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      “We give deep thanks to the Lord for Paul Tripp’s unique ability to apply the gospel of grace to the ins and outs of everyday life. For many years, Tripp has shaped our own lives, family, and ministry through his biblical wisdom, generous friendship, and wonderful way with words. Now, as the parents of four daughters, we are thrilled for our girls to receive the same blessing of biblical truth, beautifully distilled in devotional form, that speaks to the joys and fears, delights and concerns, questions and hopes of their growing hearts. We pray that they, and all other young people who engage the daily rhythms of this book, will find ever-increasing joy and peace as they encounter the glory of the Savior.”

      Keith and Kristyn Getty, hymn writers and recording artists, “In Christ Alone”; authors, Sing! How Worship Transforms Your Life, Family, and Church

      “Paul Tripp’s writing has been a great source of life to me. New Morning Mercies for Teens encourages those who have grown weary of the struggle, living under the weight of the world.”

      TobyMac, hip-hop recording artist; music producer; songwriter

      “In an age when teens are more distracted and anxious than ever, Paul Tripp’s book is a clarion call to remember the one thing that is necessary. He urges young readers to examine the depth of their personal beliefs and consider how they will live out their faith in tangible ways as they move into adulthood. What a great resource to get teens thinking about and talking with God every day!”

      Jim Daly, President, Focus on the Family

      “What a valuable application of Paul Tripp’s classic devotional for teenagers. New Morning Mercies for Teens retains the timeless and life-giving gospel message while adding reflection questions to help young Christians meditate on the truths. This book is a welcomed gospel resource for young people.”

      Cameron Cole, Founding Chairman, Rooted Ministry; coeditor, Gospel-Centered Youth Ministry; author, Therefore I Have Hope

      “Solid countercultural truth! That’s what you can count on in this treasure trove for teens who are serious about nurturing their faith in God. Paul David Tripp does not serve up spiritual milk to teens but the meaty truth they need. Each day he provides a daily truth statement at the top of each day’s devotional. That single daily sentence alone is worth the price of this book.”

      Dannah Gresh, bestselling author, Lies Young Women Believe and the Truth That Sets Them Free

      “Paul Tripp is one of the most skilled at connecting the gospel to all of life. In New Morning Mercies for Teens, he connects the everyday struggles and joys of teenagers to the hope found in the finished work of Jesus. I couldn’t be more excited to put this in the hands of my own children, and I would encourage you to do the same.”

      John Perritt, Director of Resources, Reformed Youth Ministries; Host, The Local Youth Worker podcast; author; father of five
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      Introduction

      You are a teenager: that means you are in one of the most exciting and most important times of your life! As you begin to read through this special edition of New Morning Mercies for Teens, I want to alert you to seven issues you will face that will influence the shape and direction of the rest of your life.

      1. During these years you will begin to decide the meaning and purpose of your life. So far, your values—the things you think are worth living for—have been shaped by your parents. You begin to make that critical decision for yourself during your teen years. What will be the thing that will capture your heart and shape the direction of your life?

      2. Will you internalize the faith you have been taught? There is probably no more significant decision in life than this one. Everyone believes something. Every home has religious convictions, whether or not they consider themselves religious. Every home seeks to instill their “faith” in their children. In the teen years, you will decide what you will believe about God, about yourself, about right and wrong, about what is true and what is false, about the gospel of Jesus Christ, and about how you will live out your beliefs in everyday life.

      3. You will make significant decisions that shape your future. Wow, there are huge decisions ahead of you! What are your gifts, interests, and passions? What do you see as your life’s work? Where will you go to college? Will the church be an essential part of your life? If you could have your dream future, what would it be?

      4. You will begin stepping out of some daily parental protection. During the younger years of your life, your parents made all of your decisions for you. During the teen years, you begin to make more and more of those decisions for yourself. I don’t mean that you no longer need parents. However, you are moving into a stage where rather than exercising total control over your life, your parents will offer you wise counsel, while you will bear more and more of the burden of making the decisions that will shape how you live.

      5. What kind of community will you surround yourself with? This is a big one. Until now, your mom, dad, grandparent, or guardian have chosen the community they felt comfortable having you in. They were the gatekeepers, vetting the friends that came into your life. But now, you will increasingly have that responsibility. Who will you allow into your life? Whose advice and counsel will you listen to? Who will you entrust with the important things in your life? Who will you allow to influence the way you think and the way that you live? You will surround yourself with others, and those people will significantly impact who you become.

      6. How seriously will you pursue your relationship with God? Most teens were first exposed to God, his will, and his way in their homes and by their parents. My mom and dad thought a relationship with God was the most important thing for me, but I had to decide that for myself at some point (which I did during my teen years). No one can make you love God. No one can make you willing to surrender your heart and life to him. No one has the power to produce faith in you. Will you make God the center of your life? Will you pursue him every day?

      7. What kind of success will you value most? Every human being runs after some type of success. Everybody defines what a successful life is. Will you live for material success? Will you live for career success? Will you define success in money terms? Will success be determined by how many people love and respect you? Will success be defined as living a life pleasing to your Creator? You will define success somehow, and how you define it will determine how you live.

      Since you will be asked to grapple with life-shaping issues in your teen years, you will need reliable, true, and trustworthy guidance. What will be your life GPS? Whose plan for life will you follow? I love what the Bible says in Psalm 119:105, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” God gave you his word to be a guide to you. As you walk through the forest of life, often dark with roots that will trip you up, the Bible has been given to you to light the way so you can be sure of where to go and how to get there. The central theme of the word of God is the story of the transforming grace that is ours because of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

      I am excited that you are about to embark on a journey through this special edition of New Morning Mercies, designed specifically for teens. Each daily reading includes a brief devotional, a passage from Scripture to meditate on, and a reflection question that applies to what you’re facing in life. We’ve also added a new Q&A bonus chapter, with questions about topics that every teen will experience and how the Bible provides answers. So be sure to visit and revisit the back of this book when these issues arise in your life.

      My prayer is that in your daily devotional time with the Lord and this book, you will be reminded of the truths of God’s word day after day. May it cause you to admit how much you need the forgiving, reconciling, and transforming grace of Jesus. And may it give you wisdom from God’s word to live by. There is no better way to prepare for all the significant issues that will shape your future than to spend time every day meditating on God’s truth, remembering his grace, and recommitting yourself to a life shaped by following him.

      May God use these devotions to light the exciting path before you.

      Paul David Tripp

      May 26, 2023

    


    
      January 1

      Here’s the bottom line. The Christian life, the church, and our faith are not about us, they’re about him—his plan, his kingdom, his glory.

      It really is the struggle of struggles. It is the thing that makes our lives messy. It is what sidetracks our thoughts and kidnaps our desires. It is the one battle that one never escapes. It is the one place where ten out of ten of us need rescue. It is the fight that God wages on our behalf to help us to remember this: life is simply not about us.

      This is precisely why the first four words of the Bible may be its most important words: “In the beginning, God . . .” (Gen. 1:1). Everything that was created was made by God and for God. All the glories of the created world were designed to point to his glory. That includes you and me. We were not meant to live independently for our own moments of glory. No, we were created to live for him.

      Where is this godward living meant to find expression? I love how Paul captures this in 1 Corinthians 10:31: “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” When Paul thinks of the call to live for the glory of God, he doesn’t first think of the big, life-changing, spiritual moments of life. No, he thinks of something mundane and repetitive, like eating and drinking. Even the most regular, seemingly unimportant tasks of my life must be shaped and directed by a heartfelt desire for the glory of God.

      Let’s start the new year by admitting that there is nothing less natural for us than to live for the glory of another. This admission is not the doorway to despair but to hope. God knew that in your sin you would never live this way, so he sent his Son. Jesus lived the life you couldn’t, died on your behalf, and rose again, conquering sin and death. He did this so that you would be forgiven for your allegiance to your own glory. When you admit your need for help, you connect yourself to the rescue he has already provided in his Son, Jesus.

      Not to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name give glory,

      for the sake of your steadfast love and your faithfulness! (Ps. 115:1)

      Reflect: Where do you feel hopeless this week? How does reaching out for God’s rescue actually give you hope to live for God’s glory?

    


    
      January 2

      Your rest is not to be found in figuring your life out but in trusting the one who has it all figured out for your good and his glory.

