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      Introduction

      The author of the epistle to the Hebrews reminds us that “it is good for the heart to be strengthened by grace” (13:9). Daily Strength: A Devotional for Men is uniquely designed for men to achieve that very goal. Based on the daily devotionals originally appearing in the ESV Men’s Devotional Bible, this new book presents those devotionals in a “one a day” format for regular reading throughout the calendar year.

      This resource does more than inform the mind. Its aim is to equip and encourage men who long to experience spiritual and moral transformation in the depths of their heart. More than fifty men who serve as pastors, professors, and Christian leaders have contributed 365 daily devotional studies on biblical themes of practical importance to the lives of men today.

      Perhaps never before in the history of the church have men faced the intensity of temptation and relentless assault from the world, the flesh, and the devil that we are witnessing in our day. The essence of biblical masculinity is being undermined as we are repeatedly told that a “real man” must be wealthy, influential, autonomous, self-made, sexually liberated, and self-reliant. The result is that marriages are being destroyed, families are in crisis, and countless men are increasingly losing their sense of identity in Jesus Christ. Daily Strength speaks pointedly to men who long for lives of integrity, self-sacrifice, love, and passionate devotion to their families and, above all, to the Lord Jesus Christ.

      Our goal is to strengthen and transform the hearts of men through the power of the Spirit-inspired word of God. Daily Strength provides daily insights into Scripture that not only enlighten the mind but especially feed, nurture, and empower the hearts of men to enjoy all that God is for them in Jesus Christ. Each daily devotional study is tied to a particular biblical passage that speaks to the most pressing needs and concerns that men face today. The contributors are themselves men who understand the unique challenges we encounter in today’s world, and they have written with an eye to the application of Scripture to our most practical needs. Their insights are theologically rich, honest, vulnerable, penetrating, and always gospel-centered.

      The devotionals included in Daily Strength follow the biblical text from Genesis through Revelation. The devotionals are not arranged topically or thematically but rather are tethered closely to the text on which each is based. To get the most out of the devotional readings, we strongly recommend that you read the Bible text for each day before you read the related devotional. There is at least one devotional for each book of the Bible, connected with the passages that most clearly capture key themes of that book. If the 365 devotionals are read consecutively throughout the year, along with the passages on which they are based, beginning in Genesis and ending in Revelation, the reader will have gained by the end of the year an extensive overview of Scripture and the history of salvation.

      May the Lord’s grace strengthen and encourage you as you immerse yourself in his life-changing word.

      Sam Storms

      General Editor
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      January 1 • Genesis 2:4–25

      God’s Purpose in Marriage

      R. Kent Hughes

      It was God, not Adam, who knew that it was not good for the man to be alone; it was God who honed Adam’s awareness of his need by having him provide a name for every living creature, so that he would become aware that there was no helper among them who was fit for him. And it was God who caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam and removed one of his ribs, moist with Adam’s fluids and warm with his marrow and DNA, and literally built it into a woman. And then, it was God (like an earthly father) who presented her to Adam.

      Adam’s ecstatic response contains the first human words recorded in the Bible, and the first poetic couplet:

      This at last is bone of my bones

      and flesh of my flesh;

      she shall be called Woman,

      because she was taken out of Man. (Gen. 2:23)

      Because God had honed Adam’s naming powers, Adam restated his own name embedded in the woman’s. He saw her as a mirror of himself, with some very agreeable differences! He had found his companion and his longed-for love. He was no longer alone. Such intimacy—all of God.

      Adam’s voice subsides, and Moses immediately declares, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (v. 24). One-flesh intimacy is the marital ideal, the marital pursuit. Men, understand that we are to be the keepers of this intimacy, rooted in the very act of creation on the culmination of the sixth day.

      Such a high calling. But there is more, because, in Ephesians chapter 5, the apostle Paul concludes his teaching on marriage by referencing the declaration, “the two shall become one flesh,” and then adding, “This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church” (Eph. 5:31–32). When God created “one-flesh” intimacy it was a creational prophecy of the intimacy of Christ and the church. Therefore, all who name the name of Christ must understand that the relationship of a man and his wife is meant to be a window into the relationship of Christ and the church—a gospel window going all the way back to creation.

      The call, “Husbands love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5:25), is ultimately a call to preach the gospel.

    

  
    
      January 2 • Genesis 3

      The Urgency of Hearing and Heeding God’s Word

      R. Kent Hughes

      The fall of mankind began when the serpent/Satan asked, with feigned incredulity, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden?’” (Gen. 3:1). This “innocent” question was actually a calculated slur on God’s goodness, implying that he is ungenerous. In truth, God had told Adam, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden” (2:16). But no matter, a seed of doubt had been planted in Eve’s heart that would bear immediate fruit in her response.

      First, Eve diminished God’s word by leaving out the word “every” in her own response: “And the woman said to the serpent, ‘We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden’” (3:2a). Her inexact, shrunken rendition of God’s word discounted God’s generosity. Second, Eve added to God’s word. God had told the first couple that eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil would bring death (2:17), but Eve told Satan that merely touching the tree was forbidden (3:3). Thus, she magnified God’s harshness: an inadvertent touch, and “you’re history.” Lastly, Eve softened God’s word as she left out the word “surely” from God’s original statement, “you shall surely die” (2:17). Her omission removed the certitude of death for eating from the tree.

      With that, Satan was emboldened to declare God’s word a deception: “The serpent said to the woman, ‘You will not surely die’” (3:4). “Eve,” he seemed to say, “the threat of death is a divine scare tactic: God is repressive and he’s jealous; he’s afraid that you might ascend too high.”

      It was too much for Eve. She should have run screaming from the serpent. But instead she reached forth a lovely hand and resolutely took the fruit, believing that divinity would soon be hers. Shocking! But here’s the real shocker: Adam was with her (v. 6). And, moreover, Adam was not deceived by the snake (see 1 Tim. 2:14). Adam sinned with his eyes wide open. He had watched Eve take the fruit, and nothing happened to her. So, he sinned willfully, assuming there would be no consequences.

      Everything was upside down: Eve followed the snake, Adam followed Eve, and no one followed God.

      Men, if there ever was a call to be a man of the word, this is it. And here is what the ultimate Man says: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). Feed on it and live it—for the glory of God in your life, your family, the church, and the lost world.

    

  
    
      January 3 • Genesis 12:1–9

      The Life of Faith

      R. Kent Hughes

      The promises of blessing that God made to Abram amid pagan, moon-worshiping Ur were immense in their personal and global scope. The personal promises were staggering: “And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing” (Gen. 12:2). The parallel global promise of blessing was equally overwhelming: “I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (v. 3). The immensity of these promises was beyond imagination.

      Nevertheless, Abram believed and obeyed the word of God, and by faith led his entire family and entourage on an eight hundred–mile journey to the land of Canaan—where his sojourn in the Promised Land gives us wisdom about the life of faith.

      The life of faith calls God’s people to be pilgrims in this world, as the writer of Hebrews says of Abram, “By faith he went to live in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents. . . . For he was looking forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God” (Heb. 11:9–10). Father Abram personally understood and believed that “this world is not my home, I’m just a passing through.” What a challenge to the dominant earth-bound ideologies of our age!

      The truth is, Abram never did build a home in the Promised Land. The only land that he owned was a cave that he purchased as Sarah’s grave (Genesis 23). But he did become a builder, building not a tower, nor a city, nor a house—but altars for worship across the land. The first was in Shechem (12:6–7) and the second was in Bethel (vv. 8–9), both prominent places of pagan worship; and there he offered sacrifices to the true God.

      How beautiful: the only architecture that remained after Abram’s life was altars to the Lord, the artifacts of a worshiping heart. Faithful Abram worshiped wherever he went.

      Today, “if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise” (Gal. 3:29)—and pilgrims who are called to build altars not of stone but of the heart, wherever you are, to “present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship” (Rom. 12:1).

    

  
    
      January 4 • Genesis 15

      By Faith Alone

      R. Kent Hughes

      Considerable time had passed since Abram first obeyed God’s call to leave Ur, which had opened with the dazzling promise, “I will make of you a great nation.” But Sarai, his wife, was barren, and the shadow of barrenness had only deepened through the ups and downs of the couple’s sojourns. Thus it was on a dark, fearful night that God met Abram in a vision, and Abram poured out his fear that his servant Eliezer would, of necessity, become his heir. God’s response to Abram that dark night was a revelation: a son would come from his own body.

