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      “Paul Tripp’s Everyday Gospel is a wonder. It’s brilliantly written, clear, concise, Christ-exalting, true to God’s word, enriching to the mind, encouraging to the heart, and overflowing with gospel grace. Every paragraph has the ring of truth. If you want a daily dose of God’s life-giving wisdom and kindness, this book is for you.”

      Randy Alcorn, author, Heaven; If God Is Good; and The Treasure Principle

      “This deeply nourishing devotional reader gives us what we have all come to expect and gratefully receive from Paul Tripp: wise bridge-building from the depths of Scripture before us to the depths of our hearts within us, always flavored with the hope of the gospel. This will be a heartening and life-giving journey for any who receive Tripp’s guidance through the Scripture each day.”

      Dane Ortlund, Senior Pastor, Naperville Presbyterian Church, Naperville, Illinois; author, Gentle and Lowly: The Heart of Christ for Sinners and Sufferers
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      January 1

      Genesis 1–3

      God doesn’t wait long to reveal the biblical narrative. The whole story is in compressed form in the first three chapters of Genesis.

      Genesis begins with the most brilliant, mind-bending, and heart-engaging introduction to a book ever written. God knows how much we need the creation-to-destiny themes of the biblical narrative in order to make sense of our lives, so he lovingly gives us those dominant themes right up front. The beginning of the Bible is wonderful, awe-inspiring, heartbreaking, cautionary, and hope-instilling all at once. Since God created us to be meaning-makers, he immediately presents us with the wonderful and awful realties that we need to understand in order to make proper sense of who we are and what life is really all about.

      The opening chapters of Genesis have three foundational themes.

      1. In the center of all that is, there is a God of incalculable glory. The first four words of Genesis say it all: “In the beginning, God.” Here is the ultimate fact through which every other fact of life is properly understood. There is a God. He is the Creator of everything that exists. He is glorious in power, authority, wisdom, sovereignty, and love. Since we are his creatures, knowing him, loving him, worshiping him, and obeying him define our identity, meaning, and purpose as human beings.

      2. Sin is the ultimate human tragedy. Its legacy is destruction and death. Genesis 3 is the most horrible, saddest chapter ever written. In an act of outrageous rebellion, Adam and Eve stepped over God’s wise and holy boundaries, ushering in a horrible plague of iniquity that would infect every human heart. Because sin is a matter of the heart, we are confronted in this narrative with the fact that our greatest problem in life is us, and because it is, we have no power to escape it on our own.

      3. A Savior will come, crush the power of evil, and provide redemption for his people. The first three chapters of the Bible end with glorious hope. We are encouraged to understand that sin is not ultimate—God is. And he had already set a plan in motion to do for us, through the Son to come, what we could not do for ourselves. A second Adam would come, defeat temptation, crush the evil one, and restore us to God. As soon as sin rears its ugly face, redemption is promised. What grace!

      It really is true that three themes course through God’s amazing word: creation, fall, and redemption. They form the lens through which we can look at and understand everything in our lives. What a sweet grace it is that immediately in his word God makes himself known, alerts us to the tragedy of sin, and welcomes us into the hope of the saving grace to be found in the seed of the woman, his Son, the Lord Jesus. We are left with the riches of a single truth that is the core of everything the Bible has to say: because God is a God of grace, mercy really will triumph over judgment.

      For further study and encouragement: Revelation 21:1–8

    

  
    
      January 2

      Genesis 4–7

      Redemption is where God’s anger with sin and his grace toward the sinner embrace.

      It is so easy for us to minimize our sin. It’s so easy for us to be more concerned about or irritated by the sin of others than we are our own. It is so easy to argue for our own righteousness while being judgmental and condemning toward the sin of others. But if you minimize your sin, then you will no longer value, seek, or celebrate the forgiving, reconciling, transforming, and delivering grace of God. If you defend yourself in the face of conviction, you are defending yourself from the best gift that has ever or will ever be given: redeeming grace.

      One particular passage powerfully depicts the sinfulness of sin. These are the words of a Creator who is grieved by what sin has done to his world and to the people he made in his own image.

      The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And the Lord regretted that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. So the Lord said, “I will blot out man whom I have created from the face of the land, man and animals and creeping things and birds of the heavens, for I am sorry that I have made them.” (Gen. 6:5–7)

      What a devastating explanation of the horrible nature of sin: “Every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” Since the heart is the control center of one’s personhood, for every intention of the heart to be constantly evil meant that the control of sin over people’s lives was both total and inescapable. How bad is sin? It is an inescapable evil that lives in the heart of every person who has ever taken a breath. Stop now and permit yourself to mourn. Let yourself shudder at the power of the anger of God with sin, an anger so deep that he decides to wipe out humanity from the face of the earth. Today, remember how sinful sin is in the eyes of the one perfectly holy person—Jesus—who has ever existed.

      It would be terribly sad if the biblical story ended here. The very first word that follows Genesis 6:7 is but. Judgment would not be the end of the story. God would not minimize sin. He would not turn his back on iniquity. Through Noah he would extend his mercy and gather a covenant people, and through them he would raise up a Redeemer.

      In the story of Noah, the anger of God with sin and the mercy of God toward sinners embrace. Here we get a hint of the cross that is to come. It is the anger of God with sin that drives Jesus to the cross. It is the grace of God toward sinners that leads Jesus to the cross. On the cross of Jesus Christ God’s anger with sin and his grace toward sinners embrace, and still today that is the best of news.

      For further study and encouragement: Luke 18:9–14

    

  
    
      January 3

      Genesis 8–11

      The idol of idols is the idol of self. Human pride always stands in opposition to the glory and plan of God.

      The Tower of Babel is both one of the strangest and one of the best-known biblical stories. “Then they said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the face of the whole earth’” (Gen. 11:4). Most people will tell you they’ve heard of the Tower of Babel. But few really understand the significance of this moment in the biblical story and its importance for every one of us today.

      The will of the Creator was that the people he made in his image would live in humble, obedient, and dependent community with him and be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth. The problem is that sin causes human beings to hunger for independence and self-sufficiency, to quest more for their own glory than the glory of God, and to live according to their own will rather than for the plan and purposes of God. It is these three things that initiated and motivated the building of a tower to the heavens. It was built as a monument to human glory, as a declaration of independence from God, and as a replacement plan for God’s “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.” Human pride is an enemy of the glory and plan of God. God therefore acted to confuse the languages of these people so they could not communicate with one another but would scatter. This is the Lord of lords saying, “I am the Lord. I alone reign and my will will be done.”

      Upon reading this story, here is what you and I should confess: we still build towers to our glory and our independent wisdom, righteousness, and strength. “How?” you may ask. Any time we take credit for what only God could have done or produced, we have built a tower to our glory. Any time we step over one of God’s moral boundaries, telling ourselves we’re smarter than God, we’ve built a tower to our glory. Any time we act like grace-graduates, no longer in need of God’s rescuing, forgiving, and transforming grace, we’ve built a tower to our glory. Any time we act as if our life, our gifts, and our resources belong to us to use as we wish, we’ve built a tower to our own glory. Could it be that there are ways in which we are more like the people in Genesis 11 than unlike them?

      The story of Babel is one of rescuing grace. The pride that erected this tower is the same pride that necessitated the erection of the cross on which Jesus died. Sinners need to be rescued from themselves and transformed by grace from those who crave their own glory to those who humbly and joyfully live for the glory of God. This rescue is still needed by each of us as much as it was in that dark moment in Genesis 11.

      For further study and encouragement: Psalm 53:1–6

    

  
    
      January 4

      Genesis 12–15

      Hope in this life and the one to come is found not in your pursuit of God, but in the grace of his choosing to make a covenant with you.

      “Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed’” (Gen. 12:1–3). Read these verses again. There may be no more important passage in the Old Testament than this one. The apostle Paul knew the thunderous, redemptive significance of this moment when he wrote:

      Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the nations be blessed.” So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. . . . And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise. (Gal. 3:7–9, 29)

      God’s covenant with Abram was vastly more than him shining favor on one ancient man and his family. Embedded in God’s promise to Abram was blessing that would extend to the whole earth. This groaning, sin-scarred world, with all of its inescapable sin and suffering, finds its hope in the blessings of grace that were poured down upon Abram and his descendants. How do we know this? Paul’s words make it clear when he connects Abraham to Christ; the promises made to Abraham belong to all who are united to Christ by grace through faith.

      Today, your hope as a mom or dad, a husband or wife, a young or elderly person, a man or woman, a child or teenager, a worker or boss, a friend or neighbor is not to be found in your position, prominence, money, accomplishments, family, or talents. It is not to be found in your wisdom, strength, or track record of obedience. It is found in one thing and one thing alone: as an act of undeserved and sovereign grace, God chose to include you in the eternal blessings of his covenant promises. You could never have achieved, deserved, or earned your place of glory and grace at God’s everlasting covenant table.

      No matter how biblically literate you are, no matter how long you have known the Lord, no matter how theologically astute you are, and no matter how spiritually mature you have become, you have hope now and forever not because of any of these things, but because God chose to include you in the covenant promises he made to Abraham. Celebrate this amazing grace today and all the days that follow.

      For further study and encouragement: 1 Peter 2:1–10

    

  
    
      January 5

      Genesis 16–18

      We are often tempted to try by human effort to accomplish what only God can do.

      When you yell at your children, thinking strong language and increased volume will change their hearts, you are trying to do by human effort what only God can do.

      When you have been hurt by your spouse and you punish with the silent treatment, you are trying to do by human effort what only God can do.

      When you deal with your sin by programs of self-reformation instead of crying out for rescue and empowering grace, you are trying to do by human effort what only God can do.

      When you force open doors of ministry instead of trusting the guidance of your Lord, you are trying to do by human effort what only God can do.

      When you impatiently pound people with the gospel instead of letting the Holy Spirit work in their hearts, you are trying by human effort to do what only God can do.

      This was Abram’s struggle. God had promised that he would give Abram and Sarai a son. This was not just a son, but the son through whom the promise God made to Abram would pass down to the generations that would follow. Sarai and Abram waited year after year after year, but the child did not come. Now Sarai was getting too old to conceive (Gen. 16–18).