      We were on our way to the local mall with our two young boys when the three-year-old asked out of the blue, “Daddy, if God made everything, did he make light poles?” When he asked, I had the same thought that all parents have: “Why does he have to ask me ‘why’ questions all the time?”

      Human beings have a deep desire to know and understand. Each day we spend a lot of mental time trying to figure things out. We don’t live by instinct. We are all archaeologists who dig into the mounds of our lives to try to make sense of the civilization that is our story. We are all theologians.

      God gave us this drive to know, and he also gave wonderful abilities to analyze. This motivation and ability set us apart from the rest of creation. They are created by God to draw us to him, so that we can know him and understand ourselves in light of his existence and will.

      But sin makes this drive and these gifts dangerous. They tempt us to think that we can find our hearts by figuring it all out. We think: “If only I could understand this or that, then I’d be secure.” But it never works.

      In your most brilliant moment, you will still be left with mystery in your life; sometimes even painful mystery. We all face things that appear to make little sense. So we never find rest in our quest to understand it all. No, rest is found in trusting the one who understands it all and rules it all for his glory and our good.

      In moments when you wish you knew what you can’t know, there is one who knows. He loves you and rules what you don’t understand with your good in mind. Few passages capture this kind of rest better than Psalm 62:

      For God alone, O my soul, wait in silence,

      for my hope is from him.

      He only is my rock and my salvation,

      my fortress; I shall not be shaken.

      On God rests my salvation and my glory;

      my mighty rock, my refuge is God. (Ps. 62:5–7)

      Reflect: Do you ever struggle with doubt? How does God’s love give better rest to your soul than God’s answers?

    


    
      January 3

      If eternity is the plan, then it makes no sense to shrink your living down to the needs and wants of this little moment.

      There is no doubt about it—the Bible is a big-picture book that calls us to big-picture living. Often we shrink our focus to whatever spontaneous thought, emotion, or need grips us at any given time. Yet the Bible simply does not permit you to live for the moment. God’s word calls you to think about things that happened before the world began and thousands of years into eternity in the future.

      But it’s hard to live with eternity in view. Again and again, life  shrinks our focus down to the moment in front of us. There are moments when it seems that the most important thing in life is getting through this day of classes, winning this game, or getting more food. There are moments when who we are, who God is, and where this whole thing is going shrink into the background of the thoughts, emotions, and needs of the moment. There are moments when we get lost, even though we’re in the middle of God’s story. We lose our minds, we lose our sense of direction, and we lose our remembrance of him.

      God reminds us that this is not all there is, that we were created and re-created in Christ Jesus for eternity. He reminds us not to live for the treasures of the moment: “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven” (Matt. 6:19–20).

      Think about this: if God has already granted you a place in eternity, then he has also granted you all the grace you need along the way, or you’d never get there. There is grace for our easily distracted hearts. There is rescue for our self-absorption and lack of focus. The God of eternity grants you his eternal grace so that you can live with eternity in view.

      But God said to him, “Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?” So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God. (Luke 12:20–21)

      Reflect: At the beginning and ending of your day, how can you set your mind on eternity?

    


    
      January 4

      The best theology will not remove mystery from your life, so rest is found in trusting the one who rules, is all, and knows no mystery.

      In 2006, a drunk and unlicensed driver swerved up on the sidewalk and crushed our daughter Nicole against a wall. She had devastating injuries. The injury shattered her pelvis and triggered massive internal bleeding. I rushed to the hospital. When I entered Nicole’s intensive-care room, I wasn’t sure if she could hear me. I crawled up on Nicole’s bed and whispered, “It’s Dad, you’re not alone. God is with you too.”

      That day, I felt like the whole world went dark. My heart cried, “Why, why, why?”

      If I could choose, I wouldn’t have any of my children go through such a thing. And if I had had to choose one of my children, I wouldn’t have chosen Nicole at that moment in her life. She seemed so vulnerable. But in an instant, we had been cast into life-changing mystery. And all our belief in God didn’t take that mystery away. Nicole did recover well, but we lived through four years of hardship.

      During that time, here was my comfort: when it came to Nicole’s accident, God was neither surprised nor afraid. You see, there is no mystery with God. He is never caught off guard. I love the words of Daniel 2:22: “He knows what is in the darkness, and light dwells with him.”

      God is with you in your moments of darkness because he will never leave you. But your darkness isn’t dark to him. He understands all the things that confuse you the most. Your mysteries aren’t mysterious to him. More than that: he is in complete charge of all that is mysterious to you and me.

      Remember this: what you see as dark, God sees as light. He holds both you and your mysteries in his gracious hands. And that means you can find rest even when the darkness of mystery has entered your life.

      Can you find out the deep things of God?

      Can you find out the limit of the Almighty?

      It is higher than heaven—what can you do?

      Deeper than Sheol—what can you know?

      Its measure is longer than the earth

      and broader than the sea. (Job 11:7–9)

      Reflect: What confuses you about life right now? Ask God to give you his light about that area. And ask him for strength to trust him in the dark, while you wait for his light.

    


    
      January 5

      If you obey for a thousand years, you’re no more accepted than when you first believed; your acceptance is based on Christ’s righteousness and not yours.

      Sin is a bigger disaster than we think, and grace is more amazing than we seem able to grasp. Because if you know what the Bible says about sin, you know it’s impossible for someone to rise to God’s standard of perfection. No one can perform his or her way into acceptance with God. What an insane delusion! Yet we all tend to think that we are more righteous than we are. And when we think this, we’ve taken the first step to embracing our own delusion: maybe we’re not so bad in God’s eyes after all.

      This is why the reality check of Romans 3:20 is so important. Paul writes, “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight.” If you prayed every moment of your life, you could not pray enough prayers to earn acceptance with God. If you gave every penny of every dollar that you ever earned in every job you ever had, you could not give enough to deserve acceptance with God. If every word you ever spoke was uttered with the purest motives, you would never be able to speak your way into reconciliation with God. Sin is too big. God’s bar is too high. It is beyond the reach of every human being who has ever taken his or her first breath.

      This is why God, in love, sent his Son (Rom. 5:8). You see, there was and is no other way. There is only one portal to acceptance with God—the righteousness of Christ. His righteousness is given over to our account; sinners are welcomed into the presence of a holy God based on the perfect obedience of another.

      Christ is our hope, Christ is our rest, Christ is our peace. He perfectly fulfilled God’s requirement so that in our sin, weakness, and failure we would never again have to fear God’s anger. This is what grace does! So as the children of grace, we obey as a service of worship, not in a desperate attempt to do what is impossible—independently earn God’s favor.

      God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Rom. 5:8)

      Reflect: What’s been the biggest hardship of your week? Take a few minutes to compare this hardship with the disaster of sin. How is Christ your hope over all of it?

    


    
      January 6

      Contentment celebrates grace. The contented heart is satisfied with the giver and is therefore freed from craving the next gift.

      Sin does two very significant things to us all. First, it causes us to focus on ourselves, to make life all about us. We are too motivated by our wants, our needs, and our feelings. We tend to be more aware of what we don’t have than of the many wonderful blessings we’ve been given. And this self-focus tends to make us scorekeepers; we constantly compare our piles of stuff to the piles of others. It’s a life of discontentment and envy. Envy is always selfish.

      There is a second significant thing that sin does to us. It causes us to look horizontally for what can only ever be found vertically. So we look to creation to give us life, hope, peace, rest, contentment, identity, meaning and purpose, inner peace, and motivation to continue. The problem is that nothing in creation can give you these things. Creation was never designed to satisfy your heart.

      Creation was made to point you to the one who alone has the ability to satisfy your heart. Many people go through life asking creation to be their savior, that is, to give them what only God is able to give.

      Whom have I in heaven but you?

      And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you.

      My flesh and my heart may fail,

      but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever. (Ps. 73:25–26)

      These are the words of a man who learned the secret to contentment.

      When you are satisfied with the giver, you are free. You are free from the discouraging existence that consumes so many people. Your heart will rest only ever when it has found its rest in him.

      Here is one of the most beautiful fruits of grace—a heart that is content. It is grace and grace alone that can make this kind of peaceful living possible for each of us. Won’t you reach out today for that grace?

      But godliness with contentment is great gain, for we brought nothing into the world, and we cannot take anything out of the world. (1 Tim. 6:6–7)

      Reflect: Is your heart more given to worshiping God or demanding from God? Are you more given to the joy of gratitude or the anxiety of want?

