
Welcome to a Year in the New Testament
By Rev. J. David Israel

   I’m so glad you’ve taken up the challenge to read through 
the New Testament in a year.  This is a journey of faith that 
will take you places you never expected to go.  In the end 
you will be glad you went.  Reading through the Gospels 
will ground you in the knowledge of all that Christ said and 
did.  The book of The Acts of the Apostles will help you learn 
what those first believers did as they sought to imitate their 
Savior.  The many letters that follow will give you insight into 
the struggles and triumphs of the first faith communities.  
The instructions these letters give to the early churches will 
inspire your heart as you seek to be as faithful.  The conclud-
ing book, The Revelation of John, remains the most myste-
rious book printed and engages the mind with the promises 
of the future God is creating.  Welcome to this journey.

   It is my pleasure to provide you with some reflections 
along the way.  I’ve written these, chapter by chapter, in 
prayerful hope that they will offer you deeper understand-
ing and insight.  More than anything I hope they will spark 
in you a desire to learn more.  This is designed to be read 
Monday through Friday, taking the weekend off (or to catch 
up.)  I’ve offered three Psalms to be read each weekend for 
those who want something more.  If you persevere through 
these as well you will have read the full book of Psalms be-
fore year end.

   As a side note, I’ve been reading through the New Interna-
tional Version of the Bible as I’ve been writing this.  I think 
any version is helpful in its own ways, but I determined to 
read from just one as I’ve written.  This should allow you a 
reference point if you get tripped up by some of the words 
that are used.

   I recommend that you purchase your own study Bible or 
use the online Bibles provided for free at www.bible.com 
or www.biblegateway.org.  Both sites provide many differ-
ent translation choices and also reference materials to help 
if you like. To receive these devotions daily by email, visit 
www.lwinfo.org.





A Guide to Daily Reflection
By Rev. Karen Nothdurft

What?     So what?     Now what?

  “What? So What? And Now What?” is a simple guide to 
help you reflect upon the scripture each day.  “What?” de-
fines the information in the chapter.  “So what?” helps us 
discover the meaning of a passage.  “Now what?” challeng-
es us to consider what we will do in order to apply God’s 
word in our lives.

  Read the daily scripture asking “What?” What is happening 
in this chapter? What people are in the story? What informa-
tion is found in this scripture passage? What troubles arise?

  Then look back over the reading asking “So what?” So 
what does this mean? So what is the point of this passage? 
So what questions does this scripture raise? 

  Review the chapter once more asking “Now what?” Now 
what am I to do? Now that I have encountered this truth, 
what action will I take? Now, what will I change in my life in 
order to live according to the Spirit of Christ?

  Keep a notebook of your findings, reflections and ques-
tions. You may wish to jot down a prayer, a song or a word 
that you want to lift up to God. 
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CONCRETE
1 CORINTHIANS 2
“Loving your neighbor is like being a cement finisher.  You love them 
in the abstract, but not in the concrete.”  I get a bigger kick out of that 
phrase than most people.  I grew up in a family that made a living out of 
concrete.  I had a career in the concrete industry for a time.  I’ve seen con-
crete finishers labor away to get the right surface done and for many it’s a 
labor of love.  One night I was with a concrete paving crew at the intersec-
tion of 64 and Ballas.  For safety, we had to pour in the wee hours of the 
morning to avoid the heavy traffic.  It was about 3 a.m., and all the con-
crete was in place and the finishers were doing their job.  All of a sudden, 
a woman came crashing through the barricades and drove right through 
the freshly poured concrete.  Through all of the yelling and screaming, 
she rolled down the window and in a drunken haze asked for directions.  
Then she proceeded to drive off the ruined project and continued on her 
way.  Those finishers gave a clear demonstration that loving your neigh-
bor is easy in the abstract, but not in the concrete.  
We live in a concrete world.  Most of our world is governed by a spirit that 
is very superficial and shallow.  If we are hurt, we hurt back.  If we are giv-
en an inch, we take a mile.  Rarely do we (and I’m speaking for the nation 
as a whole and not some representative group) take time to consider all 
sides, the history that brought us here, the core values that impact our 
discussion and the implications for our future.  When someone is in our 
concrete, we react very quickly with a spirit that is not deeply considered.
Paul is suggesting that what I’ve described is what it is like when a person 
lives with the spirit of this world and not the Spirit of God.  The Spirit of 
God searches the deeper things of God and then seeks to move where 
God is moving.  With God’s Spirit within us, we drive for such things as 
justice, righteousness, mercy, grace and forgiveness.  These are abstract 
ideals that govern those who are “not subject to merely human judge-
ments,” but instead have a deeper well from which to draw.
In keeping with the concrete metaphor, try walking a mile in another 
man’s shoes.  Now, imagine what it might be like to walk in his concrete 
shoes. 

JULY 8 
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JULY 9
QUIT ACTING LIKE A FOOL
1 CORINTHIANS 3
From my childhood, I can remember people who have come alongside 
me as a shepherd.  Not all of them have been people of faith; my dad, the 
leaders I had in Boy Scouts, and some of my teachers were not people 
of faith but they were people who sought to move my life in the right 
direction.  There were faithful Christians as well.  I can remember some of 
my Sunday school teachers and a couple of school teachers who shared 
Christ with me and called me to account for my faith.
As I’ve grown in my faith, I have sought out people who are willing to hold 
me accountable to live my life right.  I meet with a clergy group who prays 
for one another and asks one another faith questions.  It’s people like this 
who are faith mentors.  Not so much in a formalized fashion, but they do 
help me grow in my trust in Christ.  I am of the firm conviction that we all 
need those kinds of people in our lives.  
I don’t know what translation of the Bible you’re using, but if you’re not 
using The Message, you’re getting a little different feel for the opening of 
this chapter than those who are.  Let me share The Message translation 
of verses 1-3: “But for right now, friends, I’m completely frustrated by 
your unspiritual dealings with each other and with God. You’re acting like 
infants in relation to Christ, capable of nothing much more than nurs-
ing at the breast. Well, then, I’ll nurse you since you don’t seem capable 
of anything more. As long as you grab for what makes you feel good or 
makes you look important, are you really much different than a babe at 
the breast, content only when everything’s going your way?”
Whether they asked for it or not, Paul was going to play the role of faith 
mentor with them.  Don’t we all need that person who will pray with us, 
offer mercy and compassion, and once in a while a thump on the head to 
say, “Quit acting like a fool.” I’ve asked this question more than once in 
previous entries, so let me put it in a way that is keeping with the spirit of 
this translation.  “Hey!!! Who’s holding you accountable to your faith?  No 
one?  Well find someone!  Now!”  Pray that God will reveal that person 
to you this week.
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JULY 10
V.I.P.
1 CORINTHIANS 4
One particular Sunday at church, I was in a conversation with an usher.  
It was raining and we were talking about how the rain affects the atten-
dance of those who worship.  A little rain on a spring day and people 
can’t get out in the yard/garden or the ball fields, so attendance goes up.  
A lot of rain and they don’t even get out for church.  It’s a fine line that 
I’ve never been able to distinguish.  At some point in the conversation 
the usher said to me, “Well, you’re here and you’re the most important 
person in church.”  I politely thanked them and said something to deflect 
the compliment and went on.  However, if I’m the most important person 
in church, we’re in a lot of trouble.  We’ve misplaced our sense of impor-
tance.
As Paul opens this chapter, he is quite clear that you shouldn’t put too 
much importance on his position.  His message is what is important, not 
his position.  He is a servant of Christ and no one’s master.  You have to 
read the letters of Paul carefully to understand where he is coming from.  
Paul has a huge amount of confidence in the message that he feels he 
has the responsibility to spread.  However, he is also very clear that he 
is a cog in a wheel, a mere functionary in the process.  He recognizes 
the importance of his role, but he also is clear that it is a role that is only 
about Christ and the message of salvation.  It comes across as arrogance, 
but that’s only in our reading.  I don’t think for a minute that is his intent.
In verse 16, Paul says, “Therefore I urge you to imitate me.” (NIV) He does 
not say that to try to be as wonderful as he is, but seek to be as hum-
ble.  So when someone says to me, “You’re the most important person in 
church,” I wonder if there was something I have said or done that points 
to me and not to the Christ I intend to lift up.  If I were to have to rank the 
people in church in order of importance, I would put it this way: (1) Christ, 
(2) The Guest/Visitor, (3) The person who comes lonely, broken, hurting, 
in need of the touch of Christ, (4) Those who come to worship the Lord 
and give Him the glory, (5) Those who come to serve, (6) Those who come, 
sit, and offer little or nothing to the Glory of God or advancement of His 
Kingdom.  I don’t know where I fall in that order.  I suppose I rank #4 of 6, 
but I would say that I only rank that high if my message serves to help all 
others worship and give God glory.  How important are you?  
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JULY 11
YOU BE THE JUDGE
1 CORINTHIANS 5
“Judge not, that ye be not judged,” from Matthew 7, has become com-
mon vernacular for those who are both Christian and those who are not.  
The issue of judgment is a strong one in our society.  None of us likes to be 
judged.  Some of us feel we are above that.  Others question the standing 
of the judge - do they have the authority and right to pass judgment?  
After all, “if you were really a Christian you would listen to Jesus and not 
judge anyone.”  Hmmmm.  
Jesus didn’t judge?  I remember He spoke out against the priests and the 
Pharisees.  Is that not passing judgment?  I remember that He pointed out 
how all the people in worship made a big show of their offering but the 
widow gave only two small coins and that was all she had to give.  Wasn’t 
He judging their pride and her humility?  I remember that woman caught 
in adultery.  After everyone else refused to “cast the first stone,” didn’t He 
tell her to “go and sin no more”?  Wasn’t that passing judgment on her 
previous lifestyle?  Clearly, Jesus judged much in His ministry.  Could we 
be missing the point?
Paul concludes this chapter of 1 Corinthians with this, “ What business 
is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge 
those inside? God will judge those outside. Expel the wicked person from 
among you.”  That’s a pretty harsh judgment.  However, look at what’s at 
stake.  Two people are living a sinful life and flaunting it in church.  They 
don’t care that others have spoken to them about it.  They are going to 
live their life as they see fit.  Those two are apparently influential in this 
church and causing others to question whether it is necessary to be mor-
ally upright.  What a danger that is to the followers of Christ.  Judging oth-
er Christians on the basis of what Christ has established is an important 
task of all followers.  However, this only has to do with those inside the 
church.  God has responsibility for those outside.  Not you and me.
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BODY HONOR
1 CORINTHIANS 6
I think the last sentence sums up the whole chapter, “Therefore, hon-
or God with your body.”  For several years, the pastors at New McKend-
ree Church were invited to be a panel for a Q&A session with the youth.  
Ask us whatever you want and we’ll try to provide an answer that makes 
sense, is biblically sound, and inspires your faithfulness.  Some of the 
questions are what I termed “inane,” meaning silly or frivolous.  “What’s 
your favorite MLB team?”  “Do you know the muffin man?”  But we had 
fun with those as a set up to the more serious ones.  There were ques-
tions one year that had to do with one’s body.  
The first of those two was a little more holistic than just the body, but as 
these were teens as young as 12, I treated it as if it was a body question.  
“What does God think of our insecurities?”  I started with Psalm 139:14 “I 
praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made…”  Because we 
get confused by the word “fearfully” I would offer another translation, 
“I praise you and stand in awe of the wonderful way you made me.”  I 
told them that God sees them as perfect and without flaw.  God does 
not make junk.  God made the beauty of who they are.  What would God 
think of our insecurities related to our body and looks?  God would be 
perplexed, because in God’s eyes you are a beautiful creation and God 
would want you to appreciate what you have, not look at others with 
envy for what they have.  “Therefore, honor God with your body.”
The second question was, “Why does God want us to wait until we’re 
married to have sex?”  I shared these thoughts.  It has been God’s com-
mand since the very earliest of time, “Thou shalt not commit adultery.”  
Adultery is sex outside of the bonds of marriage.  Sex is a wonderful gift 
from God that is intended to create in us a deeper connection and bond 
with our partner.  To have sex without the intent of that bond is to dis-
honor God’s gift, but it also does spiritual and emotional damage.  In mar-
riage, God sees us as one flesh, (Genesis 2:24).  That means God created 
us to be one whole.  When we bond in the act of sex and then drift apart 
we tear at the flesh and that hurts us deeply.  It destroys what God has 
created.  Emotionally it leaves us feeling empty and spiritually it moves us 
another step farther away from God and one another.  “Therefore, honor 
God with your body.”

