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Introduction


For   many years I had the desire to produce a book that could be used as a   daily devotional guide, yet offer significantly more than the typical   thematic or topical anecdotes that make up the majority of devotionals.   It would need to reflect what I am committed to: an in-depth approach to   Bible exposition. Four years ago Drawing Near was published to fulfill that desire.


I was convinced the response to such a book would be good, but I was surprised   by how overwhelming it was. Since that initial response, I am pleased   that each year thousands more have been able to benefit daily from its   brief but rich studies in God’s Word.


Since Drawing Near was able to meet such an obvious need, it seemed logical to publish   another devotional that could focus on some of the other key themes of   Scripture that I wasn’t able to cover in the first book. Strength for Today does just that, drawing from other important passages I have taught over the years.


This   new devotional is designed like its predecessor—it should be used 365   days a year. Each month is devoted to the Scripture passages that teach   about a particular theme, including such topics as assurance of   salvation, humility, and how to deal with suffering. By the time you   have spent a year studying this material, you will have gained a firm   grasp of some of the important themes in the Bible.


But   this is not simply an intellectual exercise. The real benefit of   studying God’s Word is the practical applications you draw from it. So   while you are studying verse by verse through a passage, you’ll find   that each day stands on its own and makes direct application to your   life.


As   you use this book daily, you will learn how to approach Scripture on   your own, developing the study skills you need to open up the Bible and   discover its rich and marvelous truths for yourself. Such repeated   exposure to God’s Word trains you to think biblically, and that’s what   ultimately makes a difference in your spiritual life.


It   is my prayer that you will continue to be “one who looks intently at   the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become   a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer” (James 1:25). May this   devotional be a wonderful encouragement in that pursuit!









Daily Readings














  

    	Commitment to god's Standards

    	January 1

  







“I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord,


entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling 


with which you have been called.”


EphEsians 4:1 


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


Just as organizations have rules their members must follow, God has standards Christians must live by.


W


hen   someone is part of a group, he or she is obligated to follow its laws   or standards. American citizens are required to obey the laws of the   United States. Employees must conform to the rules of their company.   Athletic teams are expected to listen to their coach.


Most   of us want to be part of a group because with belonging comes   acceptance. This desire to conform can be quite strong, sometimes dangerously   so. During Jesus’ time, “many even of the rulers believed in Him, but   because of the Pharisees they were not confessing Him, lest they should   be put out of the synagogue; for they loved the approval of men rather   than the approval of God” (John 12:42-43). Those rulers were so   committed to their religious system that they damned their souls by   rigidly adhering to its code.


Some   people think belonging to the church is different though. They want the   blessings, rights, and privileges of being a child of God, but they’re   unwilling to conform to biblical standards. But God expects Christians   to live a certain way. Paul told the Corinthian believers to remove from   their midst all who live immorally (1 Cor. 5:1-2). In 2 Thessalonians   3:6 he says, “Keep aloof from every brother who leads an unruly life and   not according to the tradition which you received from us.”


Since   people can join athletic teams and businesses and follow the rules,   since people can be so fearful of being cast out of their society that   they forfeit their souls, since people can be so devoted to things that   don’t matter, shouldn’t Christians make an even greater commitment to   what matters most? In EPHESIANS 4:1 -6 Paul tells us how we can “walk in a   manner worthy of the calling with which [we] have been called” (v. 1).   Let’s commit ourselves to obey God as we learn what He requires of us.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


Suggestions for Prayer: Ask God to show you areas where your commitment to Him is lacking, and for help in strengthening those areas.


For Further Study: Read John 9. What were the parents of the man born blind most committed to? G What effect did that commitment have on them?









  

    	Becoming What you are 

    	January 2

  





  I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord,


  entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the callingwith which you have been called.”


  EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  The Christian life is simply becomingwhat Christ has already made you.


  S


  uppose immediately after you were saved, the Lord stamped your forehead with the words, “Watch me. I’m a child of God.” How would that affect your lifestyle?


  We   may not have a physical mark like that, but we do bear the name of   Christ in this world. When we first put our trust in the Lord Jesus   Christ, we became part of His family (Gal. 4:1-7). He “freely bestowed”   His grace on us (Eph. 1:6). He “has blessed us with every spiritual   blessing in the heavenly places in Christ” (1:3). And we have a rich,   glorious inheritance in heaven (1:18). As God’s children, we indeed have   many rights, honors, and privileges, but He expects us to behave like   His children. Just as a child honors his father by obeying him, we honor   God by walking worthy of Him. Our actions must be actions He would   approve. Our desires must be His desires. Our goals and objectives must   be His goals and objectives.


  One   of my seminary professors once told me that the whole Christian life is   simply becoming what you are. Because you are a child of God, you need   to act like a child of God. In fact, the root of the Greek word   translated “worthy” in EPHESIANS 4:1  speaks of equalization and balance.   There ought to be perfect harmony between who you are and how you live.   We lapse in our commitment to Christ when we fail to live that way.


  Remember,   though, that our obedience to God must not be a conformity to rules and   regulations out of fear or legalistic pride. It is instead a conformity   to righteousness out of gratitude and a deep love for Christ. Our   desire to be worthy children is a result of understanding and   appreciating all He has done for us.


  Philippians   1:27 says, “Conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of   Christ.” In other words, match your conduct to the gospel. The exalted   reality of the gospel demands an exalted lifestyle.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Ask the Lord to help you act like His child.


  For Further Study: Read 1 John 2:6. Christ is our supreme example of the worthy walk. G Find examples in the Gospels where He demonstrates His commitment to the Father. G How can you follow His example today?









  

    	From Doctrine To Duty 

    	January3

  





  I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord,


  entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the callingwith which you have been called.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  There can be no right living without right principles.


  I


  magine   someone saying, “I have some extra money lying around. I think I’ll   send a large check to the government.” Absurd, isn’t it? But every year,   honest wage-earners fill out forms and give part of their income to the   government. Why? It’s not because they are generous but because there   is a law—a doctrine—that says they have to.


  Unless   people know the reason for what they should do, it’s unlikely they’ll   make a commitment to do it. Paul understood that, so he always taught   doctrine before duty. “Therefore” in EPHESIANS 4:1  links the doctrine of   chapters 1—3 to the duty of chapters 4—6. Doctrine and duty are   inseparably linked; duty always flows out of doctrine. Right living is   based on right principles.


  Paul   told the Colossian church, “We have not ceased to pray for you and to   ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all   spiritual wisdom and understanding” (1:9). For what purpose? “So that   you may walk in a manner worthy of the Lord” (v. 10). Spiritual   knowledge, wisdom, and understanding make up the pathway of a worthy   walk.


  When   pastors teach duty without teaching doctrine, they weaken the Word of   God because they’ve eliminated the motive. They may be able to stir up   emotions, but that brings no long-term commitment. The pastor’s   responsibility is to teach the truth of God, and the hearer’s responsibility is to obey it.


  Of   course, the source of God’s truth is His Word: “All Scripture is   inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for   correction, for training in righteousness; that the man of God may be   adequate, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17). Knowing the   Bible well is our means of equipping ourselves for a righteous life.


  As   we think about our worthy walk, let’s avoid emotionalism and legalism,   and instead focus on living what we learn from a thorough and personal   study of God’s Word.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: If you have neglected studying the Bible, confess that to God, and ask Him to give you a greater desire to learn His Word.


  For Further Study:   Read Ephesians 1—3 and list all we are or have in Christ. Knowing what   God has given you, can you do any less than commit yourself to Him   completely?









  

    	Guarding Against Sin

    	January 4

  





  I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord,entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the callingwith which you have been called.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Knowing and obeying God’s Word helps us walkworthy by protecting us from sin.


  W


  hile   we are discussing the importance of knowing right doctrine before right   duty, let’s see one way knowing the Bible helps us to walk worthy: it   protects us from sin. From time to time you might hear people   who have a fatalistic attitude toward sin saying, “I couldn’t help   myself” or “The Devil made me do it.” Such excuses are foolish for   Christians to make since God has given us the means to resist   temptation.


  The   psalmist said, “Thy word I have treasured in my heart, that I may not   sin against Thee” (Ps. 119:11). Without knowledge, we are defenseless   and vulnerable. Knowing God’s truth—by study and by application—enables   us to say no to sin and yes to righteousness. Anyone who puts his faith   in Jesus Christ but who does not keep God’s Word constantly at the   forefront of his mind will find himself entrapped in sin again and   again.


  Although   we must know God’s Word to defend ourselves against sin and to obey   God’s will, there is a danger. Once we know His truth, we are held   accountable for what we know.


  Second   Peter 2:21 speaks of apostates, those who knew about Jesus Christ but   returned to their former life without ever committing themselves to Him:   “It would be better for them not to have known the way of   righteousness, than having known it, to turn away from the holy   commandment delivered to them.” James 4:17 says, “To one who knows the   right thing to do, and does not do it, to him it is sin.”


  So   not knowing is better than knowing and not obeying. What’s best, of   course, is knowing the Word and obeying it, because it is our spiritual   nourishment: “Like newborn babes, long for the pure milk of the word,   that by it you may grow in respect to salvation” (1 Peter 2:2). For a   Christian, neglecting the Word is spiritual starvation.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Ask forgiveness for times you have known the right thing to do but have not done it.


  For Further Study:   Read about a young man who gave in to temptation in Proverbs 7.   Contrast him with Joseph in Genesis 39. What was the difference between   them? G Think about how Psalm 119:9 relates to them, and to you.









  

    	Approaching Life from a Divine Perspective

    	January 5

  





  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the callingwith which you have been called.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  To mature in our faith, we must learn tosee things from God’s perspective.


  P


  aul was a prisoner of Rome. Why then did he call himself “the prisoner of the Lord”?   Because he had the ability to see everything in terms of how it   affected Christ. No matter what happened in his life, he saw it in relation to God. His questions were, “What does this mean, God?” and “How does this affect You?”


  When a problem comes in life, we are prone to say, “Oh, woe is me!” and wonder how it will affect us: Will it cause me pain? Will it cost me money? Too often we think only on the earthly level. But like Paul, we should think on a heavenly level: What is God trying to teach me? How can I glorify Him in this? In fact, a good definition of Christian maturity is: automatically seeing things in light of the divine perspective.


  This   perspective, this God-consciousness, is the only right way for   Christians to live. David said, “I have set the Lord continually before   me; because He is at my right hand, I will not be shaken. Therefore my   heart is glad, and my glory rejoices; my flesh also will dwell securely”   (Ps. 16:8-9). Because David was always aware of God’s presence, he   found joy and security, and no trouble could disturb him for long.