      When we are in a situation where we are banking on a promise of God and the promise does not seem to come, it’s hard to wait. First we are a bit concerned, but that concern turns into fear, and fear morphs into panic. In our panic we begin to think about how we could do for ourselves what we have been waiting on God to do. Ask yourself how many of the things you do are formed more by fear of the “what ifs” than by faith in God.

      So, Sarai gives Abram the servant girl, taking the situation into her own hands to fulfill God’s promise. Abram should have said no, but he doesn’t. Hagar conceives, Sarai becomes jealous, and she begins to mistreat Hagar. Hagar flees out of the home to escape the horrible situation that has developed. The house of Abram is forever divided because Abram and Sarai tried to do by human effort what only God can do.

      But God is a God of grace. Not only does he not suspend his covenant promise to Abram, but he provides the promised son and blesses Hagar as well. God will not turn from his promises even when we are unwilling to wait but instead try by our own wisdom and power to do what only he can do.

      Today will you be tempted to try to do by human effort what only God can do? Will you be willing to wait? Will you trust in your Lord’s presence, power, and faithfulness? Will you find peace in the fact that his timing is always right? Will you rest in the surety of the promises of the Lord?

      For further study and encouragement: Mark 4:26–32

    

  
    
      January 6

      Genesis 19–21

      So much of our fear, discouragement, anxiety, and worry is the result of underestimating what God is willing and able to do.

      Rest and patience of heart are not found in figuring out what is going on or conjuring up in our minds how in the world God is going to do what he’s promised us that he would do. Rest and patience of heart are found in trusting the one who has it all figured out and knows exactly how he will accomplish what he has promised he will do. We are limited human beings. We all carry spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical limits with us wherever we go. We are all limited in righteousness, wisdom, and strength. Unless we are resting in the presence and power of the Lord, we will evaluate situations from the perspective of our many limits. This means that what appears to us to be completely impossible is quite possible with our Lord. His strength, his understanding, his compassion, and his grace are infinite.

      Sometimes we make good-hearted promises that later we realize we are unable to keep. We know things need to get done, but we do not have the power or the wisdom to do them. There is nothing that God has promised to do or that we need him to do that he is unable to do. Nothing. We have every blessing that we have because he has the power to control the forces of nature, the events of history, and the unfolding of situations. Not only has he created everything, but everything he has created does his bidding. He is magnificent, almighty in power and wisdom. He can and will do what he has promised to do.

      So God was not limited at all by Abraham or Sarah’s age, any more than any other human limit would inhibit his ability to do what he has promised he would do. Genesis 21:1–7 records the birth of the promised son, Isaac. It also records that Abraham was one hundred. That’s right: one hundred years old. The God who is the Lord of heaven and earth is also Lord of the womb of an old woman, and he can do through it what he has promised to do. He is the Lord. He is not limited by our weaknesses.

      When I read the story of Abraham and Sarah’s long wait for a promised son, I think of another Son that was promised. The hope of the world rested on the shoulders of this promised Son, but as century followed century, it seemed as though this Son would never come. But one night in a stable in Bethlehem, to a lowly carpenter and his wife the promised Messiah came. Nothing in all of those centuries that had passed was able to stop the promise of God. Jesus, Son of Man, Son of God, the Lamb, the Savior was born at just the right time to provide justification, reconciliation, forgiveness, and new life to all who believe. God’s promises are not limited by human weakness or the passage of time. Don’t give way to fear; God will do what he has promised to do.

      For further study and encouragement: Isaiah 55:1–13

    

  
    
      January 7

      Genesis 22–24

      When life seems to make no sense, we are not without hope or help because we are the children of God.

      I was facing my sixth surgery in two years. For me, it was a moment of irrationality. Life didn’t make sense anymore. This surgery was going to be much harder and more painful than the others, and it would require a much longer recovery. If you have a surgery every four months, your body doesn’t have the time it needs to recover before the next surgery. My body was weak and worn down. I wasn’t able to sleep well and had little energy to face the day. I had the most wonderful ministry opportunities I had ever had. I had more gospel influence than I thought I would ever have. I looked around and saw so many places that needed gospel explanation and application. But I simply had no strength. It made no sense that I would be in the moment of my greatest ministry influence and yet physically unable to do what I had been called and gifted to do. Where was God? What was he doing? What had he given me for this moment?

      Such was the life of Abraham. The miracle son, Isaac, had been born. God had been faithful to his promise. But now, in a shocking turn of the story, God asked Abraham to sacrifice the promised son (Gen. 22). It seemed like the cruelest trick ever: build hope and destroy it in a moment. Here is life seeming to make no sense at all. In recounting the story, Hebrews tells us that God was testing Abraham (Heb. 11:17–19). This was not a test where Abraham would get a pass or a fail. This was like the tempering of metal, heating it to a high temperature to make it stronger. In asking Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, God was not doing something to him but doing something wonderful for him. God was building the faith of Abraham by proving his willingness to obey God no matter what and by giving Abraham the opportunity to experience the faithfulness of God’s provision in moments of dire need.

      You see, from the perspective of Abraham’s covenant-making and covenant-keeping Lord, this seemingly senseless moment was a very sensible part of his plan for Abraham and all who would be blessed through him. And it needs to be noted that in this difficult moment Abraham was not without hope or help. Because he was a covenant son, Abraham possessed powerful, life-changing treasures. What did he have? He had the clear command of God, he had the clear promise of God, he had the blessing of the presence of God, and he was blessed to be the object of the infinite power of God. Abraham was not without help or hope because he was not alone.

      The story of the near sacrifice of Isaac points us to the sacrifice of another promised Son, Jesus. This Son died so that we too would be blessed in moments of need with God’s presence, power, commands, and promises, always having the help and hope we need, even when life doesn’t seem to make sense.

      For further study and encouragement: Luke 4:1–15

    

  
    
      January 8

      Genesis 25–26

      Our covenant-keeping God is a God who speaks to us. In his words we find comfort, assurance, and direction.

      In my seminary days, I would bound up the stairs to our third-floor apartment in Philadelphia to share with my wife, Luella, everything I was learning. I was so full of the glories to be found in the pages of the Bible that I felt like I could burst. I told Luella that I wasn’t just learning to think biblically, but was learning how to think, period. I now look back on those days from the vantage point of fifty years of ministry. For fifty years, day after day, I have lived in, studied, preached, and taught out of the endless warehouse of spiritual treasures that are found in God’s word. God, in condescending love, has spoken to us. I cannot imagine what my life would be without his words.

      Every bit of wisdom I have comes from the words of his book. I found my identity in the words of his book. I was drawn to put my trust in him because of the words of his book. I have meaning and purpose right here, right now because of the words of his book. I have found peace during times of trial because of the words of his book. I have future hope because of the words of his book. My life has been rescued, empowered, and defined by the words of his book.

      So it is not a little thing that God comes to Isaac and communicates, in words that Isaac can understand, that Abraham’s blessing is now being passed down to him. God speaks his covenant blessing in human words. Transcendent and eternal blessing is communicated by the King of kings in common human words that finite human beings are able to understand, believe, and build life upon. God’s words to us are a miracle of divine grace. To every generation he makes his presence, his love, his grace, and his plan clear.

      To Isaac he says:

      Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you and will bless you, for to you and to your offspring I will give all these lands, and I will establish the oath that I swore to Abraham your father. I will multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and will give to your offspring all these lands. And in your offspring all the nations of the earth shall be blessed. (Gen. 26:3–4)

      Here God communicates his blessing, one that could never be earned, achieved, or deserved. In words he promises his presence. In words he promises to Isaac a place for him and his descendants. In words he promises that through Isaac blessing will spread throughout the earth. God speaks, and because he does Isaac knows who he is, what his life is about, and what God intends to do through him.

      Today, God is still speaking to us through his word. Salvation, identity, purpose, and hope are ours because God has spoken to us. Amazing grace is communicated in just two words: God speaks.

      For further study and encouragement: 2 Timothy 3:16–17

    

  
    
      January 9

      Genesis 27–29

      Even though God’s plans will sometimes surprise and confuse us, all of his ways are right and true all of the time and in every situation.

      God created us as rational beings. We have been blessed with the ability to think. We never stop interpreting our lives, seeking to make sense out of what is happening to us or around us. But God never meant for our reason to be our ultimate guide. The prophet Isaiah writes:

      My thoughts are not your thoughts,

      neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord.

      For as the heavens are higher than the earth,

      so are my ways higher than your ways

      and my thoughts than your thoughts. (Isa. 55:8–9)

      In Genesis 25–26, we are confronted with the difference between what seems right and logical to us and what is best in the eyes of God. It is logical to expect that the covenant promises, with all of their global and eternal blessings, would be passed down from Isaac to his oldest son Esau, but that is not what God had planned. For us this is a shocking turn in the redemptive story. When we study the story carefully, it is clear that we can’t attribute the blessing’s going to the younger brother, Jacob, just to human manipulation. Before the boys were born, God told their mother, Rebekah, “the older shall serve the younger” (Gen. 25:23).

      It is right to use your mind. It is good to think about life. It is a blessing that we have meaning-making abilities. But, as with every other ability we have been given, we must use these abilities with humble admission of our limits and a willing submission to the greater plan and purposes of God. By faith we are all called to live as if we really do believe that God is holy in every way, all of the time, and in every circumstance. It is therefore impossible for him to do anything that is not right and good or to ask us to do anything that is not the best thing for us.

      Because God’s way is not our way, there will be times when what God is doing won’t make sense to us and what he asks us to do will be different than what seems best to us. These are fault-line moments, when either we will let our logic be our guide or we will submit our reason to the infinitely holy wisdom of our Lord. In this confusing Jacob and Esau story, God is not abandoning his covenant promises or doing what is evil. No, God is doing what he knows is best to secure his blessing to that generation and all the generations of his people that will follow.

