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READ THIS FIRST



Most of the time, reading a men’s devotional makes me queasy, as if I’d just swallowed a dozen jelly donuts. They’re that syrupy. Many are filled with truisms and trite sayings, sticky-sweet pabulum about how prayer works and how every bad thing is really a good thing in disguise, and if I’ll just believe big and act bold God will make the garbage in my life taste like ice cream. My system can’t handle the sugar. I get a head rush, then a sick stomach, and then I feel really tired.


What about my daughter, who died at only five months of age?


What about that time I lost my job and had to vacate my house in sixty days?


What about the four major surgeries and the divorce and the runaway teenager and the totaled cars and the “You’re not my real dad”?


Why are we afraid to talk plainly about the things men deal with all the time—the pressure to succeed, the stress of managing money, fear of failure, anxiety about relationships, regret, guilt, boredom, anger?


I wonder if we sugarcoat these issues because we fear, deep down, that God can’t handle them. Or that we can’t. Or that if we ask one tough question about sex then this whole thing we call faith will crumble like a sandcastle in the tide.


It won’t, you know.


The promises of Scripture are as good for grown men as they are for little children. The things we know about life, about ourselves, about God are just as valid in this post-Christian, postmodern, post-everything world as they were ten thousand years ago. There’s no reason not to ask tough questions and hope for solid answers. The promises offered here are not slender reeds for hesitant souls who are fearful of testing them with real weight. They are carbon-steel jack stands, capable of supporting enormous burdens, durable, dependable, indestructible. If the truth is brutal, there’s nothing more rugged than the Word of God.


It’s likely that you’ve picked up this book because you’re being crushed by one of these enormous burdens right now and are ready for some relief. If so, you’ve come to the right place. I invite you to feed on this book and the promises it contains. You can read it cover to cover, or you can browse for the subjects that appeal to you, or read an entry a day for forty days. Either way, I welcome you on this journey to discover God in a deeper way. As you explore these timeworn promises and pray these simple prayers, you will learn what strong, determined, able men have known for centuries: you can throw all your weight on God, because He really does care for you (1 Peter 5:7).
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DAY 1



EMBRACE THE NEW YOU




THE PROMISE


You are forever changed.
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Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!


2 CORINTHIANS 5:17





 


Reunions are a form of time travel. These gatherings of family, former classmates, or fellow soldiers have a way of turning back the calendar, transporting grown men and women to a simpler time. A forty-year-old man arrives at a family reunion perhaps as a husband and father, a successful businessman, or a skilled tradesman or professional. Yet when he sits at the picnic table eating hotdogs, trading stories with siblings and cousins, he is once again the baby of the family.


A class reunion can have a similar effect, which is why I avoided them for many years after high school. I didn’t care for the person I was back then, so I had no desire to return to the time when I was a little younger than everyone else, not quite as smart, and barely able to keep up. I liked to think that the years and the miles, the diplomas and the children, even the gray hairs, were evidence that I’d changed. I was no longer the gawky kid who mispronounced “Tybalt” while auditioning for Romeo and Juliet and was too slow to make the basketball team. At least I hoped I wasn’t the same person. To attend a reunion would put that theory to the test, and I lacked the courage to find out for sure.


Former selves haunt all of us in many ways, lurking in the shadows of our lives, ever ready to make an unwelcome entrance. Sometimes they are called forth by meeting an old acquaintance whose very presence reminds us of an embarrassing incident. Or they assert themselves during a heated argument, when a wife reminds us of that awful thing we once said or the selfish way we responded to disappointment. We’d like to think that we’re not the same, that we’ve grown far beyond those childish mistakes. But we’re never quite sure. Despite the evidence in the mirror, we can’t help but wonder if anything about us is different than before. If we weren’t good enough then, why would we be now? Is that awkward teen—or lying husband or deadbeat dad or inept employee—still in there somewhere?


