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      To the Blessing Giver himself, who alone deserves all honor, glory, and praise


   

      SPECIAL THANKS


      It’s impossible to write a book about God’s blessing without thanking the special people behind the scenes who have been so

         helpful to me. I distinctly remember the day my cell phone rang and my agent, Steve Laube, cheerfully told me that Warner

         Faith wanted to publish my books. After my squeal of delight—which turned every head in the department store where I was shopping—my

         words to Steve were, “I feel so small.” That feeling has only grown stronger. It always does, if you attempt to write about

         such a powerful subject as the intimacy of God, his character, his blessings—or anything about him. I not only feel small

         in the presence of such an awesome God, but I also feel humbled and deeply grateful for the privilege of working with a great

         company like Warner Faith.

      


      I owe my editor, Leslie Peterson, many thanks for her encouragement, for working patiently with me, and for believing in my

         writing and in me. Thanks also to Holly Halverson for her thoroughness, patience and great editing skills in polishing this

         manuscript. To Rolf Zettersten, publisher of Warner Faith: thanks for believing in this project to its completion. I appreciate

         Jennette Munger, Cara Highsmith, Jana Burson, and so many others who played a part in finalizing this book. You are indeed

         a great blessing to me.

      


      To Steve Laube, a great agent who has been a coach, encourager, instructor, and friend, thank you! These books would never

         have made it without your vision, belief, and placement. I appreciate your expertise and your belief in my writing!

      


      So many have prayed this book through to completion and have offered encouragement throughout the process: my daughters and

         sons-in-law, Valerie, Jennifer, Shawn, and Craig, other family members, friends, members of the Bible study class I teach,

         fellow church members, and as always, my five faithful prayer warriors: Mary Griffin, Priscilla Adams, Sharon Hogan, Kim Coffman,

         and Ruth Inman.

      


      There were days when I knew all these people made the difference: I felt their prayers in indescribable ways and could not

         have finished without them.

      


      That was especially true with my husband’s prayers and support. No one gives more encouragement than this man with whom I

         have shared life for thirty-nine years. He offered more than words, hugs, and editing suggestions. Larry gave me loving time,

         often taking over some of my work to free me for writing. He did whatever was necessary to help me complete this book and

         influenced this writing more than anyone else, so that together, we could be a team in ministry. Larry, thank you for your

         unselfish love and devotion. I love you and owe you so much! You are without a doubt one of God’s greatest blessings to me!

      


      And to the Blessing Giver himself, how can I thank God enough? He continues to pursue me, love me, teach me, and bless me

         in ways I could never deserve. To the Lord Jesus Christ, my best Friend, my Savior, the Lover of my soul: all my gratitude,

         love, and devotion. Lord, you are the one who makes me hunger and thirst for more of you, and you are the only one who can

         satisfy that desire. Thank you, Lord, for allowing me the privilege of writing about you and for you!

      


   

      INTRODUCTION


      Most authors follow the advice they receive early on: write what you know. That’s what I have always tried to do. But the

         more you write about God and his character, the more you see you have barely scratched the surface. That’s what happened when

         I wrote the first book in this devotional series—40 Days in God’s Presence—as well as this book. It is my prayer that this book will further lead you to that same hunger and thirst for God himself.

      


      When writing about God’s blessing, it is a temptation to simply list all the good, tangible things God has ever done—or wants

         to do—and all the reasons why we should be grateful for those blessings. It didn’t take me long in my study for this project,

         however, to realize that there are not enough books to contain all the blessings God has designed for those who know him.

         Psalm 40:5 says,

      


      Many, O LORD my God,


          are the wonders you have done.


      The things you planned for us


          no one can recount to you;


      were I to speak and tell of them,


          they would be too many to declare.


      I discovered some blessings quite unexpectedly. I hope these will challenge you to realize that not every gift is easily recognizable.

         Some may even appear as hindrances rather than blessings until you look farther and see God’s heart. Nevertheless, I have

         chosen only a few—forty, to be exact.

      


      I have not taken the route that says we deserve every good thing that comes to us. We deserve nothing. But the joy of knowing

         that God still wants to bless us and to give lavishly to us, when we are so undeserving, is almost impossible for me to understand

         at times.

      


      God does love to bless his people. It is his nature to do so. He blessed Adam with a companion and gave them both a luxurious

         paradise in which to live and fellowship perfectly with their Creator. When sin separated us from him, God insisted on pouring

         out his greatest blessing: the gift of his own precious Son as Savior of the world. Relentlessly, he pursues us, loves us,

         and waits for us, so he can bless us even more in a hundred thousand ways.

