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For Uncle Tom and Aunt Roe.


I have watched you wield the Sword and walk by the Spirit my entire life, and I am grateful for you both.
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A NOTE TO THE READER


This book was written primarily for believers—for men and women who love Jesus and have made a commitment to follow him. In fact, much of what is written in these pages will only carry weight in your life if you have been born again. That said, if you happen to be a seeker or a skeptic or someone who walked away from God some years ago, my hope is that these readings will inspire you to seek the Lord and discover what you’ve been missing.


CONCERNING THE SWORD


In Scripture, when “the word of God,” “the word of the Lord,” or “the word of the Lord” is used, one of several concepts may be in view: God’s direct speech (Psalm 33:6); his messages spoken by his prophets (Isaiah 1:10); his commandments (Deuteronomy 5:5); his judgments (Hebrews 4:12); his appearances in human form (Jeremiah 1:4–9); the Son of God (John 1:1–2, 14); the gospel message (Acts 8:25); and the written Word, both the Old and New Testaments (2 Timothy 4:2). For this reason, I’ve capitalized word only when using it as a synonym for Scripture or the Son.


While this book deals primarily with the Bible and its place in our lives, there are times when we will explore other aspects of the word of God. It’s important to understand and take note of the distinctions, but drawing hard lines may not always be worthwhile. That’s because each meaning is related to all the others, and every nuance brings God’s heart to bear. And that’s really what we’re after: God’s heart.


CONCERNING THE SPIRIT


Some believers (and you may be included among them) hold that the sign gifts of the Holy Spirit, including miracles, healings, tongues, and prophecy, ceased after the apostles died. However, the Bible never gives any indication the gifts poured out on the New Testament church were given only for a limited time. In fact, there are passages that appear to teach just the opposite. (See, for example, 1 Corinthians 13:8–12.) It is my conviction that we must allow Scripture to inform our experiences rather than allow our experiences to color our reading of Scripture. Therefore, this book celebrates all the gifts of the Holy Spirit.


CONCERNING THE ORDER OF READINGS


Though the title of this book, The Sword and the Spirit, might suggest that readings about the Sword would come before the readings about the Spirit each day, the opposite is true. My hope is that, each morning, you’ll read and be reminded to walk in step with the Holy Spirit throughout your day, and then each evening, as the busyness of life winds down, you’ll be refreshed by the unchanging truth of God’s Word.


I believe that the church will live up to its calling in our day when, and only when, believers across the spectrum of denominations and traditions embrace the entirety of the Word and the fullness of the Spirit. That’s the heart behind this little book. I pray it is an encouragement to you in your daily walk with Jesus.




Morning | Day One | The Spirit


FREE TO BE YOU


Now the Lord is the Spirit,


and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.


2 CORINTHIANS 3:17


These days, freedom can seem just out of reach. Most of us spend the lion’s share of our minutes and our hours doing the things we need to do rather than the things we’d like to do. Jobs and chores and loved ones demand our attention. To step away and enjoy a time of true refreshment is a luxury that often feels just too pricey. And yet, the Bible describes the normal Christian life as one of glorious freedom.


To know Jesus is to have the Holy Spirit living inside. That means he is here with us all the time, whether we’re racing to check off the next item on our to-do list or collapsing into bed at night. So where is this freedom the Spirit is supposed to bring with him? Where is the relief we were promised?


True freedom, according to the Bible, goes far beyond having lots of choices and plenty of free time. It’s more than the pursuit of happiness or having money in the bank. The sweet freedom the Holy Spirit brings to us is the freedom to come home to ourselves, to be the people God created us to be.


Back in Eden, God created the first man and woman to be part of his family. Quite literally, they were made for him—to know him, love him, and be loved by him. In that, there was total and complete freedom. That’s not to say there wasn’t work to do (see Genesis 2:15). Rather, the freedom of Eden was peace and joy and a heart filled with worship.


When we lost paradise, we lost this freedom. No one has been able to live in true freedom since. No one except Jesus. He came to show us the freedom that was once our birthright. Not only that, he came to restore it (John 8:36). On the cross, he took the punishment for our sins so we could draw near to God. Then he gave us the Holy Spirit to transform our hearts and minds so we can be people of Eden once again, people who look a lot like Jesus.


Through the Spirit at work in your life, you “are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory” (2 Corinthians 3:18). It’s happening one day at a time, little by little, so that you may know the freedom you were meant to walk in.


Father, tune my heart and mind to the promptings of your Spirit so I can experience the freedom I was made for.





Evening | Day One | The Sword


LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS


Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path.


PSALM 119:105


There’s a reason many children are afraid of the dark. Darkness is the realm of the unknown, where our sense of sight is blunted and each step carries risk. There’s no telling what may be lurking just beyond our gait.