      As Abram reeled from the revelation, God took him outside and directed his vision upward, saying, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them. . . . So shall your offspring be” (Gen. 15:5). Alone under the silent stars with God Almighty, with the incredible promise still ringing, Abram was speechless.

      What was happening in the heart of silent Abram? Though Abram does not tell us, the Scripture does: “he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (v. 6). Abram’s soul uttered a silent “amen.” He rested everything on God’s word of promise, and God counted (or reckoned, or imputed) Abram’s faith to him as righteousness. Faith alone had brought Abram the free gift of righteousness—salvation.

      No other biblical text has exercised such an influence on our understanding of faith, or, indeed, such an influence on the New Testament in its entirety. For example, the fourth chapter of Romans is an extended exposition of Genesis 15:6; in fact, Paul quotes verse 6 three times and repeats the key word “counted” eleven times as he drives home the glorious truth that salvation has always been by faith alone.

      Faith alone is the vocabulary of rest. We are called to cease from our works and rest everything on the promise of the finished work of Christ. Here is the gospel of rest: “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8–9). Faith’s refrain is,

      Jesus, I am resting, resting

      In the joy of what Thou art.

    

  
    
      January 5 • Genesis 17:15–18:15

      Laughter!

      R. Kent Hughes

      Here is an account filled with laughter—all kinds of laughter—and ultimately the laughter of heaven.

      God Almighty had just renamed Abram Abraham (“father of a multitude”), promising him that kings would come from him. And here God changes Sarai (“princess”) to Sarah, which also means “princess,” as a doubled affirmation that royalty would come from her barren ninety-year-old womb (Gen. 17:15–17). When Abraham heard God say, “I will give you a son by her,” he fell on his face and laughed! But it wasn’t necessarily the laughter of unbelief; perhaps it was simply incredulous hilarity. After all, the Bible tells us that he never wavered concerning the promise (see Rom. 4:18–21). God directly informed Abraham (with a smile?) that his and Sarah’s son would be named Isaac, literally “laughter.”

      Abraham then received three mysterious visitors, whom he entertained with a sumptuous feast (Gen. 18:1–9). In retrospect, Abraham would understand that his guests were the Lord himself, along with two attending angels. God came to dinner! And the covenantal function of the meal with the Lord and his angels was to restate the promise of a son through Sarah, and for the old princess to hear it herself as she listened at the door of the tent and heard the Lord say, “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife shall have a son.” Sarah’s response was inward and silent: “So Sarah laughed to herself” (18:12). It was melancholy, hopeless, unbelieving laughter. Happily, her silent, hopeless humor would soon be transformed into the laughter of belief.

      The epilogue in 21:3–6 chronicles the old couple’s mirth: “Abraham called the name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him, Isaac [Laughter]. And Abraham circumcised his son [Laughter] when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. Abraham was a hundred years old when his son [Laughter] was born to him. And Sarah said, ‘God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me.’” There was laughter everywhere. The old man and his wife laughed and continued to laugh as they held tiny Laughter in their arms. Heaven smiled.

      Abraham and Sarah had indeed birthed a royal dynasty of kings through their son Isaac, from which would come the King of kings amid peals of merriment as the angels proclaimed,

      Glory to God in the highest,

      and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased. (Luke 2:14)

    

  
    
      January 6 • Genesis 22

      God Will Provide

      R. Kent Hughes

      Abraham was intentionally vague when he said to his servants, “Stay here with the donkey; I and the boy will go over there and worship and come again to you” (Gen. 22:5). “Worship” veiled his intention to offer up Isaac as a burnt offering, and “come again to you” indicated his belief in the resurrection. The writer of Hebrews tells us that Abraham believed that God was able to raise Isaac from the dead (Heb. 11:19), when as yet there was nothing in history to suggest that such a thing could happen. What bold, original, amazing faith!

      As father and son ascended the mount in silence, Isaac’s piercing question, “My father! . . . Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” (Gen. 22:7), led to Abraham’s immortal answer, “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son” (v. 8), which is the turning point in the account. God will provide states Abraham’s absolute trust in God. Abraham believed that nations and kings would come from Isaac, and he left everything in God’s good hands.

      Abraham’s often-told obedience and God’s astonishing provision came together as Abraham prepared the pyre, bound his beloved Isaac so that he might not flee in sudden fear, took the knife in his trembling hand, and tightened his grip for the sacrificial cut—only to hear God roar his name twice from the heavens with the command, “Do not lay your hand on the boy” (v. 12). In the same instant, Abraham saw the substitute provision: the account says that “Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, caught in a thicket by his horns. And Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son” (v. 13). Never was there a more joyous and eager sacrifice!

      In ecstasy, “Abraham called the name of that place, ‘the Lord will provide [Jehovah Jireh]’; as it is said to this day, ‘On the mount of the Lord it shall be provided’” (v. 14). Abraham’s declaration of faith—God will provide—as he and Isaac ascended the mountain had now become the wondrous conclusion. We see that the God who tests is the God who provides. When God tests you, he will always provide for you.

    

  
    
      January 7 • Genesis 24

      The Beauty of Divine Providence

      R. Kent Hughes

      For Abraham, Sarah’s death was a fresh awakening to his own advanced age and his responsibility to make sure that his forty-something son, Isaac, would marry well and produce heirs. So he called his most trusted servant and had him take a formal vow that he would return to Abraham’s country and his kindred to find a wife for Isaac. He assured the servant of divine guidance, saying that God “will send his angel before you, and you shall take a wife for my son there” (Gen. 24:7). Abraham believed that God’s unseen hand would do it all. He rested in God’s providential guidance.

      There would be no miracle in this account (as we usually think of miracles)—no suddenly barren rivers, no solar pauses, no healings. Rather, God would bring about the discovery of Isaac’s bride through the “normal” events of life.

      The positioning of this story here at the end of Abraham’s life serves, in effect, to tell us that this is the way God works in our everyday lives. The God of Scripture is not simply a God of miracles who occasionally injects his power into life. He is far greater, because he arranges all of life to suit and effect his providence.

      The servant’s search spanned hundreds of miles as his caravan traveled north and then east to Nahor in Mesopotamia. There in the slanting rays of dusk, when women come out to draw water, Abraham’s servant directed his camels to kneel near the town well, where he offered this extraordinary prayer: “Let the young woman to whom I shall say, ‘Please let down your jar that I may drink,’ and who shall say, ‘Drink, and I will water the camels’—let her be the one whom you have appointed for your servant Isaac” (v. 14). To be sure, the criteria were demanding! But it was not a request for a miraculous sign. He did not ask for a fleece (see Judg. 6:36–40). He did not ask for the normal effects of nature to be suspended. Nevertheless, it was a “mundane miracle”—a glimpse behind the everyday curtain of life.

      This story means that we must live in full consciousness of the miracle of divine providence, understanding that God has total hands-on control of the world—and that all of life is to be lived for him without fear and with increasing expectation.

    

  
    
      January 8 • Genesis 27

      Resting in God’s Sure Word

      R. Kent Hughes

      God’s prophetic word to the matriarch Rebekah, as her twin boys struggled in her womb, was that “the older shall serve the younger” (Gen. 25:23). And, indeed, though her firstborn, Esau, did initially inherit the birthright, he sold it to Jacob for a bowl of stew. “Thus Esau despised his birthright” (25:34). One would think that this disgraceful event would seal Jacob’s position once and for all in the family’s mind. But Genesis 27 chronicles two in-house responses to the prophetic word that indicate that neither Isaac and Esau, on the one hand, nor Rebekah and Jacob, on the other, believed that God’s sure word would stand.

      To begin with, old, visually impaired Isaac believed that he could nullify God’s word when he asked Esau to hunt game and then prepare a meal for him, during which he would then bless Esau and thus restore Esau’s birthright (vv. 1–4). He actually thought that his willful opposition to the stated word of God could thwart it.

      The patriarch’s attempt to nullify God’s word then brought about Rebekah and Jacob’s collusion and the absurd theater of deception that followed, as Jacob (lying three times) fooled Isaac into blessing him (v. 23), so that Isaac was compelled to pronounce an “anti-blessing” on Esau, thus sealing the blessing for Jacob (vv. 39–40). But there is a deeper absurdity here, namely, the matriarch and her son’s belief that their sinful theatrics were necessary to make God’s word come true and, by implication, that their lying and deception were justified.

