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How to Use this Book


The Bible is the most powerful book that has ever been written. It is a collection of sixty-six books with a range of different styles of writing, including historical accounts, allegory, poetry, Gospels and letters. It was originally written in three languages and covers more than a thousand years. Although it was written by human beings over many years, God inspired it and speaks through it today. Studying the Bible not only illuminates our minds; it also warms our hearts, feeds our souls and changes our lives.


The Bible often looks daunting, and it is difficult to know where to start. The purpose of 30 Days is to help those who want to start reading the Bible. There are many ways to go about this. I have selected thirty passages that I have found particularly helpful. Some of the passages are from the Old Testament (which Jesus read and knew well), others are from the Gospels (which concern his life, teaching, death and resurrection) and the remainder are from the rest of the New Testament (mainly letters written by those who were close to Jesus).


As we read the different parts of the Bible, we look to understand what it actually says, what it was saying to the original readers and what it is saying to us now. 


But if we fail to see that the Bible is about Jesus and a relationship with him, reading it can easily become a dry, academic and arid activity. Once you understand that it is all about Jesus, and you see that studying the Bible is a way to grow in your relationship with him, it becomes the source of life. Every time you study the Bible, expect to encounter Jesus.


To get the most out of this book




	Put aside time each day to be alone with God. A good way to begin is to pray as the Old Testament prophet Samuel prayed, ‘Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening’ (1 Sam. 3:9).
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	Read and think about the passage from the Bible for the day. Try to sense what God could be saying to you through the passage. Then read the comments that go with it, referring back to the passage as you go along. (The numbers in brackets refer to the chapter and verse numbers in the Bible.) After God has spoken to you through his word, speak to him in prayer.





I find the following a great help in structuring my prayers. The order is easy to remember as the first letter of each section forms the word ACTS:





	A
	Adoration




	
	– praising God for who he is and what he has done.




	C
	Confession




	
	– asking God’s forgiveness for anything that we have done wrong.




	T
	Thanksgiving




	
	– for health, family, friends and so on.




	S
	Supplication




	
	– praying for ourselves, for our friends and for others.






For more than forty years now, since I encountered Jesus for the first time, I have read the Bible practically every day. Not because I feel I have to, but because I love it and I don’t want to miss it. To me it’s like spiritual food for the day. As the author Rick Warren put it, ‘Reading the Bible generates life. It produces change. It heals hurts. It builds character. It transforms circumstances. It imparts joy. It overcomes adversity. It defeats temptation. It infuses hope. It releases power. It cleanses the mind.’1


Reading the Bible at the age of eighteen had a profound impact on my life – it changed my life. It was through reading the Bible that I encountered Jesus, and I’ve continued to make it a daily habit for the past four decades. 


Twenty-eight years ago, Sandy Millar, former vicar of HTB (Holy Trinity Brompton), gave me a copy of the Bible in One Year and I loved it. Each daily reading has a psalm or a proverb, a New Testament passage and an Old Testament passage. It meant I could read the whole Bible in one year, every year. I’ve been doing that for twenty-eight years, and I’ve found that it is mainly through the Bible that I hear God speak. 


More recently, my wife Pippa and I started to send some of our own reflections on the Bible in One Year readings out to our congregation, encouraging them also to read the Bible in one year. Each day, I try to find a theme that ties each of the passages together and provide a reflection on some of what I’ve learnt over the years, explaining what it means. And also, most importantly, how it applies to our lives. 


Getting to know God is the purpose for which we were made. In order to do this we need to spend time speaking to him and letting him speak to us. Jesus himself set us a great example. Time alone with God has been the key for all the great men and women of God, from Moses to Mother Teresa, from the apostle Paul to Billy Graham. The prophet Isaiah said, ‘He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being taught.’ (Isa. 50:4).


God has given us the extraordinary privilege of knowing him. I hope that by the end of 30 Days you will want to make spending time with God – speaking to him and letting him speak to you – a lifelong habit.




Day 1


The Most Important Question in the World


Matthew 28:1–10


Jesus has risen





	
28 After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb.


2There was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it. 3His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow. 4The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men.


5The angel said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified.