      


      Look at Jesus’ last act as he ascended to his Father in heaven: “When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted

         up his hands and blessed them. While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven” (Luke 24:50-51). And

         soon after Jesus left, God sent the promised Holy Spirit—to bless his people with his daily presence.

      


      God’s blessings are as unique as the people he created. And while he may not work in your life in exactly the same way as

         he has in the lives of those in this book, you will find the principles are the same. If you spend even one day in God’s blessing,

         I think you’ll be amazed. But when you experience forty days with him, I hope you’ll be changed forever. His adventures will

         thrill you; his grace will overwhelm you; his love will surprise you.

      


      As you read this book, walk in the shadow of those gone before you and trace the footprints of God’s faithfulness. But be

         prepared. Open your hands, your eyes, your ears, and your heart. I pray you’ll be blessed as never before, and that you’ll

         stand in God’s presence, as I did, with overwhelming gratitude. And just when you think you’ve reached the end of his blessing,

         I hope you’ll discover God has only just begun.

      


      To write about my Father God is one of the greatest and most humbling honors he has ever given to me. I am not a scholar.

         This book is not a theological work, but a devotional encounter—at best, a challenge and invitation to you to experience him

         for yourself. Discover this God who loves you so completely and so unconditionally, and who wants to bless you every day of

         your life. In this book, may you find all the reasons you need to fall at his feet in a spirit of love, worship, and praise,

         crying out in grateful response, “God, how can I bless you?”

      


      —Rebecca


   

      DAY 1


      HE CALLED US FRIENDS


      “Abraham believed God,


      and it was credited to him as righteousness,”


      and he was called God’s friend.


      —James 2:23


      She waited by the bedside of her lover of thirty-four years. Tenderly massaging his puffy hands, she studied his face, every

         line and wrinkle, as the tubes pumped life into her beloved. She watched the slow rise and fall of his chest and glanced periodically

         at the beeping, zigzag readings of the monitors above his bed. A smile glowed on her face even as a tear trickled down her

         cheek.

      


      Priscilla loved her husband. Together they were the epitome of an intimate friendship. The two demonstrated what a devoted

         marriage could and should be like.

      


      But intimacy always costs something: time, selflessness, thoughtfulness, trust—absolute trust. And very often, suffering.

         Those who are intimately close feel the hurts and joys of the ones they love more than anyone else.

      


      As I watched Priscilla, I knew the blessing of this couple’s intimacy was about to include something more: the ultimate suffering

         and sacrifice. As Thurman slipped away into the arms of his most intimate Friend, the Lord Jesus Christ, he left behind a

         legacy and example of true intimacy with his beloved wife.

      


      Intimacy brings many pictures to mind. A man named Job thought intimacy was something God demonstrated only by pouring out

         tangible blessings: good health, wealth, family, and friends. God often does that. In the middle of his suffering, Job said,

      


      Oh, for the day when I was in my prime,


          when God’s intimate friendship blessed my house,


      when the Almighty was still with me


          and my children were around me,


      when my path was drenched with cream


          and the rock poured out for me streams of olive oil. (Job 29:4-6)


      But intimate friendship includes more than warm blessings of love and prosperity. One of the ways God demonstrated its meaning

         was by choosing Abraham, a lone wanderer, to become his close friend.

      


      We are not told how much Abraham (then known as Abram) knew about God when God first called him. Abraham grew up in the land

         of Ur, a city known as a center of pagan idolatry.

         

            1

         

          But God knew Abraham’s heart when God said, “Leave your country . . . and go to the land I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). Intimacy

         with God meant Abraham had to abandon any preconceived ideas of success and follow this God he hardly knew to an unknown destination.

      


      

         Intimacy always costs something.


      


      So God made a covenant with Abraham and promised the following things: to make Abraham a great nation, to bless him, to make

         Abraham’s name great, to make Abraham a blessing, to bless those who blessed Abraham, to curse those who cursed Abraham, and

         to bless all people on the earth through Abraham’s son (Gen. 12:2-3, 21:12).

      


      Fantastic promises! But what Abraham discovered was that the blessing of intimacy—the privilege of being God’s friend—would

         cost something more. Abraham’s journey took him through several tests of friendship, which Abraham failed a few times. Still,

         he hung with God, and God kept loving and leading him.