    


    
      January 7

      Every day you need it. You and I simply can’t live without it. What is it? The indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.

      For years, I had a terrible gap in my understanding of the gospel. I can’t tell you why it was missing, but it made my Christian life pretty miserable. I knew that by grace I had been granted God’s forgiveness. I knew that I had been graced with an all-inclusive pass into eternity. In the meantime, I thought it was my job to just gut it out. It was my responsibility to identify sin, to cut it out of my life, and to give myself to living in better, more biblical ways.

      I tried this, trust me. I tried it and found it didn’t work. It seemed that I failed more times than I succeeded. I became more and more frustrated and discouraged. I can remember the moment in college when it all came to a head. It was six o’clock in the morning. I was having the devotions that I really didn’t want to have, when I finally put my head down on my desk and cried, “I can’t do what you’re asking me to do!” Then I read the next chapter in my daily Bible reading, and by God’s grace it was Romans 8.

      I read that chapter over and over, including these words: “For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (8:13). They were like fireworks going off in my head. God knew my need as a sinner was so great that he had to come and live inside me. If he didn’t, I would not be or do what I had been re-created to be or do.

      I need the presence and power of the Holy Spirit living inside me because sin kidnaps the desires of my heart, blinds my eyes, and weakens my knees. My problem is not just the guilt of sin; it’s the inability of sin as well. So God graces his children with the convicting, sight-giving, desire-producing, and strength-affording presence of the Spirit. It can’t be said any better than Paul says it at the end of his discussion of the gift of the Spirit:

      [He gives] life to your mortal bodies. (Rom. 8:11)

      Reflect: What temptations trip you up most often? How is putting “to death the deeds of the body” different than doing the same thing “by the Spirit” (cf. Rom. 8:13)?

    


    
      January 8

      God calls you to believe and then works with zeal to craft you into a person who really does live by faith.

      I don’t know how much you’ve thought about this, but faith isn’t natural for you and me.

      Doubt is natural. Fear is natural. Living based on your brain’s thoughts and your body’s senses is natural. Pushing the current catalog of personal “what-ifs” through your mind before you go to sleep is natural. Envying the life of someone else is natural. Looking horizontally for the peace that you will only ever find vertically is natural. Anxiously wishing for change in things that you have no ability to change is natural. Giving way to despondency, discouragement, depression, or despair is natural. Numbing yourself with busyness, material things, media, food, or some other substance is natural. Lowering your standards to deal with your disappointment is natural. But faith simply isn’t natural to us.

      As Paul says in Ephesians 2:8, faith really is “the gift of God.” To the average, sin-damaged human being, there is nothing more counterintuitive than faith in God. So God gives us the power to first believe. Yet he doesn’t stop there. By grace he works in the situations, locations, and relationships of our everyday lives to change us. He’s crafting us into people who hold the radical belief that he really does exist and he really does reward those who seek him (Heb. 11:6).

      Next time you face a difficult or unexpected moment, remember: your situation actually reflects a God who is near to you and doing in you a very good thing. He is rescuing you from relying on the inadequate resources of your wisdom, experience, righteousness, and strength. He is transforming you into a person who is shaped by radical God-centered faith. He is the ultimate craftsman, and we are his clay. He will not take us off his wheel until his fingers have molded us into those who really do believe.

      But when they saw him walking on the sea they thought it was a ghost, and cried out, for they all saw him and were terrified. But immediately he spoke to them and said, “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” (Mark 6:49–50)

      Reflect: What difficult situation in life might God be using to build greater reliance on him? How are you tempted to respond to this situation naturally?

    


    
      January 9

      For the believer, fear is always God-forgetful. If God is sovereign and his rule is complete, wise, righteous, and good, why would you fear?

      The words of King Hezekiah (below) ring as true today as they did in the scary moment centuries ago when they were first spoken. Judah had been invaded by the powerful king of Assyria, Sennacherib. King Hezekiah prepared and armed Judah for battle, but that is not all he did. He addressed the people with a more significant issue. He knew that in these moments God’s people were often given to fear. And he knew where that fear came from.

      Often in moments of challenge the people of God would panic because they were identity amnesiacs. They would forget who they were as the children of the all-powerful God. So at this moment, Hezekiah knew he couldn’t just be a good king and a skilled general. He must also be a wise pastor to his people.

      As they were preparing for the Assyrian onslaught, Hezekiah didn’t want the people of Judah to think that they were left on their own. He wanted them to know they had more than just their battle courage, war experience, and skill with weapons. He wanted them to realize they had been amazingly blessed with another ingredient, one that they could not and must not forget. So Hezekiah said: “Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid or dismayed before the king of Assyria and all the horde that is with him. . . . With him is an arm of flesh, but with us is the Lord our God, to help us and to fight our battles” (2 Chron. 32:7–8).

      There will be a moment when you will ask, “Where can I find courage to face what I am facing?” Hezekiah gives you your answer: “Look up and remember your God.” As God’s child, you are never left to battle on your own.

      I, I am he who comforts you;

      who are you that you are afraid of man who dies,

      of the son of man who is made like grass,

      and have forgotten the Lord, your Maker,

      who stretched out the heavens

      and laid the foundations of the earth. (Isa. 51:12–13)

      Reflect: In what situations around friends is it easy for you to become an “identity amnesiac,” forgetting who you really are? Why do you think that you forget in these kind of situations?

    


    
      January 10

      The DNA of joy is thankfulness. Have you noticed that entitled, complaining people don’t happen to be very joyful?

      I imagine that you are like me; that is, that you tend to think that a good life is a comfortable life. We get irritated, impatient, and angry at even minor difficulties. Long lines make us mad. Having to listen to an overtalkative person makes us impatient. A day when we don’t feel great causes us to grumble and complain. We complain when it’s cold, when it’s hot, when it rains, when the sun is too bright, or when it gets dark too early for our liking. We grumble if our food is too hot, too cold, too salty, or not seasoned enough; we complain if the portions are too big, if we’re still hungry, or if it’s not the kind of food we like.

      Sadly, we spend many of our days being dissatisfied with our lives because we are not getting our comfortable way.1

      I wish I always

      carried it with me.

      I wished it always

      shaped the way

      I look at life.

      I wish it directed

      my desires.

      I wish it was

      the natural inclination of

      my heart.

      I wish remembering

      your boundless grace

      would silence

      my grumbling.

      I wish

      my worship of you,

      my trust of you,

      my rest in you

      would drive away

      all complaint.

      If my heart is ever

      going to be freed of

      grumbling

      and ruled by

      gratitude,

      I need your grace:

      grace to remember,

      grace to see,

      grace that produces

      a heart of humble joy.

      Oh give thanks to the Lord, for he is good,

      for his steadfast love endures forever!

      Let the redeemed of the Lord say so,

      whom he has redeemed from trouble

      and gathered in from the lands,

      from the east and from the west,

      from the north and from the south. (Ps. 107:1–3)

      Reflect: When you’re tempted to grumble, try to answer this question: At this moment, what do I feel like I deserve? How does God’s grace affect what you deserve?

    


    
      January 11

      If you have been freed from needing success and acclaim to feel good about yourself, you know grace has visited you.

      It is an intensely human endeavor. Here’s the quest we all pursue: We all want to feel good about ourselves. We all want to think that we are okay. And this is a fearful and anxious quest from which only grace can free you.

      Here’s how it happens to all of us. We seek horizontally for the personal rest that we are supposed to find vertically. And it never works.

      Looking to others for your inner sense of well-being is pointless. First, you will never be good enough consistently enough to get the regular praise of others that you are seeking. You’re going to mess up. You’re bound to disappoint. You will have a bad day. You’ll lose your way. At some point, you’ll say or do things that you shouldn’t.

      Add to this the fact that the people around you probably don’t want the burden of being your personal messiah. They don’t want to live with the responsibility of having your identity in their hands. Looking to people for your inner self-worth never works.

      Second, the peace that success gives is unreliable as well. Since you are less than perfect, whatever success you are able to achieve will soon be followed by failure of some kind. Then there is the fact that the buzz of success is short-lived. It isn’t long before you’re searching for the next success to keep you going.