      Everyone sinned—and suffered. Old Isaac tossed a relational torch into his families’ tents by attempting to nullify God’s sure word about Jacob’s prominence. The patriarch’s attempt to thwart God’s word then gave rise to Rebekah and Jacob’s disgraceful machinations—which ultimately resulted in Jacob’s flight from Esau to Mesopotamia, where he suffered long under the duplicities of double-dealing Laban. Rebekah never saw her beloved Jacob again. And Esau, who had despised his birthright, lost everything.

      How much better, how good life would have been, if the patriarchal family had simply believed and rested in God’s sure word. The sinful attempts to thwart it and the sinful attempts to help it would never have taken place. Men, believe and rest in this today: “Every word of God proves true” (Prov. 30:5; cf. Isa. 55:10–11).

    

  
    
      January 9 • Genesis 29:1–30

      The Pruning of a Patriarch

      R. Kent Hughes

      At nightfall, after fleeing the wrath of Esau, Jacob in exhaustion lay his head on a stone pillow and dreamed of a ladder reaching from earth to heaven, where the Lord stood as angels ascended and descended (Gen. 28:10–13)—indicating that there was commerce between heaven and earth on his behalf. It was, and is, an apt symbol of God’s providential direction of his elect children’s lives. Fittingly, Jacob named the place Bethel, the “house of God.”

      Some five hundred miles later, having arrived at his destination, Jacob encountered what he must certainly have regarded as a smiling providence when he met lovely cousin Rachel at a well (his mother, Rebekah, had also been discovered at a well; 24:10–21!). Jacob uncovered the well, watered his uncle Laban’s sheep, and then “kissed Rachel and wept aloud” (29:11). Jacob no doubt saw this as the beginning of the promised blessing. God was directing the commerce of heaven in his behalf. And this was profoundly true, but not as Jacob expected. The young patriarch-to-be (this deceiver!) needed the benefits of a frowning providence—some divine pruning. Jacob needed to experience pain and disappointment and humiliation. He needed to become compassionate. He needed to stop trusting himself and learn to rest everything in God.

      Enter the archdeceiver, Uncle Laban, and the infamous matrimonial “bait and switch” of the less appealing older sister Leah for the beautiful young Rachel—after Jacob had worked seven years for her hand! On top of this, Jacob was forced to labor seven more humiliating years to finally earn Rachel. Where was the ladder of angels now? Actually, it was in full operation, and behind the palpable frown of God was his smiling providence indeed. Jacob’s nemesis and greatest antagonist was God’s gracious instrument in shaping him. Jacob was going to change, not overnight but over time. He would become Israel, a prince of God.

      Today, the ladder of God’s providential care is administered by the ascended Son of Man, as Jesus explained to Nathanael: “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man” (John 1:51). In Christ, there is continual, graced commerce between heaven and earth for all of God’s children, especially in the difficulties of life. In the words of William Cowper,

      Judge not the Lord by feeble sense

      But trust him for his grace;

      Behind a frowning providence

      He hides a smiling face.1

    

  
    
      January 10 • Genesis 35:1–15

      When God Rehabilitates Your Name

      R. Kent Hughes

      It took thirty years of stormy, humbling existence before Jacob was ready to heed and obey God’s word to return to Bethel, where God had revealed himself when he had fled from his brother, Esau. But once there, Jacob worshiped, offering joyful sacrifices to God in fulfillment of his thirty-year-old vow (Gen. 35:7; cf. 28:21). At last, Jacob was in the place where he was supposed to be—worshiping God in whole-hearted obedience.

      Jacob’s obedience was rewarded by a theophany, as “God appeared to Jacob again . . . and blessed him” (35:9). God’s blessing confirmed Jacob’s change of name from Jacob (“deceiver”) to Israel (“strives with God”)—a name change that had originally occurred at Peniel on the other side of the Jordan (32:28). Now, at Bethel in the Promised Land, the obedient patriarch has his new name validated and rehabilitated by the audible voice of God. He is, indeed, Israel.

      God’s blessing of Jacob/Israel continues as God identifies himself to the patriarch as El Shaddai, saying, “I am God Almighty: be fruitful and multiply” (v. 11). The divine title El Shaddai was first used in Scripture to confirm God’s promise to Abraham of fruitfulness, a nation, kings, and the land (17:1–8), and here the promise to Jacob continues in concert with that to Father Abraham (35:11–12). El Shaddai identifies God as the one who fulfills every promise by means of his sovereign might.

      God Almighty’s stunning blessing evoked Jacob’s deeper consecration: “And Jacob set up a pillar in the place where he had spoken with him, a pillar of stone. He poured out a drink offering on it and poured oil on it. So Jacob called the name of the place where God had spoken to him Bethel” (vv. 14–15). The fact that the consecration went beyond the oil-anointing of some thirty years earlier (now, by pouring out a drink offering on the pillar) indicates that Jacob was investing the pillar with fresh new meaning. This was Bethel, “the house of God.” Jacob understood the place with a depth of devotion that he had not been capable of in his youth.

      Jacob’s experience of expanded understanding is common to us all. As new, inexperienced believers, we came to learn some new truth, and it did us much good. Then, years later, after the ups and downs of spiritual life, and some progress in obedience and consecration, we had cause to reflect on the same truth—but with a far deeper level of understanding and application.

    

  
    
      January 11 • Genesis 39

      The Energizing Power of God’s Presence

      R. Kent Hughes

      Joseph was so extraordinary that, even in the context of the greats of the Bible, he towers like a skyscraper. As to why this is so, the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife leaves no doubt: Moses’s narrative voice-over at both the beginning and end of the account states that Joseph was successful because the Lord was with him (stated twice at the beginning of the story [Gen. 39:2–3] and three times at the end [vv. 21–23]). So we must understand that the unseen hand in the story is God’s, who was present and working on Joseph’s behalf in his phenomenal rise, his humiliating downfall, and his quick restoration to prominence.

      But it is one thing to be outside the story and observe that God was with Joseph, and quite another to be Joseph inside the story and believe that God is with you, when all you have worked for is being ripped from you because of your integrity. And here Joseph shines because he knew that God was with him as he refused Mrs. Potiphar’s advances, declaring to her, “How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” (v. 9). The grand deterrent to the seductive pleas was Joseph’s awareness that God is present and sees all, and that a sin that no one else knows about, committed behind locked doors in a dark room, is actually committed in the presence of a holy God.

      Such a temptation! Joseph was seventeen or eighteen years old (see 37:2), and surely his hormones were raging, so that he brimmed with sexual curiosity and drive. The rationalizations were so natural and logical. No one would ever know (see 39:11). He was a slave. His life was not his own. And besides, a little strategic fornication could benefit his career. But Joseph said no!

      What a towering figure Joseph had become. Never once, whether in prosperity or adversity, had Joseph doubted God. He sensed and appropriated God’s presence in every circumstance. And never had Joseph been more of a success than now. He dwarfed the monuments of the Nile.

      How does the story of Joseph intersect our lives today? It does so beautifully and powerfully in the incarnation of Christ the Messiah, who is Immanuel, “God with us” (Matt. 1:23). Brothers, the key to our day-to-day success is to believe this with all our being, and conduct every moment of life in the dazzling reality of Christ’s presence.

    

  
    
      January 12 • Genesis 41:37–57

      From the Pit to the Palace

      R. Kent Hughes

      Think of it. Joseph went from the pit to the palace in a single day. In the morning he was an imprisoned slave, and by nightfall he was second only to Pharaoh, dressed in fine linen, a golden chain about his neck, and Pharaoh’s signet ring on his hand. And more, Joseph would become an astonishing success from day one—ultimately rescuing Egypt and the surrounding lands.

      But his sudden elevation was infused with peril. It is one thing to remain believing and God-centered and faithful in the pit; it is quite another to be faithful at the pinnacle. While in the pit, there was only one way for Joseph to look, and that was up—to God. But at the top, looking up was not so natural. The truth was that this newly minted thirty-year-old viceroy of Egypt (a handsome man with acute mental capacity) was in real danger.

      But as we look at Joseph here, and at the whole of his life, it is clear that the “Oval Office” never did get to Joseph. He knew who he was and who God was. He knew that there was no power in himself. His own God-infused rhetoric in interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams, as he repeatedly asserted variations of “God has revealed to Pharaoh,” provides glimpses of his God-focused existence. Joseph stood alone, and above every soul in the world, in his profound understanding of God. No one on earth saw God as he did, or believed in God as he did!

