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Linda Chambers.
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Introduction

The Bible was not a prop in our home when I was a child. We didn’t leave it out on a table to be seen by guests, or on a shelf to collect dust. No, the Bible was the foundation for everything we did. We believed the Scriptures were the very words of God. Mom and Dad read them with us, to us, and in our presence. They went to the Bible with questions, and shared with us its answers.

My parents believed in the power of God’s word to teach us, guide us, and protect us, so they surrounded us with the Scriptures. The Bible was not a book we lived with, but a book we lived by.

That’s why I was so excited when I was presented an opportunity to help write and edit this book, Scripture to Live By. This book is a collection of true and interesting stories I’ve gathered from twenty-nine different authors. I intentionally sought out authors of all ages and from various backgrounds. This book includes stories from college students and professors, church leaders, preachers, comedians, missionaries, musicians, teachers, business leaders, university and seminary presidents, soldiers, retirees, moms, and dads.

It includes stories of love, survival, and hope. These stories will make you laugh, cry, remember, and think about your life. I hope that the time you spend with this book will lead to countless blessings. It’s my prayer that this book itself will be a lasting blessing to your life, so I’ve designed this book to connect these twenty-nine true stories with the true stories from two other authors: God and you.

Each story in this book is followed by a devotion written by me and a call to action designed to connect the author’s story, God’s story, and yours. It’s my prayer that your life will be blessed as you read these stories and apply the lessons from God’s Scriptures to your life.

When I turned thirteen, my Dad gave me a Bible. In the front cover he wrote: “This book will create in you the good, the true, and the beautiful.” As you journey with this book on the path with God one wondrous day at a time, I pray these stories, God’s story, and yours will fill your life with goodness, truth, and beauty.

Blessings,
Arron


Spring Always Comes

By Kim Jackson 

What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.

—ROMANS 6:1–4




“That’s odd,” I thought, as I walked through the front yard of my Midwest home. “It looks like something’s trying to grow up right outside my bedroom window.”

I bent over to take a closer look. “How weird! Not only is something that I didn’t plant growing there, whatever it is, they’re lined up in as perfect a row as you’re ever going to see. Strange!”

Intrigued, I made it a habit to walk around the outside of my house each evening when the weather permitted. We’d had a rough winter in Illinois, and it had started far too early for my liking. It didn’t help that my personal life seemed to mirror the season. After months of gray sky outside and dark mood inside, I was looking forward to saying that spring had sprung.

A few weeks into my walk-around-the-house-in-the-evening routine, I realized that the mystery plants growing so perfectly outside my bedroom window were tulips. “I’m pretty sure there is no such thing as volunteer tulips,” I said to a friend one day. “But how in the world did a row of tulip bulbs get planted right under my nose without me knowing about it?”

As the weather warmed up, so did my spirits. I began to believe that the icy season in my heart was going to melt away even as the sun’s rays made puddles where the neighbor kid’s snowman used to be.

But even as I dared to hope, phone calls and e-mails reminded me of both a relationship careening out of control and mounting financial difficulties. Discouraged, I slumped on the couch and buried my head in a pillow. God, I’m so tired. Is this season ever going to end? Depressed and drained of energy, I got up off the couch just long enough to get ready for bed. I caught my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Good grief, even my face looks gray.

Sleep was a great escape. I didn’t have to face the realities of my circumstances if I never got out of bed, right? When my alarm went off the next morning, I hit the snooze button. Once. Twice. Three times.

Oh, but responsibilities beckoned. I sat up and sighed . . . at least it looked like the sun was shining. That was a plus. As I opened the blinds of my bedroom window, I saw a splash of color. I spoke out loud: “Oh, my goodness, the tulips have opened!”

Grabbing a jacket, I jogged out the front door and around the corner. And there they were: a perfect row of the most glorious, vibrant red tulips I’ve ever seen. “Oh, Lord, these are marvelous! What a colorful, wonderful gift.”