  Paul   was the same way: he knew there was a reason for his imprisonment and   that Christ would be glorified by it (cf. Phil. 1:12-14). Paul wasn’t   preoccupied with how it affected him, and thus he was able to rejoice,   even in prison.


  “God   causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to   those who are called according to His purpose” (Rom. 8:28). Nothing   happens outside of God’s control. Let’s trust that He knows what is best   for us.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer:   If you tend to get discouraged or complain when troubles come, ask God   to forgive you and help you see troubles from His perspective.   Acknowledge before Him that He is in control of everything.


  For Further Study:   Paul’s attitude toward difficulties was cultivated by the experience he   describes in 2 Corinthians 12:2-10. What did Christ teach him about   troubles in verse 9, and how did that change Paul’s outlook?









  

    	The Passssion Fueling the Worthy Walk

    	January6

  





  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the callingwith which you have been called.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  A passion for Christ is what compels usto live an exemplary life.


  W


  hat do you think of when you hear the word beggar? You probably picture a haggard person in tattered clothes with an outstretched hand asking for money or food.


  Would   it surprise you to know that the apostle Paul was a beggar? He didn’t   beg for money, though, but for people to follow Christ. The word   translated “entreat” in this verse means “to call out to someone with   intensity” or “to plead with someone.”


  Paul   pleaded with many people. He begged Herod Agrippa to hear the gospel   (Acts 26:3). He told the church at Rome, “I urge you therefore,   brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and   holy sacrifice” (Romans 12:1). To the Corinthians he said, “We beg you   on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20). When Paul was   committed to some principle of divine truth, he implored people to   respond. He didn’t approach the ministry with detachment or   indifference.


  Paul   again feels compelled to beg in EPHESIANS 4:1 : “I . . . entreat you to   walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called.”   He doesn’t just coldly say, “It is essential that you walk worthy.” He   begs them. Why? Because when you don’t walk worthy, God is not glorified   in your life, you are not fully blessed, the church cannot fully   function, and therefore the world cannot see Jesus Christ for who He is.   So much depends on our worthy walk. Paul pleads with us, to show how   vital it is.


  Paul’s   passion demonstrates an important truth: while knowledge is necessary   in the Christian life, it is our desire to be like Christ that compels   us toward righteousness. And when we have that desire, it will be   natural for us to beg those around us to follow Christ as well.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer:   Ask God to give you the heart of the apostle Paul who said, “We are   ambassadors for Christ, as though God were entreating through us; we beg   you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).


  For Further Study: Read Philippians 3:7-14. What characterized Paul’s zeal? G Which of these characteristics do you lack? Look for ways to bolster them as you daily work through this book.









  

    	Divine Resources for Walking Worthy

    	January 7

  





  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord,  entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling  with which you have been called.”


  EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  A worthy lifestyle is possible only by  depending on God’s resources.


  W


  alking   is often used in Scripture as a symbol of the Christian life. It is   simply a reference to your daily conduct or lifestyle—a day-by-day,   step-by-step commitment to follow Christ. As Christians we “walk in   newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). John wrote, “This is love, that we walk   according to His commandments” (2 John 6). Paul said to walk in good   works (Eph. 2:10) and to please God in our walk before Him (1 Thess.   4:1).


  In EPHESIANS 4:1  Paul is saying, “Let your lifestyle be worthy of the calling to which you are called.”


  You   may ask, “Is it possible to walk this way?” Yes, but only on this   basis: you must devote yourself to be strengthened with the power of the   Holy Spirit (Eph. 3:16), Christ’s Word must dwell in your heart, His   love must penetrate your life (vv. 17-19), and you must be “filled up to   all the fulness of God” (v. 19), who “is able to do exceeding   abundantly beyond all that we ask or think” (v. 20). We must live by the   resources God has given us to walk the worthy walk. We’ll never do it   by just knowing the theology and then trying really hard.


  Are   you trying to live as a Christian without prayer, without studying the   Bible, or even without giving much thought to Christ except on Sunday?   Are you trying to be righteous without relying on the Holy Spirit? If   you are, you will be frustrated in your efforts. You must commit every   day and every moment to the Lord, trusting in His strength. Besides, why   would you want to live on your own power when you can live by the power   of God?


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions   for Prayer: Thank God for giving you the Holy Spirit, who gives you the   power to walk worthy before Him and others. G Pray each day that the   Holy Spirit will strengthen you to live in a way that pleases God.


  For Further Study:   Read Galatians 5:16-25. From your understanding of today’s study, what   does it mean to “walk by the Spirit”? G What does walking by the Spirit   protect you from?









  

    	Divinely Chosen and Called

    	January8

  





  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord,  entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling  with which you have been called.”


  EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  We didn’t choose God; He chose us.


  W


  hat   is “the calling with which [we] have been called”? It is simply the   position we have now as Christians. Paul said the Christians at Corinth   were “saints by calling” (1 Cor. 1:2). Peter instructed his readers to   make certain about God’s calling and choosing them (2 Peter 1:10). Our   calling is a high calling (Phil. 3:14), “a holy calling” (2 Tim. 1:9),   and “a heavenly calling” (Heb. 3:1).


  Who   called us? Jesus has the answer: “No one can come to Me, unless the   Father who sent Me draws him” (John 6:44). Jesus also said, “You did not   choose Me, but I chose you” (15:16). Those “whom [God] predestined,   these He also called; and whom He called, these He also justified; and   whom He justified, these He also glorified” (Rom. 8:30). God called out   to us, we responded in faith, and He saved us.


  Suppose   after investigating all the different religions of the world, a person   chose Christianity. If Christianity were nothing more than a simple,   personal choice to be saved, this person would have a certain level of   commitment—that is, “Since I’ve decided to do it, it’s worth doing.” But   if I’m a Christian because before the world began, the sovereign God of   the universe chose me to spend eternity in His presence, that creates a   much greater level of commitment.


  If   a single woman approached a bachelor, told him he had characteristics   she admired, and asked him if he would be interested in marrying her,   there would be something missing in that courtship. But suppose he   approaches this woman first and says, “I have gone from one end of the   world to the other, and your character and beauty surpass all others.   Will you marry me?” We know then that nothing is missing.


  Magnify   that illustration by considering God’s perspective. We didn’t ask God   if we could get in on a salvation deal. Out of all the people in the   world, He chose us to receive His mercy! That’s a high, holy, heavenly   calling. Such a calling demands a response of commitment, doesn’t it?


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions   for Prayer: Thank God for His grace in choosing and calling you.For   Further Study: Read Romans 8:29-39. How did Paul respond to the   knowledge of God’s calling for his life? G How should God’s calling   affect your attitude?











  

    	The Importance of Humility

    	January 9

  





  “Walk . . . with all humility”


  Ephesians 4:2


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Humility is fundamental to  spiritual growth and blessing.


  I


  t’s   no secret that family problems are on the rise. Husbands and wives   can’t get along. Children rebel against their parents. Unfortunately,   most of the proposed solutions deal only with the peripheral issues   instead of the central issue, which is pride. There will never be unity   or happiness in a family without humility.


  Humility   is not only essential in families; it is also a basic ingredient for   all spiritual blessing. The book of Proverbs is rich with such teaching.   “When pride comes, then comes dishonor, but with the humble is wisdom”   (11:2). “Before honor comes humility” (15:33). “The reward of humility   and the fear of the Lord are riches, honor and life” (22:4). James tells   us, “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (4:6).   Too often we forget how important humility is.


  Did   you know that pride was the first sin ever committed? An angel named   Lucifer tried to exalt himself above God: “I will ascend to heaven; I   will raise my throne above the stars of God, and I will sit on the mount   of assembly in the recesses of the north. I will ascend above the   heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High” (Isa.   14:13-14). He said “I will” five times, and God said, “No, you won’t”   and cast him out of Heaven. Lucifer, “son of the morning,” became Satan,   “the accuser.”


  Every   sin—whatever it is—has pride at its root, because all sin is defiance   of God. What could be more prideful than saying, “I won’t follow God’s   standard”? So in trying to overcome sin, we must also deal with our   pride.


  It   is impossible to be saved without humility. God isn’t impressed with   credentials; you must come to God and say, “I am a sinner, and I realize   I am worthy of nothing.” There’s no other way into God’s family and no   other way to walk once you’re there.


  Though   you may have read your Bible, prayed, gone to church all your life, or   even founded churches, if you aren’t walking in humility, you aren’t   walking a worthy walk. The worthy walk begins with “all humility.”


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions   for Prayer: Consider how pride manifests itself in some areas of your   life, confess those to God, and ask His forgiveness.


  For Further Study: Read Luke 18:9-14. Compare the attitudes of the tax collector and the Pharisee. Which one pleased God and why?









  

    	Worthy Examples to the World

    	January 10

  





  “Let love of the brethren continue.”


  Hebrews 13:1


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  To be a testimony to the world,  Christians need to live what they profess.


  T


  he   nineteenth-century preacher Alexander Maclaren once said, “The world   takes its notion of God most of all from those who say they belong to   God’s family. They read us a great deal more than they read the Bible.   They see us; they only hear about Jesus Christ.” Sound biblical   doctrine, as important a foundation as it is, is inadequate by itself to   influence the world toward Christ’s gospel.


  Christians   today could learn much from the early Christians, whose lives were such   a rebuke to the immoral, pagan societies around them. Unbelievers in   those cultures found it extremely difficult to find fault with   Christians, because the more they observed them, the more they saw   believers living out the high moral standards the church professed.


  Christians   in those days were obedient to Peter’s instruction: “For such is the   will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of foolish   men” (1 Peter 2:15). They also heeded Paul’s advice to Titus: “In all   things show yourself to be an example of good deeds, with purity in   doctrine, dignified, sound in speech which is beyond reproach, in order   that the opponent may be put to shame, having nothing bad to say about   us” (Titus 2:7-8).


  Jesus   commanded His original disciples and us, “Let your light shine before   men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your   Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). Of course, Jesus had in mind good   works that were genuine and that came from a foundation of good   teaching.


  These   verses ought to remind us, therefore, that doctrine and practice must   go hand in hand. The author of Hebrews shifts naturally from doctrine   and general exhortation to the specific admonitions of chapter 13. Love   among believers is his starting point, and it should be ours as we seek   to have a credible and worthy walk before the watching world.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions   for Prayer: Ask God to help you maintain a scriptural balance between   doctrine and practice. G Pray that He would correct specific areas in   which you have been living out of balance.