 

	
6He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay. 7Then go quickly and tell his disciples: “He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him.” Now I have told you.’


8So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9Suddenly Jesus met them. ‘Greetings,’ he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and worshipped him. 10Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.’
 

 








If you could meet any person from the past and ask just one question, who would you meet and what would you ask? When he was asked this, Professor C. E. M. Joad, then Professor of Philosophy at London University and a well-known agnostic, answered, ‘I would meet Jesus Christ and ask him the most important question in all the world – did you or did you not rise from the dead?’


He was right in saying it is the most important question in the world. Either Jesus is alive now and we can know him, or he is not and we cannot. 


What is the evidence that Jesus is alive?


1. The absence of Jesus from the tomb


When Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb they found the tombstone rolled away. They were told to go and see ‘the place where he lay’ (v. 6) so that they could witness the fact that he was no longer there. 


Women were not allowed to be witnesses in court in those days. If the resurrection had been invented by the early Christians, they would never have chosen women to be the first witnesses, so the fact that Matthew records the women’s role gives the account an authentic ring.
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2. The presence of Jesus with the disciples 


These women actually saw Jesus. They met him (v. 9) and he spoke to them. They ‘clasped his feet and worshipped him’ (v. 9). Later on, many others saw Jesus (Matt. 28:16–20; Luke 24:36–51; John 21; 1 Cor. 15:1–8). More than 500 people saw him on eleven different occasions over a period of six weeks.


3. The birth and growth of the Christian church


These women were utterly changed. They must have been devastated by Jesus’ death but they were ‘filled with joy’ (v. 8). They rushed off to spread the good news (v. 10). Nothing other than the physical resurrection of Jesus can explain the utter transformation of Mary Magdalene and the other Mary, and then of the disciples, which resulted in the explosive growth of the church.


4. The experience of Christians down the ages


These two women were the first to experience an encounter with the risen Jesus Christ. Since that day, countless millions of Christians have had the same experience. It has been said, ‘A Christian believes in Jesus not because he finds him by laboratory methods, but by actual contact with him. A Christian is something like the electric eel, which knows more about electricity than all the electrical engineers put together.’


It was on the basis of all this evidence that Professor Joad came to faith in Jesus Christ in the last years of his life. His final book, in which he outlined his new-found faith, was called Recovery of Belief.1


The implications of the resurrection are far reaching. Dwell on these three extraordinary facts:


1. You can be sure about your past


God raised Jesus from the dead. You can therefore be sure that the cross was effective and forgiveness is possible. 


2. You can be sure about your future


You can be sure that, as you have put your faith in Christ, one day you too will rise from the dead, just as he did. Death is defeated; there is nothing that can ultimately harm you. 


3. You can be sure about your present


You can be sure that Jesus is alive today. He is with you right now. You can hear this same person speak to you (primarily through the Bible), and you can speak to him (as you pray).


PRAYER


Lord, thank you for the resurrection of Jesus. Thank you that, through Jesus, it is possible to have the assurance of forgiveness, a secure future and to experience the presence of Jesus with me each day.







Day 2


How Can You Know that Christianity is True?


John 5:31–47


Testimonies about Jesus





	
31‘If I testify about myself, my testimony is not valid. 32There is another who testifies in my favour, and I know that his testimony about me is valid.


33‘You have sent to John and he has testified to the truth. 34Not that I accept human testimony; but I mention it that you may be saved. 35John was a lamp that burned and gave light, and you chose for a time to enjoy his light.


36‘I have testimony weightier than that of John. For the very work that the Father has given me to finish, and which I am doing, testifies that the Father has sent me. 37And the Father who sent me has himself testified concerning me. You have never heard his voice nor seen his form, 38nor does his word dwell in you, for you do not believe the one he sent.

 

	
39You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, 40yet you refuse to come to me to have life.


41‘I do not accept human praise,


42but I know you. I know that you do not have the love of God in your hearts. 43I have come in my Father’s name, and you do not accept me; but if others come in their own names, you will accept them. 44How can you believe if you accept praise from one another, yet make no effort to obtain the praise that comes from the only God?


45‘But do not think I will accuse you before the Father. Your accuser is Moses, on whom your hopes are set. 46If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. 47But since you do not believe what he wrote, how are you going to believe what I say?’