      Fellow believers, lay this to heart: the most important thing about you is what you believe about God, because what you believe about God will not only determine the way you live; it will determine your eternal destiny. This side of the cross, the revelation of God is immense: “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known” (John 1:18). “He [Jesus] is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power” (Heb. 1:3). Jesus is the supreme revelation of God. The revelation is massive, and if you believe it with all your heart, your eternal destiny is sealed, and you will navigate the pits and pinnacles of life knowing who God is and who you are—to the glory of God.

    

  
    
      January 13 • Genesis 45

      The Natural, Supernatural Work of God

      R. Kent Hughes

      When Joseph called his brothers to him and revealed his identity, it is apparent that he had spent years praying, thinking, and rethinking what had gone on between them, and God had given him wisdom. So, with all eleven brothers assembled, Joseph stripped away the superficial surface of human activity to reveal the hand of God, with four explicit references to God’s overriding of the brothers’ selling him into slavery: “God sent me before you to preserve life” (Gen. 45:5); “God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant” (v. 7); “So it was not you who sent me here, but God” (v. 8); and “God has made me lord of all Egypt” (v. 9).

      These lines provide a magisterial declaration of divine providence: God works his will in and through the actions of all people, be they good or bad.

      Joseph understood that every episode in his life’s story, and in that of his brothers, was under God’s direct rule—the robe of many colors; the offending dreams of his youth; the sudden appearance of a caravan bound for Egypt; his rise and fall in the house of Potiphar; Pharaoh’s imprisonment of his baker and his cupbearer; their strange dreams and Joseph’s supernatural interpretation; his summons to interpret Pharaoh’s terrifying dreams; the astonishing elevation of Joseph to power in Egypt; the drought in Egypt—all these things were brought about naturally by the supernatural work of God in everyday life.

      The providential events of Joseph’s life have been written large on the canvas of patriarchal history for our benefit. And, if we could pull back the curtain of natural life, we would see that this is the way God works in all of our lives.

      The God of Joseph is our God, and therefore everyday life brims with his providential care: “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).

      Believe it, and rest in it, because it is eternally true.

    

  
    
      January 14 • Genesis 49:1–27

      The Wine of the Coming King

      R. Kent Hughes

      When Jacob assembled his twelve sons at his deathbed and blessed them, the transcending blessing went to Judah, as Jacob pronounced upon him an astonishing oracle that established the kingly role of the tribe of Judah until the Messiah would come.

      The oracle announced the tribe’s dominance (Gen. 49:8), its lionlike might (v. 9), its messianic mission (v. 10), and the future reign of the Messiah:

      Binding his foal to the vine

      and his donkey’s colt to the choice vine,

      he has washed his garments in wine

      and his vesture in the blood of grapes.

      His eyes are darker than wine,

      and his teeth whiter than milk. (vv. 11–12)

      In that day, there will be such an abundance of grapes that the Messiah will tether his donkey to a choice grapevine with no concern as to his ride helping itself to the vintage. There will be such a surplus of wine that clothes will be washed in it. He, the Messiah, will be altogether lovely.

      What dizzying, evocative imagery! And when the Messiah came, he announced the age to come using just this imagery when he changed the water into wine at the wedding in Cana of Galilee. The apostle John tells us, “This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his disciples believed in him” (John 2:11). For a shimmering, golden moment, donkeys were hitched to grapevines, and wine was as abundant as water. In fact, water was turned into wine! Jesus’s disciples knew that the scepter-bearing Messiah would come out of the tribe of Judah. And when he changed the water into wine, his disciples knew that he was the Messiah. It was a day of intoxicating, exuberant abundance—and a taste of the eternal day.

      This side of the cross, we know that the path to that joy led through the cross. Jesus, on the eve of the crucifixion, offered a different wine to his followers—the cup of the new covenant in his blood that was shed for his people.

      So we understand that the exuberant, endless wine of the kingdom can be ours only through the shed blood of the Lion of the tribe of Judah:

      Worthy is the Lamb who was slain,

      to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might

      and honor and glory and blessing! (Rev. 5:12)

    

  
    
      January 15 • Genesis 50:15–21

      God’s Good Plans for His People

      R. Kent Hughes

      Joseph’s brothers were pathetic. They actually thought that, with Jacob dead and buried, Joseph would avenge himself for the evil they had done to him. Their groveling pleas for mercy wounded Joseph so deeply that he wept. Joseph told his brothers not to fear. He comforted them by letting them know that he had no desire to play God. And more, in addition to his having no desire to stand in the place of God, he discerned God’s good providence in their evil: “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive” (Gen. 50:20). This is the mysterious heart of the Joseph story: God works good through the sins of wicked people. Indeed this truth informs all of Genesis. God created everything “good” (1:4–31) and then—through all his dealings with his people’s sins and machinations before and after the flood—he worked out his good plan.

      The prophet Jeremiah voiced this same truth to encourage his people when they were about to go into captivity in evil Babylon: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope” (Jer. 29:11). “Welfare” here is the Hebrew word shalom. It means peace, or “wholeness”; it means God’s good plans for us. God can have no evil thoughts toward his children—no thoughts of calamity. He has never had an evil thought toward a child of his, and he never will. This doesn’t mean that his people are shielded from hardship or misery (consider Joseph’s life!). What it does mean is that God’s plans are never for evil in the believer’s life, but with an eye to their well-being and wholeness—always. The apparent evil that we suffer is for our good.

      The grand New Testament expression of this truth is, of course, Romans 8:28: “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good.” This means that everything that happens to those who love God (both the good things and the bad) works for their good.

      Now, when we add these great texts together (Gen. 50:20 + Jer. 29:11 + Rom. 8:28), when we stack them theologically, they teach that the God of the Bible is so great that he is involved concurrently and confluently in the flow of his children’s lives so as to work out his good plans for them.

      If you have never understood or believed this, taking it to heart will change your life.

    

  
    
      January 16 • Exodus 2:1–10

      The Birth of a Savior

      Philip Ryken

      Desperate times call for desperate measures. Worried by the rising tide of immigration, Pharaoh tried everything he could to stop the Israelites from flooding over Egypt, until finally he resorted to genocide.

      During these desperate times a young Jewish man dared to marry. When the couple celebrated the uniting act of their love covenant, God produced a son, whom they tried desperately to hide from their deadly enemies.

      Elsewhere we learn that the child’s mother was called Jochebed, and that she was married to Amram (Ex. 6:20). But here in chapter 2 the mother and father are left unnamed, anonymous. They were ordinary people with extraordinary confidence in God. In Hebrews 11—the Faith Hall of Fame—we read that “by faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three months by his parents, because they saw that the child was beautiful, and they were not afraid of the king’s edict” (Heb. 11:23).

      This brave couple feared God more than they feared other people. They were determined to live by faith. But then, raising the next generation is always an act of faith! By faith a husband and wife pray for a child, share sexual relations, and give birth. By faith they train their children and then send them out into the world. Children do not flourish to their full potential unless they are raised by faith, and not in fear.

      Raising this particular child was part of God’s plan for triumphing over evil and bringing salvation to his people. For when the child became a man—the man called Moses—he would set God’s people free.

      The story of baby Moses points us toward the birth of a child “worthy of more glory than Moses” (Heb. 3:3). This baby was born in Bethlehem, and he, like Moses, was a beautiful child. Indeed, he was the Son of God incarnate. Like Moses, Jesus was born under a death sentence. Another genocidal maniac—Herod the Great—tried to kill him before he could do his saving work. But God preserved his life in infancy so that he could deliver us from the Egypt of our sin by dying and rising again.

      The best way to face our own life-or-death challenges is by trusting this Savior. Trust God as much as Amram and Jochebed did when they put baby Moses in a basket and believed that God would rescue him from Pharaoh.

    

  
    
      January 17 • Exodus 3

      Called by God

      Philip Ryken

      Moses was in the wilderness—barefoot at the burning bush—cowering in the presence of a holy God. The man had led his flocks to Horeb, the mountain of God. There he saw a strange sight: a bush that kept burning without burning up.

      When he went over to investigate, Moses had a close encounter with the glory of the eternal God. He heard the voice of God speaking to him from the bush, explaining that he had seen the misery of his people Israel and heard their cry to be delivered out of Egypt. Because he remembered his covenant with Abraham, God was coming down to save his people.

      At this point the conversation took a surprising turn. Apparently, God would accomplish his salvation through the person and work of Moses. “Come,” the Lord said, “I will send you to Pharaoh that you may bring my people, the children of Israel, out of Egypt” (Ex. 3:10).