  For Further Study: Memorize James 1:25. Use a Bible with good cross references, and look up other verses that deal with “the law of liberty.”









  

    	Having Love for One Another

    	January11

  





  “Let love of the brethren continue.”


  Hebrews 13:1


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Christianity’s primary moral standard is love,  especially for fellow believers.


  L


  


    ove   of other believers is a natural outflow of the Christian life and   should be a normal part of fellowship within the church. You can no   doubt remember how after you were first saved it became very natural and   exciting to love other Christians and to want to be around them.   However, such an attitude is extremely difficult to maintain. This love,   which is a gift from God’s Spirit, must be nurtured or it will not   grow—it may actually shrivel. That’s why the apostle Peter urges us,   “Since you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a   sincere love of the brethren, fervently love one another from the heart,   for you have been born again not of seed which is perishable but   imperishable, that is, through the living and abiding word of God” (1   Peter 1:22-23).


  Paul   teaches us the same concept of nurturing and practicing love for one   another when he writes: “Now as to the love of the brethren, you have no   need for any one to write to you, for you yourselves are taught by God   to love one another; for indeed you do practice it toward all the   brethren who are in all Macedonia. But we urge you, brethren, to excel   still more” (1 Thess. 4:9-10).


  Paul   also gives us the basic definition of brotherly love: “Be devoted to   one another in brotherly love; give preference to one another in honor”   (Rom. 12:10). Simply stated, brotherly love is caring for fellow   Christians more than we care for ourselves. And such love presupposes   that we will have an attitude of humility (Phil. 2:3-4).


  So   today’s verse from Hebrews merely supports what Paul and Peter said   elsewhere. The writer’s admonition that we should let brotherly love   continue tells us that this kind of love already exists. Our challenge   today and each day is not to discover love for one another, but to allow   it to continue and to increase.
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  Suggestions   for Prayer: Ask God to help you rekindle the love that used to be   strong for a Christian friend, but perhaps isn’t now.


  For Further Study: Read 1 Samuel 18—20. What was so special about the love and friendship between David and Jonathan? G What was the end result of that relationship (see especially 20:8-17)?









  

    	The Importance of Brotherly Love

    	January 12

  





  “Let love of the brethren continue.”


  Hebrews 13:1


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Genuine love among Christians is a testimonyto the world, to ourselves, and to God.


  T


  he   importance of brotherly love extends well beyond the walls of your   local church or fellowship hall. In John 13:35 Jesus says, “By this all   men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one   another.” In effect, God has made love for one another the measuring   stick by which the world can determine if our Christian profession is   genuine. That’s why it’s so important that we have a selfless attitude   and sincerely place the interests of our brothers and sisters in Christ   ahead of our own.


  If   you are a parent, you know what a delight it is when your children love   and care for one another. Such harmonious relations make for a   close-knit family and fulfill the words of the psalmist: “Behold, how   good and how pleasant it is for brothers to dwell together in unity!”   (Ps. 133:1). God is both pleased and glorified when Christian brothers   and sisters love each other and minister together in harmony.


  Neither   the author of Hebrews nor the apostle John is equating love with a   sentimental, superficial affection. As already suggested, practical   commitment marks true brotherly love. If you do not have such   commitment, it is fair to question your relationship to God (1 John   3:17). Refusing to help a fellow believer when you can, John reasons,   reveals that you don’t really love him. And if you don’t love him, God’s   love can’t be in your heart, which proves that you don’t belong to Him.   This logic is sobering and persuasive. It should motivate us all the   more to see the importance of practicing brotherly love: “Let us not   love with word or with tongue, but in deed and truth. We shall know by   this that we are of the truth, and shall assure our heart before Him” (1   John 3:18-19).
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  Suggestions for Prayer:   Ask the Lord’s forgiveness for times when you did not show brotherly   love or when you were reluctant to help another Christian in need.


  For Further Study:   Read Luke 6:31-35 and notice how our duty to love extends even beyond   the sphere of fellow believers. What kind of reward results?









  

    	Showing Love Through Hospitality

    	January 13

  





  Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it.”


  Hebrews 13:2


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Hospitality should be a trait of all Christians, because whenever we display it, we minister to the Lord.


  I


  f   you are a Christian, your responsibility to love others does not stop   with fellow believers. The apostle Paul is very explicit and direct   about this: “See that no one repays another with evil for evil, but   always seek after that which is good for one another and for all men” (1   Thess. 5:15). “All men” includes even your enemies. The “strangers”   mentioned in today’s verse can refer to unbelievers as well as   believers. The writer of Hebrews is saying we often won’t know the full   impact hospitality will have; therefore, we should always be alert and   diligent because our actions may even influence someone toward   salvation.


  The   last part of Hebrews 13:2, “some have entertained angels without   knowing it,” further underscores the point that we can never know how   significant or helpful an act of hospitality might be. Abraham had no   idea that two of the three men passing by his tent were angels and that   the third was the Lord Himself, but he still went out of his way to   demonstrate hospitality (Gen. 18:1-5). The primary motivation is still   love, for the sake of those we help and for the glory of God.


  The   Lord Jesus says, “Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did it to   one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me”   (Matt. 25:40). As Christians, when we feed the hungry, take in the   stranger, clothe the naked, and visit someone in prison, we serve   Christ. If we turn our backs on people, believers or unbelievers, who   have real needs, it is the same as turning our backs on Him (v. 45).   Loving hospitality is therefore more than an option—it is a command.
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  Suggestions for Prayer: Pray that God would give you a greater desire to show hospitality and that you could minister it to a specific person.


  For Further Study: Read Genesis 18:1-15. Write down the positive ways in which Abraham handled his opportunity to show love to strangers. G How well did Sarah handle this situation? G How does the example of her attitude relate to Hebrews 13:2?









  

    	Identifying with Those in Need

    	January 14

  





  Remember the prisoners, as though in prisonwith them, and those who are ill-treated, since youyourselves also are in the body.”


  Hebrews 13:2


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Because we too are human beings, God makes it possible for usto empathize with others who might be enduring hardship.


  T


  he   Apostolic Confession, an ancient church confession, says, “If any   Christian is condemned for Christ’s sake to the mines by the ungodly, do   not overlook him, but from the proceeds of your toil and sweat, send   him something to support himself, and to reward the soldier of Christ.”   You can see from this quote that the early church took seriously its   responsibility to help people who were suffering persecution. To obtain   money to free a fellow believer, some early Christians even sold   themselves into slavery.


  It’s   unlikely we’ll ever have to face such extreme measures. But we can   definitely learn from the heart attitude that prompted such an action.   The point is, we should do whatever we can to understand what others are   going through. We don’t necessarily have to experience the same   starvation, imprisonment, or harsh treatment that they are enduring in   order to sympathize. Being human—“in the body,” as today’s verse   says—and suffering our own hurts and hungers should be enough incentive   for us to help others.


  You   can have loving empathy for someone in at least three ways. First, you   can simply “be there” as a friend to encourage the other person when he   is in trouble.


  A   second way to show empathy is by giving direct help. The Philippians   shared with the apostle Paul in his affliction by financially supporting   his ministry in other places (Phil. 4:14-16). In this way they also   encouraged him spiritually.


  Third,   you can give empathy through prayer. Paul’s closing words to the   Colossians, “Remember my imprisonment” (Col. 4:18), were an appeal for   prayer. It was the only means remaining by which the church could   effectively support him.


  If   we have Christ’s example, who is not “a high priest who cannot   sympathize with our weaknesses” (Heb. 4:15), how can we possibly ignore   the hurts of others, especially those of fellow believers? Instead,   sincere empathy should be a regular part of our service for the Lord.
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  Suggestions for Prayer: Pray for a greater alertness and sensitivity to those you know who might be hurting.


  For Further Study: Based on the Good Samaritan story in Luke 10:29-37, what are the essential attitudes and actions of a good neighbor?









  

    	Contentment: The Opposite of Covetousness

    	January 15

  





  “Let your way of life be free from the love of money, being content with what you have.”


  Hebrews 13:5
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  If you are content with what God has given you, you will not be a person who is covetous or a lover of money.


  I 


  once   had a man come into my church office and confess the sin of gluttony.   When I told him he did not look overweight, he answered, “I know. It is   not that I eat too much but that I want to. I continually crave food.   It’s an obsession.”


  Covetousness   is very similar to that man’s gluttonous attitude. You do not have to   acquire a lot of things, or even anything at all, to be covetous. If you   long to acquire things and are focusing all your attention on how you   might get them, you are guilty of covetousness.


  It   is not wrong to earn or possess wealth. In the Old Testament, Abraham   and Job had tremendous wealth. A number of faithful New Testament   believers were also fairly wealthy. The problem comes when we have a   greedy attitude that craves money above everything else. Paul warns us,   “For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by   longing for it have wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves   with many a pang”   (1 Tim. 6:10). Loving money is perhaps the most common form of   covetousness; it is akin to lusting after material riches in various   forms.


  No   matter how it appears, this kind of covetousness breeds the same   spiritual result—it displeases God and separates us from Him. More   income, a bigger house, nicer clothes, a fancier car can tempt all of   us.


  But   the Lord wants you to be free from the materialism that so easily   controls your non-Christian neighbors. Your earthly possessions are only   temporary anyway. You will lose them all one day soon enough. So God   tells you and me to be “content with what you have” (Heb. 13:5),   realizing that we have “a better possession and an abiding one” (10:34)   in our salvation.
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  Suggestions for Prayer:   Is there any covetousness or materialism in your life today? Confess it   to the Lord, and pray that He would give you a renewed desire to trust   Him rather than uncertain wealth.


  For Further Study: Read Luke 12:13-34. Make a list of the things that illustrate how God cares for our material needs. G How does the rich fool’s attitude contrast with what Jesus teaches in verse 31?









  

    	Contentment: How to Enjoy It

    	January 16

  





  “Let your way of life be free from the love of money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said,‘I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you,’ so that we confidently say, ‘The Lord is my helper, I will not be afraid. What shall man do to me?’”


  Hebrews 13:5-6


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Your relationship with God allows youto enjoy genuine contentment.


  I


  n   view of yesterday’s lesson, you may be asking, “But how can I enjoy   contentment and be satisfied with what I have?” You can begin by   realizing God’s goodness and believing that He will take care of you   since you are one of His children. You can claim again the promise in   Romans 8: “God causes all things to work together for good to those who   love God, to those who are called according to His purpose” (v. 28).