      That’s why the reality that Jesus has become your righteousness is so precious. His grace has forever freed us from needing to prove our righteousness and our worth. So we remind ourselves every day not to search horizontally for what we’ve already been given vertically. Our righteousness is found in Christ alone.

      And the effect of righteousness will be peace,

      and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust forever. (Isa. 32:17)

      Reflect: What makes you feel good about yourself? What makes you feel bad?

    


    
      January 12

      God calls you to persevere by faith, and then, with powerful grace, he protects and keeps you.

      In Romans 15:5, Paul calls our Lord “the God of endurance.” This title really gets at the center of where hope is to be found. Let me state it plainly: your hope is not to be found in your willingness and ability to endure. Your hope lies in God’s unshakable, enduring commitment to never turn from his work of grace. Your hope is that you have been welcomed into communion with one who will endure no matter what.

      Why is this so important to understand? Because your endurance will be spotty at best. There will be moments when you will forget who you are and what God has done for you in his grace. There will be times when you will get discouraged and for a while quit doing the good things God calls you to do. There will be moments, big and small, when you will willingly rebel. You may be thinking, “Not me.” But think with me—when you, as a Christian, say something nasty to another person, you don’t do it because you’re ignorant that it is wrong. You talked that way because in that moment you don’t give a rip about what is wrong.

      You see, perfect endurance demands just that, perfection. And since none of us is there yet, we must look outside ourselves for hope. Your hope of enduring is not to be found in your character or strength, but in your Lord’s. Because he will ever be faithful, you can bank on the fact that he will give you what you need to be faithful too.

      When difficulty exposes the weakness of your resolve and the limits of your strength, you do not have to panic. Here’s why: Even in those moments when you don’t feel able to do so yourself, God will endure.

      But as for you, O man of God, flee these things. Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and about which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. (1 Tim. 6:11–12)

      Reflect: How has God shown his enduring patience with you this past week? This past year?
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      Yes, it is true—God will remain faithful even when you’re not because his faithfulness rests on who he is, not on what you’re doing.

      “If we are faithless, he remains faithful—for he cannot deny himself” (2 Tim. 2:13). This verse pictures a radically different way of living, one that’s not natural to most of us. Most human beings buy into a view of life that says you are the master of your fate. In this view, you’ll hear phrases like, “life is on your shoulders,” “you make or break your life,” “pay your money and take your choice,” or “you have no one to look to or blame but yourself.” You have little to rely on other than your instincts, your strength, the wisdom that you’ve collected over the years, your ability to anticipate what is around the corner, your character and maturity, and the natural gifts that you have been given. It is a scary “you against the world” way of living.

      But your welcome into God’s family turns all of this upside down. God not only forgives your sins and guarantees you a seat in eternity, but welcomes you to a radically new way of living. This new way of living is not just about submitting to God’s moral code. No, it is about God committing himself to be faithful to you forever, unleashing his wisdom, power, and grace for your eternal good.

      Think about this. You can take your life off your shoulders because God has placed it on his. This doesn’t mean that it doesn’t matter how you live. Instead, it does mean that your security is not found in your faithfulness but in his. He can be trusted even when you cannot. He will be faithful and good even when you’re not. He will do what is right and best even when you don’t. And he is faithful to forgive you when convicting grace reveals how unfaithful you have been.

      God’s grace calls you to invest in the one thing that will never come up short, and that one thing is the faithfulness of your Lord.

      God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. (1 Cor. 1:9)

      Reflect: Does God’s faithfulness to you make you want to obey him more or less? Why?

    


    
      January 14

      Don’t be discouraged today. You can leave your “what-ifs” and “if-onlys” in the hands of the one who loves you and rules all things.

      Even though you’re a person of faith who knows something about the Bible, there’s one thing you can be sure of—God will confuse you. The theology, commands, and principles of Scripture will take you only so far in your quest to figure out your life. There will be moments when you simply don’t understand what is going on. In fact, you will face moments when what God brings into your life won’t seem good. It may even seem bad, very bad.

      Now, if your faith is based on your ability to fully understand your life, then your moments of confusion will become moments of weakening faith. But you are not left with only two options—understand everything and rest in peace or understand little and be tormented by anxiety. There is a third way.

      The Bible tells you that real peace is found in resting in the wisdom of the one who holds all of your “what-ifs” and “if-onlys” in his loving hands. Isaiah captures this well with these comforting words: “You keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on you, because he trusts in you” (Isa. 26:3).

      Real, sturdy, lasting peace isn’t to be found in picking apart your life until you have understood all its components. You will never understand it all because God, for your good and his glory, keeps some of it covered in mystery. So peace is found only in trusting the one who is in careful control of all the things that tend to rob you of your peace. He is never out of control or surprised. He is never confused, and he never worries.

      You need to remind yourself again and again of his wise and loving control. This won’t immediately make your life make sense. Yet it will give you rest and peace in those moments when life doesn’t seem to make any sense.

      And do not seek what you are to eat and what you are to drink, nor be worried. For all the nations of the world seek after these things, and your Father knows that you need them. Instead, seek his kingdom, and these things will be added to you. (Luke 12:29–31)

      Reflect: What about the future triggers your anxiety? What would you love to know that God hasn’t shown you? How can you give this to God in trust?

    


    
      January 15

      Unlike human love, which is often fickle and temporary, God’s love never fails, no matter what.

      I love all of the psalms, but Psalm 136 blows me away every time I read it. I love the fact that Psalm 136 is a history psalm that, because of its repeated refrain, gets turned into a love poem. I love that it affirms again and again what we desperately need to hear again and again—not once or twice, but twenty-six times! Now, I think that we should pay careful attention to those places where God chooses to repeat himself, and even more so when he repeats himself so many times!

      Why does God repeat, over and over through the pen of the psalmist, “For his steadfast love endures forever” (Psalm 136)? There are two answers to this question.

      First, there is no reality more radical and foundational to a biblical worldview and a personal sense of identity than this. What is the biblical story? It’s the story of a God of love invading the world in the person of his Son of love. Why? To establish his kingdom of love by a radical sacrifice of love, to forgive us in love and draw us into his family of love, and to send us out as ambassadors of the very same love. Without this redeeming love, the Bible is a book of interesting stories and helpful principles, but it is devoid of any power to fix what sin has broken.

      The second reason God repeats this refrain is that, in our lives, we don’t experience this kind of love. All the human love we’ve experienced has been flawed in some way. But not God’s. His love is perfect and perfectly steadfast forever. It is the single most stunning reality in the life of a believer. God has placed his love on us and he will never again remove it. There’s a reason to continue, no matter how hard life seems and how weak you feel.

      Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good,

      for his steadfast love endures forever.

      Give thanks to the God of gods,

      for his steadfast love endures forever.

      Give thanks to the Lord of lords,

      for his steadfast love endures forever. (Ps. 136:1–3)

      Reflect: Which best describes the default setting of your heart? (a) God loves me; (b) God likes me; (c) I’m not sure God loves or likes me. Which of these is actually true?

    


    
      January 16

      There’s not a day without sin rearing its ugly head and not a day in which God’s abundant mercies are not new.

      They really are the two foundation stones of a God-honoring life: (1) you still have sin living inside you, and (2) God is abundant in mercy. Because I am a sinner, I need mercy, and because God is merciful, I can face the reality of my sin.

      The words in Nehemiah 9 describe us all: “They . . . did not obey your commandments, but sinned against your rules” (9:29). Maybe it’s a thoughtless word, a selfish act, a proud thought, a moment of envy, a flash of lust, a willing act of disobedience, a minor moment of thievery, or giving into an addiction. None of us is sin free yet. It is humbling to admit—and important. Because only when you admit how deep and comprehensive your problem is, can you get excited about the rescue that only God’s mercy can supply.

      We aren’t just left in our sins. Nehemiah 9 continues, “Nevertheless, in your great mercies you did not make an end of them or forsake them, for you are a gracious and merciful God” (9:31). You can be courageous in admitting your sin precisely because God is abundant in his mercy.

      He comes to you in mercy, not because you are good, but because you are a sinner. He knows that you are a bigger danger to you than anything else in your life. And that it’s impossible for you to run from you. Therefore, there is only one hope for you. It is that someone with power, wisdom, and mercy will invade your life, forgive your sins, and progressively deliver you from the hold that sin has had on you. That mercy comes to you in a person, the Lord Jesus Christ, and his mercy is always fresh, uniquely fashioned for the sin struggles of this new day.