      


      Years later, Abraham was a childless old man at ninety-nine. God was ready to make good on his promises. Still, more tests

         lay ahead. Did Abraham believe God would truly give him a son? In other words, did Abraham’s friendship stand the test of

         faith? It did, and because Abraham believed, God “credited it to him as righteousness.”

      


      But the ultimate test of their intimate friendship came after the birth of Abraham’s son, Isaac. This time, God required more

         than just belief. He asked for a demonstration of action—and ultimate surrender. What God asked Abraham to do—sacrifice his

         own son—God demanded from no one else in Scripture . . . but himself. Yet Abraham followed God, even when it looked as if

         it would cost his son—the answer to all of God’s promises to Abraham.

      


      What went through Abraham’s mind early that morning as he cut the wood and saddled his donkey, preparing to travel to Moriah

         to make the sacrifice? How would God make Abraham a great nation if he killed his own son? How could God ask Abraham to slaughter

         his own flesh and blood—the miracle, the promised child he had finally borne? What did his two servants think as they set

         out along the dusty road to Mount Moriah? Did Abraham ever question, “What are you thinking, God?”

      


      

         What God asked Abraham to do—sacrifice his own son—God demanded from no one else in Scripture . . . but himself.


      


      And what about Isaac? Did he get a little nervous when Abraham tied his hands and laid him on the altar with the wood? When

         Abraham raised a knife to plunge into Isaac’s chest, did he cry out, “Father, what are you thinking?” (Gen. 22:1-10).

      


      The question is not what God or anyone else was thinking, but what Abraham believed. Looking back, the New Testament clues us in to Abraham’s thinking and beliefs:

      


      By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice

            his one and only son, even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” Abraham

            reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death. (Hebrews 11:17-19)


      Abraham obeyed and passed the test proving his genuine faith, friendship, and trust in God. Just before Abraham was about

         to plunge the knife into Isaac’s body, God stopped him and provided a substitute lamb for a burnt offering.

      


      In the provision of that lamb, we see a foreshadowing of God’s own Son, laid on the sacrificial altar of a cross, crucified

         for you and me. Why? Because God wanted a love relationship with us. Because intimacy costs something: it cost God his own

         Son. Yet when Jesus died, God proved his intention to make us all his intimate friends. Jesus said to his disciples before

         he died, “I have called you friends” (John 15:15). His words included us as well.

      


      What does true intimacy cost us? A lifelong commitment to the one who pursues us and loves us and calls us his own. True intimacy

         comes from an obedient trust: “I believe.” The result is a deep oneness with God. God counted Abraham’s faith as the basis

         for his intimate friendship, and it’s where the blessing of intimacy with God always begins.

      


      Like Abraham, may it be said of us: “That one is a friend of God!”


      PERSONAL TRUTH


      True intimacy means a death to our own selfish desires.


      PERSONAL PRAYER


      Lord, thank you for making me your intimate friend through your death on the cross. When tests come my way, help me to follow

            you no matter what happens. May the joy of our friendship radiate to others so that they, too, want to become your friends.


      PERSONAL QUESTION


      How has God’s intimate friendship blessed you?


   

      DAY 2


      THE GRACE PLACE


      “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared.


      “Go now and leave your life of sin.”


      —John 8:11


      No one seemed to notice as a woman entered the sanctuary late. Hearty songs of praise filled the large auditorium, but the

         woman’s heart felt heavy. She looked around at the well-dressed crowd. Her eyes caught the glance of an older deacon, and

         for a moment, he stared.

      


      Maybe she should leave. Just as the woman turned to go, an older couple hemmed her in on one side. She turned to the left,

         and a family of five scooted in to sandwich her. Trapped. Why had she come, anyway? She didn’t belong there. Her life was in shambles. She knew no one. And no one cared to know her—she

         was sure of that. She had only wanted to find a little peace, a little . . . something she couldn’t explain.

      


      The music stopped, and the preacher began to speak. To leave now would cause a stir and call attention to herself. She had

         never felt so alone. . . .

      


      She wasn’t alone. Another woman had felt the same way. She would have given anything to leave, but some angry men had driven

         her to this place and had shoved her to the ground in front of Jesus. Everywhere she looked, she was hemmed in by jeering

         people. She didn’t belong there in the temple court, and she felt totally worthless as she endured the stares of onlookers

         where Jesus was teaching.