How can you know that Christianity is true? Jesus made some astonishing claims: earlier in this chapter, in verse 18, ‘he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God’. But Jesus says his own testimony is not enough (v. 31). Supporting evidence is required. God the Father has supplied this evidence (v. 32) through at least four witnesses.


1. The evidence of other people (v. 33) 


John the Baptist had provided supporting evidence. Earlier in the Gospel, the author tells us, ‘there came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light … He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light’ (John 1:6–8).


Today there are more than two billion Christians all over the world, more than ever before, pointing to Jesus Christ. They come from every race, class and background. They say that Jesus has changed their lives. He is the ‘Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29).


2. The evidence of the life’s work of Jesus (v. 36)


Jesus says that ‘the very work that the Father has given me to finish, and which I am doing, testifies that the Father has sent me’ (v. 36). This evidence Jesus described as ‘weightier than that of John’ (v. 36). Jesus is, as former Archbishop of Canterbury William Temple put it, referring to ‘the whole activity of the Word made flesh’.1 Jesus’ life’s work included his miracles, which were openly acknowledged to have happened at the time, although some simply attributed them to demonic powers. The evidence also includes his way of life, his attitude to other people, the effect of his teaching, his influence on those who met him and, supremely, his death. Jesus said the purpose for which he was sent by the Father was to die for us (v. 36). When it was completed, he cried out, ‘It is finished’ (John 19:30).


3. The evidence of the Father’s direct testimony (vv. 37–38)


There was the outward voice that testified directly at Jesus’ baptism, declaring, ‘You are my Son, whom I love’ (Mark 1:11). Then, there are the inner words of the Holy Spirit, whom the Father sends to speak to our hearts and consciences (John 15:26). But the supreme way in the New Testament that the Father directly testifies is by raising Jesus from the dead (see Acts 2:24). 


4. The evidence of the Scriptures (vv. 38–39)


As I read the New Testament as an eighteen-year-old atheist, it was as if the person of Jesus emerged from the pages, and I encountered him. 


Jesus said, ‘The Scriptures … testify about me’ (v. 39). The whole Old Testament reflects Jesus: ‘Moses … wrote about me’ (v. 46). As the church reformer Martin Luther put it, ‘every word rings of Christ’.2 There are more than 300 prophecies about Jesus, including the virgin birth, the place of his birth, the manner of his death (in great detail) and the place of his burial. 


It is possible to read the Bible and miss the whole point. Some of the people at the time did that. They diligently studied the Scriptures (v. 39), but life was not to be found in the book. The book is the witness that points to Jesus. Life is in Jesus. As St Augustine has put it, ‘What is in the old [Testament] concealed is in the new [Testament] revealed.’


In the light of all this evidence, why do people refuse to come to Jesus Christ?




	
Some are not willing to put God first in their lives (v. 42)

   They are not willing to obey the first command (to love God above everything), to give up everything that they know is wrong in their lives and put God first.




	
Some are more concerned about what others think than about what God thinks (v. 44)

   There may be a stigma attached to being known as a Christian and being associated with other Christians, but Jesus died publicly for us and we should not be ashamed to be known publicly as his followers.
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Some simply refuse to believe in Jesus, in spite of the evidence (vv. 40, 47)

   We should not be surprised if this is still the case today. It is not belief in Jesus that is irrational, but unbelief. It is irrational not to believe in the face of overwhelming evidence.







PRAYER


Lord, thank you that you have not left us without evidence and that my faith is based on good historical grounds. As I study the Scriptures, may my heart burn within me as I encounter a relationship with the risen Jesus.







Day 3


Is Christianity a Crutch?


Luke 9:18–27 


Peter’s confession of Christ





	
18Once when Jesus was praying in private and his disciples were with him, he asked them, ‘Who do the crowds say I am?’


19They replied, ‘Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, that one of the prophets of long ago has come back to life.’


20‘But what about you?’ he asked. ‘Who do you say I am?’


Peter answered, ‘The Christ of God.’


Jesus predicts his death


21Jesus strictly warned them not to tell this to anyone. 22And he said, ‘The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and the teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.’
 