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 82-84

JULY 12
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SO SAYETH PAUL
1 CORINTHIANS 7
I give the Bible the utmost authority in my life.  I think it is a guide for our 
lives.  Sometimes our life circumstances don’t exactly match those of the 
stories that range from the prehistoric times of Adam and Eve all the way 
up through the end of the first century A.D.  However, with careful and 
disciplined interpretation, the Bible generally has something to say that 
applies.  
One of those difficult questions is, “Did God write the Bible?” The simple 
answer is, “No. People wrote the Bible.”  But that only answers the physi-
cal putting of pen to paper.  What about the inspiration?  Was it from God 
or was it from the hearts of the people who wrote it?  To that I say that I 
believe that the authors were men (and there are not too many arguments 
about whether they were men) who were of deep faith and commitment.  
They devoted themselves in prayer and sought out the Word of the Lord 
in their daily life.  These are the men who heard a Word from God and put 
pen to paper.  I sincerely believe that it is the divinely inspired Word of the 
Lord God, maker of heaven and earth, through whom the Son is begotten 
and from whom the Holy Spirit flows.  So bear with me when I make the 
next statement because it might be a little unsettling.
Not all of the Bible is God-inspired.  Read on, please, this is important 
stuff.  As Paul writes the words in this chapter, he is writing to a specific 
group of people who were enduring a specific set of circumstances (per-
secution and even being put to death for their faith) and who lived at a 
specific time and place.  Paul is trying to give them instructions that make 
sense for their date and time, and we are observers 2000 years later in 
a very different place and life circumstance.  Not everything Paul writes 
is intended to be considered eternal truth.  How do I know?  Look at 
verse 12, “To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord)…”  Paul is clear here that 
this is personal advice and not a direct revelation or divine inspiration.  I 
still think it has value to us today, but only in the sense of sound advice 
from one of the most spiritually connected people in history.  Look also 
at verse 25, “Now about virgins: I have no command from the Lord, but I 
give a judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy.”  Again, 
Paul does not intend for this to be a commandment to follow but rather 
advice.