  Second,   you should truly realize that God is omniscient—He knows all things and   all your personal needs. He recognizes your individual needs long   before you do and even before you pray about them. Jesus affirms, “Your   Father knows that you need these things” (Luke 12:30).


  You   can also enjoy contentment by remembering that what you want or need is   one thing; what you deserve is another. The patriarch Jacob confessed,   “I am unworthy of all the lovingkindness and of all the faithfulness   which Thou hast shown to Thy servant” (Gen. 32:10). Contentment will   more likely be yours if you consider that God’s smallest favor or   blessing to you is more than you deserve.


  Ultimately,   however, real contentment will be yours if you have vital communion   with God through Jesus Christ. Then, like the apostle Paul, temporal   things will not matter so much: “I count all things to be loss in view   of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have   suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish in order   that I may gain Christ” (Phil. 3:8).


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: God may or may not grant you some new blessing today or this week. In any case, pray that you would be content.


  For Further Study: What do Ecclesiastes 2:24; 3:12-13; and 8:15 all say about contentment? G What does Psalm 37:7 say our everyday attitude should be?









  

    	Gentlenessss: Power Under Control

    	January 17

  





  “Walk . . . with all . . . gentleness.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 -2



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  The antidote to our vengeful, violent societyis biblical gentleness.


  A 


  popular   bumper sticker says, “Don’t Get Mad—Get Even.” People demand what they   perceive to be their rights, no matter how the demand harms others. Some   go to court to squeeze every last cent out of those who hurt them. More   and more violent crimes are committed each year. We need a strong dose   of biblical truth to cure these attitudes. The biblical solution is   gentleness.


  The   world might interpret gentleness or meekness as cowardice, timidity, or   lack of strength. But the Bible describes it as not being vengeful,   bitter, or unforgiving. It is a quiet, willing submission to God and   others without the rebellious, vengeful self-assertion that   characterizes human nature.


  The   Greek word translated “gentleness” was used to speak of a soothing   medicine. It was used of a light, cool breeze and of a colt that had   been broken and tamed, whose energy could be channeled for useful   purposes. It also describes one who is tenderhearted, pleasant, and   mild.


  Gentleness   is not wimpiness though. It is power under control. The circus lion has   the same strength as a lion running free in Africa, but it has been   tamed. All its energy is under the control of its master. In the same   way, the lion residing in the gentle person no longer seeks its own prey   or its own ends; it is submissive to its Master. That lion has not been   destroyed, just tempered.


  Gentleness   is one facet of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:23). It is also a key   to wisdom. James asks, “Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him   show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom”   (3:13). Verse 17 says, “The wisdom from above is first pure, then   peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits,   unwavering, without hypocrisy.”


  Even if gentleness is not valued in our society, it is crucial to our godliness. Seek it diligently and prayerfully.
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  Suggestions for Prayer:   If you tend to be at all vengeful or unforgiving, ask God’s forgiveness   and His help to forgive those who hurt you. Seek to be gentle with them   instead.


  For Further Study:   Throughout most of 1 Samuel, King Saul repeatedly tries to capture   David and kill him. Read 1 Samuel 24. How did David demonstrate his   gentleness in the face of his hostile enemy?









  

    	Righteous Anger

    	January 18

  





  “Walk . . . with all . . . gentleness.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 -2



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Our anger must be under controland should occur only for the right reason.


  A


  fter   the previous lesson, you might think that Christians must always be   quiet and passive, never getting upset or angry about anything.   Actually, believers do have the right to get angry, but only under   certain conditions. Ephesians 4:26 says, “Be angry and yet do not sin;   do not let the sun go down on your anger.” So there is a certain kind of   anger that isn’t sinful. It must be under control, and it must be   resolved expeditiously.


  Proverbs   25:28 says, “Like a city that is broken into and without walls is a man   who has no control over his spirit.” Someone who is out of control is   vulnerable. He falls into every temptation, failure, and weakness. On   the other hand, “He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and   he who rules his spirit, than he who captures a city” (16:32). One who   rules his spirit has power and energy, but it’s under control. That same   power and energy out of control creates nothing but chaos and   sinfulness. Those who are easily angered are not gentle.


  Gentle   people, on the other hand, control their energies and strengths, but   they do have a tough side. They don’t back away from sin or cease to   condemn evil. Since the gentle person submits himself to God, he becomes   angry over things that offend God, not himself. If someone offends him   personally, he doesn’t seek revenge. But when God is maligned, the lion   in him roars. Such anger is called righteous indignation. Under God’s   control, anger reacts when it ought to react, for the right reason, and   for the right amount of time.
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  Suggestions for Prayer:   Ask forgiveness if you are apt to get angry for the wrong reasons.   Commit yourself to being gentle when you ordinarily would flare up in   anger. G If you don’t get angry when you see evil, ask God to make you sensitive to what He hates.


  For Further Study:   At the very time Moses was receiving God’s Law on Mount Sinai, the   Israelites were involved in idolatry and debauchery. Read Exodus 32.   What was Moses’ reaction to their sin? G Did he hold a grudge against them (vv. 31-32)? G How can Moses’ example be a pattern for your life?









  

    	Christ's Gentle Example

    	January19

  





  “Walk . . . with all . . . gentleness.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 -2



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Jesus is the greatest example of gentleness: He became angry whenGod the Father was dishonored, but not when He, the Son, was.


  J


  esus   Christ is our supreme example of gentleness. Paul refers specifically   to this in 2 Corinthians 10:1. Jesus Himself said, “I am gentle and   humble in heart” (Matt. 11:29).


  Jesus   showed righteous indignation when it was proper. When He found the   Temple filled with people selling exorbitantly priced sacrificial   animals, He drove them out, pouring out their money and overturning   tables (Matt. 21:12). He told them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be   called a house of prayer’; but you are making it a robbers’ den” (v.   13). Jesus later said to the scribes and Pharisees, “You serpents, you   brood of vipers, how shall you escape the sentence of hell?” (23:33). He   did not stand idly by while the Temple was defiled. He spoke out in   judgment against hypocrites who dishonored God.


  Even   though Jesus became angry when God was maligned, He neither retaliated   against nor condemned those who attacked Him. “Christ also suffered for   you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps, who   committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in His mouth; and while being   reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no   threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously” (1   Peter 2:21-23). When God’s Temple was defiled, Jesus cleaned it out. But   when the temple of His body was defiled, enduring the agony of the   cross, with mockers all around, all He said was, “Father, forgive them;   for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). That’s supreme   gentleness—total selflessness.


  It’s   so easy to strike back when someone criticizes or attacks us, but   that’s not the way of the gentle Christian trying to walk worthy. The   only time we should let the lion in us roar is when God’s honor is at   stake. Jesus forgave those who crucified Him. How can we do any less to   those who hurt us?
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  Suggestions for Prayer:   We all fall short of Christ’s example of gentleness. Pray that God   would help you each day to reflect more and more the gentleness of   Christ.


  For Further Study: Read the account of Christ’s arrest and crucifixion in Matthew 26:47—27:50. Did He have the power to strike back (26:53)? G Find all the instances you can in which Christ demonstrated His gentleness.









  

    	Are You Gentle?

    	January 20

  





  “Walk . . . with all . . . gentleness.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 -2



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  To become more gentle, begin by looking closely at your attitudes.


  W


  e’ve   determined that gentleness is essential for those who want to walk   worthy. How can you tell if you’re gentle? I’ll give you some practical   questions so you can evaluate yourself honestly.


  First   of all, are you self-controlled? Do you rule your own spirit (Prov.   16:32), or does your temper often flare up? When someone accuses you of   something, do you immediately defend yourself, or are you more inclined   to consider whether there’s any truth in what’s being said?


  Second,   are you infuriated only when God is dishonored? Do you get angry about   sin or when God’s Word is perverted by false teachers?


  Next,   do you always seek to make peace? Gentle people are peacemakers.   Ephesians 4:3 says they are “diligent to preserve the unity of the   Spirit in the bond of peace.” If someone falls into sin, do you condemn   or gossip about that person? Galatians 6:1 instructs us to restore   sinning brothers “in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to   yourself, lest you too be tempted.” Gossip and condemnation divide   believers; forgiveness and restoration unite them. Gentle people don’t   start fights; they end them.


  Fourth,   do you accept criticism without retaliation? Whether the criticism is   right or wrong, you shouldn’t strike back. In fact, you can thank your   critics, because criticism can show you your weaknesses and help you   grow.


  Finally,   do you have the right attitude toward the unsaved? Peter says, “Always   [be] ready to make a defense to every one who asks you to give an   account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence”   (1 Peter 3:15). If we’re persecuted, it’s easy for us to think, They can’t treat me like that—I’m a child of God. But God wants us to approach the unsaved with gentleness, realizing   that God reached out to us with gentleness before we were saved (Titus   3:3-7).


  Consider   carefully your answers to these questions, and commit yourself to being   characterized by gentleness. Remember that “a gentle and quiet spirit   . . . is precious in the sight of God” (1 Peter 3:4).
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  Suggestions for Prayer: If any of these questions have pointed out deficiencies in your gentleness, ask God to strengthen those areas.


  For Further Study:   Paul was often criticized by those who wanted to usurp his authority   over the church. Study Paul’s response to such people in 2 Timothy   2:24-26. G Think about this passage’s application to events in your life.









  

    	Biblblical Patience

    	January 21

  





  Walk . . . with patience.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 -2



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Patient Christians endure negative circumstances, cope withdifficult people, and accept God’s plan for everything.


  I


  n   our instant, microwave, drive-through, “I want it now” culture,   patience is hard to come by. We get upset if we have to wait too long in   the supermarket line or get stuck behind the guy driving ten miles per   hour under the speed limit.


  But   today’s Scripture tells us that our lives need to be marked by   patience. The Greek word translated “patience” literally means   “long-tempered.” A patient person doesn’t have a short fuse or lose his   temper.


  There   are three aspects to biblical patience. First, patience never gives in   to negative circumstances, no matter how difficult. God told Abraham He   would make him into a great nation and give Canaan to his descendants   (Gen. 12:2, 7). When God made this promise, Abraham and Sarah had no   children. They had to wait far past their childbearing years before God   gave them a son. But Hebrews 6:15 says, “Having patiently waited,   [Abraham] obtained the promise.” “He did not waver in unbelief, but grew   strong in faith, giving glory to God” (Rom. 4:20). He trusted God and   patiently waited for Him to fulfill His promise.