      


      The Pharisees, those teachers of the Law, had probably been plotting all week, watching her every move. They knew when the

         woman crept out after dark, and when she returned home before dawn. They had spies in secret places.

      


      It was the only life she knew. Caught in a spiral of sin, she had searched for love in all the wrong places. But that day

         was the right time, wrong place for the Pharisees. They finally caught her in the very act of adultery and had dragged her

         to Jesus like a bag of trash. They were not trying to teach the woman a lesson, nor were they seeking to clean up the streets

         by prosecuting prostitutes. Those law-keepers cared about only one thing: to catch Jesus in a trap.

      


      

         Jesus stooped to the ground, then quietly, methodically, began writing something in the dirt with his finger.


      


      As always, they wanted not to shame the woman but to discredit Jesus—to put him out of business. Jesus represented the greatest

         threat to their rigid ritual-keeping.

      


      The Mosaic Law called for stoning a woman caught in adultery. Now, wouldn’t Jesus agree? Would he defy God’s own law? The crowd began to chime in with the Pharisees’ accusations. What would Jesus do?

      


      Filled with shame, the woman didn’t dare to look up. She covered her head and her ears, as if to shut out the taunts and protect

         herself from the flying stones. She was too young to die. But according to Moses’ Law, she knew her behavior warranted it.

      


      Jesus stooped to the ground, then quietly, methodically, began writing something in the dust with his finger. The Pharisees

         continued to throw other questions his way, so Jesus hurled a “stone” of his own with these words: “If any one of you is without

         sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7). Then Jesus stooped to the ground again and resumed his doodling

         in the sand.

      


      Those legalists didn’t understand, as Max Lucado says, “judging others is the quick and easy way to feel good about ourselves.”

         None of us has the right to judge. Lucado adds, “Can the hungry accuse the beggar? Can the sick mock the ill? Can the blind

         judge the deaf? Can the sinner condemn the sinner? No. Only One can judge.”
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          That one was hunched on the ground in front of them, writing something.

      


      Slowly the people left, until only two remained: the accused woman and Jesus. He spoke with a tender but authoritative voice

         to her. “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?”

      


      The woman raised her head and looked around cautiously. Her eyes met Jesus’ and she replied with genuine respect, “No one,

         sir.”

      


      “Then neither do I condemn you.” Jesus’ words did not condone her sin. But with these six words, he freed the woman’s spirit

         and allowed her to leave a changed woman. To be pardoned only to reenter a life of sinfulness would profit her nothing. But

         when Jesus himself spoke those pointed words to her, “Go now and leave your life of sin,” she knew nothing would ever be the

         same (John 8:1-11). . . .

      


      The sermon ended. The invitation began, and the woman’s heart beat wildly. What will they think? Will they condemn me? Will they point fingers? She looked around, realizing she had no place to hide. Panic struck. Just about the time she decided to bolt past the couple,

         the older woman moved closer, took the young woman’s hand in hers, and whispered something in her ear. Taken by surprise,

         the younger woman began to cry softly and nod her head. Together they walked to the altar and knelt.

      


      

         Grace allows you to abandon your hiding place forever.


      


      When the young woman stood up and turned around, the pastor was smiling, and people had formed a line to come by and hug her.

         No one pointed a finger at her. No one condemned her. She left that day a changed woman, eager to abandon her old life and

         begin a new one.

      


      And what did the older woman whisper to her earlier? It was the same word Jesus might have written on the ground beside the

         condemned woman: grace.


      We can’t earn it. We can’t buy it. Grace is a gift—pure and free. Jesus already purchased it with his life (Eph. 2:8-9). “But

         is it enough?” you ask. Does God’s grace really cover everything? Some of us still hang out in what we think are our safe

         hiding places, saying such things as: “God can’t accept me.” “I’m not good enough.” “You don’t know what I did.” “What if

         I mess up again?” God’s grace is sufficient, and it is complete (2 Cor. 12:9).

      


      Grace does not grant us a license to repeat our sinful habits, just so God can give us more grace (Rom. 6:1). Jesus said,

         “Go . . . and leave your life of sin.” Grace changes our hearts: it motivates our actions, it renews our minds, it frees our

         souls. Without grace, failure has no value. Without grace, service has no benefit. Without grace, there is no gift. And without

         the gift, there is no Giver. Grace allows you to abandon your hiding place forever.