I knelt down in the dew-soaked grass and extended my hand to touch one of the brand-new blossoms sitting atop a stem that seemed exceptionally tall. I traced the graceful lines of the deep, cup-shaped blossom. What artistry! And the color! The shade of red was absolutely eye popping. “These tulips are amazing,” I said aloud as I stood to my feet. “Simply amazing.”

My spirits were buoyed by the tulip display. The challenges of the workday seemed to fade as I remembered the colorful surprise that had greeted my morning. I was excited to share my big news, so I called a friend and we met for coffee and a walk around the park.

“The mystery tulips bloomed today! Oh, and they are the most vivid red I’ve ever seen! And they’re so tall! I can’t begin to do them justice by describing them—you’ll just have to see them for yourself. I still don’t have a clue how they showed up in my yard, but I’m sure glad they did.”

With that, Heather laughed. “Finally! Now I can tell you the rest of the story.”

“What? You were in on this?”

“Yes, I confess . . . but I wasn’t alone.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I had the idea. But I didn’t pay for the tulip bulbs.”

“I don’t understand.”

Heather smiled. “Sit back, Kim, and enjoy your coffee. I’ll tell you the whole story. It began last November. Remember when you went to the retreat in Indiana?”

“Sure. How could I forget that weekend? When I tried to leave, my car doors were frozen shut! We had such a bad storm on my way home that I prayed nonstop.”

“Yes, that’s the weekend I’m talking about. The Friday you left, I went to the store and picked out the tulip bulbs. I used money from your Fun Fund to pay for them, so Sandy and Deb were coconspirators, if you will.”

I shook my head. So I had been blessed by Kim’s Fun Fund yet again. Deb and Sandy, my friends in Florida, knew I had been going through a challenging season, so they had sent money to my friend Heather in Illinois, with instructions to use the funds to encourage me. Heather had been faithfully and creatively blessing me out of the Fun Fund for months. The first installment came after I endured a particularly painful confrontation in my professional life. The next day Heather had called with an invitation to dine at my favorite Italian restaurant, with the tab being picked up by Kim’s Fun Fund, of course. A month later, after I had been out of state for a week helping chaperone hundreds of teenagers at a conference, I was greeted with a balloon bouquet on my kitchen table when I returned home.

“So, Kim’s Fun Fund strikes again?”

“Indeed it has. And once I knew you had driven out of town, I arrived at your house with the bulbs and my gardening tools. Down on my knees outside your bedroom window, I dropped each bulb into its cozy winter home, spread dirt over each one, and said a little prayer. The timing for your being away from home coincided perfectly with my hope that if I planted the bulbs then, they would bloom near Easter. It just seemed right for the bulbs to ‘resurrect’ at that time.

The only concern I had was that you might notice that someone had been digging in your front yard, but God already had a plan in mind.”

“He did?”

“The storm. God delivered an early winter storm . . . and all the traces of my digging up your yard were covered by snow—just in time. When you pulled in your driveway Sunday evening there was nary a trace of my—literal—dirty work.”

“So let me get this straight: you had the tulip idea, you used money sent from my friends in Florida to fund the project, you secretly planted the bulbs while I was away, and then God covered your tracks in the form of a snowstorm. So . . . you’ve spent all winter knowing that in a few months the mystery tulips would bloom to bless and encourage me. Wow . . . I feel loved!”

“That was the idea. You’ve been so discouraged—gone through some winter months of your own, so to speak. But spring always comes, Kim. Spring always comes.”

Spring always comes. Heather’s words resonated in my weary soul. I tried to imagine what the tulip bulbs looked like on the chilly November day when they were dropped in the ground outside my bedroom window. What words would describe them? Ugly, underground, and unknown. Yet after the cold spell required for the tulips to grow, they had transformed into beautiful, bold blessings. Both the harsh winter weather as well as the welcome spring sun were necessary for the tulips to complete their upward journey.