      Here we encounter a paradox of grace: God uses ordinary people—even sinful people—to carry out his saving purpose. Earlier, Moses had tried to save the Israelites all by himself, by dealing with one Egyptian at a time. That attempt was such a complete disaster that Moses had to leave the country. But God used the events of the prophet’s life to prepare him to be a great spiritual leader. Now the time of preparation was over, and God was commissioning Moses to lead his people out of slavery.

      This is the way God (almost) always does his work: through ordinary people. The eternal, holy Lord accomplishes his purpose through the willing obedience of his faithful servants.

      The call of Moses is a reminder that every godly man has a job to do. God’s call includes not only our salvation, but also our vocation—the specific task that God has called us to accomplish for his glory. The God who saves is a God who sends. Thus every Christian man has two callings: first to salvation, and then to service.

      What is your calling? Whether you are a preacher or a postman, a banker or a bridge builder, the God of the burning bush has work for you to do. As you do his good work, he gives you the same promise that he gave Moses: “I will be with you” (Ex. 3:12).

    

  
    
      January 18 • Exodus 7:14–25

      River of Blood

      Philip Ryken

      The Nile River meant everything to the Egyptians. Thus there was no better way for the God of Israel to show that he was the Lord of Egypt than by turning the river into blood. This was the first of ten plagues, or miraculous “signs and wonders,” that afflicted the Egyptians and their gods (Ex. 7:3).

      The plagues began with Moses going to the banks of the Nile and waiting for Pharaoh to come and pay homage to the river gods. On this particular day, Moses struck the Nile with the rod of justice and God turned life-giving water into a blood-red river of death. This started a chain reaction: the blood killed the fish, and as they began to decompose, the whole river was putrefied.

      To understand how distressing this was for the Egyptians, we have to appreciate how dependent they were on the Nile. The river was the lifeblood of their civilization. It enabled them to satisfy their thirst, irrigate their fields, and move their goods from place to place. The land of Egypt was the gift of the Nile.

      Since the Egyptians practically owed their existence to the Nile, it is not surprising that they worshiped the great river as their creator and sustainer. Yet with one single blow God punished the Egyptians for this idolatry. Later, when the Israelites marched out of Egypt and Moses tried to explain what God had done, he proclaimed that the Lord had “executed judgments” on their gods (Num. 33:4).

      One day God will do the same thing to the gods of our own age. What we count on, what we work for, what we play at, what we dream about—these are the gods we worship. Today most people depend on the economy every bit as much as the Egyptians depended on the Nile. They worshiped the Nile; we follow the stock market. But these are simply two different names for the same god.

      Can you imagine what life would be like if our economy collapsed, our drinking water was contaminated, and our grocery stores started running out of food? Yet one day God will glorify himself in every nation the way he glorified himself in Egypt. He will triumph over every false god.

      If we trust in other deities for our peace and prosperity, we are bound to be disappointed. But if we place our confidence in God alone as our Creator and Provider, then even when everything else is taken away, we will stand secure.

    

  
    
      January 19 • Exodus 12:1–28

      The Blood of the Lamb

      Philip Ryken

      On the same night that God brought death to every house in Egypt, he also visited the home of every Israelite. He did not come to destroy them but to teach them salvation from sin through the gift of atonement by blood.

      Like the Egyptians, the Israelites deserved divine judgment; but unlike the Egyptians, they were saved by grace through faith. What they needed was a sacrifice, which God provided in the form of a perfect lamb. When God saw the blood of the lamb on the doorpost of each house, the angel of death would pass over and the firstborn son would be saved.

      The importance of the lamb as a substitute would hardly have been lost on the firstborn son. Once the lamb was chosen, it was kept in the home for four days, during which time the family fed it, cared for it, played with it, and perhaps even named it. In that short time they would have identified with the lamb, so that it almost became part of the family. “This is our Passover lamb,” they would have said.

      Then the lamb was slaughtered, which was a messy, bloody business. The head of the household took the lamb in his arms, pulled back its head, and slit its throat. Red blood spurted onto the lamb’s white wool. “Why, Daddy?” the children would ask. Then their father would explain that the lamb was a substitute. The firstborn son did not have to die, because the lamb had died in his place.

      We have a substitute, too, and the sign of our deliverance is the blood of Jesus Christ. When we look at the cross, we see that payment has been made for our sin. The cross is stained with the blood of God’s firstborn Son. When God sees this blood, he says, “It is enough. My justice has been satisfied. The price for sin is fully paid. Death will pass over you, and you will be safe forever.”

      If you had been present for the first Passover, would you have sacrificed a lamb and put its blood on the door? Of course! So, will you trust in the blood that Jesus shed on the cross? God has provided the Lamb who takes away sin, and everyone who trusts in his blood will be saved.

    

  
    
      January 20 • Exodus 14

      Out of Egypt

      Philip Ryken

      God is not merely a character in the drama of redemption; he is the author, producer, and director. His grand purpose is to display his glory, and this is what he did in the exodus; he saved his people for his glory.

      First, God sent his people into the wilderness, where they were surrounded by an impassable desert, with their backs against an uncrossable sea. Any sound military strategist would have recognized that God’s people were trapped. But the whole thing turned out to be a ruse. God was enticing Pharaoh to press what seemed to be a strategic advantage. But once he attacked, his army would be destroyed. Then it would be obvious to everyone that God had planned the whole thing all along. Thus the glory of God’s victory came at Pharaoh’s expense. God said, “I will get glory over Pharaoh and all his host” (Ex. 14:4).

      God used a similar strategy when he sent his Son to the cross. To Satan it must have seemed like Jesus was trapped. God the Son allowed himself to be handed over to sinful men, who stripped him, beat him, and crucified him. At the cross, Satan thought he had the strategic advantage, so he pressed it to the death. But of course this was his fatal mistake. The cross was not a defeat for Jesus, but a victory. By making atonement through the sacrifice of his death, Jesus gained eternal victory over sin, death, and Satan, triumphing over all of them through the cross (see Col. 2:15).

      Israel’s great escape points us to the greatest escape of all: we are saved from our bondage to sin through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The New Testament describes Christ’s saving work in terms of the exodus. Shortly after Jesus was born, his parents fled to Egypt. Their eventual return fulfilled the words of the prophet Hosea: “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Matt. 2:15; cf. Hos. 11:1). In its Old Testament context, this prophecy referred to the original exodus. But Jesus is the perfect Israel, whose death was the ultimate exodus (see Luke 9:31). He is the new Moses, who leads us out of our bondage to sin and into the Promised Land of eternal life. Anyone who believes this gospel “has passed from death to life” (John 5:24).

    

  
    
      January 21 • Exodus 16

      Grumble, Grumble

      Philip Ryken

      After their miraculous exodus from Egypt, the Israelites camped by the springs of Elim for several weeks, lingering under the palm trees and taking long drinks of cool water. Then it was time to move on. They were on a spiritual journey—a pilgrimage that reveals the pattern of the Christian life.

      The spiritual geography of Israel’s exodus from Egypt can be mapped onto the experience of our own souls. Although there are times of refreshing, usually they do not last for long. Soon it is time to head back into the desert, which is a place of testing and spiritual growth.

      The Israelites headed deeper into the wilderness. Soon they were tired and hungry, and once again they started to complain. Whining was Israel’s besetting sin. It started when Moses first went to Pharaoh and people complained that he was making their job harder instead of easier (Ex. 5:21). They grumbled at the Red Sea, where they accused Moses of bringing them out into the desert to die (Ex. 14:11–12). The grumbling continued more or less for forty years, as they became a nation of malcontents.

      Our own complaints are not caused by our outward circumstances; rather, they reveal the inward condition of our hearts. Really, the Israelites had nothing to complain about. They were not running out of food, but were confusing what they wanted with what they needed. This is often the source of our discontent: thinking that our “greeds” are really our needs.

      The Israelites also exaggerated the advantages of their former situation. “Remember the good old days?” they said. Looking back with longing on their time in Egypt, they imagined themselves bellying up to Pharaoh’s buffet. Yet it is doubtful that, as slaves, they were ever treated so lavishly.

      Israel’s attitude is a warning against the great sin of complaining. Although they complained to Moses, they were really grumbling against God. By saying that it would have been better for God to let them die back in Egypt, they were really saying that they wished they had never been saved.

      We need to be honest about the fact that all of our dissatisfaction is discontent with God. Usually we take out our frustrations on someone else. But God knows that when we grumble, we are finding fault with him. A complaining spirit indicates a problem in our relationship with God.