      


      The only one who can drag us into God’s “temple court” is our enemy, Satan. But when he does, Jesus simply stoops and writes

         something on the floor of heaven: grace. Satan, on the other hand, has no words left. Lucado says, “Grace means you don’t have to run anymore! It’s the truth. Grace

         means it’s finally safe to turn yourselves in.”
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      Grace is a blessing—undeserved and incomparable. And when Jesus writes it on our hearts or whispers it in our ears, there

         is only one logical response: receive it and enjoy it.

      


      There’s no other blessing like it.


      PERSONAL TRUTH


      Grace is the place you can visit anytime you want.


      PERSONAL PRAYER


      Father, I can never repay you for the grace you have given to me. I don’t understand it, and I’ll never deserve it, but like

            a child with a gift at Christmas, I gladly receive it. You and your grace are amazing.


      PERSONAL QUESTION


      How has God’s grace changed you?


   

      DAY 3


      HAIR TODAY, GONE TOMORROW


      O Sovereign LORD, remember me.


      O God, please strengthen me just once more.


      —Judges 16:28


      Someone once said, “Greatness lies not in being strong, but in the right use of strength.” What a shame that a man named Samson

         didn’t learn that early in his life.

      


      God’s chosen people, the Israelites, had begun an endless cycle of rebellion. And their dreaded enemy, the Philistines (remember

         the giant Goliath?), had enslaved them for forty years. The people cried out to God, and he sent them a champion of deliverance.

         Then the cycle repeated again (Judg. 13:1). During the years following Samson’s death, things grew even worse. The Bible records

         in Israel’s “state of ungodly union” address, “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did what he saw fit” (Judg. 17:6).

      


      Apparently Samson did “what he saw fit” as well. Born to godly parents, Samson had been sanctified by God even before his

         birth. An angel of the Lord, later identified as the Lord himself, appeared to Manoah and his barren wife and announced they

         would bear a child. He gave precise instructions on how to raise their son: as a Nazarite. A Nazarite was a person voluntarily

         set apart to God for a certain period of time (see Num. 6). But in this case, the Lord told the parents it was God’s intention

         for the boy, Samson, to keep these vows for a lifetime. Among the vows were not drinking wine, not touching anything dead,

         and not shaving his head (Judg. 13:2-7).

      


      Things went fine until Samson grew to young adulthood. Then he acted out his own desires, breaking almost every facet of the

         Nazarite vows. Samson had a secret source of strength known only to his parents and himself. But perhaps not even they understood

         the real reason for his miraculous might.

      


      Samson started out by marrying a foreigner—a Philistine woman—to which his parents objected. He ate honey from a beehive in

         the dead carcass of a lion, defiling himself and breaking part of his vow. Through trickery, Samson lost his wife to another

         man before Samson could consummate the marriage. So Samson used his unusual strength to get revenge and massacre thirty men.

         Later he burned the Philistines’ fields, and in return they burned the woman and her father to death.

      


      

         The secret lay in his relationship with God—and in his obedience.


      


      Samson eventually found another love, a beautiful and enticing woman named Delilah. But Delilah seemed more interested in

         saving face than in saving her lover’s life. The Philistines tried to get to Samson by offering Delilah silver if she uncovered

         the source of Samson’s strength. She nagged Samson repeatedly, but each time, Samson tricked her and used his strength to

         break free. Finally in a weak moment, Samson gave in, tired of the incessant nagging: “The secret of my strength is in my

         hair. If they cut my hair, I will no longer be strong” (see Judg. 16:17).

      


      What Samson didn’t know was that the secret to his strength really had nothing to do with his hair. The secret lay in his

         relationship with God—and in his obedience. God kept his part of the covenant. But when Samson broke the last stipulation

         of the vow by revealing his secret and allowing someone to cut his hair, God removed his power from Samson’s life.

      


      Finally captured and maimed by the Philistines, Samson was blind, weak, and reduced to a circus spectacle. He was a broken

         man. For most of his selfish life, revenge had consumed him, and he had used his supernatural strength to get what he wanted,

         when he wanted it. He would have done well to learn from someone who realized what true strength can do to make a difference.

         Sometimes it takes the “weak” to motivate us to use our strength in unselfish ways.

      


      That’s what happened to Keller Christensen. A hefty linebacker and special team player for Oregon State, Keller netted numerous

         tackles and a touchdown against Arizona State when he recovered a fumble on a punt return. At 209 pounds, Keller was sturdily

         built. He and Samson had at least a couple of things in common: physical strength—and long hair. Both lost their long locks

         to a pair of scissors—but Keller “lost” his intentionally.
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