Of course, everyone grows up. Some of us shed our fear of the dark because we imagine there’s nothing to be afraid of. Others no longer fear because they’ve come to see the darkness as a friend who promises to keep all their secrets (John 3:19). They’d rather hide from the light than walk in it.


But there’s no hiding from God. He sees everything that happens in the darkness. He views all the stumbles and the falls, the tears and the heartaches. He knows every misstep and every regret. His heart is to rescue people from the darkness, to heal them and bring them into his kingdom (Colossians 1:13). That is why he sent Jesus, who is himself the Light that shatters the night (John 1:5). It’s also why he gave us his Word.


With so many people living in darkness all around us, this world is a shadowland, even for those who know the Lord. The Bible is, for us, the brightest of flashlights to shine on our path. When we read, our eyes are opened to the truth, and the lies of the devil fall flat. When we study, we learn to see through the empty philosophies of this world so that their appeals can no longer hold us captive. And when we take hold of the Bible’s promises, our gaze is lifted up out of this dark valley toward the heavens, where our hope is kept.


Of course, a lamp must be turned on to be effective. In the same way, we must take up God’s Word daily if we are going to make our way through this dark world. Though a flashlight may grow dim from use, the light of God’s Word only grows brighter as we walk in it.


You have not been left to wander in the night. The Lord has given you a mighty torch to dispel the darkness. Are you confused? Go to his Word. Afraid? Take comfort in his precious promises. Searching for answers to life’s most important questions? Invest your time in the book that has them.


God lives in the purest, sweetest light there is, and you’ve been invited to follow him there (Psalm 89:15). Take up and read!


Lord, make your light shine through me as your Word illuminates the path you’ve set before me.




Morning | Day Two | The Spirit


NEVER ALONE AGAIN


“I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.”


JOHN 14:18


They were there when he opened the eyes of the blind, unstopped the ears of the deaf, and restored the strength of the paralyzed. They’d seen him silence storms, command demons, and raise up the dead. His parables and teachings, not easily forgotten, filled their minds and their hearts. The disciples were convinced Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah whom God had promised his people, the King who would reign in Jerusalem forever.


But then, Jesus seemed to go off script. He started talking about leaving, about returning to the Father, about preparing rooms for them in the Father’s house (vv. 1–4). It didn’t make sense. It didn’t fit with their understanding of the Scriptures or keep time with the hope beating in their chests. They didn’t want to be left alone again, not after all they’d seen and heard. They wanted more of Jesus, not less.


Jesus knew their hearts, and he knows ours. This desire for greater intimacy with him, for more eternal truth, for more kingdom goodness is nothing to be brushed aside; it’s in our DNA, given to us when God breathed life into Adam.


Though his friends didn’t understand how it could be possible, Jesus promised to be a greater presence in their lives through the gift of the Holy Spirit than he had been when he walked and talked with them during his earthly ministry. He told them, “On that day you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you” (v. 20).


The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit enjoy perfect fellowship, and through the Spirit in our lives, we can enter in. We have been invited to partake of the love they share, to be at home in their presence (vv. 21, 23), to enjoy the intimacy we were created for.


How is this connection, this abiding, maintained and enjoyed? The same way it is with any relationship: through love (15:10). God’s love, of course, is not something that can be earned. Rather, as you obey the commands of Jesus and chase after his heart, you are choosing to rest in his great love for you—to let it wash over you and cleanse you.


There is no greater joy in the universe than knowing Jesus. Because he has given you his Holy Spirit, he is closer to you than your own skin. Rest in his love.


Jesus, I want to know more of you. May my life be defined by the experience of your presence.





Evening | Day Two | The Sword


BREATH OF HEAVEN


All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.


2 TIMOTHY 3:16


When you stop to think about it, it’s incredible. Unthinkable, really. When we were trapped in a dungeon of our own making, God saw fit to bend low and pass a note through the prison bars. He used words we could understand, wrapped in human experience and the universal language of story, to show us the way to freedom.


This “note” is the Bible, the only book in the world that was breathed out by God. That means it’s the only book that holds divine authority. We are meant to take the words of Scripture with all the weight of heaven. We would be fools to brush aside what we don’t like, to simply disregard what doesn’t line up with our own way of thinking in the moment (Proverbs 1:7). And yet, sadly, that’s what many people do when they crack open their Bibles. To use our prison analogy, it’s like opening up the note we’ve been given to discover it’s a signed and sealed pardon from the governor—and then proceeding to use it as toilet paper.


Scripture shows us the way to salvation (2 Timothy 3:15), but it also shapes us into people who more perfectly reflect the image of God with our lives (Romans 12:1–2). In short, God breathed out his Word so we could breathe it in, each and every day, and by breathing in the air of heaven, we might live as heavenly men and women here on earth.