      Sometimes God will surprise, confuse, or even confound us, but he will never do what is evil. He is unshakably holy and incapable of wrong. So, even when he confuses us, he is worthy of our trust. We experience ultimate safety when we surrender all of our mental capacities and gifts to his lordship. He is good and, because he is, even in our confusion we can know peace.

      For further study and encouragement: Romans 8:28–30
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      Genesis 30–31

      God’s covenant promises do not mean that our lives will be predictable, comfortable, easy, or trouble free.

      I have jokingly said many times that if God’s ultimate plan is to unleash his power to deliver comfortable lives to us, he is a massive failure. God’s ultimate plan is to unleash his wisdom, power, and grace for our final and eternal redemption. I don’t know about you, but I like comfortable things. I love those seasons when life just seems to work without interruption or difficulty. I don’t really enjoy having to struggle or being asked to wait. But I have been confronted again and again with the reality that the God who loves me and who gave up his Son for my redemption will lead me through difficulty.

      Such was the life of Jacob. The blessings of Abraham, by God’s wise plan, had been passed down to him, but his life was surely not without difficulty. In Genesis 30–31, Jacob is in conflict with his father-in-law, Laban, over payment and possessions. God had prospered Jacob, and Laban had benefited greatly from Jacob’s prosperity, but he did not want to give Jacob what Jacob thought was rightfully his. This story of extended family drama is all too familiar to us. We are well aware of family conflict. We have all had moments when we wished life with family were easier and more comfortable. Many of us have at times disagreed with family members about what is rightfully ours. Many of us have been hurt and felt wronged by those close to us. In these moments, it doesn’t seem like we are the objects of the blessing of the King of kings and Lord of lords.

      In these hard moments, when life just doesn’t seem to be working as it should and when God may seem distant and unattached, we are being called to hold on to God by faith and to persevere. The biblical call to persevere is in God’s word because between the “already” and the “not yet” we will all face seasons and situations of hardship. These times of hardship are not to be understood as a failure of the promises of God or as evidence that he has abandoned us. In these times, God is working out his plan and deepening our trust in him and our willingness to live as he calls his children to live. Perseverance is deeper than working to make a situation better. It is about refusing to let hardships convince us that God is not good or that his promises are not trustworthy. Perseverance is holding on to faith in God when it seems he is not near or what he is leading us through is too hard. In these moments of unexpected conflict and trial, God meets us with his grace, empowering us to hold on to him as he holds on to us. God was not done testing Jacob, and this moment of family conflict would not stop the march of his covenant plan.

      For further study and encouragement: James 1:2–4

    

  
    
      January 11

      Genesis 32–34

      God will interrupt moments in our lives to recapture our hearts, to strengthen our faith, to bless us with his grace, and to instill in us, once again, our identity as his children.

      Genesis 32 gives us the strangest wrestling match that has ever taken place. At first it just seems weird and bizarre, but the more you examine the story, the more you realize what a gift and blessing the struggle was, and what a perfect picture it is for us today of how God meets us by his grace. Jacob is on his way home to Canaan after a twenty-year stay in Paddan-aram. But rather than being glad to be going home, he is terrified of the anger of his brother, Esau, who is on his way to meet him with four hundred men. Jacob is convinced this is not a celebratory greeting party, but the army of an angry man who wants vengeance.

      As fear would cause, Jacob is having a restless and sleepless night when a strange man shows up and begins to wrestle with him. At some point during the match, Jacob realizes he is wrestling with God and says he will not let go until God blesses him. God not only blesses him, but leaves him with a new identity, Israel (“strives with God”). This is more than a name; it is a foreshadowing of the huge role Jacob will have in the plan of God.

      It’s important that we pay attention to how God meets, blesses, and strengthens Jacob. It is a picture of how God’s grace often operates in our lives. In times of trouble, we think grace will come to us as a cool drink, a soft pillow, a reassuring hug. We don’t expect God to interrupt times of trouble with more trouble because he loves us. But as Jacob is now wrestling with God, he is no longer thinking fearfully about Esau, his heart turns toward the Lord rather than escape from Esau, and what he longs for is blessing from his Lord.

      God will use whatever he thinks is best to draw our hearts and minds to him, to cause us to cry out for the blessings of his grace, and to deepen in us a sense of what it means to be his children. In love, God will come to us and trouble our trouble, because that interruption is exactly what we need so we don’t lose our sense of who we are and what we have been blessed with as his children.

      God’s grace comes to us in many different forms. God’s grace is not always comfortable. Sometimes the last thing we think we need is, in God’s hands, exactly what we need. God will wrestle with you, not to weaken and defeat you, but to leave you blessed, renewed, and strengthened, even if you limp away. No interruption is more important than divine interruptions. They are tools of the grace we need, delivered by a God who always knows the right time and always chooses the best way.

      For further study and encouragement: Hebrews 12:3–11

    

  
    
      January 12

      Genesis 35–37

      It is important for us to frequently and humbly examine our hearts, to purge them of the idols that have gripped us, and to recommit ourselves to worship and serve God alone.

      God said to Jacob, “Arise, go up to Bethel and dwell there. Make an altar there to the God who appeared to you when you fled from your brother Esau.” So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, “Put away the foreign gods that are among you and purify yourselves and change your garments. Then let us arise and go up to Bethel, so that I may make there an altar to the God who answers me in the day of my distress and has been with me wherever I have gone.” (Gen. 35:1–3)

      We’ve come to another significant moment in Jacob’s life with his Lord. It is a beautiful thing that it has been recorded and preserved for our example, for our instruction, and for the reclamation of our hearts. God calls Jacob to build an altar to “the God who appeared to you when you fled from your brother Esau.” He is reminding Jacob of who the one true God is, the one who meets his chosen children at just the right time and blesses them in just the right way. Jacob knows that if he is going to build an altar for the worship of God, there is something else he must do. While he was dwelling in a foreign land with his extended family, they opened themselves up to the idols of the people around them. Jacob knows that if he and his family are going to offer acceptable worship to the one true God, these foreign gods have to go. So, he tells his family to rid themselves of these idols and to purify themselves in preparation for building an altar to the one who answered Jacob in distress and has been present with him wherever he has gone.

      This moment of purification is not just about getting rid of physical idols. The presence of the physical idols in Jacob’s family is a picture of what had happened to their hearts. While away from Canaan, the hearts of Jacob’s people had wandered away from worship and service of the one true God.

      Scripture reminds us that these accounts have been preserved for us because these people were just like us. It is possible for us, like Jacob, to name ourselves as God-fearers but to have collected idols along the way. An idol is anything that for a moment, a season, or a lifetime exercises the rule or control over your heart that only the Lord should have. Whatever controls your heart controls your thoughts and shapes your desires and, because it does, it controls your choices and actions. As long as sin still lives inside of us, we will struggle with idols of the heart. God meets us not with condemnation but with convicting and empowering grace, so that he may purify us again to serve him and him alone.

      For further study and encouragement: Colossians 3:5–10

    

  
    
      January 13

      Genesis 38–40

      Do we love our Lord so much that we are always willing to run from the temptation to do what is wrong in his eyes, no matter what the consequences may be?

      The story of Joseph would make the best dramatic and engaging Netflix series ever: a proud favorite son of his very important father is deceived and sold into slavery by his brothers, bought by an officer of Pharaoh, and given success by God and is now an overseer. What an incredible story! But the plot is about to thicken. The Egyptian officer’s wife takes a liking to Joseph. He is a handsome, brilliant, and successful man. She is so bold as to ask Joseph to have sex with her. Now, it is clear that this situation is going to go nowhere good. If she’s after Joseph, she will continue to tempt him, and if he continues to resist, she has the power in her anger to do him harm. One day she grabs Joseph by his robe to force him to be with her, and he resists and runs, leaving his robe behind. She uses the robe as evidence that Joseph was trying to seduce her, and as a result Joseph ends up in prison (Gen. 39).

      What a picture of life in a fallen world. Even when your heart is in the right place, you will be greeted with temptation. Even when you are experiencing God’s blessing on your life and work, the seductive voice of temptation will try to woo you into crossing God’s holy boundaries. We will be free from temptation only when we are on the other side, residents of the new heavens and new earth where peace and righteousness rule forever and ever.

      Joseph explains to Potiphar’s wife why he could never think of having a physical relationship with her. His words move and convict me: “How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” (Gen. 39:9). What empowered Joseph to say no was not just his relationship to Potiphar, not just his thankfulness for what Potiphar had done for him, and not just his sense of responsibility as overseer of this officer’s house. No, Joseph had a deeper and more powerful motivation: the depth of his fear of God. I don’t mean terror of God’s judgment, but rather a life-shaping awe of and loyalty to God. Joseph was able to say no because he couldn’t conceive of doing such a wicked thing against the God who was with him and had blessed him so abundantly.

      There is a connection between the depth of our fear of God and the strength of our resistance against temptation. When fear (life-shaping awe) of the Lord rules our hearts, we will resist temptation no matter what the consequences of our resistance may be. May we cry out for grace to fear the Lord more than we fear man. May we pray for help so that we would love our Lord more than we love a comfortable life. And may we believe that hardships that come because we have said no to sin are never the end of the story. They surely weren’t for Joseph.

      For further study and encouragement: Proverbs 16:6

    

  
    
      January 14

      Genesis 41–42

      In this broken world it is important to remember that hardship is not ultimate—God is.

      If you’re not dealing with hardship now, you will someday. And if you’re not dealing with it now, you are near someone who is. The Bible is very honest about the condition of the world we live in. The apostle Paul says that our world is groaning, waiting for redemption (Rom. 8:22). Peter writes that we should not be surprised when we face trials (1 Pet. 4:12). The blood and dirt of this fallen world and the theme of suffering splash across the pages of your Bible from Genesis 3 until the end of Revelation. Because this broken world is not functioning the way God originally intended and because it is populated by flawed people, hardship is the environment in which we live. From our irritation with little things that just don’t seem to go right to tragic, life-altering moments of suffering, we all have to deal with the unexpected and the unwanted.

