how God could ever love you, remember. Jesus took your sins upon himself. The innocent was slain in place of the guilty. When God considers your failings, he remembers his mercy.

			When you feel discouraged and weak and that you have no strength to fight all that is proud, unruly, and forgetful inside you, remember. The Holy Spirit hates evil, loves good, and he will not quit working on the inside. He will complete the good work he began in you.

			When you feel overwhelmed by all the heartache, unfairness, disappointment, callousness, and betrayal that you experience, remember. The Lord will destroy every cause of pain, stumbling, and tears. Because God loves those he has befriended, he will defend them from every enemy: death, sin, Satan, and unfriendly people.

			When you are tempted to pack it in and give up, plunging back into the darkness, remember. The Lord is a holy fire and he disciplines those he loves that we might share his holiness. “The righteous falls seven times and rises again” (Proverbs 24:16). He will not let you go fatally astray.

		

	
		
			February 1

			“Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not one of them is forgotten before God. Why, even the hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not; you are of more value than many sparrows.” —Luke 12:6–7

			“The Lord is near” (Philippians 4:5 niv). If you think about your bad anxiety reactions—the unhealthy worry, fretting, and churning—you will notice that you have always forgotten that the Lord is near. When you worry and obsess, you are living as if just you and your struggles are going one-on-one. If you remember, in even the worst circumstances, that the Lord is near, then you will have a rock on which your heart can rest. You have a hope that is bigger than any threat, even death. You draw near to the Lord who is close.

			After all, this Lord created the whole universe and controls every moment of your life. He counts the hairs on your head and notices each one that falls. You are living in his world. And this Lord is not only the all-powerful Creator of the world, but he has also experienced firsthand the anxiety-producing fragility of life. 

			This Lord is near you. He is raised from the dead. He will raise you with him. When you know this is true, then you have hope bigger than any loss. What you have been given in this Lord and what you will be given on the day you see his face is greater, weighs more, and has more lasting power than anything you might lose here on earth.

			When you know that Jesus is near, the worried, obsessed, sinful anxiety dissipates. The caring, concerned, trusting sort of anxiety grows, and you grow in faith and love.

		

	
		
			February 2

			But I call to God, and the Lord will save me. 
Evening and morning and at noon I utter my complaint and moan, and he hears my voice. —Psalm 55:16–17

			In the psalms, relationship with God is happening out loud. More than 95 percent of the Psalms express or invite audible words. Most are spoken directly to God. Quite often psalms speak to other people, inviting them to join in. And sometimes a psalm even speaks of the “voice” of the inanimate creation. 

			Prayer is a verbal interaction. In the mere handful of psalms that have no obvious verbal cue, a psalm might speak about human destinies in relation to God (e.g., Psalm 1), or God himself might be the one speaking (e.g., Psalm 110). Our audible response is then the most natural thing in the world.

			In the verbal actions of the psalms—rejoicing in who God is, asking for needed help, and expressing heartfelt thanks (1 Thessalonians 5:16–18)—we are talking to someone. It’s fair to say that having a “quiet time” is a misnomer. It’s more of an out loud, “noisy time”! When you talk aloud you express the reality that you are talking with someone else, not simply talking to yourself inside your own head.

			“Silent prayers” are not wrong, but they are the exception. Even in Scripture’s silent prayers, the essentially verbal nature of prayer is still operative. Prayer expresses blunt, head-on, heartfelt need, gladness, and gratitude. 

			You and I can do the same sort of thing. Our relationship with God is not meant to become so interiorized that we lose the words of direct speech. Close the door, take a walk, get in the car—and speak up.

		

	
		
			February 3

			For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. —Ephesians 2:10

			Our Father works personally and purposefully in each one of his children. Each of us is handmade, one-at-a-time, one-of-a-kind. You and I evidence Christ’s workmanship and craftsmanship. We are not mass-produced. We are not clones or spare, interchangeable parts. We are individual components in one infinitely intricate living body of Christ, every component playing its part. 

			You have been made alive by the Holy Spirit with particular purposes. He places you on location. You live here and now—not anywhere, anytime. You are on call for particular people—not anyone and everyone. The sorrows you face, the happiness you find, these universal experiences take a personal shape. Your life story, your temperament and temptations, the things you know, your abilities and limitations, your experiences and perceptions, the way you think, and feel, and choose . . . every detail happens in specifics. Nothing happens in general. God’s redemption repurposes you, gathering up every experience and characteristic into his purpose for you.

			So each day, in each situation, you have the opportunity to do and say constructive things that no other human being could do or say. In the loving hands of God, your life is custom-designed and custom-built. And we will all fit together in the end. Every hand will do its work. Every voice will sing its part.

			This is your calling.

		

	
		
			February 4

			Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me. —Psalm 23:4

			Our reactions to grievous wrongs are muddy, not tidy. Reactions rarely appear like primary colors, sharply separated from each other. They come in hues, shades, mixtures, and combinations. Sometimes you might get a “pure” color—for a moment. But most often, you will live out some mishmash of “all of the above.”

			It is extremely significant that the Bible, and Jesus, and the mercies of God directly engage all of the above. The loving kindnesses of God are exactly keyed to what is grievously wrong. When life goes easy, Christian faith either seems irrelevant or it just adds a nice frosting of spirituality and community to round out the personal résumé. But when life goes very hard (and life always ends up very hard), the true God sparkles. But making the connection isn’t always easy. How on earth does “You are with me” (Psalm 23:4) connect with “Right now I am walking through a dark valley. I feel vulnerable. Shadows of death threaten me. I am besieged with evils.” How does “You are with me” get traction, so that I am changed and become unafraid?
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