Continued on next page... 9
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JULY 15
What makes this information so valuable today has to do with what I said 
in the first paragraph.  It is a guide for our lives, no matter how old it is. 
However, in order to discern how to apply it, we have to filter it through 
2000 years of history, the traditions of interpretation, and a holistic ap-
proach to the Lord’s intent of the entire book.  We cannot pick some 
piece out and apply it without sound judgment.  This is why we have the 
Church, wise counsel, and friends who are deeper in faith than others 
may be.  The Bible is not intended to be read and applied at the whim of 
the individual.  It must be read within the community of believers who 
live in a specific time with specific life circumstances and applied with the 
most sound wisdom and interpretation of today.  This is why we read this 
as a congregation, in Sunday school, and during worship - that we may 
come to a common understanding that is as divinely inspired as the book 
itself.
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JULY 16
CAUSE TO STUMBLE
1 CORINTHIANS 8
In an American culture that values rugged individualism and personal 
rights, this passage is not going to ring as true to some as it will to others.  
It actually is a repeat of what you read in Genesis 4:9 when Cain asks the 
rhetorical question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” It also echoes what we 
read in Leviticus 19:14, “Do not curse the deaf or put a stumbling block in 
front of the blind…”, and the recently read Romans 14:13, “Instead, make 
up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in the way of a 
brother or sister.”  
Our tendency is to say, “I don’t have a drinking problem, so if I want to 
have a couple of beers, well, someone who has a problem needs to take 
care of their own business and stay out of mine.”  “I can go to the river-
boat and set a budget and stick with it, so if someone else has an addic-
tion to gambling they need to call 1-800-BETS-OFF and get off my back.”  
And, “I don’t have a porn problem, but I believe in freedom of expression, 
and if people want to post that stuff on the internet, it’s no skin off my 
back.”  And I would agree, unless of course you’re trying to be a follower 
of Christ, and then we need to talk.
As a follower of Jesus Christ, your primary task is to behave in a way that 
will draw others to find Christ for themselves.  A person who is caught up 
in an addiction of any sort is unlikely to be able to find Christ on their own.  
They tend to be seeking the next score, bet, nip, or peek.  In what ways 
does your behavior move the weakest among us to be tempted?  
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JULY 17
WHAT MESSAGE ARE YOU SENDING?
1 CORINTHIANS 9
This is a chapter that seems to change directions a couple of times.  Let 
me offer a way to see this as a cohesive whole.  The three seemingly 
disconnected sections are: a preacher has a right to make a living from 
preaching (though Paul chooses not to); Paul becomes a full participant 
of whatever community he is preaching to in order to reach them; and we 
all need to give 100% effort to accomplishing our goal of sharing Christ.  
Those are the three points I got.  Did you get others?
For Paul, everything he does is about preparing the way so that the mes-
sage of God’s love through Jesus Christ is able to get through.  Most schol-
ars accept that Paul was, by profession, a tentmaker.  Paul would move 
from town to town, set up shop, and strike up a conversation with people 
about Christ.  By not accepting any money, though he is clear that it is per-
fectly acceptable, he feels he has a greater opportunity to share Christ.  
He doesn’t want money to get in the way of the message.
Paul also seeks to fully identify with those to whom he brings the mes-
sage.  He is clear that he doesn’t want any cultural, social, or personal 
boundaries to be in the way of the message he brings.  He wants to be 
sure the recipient of the Good News knows that his message is coming 
from the heart of one that wants to identify with the Healer.  He knows 
that the salvation of Jesus Christ is a universal message and it is Paul’s job 
to be the first one to take that message to those who were outside of the 
original hearers, the first century Jews in Israel.
Finally, Paul asks us all to make sure that we are “fit” as bearers of the 
Good News.  If we share the Word of God with people, but do not follow 
it, the message will not get through.  If we call people on a moral issue 
and are found doing the same, we have interrupted the message getting 
through.  Self-discipline must precede the sharing of the message.
So, in the end, all that Paul is saying in this chapter centers on the ways 
in which the message is shared.  In your life, your comings and goings, in 
your words and actions, what message are you sending?
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JULY 18
I COULDN’T HELP MYSELF
1 CORINTHIANS 10
I’m one of those low carb dieters.  I shun bread, rice, potatoes, pasta, all 
added sugars … you know, all the good stuff.  It’s a health issue for me – 
diabetes - so I try hard to avoid the carbs.  However, when there’s a bag of 
chips in the house I can’t help myself.  The crunch.  The salty goodness.  I 
can’t walk away from it.  I’ll “sneak” a handful and by the end of the night 
the bag is gone.  The temptation is just too great.  So, we don’t keep chips 
in the house.  
I love verse 13 of this chapter, “No temptation has overtaken you except 
what is common to mankind. And God is faithful; He will not let you be 
tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, He will 
also provide a way out so that you can endure it.”  Let’s pick that apart 
some.  
First, everyone is tempted and no one has a unique temptation.  To quote 
another Bible verse, “There is nothing new under the sun.” (Ecclesiastes 
1:9)  If you’re tempted by it, others have been as well.  Temptation seems 
to be the norm in human existence.  
Second, there is Good News.  There is always Good News with the Lord.  
That Good News is that God is faithful and won’t allow you to be tempted 
more than you can bear.  I would modify that by adding in what it is infer-
ring.  I would say, “With your focus upon God and His grace in your life, 
together you can bear any temptation… if you choose to do so.”
Finally, God always provides a way out.  Sometimes it’s as simple as listen-
ing to that conscience God gave you.  Other times it may take a time of 
deep fellowship with God in prayer.  Still other times it takes an account-
ability partner or support group.  It may even take professionally guided 
treatment and therapies.  The promise is, though, that there is a way out 
if you really want to avoid that temptation.
Pray “Lead me not into temptation, but deliver me from evil.”
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JULY 19
COME TO THE TABLE
1 CORINTHIANS 11
Verse 17 and the verses that follow may seem a bit odd to us.  It is about 
the Lord’s Supper, communion, but it seems odd for some reason.  It is 
safe to say that our practices today have changed over time.  Apparently, 
the church would gather in the Name of the Lord and have a full blown 
meal.  At this meal, the wealthy among them would eat like gluttons and 
drunkards and the less financially fortunate would go without.  Paul is 
incensed at this inequity and he attacks them, though I don’t think he 
goes far enough. 
He is clear that the coming together for the common meal is part of the 
worship of Christ.  Since his focus is so plainly on Christ; he doesn’t want 
people to be drawn away from the purpose of worship.  So he recom-
mends that people who are hungry ought to eat at home, and, therefore, 
not shame those who have not enough food.  What a distraction that 
would be from the worship of Christ.  Personally, I wish he had said some-
thing about sharing from their abundance so that everyone could have 
plenty.  (See my controversial post on Mark 8 and the notion of sharing.)  
He goes on to talk about the state of the heart at the time of the commu-
nion meal.  In our church, we practice “radically open communion.”  In 
some churches they practice “closed communion,” meaning they will only 
serve those in their church or their denominational tribe.  Others prac-
tice “open communion,” meaning they will only serve those who are pro-
fessing Christians.  “Radically open” communion means that I will serve 
whomever approaches the Table of Our Lord.  It is a matter of the heart 
and I can’t read their heart.  Christ can.  
How do you approach the table?  Part of the formal communion liturgy is, 
“Christ calls to the table all who love Him and seek to live in charity with 
their neighbor.”  Next communion Sunday make that your prayer.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 85-87
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JULY 22
SUPER NATURAL POWERS
1 CORINTHIANS 12
Is there any one of us who didn’t, at some time in our childhood, pretend 
we had super powers?  The ability to fly, lift heavy objects, shoot fire from 
your eyes, or some crazy notion as that, are all part of the childhood ex-
perience.  As we get older we put away our childish ways and rely more 
on talents and abilities that some have and others do not.  Those in high 
school who can sing join choirs, those with athletic abilities play sports, 
and those with strong intellects engage in debate teams.  A good school 
encourages all of these extracurricular activities.  Yet, when we leave high 
school and college and enter the work force we tend to be focused more 
on only the abilities that help us pay the bills.
In church, we tend to take those bill paying abilities into meetings and 
serving opportunities and assume that they are God-given, and therefore 
God’s intent.  That’s all true.  But what if, in our adult years, we found 
out that we had super powers after all?  I’m not talking Spiderman and 
Incredible Hulk stuff, that’s for fantasy and childhood.  What if you had a 
God-given gift for the church that wasn’t available to you unless you were 
doing the work of the church?  Wouldn’t it be so cool to find that you had 
that gift?  Guess what?  YOU DO!
1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12 and Ephesians 4 are the places we find out 
that God, through the Holy Spirit, gifts us with supernatural powers that 
are intended to be used to advance the mission of the church.  If you’ve 
read these devotions since the beginning, you’ve found that I’m not big 
on the magic side of religion.  I don’t believe that God is a genie waiting 
to grant your next prayer.  I do, however, believe that God can and will 
enter into your life in supernatural ways to give you power/ability/talent 
you never knew you had until you tried to put it to work for God’s mission 
in the world.
Read through the lists given in the three chapters I mentioned above.  
They are not exhaustive.  God equips the church in new ways all the time.  
They are, however, a good start for your prayer, “Lord, reveal to me the 
ministry for which You have uniquely equipped me.”
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JULY 23
THE LOVE CHAPTER
1 CORINTHIANS 13
If you’ve ever been to a wedding you’re thinking, “Ahhh, the wedding 
verse.  How romantic.”  Try reading it again while keeping Chapter 12 
front and center in your mind.  Remember that the divisions of chapters 
and verses were only finalized in the 1500’s for the New Testament, so 
though we see a separation, there wasn’t one in the mind of the authors.  
This “Love Chapter” of the Bible is clearly related to the “Spiritual Gifts 
Chapter” that precedes it.  
Considering the post on Chapter 12, we are supernaturally gifted by God 
to accomplish great things through the Lord’s Church.  Everything we 
do in church is meant to lead people to a loving relationship with God 
through Jesus Christ.  That relationship is meant to be lived out in the way 
we love our neighbors.  Our gifts make it possible for each of us to deepen 
our faith and trust Christ even more.  Those gifts also make it possible for 
us to lead others to do the same.
In Chapter 13 Paul challenges us to consider the way in which those spiri-
tual gifts are offered to others.  Love is central to the use of those gifts.  If 
you have the greatest gifts and talents available in the church today, but 
you lord it over people, are unbearably boorish, act in such an unpleasant 
way that people can’t stand to be around you, you are of no use to the 
Lord whatsoever.  Everything we do in the church should share love and 
lead others to do so.  Talent, abilities, and spiritual gifts count for nothing 
if you don’t share them in love.
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JULY 24
ORDERING THE SPIRIT OUT
1 CORINTHIANS 14
Speaking in tongues is an uncomfortable subject for most. At least that’s 
my observation for the Methodist Church of today.  For that matter, much 
of what we read in this chapter is uncomfortable.  People speaking in a 
babbling language in the midst of worship would make many uncomfort-
able.  Imagine then if, as in verse 30, someone had a grand revelation of 
the Spirit of God in the middle of the sermon.  They stood up in worship 
to speak that revelation and out of deep respect for the movement of the 
Spirit of the Lord the preacher sat down and listened with interest, intent, 
and no malice of heart.  It seems to me that we adhere more to the final 
verse than to anything else, “But everything should be done in a fitting 
and orderly way.”  In an attempt to put things in order, we may have or-
dered out the Spirit of God.  So, here are a few thoughts on how you can 
order the Spirit back into your worship.
First, be open to hearing from the Lord.  At times I’ve been in a moment 
of worship when a thought has come to me that isn’t coming from the 
preacher, the song, the prayer or whatever part of worship we are in the 
midst of.  I recognize the ADD tendency of my own mind, so I’m not willing 
to say that every one of those thoughts are from the Lord.  However, I’ll 
make a note on my bulletin, the back of an offering envelope, or what-
ever I have to write on so I can explore that thought more later.  Many 
a sermon came out of one of these times and I see that as a movement 
of the Spirit of the Lord speaking to me.  Many a shopping list has come 
from those moments as well and that is not spiritual.  Explore the spiritual 
ones.
Second, be open to the peculiarities of the worship practices of others.  
Most Methodists don’t raise their hands in worship.  In my experience, 
many in worship are very uncomfortable when others do.  My wife and I 
are both comfortable with the idea and in the right environment we will 
do so.  However, we are also aware that we are more visible than others, 
so we are more reserved when it comes to hand raising than we would be 
when we aren’t in a worship service where I am the pastor.  That sort of 
freedom in worship is important to the soul to be able to explore the idea 
of surrendering oneself in worship.  Allow yourself that freedom.
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JULY 24
Finally, when I teach young preachers how to prepare a sermon, I criticize 
those who say, “I just step into the pulpit and let the Spirit speak through 
me.”  My response is that you have given the Spirit very little to work 
with if your mind hasn’t prepared a message.  I spend hours and hours 
in preparation.  Then, in the middle of a sermon, if a thought comes to 
mind, it is usually one of the Spirit-led moments that is supported by my 
preparation.  You, as a congregation, don’t come prepared to preach, but 
how have you prepared your heart to be open to the movement of the 
Spirit?  Have you prayed?  Have you read from God’s Word?  Have you 
lifted up the preacher to the Lord to say, “God help him/her?”  I promise 
we need it.
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JULY 25
LEARN IT
1 CORINTHIANS 15
One conversation I often have with believers is that they aren’t able to 
share faith with others because they don’t know what to say.  They aren’t 
biblical scholars or seminary trained, like me.  How could I expect them 
to share Christ with another if they don’t know everything?  I think it’s 
fair of me to point out that they will share a recommendation about a 
restaurant while knowing nothing about the cleanliness of the kitchen, 
the source of the food, or the honesty of the manager.  Yet they won’t 
share Christ.
So, as a solution rather than a moment of shaming, let me offer this chap-
ter.  Take time to learn it, memorize it, be able to repeat it.  Then, stash it 
away to the back of your mind for later.  Here’s why: in the midst of this 
scripture is the more important point of faith sharing.  Paul tells his own 
story about God’s grace in his life.  Look at verses 9-11.  Paul shares his 
faith story.  He persecuted the church, yet by God’s grace he was counted 
as an apostle.  He now works harder than others, but is clear that it’s no 
longer he that works but the Spirit of God working through him.  This isn’t 
a full sharing of his faith story, but it stands as a great example for us.
He begins with what God has done in Jesus Christ, the Gospel he pro-
claims.  Then he shares what God has done in his life.  Is that possible for 
you?  Someone asks you, “Why won’t you help me cheat in business this 
way?”  You respond, “Because of what God has done in Jesus Christ.  I had 
problems, I cheated, I was dishonest and untrustworthy; but God sent the 
Spirit of truth into my life and by God’s grace I was saved from that old 
self.  I was saved for a far better purpose.  And now I want to ask you to 
consider that better way for your life.”
It really is that simple.  Figure out what part of the story is yours.  Before 
Christ came into your life what were you like?  What was life like?  Since 
Christ came into your life, how has life changed for the better?  I believe if 
every parent and grandparent would learn to share this information with 
their children and grandchildren there would be less likelihood that they 
would leave the church… at least for good.  Most of us leave for a short 
period of time.  It doesn’t have to be that way though.  We don’t have to 
go to a stranger to share our faith.  Share it with those you love.  They’ll 
trust your intentions and sincerity.  Don’t leave this to chance.  Do it this 
week.
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JULY 26
A GENEROUS HABIT
1 CORINTHIANS 16
 Have you considered generosity as a holy habit?  In the opening of this 
chapter Paul instructs the church in Corinth to make a habit of setting 
aside “a sum of money in keeping with your income…”  This activity is 
meant to support the cause of those who suffer elsewhere.  Being gen-
erous is not about funding a church or activity.  Being generous is about 
committing to the Lord a percentage of your income so that others will 
know of the generous offer of grace that God has afforded you.
Paul wants to make sure that the people have confidence in the proper 
use of their generosity.  That’s fair.  You should never give to a church, 
ministry or charity without confidence in the use or leadership.  Feel free 
to ask.  Any upstanding charity is more than happy to share their books 
openly, a list of their leadership, and the intended use of the funds you 
contribute.  So ask and be sure.  There’s nothing worse than the misuse 
of charitable funds.
However, don’t allow the misuse by one charity to change your bent to-
ward generosity.  It’s a habit that God intends for you to have.  It is the 
first recorded act of worship in the Bible.  Cain and Abel bring an offering 
to the Lord.  However, when Cain’s heart is not in the right place and God 
honors Abel’s offering over Cain’s, evil ensues and Cain takes the life of 
his brother.  Generosity doesn’t take life; it builds it up.  How can you ap-
proach a generous offering with your heart in the right place?  Consider 
approaching every giving opportunity with a prayerful spirit.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 88-90
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JULY 29
COMFORT AND COMPASSION
2 CORINTHIANS 1
Who doesn’t need a compassionate ear once in a while?  Who couldn’t 
use comfort in times of stress, struggle and suffering?  Who among us 
is immune to all the evil, wrong, and accidental pain of the universe?  
Paul opens this second letter to the church in Corinth with the absolute 
confidence that we have a God of compassion and comfort.  It’s a beau-
tiful greeting to receive, especially after the first letter had a stinging 
edge.  Paul wasn’t terribly happy with the way the church was headed.  
As founder of the church, he felt responsible for tough love when it was 
deserved.  Now, however, he has a bit more compassion as he has come 
to know and experience the compassion of God.
Paul also sees this compassion and comfort having a “pay it forward” 
quality.  He is confident that God comforts us in our struggles SO THAT 
we can be a comfort to others.  One day I announced in church that a 
member had been diagnosed with cancer and had immediately entered 
into a treatment plan.  For him, this was a scary time as the doctors found 
it necessary to act with expediency.  Another member, who attends a 
different service asked me for the name again after church.  She had just 
completed treatment for breast cancer and knew the fear involved.  She 
wanted simply to offer him a letter of encouragement, hope and prayer.  
Isn’t that what Paul does in the first part of this greeting?
We never want to suffer.  We never want to hurt.  However, God can 
use our suffering and pain, never causing it but always working life cir-
cumstances for His greater good.  How have you suffered?  Who can you 
comfort?  I think that’s the only way to make sense out of our pain and 
suffering in the end.   Go find someone to comfort.
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JULY 30
FORGIVENESS
2 CORINTHIANS 2
Forgiveness is at the very center of the Christian faith.  The cross is all 
about forgiveness.  In Old Testament times people didn’t have direct ac-
cess to God.  Through the altar in the temple they were able to approach 
God for blessing and forgiveness and to offer thanks.  The specifics of 
what sacrifice to bring to the altar depended on the approach.  There 
were five basic types of offerings.  Two of those offerings, sin offerings 
and trespass offerings, had to do with seeking forgiveness.  The sin of-
ferings came in the form of a bull if offered by the priests for the whole 
congregation, a male goat if offered by the leader, a female goat or lamb 
if offered by the common person (lamb being the most common), a dove 
or pigeon for the poor, or a measure equal to about two quarts of flour for 
the very poor.  A trespass offering required a ram for that to be fulfilled.
Sounds complicated.  It was, but it was the system given to them by God 
and they followed it… for the most part.  Let’s face it, we’re more likely 
to either wait for or demand a person to seek forgiveness than we are 
to offer it.  Our pride prevents us from doing right in the eyes of God by 
seeking forgiveness and the people of Israel weren’t much different.  Cou-
ple that with a corrupt church and you have a great many people walking 
away from God because God was too hard to approach.  The cross, then, 
is God’s way of removing all obstacles except our own pride.  We still have 
to overcome that.  On God’s part, the final sacrifice required for our sins 
is the life of God’s own son, Jesus Christ.  God provides the sacrificial lamb 
for all the people and all that’s now required of us is to open our lives to 
the renewed relationship that God is offering.
When it comes to you and me turning around and offering forgiveness to 
others, there are many sides and facets to forgiveness. In today’s reading 
Paul hits upon one of those facets.  Paul has not been directly offended.  
However, the people Paul loves and has led to Christ have been.  They’ve 
also offered forgiveness (albeit, only after some form of punishment has 
been exacted… a topic for another time), so Paul offers forgiveness as 
well.
Perhaps that’s a great place to start.  All of us struggle to forgive.  It’s a 
learning process as we bring our own pride under the will of God and 
allow God to work through us into the lives of others.  That’s the respon-
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JULY 30
sibility of those who have been forgiven.  So start with the easier ones.  
Try forgiving those who have not impacted you directly, but have injured 
a friend or loved one.  That second hand forgiveness might help you to 
move toward those who have hurt you directly.
A definition for forgiveness as you consider the task… “Forgiveness is re-
fusing to allow the past actions of others to affect your future.”
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JULY 31
LETTER WRITING CAMPAIGN
2 CORINTHIANS 3
I’ve always felt a sense of responsibility toward those who came before 
me.  I believe we owe a debt to those whose sacrifices put us where we 
are today.  I’m careful to make sure that I’m celebrating and carrying forth 
the spirit of their work and not the details.  I name it as the difference be-
tween history and heritage.  One is the recordable details and the other is 
the spirit.  You might also call it tradition verses traditionalism.  Tradition-
alism worships the form handed down to us rather than the Spirit of God 
to whom those forms were pointing.
When I think of those who shared their faith with me, I think of my broth-
er, Jack, his friend, Bruce, a school teacher named Mr. Reinwald and many, 
many others.  When I think of the ordination I have received through the 
United Methodist Church, I consider former pastors who faithfully served 
each church to which I’ve been appointed.  I consider all the lay people 
and staff of those churches who have brought it to the point at which I 
am now responsible to carry forth.  I feel a deep debt of gratitude that can 
only be repaid by paying it forward to the next group of leaders and the 
next generation of the faithful.
Paul has shared faith and left the community of Corinth.  Others have 
come behind him.  They have provided letters of recommendation from 
some other Christians somewhere else claiming authority over Paul’s 
teachings.  His response is to simply say, “I need no letter of recommen-
dation, for you are writing that letter as you live out the faith I handed off 
to you.”  To the extent the people of Corinth share the faith Paul offered 
them, they are continuing to write a letter of love that is rooted in faith 
in Christ and is a heritage to each generation to whom it is written and 
through whom it is received.  
What letter of recommendation are you sharing?  From whom did you 
receive the faith and to whom are you passing it along?  You honor those 
who came before you by living out the faith they offered you.  You are 
their letter of recommendation.
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AUGUST 1
YIELD
2 CORINTHIANS 4
I’ve been in a lot of conversations about how we measure faith.  As a 
pastor, my job is to invite people to an ever deepening faith in Christ and 
deploy them to live out their faith into the world.  Measuring where a per-
son falls on a faith continuum so that I can assist them in moving deeper is 
not an easy task.  I can look at their outward attitude.  Do they display the 
fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithful-
ness, gentleness and self-control?  Let’s face it, some people are just nicer 
than others so while this is good, it’s not perfect.  I can measure their 
church attendance, but in a mobile society with many other demands 
it’s not a perfect measure either.  I can measure their giving, but some 
people are wealthier than others or more able to give due to life circum-
stances, while a person of deep faith may have made some poor financial 
decisions and are trying to get back to a place where they can tithe.  Faith 
measurement is not an easy task.
How do we measure faith then?  You really can’t see into the heart of 
another person.  Only God does that.  And that’s the clue to the answer.  
God sees into the heart.  As God looks deep into your heart you feel it 
happening.  When the Lord ferrets out those places that are not submit-
ted to His will you experience the pain of guilt.  You can decide to open 
that place to God’s will or shut the door.  Did you know you can do that?  
The only place in the world that God cannot go is into the heart of one 
who has shut the door.  When God created you it was decided that you 
could yield your heart (will) to the Lord or close the door to God’s influ-
ence.  You can also yield some of it but reserve parts of your heart for 
more earthly devotion.  Some of that your pastor can see, you really can’t 
hide it all.  With other parts I simply have to trust you.  
How do I measure faith?  I ask you to measure yourself.  I can observe and 
guess, but you know how much of your life you have yielded to the Lord.  
Verse 18 describes a life fully yielded, “So we fix our eyes not on what is 
seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is 
unseen is eternal.”  I can’t measure what is unseen.  That’s up to you.  As 
you measure where your own heart is yielded and where you have cho-
sen to devote yourself to more earthly things remember that what you 
can see is temporary.  A temporary devotion yields a temporary future.  A 
devotion that fixes eyes on the eternal yields an eternal future.  
Take a moment today to yield one more part of your life up to the Lord.  
It will require you to do it again tomorrow and the next day and the next.  
Over time you will be totally fixed on what is eternal.
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AUGUST 2
THE NEW CREATION
2 CORINTHIANS 5
One of the special verses of the Bible is verse 17.  It is both a promise and 
a challenge.  If you have faith in Christ, you have been made new.  The old 
way is gone and the new has arrived.  A new you.  A new possibility.  No 
longer do you have to have hate as a companion or anger as a life partner.  
You are made new by what Christ has done in you and is continuing to do.  
That’s one of the great promises of the Lord.
That’s also one of the great challenges.  Can you begin to see the world 
through the eyes of one transformed?  Can you become Christ to the 
world?  Can you stop regarding people as being of this world and begin to 
see them in the way the Lord sees them?  I’ve seen a few people in my life 
who could change the way they saw people overnight.  That’s not most 
of us.  We see the world through the old eyes at first, but we can begin to 
see the world in a new way if we’ll try.
It begins by living by faith, and not by sight.  Faith tells us that God’s love 
is meant for all people.  In our sight they are not deserving and surely 
not seeking to earn that love.  We are a new creation, though.  We have 
received God’s love in our salvation.  It’s not ours to hoard but God’s to 
spread.  To the extent that we decide to join with the Lord and see others 
as worthy of God’s grace, we continue to be recipients of the other prom-
ise, our heavenly home.  Keep it to ourselves and we are not worthy to 
the grace we claim.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 91-93
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AUGUST 5
SUFFERING
2 CORINTHIANS 6
You’ve heard it before: we Americans have it so easy.  We consume the 
vast majority of the world’s resources and live in relative comfort com-
pared to the rest of the world.  Over half the world’s population lives 
on less than $2.50 per day according to www.globalissues.org, while the 
poverty level of Americans is at about $16 per day.  The poor American 
is 6 times as wealthy as half the world’s population.  We have it good in 
America.  
So when a scripture passage talks about suffering we can hardly relate.  
Suffering for us has to do with how long we have to wait at a stoplight or 
how many hours late our meal is served.  Suffering for us is when the AC 
goes down in early August or the heat in February.  We honestly don’t 
suffer much.  It’s reasonable, then, to consider whether we would step up 
when, as Paul states, that he has suffered, “in great endurance; in trou-
bles, hardships and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in 
hard work, sleepless nights and hunger…” (v.4b-5) Would we suffer well 
in such a case?
Take heart.  In places where faith is persecuted the most, it is growing 
the fastest.  That’s how the Christians who faced death by Caesar were 
able to withstand torture and even grisly death.  Where Christ is perse-
cuted the most, people are most able to stand firm in their conviction.  
We Americans may give up easy at the first sign of misery but the rules 
change when the source of our suffering is persecution of Christ’s faithful.  
In that case the very One who is being attacked is the One giving us the 
strength we need.  
Take a moment today to pray first for those in the world where their faith 
in Christ is putting their life at risk.  Pray next that you will stand up to 
whatever test of faith may come your way. 
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AUGUST 6
FORGIVE AND …
2 CORINTHIANS 7
“Forgive and forget” is a common phrase and one that is near impossible 
to live up to.  That may be because it’s not biblical and not at all what 
we’re called to do as followers of Christ.  One of the great gifts of God is 
the gift of memory.  It allows us to remember not to touch the stove when 
it’s hot, not to open the can of Coke we just dropped, or not to miss the 
anniversary again this year.  It also allows us to remember that when we 
have done harm to another we must go seek to make restitution where 
possible.  Our memory also brings to the front of our mind that forgive-
ness is to be sought.
In this chapter, Paul is speaking of the Corinthian church’s need to repent 
as a people.  He’s the one helping them with their memory.  As I read it 
with a 21st century mind it sounds like he’s speaking down to them.  Re-
member this was written in the first century and people addressed others 
differently today than they did then.  I’ve written before that when we 
are approached by someone we have wronged, our common response 
is self-righteous indignation.  (Self-righteous is correct here because if it 
were God’s righteousness we would fall to our knees, repent and seek 
forgiveness.)  Our indignation further exasperates the situation.  Paul is 
writing with an outstretched hand of reconciliation.  He desires to repair 
the relationship.  However, he won’t say he’s sorry for pointing out the 
wrong they have done, nor should he.  Someone has to hold the memory 
of the pain they inflicted.
This also gives us a lesson to remember if we are injured by another.  We 
should always seek to repair the relationship through an act of reconcilia-
tion.  They may not always accept it, but it is on us to remind them of the 
hurt while we are offering an outstretched hand.
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AUGUST 7
THE NEED TO GIVE
2 CORINTHIANS 8
It wouldn’t be church if we didn’t take up an offering, would it?  What 
purpose does that serve?  Is this just a throwback to some ancient time?  
Is it time to re-think the offering and institute some other, more modern 
form of church funding?  My answer would be “yes” if the offering was 
all about funding the church.  It’s not.  In this passage Paul gives us some 
hints to his understanding of the purpose of the offering and I believe 
they are as pertinent today as they ever were.
In the beginning of the chapter Paul speaks of how the poorest church-
es in the region of Macedonia over-flowed in their abundance of giving.  
People have a need to give no matter their own life circumstances.  There 
is a video floating around the internet right now about a guy who asks 
people dining outside for some of their food.  All refuse.  Then they set up 
a homeless man with a pizza and the beggar comes to him for something 
to eat.  The homeless man gladly shares it.  People have a need to give.  
Usually it takes people in need to teach those who aren’t what giving is 
all about.
Giving is an activity of the grace of God.  It is something to be experienced 
in our faith life as we seek to be closer to the image of Christ in the world.  
Paul knows that the mostly aristocratic Corinthians are strong in speech 
and knowledge. He praises them for their strong faith, earnestness and 
love, but the part of their faith life where they are lacking is in the experi-
ence of the grace that flows from God when we engage in acts of gener-
osity.  People of faith have a need to give.  It is both an impulse and an act 
of worship that God rewards with a stronger faith.
One of the stories from the Gospels was that of the rich young ruler.  Let 
me paraphrase (inaccurately for the sake of illustration).  A wealthy man 
of influence comes to Christ and says, “About this faith thing, I’m just 
not feeling it.  What’s a guy got to do to feel good with God?”  Jesus’ 
response, “Have you tried all the stuff they teach in church?”  Rich guy, 
“Yep, been there done that.  Got my Sunday school pins.”  Jesus, “Well 
there’s one more thing you’re missing out on.  Take a step toward an 
extravagant act of generosity and you’ll find yourself closer to God than 
ever before.”  People have a need to give.
Take this as a challenge.  Consider tithing for a month, one tenth of your 
paycheck.  Put that in the offering plate for a month and see if you don’t 
look at faith a little different.  If it doesn’t work for you, try a quarter of 
the year, or three months.  If that still doesn’t improve your relationship 
to the Lord, you can have your old faith back.
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AUGUST 8
THE JOY OF GIVING
2 CORINTHIANS 9
I have two children I’ve never met.  It’s not as scandalous as it sounds.  
Through Compassion International, my wife and I sponsor Samuel and 
Twessy in Haiti.  Samuel is eight and Twessy is six.  For about $38 per 
month each, these two children get advantages they would not normally 
receive.  Education, Christian learning, medical care, nutritional diet, and 
care for their family and village/town are all part of the package.  It’s a 
lot like having your own children and caring for their needs, albeit quite a 
bit cheaper.  I feel like I am blessing them and securing their future.  I like 
being generous in this way.  For less than $1000 per year two children will 
grow to be leaders in their community and church.  I’m a cheerful giver 
to this ministry.
There’s something about giving that brings great joy to my heart.  As a 
matter of fact, during those times when bills mount and giving suffers, 
I feel worse about myself.  Giving is so fundamental to my faith under-
standing that I seek to budget myself toward generosity.  In this passage, 
Paul is encouraging this act among the people of Corinth.  He’s even going 
to send the “brothers” to help them in their generosity.  In my cynical 
mind it reminds me of one of the closing scenes in the old movie Cad-
dyshack.  Judge Smalls has lost a golf bet to Czervik, but refuses to pay.  
Czervik turns to two large henchmen and says “Moose, Rocco, help the 
judge find his checkbook.”  To me it seems that Paul is sending a couple of 
strong arm men to loosen the pockets of the people of Corinth.  This was 
not what Paul was doing.
Each of us needs encouragement to loosen our grip on our wealth.  In our 
worldly understanding we believe that our comfort is in our money.  In 
fact, the opposite is true and Paul is going to send some mature believers 
to teach the people about the deep and abiding joy that comes from a 
life of generosity.  Then, when it comes time to take up an offering so that 
children in Jerusalem, children no different than Samuel and Twessy, can 
have all the advantages possible.
What really gets me is the end of this passage.  Paul says in verse 14 “And 
in their prayers for you their hearts will go out to you, because of the 
surpassing grace God has given you.”  You see, the people will receive the 
gift and benefit from it and will be taught about God’s grace (not your 
giving) and they will sing songs of praises to God and give thanks for the 
generosity of the nameless people who give.  Then, the blessing will be 
yours as God’s grace rains down upon you.
Try a little generosity in the coming days and experience the joy of a 
cheerful giver. 30