      It’s easy to get disheartened with how hard life is. It’s easy to become cynical and negative. It’s easy to allow yourself to question the goodness of God or the reliability of his promises. It is here that the story of the troubled life of Joseph can help us. In Joseph’s story we are confronted with the fact that suffering isn’t ultimate—God is. Hardship doesn’t rule—God does. We are never the victim of negative forces that act under the control of no one. It can be a bit discouraging to read Joseph’s story. He’s sold by his brothers, bought by someone in a foreign country, and then thrown in prison for refusing to give way to the lust of that man’s wife. At this point you may begin to wonder where God is in all of this and what in the world he is doing to this fine young man.

      But it becomes very clear that none of these hardships are failures of God’s plan, nor are they in the way of God’s plan. In situations where it looks like he is absent, God, in faithfulness to his covenant promises, is working for Joseph’s good. In situations where it seems evil is winning, God is actually working out his wise plan. Prison was never going to be Joseph’s final destination, because God was at work. Because of his time in prison and the power God had given him to interpret dreams, Joseph goes from an overseer in an Egyptian officer’s house to second-in-command of all of Egypt (Gen. 41–42). Prison was a necessary step in the plan that God was working, not a failure of that plan.

      As the children of God, we are ruled not by our circumstances but by the one who controls every circumstance for his ultimate glory and our ultimate good. It may seem like hardship is winning, but whatever hard thing you are going through is not your final destination. God is preparing us for our final destination, where suffering will die and hardship will be no more, forever. The story of Joseph reminds us that God rules, a reminder we need again and again.

      For further study and encouragement: 1 Peter 5:6–11

    

  
    
      January 15

      Genesis 43–45

      The promises of God are true and trustworthy because the one who made those promises is perfectly faithful all of the time and in every way.

      “And Pharaoh said to Joseph, ‘Say to your brothers . . . go back to the land of Canaan, and take your father and your households, and come to me, and I will give you the best of the land of Egypt, and you shall eat the fat of the land’” (Gen. 45:17–18). These words from Scripture should blow your mind. How could this kid, who had been sold to strangers by his brothers, ascend to such a place of power? And why would an Egyptian ruler care at all about an old man and his boys? This story goes places you wouldn’t expect.

      Joseph is now second-in-command in Egypt and has overseen the storage of so much food and grain that the amount can no longer be measured. A famine has set in throughout all of what we now call the Middle East but, because of Joseph’s work, Egypt is rich with food. When Pharaoh hears that Joseph’s brothers are in Egypt, he tells Joseph to tell them to go home and bring back their father and their households. Pharaoh will provide them with everything they might need.

      What is going on here? This is way more than a story about evil brothers and Joseph’s successful ascension to power in Egypt. This is a story about the power of God and his unshakable zeal to be faithful to his covenant promises. God will never let anything get in the way of what he has promised to do. He will never turn from what he has promised to do. But the way that he chooses to fulfill his great and precious promises will often confuse and surprise us. No one would have thought that selling Joseph into slavery would be the first step in God’s sovereign plan to preserve his covenant people. Without Joseph’s place in Egypt, Israel and his sons would probably have died in poverty and starvation in Canaan, and the line of Abraham would be no more. There would be no descendants great in number, like the stars of the sky. There would be no nation of Israel. There would be no King David. There would be no Messiah born in Bethlehem. There would be no Jesus, resisting temptations and living a perfectly righteous life. There would be no perfect Lamb for a sacrifice on the cross. There would be no victorious resurrection. There would be no forgiving grace, no adopting grace, no transforming grace, no church, and no sin-free eternity.

      Although at first read it might not look like it, God was writing the story of Joseph’s troubled life because he knew how much we need Jesus and his saving work on our behalf. He was being perfectly faithful to his covenant promises, preserving the line of Abraham, so he could give us the seed of Abraham, Jesus, who would come and save us from our sins. We’ll never make sense of our stories until we start with the power, presence, faithfulness, and grace of God.

      For further study and encouragement: Numbers 23:18–24

    

  
    
      January 16

      Genesis 46–47

      True security is found not in people, places, and things, but in the faithful, loving, protecting, and providing presence of the Lord.

      Moving my family was a scary prospect. There were days when the decision haunted me. Maybe this would be the most unwise choice for me and my family that I had ever made. Would I live to regret it? We had eleven wonderful ministry years in our little church in Scranton, Pennsylvania. We loved the people there. They weren’t a congregation; they were family. What we had been through together and what we had built with one another was precious. The bulk of this wonderful group of people lived within walking distance of our home. We really did share life together. But now we sensed God was leading us to a different place in ministry and a different kind of ministry. I was about to leave pastoral ministry and begin working at the Christian Counseling & Educational Foundation and Westminster Theological Seminary. We were moving from a small, close-knit community to a very big city that we didn’t really know.

      It felt like we were leaving something warm and precious and moving to something unknown and impersonal. We had been warned about the difficulties and dangers of the big city. Questions loomed in my mind. Fear began to grow in my heart. What comforted my heart again and again as the fear came were these words: “I will never leave you nor forsake you” (Heb. 13:5). We were leaving a comfortable place, but we were not leaving the one in whom our security was found.

      Such was Jacob’s experience. God called him to leave Canaan and move to Egypt. For any Canaanite, that would have been a scary thing to do. Jacob’s mind would have been flooded with a thousand questions for himself and his family. He would have had many fears and concerns. So, in an act of covenant love, God came to Jacob and reminded him that his hope and security had never been in his situation or location. God had been Jacob’s security all along, no matter where he has been. God reminded Jacob of who he was and what he had been given as a child of God. “I am God, the God of your father. Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for there I will make you into a great nation. I myself will go down with you to Egypt, and I will also bring you up again, and Joseph’s hand shall close your eyes” (Gen. 46:3–4).

      I love the emphatic and specific nature of God’s reassuring promise to Jacob: “I myself will go down with you to Egypt.” This is not a general, impersonal religious platitude. This is the Lord of lords making it clear that he himself will go with Jacob to Egypt, and with him will come his wisdom, love, provision, protection, and grace.

      No matter where you are today, no matter what you’re facing, and no matter where God is calling you to go, if you are his child, he makes the same emphatic and specific promise to you. In his words I will go with you, you will find true hope and security.

      For further study and encouragement: Isaiah 41:10–13

    

  
    
      January 17

      Genesis 48–50

      If you are God’s child, nothing in your life is more constant and important than the shepherding care of your Savior.

      I love how God, in his word, invites us to look into and eavesdrop on some of the most intimate, precious, and holy moments in people’s lives. God does this to remind us of our weaknesses, limits, and neediness and of the blessings of his presence, power, and love unleashed on our behalf. We find one of these incidents at the end of Jacob’s life. He is old, blind, and weak, literally at death’s door. But by God’s plan and grace Jacob has not only been reunited with his long-lost son Joseph, the son he thought he would never see again, but he has met grandsons he didn’t know he had. I can’t imagine that there was a dry eye in the room. This was more than a family reunion; this was a moment of divine blessings (Gen. 48).

      This poignant family moment quickly became a time of worship, prayer, and the passing down of blessing. For Jacob there was only one summary of his amazing, blessed, and trouble-filled life, in which he had experienced the deepest of griefs and the highest of joys. Here is his final “says it all” statement: “God . . . has been my shepherd all my life long to this day” (Gen. 48:15).

      It was not, “Look how wise and successful I have been. Look at the wealth I have acquired. Look at the great family I have raised.” No, in his final frail moments on earth, Jacob’s mind went to the things that had been his rock of surety and hope his entire life: the shepherding care of his Lord. In all of the times of fear and grief and in all of the lofty moments of hope and joy, this is the thing that had been the constant. The Lord was Jacob’s Shepherd, and in him Jacob had found everything he would ever need.

      In all of her weaknesses, neediness, pains, and joys, my mom found her hope in the Lord. So, as she was passing into eternity, in and out of a coma, she asked us to sing hymns to her. She loved the great hymns of the faith. We stood around her bed and sang hymn after hymn. Sometimes we didn’t know if she was cognizant enough to hear and be comforted, but then we would look more closely and notice she was mouthing the words with her lips. She faced her final days as Jacob did, reminding herself of the shepherding care of her Lord.

      Our lives are mixed with sorrow and joy, courage and fear, but at the end of our journey we will look back at all the mountains and valleys and we will see one thing that was always there: the shepherding care of our Lord and Savior. And we will rest, knowing we didn’t have everything we wanted, but that our Shepherd had constantly supplied everything we needed.

      For further study and encouragement: Psalm 23:1–6

    

  
    
      January 18

      Exodus 1–3

      Nothing is more comforting than knowing that God watches over his people and hears their cries.

      The Israelites in Egypt are experiencing horrible oppression. They are experiencing not just harsh treatment as slaves, but also the horror of the extermination of every infant son born to a Hebrew mother. It’s hard to imagine the scene of newborn boy after newborn boy torn from the hands of a pleading mother and thrown in the Nile to drown (Ex. 1:15–22). Here is a picture of life in this fallen, sin-stained world as black as it gets. Imagine the inescapable grief in house after house. Imagine the feeling of utter powerlessness. Could there be a more dehumanizing condition you could live in?

      It is important to recognize how honest the Bible is about life in this broken world. The Bible doesn’t paint over the dark inhumanity, the deep grief, and the cries for help that are the result of sin living in people’s hearts. The darkness of sin makes the intervening grace of God shine even more brightly. When you read passages like Exodus 1–3, you think to yourself that there simply is no hope unless God acts in mercy to crush evil. The deaths of all these innocent baby boys cry out for another death, this one on a cross outside the city. The early chapters of Exodus preach powerfully to us of the need for a Savior who would once and for all defeat sin and death.

      In this dark hour, when there seems to be no hope for the children of God, a beacon of hope does shine. The light of God’s presence shines on his Israelite children. Of course they wonder where God is. Of course they wonder if he hears their cries, if he remembers his promises, and if he cares enough to do something. But he is not absent. He has not ignored them. He has not forgotten his promises. He is not uncaring. He is not powerless. The words of Exodus 2:24–25 ring with as much hope for us today as they did in this dark moment thousands of years ago. He is the same God. He is for us what he was for them. Their security in trouble is our security in trouble. Their only hope in this broken world is our only hope in this broken world: “And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. God saw the people of Israel—and God knew” (Ex. 2:24–25).