Heather interrupted my thoughtful silence. “Oh, and Kim, there’s one more thing. There are dozens and dozens of tulip varieties available. But I chose yours with special care. Yours are called Kingsblood. Happy Easter, Kim.”

[image: Il_9781598690651_0015_001] The Pastor Says . . .

I don’t have a green thumb. I don’t even have a green pinky. Plants have a picture of me on the wall of their post offices. Why? I kill plants on a regular basis. This is not intentional. I’m just not a very good gardener.

My brother-in-law, on the other hand, is a fantastic gardener. He can actually put tomato seeds in the ground, and tomato plants grow that actually produce tomatoes. Can you believe that? I can’t, because when I put seeds in the ground, dirt grows. Nothing happens, and that’s how it should be. That’s how God designed the process.

Put a seed in the ground and, in the hidden realm of worms, dirt, moisture, and darkness, a transformation occurs that unleashes intended potential. God intends for seeds to become plants. That’s what seeds were designed to do. Unplanted seeds are destined to always be . . . seeds. Unplanted seeds will never know the pleasure of sunshine on their leaves. Unplanted seeds will never know the joy of blooming. Unplanted seeds will never experience the pleasure of providing nourishment and pleasure to others. Unplanted seeds will never know the pleasure of being a tulip and the pleasure of being seen as an expression of God’s faithfulness.

I want to remind you that two important things occur when seeds are planted: death and life.

When a seed is planted in the ground a death of identity occurs—while beneath the surface the seed dies to itself and becomes not seed. But life occurs as a plant pushes up through the dirt reaching for the nourishment of the sun.

For all of these reasons—and for others we may not fully understand with minds familiar only with the modern approach to horticulture—the Apostle Paul compares being baptized to being planted. In Romans 6:5, Paul, when describing what happens at baptism, uses a word that is only used one time in the Bible and that word means “planted.” This is how verse 5 literally reads: “If we have been planted with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection” (emphasis mine).

At my baptism, in the spring of 1978, I too, was planted. At your baptism you were planted. At our baptisms, you and I experienced death and life. When we were beneath the surface, like a seed, we died to ourselves and became new. As we came up out of the water, our intended potential was realized. We emerged as new creations, with a new life, and new identity.

I hope you never look at tulips and baptismal services the same way again.

—Arron Chambers


Spiritual Lessons in Action

Buy some flower seeds and plant them someplace where their blooming will be a reminder that spring always comes.




A Banquet for the 912th

By Marc Imboden

Then the LORD said, “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son.” Now Sarah was listening at the entrance to the tent, which was behind him. Abraham and Sarah were already old and well advanced in years, and Sarah was past the age of childbearing. So Sarah laughed to herself as she thought, “After I am worn out and my master is old, will I now have this pleasure?” Then the LORD said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Will I really have a child, now that I am old?’ Is anything too hard for the LORD? I will return to you at the appointed time next year and Sarah will have a son.” Sarah was afraid, so she lied and said, “I did not laugh.” But he said, “Yes, you did laugh.”

—GENESIS 18:10–15




I’m sure that you’ve read some great war stories from World War II, Vietnam, Desert Storm, and even more recently from Iraq. You know . . . the kind with action, adventure, and bloodshed? Well, this is not one of those kinds of stories. This is a story of unexpected blessings.

I was stationed in the Persian Gulf with the 912th MASH Army reserve unit from November 1990 through August 1991. During this tumultuous time, a lot of unexpected things happened.

We landed in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, the night Iraq started sending SCUD missiles into that country. I remember getting off the plane in the middle of the night, hauling my duffel bag and gear, and being shuffled off to a nearby rat-infested warehouse that we were told would be our quarters. When we entered the warehouse, there was a sea of olive drab bodies occupying every square inch of the floor. Exhausted from traveling for the last thirty-some hours, I tried to find a spot to roll out my sleeping bag. When I finally lay down an hour later for what I thought would be a long-overdue nap, sirens from every direction started blaring. Immediately, I was jolted into a state of alertness unlike anything I had ever experienced, as I heard soldiers all around me yelling, “Gas! Gas! Gas!”