AUGUST 9
TYPE, TYPE… SEND
2 CORINTHIANS 10
You get on Facebook and read that one inflammatory post.  Or, it comes 
in an email, a letter, a text, a newspaper article.  You read it and you can’t 
believe what you just read.  “Did he really say that about me, my team, 
my friend, my presidential candidate?  That’s not a proper tone to use, 
how snarky can you get.  By golly, I’m going to hit reply and give her a 
piece of my mind.”  Type, type, type, type… send.  “There, done, I feel 
better already….Or do I? What was I thinking?  I never should have sent 
that.  What if they meant someone else?  What if I read it wrong?  Oh, 
man, I wish I could run out to the mailbox and retrieve what I just sent.  
There’s no changing my mind now that I’ve hit send.”  
How many times has this been you?  Or, how many times should it have 
been you?  The problem with reading the written word is that it is so dif-
ficult to display emotions.  I could write, “That crazy cat of mine just de-
livered a dead mouse to my feet!”  Now am I upset with the cat for killing 
the mouse?  Am I disgusted with the cat for dropping the carcass at my 
feet?  Or could I be full of pride at my small lioness for having stalked her 
prey?  You can’t tell much if you don’t know much about me, what I think 
about my cat, and my attitude toward mice, death, and the mess that can 
bring.  The written word lacks the clarity of emotion sometimes.  
At other times it comes through quite clear.  Paul has written one letter 
to the Corinthians already and it was difficult for them to digest.  Much 
needed, but it was tough.  In person, Paul is not known for his bold and 
brash words.  In person he is compassionate and warm.  His written word 
comes across so much differently from the spoken word.  Perhaps that 
makes it so much easier for the Corinthians to hear.
Recently, a high school student I know from five years at my church camp 
posted something on Facebook.  She was sharing something with pride 
that I considered to be shameful from the perspective of faith.  I respond-
ed to her by saying “My friend, we could not be farther apart on our opin-
ions on this.”  I continued to outline why I thought she was off base.  We 
had a side conversation about it later and she said she took her comment 
off Facebook because people like me caused her to look at it differently.  
She knew my tone was loving and caring because we had a five year histo-
ry to fall back on.  I suspect the people of Corinth were better able to take 
Paul’s tough words easier because of their long relationship with him. 
Consider your relationship carefully before you put things in writing.  
There is a certain level of trust that must be in place before someone can 
read your words and the tone with which you have shared them.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 94-96 31