      But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. (Eph. 2:4–7)

      Reflect: During a typical day, which of the two foundation stones (above) are you most easily tempted to neglect?

    


    
      January 17

      To think today, when your life doesn’t work as planned, that it’s out of control is to forget that Jesus reigns for your sake and his glory.

      What are you facing today that you wouldn’t be facing if you were in control? What do you really wish you could avoid? Where have your plans dripped like sand through your fingers? Where would you like to take back choices and redo decisions? Where do you tend to look over the fence and wish you had someone else’s life? Where do you feel troubled, inadequate, weak, defeated, overwhelmed, alienated, or alone? Where do thoughts of the past tend to flood you with regret, or visions of the future make you a bit afraid? What causes you to wish life was easier or at least a bit more predictable? Where does it feel to you as if you’re on an amusement park ride that you never intended to be on?

      Life in this fallen world is often very hard. This world and everything in it are not functioning the way God intended. In those moments, it is tempting to conclude that you don’t have much power and that life is all about surviving the chaos.

      But this is not where God’s word leaves us. Yes, it does confront us with our smallness, weakness, and lack of control, but it doesn’t leave us there. The Bible declares something to us that is the opposite of the way we tend to think. It tells us that the chaotic difficulties that we face every day are not the result of the world being out of control, but the result of one who reigns in complete control.

      So no matter how it looks to you at street level, your world is not out of control. No, it is under careful rule. As radical as that thought is, it’s not radical enough because it does not do justice to all that Paul says in the verse below. Paul wants you to know something else. That rule has you in view! Right now, Jesus rules over all things for the sake of his children. This is where peace is to be found.

      And he [God] put all things under his [Christ’s] feet and gave him as head over all things to the church. (Eph. 1:22)

      Reflect: When juggling all the activities in your life is crazy and chaotic, what untruths do you tend to tell yourself? Why?
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      If you’re God’s child, you will never again have just you to depend on. No, you’ve been blessed, right here, right now, with grace.

      It’s a bigger problem than most of us think. It’s something I have encountered again and again—in the lives of singles and the married, the old and the young, men and women, and leaders and followers. It’s subtle, but has the power to leave you feeling frustrated and unable or overwhelmed and discouraged. It has the power to put your Bible on the lower shelves of your life. It changes the way you think about yourself and the way you make decisions.

      What’s the problem that I’m fretting about? It’s the fact that so many of us have a huge dark hole in the middle of our gospel.

      Sure, we have a pretty good understanding of the gospel past: the forgiveness we’ve received through the sacrifice of Jesus. We also have a fairly clear understanding of salvation future: the eternity that we will spend with Jesus. Yet have we really understood the benefits of the work of Christ in the here and now?

      The Bible powerfully declares that Jesus didn’t just die for your past or your future, but for all the things that you face right here, right now. Listen to the present tense, the now-ism of the gospel in Galatians 2:20:

      I have been crucified with Christ [a statement of historical redemptive fact]. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me [a statement of present redemptive reality]. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me [living in light of the gospel right here, right now].

      What does the gospel say you have been given right here, right now, so that you can be what you’ve been called to be and do what you’ve been called to do? The answer is Christ! He is in you. He is with you. He is for you. In him, you really do have everything you need. You simply have not been left to yourself.

      For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” (Rom. 8:15)

      Reflect: Where even in your family relationships do you feel that you’re on your own? How does the gospel correct that feeling?

    


    
      January 19

      If you look into the mirror of God’s word and see someone in need of grace, why would you be impatient with others who share that need?

      It is so easy to forget the amazing grace that’s been freely showered upon us. I wish I could say that this is not my problem, but it is. And when you forget the grace that you’ve been given, it’s easy to respond to the people around you with non-grace.

      When you try to be gracious—because it’s your duty, it isn’t pretty. Pretend with me that I plop down on the couch next to my dear wife, Luella, and say these words: “You know, Luella, I have come to the realization that it’s my duty to be gracious to you. So I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to give you grace, not because I really want to, but because I guess it’s what I have to do.” Do you think that Luella would be encouraged by that statement for a moment? I think not.

      A joyful life of grace toward others grows best in the soil of gratitude. When I take time to remember that that grace has been lavished on me at the cost of the life of another, then I am joyfully motivated to give that grace to others.

      For the believer, impatient, and irritated responses are always connected to forgetting who we are and what we have been given in Jesus. No one gives grace better than a person who’s deeply convinced of his own need of it. And no one gives grace more graciously than someone who is aware of the grace he has been, and is being, given.

      Because we forget so quickly, we all need to be given grace right at the very moment when we are called to be a tool of grace in the life of another. First John 4:19 really is true: “We love because he first loved us.” Now, that’s worth remembering.

      So that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. (Eph. 3:17–19)

      Reflect: When are you most impatient and grumpy? What helps you become most aware of the grace that God has given you in Christ?
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      Where is hope to be found? In five life-altering words: “I am with you always.”

      You and I are on a constant quest for hope. We all want a reason to get up in the morning. Here are some things you have to know about hope:

      
        	
God hardwired human beings for hope. We don’t live by instinct; we all find our identity, meaning, purpose, and inner sense of well-being in something.

        	
What you place your hope in will set the direction of your life. Whether it’s hope in a person, a dream, or whatever, your life will be shaped by what you place your hope in.

        	
Hope always includes an expectation and an object. I am hoping for something and hoping that someone or something will deliver it.

        	
Hope, to be hope, has to fix what is broken. Hope that does not address your needs isn’t very hopeful. You place your hope in your mechanic only if he has the ability to fix what’s broken in your car.

        	
You always preach to yourself a gospel of some kind of hope. You’re always reaching for hope and preaching to yourself the validity of what you reach for.

      

      In life, you have something profoundly deeper to hold on to than the hope that people will be nice to you, that your job will work out, that you will make good choices when tempted, that you’ll be smart enough to make good decisions, that you’ll be able to avoid poverty or sickness, or that you’ll have a good place to live and enough to eat.

      So here is the radical truth of the gospel. Hope is not a situation. Hope is not a location. Hope is not a possession. Hope is not an experience. Hope is more than an insight or a principle. Hope is a person, and his name is Jesus! He comes to you and makes a commitment of hope: “And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20). If nothing you envisioned ever works out and all the bad things that you’ve dreaded come your way, you still have hope because he is with you in power and grace.

      Then Haggai, the messenger of the Lord, spoke to the people with the Lord’s message, “I am with you, declares the Lord.” (Hag. 1:13)

      Reflect: Do you struggle with being discouraged or cynical? How does Jesus’s being with you provide hope? If he weren’t with you, how would that take away hope?

    


    
      January 21

      When we ask the present to give us what only eternity can give, we end up driven, frustrated, discouraged, and ultimately hopeless.

      We all have a functional contradiction between what we believe and how we live. This division—between belief system and daily life—causes us so much confusion, frustration, and discouragement. It leads us to expect far too much from the people and situations around us. It even results in some of us beginning to doubt the goodness of God. More specifically, here’s the problem. We declare that we believe in forever, yet we live as if this is all there is. Trying to hold these together cannot work. Here’s why.

      First, you cannot make any sense out of the Christian life without eternity (see 1 Corinthians 15). If the one you’ve given your life to doesn’t ultimately fix all that sin has broken, so that you can live with him forever without its effects, what is your faith worth? Second, you and I have been hardwired for eternity. God has placed eternity in every person’s heart (Eccles. 3:11). That means everyone hungers for paradise. No one is satisfied with things the way they are.

      So although you’re sad that things are as broken as they are, you can work to be an agent of change in God’s gracious and powerful hands. But you’re not anxious or driven. You know that this world is not stuck and that it hasn’t been abandoned by God. You can’t see it every day, but you know that God is working his eternal plan. In the middle of your sadness there is celebration because you’ve read the final chapter and you know how God’s grand story is going to end. So you get up every morning and give yourself to doing the things that God says are good because you know that if grace has put eternity in your future, there’s nothing that you could ever do in God’s name that is in vain.

      Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain. (1 Cor. 15:58)

      Reflect: Identify two areas where you’re dissatisfied. How might God use those to point your heart to eternity?

    


    
      January 22

      You and I don’t need to be rescued only from the idols around us. No, we need to be rescued from our idolatrous hearts.