      God’s people were not alone in this trauma. They had not been forsaken. God heard. God remembered. God saw. God knew. And God would act in mighty rescuing power. Remind yourself today, as you deal with the consequences of life in a fallen world, that God hears, God remembers, God sees, and God knows. Hope knows, in your deepest, darkest most alone moment, that you are not alone. God’s ears are always attentive to your cries, and he watches over you with eyes of mercy.

      For further study and encouragement: 1 John 5:14

    

  
    
      January 19

      Exodus 4–6

      God calls us to represent him in this fallen world not because we are able but because he is.

      Moses is living as a fugitive in the wilderness because he had killed an Egyptian taskmaster. But God has plans for Moses. God has chosen Moses to be his tool of redeeming power. He is calling Moses back to Egypt to stand before Pharaoh and demand the release of all the Israelite slaves (Ex. 3). Put yourself in Moses’s shoes. Would you be excited about going back to Egypt? Would you feel confident to stand before the most powerful ruler of the world and demand that he free a group of people that was a major element in his nation’s economic engine?

      In this moment, Moses does what we often do when God calls us. We compare our natural gifts and abilities to the size of the task, to gauge whether we are capable of doing what God has called us to do. God doesn’t call us because we have, in ourselves, everything we need to accomplish what he’s calling us to do. No, he calls weak and broken people to do huge and important things because is able. He is with us, and he empowers us to do what he wills for us to do. Every one of God’s commands is accompanied by his empowering grace. Exodus 4 records how God demonstrates his power to fearful Moses to assure him that he will go down to Egypt and stand before Pharaoh not in his own power, but in the awesome power of the King of kings and the Lord of lords.

      But Moses isn’t easy to convince. God says, “I can even turn the waters of the Nile into blood as a demonstration of my power before Pharaoh” (see Ex. 4:9). Moses responds, “I am not eloquent . . . I am slow of speech and of tongue” (4:10). God says, “Moses, I created your mouth. I am the Lord, and I will go with you and teach you what to say” (see Ex. 4:11–12). I love this picture of the patience of the Lord, working to take Moses’s eyes off himself and onto the majestic power of his God. Sadly, Moses responds, “Oh, my Lord, please send someone else” (4:13).

      God calls husbands, wives, parents, workers, neighbors, friends, university students, the young, and the old to represent him in this dark world. He calls average people to do things that are anything but average. Is there a place in your life where you are responding, “Oh, Lord, please send someone else”?

      Another person was later called to provide redemption from slavery, this time the slavery to sin. His name was Jesus. His call was not just to speak but to die, so that we could know freedom as the children of God. It is in the power of his redeeming grace that we are able to say yes to the call of God, because we know Jesus’s death and resurrection guarantee just the grace we need to do what God has called us to do at just the time we need it. In him weak and fearful people are made able, and that’s very good news.

      For further study and encouragement: 2 Corinthians 3:4–6

    

  
    
      January 20

      Exodus 7–9

      No story is more humbling, more beautiful, and more hope-instilling than the biblical story of redemption.

      If someone were to ask you what the Bible is about, what would you say? How would you describe the content of God’s word? What would you tell people to convince them that the Bible is the most important book ever written? The Bible is more than a history book, a theology book, a book of practical everyday wisdom, or a book of hope for troubled times. The Bible is essentially a grand origin-to-destiny narrative. It’s God’s story, accompanied by his explanatory and applicatory notes. One big theme holds together all the different parts of the Bible and all its different genres of literature. That theme is the theme of redemption. The Bible is the story of God’s unleashing his power in order to provide the one thing that everyone needs: redemption. We need to be redeemed not just from the trials of life or our inadequacies or our weaknesses. No, we need to be redeemed from our sin. The main target of God’s redeeming grace and power is not something outside of us, but something dark and destructive that lives inside of us.

      The biblical story is marked by moments when God unleashes his redeeming power, so that his plan marches on until sin is finally and completely defeated and peace and righteousness reign on earth forever and ever.

      The liberation of Israel from Egypt is one of those redemptive moments. The children of Israel cannot be exterminated in Egypt because the Messiah must come out of Egypt to provide final redemption for the chosen children of God (see Hos. 11:1). God demonstrates his lordship over every aspect of creation by unleashing his power in ten mind-blowing plagues. He is a covenant-keeping King, and he will do whatever is necessary, in his incalculable might, to deliver his children. This demonstration of his almighty power makes it clear that he will not abandon his promises. His will will be done (Ex. 12:33–42).

      You have to stand as a witness to this incredible physical display of the enormity of the power and rule of the Lord and ask, “Who is a God like our God? Who loves his children like our God? Who is faithful like our God?” As you stand in awe of this picture of the power of God’s redeeming mercy, it is vital to remember that in this moment God is not just moving to redeem Israel from its slavery in Egypt, but he is also moving to redeem us from our slavery to sin. If there had been no redemption from Egypt and no delivery to the promised land, there would have been no Messiah born in Bethlehem to live a perfectly righteous life, die a substitutionary death, and rise victorious over sin and death. All the redemptive moments in the Old Testament are not just for the people at the time, but they are for us too. In each moment God is fulfilling the promise he made in Genesis 3 that he would send a Redeemer to crush the head of the serpent, defeating sin and death. The story of the plagues is your story. The redeeming grace is not just for then but for you right here, right now.

      For further study and encouragement: Titus 3:3–7

    

  
    
      January 21

      Exodus 10–12

      The radical, unexpected nature of the biblical story is that the hope for the Israelites in Egypt and our hope today rest on the shoulders of a Lamb.

      It is a major understatement when the Bible says that God’s ways aren’t like our ways and his thoughts aren’t like our thoughts (Isa. 55:8). No human being, no matter how brilliant, insightful, or experienced, would have been able to write the grand biblical story. The way God chooses to work and the instruments he chooses to use surprise us again and again. The apostle Paul expresses it this way: “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God” (1 Cor. 1:27–29). God intentionally does things in a way that defies human understanding, explanation, and credit-taking. He works in ways that cause us to step back and say, “Only God could have done this,” and in saying this, humbly run to him for the help that he alone is able to give.

      Such is the story of the final emancipation of God’s chosen children from Egypt. Despite Pharaoh’s resistance in the face of the terror of the plagues, God would not grow weary, and he would not turn his back on those who were the object of his covenant promises. He would deliver. No one would stand in the way of the divine and holy will of the King of kings and Lord of lords, not even the most powerful ruler on earth. But the way the people would be freed could never have been anticipated by any Israelite. By God’s wise and holy plan, the Israelites would be saved from slaughter and emancipated from their bondage by the blood of a lamb. That blood, sprinkled on the doorpost of an Israelite house, meant that God would pass over that house. God chose a lowly but spotless lamb to provide both salvation from death and liberation to a new life for his covenant children (Ex. 12:3–7).

      Our hope, too, rests on the shoulders of a Lamb. Jesus didn’t come as a conquering general, to throw down the kingdoms of men. No, he came to be a sacrificial Lamb. He, too, was a Lamb without blemish, who would be sacrificed for the salvation and liberation of all who believe in him. By the power of his shed blood, we are delivered from our bondage to sin and death and liberated to a new life of freedom as the children of God. We never could have written this story. We never would have anticipated that death would be the portal to life, that God would send a Lamb to do what kings, queens, and generals could never do. Now, that’s a radical story, but it’s very, very good news.

      For further study and encouragement: Revelation 5:6–14

    

  
    
      January 22

      Exodus 13–15

      Embedded in things that are unexpected and hard are the wisdom and grace of our sovereign Savior.

      I have to admit that I entered ministry quite full of myself. I had done well in seminary, graduating with honors and winning several academic prizes. I was ready to take on the world for the gospel. What I thought was confidence in God’s word and the power of the gospel was really pride and self-reliance. Luella and I left seminary, connected with a good church, and began to work with a ministry that provided housing and a place to investigate Christianity. This was our first place of ministry. As a young married couple, we had several young men living with us. Some were fresh out of prison, others were with us simply because they had lost their way. This was not the congregation I thought I would have after all my training. None of our guys were interested in asking the questions that I felt so totally prepared to answer.

      One evening one man, who had no education beyond fifth grade, said to me, “Paul, if you don’t quit talking the lawyer talk to me, I’m gonna quit talking to you.” Lawyer talk meant using big, esoteric words. That evening I sat on the edge of my bed and said to my Lord, “Why would you put me here to minister to these guys? I have no idea how to get through to them. I don’t understand them, and I don’t know how to help them see what they truly need.” I didn’t understand that God had put me in this place with these particular people not just for them, but for me. He was bringing me to the end of myself. He was working to replace my pride and fear and discouragement with trust in him. I was where I was because of God’s wisdom and grace.

      This is why God chose to plant Israel between the Red Sea and the approaching Egyptian army (Ex. 14). The children of Israel were on a short route to the land of the Philistines, but God in wisdom and grace knew that his children were not ready for the battles they would encounter there. God knew they might panic and run back to the bondage of Egypt. So, God led them to the shores of the Red Sea. Contrary to how it might have appeared to them (and to us), God was not punishing or abandoning his people, but he was acting with the grace of a wise and loving Father. He would demonstrate his power and glory by parting those sea waters, providing both deliverance for Israel and defeat of Egypt. His plan for his people was to defeat both pride and fear and instill in them an unshakable confidence in their Redeemer God. No hard thing for the people of God is outside of his wise and gracious rule.

      God takes us to hard places not to do things to us, but to do things for and in us. Today, be thankful that these hard moments, in his hands, are tools of rescuing and renewing grace.

      For further study and encouragement: John 15:1–11

    

  
    
      January 23

      Exodus 16–18

      The physical food that God provides for us is a visual picture and reminder of how he feeds us spiritually with the nutrients of his grace.