  A   second aspect of patience is coping with difficult people. Paul tells   us to “be patient with all men” (1 Thess. 5:14). This is applied   gentleness—a spirit that refuses to retaliate. Our normal reaction is to   be defensive when provoked. But a patient person bears insult,   persecution, unfair treatment, slander, and hatred. You can’t start a   fight with a patient person. He defends God, not himself, knowing that   He will repay all wrongs at the right time.


  Third,   patience accepts God’s plan for everything. It doesn’t question God. A   patient person says, “Lord, if this is what You have planned for me,   that’s all right.” Romans 8:28 says, “We know that God causes all things   to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are   called according to His purpose.” Since God is in control, we can be   patient, waiting for Him to work out His will.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Ask God to help you recognize when you’re apt to be impatient. When those times come, pray for strength to endure them.


  For Further Study:   James 5:10 says the prophets were examples of suffering and patience.   Read what two prophets had to endure in Isaiah 6:9-12 and Jeremiah   1:5-19. G How might they be examples to you as you seek to be faithful in the face of life’s tests?









  

    	Christ's Patient Example

    	January 22

  





  “Walk . . . with patience.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 -2
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  Jesus is our greatest example of patience in all thatHe endured to purchase our redemption.


  P


  aul   tells us here that the worthy walk is one of patience, and once again   we see that Jesus modeled it for us. Throughout the Gospels, He   repeatedly demonstrated the three aspects of patience we explored in the   last lesson.


  First,   He endured negative circumstances. Before He came into the world, He   was with the Father in the glory of Heaven, where the angels praised and   worshiped Him continually. He left a place of total perfection and love   and went to a place where He was mocked, hated, rejected, blasphemed,   and crucified. He “endured the cross” (Heb. 12:2) even though He had the   power to escape it.


  Jesus   also coped with difficult people. The night before His crucifixion,   after three years of teaching about love and servanthood, His disciples   were arguing about which of them was the greatest (Luke 22:24). Jesus   didn’t give up on them, however. More than that, He prayed for those who   spit on Him and mocked Him at the cross: “Father, forgive them; for   they do not know what they are doing” (23:34). He wanted His murderers   to be forgiven so they could be with Him in Heaven forever.


  In   the Garden of Gethsemane, just hours before He was nailed to the cross,   Jesus showed His willingness to accept the Father’s plan. He prayed,   “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as I   will, but as Thou wilt” (Matt. 26:39). He was able to endure   unimaginable suffering because He knew it was God’s will.


  We   should be very thankful for Christ’s “perfect patience” (1 Tim. 1:16),   because our sin has offended Him time and time again. He could have sent   us to Hell the first moment we sinned, but His Spirit patiently drew us   to repentance. Because of His patience, we must commit ourselves to   follow His perfect example.
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  Suggestions for Prayer: Pray that God would daily give you strength to be patient in all things, just as Christ was.


  For Further Study:   Hebrews 12:3 tells us to “consider Him who has endured such hostility   by sinners against Himself, so that you may not grow weary and lose   heart.” Christ’s example of patience encourages us to endure when we   suffer. Find other demonstrations of His patience in the Gospels, and   consider how His example can affect your attitude during trials.









  

    	The Effect of Patience

    	January 23

  





  “Walk . . . with patience.”


  
EPHESIANS 4:1 -2
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  Patience is crucial to our testimony.


  T


  he   virtues of Ephesians 4:2-3 enable the church of Jesus Christ to have a   powerful witness. Many think the key to evangelism is following a   specific course or method, but according to Jesus, the greatest way to   get people to believe the gospel is through our love and unity (John   17:21). Though evangelistic methods are important, often they aren’t as   effective as they could be because of the church’s poor reputation among   unbelievers. If the church were full of people who had genuine   humility, gentleness, and patience, others would be more inclined to   listen to what we say.


  Sir   Henry Stanley traveled to Africa in 1872 to find Dr. David Livingstone,   the famous missionary and explorer, who had lost contact with the   European community. After finding him, Stanley spent several months with   Livingstone, who by that time was an old man. Apparently Livingstone   didn’t say much to Stanley about spiritual things—he just continued   about his business with the Africans. Stanley observed that throughout   the months he watched him, Livingstone’s habits, especially his   patience, were beyond his comprehension. Stanley could not understand   Livingstone’s sympathy for the pagan Africans, who had wronged   Livingstone many times. For the sake of Christ and His gospel David   Livingstone was patient, untiring, and eager. He spent himself for his   Master.


  In his account How I Found Livingstone,   Stanley wrote, “His religion is not of the theoretical kind, but is a   constant, earnest, sincere practice. It is neither demonstrative nor   loud, but manifests itself in a quiet practical way, and is always at   work. . . . In him religion exhibits its loveliest features; it governs   his conduct not only towards his servants but towards the natives . . .   and all who come in contact with him.”


  I’m   not suggesting that you never talk about the gospel. But realize that   what you say will have far greater effect when you live in harmony with   what the gospel teaches. If the world could see a clear picture of Jesus   Christ through the unity of the church and its humble, gentle, and   patient people, our evangelism would be sped along on wings!
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  Suggestions for Prayer: Pray that you would live in a way that glorifies God and attracts others to the Savior.


  For Further Study: Read Matthew 5:13-16. What did Christ mean by being salt and light in the world? G Think of specific ways you can obey the command in verse 16.









  

    	Forbearing Love

    	January24

  





  . . . Showing forbearance to one another in love.”


  
Ephesians 4:2



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  In order to walk worthy, we must forgive our enemies and love them.


  T


  he term forbearance is   not often used today and is therefore unfamiliar to many of us. The   Greek word translated “showing forbearance” means “suppressing with   silence.” It carries the idea of throwing a blanket over sin. First   Peter 4:8 says, “Love covers a multitude of sins,” and Proverbs 10:12   declares, “Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers all transgressions.” A   forbearing person doesn’t trumpet other people’s sins but rather   forgives them. Forbearance has room for the failures of others. A   forbearing person also loves people in spite of the wrongs they might   have done to him.


  Agape,   the word used for “love” in this verse, is the love that gives but   never takes. It’s the kind of love that seeks the highest good for   another, no matter what the cost. God showed His agape by giving us His only Son (John 3:16). Jesus said, “Greater love [agape] has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends” (15:13). Agape is unconquerable benevolence and invincible goodness; it is completely selfless.


  Perhaps   the greatest description of forbearing love is the summary Jesus gives   in Matthew 5:43-45: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love   your neighbor, and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your   enemies, and pray for those who persecute you in order that you may be   sons of your Father who is in heaven.” We were God’s enemies before He   saved us, but He was willing to send His Son anyway (Rom. 5:10). Since   we are God’s children, we must also seek our enemies’ highest good,   whatever it costs us. Such cost ought to include more than simply   enduring slander and persecution from our enemies. Genuine forbearing   love will assume the more difficult task of loving those who hate us.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Thank God that He showed forbearing love in sending Christ to die for undeserving sinners. G Pray for your enemies and for strength to love them as you should.


  For Further Study:   Besides Christ, the clearest example of forbearing love is Stephen’s   attitude toward those who stoned him. Read his story in Acts 6—7, and   note his love toward his executioners. G   Think about people you have a hard time loving, and pray that God would   show you specific ways you can show love to them. Then follow through!









  

    	Diligently Preserving Unity

    	January 25

  





  Being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spiritin the bond of peace.”


  
Ephesians 4:3



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  The unity of the Spirit must be earnestly maintainedby humble, gentle, patient, loving Christians.


  T


  oday’s   Scripture spells out the goal of the worthy walk: the unity of the   Spirit. Jesus prayed for Christians “that they may all be one; even as   Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us;   that the world may believe that Thou didst send Me” (John 17:21). Our   witness to the world depends on our unity as believers.


  The   world is full of discord, animosity, bitterness, and resentment. If in   the midst of the world there is an oasis of unity and harmony, people   will wonder what we have. Then we have the opportunity to say, “This is   what Christ can do.” The world needs to see that the church is not just   another social club, but an institution of God, supernaturally born,   supernaturally sustained, with a supernatural destiny.


  Our   unity depends on the virtues we have been studying this month:   gentleness, patience, and forbearing love. Without them, unity is   impossible. In addition, our unity requires diligence. The word   translated “diligent” in Ephesians 4:3 carries the ideas of both zeal   and urgency: “Let’s work on it, and work on it now.” We need full   dedication. But don’t say first, “I’ll head the committee” or “I’ll make   the posters.” This is a personal passage, and if you want to hurry and   start working on unity, you need to start in your heart. Commit yourself   first to walking worthy by matching your life with your theology.


  I   am grieved by all the disunity and discord in the church today. One of   the main causes is the focus on denominational distinctives—what divides   us. We should instead focus on biblical distinctives—what unites us. We   need to humble ourselves and learn to love each other. That won’t   happen by starting a global ecumenical movement, but it will happen when   we become what God wants us to be. Working at unity is a full-time task   that demands maximum dedication and obedience from every Christian.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Pray that God would unify His church around the world, and that He would begin with you.


  For Further Study: Read about the unity of the early church in Acts 2:42-47 and 4:32-37. What characterized those believers? G Which of their characteristics do you need to work on?









  

    	The Bond of Peace

    	January26

  





  “Being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spiritin the bond of peace.”


  
Ephesians 4:3



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  The key to peace in the church is selfless love.


  P


  eople   often delude themselves that there is peace when there is no real peace   (Jer. 8:11). However, we can show the world that Jesus is the true   peacemaker if we have a community of peaceful, loving, united believers.   Others will realize then that Christ must be sent from God, because   only God can make true, lasting peace.


  “The   bond of peace” is what holds our unity together. The Greek word   translated “bond” refers to a belt. It pictures the Body of Christ being   wrapped with the belt of peace, a peace that is born of love.


  Our   bond of peace is vital to our testimony. As Christians, we have “peace   with God” (Rom. 5:1) and “the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18),   the privilege of telling others how they may have peace with God. If we   don’t have peace among ourselves, why would unbelievers look to us to   find peace with God?


  The Corinthian church teaches us how not to   have peace. Members would have a “love feast,” followed by Communion.   Apparently, though, those who brought food gorged themselves and became   drunk, leaving the poorer believers to go hungry (1 Cor. 11:17-22).   Those gluttons not only dishonored the Lord but also hurt their fellow   believers, causing resentment and conflict.


  During   their worship services, everyone wanted attention. Paul laments, “Each   one has a psalm, has a teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an   interpretation” (1 Cor. 14:26)—and they all wanted to speak at once.   They weren’t interested in building up each other, only in being heard.   The result was a loud, confusing mess.