      I was in northern India, in one of the high, holy cities of Hinduism. It was my first time ministering there, so I was on a four-day introduction tour of Hinduism. We had entered a temple that held the most horrific idol I had ever seen. I had no idea that things like this existed. It was a huge, sexually offensive statue. The Hindu pilgrims around me seemed joyous, grateful that they were there. Many of them laid down flat on their stomachs before it. They kissed its base. It was one of the darkest spiritual scenes I had ever seen. The scene was so spiritually oppressive that all I wanted to do was get out of the building.

      I found myself trying to get through the busy streets to our vehicle, and as I did I kept saying to myself, “I thank God I’m not like these people. I thank God I’m not like these people.” Then it hit me—I am! No, my idols aren’t the dark idols of formal religion; they’re the subtle idols of my everyday world. They’re things that claim the place in my heart that only God should have. And they are just as vomitous to my Lord as that idol was to me. At that moment, I confessed to the worship war that takes place in my heart every day. I cried out for the rescue that only the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ could provide. And I longed for the day when that war would finally be over.

      Worship is not something we do only in formal religious settings once a week. God designed us to be worshipers. We are always giving our hearts to something. That’s why John counsels us in 1 John 5:21 to keep ourselves from idols. There is no greater argument for our need for grace than the ease with which our hearts fall under the rule of things other than God. And that grace is yours for the taking.

      And I said to them, “Cast away the detestable things your eyes feast on, every one of you, and do not defile yourselves with the idols of Egypt; I am the Lord your God.” (Ezek. 20:7)

      Reflect: Won’t you live in God’s rescuing grace today? How will you resist and run from the idols that challenge God’s place in your heart?

    


    
      January 23

      Hope is not a thing, not a location, not a situation, not an experience. Hope is a person, and his name is Jesus.

      If you pay attention and listen carefully to what you and the people around you are saying, you will realize that we are hope obsessed. Day after day, the things we do are fueled by hope. Little third-grader Sally says to her mom as she gets ready for school, “I sure hope the girls at school like me.” Teenager Tim says to his buddy, “I got a new job after school; I hope it’s decent.” From hoping that a certain meal will be good to hoping that we will have the moral strength to do the things we should do, our lives are fueled and directed by hope.

      What we’re all searching for is hope that won’t disappoint us, that won’t leave us hopeless in the end. What are you asking of something when you place your hope in it? You’re asking it to give you peace of heart. You’re asking it to give your life meaning. You’re asking it to give you purpose and direction. You’re asking it to help you get through difficulty and disappointment. You’re asking it to free you from envy or anxiety. You’re asking it to give you joy in the morning and rest at night. Now, that’s a lot to ask of anything. That fact confronts you with this reality—if your hope disappoints you, it’s because it’s the wrong hope.

      Romans 5:1–5 talks about a hope that won’t disappoint you even in times of suffering. Maybe you’re thinking, “Where can I find that hope?” Whether you have realized it or not, what you’ve really been searching for is life, real heart-changing, heart-satisfying life. People can love and respect you, but they can’t give you life. Situations can make your life easier, but they can’t give you life. Locations can bring some changes to your life, but they can’t give you life. Achievements can be temporarily satisfying, but they can’t give you life. True lasting hope is never found horizontally. It’s only ever found vertically, at the feet of Jesus. He’s the Messiah, the one who is hope. Place your hopeful heart in his hands today.

      Waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ. (Titus 2:13)

      Reflect: Think about your past week. What has given you hope to continue on?
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      Your little kingdom cannot compete with the glory of the kingdom of God, which is yours by grace and grace alone.

      One of the sweetest, most encouraging things that Jesus said to his followers is recorded in Luke 12:32: “Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” You and I are always in pursuit of and in service to some kind of kingdom. We are either living in allegiance to the King of kings, celebrating our welcome into his kingdom of glory and grace, or we are anointing ourselves as kings and working to set up our own little kingdoms.

      Here is what is important for us to understand. God didn’t give us his grace in order to make our little claustrophobic kingdoms work. Instead, he invited us to a much, much better kingdom. We think we know what is best for us, but we don’t. We set our hearts on things that we think will make us happy, but they won’t. We think we are able to rule our own lives, but we aren’t. Every human being is in need of a king. All human beings need the rescue, forgiveness, justice, mercy, refuge, and protection that they are unable to give themselves.

      The beauty of the work of Christ is more than his life, death, and resurrection we are offered forgiveness forever. We’re also welcomed into the kingdom of the universe’s most powerful and only perfect king. He blesses us with what no human kingdom can ever give. He showers us with forgiveness, reconciliation, peace, and hope. He rules over all the moments that seem to us to be out of control. He sets up his kingdom in our hearts, rescuing us from all the other things that would rule us. And he patiently teaches us that we weren’t created to live as kings, anxiously working to set up our own little kingdoms. He teaches us what it means to rest in his kingship and to live for his glory. And he encourages us with the truth that his kingdom will never, ever end.

      But the saints of the Most High shall receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever, forever and ever. (Dan. 7:18)

      Reflect: Are you loading kingly burdens onto your shoulders today, trying to build what you cannot and forgetting what God has already built for you? Or are you resting in this peace: that it’s the Lord’s good pleasure to give you his kingdom?
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      Theology without love is simply very bad theology.

      It was one of those amazing moments teachers are given—moments that you can’t plan for. I was teaching a course about pastoral care and counseling. My class was filled with prospective pastors who thought that if they preached theologically correct sermons, no one who heard them would need counseling. Since I knew that many students in my class weren’t really hungry for what I had to offer, I began each semester by telling stories of the messes that some people had made of their lives and how they had looked to me to help them through difficulty and disaster. I would tell these stories until someone in the class would say, “Okay, we get it, we really will need what this class has to offer.”

      In the middle of one of these stories, a student raised his hand and said, “All right, Professor Tripp, we know we’re going to have these projects in our churches; tell us what to do with them so we can get back to the work of ministry.” I was both stunned by what he said and thankful for what it allowed me to say. Here was a man heading for ministry who clearly loved ideas more than he loved people! My poor student was far from what the Bible expected: “[Speak] the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15).

      I cannot forsake truth for relationships, and I cannot forsake relationships for truth. They need to be held together. Why? Because the goal is that we progressively become like the one who is the ultimate definition of love. In his grace, God provides everything we need to be both a loving community and theologically pure, at the same time. To forsake either is not only a failure to love; it’s bad theology as well. It is in a community of humble love that we are best positioned to understand all that God has said to us in his word.

      Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. (Eph. 4:15–16)

      Reflect: Think about your friendships. What happens if you love without truth? Or speak truth without love?

    


    
      January 26

      Mercy for others will reveal your ongoing need for mercy, driving you to the end of yourself and into the arms of your merciful Savior.

      It’s natural to make sure all your needs are met. It’s natural to carry around with you a long catalog of things you want for yourself. It’s natural to be more in tune with your feelings than with the feelings of others. It’s natural to want mercy for yourself but justice for others. It’s natural to be very aware of the sin of others yet blind to your own. Yet if we are ever going to be people of mercy, we need bountiful mercy ourselves!

      It’s impossible for me to think about God’s call for us to be his instruments of mercy and not reflect on Jesus’s powerful parable in Matthew 18:21–35. Please stop and read it right now. Christ had two reasons for telling this story. The first was to reveal the heart behind Peter’s question: “All right, Lord, how many times do I have to forgive?” This question evidenced a heart that lacked mercy.

      Christ’s second reason for telling this story was to reveal our hearts. You see, like the unjust servant in Jesus’s parable, we celebrate God’s mercy but forsake a friendship because someone has been momentarily disloyal. We are thankful that we’ve been forgiven but when a person suffers the result of his decisions, we say he’s getting what he deserves. We’re simply not that good at mercy because we tend to see ourselves as more deserving than the poor and needy.

      But when God’s call of mercy collides with your lack of mercy, you begin to see yourself with accuracy. You begin to confess that you don’t have inside you what God requires. You begin to admit to yourself and others that you cannot live up to God’s standard. And you begin to cry out for the very thing that you have refused to give to others. Then as you meditate on the grandeur of the mercy you’ve received but don’t deserve, you begin to want to help others experience that same mercy. You see, we daily need God’s work of mercy in order to do his work of mercy.