      I love to cook. I love how God has not ordained to sustain us with a daily green pill but delights in blessing us with the pleasure of an almost endless variety of fruits, vegetables, and meats. I love the variety of tastes, textures, and smells. I love the world of spices, each adding another interesting layer of taste to whatever food they are applied to. I love taking what God has provided and building a delicious meal and then displaying it in a beautiful way on the plate. Food represents God’s generosity and love. It reminds us that God wants us to thrive and to enjoy and, because we do, to worship the one who has lavished such goodness on us.

      We live across from a food market with about one hundred and twenty vendors. As I walk through the market, I am often blown away by what I see and smell. It almost melts my brain that all of these wonderful things came out of the mind of God. It reminds me that he is glorious in creative power and gloriously generous in love. He still feeds me with good food, even in my spiritual amnesia moments.

      Exodus 16 gives us an example of the extent of God’s commitment to supply his children with the physical food that they need and of the awesome power he has to provide it. The people of Israel, now in the wilderness, are in a state of panic. They are wondering where they are going to get food to eat, and they are grumbling to Moses that it would have been better for them to die in Egypt because at least there they had enjoyed plenty of good food. God hears their grumbling and responds: “Behold, I am about to rain bread from heaven for you, and the people shall go out and gather a day’s portion every day, that I may test them, whether they will walk in my law or not. On the sixth day, when they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather daily” (Ex. 16:4–5).

      Imagine the magnificence of this provision. Imagine bread appearing on the ground every day like dew. What an incredible picture of providing grace, even for people who are faithless and discontented. Here are people who keep wishing they could go back to their slavery, when they have been set free by God’s liberating grace and are being provided for by his generous love. They are enjoying this bounty not because they have earned it or deserve it, but because they are his chosen children.

      This moment is a finger pointing to God’s ultimate provision of bread. Jesus is the bread sent down from heaven (John 6:32–35). In him alone our spiritual hunger is satisfied. He alone can give life and strength to our souls. With gratitude we remember that in him we are fed, not because we’ve earned it but because we are the chosen objects of his faithful and generous grace.

      For further study and encouragement: John 6:32–35

    

  
    
      January 24

      Exodus 19–21

      God’s commandments are not a means of earning his favor but a gift of grace to those upon whom his favor already rests.

      It is vitally important to understand that God’s law is wonderful and important, and that you and I cannot obey our way into relationship with God. If you and I had both the desire and the ability to perfectly keep God’s law, then the entire redemptive narrative and its core message of grace would not have been necessary. Or if the law of God had the power to rescue and transform our hearts and breathe new life into us, then the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus would not have been necessary. The righteousness that God requires is impossible for us to achieve by our determination to keep his commands. God’s law does a wonderful job of exposing our sin and is a beautiful guide for our daily living, but it is powerless to save us from ourselves and make us acceptable to our Creator.

      Exodus 19 is an example of how God’s gift of careful recorded biblical history is so helpful for us. Think with me for a moment about when God’s law was originally given. Think about that moment when God led his recently freed children to the base of Mount Sinai. They were there to receive God’s magnificently wise law because he had already set his love on them and had already redeemed them from slavery. God now gave them his law, not so that through it they would become his, but because they already were his. His law was a gift of grace to them.

      Does that last sentence confuse you? God knew that the children of his love had no idea how to live, so in his law he gave them a structure for their daily living. In submission to his law they would thrive in peace and harmony. God also knew that they would be exposed to all kinds of temptations as they lived among the pagan nations of Palestine, so his law would provide protective boundaries to them. But there is more. God knew that his children were designed by him to be worshipers, that they would either worship him or surrender their hearts to idols. So at the foundation and core of his law is a call to worship him and him alone. In his law is guidance and protection, given so they might live at peace with him and with one another.

      God’s law was given to Israel not so they could somehow earn his love, but because he already loved them and had moved to redeem them from slavery by unleashing his sovereign power.

      It’s humbling to admit that we, like the children of Israel, have no power or ability whatsoever to earn our way into eternal communion with God. It is humbling to know that our most righteous moments fall woefully short of his holy standard. It is humbling to confess that we have no hope apart from his grace. But it is wonderful to remember that Jesus perfectly kept the law as our substitute and that, by grace, in him we stand before God righteous and accepted by him forever. What we could not earn, Jesus earned for us. Now that’s grace!

      For further study and encouragement: James 1:22–25

    

  
    
      January 25

      Exodus 22–24

      We worship and serve a God who knows our limits and, because he does, he has called us to a Sabbath of rest.

      The institution of the Sabbath is not so much a duty to be obeyed but rather a gracious provision from a God who made us and knows us. God created us with limits. If you remember back to the account of creation, the only being in that account that is without limits of any kind is the Creator. We have limits of time, energy, gifts, and wisdom. Think with me about the limits of time, which, by God’s plan, structure your life. You will never get thirty hours in a day. You will never be given ten days in a week. You will never experience a forty-day month. And you will never be blessed with a 450-day year. In his infinite wisdom, God has established boundaries of time for us. There is nothing beyond those boundaries. There is no more time to be had. This side of eternity, we all live within the time boundaries that the Creator has set for us.

      We also have significant physical limits. You and I are simply not in possession of unlimited physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual energy. Getting tired is a universal human experience. We all know what it’s like to feel physically exhausted. We all know what it’s like to be mentally and emotionally spent. We all have had moments when we would like to keep going, but we just don’t have the strength. So God, in the glory of his wisdom and love, ordained the Sabbath. “Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day you shall rest; that your ox and your donkey may have rest, and the son of your servant woman, and the alien, may be refreshed” (Ex. 23:12).

      The call to Sabbath is meant to humble us by reminding us of our limits. The call to Sabbath is a gift to us, reminding us that our Lord understands us and does not call us to live beyond the limits he has set for us. The Sabbath is a freedom, reminding us that rest is different from the sin of laziness. But the call to Sabbath is deeper and more profound than physical rest. It is a call to spiritual rest. Sabbath reminds us that we were not created to be independent. We were designed to be dependent on our Creator. We were made to find our strength and completion in him. The Sabbath was given by God not just so that we would rest, but so that we would rest in him. Human independence and self-sufficiency is a delusion. It is never a pathway to life. It is rather a road to destruction and death.

      Admitting your need, owning your limits, and running to the one who is an endless fountain of new life and renewed strength is where life is to be found. Sabbath is God’s gift to us. It welcomes us to step away from our labors and remember who we are and who he is, so that in submission and rest we may once again find life and strength in him.

      For further study and encouragement: Mark 2:23–28

    

  
    
      January 26

      Exodus 25–27

      True and lasting hope is found in these words: “I will dwell in the midst of my people.”

      There are a myriad of websites and media series dedicated to home decorating. Whether we are conscious of it or not, we are all very particular about how we want our home to look. Some of us take the look of our houses seriously and invest time and money to get them to look like our dreams. Others are more casual about our surroundings. Some of us place a high value on neat and clean; others find a bit of a mess more comfortable. But all of us somehow, someway express our personalities and our values by the way we design and keep our surroundings. That’s why, when you are in someone else’s home, it doesn’t quite feel like home to you.

      In Exodus 25 and the chapters following, we find directions for constructing and decorating a most important house: the house of the Lord. Read these amazing words carefully: “Let them make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell in their midst. Exactly as I show you concerning the pattern of the tabernacle, and of all its furniture, so you shall make it” (Ex. 25:8–9). You should be filled with wonder as you read these words. How could it be that the great Creator, the Sovereign King, the Holy One of Israel would ever desire to dwell among these sinful, complaining, and often rebellious people? Here again we are confronted with a major theme in the biblical story. God pours out his love on his people not because of what is in them, but because of what is in him. Nothing argues more strongly for the amazing and undeserved nature of God’s grace than God’s commanding his people to make a tabernacle so that he could dwell with his people. The hope of Israel was to be found in one place and one place alone: the Lord of glory and grace who lived among them.

      But there is more. I don’t know if you noticed it or not, but God not only said he would dwell among his people, but he also communicated that he was quite particular about how his house would be built, furnished, and decorated. He wanted his house to communicate who he was and what he valued. God wanted his tabernacle to communicate two things: his unapproachable holiness and the mercy of his forgiveness. This means the tabernacle is itself a prophecy.

      There would be another place where God’s unapproachable holiness and his forgiving mercy would meet: the cross of Jesus Christ. Here in God’s mercy plan, the perfectly holy Lamb would die, so that we would become the children of God and so that he would come and dwell with us. A holy God, dwelling among his not-yet perfectly holy children, is our hope today too. What amazing mercy that by grace we have become the house of the Lord.

      For further study and encouragement: Jeremiah 31:31–39

    

  
    
      January 27

      Exodus 28–29

      In this life there are many important things to know, but nothing is more important and life-changing than the knowledge of God.

      I remember the wonder in his voice and in his eyes as he told me about his days spent at camp. He had spent a week at a Christian camp where he was encouraged to see God’s created world in new and engaging ways. He had just looked through a microscope at the tiny little creatures that live in a pond. These little creatures were invisible to the eye as he simply stood and looked over the pond. He was amazed that there was a whole world underwater that most of us never even realize exists. That microscope revealed a universe of wonderful and amazing things that you could spend the rest of your life studying and seeking to understand.

      Such it is with God’s world. Everywhere you look is another little “universe” of sights, sounds, and beings. The study of each of these little universes could leave you with volumes of knowledge. It can be a bit overwhelming to think that in God’s world there is no end to knowing. You and I will never know enough; we will never be able to say, “I know everything.” This is why we must understand what is important to know and what is not. You and I have a limited amount of time and limited mental capacity, so what we commit ourselves to know is significant and life-shaping.

      This is why it is important to pay careful attention to the words of Exodus 29:45–46: “I will dwell among the people of Israel and will be their God. And they shall know that I am the Lord their God, who brought them out of the land of Egypt that I might dwell among them. I am the Lord their God.” Not only do these words capture the amazing grace of God’s choosing to dwell among his people, a stunning reality they could never earn or deserve, but they reveal why he chose to do this. When reading these verses, you and I should pause for a moment and consider the significance of the words “And they shall know that I am the Lord their God.” God says, “I am going to dwell with my people so that they will know me.”