  The Corinthians’ disharmony was evident in different ways, but the root cause was the same: selfishness.


  So where does peace come from? Selflessness,   the primary characteristic of Christian love. Philippians 2:3 says, “Do   nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind   let each of you regard one another as more important than himself.” We   must humble ourselves and focus on the needs of others. When that   happens, there will be harmony and unity.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Confess any selfishness, and ask God to help you grow in selfless love.


  For Further Study: What does Romans 8:6 equate peace with? Memorize this verse during the next few days.









  

    	Seeking Righteous Attitudes

    	January27

  





  I . . . entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the callingwith which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing forbearance to one another in love, beingdiligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”


  
Ephesians 4:3



  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God is most concerned about who we are, because who we are determines what we do.


  N


  ow   that we’ve looked in depth at EPHESIANS 4:1 -3, let’s take a step back.   These verses reveal a basic truth: the Christian life is not primarily   about what we do but who we are. When Paul teaches about the worthy   walk, about how we live each day, he never discusses actions, only   attitudes.


  It   is possible to have what I call “action fruit”—such as praise (Heb.   13:15), giving (Phil. 4:17), evangelism (Rom. 1:13), and other good   works (Col. 1:10)—without “attitude fruit,” which is the fruit of the   Spirit: “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,   gentleness, and self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23). Plenty of people can do   good deeds without inner righteousness. But that’s legalism; that’s the   hypocrisy that the Bible speaks so much about. The right path to true   spirituality is to have proper attitudes first. The Holy Spirit works   through our attitudes to produce right actions.


  Unfortunately,   many Christians miss this point. To them, being a Christian is   primarily a list of do’s—going to church, putting money in the offering,   carrying a Bible—and don’ts—not cursing, not drinking, not murdering.   They see external behavior as the fact of Christianity instead of the   manifestation of it. They don’t cultivate the inner graces.


  Of   course, God wants us to live righteous lives. But to those with merely   external actions, Jesus said, “Woe to you . . . hypocrites! For you   clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside they are full   of robbery and self-indulgence. . . . First clean the inside of the cup   and of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also” (Matt.   23:25-26).


  Don’t   let yourself become a slave to external religion. Make sure you do your   good works out of love for God and others, as part of the overflow of   the spiritual fruit in your life.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: If you see hypocrisy in yourself, ask God to purge it. Pray for and diligently seek attitude fruit.


  For Further Study:   Jesus warned about internal sinfulness in Matthew 5:21-22, 27-30 and   external righteousness in 6:1-18 and 7:1-5. How is Proverbs 4:23 an   antidote to those?









  

    	Our Unity in the Spirit

    	January 28

  





  There is one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, onebaptism, one God and Father of all who is overall and through all and in all.”


  Ephesians 4:4-6


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  All Christians are part of the same Body, with the same Spirit, who is our pledge of eternal life.


  E


  verything   God ever designed for the church is based on the unity of believers.   Paul emphasizes that by listing seven “ones” in these verses. One is the   key; it is the cause of the worthy walk.


  How   many bodies of Christ are there? There isn’t a Presbyterian body, a   Baptist body, and a Methodist body; nor is there a California body, a   Utah body, and a Kansas body. There is just one Body, the church.   “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man,   there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus”   (Gal. 3:28). Whatever your race, creed, nationality, or language, when   you become a Christian, you become one with every other believer.


  Paul’s   next point is that there is only one Spirit, who dwells in every   believer. First Corinthians 6:19 says, “Do you not know that your body   is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you?” We “are being built   together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2:22). Individually   we are the temple of the Spirit; collectively we are the dwelling of   the Spirit.


  We   are also “called in one hope of [our] calling.” We have only one   eternal calling, only one eternal destiny, and the Holy Spirit   guarantees our heavenly hope. “You were sealed in [Christ] with the Holy   Spirit of promise, who is given as a pledge of our inheritance” (Eph.   1:13-14). He is our down payment, the first installment of our eternal   inheritance.


  Ephesians   4:4 focuses on the Holy Spirit’s ministry to us: we are placed into one   Body by the Spirit, one Spirit dwells in us, and our one hope is   guaranteed by the Holy Spirit.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Thank God for the Holy Spirit’s ministry in the church and in your life.


  For Further Study:   First Corinthians 12 has much to say about church unity. Read it   carefully, noting in particular what the Spirit does in the Body and   what our responsibility is as individual believers.









  

    	Our Unity in Christ

    	January29

  





  One Lord, one faith, one baptism.”


  Ephesians 4:5


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  All Christians have a common Lord, common beliefs, and a common public testimony.


  Y


  esterday we looked at what Christians have in common through the Spirit. Today’s verse teaches us what we share through Christ.


  Christians   have only “one Lord,” the Lord Jesus Christ. Acts 4:12 says, “There is   salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that   has been given among men, by which we must be saved.” Paul says in   Romans 10:12, “There is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the   same Lord is Lord of all.”


  Our   “one faith” is simply the content of what the revealed Word of God   tells us we are to believe. And the primary focus of the Scriptures is   Christ. Though we have many denominations and congregations, there’s   only one true Christian faith. This faith is what Jude refers to in   verse 3 of his epistle: “Contend earnestly for the faith which was once   for all delivered to the saints.”


  Why   then do churches differ so much in what they teach? Some of it comes   from inadequate study or lack of diligence. Some is from unexamined   tradition. The fundamental problem, though, is our humanness—we are   fallen, fallible people, and that can color our understanding of   Scripture. That’s why it’s so important we not hold too tightly to “our   brand” of Christianity, but instead always think matters through   biblically and discuss them courteously.


  Christians   also have “one baptism.” This does not refer to Spirit baptism because   that was implied in Ephesians 4:4 with the words “one body.” (As   1 Corinthians 12:13 explains, we all were placed into the Body of Christ   by the baptism of the Spirit.) “One baptism” in verse 5 refers to water   baptism. When someone comes to believe in the only true Lord, he should   be baptized as a public expression of his faith. Public baptism was an   essential part of the early church’s testimony to the world. It is no   less essential today.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer:   Thank God for our Lord Jesus Christ, for our common Christian faith,   and for our baptism, by which we identify ourselves with Christ and His   people.


  For Further Study:   The church at Corinth did not understand our oneness as believers. Read   Paul’s description of them in 1 Corinthians 1:10-17. What were the   symptoms of their divisions? G What did Paul command them to do? G If there are divisions in your church, find ways that you can be a peacemaker.









  

    	Our Unity in the Father

    	January 30

  





  “One God and Father of all who is over alland through all and in all.”


  Ephesians 4:6


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  There is only one God, and we will have a strong testimonyby worshiping Him and holding on to what unites us.


  T


  he   last point of Christian unity Paul mentions in Ephesians 4:4-6 is that   Christians have “one God and Father.” In Paul’s day, people believed in   many gods; so he emphasizes our God’s uniqueness. No person or object   can compare with God because He is “above all,” which means He is the   sovereign creator and controller of the universe; He is “through all,”   as the providential upholder of the universe; and He is “in all,” which   refers to His personal, indwelling presence.


  Throughout   the Old Testament, God emphasizes His uniqueness: “Know therefore   today, and take it to your heart, that the Lord, He is God in heaven   above and on the earth below; there is no other” (Deut. 4:39). “I am the   Lord, and there is no other; besides Me there is no God” (Isa. 45:5).   The Israelites were surrounded by nations that worshiped many gods, and   God had to continually warn them about idolatry and judge them when they   practiced it.


  Israel’s   worship of the only true God was to be their central point of unity. It   was to set them apart from the nations around them. By worshiping Him   alone, they not only would remain strong as a nation, but would be a   witness to the Gentiles of God’s greatness.


  As   Christians, we have the same Father, and like Israel, our unity is   founded on Him, as well as the other “ones” listed in Ephesians 4:4-6:   one Body, one Spirit, one hope of our calling, one Lord, one faith, and   one baptism. When we hold to these, we will be a powerful witness to the   world.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Praise God for His uniqueness, that He alone is above all, through all, and in all.


  For Further Study:   The Psalms not only are rich with instruction about God but are also   excellent means of praising Him. Read one psalm a day for the next   several months, and write down what you learn about God. Whenever the   psalmist praises God, let that be your prayer as well. When you have   finished reading all the Psalms, you will know, honor, and love God more   than ever.









  

    	What Matters Most

    	January 31

  





  Walk in a manner worthy of the callingwith which you have been called.”


  EPHESIANS 4:1 


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Compared to walking worthy of Christ, nothing else is really important.


  L


  et’s   review what Paul has taught us from EPHESIANS 4:1 -6. God has chosen and   called us to be part of His family, and He expects us to act like His   children. He wants us to walk worthy of Christ and be unified.


  To   follow God’s will in this, we must, with His help, deal with our sin   and develop godly virtues. Our lives must first be marked by “all   humility”   (v. 2). We become humble when we see ourselves as unworthy sinners and   see the greatness of God and Christ. Pride will always be a temptation,   but we can resist it if we remember that we have nothing to be proud   about; every good thing we have is from God. He alone deserves the   glory; we can take no credit.


  Humility   produces “gentleness,” which is power under control. Gentle people   willingly submit to God and others. They may become angry over what   dishonors God, but they are forgiving to those who hurt them.


  “Patience”   flows from gentleness. A patient person endures negative circumstances,   copes with difficult people, and accepts God’s plan for everything.


  We   must “love” others with a forbearing love. Christian love is selfless,   and forbearance keeps us from gossiping about the failures of others and   causes us to love our enemies.


  “Unity”   (v. 3) is the goal of the worthy walk, and only diligent believers who   pursue these virtues of the worthy walk will contribute to such unity.   Because we have one Body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one   baptism, and one Father, we should behave as a unified people. Then we   will have the effective testimony God wants for us.


  Only   one thing really matters from the moment you become a Christian until   the day you see Jesus—that you walk worthy of Him. What you own, what   you know, and what you do for a living are not all that important.


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Ask God to give you the resolve to walk worthy every day.


  For Further Study:   Read Hebrews 11 and perhaps some related Old Testament passages, and   note what was representative of the main characters’ walks with the   Lord.













  

    	Pursuing the Knowledge of God

    	February 1

  





  More than that, I count all things to be loss in view 


  of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ.”


  

  Philippians 3:8


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God’s greatest desire for usis that we seek diligently to know Him.