      The irony, of course, is that God always gives us exactly what we need. For the Israelites, this meant manna in the wilderness. For us it means the true Bread of Life, Jesus Christ.

    

  
    
      January 22 • Exodus 19

      On Eagles’ Wings

      Philip Ryken

      Under the leadership of Moses, the Israelites came out of bondage, across the sea, and through the wilderness. Three months later they reached the mountain of God.

      The mountain was a place for the people to meet with God, and also for God to speak to his people. “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians,” he said, “and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself” (Ex. 19:4).

      The beautiful image of eagles’ wings is richly symbolic. The eagle is a fierce bird of prey; it attacks its enemies the way God attacked Egypt. It is also a bird of rescue. This is wonderfully portrayed near the end of J. R. R. Tolkien’s fantasy The Hobbit. When the heroes are surrounded by hordes of vicious goblins, just at the moment when all hope seems to be lost, one of them “gave a great cry: he had seen a sight that made his heart leap, dark shapes small yet majestic against the distant glow. ‘The Eagles! The Eagles!’ he shouted. ‘The Eagles are coming!’”2

      The wings of eagles depict God’s protective nurture and tender care. The same image appears again in Deuteronomy 32, where Moses sings of God’s love for his people. In caring for their daily needs in the wilderness, he was “like an eagle that stirs up its nest, that flutters over its young, spreading out its wings, catching them, bearing them on its pinions” (Deut. 32:11).

      Eaglets are virtually helpless. They remain in the nest for as many as a hundred days. When it is time for them to fly, the mother eagle disturbs the nest but does not abandon her young. If they experience difficulties on their fledgling voyage, she swoops below them and lifts them back up.

      This is precisely what God did for his people in the wilderness: he lifted them up on his mighty wings, providing food, water, and victory in battle. God has done the same for us. He has delivered us from bondage to sin through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Since then, he has carried us on eagles’ wings. Every day he provides what we need, and whenever we are in danger of falling, he catches us and lifts us back up.

    

  
    
      January 23 • Exodus 25:10–22

      The Mercy Seat

      Philip Ryken

      Down through the millennia, human beings have constructed many remarkable buildings: the Great Pyramids, the palace at Machu Picchu, the Parthenon, the Taj Mahal, the World Trade Center. But the most important structure ever built was the tabernacle of God.

      The tabernacle was not very large. The whole thing would have fit inside any decent-sized church building. Nor was it especially ornate. Although it was beautiful, it was not dazzling. Nevertheless, the tabernacle was the only building ever specifically designed by Almighty God and constructed according to his plan. More importantly, it was laid out in such a way as to teach the plan of salvation.

      The most important thing in the tabernacle was the ark of the covenant. This ornate box was the exact place where God would descend to dwell with his people, which of course was the main purpose of the whole tabernacle.

      The ark of the covenant was an earthly symbol of a heavenly reality. The cherubim on top of the ark represented the burning angels who worship at God’s throne in heaven. The space above the cherubim was left empty, to be filled with the living presence of God. Under the cherubim were two tablets containing the words of the Ten Commandments. In effect, these tablets were placed under God’s feet.

      There was only one problem with this arrangement: God’s people were not able to keep God’s law—not perfectly. This is why the lid of the ark, the “mercy seat,” was so important. Once a year, the high priest would sprinkle sacrificial blood on the lid of the ark to show that atonement for sin had been made. The sacrificial blood covered transgression by coming between the holy God and his lawbreaking people.

      The principle holds true for us as well. If we are to be saved, something has to come between God’s perfect holiness and our unholy sin. That “something” is the blood of a sacrifice acceptable to God. This is precisely what Jesus was doing on the cross: he was offering a sacrifice in blood, poured out for sinners. Our mercy seat—the place where atonement was made for our sin—is the cross where Jesus shed his own perfect blood.

    

  
    
      January 24 • Exodus 33:12–23

      This Passing Glory

      Philip Ryken

      Moses approached God with two of the most audacious demands that any man has ever made: “Please show me now your ways” (Ex. 33:13) and “Please show me your glory” (v. 18).

      In order to lead people effectively, Moses needed to know the mind of God. He didn’t want God simply to send down orders; he wanted to know the purpose behind God’s plans. To that end, Moses wanted to remain in constant communication with his Maker. This was essential to his leadership as a man of God.

      Any man who seeks God’s calling should pray the way Moses prayed. We should ask God to give us intimate knowledge of him. The things we do will be successful only if God is in them. Whenever we do something that God has called us to do—whether it is serving in our singleness, learning how to be married, working at a job, or getting involved in ministry—we need to pray that God will show us his way to go about things.

      Moses also wanted something more: he wanted to see God’s glory. This request was not as imperious as most translations make it sound. In the original Hebrew it comes across more like an entreaty; Moses was saying “Please . . .” Still, it was an audacious request. The prophet was asking to see the splendor and radiance of God.

      Mercifully, God did not show Moses the full brightness of his divine glory, because this would have been fatal (see v. 20). But God did consent to show Moses his goodness. In order to protect his prophet from deadly exposure to his radiant glory, God made special arrangements. He put Moses in a cleft in the rock and covered him with his hand until his glory had passed by. Then Moses saw the contrails of God’s glory—the luminous clouds that streamed from his divine being. Although the prophet was not allowed to look God in the face, he was able to catch a fleeting glimpse of the back of his glory (v. 23).

      Someday we will get to see what Moses wanted to see: the glory of God. We will look Jesus right in the face and will not be destroyed but will be filled with glorious joy. In the heart of every man there is a yearning—yet unsatisfied—to see this promise fulfilled. We know that there is more for us to see, and so we long to gaze upon the beautiful face of Jesus Christ.

    

  
    
      January 25 • Exodus 40:34–38

      When Glory Came Down

      Philip Ryken

      The exodus was all for the glory of God. This theme reaches its glorious climax at the end of the book. The people had seen God’s glory in their deliverance from Egypt. They had seen it as well in the fire and smoke on Mount Sinai. But they had not yet seen a close, visible manifestation of God’s almighty majesty.

      And so, on the anniversary of Israel’s exodus from Egypt, God told Moses to set up a tabernacle. Moses set up the tabernacle piece by piece. As each piece was put in place, the suspense built: Would God really come down in glory?

      Moses began with the tabernacle itself—the tent of meeting (Ex. 40:34). Inside he put the ark of the covenant, where blood was sprinkled to atone for sin, as well as the fellowship table for bread, the golden lampstand of life, and the altar of incense for prayer. Outside he set up the altar of sacrifice and the basin for cleansing.

      Once everything was in place, the only thing missing was the one thing that everyone was waiting to see: the glorious presence of God. Moses could build a tabernacle, but only God could fill it with his glory. And that is precisely what God did. The glory cloud of God descended on the tabernacle, filling that sacred space with brilliant rays of divine majesty.

      Everything that Moses saw on that glorious day finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Jesus is our golden lampstand, the source of our light and life. He is the basin of our cleansing, the sanctifier of our souls. He is our Great High Priest, who prays for us at the altar of incense. And he is the blood on the mercy seat, whose atonement reconciles us to God.

      Jesus is also the glorious dwelling place of God: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). The Greek word that John uses here for “dwelt” is drawn from tabernacle vocabulary. It is a way of saying that Jesus is our tabernacle, full of the glory of God.

      We live in the hope of seeing the glory of God in the bodily tabernacle of the risen Christ. After our long journey from life to death, through a wilderness of suffering, we will enter the dwelling place of God and see the glorious person of Jesus.

    

  
    
      January 26 • Leviticus 8

      Restoring Fellowship with God

      Jay Sklar

      We often use special ceremonies to show that a person is taking up a new role. In a wedding, the bride and groom begin the ceremony as single people and finish it as husband and wife. The ceremony involves various rites that symbolize the change in role, such as vowing faithfulness to each other and exchanging rings as symbols of their love and commitment.

      In Leviticus 8, we have an ordination ceremony that also results in new roles. Aaron and his sons begin the ceremony as laypeople and finish it as ritually holy priests. This ceremony also involves various rites symbolizing the change in role, such as Aaron and his sons putting on priestly uniforms and going through various cleansing rites to bring them into a state of ritual holiness.

      But why is this ceremony needed? On the one hand, it shows that the Israelites have a deep need for a holy mediator between themselves and their holy Lord. Their sin and impurity is like a wall that stands between them and God. If they were to try to breach this wall by themselves, the Lord’s holiness would consume them just as light consumes darkness. They need holy mediators who can go before the Lord on their behalf and present atoning sacrifices to cleanse them of sin and impurity and restore them to fellowship with God.