      If God is the Creator of everything that exists, if he is the Lord and Ruler of all that happens, and if he holds his created world together by his powerful hand, then there is nothing more important than to know him. There is no proper knowledge of anything in this world that does not begin with knowing God. But there is more in these verses. God says, “I don’t just want you to know me; I want you to know what I have done for you. I am your Redeemer. I placed my love on you, I redeemed you from slavery, I provided for you, and I have given you my law.”

      God has now made us the temple where he dwells, so that we would remember his redeeming grace and follow him with joy.

      For further study and encouragement: Romans 12:1–2

    

  
    
      January 28

      Exodus 30–32

      God created artists, poets, composers, and preachers and endowed them with incredible gifts, so that his glory would be seen and our lives would be changed.

      Besides being a pastor and an author, I am a painter. I have a studio a few blocks down from where we live that is one of my favorite places on earth. Consequently, the following passage is one of my favorite Old Testament gems:

      The Lord said to Moses, “See, I have called by name Bezalel the son of Uri, son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with ability and intelligence, with knowledge and all craftsmanship, to devise artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, in cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, to work in every craft. And behold, I have appointed with him Oholiab, the son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan. And I have given to all able men ability, that they may make all that I have commanded you: the tent of meeting, and the ark of the testimony, and the mercy seat that is on it, and all the furnishings of the tent, the table and its utensils, and the pure lampstand with all its utensils, and the altar of incense, and the altar of burnt offering with all its utensils, and the basin and its stand, and the finely worked garments, the holy garments for Aaron the priest and the garments of his sons, for their service as priests, and the anointing oil and the fragrant incense for the Holy Place. According to all that I have commanded you, they shall do.” (Ex. 31:1–11)

      God gave specific people specific artistic gifts so that his tabernacle would reflect his glory, that is, the glory of his holiness and the wonder of his mercy. God did this because he knew that he had created people with a glory orientation. Human beings love glorious things. So our lives will be captured and controlled by his glorious glory or the glory of some created thing. God loves us enough to give people the ability to create things that reflect his glory, so that we would be drawn to love, worship, and serve him above anything else.

      But God’s giving of artistic gifts is not limited to his tabernacle. All forms of artistic and communicative creativity have been given by God, not just for our pleasure but for a higher purpose. Since God is a spirit and cannot be seen with our physical eyes, he gives people the ability to display his glory in what they create, so that we would “see” him and surrender the awe of our hearts to him. His purpose is not just that we would enjoy the pleasure of artistic expression or respect the artist, but also that we would be given eyes to see the great artist and would give ourselves to him. God, the author of beauty, gives people the ability to create what is beautiful so that we would be drawn to gaze upon his beauty and, as we do, be rescued by his grace. So, enjoy the art around you, but as you do, may your heart run to the artist behind the art.

      For further study and encouragement: Genesis 1:1–31

    

  
    
      January 29

      Exodus 33–35

      The present and future hope and security of the people of God is found in one thing: the presence of the Lord.

      Moses had the theology of his identity and security right. There was much that Moses didn’t know that we now know as the children of God because we have access to the complete Scriptures. Yet, in the following conversation with his Lord, Moses reveals that he knows something of profound and life-shaping significance:

      And he said, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.” And he said to him, ‘If your presence will not go with me, do not bring us up from here. For how shall it be known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your people? Is it not in your going with us, so that we are distinct, I and your people, from every other people on the face of the earth?” (Ex. 33:14–16).

      Before I unpack Moses’s insight, let me ask you a few questions.

      Where in life do you look for identity?

      Where do you look for hope and rest of heart?

      What makes you feel secure?

      What makes you feel distinctly known or cared for?

      Moses understands that there is no hope for Israel and no reason for Israel to travel further if God doesn’t go with them. And he also understands that what makes Israel distinct is not their national or ethnic identity, but the fact that they are the people with whom God has chosen to dwell. As a nation, the single thing that makes Israel distinct from every nation on earth is the presence of the Lord. It is the Lord who picked Israel out from the mass of human nations, set his love on them, blessed them with his covenant promises, protected them from extinction, delivered them from slavery, provided for their physical needs, dwelt with them in his tabernacle, blessed them with the promised land, and from them would provide the long-awaited Messiah. The people of Israel could not have done one of these things for themselves.

      So it is with each one of us. Our security is not found in the size of our house, how much we are respected by others, the power of our position, the amount of money we have, our family history, our human leaders, the number of our personal gifts, or our strength, wisdom, or righteousness. Our future hope does not depend on the quality of our education or the wisdom of the choices we have made. It is humbling to confess that no matter how wise and successful we are, our hope and security rest on this: God has placed his love on us and, because he has, he is with us in glory and grace forever. He will go with us wherever we go and will do for us what we have no power to do for ourselves—not because we deserve it, but because he is generous in love and mercy. It really is true that he is everything we need.

      For further study and encouragement: 1 Peter 1:13–21

    

  
    
      January 30

      Exodus 36–38

      God not only kindly and generously gives us great gifts, but he also works in our hearts so that we would offer those gifts back to him.

      I greatly value my second career (or maybe it should be called a very serious hobby). As a painter, my art is very important to me, and I spend a lot of my time thinking about the painting I am working on at the moment. It’s important for me to always keep in mind that this gift I have to create beauty on a large white canvas does not belong to me. If God is the Creator (and the Bible declares that he is), then he is the rightful and sole owner of my gifts. It’s humbling to understand that I am not the owner; I am simply the resident manager.

      When I am in my studio, I am very aware that the particular artistic gift I am exercising there belongs to my Lord. He is the source of anyone’s ability to create art of any kind, and he is the one who decides to give a gift to a particular person. As Romans 11:36 says, “From him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever. Amen.” I did not create my artistic abilities, and those abilities don’t continue because of my power. Those gifts don’t belong to me, and they have not been given for my glory.

      In the Bible’s description of the design and construction of the tabernacle, that house where the Lord would dwell with his people, the curtain is pulled back and we are given a glimpse of where human gifts come from and why they exist. God wants his house to be artfully designed, and if that is to happen, there must be artists to execute that design, as he gives specific gifts to specific men to do that work. “Moses called Bezalel and Oholiab and every craftsman in whose mind the Lord had put skill, everyone whose heart stirred him up to come to do the work” (Ex. 36:2).

      We should notice two things in this verse about God’s involvement in the giftedness of these men. First, we are told that God put skill in these men’s minds. What an incredible statement of the power and presence of God. He has the power to place human ability, skill, and giftedness wherever he wishes. This is true not just of the building of the tabernacle, but this is always the case. It makes sense that creative ability comes from the Creator, and if it comes from the Creator, then it belongs to him. But this passage also tells us something else. It tells us that God not only gives gifts, but he stirs up our hearts to use the gifts he has given. So, today, whether you have mechanical ability, the skill to cook a beautiful meal, musical giftedness, carpentry skill, or the ability to make your surroundings beautiful, stop and give thanks to the owner and giver of your gifts.

      For further study and encouragement: Colossians 3:12–17

    

  
    
      January 31

      Exodus 39–40

      By grace we are not just accepted into God’s family, but the glory of his presence dwells in and among us.

      Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled on it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Throughout all their journeys, whenever the cloud was taken up from over the tabernacle, the people of Israel would set out. But if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out till the day that it was taken up. For the cloud of the Lord was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in it by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel throughout all their journeys. (Ex. 40:34–38)

      Reread that opening passage and let your heart be filled with the wonder that is captured here. Here is one of the most magnificent moments of divine grace in all of the Old Testament. We must never let words like these pass quickly through our minds as we move on to the next thing. This moment has been captured by God and written into his book so that today you and I would be stopped by it and left in awe. This has been retained for us in order to rescue us, change us, and produce in us a heart captured by a life shaped by God’s glory.

      It is hard for me to find words that properly express the wonder of this moment in God’s redemptive narrative. The children of Israel have already proven themselves to be sinful, complaining, rebellious, and doubt-filled people. They have doubted God’s presence and power, and they have questioned his wisdom. Shockingly, they have already erected an idol, giving this lifeless image credit for what only God, in his rescuing mercy, could have done (Ex. 32:1–6). Yet God had a plan for his people: out of them the Messiah would come. That plan depended on the Lord’s constant presence with them. The Israelites were included in God’s plan not because they had done things to deserve it, but because in his sovereign mercy he had chosen to place his love on them. It is humbling to understand and confess that what we need most in life and death we have no ability to earn or deserve. God with us, in us, and for us is always the result of one thing: grace.

      The cloud and the fire were physical, visible symbols of God’s presence with his people. The cloud and fire pictured that Israel had been sanctified by God. What do I mean by this? God had set Israel apart from every nation on earth for his will and his glory. These visible symbols were to remind them again and again that they were the children of God.

      If you’re God’s child, his presence and glory have descended on you not because of what you’ve done, but because of what Jesus has done for you. God’s glory resting on you means not only that he is with you, but that you belong to him, set apart for his purpose and his glory.

      For further study and encouragement: Ephesians 1:15–23

    

  
    
      February 1

      Leviticus 1–4

      No greater gift has ever been given than the gift of atonement for sin. We will be celebrating this gift of grace for all of eternity.

      A sad awareness eventually washes over every parent. At some point, early in the life of your little loved one, you see sin rear its ugly head. It is obvious and unavoidable. You had hoped your child would be the exception, but it turns out she’s not. She might refuse to do what you ask. She might shout “No!” to a command you have given. She might display selfishness or anger. You know the reason: your child is a sinner. It’s not just that your child does things that are wrong. No, you are confronted with something profoundly deeper and more controlling. If the problem were just an occasional behavioral problem, perhaps some system of behavioral modification would work. But, as we look at every human being, we realize our problem is not just a matter of behavior; we have a problem with behavior because we have a nature problem. Sin is not only a matter of what we occasionally do. Sin, apart from the restorative power of God’s grace, is who we are. We are sinners by nature, and that is why we have no ability to escape its power and penalty on our own.