Donning my gas mask and chemical-protective gear, I remember thinking, “My first night at war, and I’m gonna die.” Running outside with the other panic-stricken soldiers, I looked up just in time to see the method of my execution: a SCUD missile headed directly toward us.

As my life flashed before my eyes, suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, what looked like a bottle rocket, but was really a Patriot missile, came out of nowhere and knocked the SCUD out of its path and into oblivion. The cheers were short-lived, as the next SCUD could be seen right behind the first one. Again I thought, “I’m gonna die,” but then another Patriot missile saved the day. This went on for several days. This was no way to live, expecting the worst, but this was our reality.

Eventually, duty called, and we were set up as a humanitarian mission in an abandoned hospital in Kuwait City. Our life in the hospital started to feel the slightest bit normal—if normal is even a possibility in a wartime situation.

We started to perform our duties during shift work and actually had some time off. During this time off, the Army let us go into town every once in a while for a little R and R. So, where do a bunch of Americans go in a foreign city when they have a little break? The mall, of course! So, off to the mall we went.

Now, the malls in Kuwait are called malls, but that’s where the similarities end. The malls in Kuwait have no Chick-fil-As, Foot Locker shoe stores, multiplex cinemas, or any of the other quintessential, homogenized American boutiques that we’ve grown so accustomed to. These malls were extravagant, and this particular mall was spectacularly grand!

It was constructed entirely of marble . . . I’m talking marble floors, marble walls, marble ceilings, marble benches, and marble bathrooms complete with marble bidets.

The front doors of the mall were at least fifteen feet tall and completely covered in gold leaf. The first floor was composed entirely of silver shops. The jewelry was so bright that we actually put on our sunglasses wherever we went on the first floor. I’ve never seen so much silver jewelry in my entire life. The second level was . . . you guessed it . . . gold. Every window of every shop was filled with every type of gold jewelry imaginable. It really did hurt your eyes a little. The top floor had every kind of exotic stone (diamonds, rubies, emeralds, etc.) you could ever want or need—not that any of us were in need of any jewelry—nevertheless, it was there for the haggling.

All of that opulence was making us kind of hungry, so we decided to look for some authentic Kuwaiti food. There was, of course, your standard variety of McDonald’s, KFC, and Burger King fast-food chains, but we wanted to experience the culture. I have found that you can travel to the most remote corner of the globe, and still find a Big Mac or a Whopper. This would not do, however, so we left the sparkly mall to venture into the city and find authentic food.

On our way out the front door, a Kuwaiti man, looking very much like every other Kuwaiti man, dressed in the traditional long white robe and white headdress, stopped us to thank us for leaving our families and homes and coming all this way to help his people. We, of course, did the “Aw, shucks!” routine and denied any real heroism, stating that we really didn’t do anything, but he kept shaking our hands insisting that he must find a way to thank us. Was there anything he could do for us?

I half-jokingly asked, “Could you tell us where to find the best Kuwaiti food?”

His eyes lit up and he said, “Ah . . . that would be my house.”

Instinctively, we told him, “No, that really won’t be necessary,” but he was very persistent and kept asking us when we could come. The three of us sort of looked at each other and said, “How about next Saturday?”

He jumped up a little and said, “Excellent! You bring four more of your friends and meet me here at noon on Saturday.”

Not really expecting that this man would show up, let alone cook for seven of us, we sort of shrugged it off and went back to the hospital. That next Saturday, we collected our four other friends and drove to the mall, not expecting the nice Kuwaiti man to really be there, but, to our amazement, there he stood! It was exactly 12:00 noon, and he was there waiting for us with a fleet of four long black limousines, all with chauffeurs at the ready.

As it turns out, this guy was the owner of said sparkly mall, as well as a few other sparkly malls, and not only had he not forgotten about our little food pact, he was seriously excited, and it appeared, he was almost giddy.