  T


  o   know God and all that He has revealed about Himself is the highest   pursuit of life. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and   the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding” (Prov. 9:10). Such a   realization should really be the starting point for all of life’s other   pursuits.


  As   David gave his throne to his son Solomon, his primary counsel was that   Solomon know God: “As for you, my son Solomon, know the God of your   father, and serve Him with a whole heart and a willing mind; for the   Lord searches all hearts, and understands every intent of the thoughts.   If you seek Him, He will let you find Him; but if you forsake Him, He   will reject you forever” (1 Chron. 28:9).


  Knowing   God not only determines the quality of one’s present life, but also the   destiny of one’s life in eternity. Jesus says, “And this is eternal   life, that they may know Thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom   Thou hast sent” (John 17:3). Eternal life is simply knowing God in an   intimate way for the rest of eternity. It begins here on earth when we   believe in Christ and partake of His very nature and life.


  How   can we know God? The Lord says, “You will seek Me and find Me, when you   search for Me with all your heart” (Jer. 29:13). Solomon teaches us,   “For if you cry for discernment, lift your voice for understanding; if   you seek her as silver, and search for her as for hidden treasures; then   you will discern the fear of the Lord, and discover the knowledge of   God” (Prov. 2:3-5). This pursuit of God must be our top priority in   life. Otherwise, it is so easy to be distracted by the pursuit of money,   career success, personal power and prestige, or any earthly endeavor   that demands our time and energy.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Thank the Lord that you know Him personally.


  For Further Study: Read 2 Peter 1:1-11. What are the benefits to those who know God? G What qualities should be evident in your life?









  

    	The Essence of Idolatry

    	February2

  





  You thought that I was just like you;
 

  I will reprove you, and state the case in order before your eyes.”


  Psalm 50:21


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Idolatry is more than worshiping some inanimate object;it is having an unworthy conception of God.


  W


  estern   society, with all its culture and scientific knowledge, is in the same   satanic trap that governs the life of an aborigine bowing down to a   rock. We all have our gods. Many worship the god of materialism—getting   more stuff is their highest pursuit. Others worship the gods of sex or   entertainment. Of course, behind all of this is the worship of self.


  However,   the essence of idolatry is possessing thoughts about God that are   unworthy of Him. It may be creating a god, but it also may be making the   true God into something He isn’t, or thinking something about God that   is untrue.


  God   said to the wicked in Psalm 50:21, “You thought that I was just like   you.” That’s precisely what some have imagined about God. They have   portrayed God after their own sinful mental image of Him. Careless   Christians can do this also.


  In The Knowledge of the Holy A. W. Tozer writes, “The history of mankind will probably show that no   people has ever risen above its religion, and man’s spiritual history   will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever been greater than   its idea of God. Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains   high or low thoughts of God. For this reason, the gravest question   before the church is always God Himself, and the most portentous fact   about any man is not what he at a given time may say or do, but what he   in his deep heart conceives God to be like.”


  As   we learn about God this month, ask Him to remove misconceptions you may   have about Him. Be diligent to learn what God says about Himself and   not what you or others think He is like.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Praise God that He is the only God. G Pray   for forgiveness if you have been more committed to any other god or if   you think thoughts about God that are unworthy of Him.


  For Further Study:   The ancient Greeks had hundreds of gods. Just for good measure the   Athenians built an altar to the unknown god. Read Acts 17:16-34. How did   Paul approach those who worshiped false gods? G How can you use Paul’s example as you witness to unbelievers today?









  

    	God Is Spirit

    	February 3

  





  God is spirit, and those who worship Himmust worship in spirit and truth.”


  John 4:24


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God is a person, but He has no physical characteristics.


  A


  s   we begin our study of God, we must understand first of all that He is a   person, not some unknowable cosmic force. In His Word, God is called   Father, Shepherd, Friend, Counselor, and many other personal names. God   is always referred to as “He,” not “it.” He also has personal   characteristics: He thinks, acts, feels, and speaks.


  We   will learn three aspects of God’s person in the next several days: God   is spirit, God is one, and God is three. First, God has no physical body   as we have: “God is spirit” (John 4:24), and “a spirit does not have   flesh and bones” (Luke 24:39). Paul says He is “invisible” (1 Tim.   1:17). God represented Himself as light, fire, and cloud in the Old   Testament and in the human form of Jesus Christ in the New Testament.   But such visible revelations did not reveal the totality or fullness of   God’s nature.


  You   may wonder about verses like Psalm 98:1, “His right hand and His holy   arm have gained the victory for Him,” and Proverbs 15:3, “The eyes of   the Lord are in every place.” These descriptions are called   anthropomorphisms, from the Greek words for “man” and “form.” They   picture God as though He were a man because God has chosen to describe   Himself in a way we can comprehend. If He did not accommodate His   revelation to our finite level, we would have no hope of understanding   Him. You should not take anthropomorphisms literally, however. Otherwise   you will have a false view of God that robs Him of His real nature and   His true power. Look at Psalm 91:4: “Under His wings you may seek   refuge.” God is certainly not a bird, and “God is not a man” (Num.   23:19). He is spirit.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Thank God that He has enabled physical creatures like us to know Him.


  For Further Study:   Even though God is invisible, “since the creation of the world His   invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been   clearly seen, being understood through what has been made” (Rom. 1:20).   Read the response of a godly man to God’s natural revelation in Psalm   104.









  

    	God Is One

    	February 4

  





  “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one!”


  Deuteronomy 6:4


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  There is only one true God.


  W


  hen   God freed Israel to take her to the promised land, He said: “You shall   have no other gods before Me” (Ex. 20:3). Later Moses told the   Israelites, “The Lord, He is God; there is no other besides Him” (Deut.   4:35) and “The Lord is our God, the Lord is one!” (6:4). Israel was to   believe in the one and only God.


  But   Jesus claimed to be God. Is He God number two? Not at all. In Mark   12:29-30, Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 6:4-5: “‘Hear, O Israel! The Lord our   God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your   heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your   strength.’” If Jesus were another God He might have said, “Split your   allegiance between the two of us.” But Jesus says we are to love God   with undivided commitment. Therefore He agrees with Moses that there is   only one God. However, He also says, “I and the Father are one” (John   10:30).


  Paul   also discusses the unity of God in 1 Corinthians 8. The pagan priests   in Corinth would often sell the meat that had been sacrificed to idols.   Some new Christians were offended when other Christians ate that meat.   In response, Paul told them, “Concerning the eating of things sacrificed   to idols, we know that there is no such thing as an idol in the world”   (v. 4). Since an idol represented a nonexistent god, there was nothing   wrong with eating the food. He continued, “There is no God but one. For   even if there are so-called gods whether in heaven or on earth, as   indeed there are many gods and many lords, yet for us there is but one   God, the Father, from whom are all things, and we exist for Him; and one   Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and we exist through   Him” (vv. 4-6). How can all things be from God the Father, for whom we   exist, and by the Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we exist? Because they   are one.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer:   Praise God as David did: “For this reason Thou art great, O Lord God;   for there is none like Thee, and there is no God besides Thee” (2 Sam.   7:22).


  For Further Study: Read Ezekiel 6. What was God’s response to Israel’s idolatry? G How does God feel about anything that might take first place in your heart instead of Him?









  

    	God Is Three

    	February 5

  





  The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.”


  2 Corinthians 13:14


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Though there is only one God, He exists in three Persons:God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.


  G


  od   is one, but He exists in three distinct Persons. We call this the   Trinity, a contraction of “tri-unity,” meaning “three in one.” The word Trinity doesn’t appear in the Bible, but God’s existence as three Persons in one God is clear from Scripture.


  Old   Testament evidence of God’s plurality can be found in the very first   verse: “In the beginning God . . .” (Gen. 1:1). The Hebrew word used for   God is Elohim, which is a plural noun. Isaiah 42:1 speaks of the   Messiah: “Behold, My Servant, whom I uphold; My chosen one in whom My   soul delights. I have put My Spirit upon Him; He will bring forth   justice to the nations.” The Messiah says in Isaiah 48:16, “The Lord God   has sent Me, and His Spirit.”


  The   New Testament is more explicit about God’s triune nature. After Jesus’   baptism, the Spirit of God descended upon Him as a dove, and the Father   said, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased” (Matt. 3:17).   The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are together in the same scene.


  Jesus   says, “And I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper,   that He may be with you forever; that is the Spirit of truth” (John   14:16-17). Paul closes 2 Corinthians by saying, “The grace of the Lord   Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy   Spirit, be with you all” (13:14). Peter declares that believers are   chosen “according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the   sanctifying work of the Spirit, that you may obey Jesus Christ” (1 Peter   1:2).


  So   God is one, but God is three. This is a profound mystery that no human   illustration can adequately describe and no scientific explanation can   prove. The Trinity is something we have to take on faith, because God   has taught it in Scripture.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Praise God that He is so far above our finite understanding, yet has chosen to reveal Himself to us.


  For Further Study: Read John 14—16. What does Jesus teach about His relationship with the Father and the Spirit? G What do you learn here about the different functions or ministries of each member of the Trinity?









  

    	God Is Holy

    	February 6

  





  There is no one holy like the Lord.”


  1 Samuel 2:2


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God’s holiness means He transcends everything elseand is completely righteous and separated from evil.


  H


  oliness   is arguably God’s most significant attribute. The angels don’t sing,   “Eternal, eternal, eternal” or “Faithful, faithful, faithful” or   “Mighty, mighty, mighty.” Rather, they sing, “Holy, holy, holy, is the   Lord God, the Almighty” (Rev. 4:8; compare Isa. 6:3). His holiness sums   up all He is. The psalmist says, “Holy and awesome is His name” (Ps.   111:9). Moses sings, “Who is like Thee among the gods, O Lord? Who is   like Thee, majestic in holiness, awesome in praises, working wonders?”   (Ex. 15:11). And Hannah prays, “There is no one holy like the Lord,   indeed, there is no one besides Thee, nor is there any rock like our   God” (1 Sam. 2:2).


  What   does it mean that God is holy? The words translated “holy” in the Bible   have the root meaning of “separation.” God’s being and character   transcend everything else. He is not subject to the frailties and   limitations of His creation. God is completely without sin. He does not   just conform to a holy standard; He is the standard.


  God’s   righteousness is related to His holiness. Holiness is the standard, and   righteousness is its active fulfillment. Or you might say His holiness   is His complete separation from all that is sinful, and His   righteousness is the manifestation of that holiness.