      It is the Lord himself who commands this ceremony for the Israelites. Why? Because he does not want them to remain in their sin and impurity; he wants them to deal with these things properly so they can have fellowship with him. The Lord’s desire in creation was for people to walk with him, to know him, and he therefore does what is necessary to make this possible for sinful and impure people.

      By sending Jesus, God demonstrates in the clearest possible way his desire for sinful and impure people to be restored to relationship with him. Jesus is the ultimate and final priestly Mediator, the one who has gone “into heaven itself . . . to appear in the presence of God on our behalf” (Heb. 9:24). And he is the ultimate and final atoning sacrifice, who atoned for our sin and impurity “once for all when he offered up himself” (Heb. 7:27). It is in Jesus, through Jesus, and because of Jesus that we can be restored to relationship with God. Have we committed our lives to him?

    

  
    
      January 27 • Leviticus 16

      The Day of Atonement

      Jay Sklar

      Known in Jewish circles as Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement was one of the most important ceremonies in ancient Israel. It was a once-a-year spiritual housecleaning, a way of making sure that the Israelites’ sins and impurities were dealt with properly so that their holy Lord could continue to dwell in their midst.

      During the ceremony, sin was pictured in different ways. Sometimes it was pictured as a defiling substance that needed to be cleansed (Lev. 16:11–19) and sometimes as a lethal burden weighing down on the head of the guilty (vv. 20–22). We can identify with these pictures: sin often makes us feel dirty and leaves us feeling condemned.

      In both instances, God provided a solution. The defiling sins and impurities of verses 11–19 were cleansed away (vv. 16, 19), and the lethal burden of sin in verses 20–22 was transferred to the head of another who bore it away (vv. 21–22). The parallels to Jesus are clear. By his sacrifice, Jesus has made “purification for sins” (Heb. 1:3), and in his sacrifice, he has offered himself to “bear the sins of many” (Heb. 9:28; see also Isa. 53:11–12). In Jesus, our sin and impurity has been dealt with fully and finally.

      What is the proper response? On the Day of Atonement, the Israelites were to “afflict” themselves (Lev. 16:29, 31), which likely refers to fasting (Ps. 35:13). This is something Israelites did as a way of showing humble repentance for their sin (1 Sam. 7:6; Dan. 9:3–5). And they did so because they knew that it did not matter what the priests did on their behalf if they themselves did not look to God in humble and repentant faith. God had provided a solution for sin and impurity, but he also called for a response of faith.

      In the same way, Jesus has provided a solution for our sin and impurity, and he has also called for a response of faith. “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matt. 11:28–29). It is by entering into this yoke that we become truly free, as Jesus himself releases us from the burden of our sin and teaches us to live in fellowship with the God who has made us to walk with him.

    

  
    
      January 28 • Leviticus 19:9–18

      Living a Life Reflective of God’s Own Character

      Aaron J. Goldstein

      “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Isa. 6:3). These are the words of the angelic beings around God’s throne, as they emphatically proclaim his holiness. It is this same holiness that is the subject matter at hand. The guiding exhortation for the whole of Leviticus 19 occurs in verse 2: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.” That is to say, the instructions in our text are about living holy lives in imitation of a holy God. In fact, each grouping of instructions is punctuated with a common refrain: “I am the Lord (your God),” emphasizing that the life of holiness commanded is in some way reflective of God’s own character. The Lord has redeemed his people and is calling them to be set apart by the way in which they embody his values.

      Many different values of the Lord are on display here. God shows his concern for the poor by instructing that food that falls to the ground during harvest be left for those in need (vv. 9–10). In a similar manner, we should be quick to share our time and our possessions. God’s people are to deal honestly with one another, and those in authority should never use power to abuse those in vulnerable situations, because the Lord never deceives, and he protects the weak (vv. 11–14). Because the Lord himself is the ultimate Judge, our compass of justice and fairness should reflect his own (vv. 15–16). When mistreated, God’s people should not respond with hatred and anger (vv. 17–18) but with love for neighbor, because the Lord shows his covenant love to his people despite their unfaithfulness. And in the person of Jesus, God loves to the uttermost those who would crucify him.

      This idea of imitating God’s holiness is admittedly intimidating, as we are well aware of our personal failings. We must remember, however, that we are not on our own in this task. As Christians, the Holy Spirit dwells within us, continually leading us (Rom. 8:1–17) and producing godly fruit in our lives (Gal. 5:22–25). He is the one who will help us to imitate the Lord, our holy King, in all things. This is what a watching world needs to see—the glory of God’s holiness reflected by his people.

    

  
    
      January 29 • Leviticus 22:17–33

      Jesus, Our Perfect Sacrifice

      Jay Sklar

      Many Christians struggle to find contemporary relevance in the book of Leviticus, but the truths found here are of utmost importance for us today.

      In the first section of this passage, the Lord gives commands about the proper animals the Israelites must bring for sacrifices (Lev. 22:17–25), and in the second, he gives commands about the proper procedure for making the sacrifices (vv. 26–30). The Israelites were to follow these commands in order that they might be “accepted” before the Lord (v. 29), that is, in order that they may experience his grace and favor.

      On the one hand, the fact that the Lord would even give the Israelites these commands shows that he wants them to know his grace and favor. He is a King who delights to show these things to the world. Indeed, as the New Testament makes clear, he is a King who would go to the greatest lengths to make his grace and favor freely available by sending Jesus—the ultimate sacrifice, “without blemish”—on our behalf (1 Pet. 1:18–19). At the same time, the very fact that these commands exist also shows that this is a holy King who must be approached on his terms, not our own. For this reason, the New Testament makes it equally clear that it is only in Jesus that we may be accepted by the Lord, because it is only in Jesus that our sins are taken away (John 14:6; Heb. 10:19–22).

      In the third section of our passage (Lev. 22:31–33), the Lord emphasizes the importance of obedience in two different ways. First, he reminds the Israelites that he is holy (v. 32), that is, utterly distinct in his power, purity, and love. For this reason alone, the Israelites were to “sanctify” him—acknowledge his holiness—by their full-hearted obedience and love. To do otherwise would be to “profane” the Lord, that is, to deny his holy character and to treat him as an ordinary thing, unworthy of their full-hearted devotion.

      Second, the Lord reminds the Israelites that he is their Redeemer, the one who rescued them so that they would be his people and he would be their God (v. 33). Significantly, the Lord makes clear that his redemption is not simply deliverance from slavery but also a calling to holiness. He is the God who “sanctifies” them, that is, who sets them apart to live holy lives by obedience to his holy commands. The Lord’s redemption always involves both deliverance from sin and a call to righteousness (1 Pet. 1:14–20). And what a great privilege it is to reflect the glorious character of this Redeemer into the world, so that the world might know him (1 Pet. 2:9).

    

  
    
      January 30 • Leviticus 26

      The Lord’s Resilient Faithfulness

      Jay Sklar

      When a king entered into a covenant with a people in the days of ancient Israel, he would often list blessings and curses near the end of the covenant document. It is therefore no surprise to find blessings and curses here, near the end of Leviticus, since its laws are part of the covenant that the Lord, the heavenly King, has entered into with the Israelites at Mount Sinai.

      The blessings begin with various types of material provision (Lev. 26:4–10). This is no surprise. The Lord has made us material creatures and knows we have material needs. But the blessings peak with the Lord’s promise that, “I will make my dwelling among you. . . . And I will walk among you and will be your God, and you shall be my people” (vv. 11–12). Indeed, when we take together all the blessings of verses 4–12, what we have is a return to Eden: the Lord’s people, living in a lush land, with all their material needs met, walking in rich fellowship with their heavenly King. All the Israelites need to do is show faithfulness to this King by obedience to his gracious laws.

      If they fail to do this, the curses will follow (vv. 14–39). The key word in these curses is “discipline” (vv. 18, 23, 28). A good father does not have children just so that he can punish them, but so that he can raise them to be people of character; when necessary, he will use discipline to correct wrong and harmful ways and to instill good and life-giving ways. In all of this, he has in view their good. Similarly, the Lord’s goal with these curses is not punishment for punishment’s sake; it is to bring his people back to himself and his life-giving instructions. He has not created us for curse but for blessing.