We all awkwardly climbed into the cars to find that these were not the rental limos from prom night; these were the real deal, with cold champagne waiting for us, and televisions tuned to CNN. After a short drive through town, we found ourselves at yet another huge, sparkly establishment, and, although it was as big as a mall, this was no mall. Now, I’ve been to my fair share of really nice houses in America—even a few mansions and estates, but nothing can really prepare you for walking into someone’s palace. And again with the marble; I mean the whole place, top to bottom, was marble. There was an indoor Olympic-sized marble swimming pool, two grand curved staircases—completely made of marble. The bizarreness of the whole situation must have been obvious on our faces, as we just kept murmuring, “Wow!”

He then led us into the parlor, a giant (marble, of course) room with what was most likely the largest Persian rug in the known universe; it looked like a small football field. The only other items in the room were pillows . . . lots and lots of pillows. I’d say there were about two hundred pillows lining the perimeter of this Guinness Book of World Records nominee for the world’s largest rug. He called this the “Tea Room” and, sitting in the Tea Room, were seven of his friends sitting on pillows, sipping tea from tiny cups, and waiting for our arrival.

As he introduced us to this small group of friends, I realized that this group represented a sort of microcosm of contemporary Kuwaiti culture. There was a doctor, an engineer, a journalist, a restaurant owner, a lawyer, a professor, and his brother, who was part owner of the sparkly mall franchise. It was becoming apparent to me as we sat for tea and conversation that this man went out of his way not only to let us experience a Kuwaiti dinner, but also to encounter a much broader cultural picture.

After tea, he announced that it was time for dinner and led us into one of the largest dining rooms—or, I should say, dining halls—I’ve ever seen. The huge, hand-carved dining table looked like it belonged in the Ming Dynasty era, and came complete with high-backed, hand-carved chairs to go all the way around it. He then rang a small bell. Women who had been busy in the kitchen started bringing out the platters of food.

Now, up to this point, I know that this story might seem a bit fictionalized, or a little embellished at the very least, but I can promise you that it’s not. However, if you thought that the story so far was unbelievable, the next part is gonna kill ya.

There were about six or seven women—the host’s mother, his wife, several sisters, and a few sisters in-law—bringing out the food. Each woman carried two large platters of some Kuwaiti delicacy, which added up to about fourteen main courses! Keep in mind that there were only fifteen of us there.

It gets better. As soon as the ladies put down the platters, they turned around and went back to the kitchen, only to return with another armful of main courses. Our jaws dropped once again. One more trip to the kitchen yielded several more platters of main courses, desserts, and finally the “coup de grâce”: a large American-style pepperoni pizza.

Our host just smiled and said, “You guys said that you wanted to try some authentic Kuwaiti food, so I had my mother and family make every Kuwaiti dish we could think of. And just in case you couldn’t find something you like, there’s pizza.” I counted thirty-nine dishes, not including the pizza.

I’ve been on several mission trips (you know the scene) where you’re sitting at some really sweet host’s dinner table with a mouth full of some mystery meat, smiling and nodding but not really swallowing, saying how delicious it is, while the whole time you’re trying to figure out what kind of monkey or marsupial you’re eating. Well, we were definitely not in that situation.

We ate and ate and ate. All thirty-nine dishes were incredible. We ate with our hands (customary in the Middle East), told stories, laughed, and exchanged histories and ideas. I think we ate for over five hours, stopping every once in a while to stretch.

At the end of this amazing culinary and cultural experience we said good-bye to our new friends, thanked our host over and over, told the women in the kitchen how incredible everything was, and climbed back into the stretch limos to return to planet Earth. When I had asked, “Could you tell us where to find the best Kuwaiti food?” I had expected directions to a Kuwaiti restaurant, but what I got was an afternoon full of unexpected blessings.
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Some of life’s sweetest blessings are unexpected.

Your boss sticks her head into your office and with a smile says, “Good job on that presentation today.”

A check tumbles out of a birthday card.