      I love the good news of Leviticus. This book in God’s word is like a finger pointing us to where God’s great redemptive story is going. Leviticus alerts us to the fact that God, in glorious grace, is very serious about providing atonement for sin. He makes a way for sin’s penalty to be paid, so that gracious forgiveness can be granted. If sin is our deepest, most destructive, and most inescapable problem, then atonement for sin is the best, most-needed news ever. If you understand that every sin is a direct rebellion against God, then the gift of atonement becomes even more amazing to you. Sinners offend God in innumerable ways, yet, with a love that is almost too wonderful for words, God moves to make atonement for sin possible.

      Leviticus 4 uses a refrain three times: “The priest shall make atonement for him, . . . and he shall be forgiven” (4:26, 31, 35). These are glorious, hope-filled words. There is hope for us, no matter how strong the hold of sin is on us and no matter what dark hallways of sin we have walked. In these words we are assured that an utterly holy God makes a way for thoroughly sinful people to have their penalty paid and their record wiped clean. But there is more. In these words we find a promise of the coming of the Great High Priest, Jesus. He will be the final sacrifice, the complete payment, and the ultimate means of eternal forgiveness. What better news could you ever want to hear?

      For further study and encouragement: Hebrews 7:11–28

    

  
    
      February 2

      Leviticus 5–7

      Sin leaves each of us guilty. The question is, What will we do with our guilt?

      My son had taken something that wasn’t his. I watched him do it, even though he didn’t know he was being watched. I called him over. He diverted his eyes as he walked toward me. His head-down walk was a picture of guilt. He knew that what he had done was wrong. He knew now that I had seen him. He knew he was in trouble, but, when I asked him if he had done what I saw him do, he denied it. I was an eyewitness, yet he would not admit his guilt.

      My son, whom I love with all my heart, is not alone in his response. Since we are all sinners, we all stand guilty before God. We all deal with our guilt somehow, someway. Some of us live in denial, telling ourselves again and again that we are righteous. This is an exercise in self-atonement. Some of us deal with our guilt by comparing ourselves to others, concluding that we are not so bad after all. Some of us are good at minimizing our sin, working to make what we have done seem less than sinful. Some of us are skilled at pointing the finger and shifting the blame to someone or something other than ourselves. Some of us wallow in self-despising guilt, allowing shame to depress and isolate us. Some of us try to deal with our guilt by committing to a regimen of self-reformation, determining to set high, perfectionistic standards for ourselves.

      All of these reactions to guilt are burdensome, dysfunctional, and disappointing. They simply never work. They turn us into either proud legalists or fearful depressives, but they never produce good fruit in us or in our relationships with others. Since we are all born guilty, our guilt can’t be denied or wished away. Our guilt must be confessed; it must be borne; and it must be removed, so that we can live in the light and without shame. This is why the institution of the guilt offering is both an essential gift and a great relief (Lev. 5–7). God declares that he has made a way for our guilt to be dealt with so that we don’t have to get up every morning and put that huge, heavy backpack of guilt on our shoulders once again. The guilt offering tells us where the redemptive story is going. Embedded in every animal guilt offering is the promise that there will be a final Lamb of sacrifice (1 Cor. 5:7). He will carry the full range of our guilt and shame. Although perfectly spotless in every way, Jesus will take the heavy load of our guilt on himself. He will remove our guilt so that we can stand before God righteous and without fear or shame.

      Since guilt is inescapable, the guilt offering is essential. Jesus is our guilt offering, so we deny our patterns of denial and confess to our guilt, knowing we will receive mercy and grace when we do. Celebrate today the guilt offering that God has so willingly and graciously made for you. Come out of shame’s darkness and live in the light.

      For further study and encouragement: 1 John 1:5–10

    

  
    
      February 3

      Leviticus 8–10

      It is essential for us to take sin seriously, because Scripture makes it clear that God does.

      He was an angry, emotionally abusive, demanding, controlling, and physically intimidating husband. I have to admit that, when I sat with him in my counseling office, he intimidated me. He had destroyed all the sweetness, unity, peace, and joy in his marriage. His wife was emotionally broken. She had lived too long in fear of when she would anger him next. When she voiced her hurt, he mocked her for being weak and needy. The thing that struck me the first time I met with them was the smile on his face. His wife tearfully told me why she had begged him to come with her for counseling as he sat there with his arms folded and a grin of mockery on his face. He wasn’t ashamed. He didn’t feel guilty. He didn’t think his behavior was that big of a deal. He surely wasn’t in my office that morning because he thought he needed help. He was there to placate his wife, to get her off his back so that they could “move on.” I wanted to think that he and I had nothing in common, but we did.

      There are times when I too don’t take my sin seriously. There are times when my pride and impatience don’t seem such a big deal to me. There are times when I am defensive when approached about a wrong I have done. There are times when I work to make my sin look less than sinful to me. And I am sure there are times when you do the same. For most of us our problem is not that we take sin too seriously, feel its weight too much, or confess our wrongs too quickly and too often. No, for most of us our problem is that we often fail to see the seriousness of our sin and the gravity of its vertical and horizontal consequences. It is scary that we are able to call ourselves followers of Jesus Christ, and yet we minimize the very thing that led him to the cross. The whole content and motion of the grand redemptive narrative is a result of God’s unwillingness to close his eyes to the pervasiveness and gravity of sin, which has infected every one of us. To God, no disease that has befallen humanity is more significant and destructive than sin. That’s why, immediately after Adam and Eve sinned, our God promised that this dark thing would be once and for all defeated and eradicated (Gen. 3:15). Sin is so serious that it gets that kind of attention from the Creator Sovereign King.

      This is why the story of Nadab and Abihu, who made an unauthorized incense offering, should get our attention (Lev. 10:1–3). A fire from the Lord consumed them, and they died. That’s how serious sin is: “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). Because God saw sin as serious, he set in motion a process to give us a Savior. The grace of new life is needed only if sin is as deadly as God says it is. Do you take sin seriously?

      For further study and encouragement: Romans 3:9–20

    

  
    
      February 4

      Leviticus 11–13

      By the loving miracle of God’s grace, unclean hearts are made new and pure.

      Leviticus 13:45–46 says, “The leprous person who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease. He is unclean. He shall live alone. His dwelling shall be outside the camp.” These words remind me of David’s prayer after committing adultery: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, / and renew a right spirit within me” (Ps. 51:10). Although the laws surrounding leprosy had to do with God’s lovingly and wisely protecting his people from a deadly infection, they also point us to something profoundly deeper.

      Sin is the ultimate infection. No one escapes this disease. It renders us all unclean. It separates us all from our Maker. It cries out for the ultimate cure, one only the Messiah can provide.

      Like a bad stain

      on white linen,

      like a black smudge

      on pure vellum,

      like wine spilled

      on a new dress,

      like paint drips

      on window glass,

      like mud

      on a new shoe,

      this stain won’t just go away.

      It won’t fade into

      nothing.

      You won’t wake up one

      morning to discover

      it has suddenly

      disappeared.

      The deepest, darkest,

      most penetrating

      stubborn stains

      must be cleansed.

      Denying that they’re there

      never works.

      Doing your best to hide them

      doesn’t remove them.

      Living with them

      is foolishness.

      Hoping no one will notice

      is vain.

      Worrying about them

      changes nothing.

      Whatever has been stained

      must be cleansed

      to be new again.

      So it is with the human heart.

      It is sad to admit,

      but no one has a

      pure,

      perfectly clean,

      unstained,

      pristinely beautiful,

      heart.

      No one.

      Every heart of

      every person

      comes into this world

      stained by sin.

      Sin is immorality’s

      permanent ink,

      sinking into the deepest regions

      of the thoughts,

      desires,

      motives,

      purposes,

      worship

      of the heart.

      This tragic sin stain is

      humanly unremovable.

      No matter what you try,

      no matter how many times you try,

      it is there to stay

      without something that has

      cleansing power.

      You can look at your stains with hope

      because

      there is a cleansing stream.

      It flows through the righteous life,

      the substitutionary sacrifice,

      the victorious resurrection of

      Jesus.

      He came so that sin-stained hearts

      would have the hope

      of being clean again,

      new again,

      spotless in his sight again,

      ultimately pure again,

      forever.

      If we confess that we are

      stained,

      he is faithful,

      he is righteous,

      he will forgive our sins,

      he will cleanse our hearts

      and thoroughly wash us

      from all unrighteousness.

      Step out from the shame of your

      stains.

      Refuse to put your hope in things

      that do not cleanse.

      Walk away from a life of

      denial.

      Confess that you have no

      cleansing power of your own.

      Quit blaming your stains on

      other people,

      other things.

      Humbly bring the garment of

      your heart

      to him.

      Put your stains in his hands.

      He will wash you in his grace.

      He delights in doing for you

      what you could never do for

      yourself.

      He delights in making you

      clean.

      For further study and encouragement: Psalm 51:1–12

    

  
    
      February 5

      Leviticus 14–15

      No detail of your life is outside of the watchful and faithful care of your heavenly Father.

      Politicians on the campaign trail often communicate that they care for their constituents, but their care is distant and impersonal at best. They don’t know you, they don’t love you, and they have no idea what your personal life is like or what burdens you bear. So when a politician says he cares, you don’t tell yourself that you can let go of your burdens and rest in this leader’s care. Because you hear his words of care in the most general sense, they make little difference in your emotional or spiritual state or in how you live your life.

      But imagine what it would be like to have the most powerful person in the universe set his love on you, commit to unleashing his power to bless you, and deliver amazing promises of guidance, protection, and provision. Wouldn’t the care of that person change the way you think about yourself, your life, your hopes and dreams, your potential, and the hardships and burdens of life? This is exactly what the book of Leviticus is about; it’s about Almighty God, the Lord of heaven and earth, setting his love on his children and making covenant promises to bless them and, through them, to bless the peoples of the earth. What Leviticus pictures for us is how deep, detailed, and pervasive the care of God is for his children. The specificity and detail of God’s laws for his children show just how much he loves them. In these laws we see how much he cares about every detail of what we deal with as we live in this fallen world. The one who created us cares for us, and, because he created us, he knows just what we need.
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