      The chapter ends with a glorious promise that contrasts the Israelites’ faithlessness with the Lord’s faithfulness. Even after the Israelites are cursed with exile for “spurning” and “abhorring” the Lord’s laws (v. 43), once they cry out to him with repentant hearts (v. 40), the Lord will not “spurn” and “abhor” them (v. 44). Instead, he will be faithful to his covenant promises and restore them—to the land and to himself, so that the glorious vision of Eden may be realized.

      This chapter therefore serves as a warning: we must hate sin so much that we do not do it and cause the Lord to discipline us for it. But it also serves as an encouragement: if the Lord disciplines us for sin, he does so to bring us back to him, and he will gladly take us back as we turn to him with hearts that mourn our sin and recommit to walking in his ways.

    

  
    
      January 31 • Numbers 9:15–23

      Making Our Way through the Wilderness

      R. Fowler White

      Israel had been camped for a year at Sinai, receiving God’s law and preparing to march to Canaan. All was now ready and in accord with the Lord’s command: the tabernacle (Num. 9:15; Ex. 40:34–38), the priests (Numbers 1–4), and the people (Numbers 5–9). The march was at hand. The people were to proceed just as they had prepared: only at the Lord’s command (Num. 9:18, 20, 23). The Lord—the Holy Spirit (Isa. 63:10–14)—would lead his people, dwelling with them in the cloud of glory, the pillar of cloud and fire. When he moved, they were to move; when he rested, they were to rest. In effect, they were to believe God and “walk by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16). They were to “keep in step with the Spirit” (Gal. 5:25), embracing his promises, trembling at his warnings, and obeying his commands.

      Although Israel’s march started well, it did not end well. Although God’s promise of rest in Canaan had been preached to them, in the years to come they would fail to move as he directed, and so they would fall in the wilderness. As they hardened their hearts in unbelief, their faith would prove to be not a saving faith after all, but only a temporary faith. Later on, David would exhort subsequent generations not to harden their hearts as the exodus generation did (Ps. 95:7–11).

      As we in the visible church make our way through the wilderness of this world to the world to come, we too are warned not to imitate that generation’s example of disbelief and disobedience. We have had God’s promise of rest in a new homeland (the new earth; Rev. 21:1) preached to us. That promise is made good to us in Christ, who is better than Moses, Joshua, and David. And “we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the end” (Heb. 3:14).

      Knowing these things, let’s be sure to “take care, . . . lest there be in any of [us] an evil, unbelieving heart, leading [us] to fall away from the living God” (Heb. 3:12). Let’s also “exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of [us] may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin” (Heb. 3:13). In other words, let’s believe God and “walk by the Spirit.” Let’s “keep in step with the Spirit,” embracing his promises, trembling at his warnings, and obeying his commands.

    

  
    
      February 1 • Numbers 13:1–14:38

      What Kind of Man Will You Be?

      R. Fowler White

      The people of Israel were “this close” to the Promised Land. It was there for the taking—or, we should say, it was “there for the receiving” from the Lord, who was giving it to them (Num. 13:2). And so, at the command of the Lord, Moses sent twelve men, married with children (14:2–3) and heads of their tribes (13:2–3), to spy out the land. Their specific mission was to assess the prosperity of the land and the strength of its occupants. To fulfill their mission, they were called on to be men of courage (13:20).

      So how did their mission go? The twelve spies got the lowdown on the land and its occupants alright. The land was prosperous indeed. And the occupants? The twelve all agreed on certain details: they were renowned for their strength, there were lots of them, and they were living in huge, fortified cities. Beyond those facts, however, the spies were divided in their assessment, and by no small margin. Two of the spies—Caleb and Joshua—saw victory ahead and urged the congregation to go up to Canaan; the other ten spies saw only defeat at hand and urged the people to go back to Egypt.

      What was the difference between the Two and the Ten? Why were two men courageous and ten men cowardly? The Two were men of “a different spirit” (14:24): they were men of faith; the Ten were men of fear. The Two, through eyes of faith, praised the surpassing greatness of God (14:8); the Ten, through eyes of fear, only lamented the surpassing greatness of their enemies. The two men of faith took the Lord at his word and saw a future of victory and life in the land; the ten men of fear disobeyed the Lord’s word and saw only a future of defeat and death in the land. The fear-filled majority incited the congregation to fear and wickedness in grumbling and rebelling against the Lord and his servants. The faith-filled minority interceded for the fearful, wicked congregation and exhorted them to faith. The Ten led their own generation to death in the desert; the Two would lead a new generation to life in the land.

      At the command of the Lord, Moses sent twelve men—husbands and fathers—on a mission. Two were men of faith; ten were men of fear. What kind of man will you be?

    

  
    
      February 2 • Numbers 16

      High-Sounding Words, Hard-Hearted Apostasy

      R. Fowler White

      Korah and his band of 250 malcontents claimed to know who was qualified to enter God’s presence: everyone, they said, without exception or distinction. After all, “all in the congregation are holy, every one of them, and the Lord is among them” (Num. 16:3). High-sounding words, but words revealing hard-hearted apostasy.

      We learn the reality of the situation in Leviticus: it is, first of all, the Lord who is holy, and his people are called to imitate that holiness (Lev. 11:44; 19:2; 20:26; Num. 15:40). As role models for the people, the priests especially are called to be holy: “The man whom the Lord chooses shall be the holy one” (Num. 16:7).

      So Moses saw through the words of Korah and his rebel gang: far from being holy, they were despising the Lord. To Korah the Levite, it was not enough that the Lord had made distinctions between Levites such as himself and the rest of the people. It was not enough that the Lord had granted the Levites a special appointment as his own possession, his tabernacle ministers (Num. 8:14; 18:21). No, Korah wanted what Aaron and his sons had: he wanted the priesthood. He wanted to be a priest, not just an “assistant priest.”

      And what of Korah’s allies Dathan and Abiram? They were dissatisfied with Moses. To them, it was deceptive of Moses to have led the people out of their Egyptian “paradise” into the desert. It was deceptive of Moses not to have led the people, as he had promised, into that new paradise in Canaan. No, Dathan and Abiram would not be fooled by Moses any longer: they would not have Moses make himself a prince over them. They wanted what Moses had: they wanted leadership, and they wanted it without any conditions attached.

      Korah and his apostate companions were motivated not by God’s glory but by selfish ambition. They were disqualified from the priesthood and from acting on behalf of God’s people. Consumed in God’s fiery judgment, the men became a warning to the people that, for them to qualify to enter God’s presence, they must find that priest who had humbled himself and sought God’s glory at the expense of his own. Thanks be to God, we find just such a priest in Jesus (Phil. 2:5–8; Heb. 5:1–10). In him alone we are holy, qualified to enter God’s presence.

    

  
    
      February 3 • Numbers 21:4–9

      Dead to Egypt, Alive to God

      R. Fowler White

      A new generation was emerging in Israel. Yet how “new” were they, really? Impatient with their progress, they were repeating the same old grumblings. They protested God’s purpose. They detested his provisions. So the Lord had to do as he had done before: he took them to the woodshed. He sent them serpents whose bite was fatal to the faithless. Happily, however, divine chastisement yielded its proper fruit. The new generation did something new. They learned obedience through what they suffered. They confessed their sin to the Lord, and he provided them a remedy: a snake on a pole. So where was the remedy in that?

      For one thing, the snake reminded those with the eyes of faith that they were dead to Egypt. They remembered the serpent as a symbol of Egyptian supremacy, a supremacy celebrated in the legendary cobra image in Pharaoh’s crown. Yet Israel had an even better memory too: the Lord had overpowered that Egyptian snake in the exodus. The snake on a pole, then, was a signal that Israel was dead to Egypt.

      But there was more. A snake on a pole also reminded those with the eyes of faith that they were now alive to God. That serpent emblem echoed the story of Adam, in which they learned the origins of their sin, death, desert wanderings, and new life. Death in the desert was the wage of human sin, not the failure of divine power. In fact, new life was God’s gift through a Son of Man who would crush the serpent’s head. Even the pole that lifted the snake was itself an Egyptian symbol of God’s life-giving power. A snake on a pole, then, spoke of the Lord as the giver of new life.

      The snake on the pole was not magical, however. The healing to which it bore witness had to be received by faith. Those bitten and dying could live only as they gazed with the eyes of faith on the snake and saw the Lord their healer (Num. 21:9; Ex. 15:26).

      Sometimes we Christians find ourselves taken to the woodshed just as our ancestors under Moses were. When that happens, look back in faith to that serpent on the pole and realize anew that you are dead to the world and alive to God in Christ. See there your healer, the Son of Man lifted up to bring you eternal life: “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life” (John 3:14–15).
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