AUGUST 12
TRUST THE SOURCE
2 CORINTHIANS 11
Years ago, I witnessed something happening in a church that I was ill-
equipped to handle.  Today I see it for what it was and mourn the way it 
happened.  I was a member of the church back then, Lay Leader as a mat-
ter of fact.  Over the years many members of that church had attended 
a particular spiritual retreat at the invitation of the pastor.  I’ve been on 
that retreat and recognize the value of it.  It does a fantastic job of im-
pressing on your soul what is important in life, what priorities mean in the 
context of the Christian faith, and who you are called to be in this world.  
If you’re interested in a retreat, Walk to Emmaus is the best Christian re-
treat for adults I’m aware of.  Ask me about it sometime.
Several people I knew from that church had been on the retreat and the 
church was having a wonderful revival of the Spirit and mission of the 
church.  I saw lives turned around and priorities reconsidered.  The church 
was exploding in growth and ministry to children, youth and adults was 
at an all-time high.  One day I heard one of the leaders of the church 
speaking to the pastor.  He was talking down about the church.  He had 
decided that, since he’d been on the retreat, the church was not spiritual 
enough for him.  He needed to seek out another church because he had 
decided that Christ really wasn’t present in this church.  He gleaned all 
of that from a spiritual retreat that was recommended by his pastor and 
led by many of the people of the church.  He came to that conclusion 
after deciding that the church existed to give him that kind of experience 
every Sunday and he just wasn’t getting it.  He made that selfish move 
whilst claiming Christian maturity.  I was disappointed in him.  In the end 
he made a lot of noise trying to get others to follow his lead and headed 
off to find another church.  Last I knew, he hadn’t settled on one that was 
meeting his needs.
In the passage you read today, Paul was faced with justifying himself be-
cause of a faith others were preaching.  Like the pastor of that church, 
Paul had brought many of these people to Christ and now they were turn-
ing from his preaching and teaching.  Their ears were tickled by the words 
of others and now they thought there must be something better.  Paul 
urges them to stick with the faith they had learned and not to be persuad-
ed by the next faith salesman to come down the lane.  
Sometimes we need to remember the basics of faith.  What we were 
taught as children may be as relevant to our adult lives as anything we 
have recently learned.
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AUGUST 13
A THORN IN THE FLESH
2 CORINTHIANS 12
   Paul tells us that he has a “thorn in my flesh,” though today no one 
knows what that thorn was.  Many have speculated.  The fact that Paul 
doesn’t write his own letters, but instead has a scribe, suggests one pos-
sible issue, his eyes were infected.  In a time when all cooking and heat-
ing was done by firewood and coal, fires were burning all the time.  The 
area where Paul grew up occasionally experienced violent storms, though 
most of the time the air was dead and the smoke from the fires would lin-
ger.  Over time, that smoke would cause eye infections and people were 
often blinded by those infections.  It could be that Paul couldn’t see from 
all the smoke.  Others have speculated all other forms of ailment, includ-
ing psychiatric issues and temptations.  No one knows for sure and spec-
ulation, while interesting, is not the point.
   The point is that Paul suffered and prayed repeatedly for relief.  Among 
those well-known and appreciated verses in the Bible is verse 9.  “My 
grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  
It may also be one of the more difficult to appreciate.  Paul, through the 
thorn, has come to know that he is not up to the task to which the Lord 
has called him.  Paul is a Pharisee, the most self-righteous of the Jews.  
He is strong in his powers of persuasion and very intelligent.  He really 
doesn’t need the Lord, does he?  Do you?  Through most of our lives 
things are going relatively well.  Bad things happen from time to time but 
usually it’s all part of life and we persevere.  What do we need God for?  
   I’ve had an odd spiritual occurrence in every ministry from time to time.  
Whenever things are going great in ministry, there are issues on the home 
front that are difficult.  A family member is sick, bills pile up from cars 
that break down, and a myriad of other irritating thorns.  Theologically 
speaking, I don’t believe for a second that God sends these.  These come 
from the devil.  God just doesn’t intervene.  Why?  Sometimes I need to 
be reminded that all I really need is the Lord.  Through the good times and 
the bad, God’s grace is all I need.  Especially in the good times when I’m 
tempted to look at the success of ministry and think it was all about me.
   Humility is what we desire in other people.  We don’t often ask for it 
for ourselves.  Perhaps God has worked out a system to allow it to come 
our way.  Those thorns of life are not given by God, but they can be con-
sidered a gift from God if they cause you to say God’s grace is sufficient 
for you. 33