	
23Then he said to them all: ‘Those who would come after me must deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. 24For those who want to save their lives will lose them, but those who lose their lives for me will save them.


25What good is it for you to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit your very self? 26All who are ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of them when he comes in his glory and in the glory of the Father and of the holy angels.


27‘I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God.’












At Buchenwald, a concentration camp during the Second World War, 65,000 people were put to death by a totalitarian regime which saw the Christian faith as a threat to the ideology of death. At Buchenwald there was one block of cells reserved for especially ‘dangerous’ prisoners. In cell 27 they placed Paul Schneider, a Lutheran pastor, who came to be called ‘the Preacher of Buchenwald’. From the small window in his cell he loudly proclaimed Jesus Christ in defiance of the orders of the Gestapo guards. In cell 23 they placed Otto Neururer, a Catholic priest, whose work on behalf of the Jews and other so-called undesirables had made him a threat to the Nazi warlords. He too ministered to the prisoners in Jesus’ name.


A Catholic and a Protestant, separated only by four cells, walked the way of the cross and together fearlessly proclaimed Jesus. 
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Some people say that Christianity is a crutch. A crutch is an artificial support, which is only needed if a part of our body is not functioning correctly. In general, people don’t need crutches, although they may make life easier in the short term. People using crutches are anxious to get rid of them as soon as possible. Is Christianity like that?


1. Is Christianity an artificial support? (vv. 18–20)


Is it just wishful thinking or is it true? That depends on who Jesus is (vv. 18–20). Jesus asks two questions:




	
‘Who do the crowds say I am?’ (v. 18)They knew he could not be an ordinary man. When he was twelve, people were ‘amazed at his understanding and his answers’ (Luke 2:47). When they heard his first talk, the ‘eyes of everyone … were fastened on him’ (Luke 4:20). They had seen him heal lepers and those who were paralysed. 

They had heard his teaching. They had even seen him raise someone from the dead (Luke 7:11–17), and therefore thought he must be the reincarnation of someone great. People are still speculating today about who Jesus might be. But Jesus asks another question:




	
‘Who do you say I am?’ (v. 20)We cannot rely on second-hand opinions. Each one of us has to make our own decision based on the available evidence. Peter’s reply is, ‘The Christ of God.’ He was absolutely right. Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. There is good historical evidence for this in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. There is good reason to believe. This is not wishful thinking. It is not a crutch. It is not artificial. It is a backbone. This is reality.







2. Is it only for especially weak or needy people? (vv. 21–23)


Jesus said, ‘The Son of Man must suffer.’ The Greek word for ‘must’ means ‘necessary for certain great ends’. Jesus came, died and rose again because he loves you and me. He came ‘for certain great ends’ – to meet universal needs. We have physical needs such as food, water and air. We can only survive about three months without food, three days without water and three minutes without air. Yet are food, water and air ‘crutches’? No, they are universal physical needs.


All human beings, whether they know it or not, have emotional and spiritual needs. We have a need for meaning and purpose, for hope beyond death and for an answer to guilt. The answer to these needs is not a crutch. It is the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ.


3. Is it something that makes life easier? (vv. 23–26) 


Is Christianity an escape? Is it a quick fix? Jesus’ words make it quite clear that it is not easy, although it is exciting and challenging. It is not easy for three reasons: 




	
No sinJesus says that those who follow him must ‘deny themselves’ (v. 23). We need to give up what we know to be wrong. We cannot hang on to sin. That would be the easy way out.




	
No selfJesus says we must take up our cross daily (v. 23). Anyone who had watched a crucifixion would know that this was no easy option. It means a daily dying to our own selfishness – no longer living for ourselves but to serve the one who died for us and was raised to life. 




	
No secrecyJesus calls us to follow him (v. 26). He was asking people to declare their faith in him publicly. You cannot be a secret disciple. Jesus wants his followers to stand up and be counted, even when it is difficult to do so. There is no such thing as a private faith. 







Christianity is not a crutch. It is a cross. Resolve today to follow him. You will be joining with millions of others like Paul Schneider and Otto Neururer who have taken up their crosses and followed Christ, and as a result have made an impact on the society around them.
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