The apostle Paul must have understood our fear of class reunions. Why else would he so emphatically stress the idea that the old you is gone forever, replaced by a new and different person through faith in Christ? The new birth produces a new life. This is the promise of God, His pronouncement upon you: you are forever changed. You are not the man you once were, and certainly not the boy. By following Jesus Christ, you have entered a new life. What welcome assurance that is.


True, you may still display a few characteristics of the old you. The pimply teenager didn’t disappear the day after graduation, but there was no going back to high school. You’d ended one life and entered another. So too with your identity as a child of God. Your growth will take time, but this new life is yours for keeps.


After twenty years of gathering my courage, I finally attended a high school reunion. I was pleased to discover exactly what I’d hoped all along. I was different at thirty-eight than I’d been at eighteen. We all were. Despite a few extra pounds, we’d changed for the better.


You have too.




A TIMELY TIP


Looking back isn’t going to help you. Moving forward is the thing you have to do.


MCKAYLA MARONEY


TRY IT


When you look in the mirror today, say out loud, “I’m not the man I used to be.”





A PRAYER


Lord, thank You for offering me a fresh start. Help me to own this new identity and live today like the new person You have created me to be. Amen.
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DAY 2



LOVE GOD




THE PROMISE


Your best will always be good enough for God.
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Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.


MATTHEW 5:8





 


Well, he works at it. He doesn’t sit on his hands like some.”


I was a young pastor, listening to a conversation between a couple of seasoned ministers. They were discussing a colleague who put an enormous number of miles on his car each year, requiring frequent oil changes. In those days, visiting parishioners in their homes, at the hospital, and even at workplaces, sporting events, and school activities was common practice. Serving a rural parish that covered most of the county, the pastor in question drove tens of thousands of miles a year, which put his car in the shop at least once a month. Hence, the discussion.


“He doesn’t sit on his hands like some.” Heads nodded in approval, making the implication obvious: it takes constant effort to do the Lord’s work. To be a good pastor, you must wear out a set of tires—and probably yourself.


That idea branded itself onto my consciousness, and I made the decision to be a pastor who “works at it.” I would prove my devotion to the Lord by exhausting myself in His service. My family paid the price for that choice for years to come.


Pastors are not the only ones who can feel they’re never doing enough for God. Laypeople may also have the idea that they must do more, care more, achieve more, attend more meetings, give more money, forego more sleep, and spend more time away from home to finally win God’s approval. We don’t want to be caught sitting on our hands when Christ returns. We want to be out there, in the field, working at it.


If that sounds familiar, stop for a minute. Slow your pace, set aside your to-do list, quit looking at your phone and pondering that opportunity to volunteer one more night this week. Hear this: God cares more about who you are than what you do. You are His child, and He loves you. Love Him back. That’s all you really have to do.


It isn’t that your conduct doesn’t matter. Of course it’s important to behave morally and to serve others. Both are vital aspects of our life in the Spirit. The problem comes in confusing the order of our salvation. We are convinced that doing leads to being. We think that if we do more for God, we’ll become more valuable to God. It’s an outside-in approach to the good life. The harder we work, the better we’ll be.


That’s dead wrong.


Life in the Spirit flows from the inside out. Hard work does not make the heart pure. A heart filled with love for God overflows into loving others, which prompts us to do good in the world, not frenetically, obsessively, or exhaustingly, but with calm confidence and impeccable balance.


Outside-in spirituality is worse than misguided. It is harmful to you and those around you. A friend spent several years as a missionary before returning home burned out, his marriage in tatters. “While I was traveling a lot, working hard, really thriving, my wife was dying inside and I just couldn’t see it,” he said. “To tell you the truth, I was more in love with the ministry than I was with God.”


Busy hands will never make a heart pure. All God asks is that you love Him. Center your affection on Him. Do that and you will have done the one thing that is most needed. That will always be good enough.




A TIMELY TIP


The foe of opportunity is preoccupation. Just when God sends along a chance to turn a great victory for mankind, some of us are too busy puttering around to notice it.