STRENGTH AND WEAKNESS
2 CORINTHIANS 13
   A friend of mine started a conversation the other day about the relative 
athleticism of various sports stars, comparing the women of the US World 
Cup winning soccer team to baseball pitchers.  The women run/sprint 
for 90 minutes, get banged up, stretch for difficult shots, get bloodied 
at times and come back in a few days to do the same.  Baseball pitchers 
throws a ball about 100 times every 5 days and when he gets a hang-
nail ends up on the 15 day disabled list.  Where’s the athleticism in that?  
My response?  See which of those women can strike out a major league 
batter.  The comparison is unjust.  Each is an athlete in their own sport.  
They may be the strongest at what they do, but would be the weakest 
at another’s sport.  Strength and weakness are relative to what you are 
seeking to accomplish.
   If it is a stronger faith you are seeking to accomplish, strength and weak-
ness are relative to your own life experience and no one else’s.  Paul chal-
lenges the Christian to “examine yourselves to see whether you are in 
the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you—
unless, of course, you fail the test?”  When an athlete is injured the road 
back is long and they undergo a series of testing of the injured muscle or 
bone.  Will it bear weight? Can you now walk? How about a slow jog and 
now a run?  Now let’s simulate a game situation before putting you under 
the pressure of a real game.  It’s like that in faith.  We test our faith by 
putting ourselves out there one step at a time.
   What does a Christian test look like?  It’s not what you may first think.  
You DO NOT put yourself in a position of temptation to see if you fail.  
You put yourself in a position to succeed.  Try making a habit out of daily 
Bible reading… congratulations, you’re doing that.  Now try a habit of 
prayer, weekly church attendance, serving in a place in church or in the 
community.  Write daily letters to the people on the prayer list or cut the 
lawn of a neighbor who is struggling in life.  These are the faith tests that 
a Christian puts themselves too.  How will you test your own faith to see 
if you are gaining strength?
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AUGUST 15
AGREE TO DISAGREE
GALATIANS 1
   There are days when I mourn the fact that there are so many differ-
ent denominations among Christianity: Catholic, Presbyterian, Lutheran, 
UCC, Church of God, Church of God in Christ, Disciples of Christ, Southern 
Baptist, American Baptist, General Baptist, AME, AME Zion, CME, General 
Pentecostal, and of course, United Methodist… just to name a few.  How 
did we get to this?  Some of the stories are shameful parts of the history 
of the church.  The AME Church (African Methodist Episcopal) started be-
cause African Americans were not welcome in Methodist Churches.  One 
of the black preachers who was part of the founding of the Methodist 
Church in America left due to being unwelcome in worship.  
   There are other reasons that have to do more with belief systems than 
with human shortcomings.  The Lutherans and Presbyterians split from 
the Catholics due to theological divisions.  The Methodists split from the 
Anglicans for much the same reason.  The Nazarenes and others split 
from the Methodists for the same reasons.  Each of these took place over 
the last 500 years.  Yet, while Roman Catholicism dominated Christianity 
for the first 1500 years, there were others like the Arminian Orthodox, 
Russian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox and Coptic Churches who have been 
around since nearly the beginning.  (The Arminian Orthodox is arguably 
the oldest of them all with their roots in the lives of the people who Jesus 
actually spoke with in the region of Galilee.)  
   To assume that before these divisions took place everyone was in agree-
ment would be false, though.  Paul points out that there were people 
who were coming behind him and sharing a different Gospel than what 
he taught.  Even in that day there were divisions and Paul had some pret-
ty strong words for those who were moving in on his churches.  What 
about today?  Are the differences so much that condemning words are 
appropriate?  It’s safe to say that the United Methodist Church is among 
the most generous in offering grace to other denominations.  Let’s face 
it, most of what we agree upon is fundamental and most of what we 
disagree upon is of lesser importance.  If you want, I’ll argue the merits 
of sound Wesleyan Methodist theology over and above all others.  How-
ever, the grace we offer those who believe differently may be even more 
important.  In the end we will all learn that we were all wrong… and each 
of us were right in our own ways.  May God grant us grace for the ways 
we agree to disagree.   35