A person could spend ten lifetimes studying Scripture, and it would still not be enough time to explore all of the divine mysteries contained in God’s Word. And yet, the through line of the Bible—God’s great love for sinners—is simple enough for a small child to grasp. At times, Scripture peels back the veil between heaven and earth, revealing eternal secrets otherwise unknowable. At others, it delivers insight into the human soul, allowing us to see the depths of our great need under the curse of sin. But mostly, the Bible is God’s story, and his beautiful heart can be seen on every page.


Spend time soaking in the Scriptures, and you’ll begin to taste a bit of heaven on your tongue (Psalm 34:8). God is good, and his ways lead to love and joy and the true shalom of the kingdom—the perfect peace and wholeness that is your inheritance as a child of the King.


Father, reveal your heart to me as I read your Word so I might fall more deeply in love with you.




Morning | Day Three | The Spirit


THE DRY BONES PRAISE


“‘I will put my Spirit in you and you will live.’”


EZEKIEL 37:14


What does it take to bring a person back from the dead? It’s not enough to jumpstart the synapses in the brain so they fire and snap once again, nor is it sufficient to wake the silent heart so that it begins pumping blood through coarse and dried arteries. It isn’t simply a matter of inflating lungs and reanimating cells either. To make a dead soul alive, it needs the Spirit of God.


The prophet Ezekiel saw this process unfold before his eyes when, in a vision, God brought him out into the middle of a morbid valley filled with dry bones. The people of Israel were like those bones—beyond dead with no hope of restoration (v. 11). The citizens of the Northern Kingdom had been taken captive by the Assyrians and spread far and wide, in large measure becoming indistinguishable from their pagan neighbors. More than a century later, the people in the south were taken into Babylon. The nation was no more, Jerusalem was toppled, and the temple of God lay in rubble. Worse than that, this calamity was not simply the result of unfolding world events; it was caused by the stubborn, sinful hearts of the people (Deuteronomy 28:36; Jeremiah 16:12–13).


God commanded Ezekiel to prophesy, and the bones he saw rattled and clacked into place. Tendons and muscle and skin soon overtook them. Again, Ezekiel prophesied, and the four winds came and filled those bodies with the breath of life. The vision was a promise to Ezekiel. God would bring the dead nation of Israel back to life. The people would be numerous and mighty. And the wind that would fill his people would be the very Spirit of God (Ezekiel 37:14).


As Jesus put it, “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing” (John 6:63). We were once “dead in [our] transgressions and sins” (Ephesians 2:1), but then God came and breathed new life into us. We have been born again, made new, and transferred from the realm of darkness to the kingdom of light by the Holy Spirit (Colossians 1:13).


Never forget that you are a walking miracle, just as unlikely as a valley of brittle bones becoming an army of the living God. The same Spirit “who raised Jesus from the dead” is at work within you “to fulfill his good purpose” through you (Romans 8:11; Philippians 2:13). He is the reason your future is brighter than your past.


Gracious Lord, my life is yours. I place it in your hands to do with as you please.





Evening | Day Three | The Sword


WHAT GOD’S WORD ACCOMPLISHES


“My word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”


ISAIAH 55:11


There must be something in the mind of a toddler that filters out words like “Don’t climb on that!” “Spit that out! That’s not food!” and “It’s time to clean up!” If you have small children, then you know what it’s like to have your words fall to the ground without having accomplished their purpose. If only small children knew every word a loving parent speaks to them is for their good.


In much the same way, the words our Father speaks are for our good, but unlike the warnings and commands we give to our children, his words never fall flat. They always accomplish their purpose. It’s been this way from the beginning. When God said, “Let there be light” (Genesis 1:3), light appeared. Then he proceeded to speak all of creation into being. The effectiveness of his word is not limited to the six days of creation either. He spoke promises to Adam and Eve, Noah, the patriarchs, and the prophets, and not a single one was empty. Later, when God the Son appeared, he spoke to the wind and the waves, and they died down (Matthew 8:23–27). He commanded demons and diseases, and they fled (Luke 4:33–36; 7:1–10). He called the dead back to life, and they obeyed (John 11:43–44).


The Word of God that we hold in our hands—the Bible—is no less potent. The promises and warnings God gives us in Scripture are just as powerful and effective. God has not changed; he still calls new realities into being. He still commands the impossible.


When King Josiah heard the words of the book of the law, he tore his robes in grief and then reformed an entire nation (2 Kings 22:3–23:25). When the Ethiopian eunuch tripped over a description of the Savior in Isaiah 53, it sparked a conversation that changed the course of his life (Acts 8:26–39). And when the Bereans searched the Hebrew Scriptures, they believed Paul’s message about Jesus of Nazareth (17:10–12).
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