A. W. TOZER


TRY IT


Take one thing off of your calendar this week so you can spend more time in the presence of God.





A PRAYER


Lord, I have sometimes cared about Your work more than about You. I’ve wanted Your approval more than Your presence. Help me to love You the way You love me and to rest in the knowledge of Your approval. Amen.
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DAY 3



ACCEPT FORGIVENESS




THE PROMISE


You can know for sure that God loves you.
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The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.


ROMANS 8:16





 


If you were to die tonight, do you know for sure that you would go to heaven?” I felt a little cheesy asking the question, but it seemed appropriate under the circumstances. Alex, a thirty-five-year-old husband and father, was sitting in my office asking what it meant to be a Christian. His wife, Maria, paced the hallway, trying to keep two preschoolers occupied. Realizing that I had no time to waste, I resorted to the daunting question from a method for explaining the Christian faith that had been popular a few years before.


“No,” Alex said, wagging his head slowly. “I don’t think so.”


“Would you like to know for sure?”


“Absolutely.”


With that I launched into what is sometimes called the Bridge Illustration. It pictures a person standing on one side of a chasm, God on the other side, and a cross forming a bridge between the two. I described the meaning of the illustration to Alex, then asked, “In terms of your relationship with God, where would you say you are right now?”


“About here,” he said, pointing to a spot about one-third of the way across the bridge. “I pray sometimes, but me and God aren’t exactly tight.”


I explained that Jesus’s death on the cross closed the gap created by sin, making it possible for us to have a relationship with God. I quoted 1 Timothy 2:5, “For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus.” Then I asked Alex if he’d like to pray, expressing his faith in Christ. Alex readily agreed, and we prayed together.


“Now where would you say you are?” I asked.


“About here,” Alex said, pointing to a spot about halfway across the bridge. “Maybe one step closer.”


Alex’s experience is not uncommon. Despite their profession of faith in Christ, many men feel they’re never quite “in” with God. They are keenly aware of their sins. They’ve failed God and others repeatedly. Some have been told—by parents, spouses, coworkers—that they simply don’t measure up. And they believe it. Despite what they may have heard in church or remember from childhood Bible lessons, they can’t accept the idea that God really, truly loves them. In their minds, they’ll be like Gandalf on the bridge of Khazad-dûm, suspended over a pit of fire with somebody shouting, “You shall not pass!”


Jesus understood that feeling, which is why He promised to send the Comforter, who is the Holy Spirit, to remind us of important truths (see John 14:26). One of those important truths is that through faith in Jesus Christ, we are, in fact, truly, no mistake, I’m really not kidding about this, loved by God. We are adopted into His family, called His sons, treated to a place at the table, brought near. Our place is with God now. We’re part of His family. We’ll never be on the other side, or dangling in the middle, again.


I kicked myself for not finishing the Bridge diagram with Alex, and I quickly spat out 1 John 5:13: “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” God loves you. He really does. And based on your acceptance of Christ, you can know that for certain. Quiet your mind, open your heart, and let the Spirit speak.




A TIMELY TIP


Though our feelings come and go, God’s love for us does not.


C. S. LEWIS


TRY IT


Write the text of John 5:24 on an index card, and read it aloud every day this week.





A PRAYER


Holy Spirit, speak to me. In the stillness of this moment, cut through the shame and regret to let me hear Your voice and feel Your presence. Amen.
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DAY 4



LIVE FREE




THE PROMISE


You are forgiven, you are loved, and you are free.
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That is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.


1 CORINTHIANS 6:11





 


Poor Jacob Marley. Or rather the ghost of Jacob Marley, business partner to Ebenezer Scrooge in Charles Dickens’s classic story A Christmas Carol. In the afterlife, Marley was condemned to walk the earth shackled with a massive iron chain, each link representing a misdeed done in his lifetime. Since he had been a cunning businessman, cheating and mistreating all with whom he dealt, Marley’s chain was long and heavy. His sins were a great burden to bear.
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