AUGUST 16
THIS INDECISION’S BUGGING ME
GALATIANS 2
   How do you make decisions?  I’m most interested in how you make 
decisions about your faith.  Gideon laid out a sheep’s skin and asked God 
to make it wet with dew one day and dry the next to know it was God 
speaking to him.  When the disciples needed to add a 12th disciple (after 
Judas betrayed Christ) they rolled dice.  I’m not sure either way is a great 
idea, but since it’s biblical, hey, grab a lamb and get to skinning!
   Making decisions is always hard when it comes to faith.  Oddly, it reminds 
me of the words to a song by the punk rock band, The Clash.  “Should I 
stay or should I go now? If I go there will be trouble, and if I stay it will be 
double.  So ya gotta let me know, should I stay or should I go?”  Another 
stanza begins “This indecision’s bugging me.”  However, unlike the song, 
the indecision isn’t from another, it’s from within.  In the song, the singer 
doesn’t know if the girl wants him or not.  She seems hot and cold and he 
can’t read her.  In decisions about Christ, I think it’s actually a lot easier to 
read and the indecision is ours, not the Lord’s.
   I find Galatians 2:20 to be one of the most pure and bold statements of 
faith.   “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ 
lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.”  The Christian faith is about 
giving yourself over to Christ to live the way He wants you to live, go the 
places He wants you to go, and to say and do the things He wants you 
to say and do.  It is no longer you who lives but Christ who lives in you.  
And through you, Christ is lived out in the world.  Can’t figure out what 
that means and what you should do?  Keep up your reading.  God’s will 
becomes clear as we dig deeper into His Word, interact with others about 
it, worship and praise the Lord, and pray, pray, pray.  Then go beyond your 
indecision to become decisive about allowing Christ to live in you and 
through you.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 97-99
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MY KIDS
GALATIANS 3
   Nancy and I have three of our own.  I love them dearly and want only the 
best for their lives.  They know that should they ever need it, they always 
have a place in our home.  It has happened.  Our oldest lived alone for a 
while after nursing school.  At one point it made more sense for her to 
move in with us.  Now she’s out again and I don’t expect she’ll ever move 
back in, but she would be welcome at any time.
   I have other children as well.  Hundreds.  I’ve even had the privilege 
of presiding at several of their weddings.  Each year, for 16 years, I did a 
week or two of church summer camp.  I’ve come to see all of the youth 
who have been to my camp as my kids.  Not exactly the same as those 
my wife gave birth to, but I feel a special connection to those kids.  We 
laughed and played together.  We cried and worshipped together.  We 
suffered bug bites and mud pits and games that end up in everyone cov-
ered in food.  They’ve become my children.  At least in my heart I’ve ad-
opted them.  Several of them have children now.  I haven’t met any of 
those children but I guess I would feel like a grandfather to them as well.
   Paul talks about us as children of God in verse 26.  Though I’ve spo-
ken of this in two ways in my own experience, Paul shares with us here, 
and in other places, a threefold way to understand how we are God’s 
children.  Christ is God’s Son.  For the sake of this writing it is like my 
three biological children (though theologically speaking there is a techni-
cal distinction we won’t get into here).  God took the people of Israel as 
His children through Abraham.  In a sense, God adopted those children 
directly through the promise that was made to Abraham.  Just like the 
kids in camp, if you show up, you’re my child.  If you show up through the 
lineage of Abraham, you’re God’s child.  The third might be like those chil-
dren of my former campers.  We aren’t born of God or adopted through 
Abraham, we are God’s children through Jesus Christ.  Grandchildren in a 
sense.  However, we are loved no less.
You are a child of God, in whatever way you came into the family.  God’s 
love for you is as strong as the love God has for His son and His chosen 
children.