      The Lord is merciful and gracious,

      slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. (Ps. 103:8)

      Reflect: When was the last time you admitted to yourself or another that you didn’t live up to God’s standard? When was the last time you knew you needed mercy?

    


    
      January 27

      God’s call to obey is itself a grace. In this call, he is actively rescuing you from you.

      We’re all slaves; the question is, to whom or to what? Everyone is willing to make sacrifices; the question is, to whom or for what? We all follow sets of rules; the question is, whose and for what? We all give our hearts to something; the question is, to whom or to what? We were never hardwired to be free, if by “freedom” we mean an independent, self-sufficient life. We were created by God to be connected to something vastly bigger than ourselves, bigger than our personal desires and goals. We were carefully built by God to have every aspect of our personhood connected to him and his plans for us. When we reject him, we’re not free and on our own. We always replace him with something or someone.

      So God in his grace doesn’t set you free because he knows you wouldn’t be free. You and I would quickly enslave ourselves once again. And the sad reality is that it doesn’t take much to enslave us again to a person or a thing that begins to function as our replacement messiah.

      So what does grace offer you? The answer is the world’s most wonderful, heart-satisfying, life-changing, and hope-producing slavery. The one who is the final definition of love, wisdom, mercy, and power makes us his slaves. He is freeing us from our slavery to what is not true and cannot deliver. He is rescuing us from serving what will never give us life. He is protecting us from seeking hope where hope will never be found.

      He really does know how short-lived our resolve tends to be. He really understands our wandering eyes and our oft-disloyal hearts. That’s why he commands our allegiance: so that we will not serve other masters. God’s call to obey doesn’t end your life; it is meant to protect the life that only he can give you.

      Likewise, my brothers, you also have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead, in order that we may bear fruit for God. (Rom. 7:4)

      Reflect: What comes to your mind when you read or hear God’s call to obey? What are some reasons why you might not think of it as a tool of his rescuing grace?

    


    
      January 28

      Prayer calls me to abandon the present as my only lens on life and commit to look at life from the perspective of reality.

      What is the most needed, yet the most dangerous, prayer you could ever pray? It is the one prayer that takes you beyond the small-picture hopes and dreams that kidnap so much of your prayers. Sure, it’s all right to pray about your job, family, finances, friends, school, church, health, government, and the weather, but these are not enough. These kinds of prayers follow the “right now-me” model of prayer. Yes, God cares about your present life. But he calls you to view yourself and your life from a perspective that goes far beyond this moment.

      The one prayer Christ calls us all to pray requires us to let go of our momentary agendas and take up his eternal one. It requires us to surrender our distorted sense of need to his perfect sense of what is best. Instead of the “right now-me” model of prayer, it’s the “forever-you” model of prayer. It is captured by a few dangerous words.

      Why “dangerous”? Because the words of this prayer have the power to turn your life upside down, to make you a very different you than you have been. Here is what we have been called to pray: “Your kingdom come, your will be done, right here, right now in my life as it is in heaven” (see Matt. 6:10). It is only in the context of the surrender of these words that Jesus welcomes you to pray about your right-here, right-now needs.

      Here is grace. I don’t have to carry the burdens of a king because I have been gifted with a King. In his kingdom, I am blessed with every good thing I will ever need. So pray that prayer because it’s dangerous grace is really what you (and I) need. Don’t hesitate. Do it now. Why live for what will pass away? Why give your searching heart to what can never satisfy? Why tell yourself that you know what you need, when the one who created you knows better and has promised to deliver?

      And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed, saying, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” (Luke 22:41–42)

      Reflect: What’s been discouraging you right now? How do “right now-me” prayers paint “small-picture hopes and dreams”?

    


    
      January 29

      Today your heart will search for satisfaction. Will you look for it in the creation or in relationship with the Creator?

      It was obvious what was happening but not to him. What he was trying to do would never work. I was his gardener, and I was at the base of his property, near the entrance, when he drove in with yet another new car. I had seen him do this same thing again and again. In fact, he was quickly running out of room. As he hopped out of his expensive new toy, he asked me what I thought. I said, “I don’t think it’s working.” He said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, it’s a brand-new car.” I said, “I think what you’re trying to do will never work.” He said, “I have no idea what you’re trying to say to me.” I asked, “How many cars is it going to take before you realize that an automobile has no capacity whatsoever to satisfy your heart?” Disappointed, he said, “Boy, you’re raining on my parade.” I was, and it was a big gospel moment.

      The sight-sound-smell-touch-taste created world is amazing and beautiful. There seems to be an endless display of glories for us to discover around each corner. The song of a bird, the smell of a grilling steak, the grandeur of a mountain, the power of the wind, the grace of a deer, the lapping waves of the sea, the beauty of the sunset, and the tenderness of a kiss are all amazing in their own way. But there’s one thing you must always remember. Creation does not have the ability to satisfy your heart. Earth simply will never be your savior. When you ask the created thing to do what it was not designed to do, you get short-term fulfillment, so you have to go back again and again. And that can leave you fat, addicted, and in debt.

      All the glories of the created world together are meant to point you to the God of glory. He made each one of them, and he alone is able to give you life.

      But the Lord is the true God;

      he is the living God and the everlasting King.

      At his wrath the earth quakes,

      and the nations cannot endure his indignation. (Jer. 10:10)

      Reflect: Today, will you give your life to the Creator, whose grace alone can satisfy and transform your heart? Or will you give it to the creation, which was designed to do neither?

    


    
      January 30

      Face it, your most brilliant act of righteousness wouldn’t measure up to God’s standard; that’s why you’ve been given the grace of Jesus.

      The more you understand the magnitude of God’s grace, the more accurate will be your view of the depth of your sin. And the more you understand the depth of your unrighteousness, the more you will appreciate the magnitude of God’s gift of grace. So let’s talk about the essentiality of God’s grace and the significance of sin.

      Sin isn’t primarily about acts of rebellion. Sin is, first of all, a condition of the heart that results in acts of rebellion. You and I commit sins because we are sinners. Because we’re sinners, each of us is unable to live up to God’s standard. Sin leaves us without the desire, will, or ability to do perfectly what God declares is right. Whether it’s a situation in which we try and fail or a moment when we rebel and don’t care, the playing field is level. We all fall short of God’s standard (see Romans 3). It is a devastating analysis that shows us all to be in a dire and unalterable spiritual condition. We are all unable, we are all guilty, and there is not a thing we can do to help ourselves. None of us is good in God’s eyes. None of us can satisfy his requirement. It is an inescapable, humbling, and sad reality.

      But God didn’t leave us in this sorry, helpless, and hopeless state. He sent his Son to do what we could not do, to die as we should have died, and to rise again, defeating sin and death. He did all this so that we could rest in a righteousness that is not our own, but a righteousness that fully satisfies God’s requirement. So we can stand before a perfectly holy God, broken, weak, and failing, and be completely unafraid. That’s because we stand before him in the righteousness of Jesus Christ. You no longer have to hope and pray that someday you will measure up because Jesus has measured up on your behalf. How could you hear better news than that?

      But the Scripture imprisoned everything under sin, so that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. (Gal. 3:22)

      Reflect: When you engage in self-talk, do you tend to think that you’re good enough or that you’re never good enough? How is the righteousness from Jesus the answer to both?

    


    
      January 31

      If you’re God’s child, it’s no more you against the world than it was David, by himself, against the great warrior Goliath.

      I love the story of the Israelite army as they faced the Philistine army (1 Samuel 17). On the first day of the face-off, that giant warrior, Goliath, called for Israel to send out its best man to do battle with him. Remember, these Israelite soldiers were the army of the Most High God. He had promised that he would deliver these enemies into their hands. Yet how did the soldiers respond? They were immediately filled with fear and withdrew to their tents. This was their response for forty days.

      Why didn’t these soldiers stand up to Goliath’s challenge and fight for the Lord? The answer is clear and unavoidable—they were an army of identity amnesiacs. Because they had forgotten who they were, they were filled with fear and drew a false spiritual conclusion. They compared their puny selves to this massive warrior and concluded there was no path to victory.