A friend offers to buy your lunch.

A dozen roses wait for you on the kitchen table when you come downstairs after putting the kids to bed.

You stumble through your front door after a long day at work only to be greeted by your friends and family shouting, “Surprise!”

After years of trying, you finally give up all hope of first steps, a first birthday party, midnight feedings in a rocking chair, and PTA, only to find yourself holding a positive pregnancy test in your forty-one-year-old fingers.

A knock at the door announces that your in-laws are in town for an unannounced weeklong visit. Well, maybe this doesn’t qualify, but you get the point.

God loves to send unexpected blessings when we least expect them. Just ask Abraham and Sarah. Abram and Sarai were living a quiet life in Haran. Things in their life to this point had not gone as expected. They expected to go to Canaan, but they found themselves living with Abram’s father in Haran. They expected to have children, but Sarai was barren; she was unable to conceive. They expected to live out their lives in Haran, but God called them to leave everything—their country, their people, their father’s household—and set out for Canaan. They expected to keep the names they were given at birth— who wouldn’t—but God changed their names to Abraham and Sarah.

God announced to Abraham that he and Sarah would have a son and that their descendants would be as numerous as the stars in the heavens. When Sarah heard about this plan she did what any other ninety-year-old barren woman would do— she laughed. And you can’t blame her. In what universe can a ninety-year-old barren women expect to experience the blessing of having a child?

Answer: God’s universe. We were created by a God who loves to give us unexpected blessings, and He expects us to expect them.

The only person more surprised than Sarah during this unexpected announcement is none other than the Lord. I expected Sarah to be surprised, but I did not expect the Lord to be surprised by Sarah’s reaction. God seems a little offended by Sarah’s laughter.

Sarah laughs and the Lord turns to Abraham and asks, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Will I really have a child, now that I am old?’” (Gen. 18:13). God then asks a question He only asks twice in the entire Bible (Gen. 18:14; Jer. 32:27): “Is anything too hard for the Lord?”

Answer: No.

Your health problems are not too hard for the Lord.

Your financial problems are not too hard for the Lord.

Your family problems are not too hard for the Lord.

Don’t lose heart. Don’t give up. Don’t laugh.

God loves to give His children unexpected blessings.

God wants to bless you unexpectedly—expect it.

—Arron Chambers 


Spiritual Lessons in Action 

List the top five challenges you are facing today. After each challenge I want you to write the following question and answer: “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” “No.”




God Bless Dad . . . Again

By Paula Munier

Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work. . . . .

—ECCLESIASTES 4:9




Every night when Sarah put Joey to bed, she prompted him to say his prayers. He was only eight, so his prayers were typically short.

“God bless Dad,” he always began, “and Mom and Grandpa and Grandma and Mrs. Harper, my teacher, and Charlie, my best friend, and, uh, amen.”

“Amen.” Sarah would hug him tight and tuck him in. He’d be out in minutes and sleep soundly until she roused him in the morning. But tonight was different.

“Time for prayers,” she told Joey as she did each evening when he scampered into bed.

“Do we have to?” Joey turned away from Sarah and tucked his arm over his head so she couldn’t see his face.

Sarah laughed. “Yes, we have to.”

“Can’t we skip it, just this once?” Joey’s voice was muffled.

“There’s no skipping God,” Sarah said. She sat down on the edge of the bed to wait him out. After a couple of minutes, Joey sat up. “All right, but I’m not praying for Dad anymore.”

“I see,” said Sarah, which was how she tried to answer every comment regarding her ex-husband. They had divorced nearly a year ago. For Sarah, it meant that she could finally feel safe again, and for Joey, it meant that he could love his father without worrying about his mother. He stayed at home with Sarah during the week and visited his dad on the weekends.

She prided herself on saying as little as possible about Joe Senior, since she didn’t have much good to say. She didn’t blame Joey; Sarah wasn’t praying for his dad, either, but she was praying about him. That was the best she could do, at least for now.
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