  David   understood how holy and righteous God is. He says, “The Lord is   righteous in all His ways” (Ps. 145:17), and “Thy righteousness, O God,   reaches to the heavens, Thou who hast done great things; O God, who is   like Thee?” (Ps. 71:19).


  Sadly,   many today completely misunderstand God’s righteousness. If they really   understood how holy God is, do you think they would live the way they   do? But they ignore God’s standard, thinking He won’t really judge them   because they’re basically good people. But “God is a righteous judge,   and a God who has indignation every day” toward the wicked (Ps. 7:11).   Since God is holy, the penalty for any sin—however small that sin might   seem—is death (Rom. 6:23).


  Don’t   let the world corrupt your view of God. Don’t treat your sin lightly.   Instead, confess it, forsake it, and seek to please a holy God.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Ask that you would have the same righteous hatred of sin that God does.


  For Further Study: Read the Book of Habakkuk. What are the prophet’s questions? G What are God’s answers? G Study in detail Habakkuk’s response in chapter 3.









  

    	God’s Holiness Revealed

    	February 7

  





  “The Lord is righteous in all His ways.”


  Psalm 145:17


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God’s holiness is evident in everything He does, particularly in creation, the law, judgment, and salvation.


  T


  he   whole purpose of the Old Testament is to reveal the holiness and   righteousness of God, who is utterly perfect and pure. In fact, the   Hebrew word for “holy” is used more than 600 times in the Old Testament   to indicate moral perfection.


  What   are some areas in which we see God’s holiness? First, we see it in the   original perfection of His creation: “God saw all that He had made, and   behold, it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). All of creation was in tune with   God’s holy character.


  Later   God laid down His righteous, moral law for Israel. In it He gave rules   about worship and society. He prescribed penalties for murder, adultery,   and stealing. He condemned lying, coveting, and many other sins. There   were many rules, but they revealed a God who is infinitely right and   without error, flaw, or tolerance for sin. The law showed God’s   character: “The Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous   and good” (Rom. 7:12).


  God’s   holiness will ultimately be demonstrated “when the Lord Jesus shall be   revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out   retribution to those who do not know God and to those who do not obey   the gospel of our Lord Jesus. And these will pay the penalty of eternal   destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of   His power”   (2 Thess. 1:7-9). His judgment on sin is a reflection of His holiness;   He must punish it.


  Perhaps   the supreme expression of God’s holiness is seen in sending His Son to   die on the cross (cf. Rom. 8:3-4). God paid the highest price, but it   was the only price that could satisfy His holiness. Jesus Christ is   Himself “the Holy and Righteous One” (Acts 3:14); so only He could “put   away sin by the sacrifice of Himself” (Heb. 9:26). God’s holiness is so   infinite, and our unholiness is so great, that only the sacrifice of the   God-man could pay for the enormity of our sin.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Thank God that He sent His Son to die for our sins, so we could be “holy and blameless before Him” (Eph. 1:4).


  For Further Study:   Some of God’s laws for the Israelites are given in Exodus 21—23. Note   in particular the penalties for breaking these laws. What does this   passage teach you about God’s character?









  

    	Becoming Holy

    	February 8

  





  But like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior;because it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.’”


  1 Peter 1:15-16


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God requires holiness and in Christ provides us the means to attain it.


  A


  s   we have learned, God is holy, and absolute holiness is the standard for   anyone who wishes to be in His presence. “God did not spare angels when   they sinned, but cast them into hell and committed them to pits of   darkness, reserved for judgment” (2 Peter 2:4). In the same way, men who   reject God are sent “into the eternal fire which has been prepared for   the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41).


  How   then can anyone become holy? There’s only one way: through faith in   Jesus Christ. It is through Christ’s sacrifice for us that God can   credit holiness to our account (2 Cor. 5:21). First Corinthians 6:11   says, “But you were washed, but you were sanctified [made holy], but you   were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit   of our God.” We are now called saints, and the Greek word for this in   Scripture actually means “holy ones.”


  So,   by God’s grace we are positionally holy. By contrast, however, we are   too often unholy in practice. But the Bible says, “Be holy yourselves   also in all your behavior” (1 Peter 1:15) and “Let every one who names   the name of the Lord abstain from wickedness” (2 Tim. 2:19). We need to   be separate from the way the world lives. We need to let others know   there is a difference in how Christians live.


  When   we live holy lives, we will have peace. “There is no peace . . . for   the wicked” (Isa. 57:21), but God “disciplines us for our good, that we   may share His holiness” (Heb. 12:10). And that discipline “yields the   peaceful fruit of righteousness” (v. 11). If you lack peace, you may   well have let sin come between you and God. If so, follow David’s   example in Psalm 51:9-10 and pray for a clean heart. You should also   spend time with those who lead holy lives (Prov. 13:20; compare 1 Cor.   15:33).


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Thank God again that He has made you positionally holy in Christ. G Confess any sins you are aware of, and pray that you would live righteously today.


  For Further Study: Answer the following questions, based on 2 Corinthians 5:14-21: What did Christ do for us on the cross? G What happened to us when we were saved? G How should we live as a result?









  

    	God Doesn’t Change

    	February 9

  





  Thou art the same, and Thy years will not come to an end.”


  Psalm 102:27


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God never changes, so He can be trusted to do what He says.


  G


  od   alone is unchanging (or as the theologians say, immutable). The   psalmist says, “Even [the heavens and earth] will perish, but Thou dost   endure. . . . Thou art the same, and Thy years will not come to an end”   (Ps. 102:26-27). Though Israel deserved destruction for its sin, God was   faithful to His covenant with Abraham, saying, “I, the Lord, do not   change; therefore you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed” (Mal. 3:6).   James calls God “the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation,   or shifting shadow” (1:17).


  What   about those verses that say God changed His mind (e.g., Amos 7:3, 6;   Jonah 3:10)? Let’s look at an example. Jonah warned the wicked city of   Nineveh of impending judgment. The city immediately repented, and “when   God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then God   relented concerning the calamity which He had declared He would bring   upon them. And He did not do it” (3:10). Who changed? The people of   Nineveh! God’s nature to punish evil and reward good remained the same,   but the object changed.


  You   can’t blame the sun for melting the wax and hardening the clay. The   problem is in the substance of the wax and clay, not in the sun. In a   similar way, our standing before God determines how God acts toward us.


  What   does God’s unchanging character mean? To unbelievers, it means   judgment. When God says, “The person who sins will die” (Ezek. 18:20)   and “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23), He means it. When He says   Hell is eternal (Matt. 25:46; Rev. 20:10, 13-15), then it is.


  To   Christians, His immutability means comfort. If He loved me in the past,   He loves me now and forever. If He forgave and saved me, He did so   forever. If He promised me anything, His promise stands forever. If the   Bible says, “My God shall supply all your needs” (Phil. 4:19), we know   the power that supplied Paul’s needs is the same power that will supply   ours. God told Israel, “I have loved you with an everlasting love” (Jer.   31:3), and His love for us is the same.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Praise God for His immutability, and thank Him for the comfort that brings you.


  For Further Study: Find some promises God makes to His children in Scripture, and ask for faith to believe them, even when belief is difficult.









  

    	God Is Everywhere

    	February 10

  





  But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heavenand the highest heaven cannot contain Thee.”


  1 Kings 8:27


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  God is in all places; He is not confined by space.


  N


  o   matter how big the universe is, God is bigger. His being fills up all   of infinity. He is omnipresent—everywhere present. God says, “Do I not   fill the heavens and the earth?” (Jer. 23:24). Solomon said at the   dedication of the temple, “Will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold,   heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain Thee, how much less this   house which I have built!” (1 Kings 8:27). There are no limits of time   or space to His presence.


  Some   may object to the doctrine of omnipresence, saying, “Wouldn’t the sin   in the world defile an omnipresent God?” No. God is in the hearts of   sinners convicting them of sin. He is also in Hell where He “is able to   destroy both soul and body” (Matt. 10:28). Though God’s essence is   everywhere, He never mingles with impurity. In a similar way, Jesus   lived among sinners and was “tempted in all things as we are, yet [He   was] without sin” (Heb. 4:15).


  Isaiah   exhorts people to “call upon [God] while He is near” (55:6); yet   Proverbs 15:29 says, “The Lord is far from the wicked.” How can He be   near some people and far from others when He is everywhere all the time?   To answer this, we must distinguish between God’s essence and His   relation to people. He is everywhere in His essence, but with specific   individuals He is far or near relationally. When we become Christians,   Christ dwells in us. God can fill us with His fullness (Eph. 3:19), and   the Spirit who lives in us can also fill us (1:13; 5:18). But before   God’s Spirit indwelt us relationally, His essence convicted us of sin   and saved us.


  The   Old Testament tells us that God dwelt between the wings of the cherubim   on the Ark of the Covenant. That location was a symbol of God’s   presence. Today the church represents God’s presence on earth. In the   Millennium, Christ’s rule on the throne of David in Jerusalem will   represent God’s presence. In Heaven His presence will be represented by   the throne of Revelation 4—5. Remember, though, that the symbol of God’s   presence never restricts His essence.


  [image: ][image: ][image: ]


  Suggestions for Prayer: Praise God that He is omnipresent, and thank Him that He lives in you.


  For Further Study: What does Psalm 139:7-18 teach about God’s omnipresence? G What was David’s response (vv. 17-18)?









  

    	God Is Always with Us

    	February 11

  





  “The Lord is near to all who call upon Him,


  to all who call upon Him in truth.”


  Psalm 145:18
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  Understanding God’s omnipresence should encourage us in times of distress and keep us from sinning.


  I


  t   is a great comfort as a Christian to know that God is always present in   me both essentially and relationally. No matter what the trial, He is   there. Sometimes He might seem faraway, but He’s really no further away   than He’s ever been. His promise to us is, “I will never desert you, nor   will I ever forsake you” (Heb. 13:5).


  God   is always with us to support our service to Him. When God called Moses   to proclaim His message and lead Israel out of slavery, Moses protested   because of his lack of speaking abilities (Ex. 4:10). But God said, “I   . . . will be with your mouth, and teach you what you are to say” (v.   12). Jesus commands us, “Go therefore and make disciples of all the   nations . . . and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age”   (Matt. 28:19-20). If you doubt you have the power to witness, remember   that you have the same resource as any evangelist—the presence and power   of God!


  God’s   continual presence is also a shield against sin. “No temptation has   overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who   will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the   temptation will provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to   endure it” (1 Cor. 10:13). Nothing will ever tempt us without His giving   us the strength to resist.
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