      Then David showed up, and he wondered why this Philistine was permitted to taunt God’s army. He shockingly said that he would answer this man’s challenge. Was he arrogant or delusional? No, he knew who he was. He understood what it means to be a child of the living God. David drew the right spiritual conclusion. It was not little him against this huge warrior. No, it was this puny Philistine warrior against almighty God. David walked into that valley because he had his identity clear, and he won a victory because he knew what he had been given.

      Today, will you deal with life based on what you think you bring to the table? Or will you approach life based on who you now are as a child of the King of kings—the Savior who is always with you in power and grace? Will you live in timidity and fear? Or will you move toward those difficulties, resting not in your own ability but in the presence, power, and grace of your Father, who rules all? In those challenging moments may God give you grace to remember your identity as his child.

      There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love. (1 John 4:18)

      Reflect: Your friends will make you feel various ways about yourself today. What true, God-designed identity will you believe about yourself today?

    


    
      February 1

      Sure, you’ll face difficulty. God is prying open your fingers so you’ll let go of your dreams, rest in his comforts, and take up his call.

      Think about the words penned by Peter near the beginning of his New Testament letter: “Now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:6–7).

      Of all of the words that he could use to describe what God is doing now, he selects these three: grieved, trials, and tested. These are three words that most of us hope would never describe our lives. None of us gets up in the morning and prays, “Lord, if you love me, you will send more suffering my way today.” Rather, when we are living in the middle of difficulty, we are tempted to view it as a sign of God’s unfaithfulness or inattention.

      Peter, however, doesn’t see moments of difficulty this way. No, for him they are an important part of God’s plan. Rather than being signs of his inattention, they are sure signs of his redemptive love. In grace, God leads you where you didn’t plan to go in order to produce in you what you couldn’t achieve on your own. In these moments, he works to alter the values of your heart so that you let go of your own little kingdom and give yourself to his kingdom of glory and grace.

      God is working right now, but not so much to give us predictable, comfortable, and pleasurable lives. He isn’t so much working to transform our circumstances as he is working through hard circumstances to transform you and me. In those moments, we are being blessed—not with grace like a soft pillow, but with the heart-transforming grace of difficulty. That’s because the God who loves us knows that this is exactly the grace we need.

      Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2–4)

      Reflect: What has caused you repeated frustration recently? Do you think that going through trials means God is not giving you his grace? Why?

    


    
      February 2

      Today you are not alone against temptation because the one who is your Savior is also your fortress, your hiding place, and your defense.

      The Bible calls you, as a believer, to live with three realities in view. The first is the reality that you live in a world that has been dramatically broken by sin and doesn’t function the way God intended (Rom. 8:22–24). Because the world you live in isn’t operating as per God’s original design, it presents you with temptations everywhere you live. Every day these temptations play to the sin and weakness that still live inside you. You and I must live temptation-aware; to fail to do so is to fail to recognize the fallenness of the world we live in every day.

      The second reality is that even though we are God’s children, we lack the power on our own to fight the spiritual battles of temptation. So as we face our vulnerability and weakness, we should regularly pray for purity of desire, for wisdom to recognize the enemy’s tricks, and for strength to fight the battles we can’t avoid. All of this comes out of a humble recognition that wrong doesn’t always look wrong to us. What God says is dangerous doesn’t always seem dangerous. So we need protection, not just from external temptation but also from our own blind eyes and wandering hearts.

      Finally, as God’s children, you and I can rest in the reality that in this fallen world of daily temptations, we are never, ever alone. God is with us. He provides the safety we could never provide for ourselves. He fights on our behalf even when we don’t have the sense to resist. He gives us wisdom and strength at those moments when that’s exactly what we need. You and I can face the harsh realities of life in this broken world with courage and hope because we do not face them all by ourselves. The words of Zephaniah 3:17 ring with as much hope today as they did generations ago when they were penned: “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save.”

      No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it. (1 Cor. 10:13)

      Reflect: Which of today’s three realities (above) is easiest for you to forget? Why?

    


    
      February 3

      God’s grace not only provides you with what you need, but also transforms you into what God in his wisdom created you to be.

      What is it that you need most? No, it’s not that romantic relationship or that new car that you’ve had your eyes on. No, it’s not a closer circle of friends, recovery from physical sickness, or restoration to your estranged family. It’s not freedom from addiction, fear, depression, or worry. All of these things are very important in their own ways, but they don’t represent your biggest need. There is one thing that every human being desperately needs, whether he knows it or not. This need gets to the heart of who you are and what God designed you to be and do.

      Your biggest need (and mine) is a fully restored relationship with God. We were created to live in worshipful community with him. Our lives were meant to be shaped by love for him. If you are still living in a broken relationship to him, you are missing the primary purpose for your existence. So God in grace made a way for that essential relationship to be fully restored. Through the life, death, and resurrection of his Son, we are once again given access to the Father and are restored to his family.

      But God does even more than this. Sin not only left us separated from God, it left us damaged too. The damage of sin extends to every aspect of our personhood. So God not only meets our deepest need; he commits himself to the long-term process of personal heart- and life-transformation. He is not satisfied that we have been restored to him; he now works so that we will become like him. Paul says it this way: “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:29).

      So God has welcomed you into his arms, but he’s not satisfied. He will not leave his work of redemption until every heart of every one of his children has been fully transformed by his powerful grace. Now that we are with him by grace, he works by the very same grace so that we will be like him.

      For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. (Rom. 8:29)

      Reflect: Take a moment to review your calendar and to-do list from last week. What do they say about what you think you really need?

    


    
      February 4

      Every day you preach to yourself some kind of gospel—a false “I can’t do this” gospel or the true “I have all I need in Christ” gospel.

      No one is more influential in your life than you are because no one talks to you more than you do. Most of us have learned that it’s best not to move our lips because people will think we’re crazy, but we never stop talking to ourselves. In this endless inner discussion, we’re always talking about God, life, others, and ourselves. These conversations are important because they shape what we desire, choose, say, and do. What have you been saying to you about yourself? Or about God? Or about life, meaning and purpose, right and wrong, true and false, and good and bad?

      In Psalm 42, we are invited to eavesdrop on a man’s private preaching. Yes, you read that right; like us, the psalmist was always preaching some kind of gospel to himself. You are either preaching to yourself a gospel that produces fear and timidity or one that propels you with courage and hope. You are preaching to yourself of a God who is distant, passive, and uncaring or of a God who is near, caring, and active.

      Today, when it feels as if no one understands, what gospel will you preach to yourself? As you face physical sickness, the loss of a spot in a group, or the disloyalty of a friend, what message will you bring to you? When you are tempted to give way to despondency or fear, what will you say to you? When life seems hard and unfair, what gospel will you preach to you? When your dreams elude your grasp, what will you say to you? When you face a disease that you thought you’d never face, what gospel will you preach to you?

      It really is true—no one talks to you more than you do. So God in his grace has given you his word so that you may preach to yourself what is true in those moments when the only one talking to you is you.

      Why are you cast down, O my soul,

      and why are you in turmoil within me?

      Hope in God; for I shall again praise him,

      my salvation and my God. (Ps. 42:11)

      Reflect: What have you been saying to you recently? Is the message that you are preaching to yourself rooted in God’s truth?

    


    
      February 5

      God will not rest from his redemptive work until he has once and for all presided over the funeral of sin and death.

      If someone asked you, “What is God doing right now?” what would you answer? I am afraid that many of us are confused about the present activity of Jesus. We get that we have been forgiven and we understand that we have eternity with him in our future. Yet we’re not sure what the agenda is in the here and now. Because we don’t understand what God has committed himself to in the present, we are tempted to question his wisdom, doubt his love, and quit running to him for help.

      So what is God up to right here, right now? Redemption! He is actively working out the spoils of the victory that Christ accomplished on the cross of Calvary. Listen to the encouraging words of 1 Corinthians 15:25–26: “For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death.”

      Now, you and I need to understand two things in these words that answer our question. What is God doing? First, he’s reigning! No, your world is not out of control. No, the bad guys are not going to win. No, sin will not have the final victory. This means that you can have hope even when it looks to you as if darkness is winning the day.

      What else is God doing? This passage gives a second answer. He is putting the enemies of his redemptive purpose under his feet. He will not sit down, he will not rest, he will not relent until sin and death are completely defeated and we are finally and forever delivered. Right here and right now, hope doesn’t depend on your understanding or strength. It rests in the sin- and death-defeating rule of the King of kings and Lord of lords. His reign is your present protection and your future hope.
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