AUGUST 19
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AUGUST 20
ABBA, FATHER
GALATIANS 4
   Though I go by my middle name, my first name is John.  Often, when I 
sit in the waiting room of a doctor’s office, the nurse will open the inner 
door and call out, “John Israel.”  I always respond by following.  At times 
they’ll ask “You go by David don’t you?”  To which I will respond, “Yes, 
John was my father but since I respected him I don’t mind being called by 
his name.”  Dad and I had a good relationship.  Among my fondest memo-
ries are of Dad taking me duck hunting at an early age.  Dad wasn’t much 
for teaching.  He was a “lead by example” kind of guy and I was fortunate 
enough to observe and learn.  I learned the values of hard work, gener-
osity, integrity, and commitment to family from Dad.  Nothing he taught, 
but all that I observed.
   In the first part of this chapter, Paul continues this theme of adoption 
which I commented on in your previous reading.  In verse 6 he tells us 
that because of our faith, God has put the same Spirit that was in Christ 
into you.  Because of the indwelling of the Spirit, you are able to call God 
by the more personal term, “Abba, Father.”  This is no small thing.  Paul 
uses this term twice in his writings.  Once here and once in the book of 
Romans.  He is echoing the story he has heard about Christ.  Jesus used 
the term only once and it was in the darkest moment of His life.  As Christ 
knelt in the Garden of Gethsemane, He begged God to alter the course of 
His life so that He would not have to go to His death.  Jesus trusted God 
and was committed to His will so He said, “I will do it Your way and not the 
way I would prefer.” (My translation.)  Jesus started that prayer with the 
words “Abba, Father…”  He was speaking to His Dad and now you have 
the same relationship with the God of the universe.  He is your Dad.
   Much has been made of this term by scholars.  “Abba” is the Arama-
ic word for Father.  So when Jesus prayed, He used the language of His 
hometown.  His prayer was probably done in Hebrew, so He also added 
the Hebrew word “Av,” which means Father.  Some have suggested that 
Abba is the term that was used by a small child to refer to “daddy.”  How-
ever, Abba is the only Aramaic word for father so it would have been used 
by an adult child as well.  The importance of it is that Jesus teaches us 
by His example that His Father is your Father, no matter what language 
you use.  And this isn’t a metaphorical way of speaking of God, this is a 
relationship that God the Father, your Father, wants to have with you as 
well.  Whether you call out to God as Father, Papa, Daddy, Dad, Av, or any 
other term of endearment, God is your Father and loves you as His child.
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AUGUST 21
BEARING FRUIT
GALATIANS 5
   My first sermon series at my present church appointment was the nine 
words from verse 22 and 23.  The way I remember them is love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  I 
come back to those nine words often as an example of the indwelling of 
the Spirit of God within a follower of Christ.  As I noted in my last post, 
when you decided to accept Christ as your savior and commit your life to 
Him as your Lord, God placed His Spirit within you.  The indwelling of the 
Spirit of God allows you to become a different person than the one you 
were before.  You’re part of a new family and there are ways of this family 
that differ from others.  As God as your father, you learn to follow the 
example of His Son, Jesus Christ.  You bear fruit for your Father’s world, 
which is that you offer grace and mercy and peace as you lead others to 
become a part of this family.
   It’s natural for you to read these nine fruits and to say “Abba, Father, 
give me these fruits.  This is what I want in my life.  Bless me as your child 
that I may eat from the tree that bears such beautiful fruit.”  You’ve grown 
up conditioned to pray such a prayer.  You’ve learned that the question 
of everything is, “What’s in it for me?”  So when you hear there is fruit, 
you unsurprisingly seek your share of it.  This is the nature of one who 
has grown up in a consumer-driven world.  However, this isn’t the way of 
your Christian family.  It’s not the way of your Father.  It’s not the example 
of His Son, Jesus.  
   Staying with the metaphor of “fruit,” to bear fruit you must be a tree.  A 
tree derives no benefit from the fruit it bears.  A tree offers that fruit to 
whomever will receive it, eat it, be nourished and refreshed by it.  As one 
who has allowed the Father to send His Spirit into your life, you become 
the one who offers the good fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control to others.  In this way, 
you become more and more a child of God.  What you get out of it is the 
abundant living of one who is a child of God.  Try it.  Try giving away this 
fruitfulness.  See what it is like to stand as a child of God and one who 
bears much fruit.
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MASQUERADE
GALATIANS 6
   Masquerade balls were a popular theme for parties among the aristoc-
racy of the 17th and 18th century.  People would go to the dance dressed 
up, wearing a mask.  The idea was to meet and dance with someone, find-
ing the partner you most liked to be with, without knowledge of who they 
were.  At the end of the night the mask would be removed to find whose 
company you were enjoying.  It was all an act, though.  Everyone knew 
who the other was.  The mask gave them permission to be someone else 
for a while.  By the mid-1700’s, the complaints were rampant that these 
balls were an excuse for immoral behavior and “allowed” people to do 
things they wouldn’t otherwise be found doing.  Sometimes pretending 
to be someone else can produce behavior that isn’t in character with 
whom you are supposed to be.
   We all wear masks from time to time.  Often the mask we wear is meant 
to portray a sense of confidence where we have none.  It is a way to pro-
tect ourselves or hide our true thoughts and feelings.  The challenge for 
those who have become a part of the family of God is to not only to put 
away the mask but to actually become a child of The Father.  The first ten 
verses of this chapter are the summary of chapter 5, verses 13-26.  I espe-
cially like the thought process that begins in verse 7.  We cannot put on a 
mask and pretend to be a member of the family when our inner being is 
something else.  If you harbor hate, anger, and ill-feelings toward others, 
The Father will know.  There is no way to mask your heart from God.  
   How do you change and become a child of the Father?  You do the things 
the Spirit leads you to do, even if you don’t feel it.  There is a saying that 
comes from the field of psychology that relates to behavioral modifica-
tion.  “Act your way into a new way of being.”  To become a child of the 
family of the Father, act like it.  Even when it’s not in your heart, act like 
it.  Whenever you find that your heart is betraying your real feelings, act 
like a member of the family while praying to the Father that His Spirit 
will overcome your spirit and change your inner being to become a true 
member of the family.
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WHAT DO YOU PRAY FOR?
EPHESIANS 1
   What do you pray for?  The question can be taken two ways, and I mean 
to ask them both.  “What do you pray for?” could be asking the reason 
or motivation of your prayer.  What is the purpose for which you pray?  
Is it because your faith has driven you to your knees?  Is it that you have 
come to recognize the grace and mercy that comes from God, our Father, 
and you wish to offer praise in return?  Is it your worship, as the scripture 
suggests it should be, or is it something less divine and more personal?  
Do you pray because you have no strength without the Lord?  Do you pray 
because you have no hope without the Lord?  Do you pray because prayer 
is all you have left and without prayer you are nothing, nobody, with no 
reason to live?  Do you pray because you haven’t got a prayer otherwise?  
What is the reason that you pray?
   On the other side, that question is asking of the content of your prayer.  
Do you pray for yourself?  And for what?  Prayer for self might include the 
desire for more faith, more faithfulness, and more opportunity to serve.  
Prayer for self might also include asking for your heart’s desire: the right 
job with the right income, the right house or the right partner in life.  
Prayer might be less focused on yourself and more on others; their health 
and peace, their relationships, and their jobs.  Prayer also may be an emp-
tiness of heart and mind, not knowing what to pray for and about, but 
simply to pray because you can do no other.
   Beginning in verse 14, Paul prays for others.  He prays that God might 
grant them wisdom and to reveal to them the deeper things of life.  He 
prays that their hearts might be enlightened to the hope and promise of 
all that God has to offer.  He prays that they may know the power of God’s 
strength during times of trial so that when the time comes and they are 
called to the heavenly realms, they may all worship God together.  I don’t 
know what you pray for, but I would like to invite you to pray for me the 
way Paul prays.  I’ll do the same for you.  Let’s join in praying that for 
others as well.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 100-102

AUGUST 23
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AMONG THE MOST IMPORTANT
EPHESIANS 2
   It would be wrong to say that any one passage of the Bible is more im-
portant than the others.  However, there are many passages that speak 
more deeply than others.  This is the 172nd chapter of 260 in the New 
Testament.  If you’ve learned nothing, I hope you’ve discerned that there 
is something of value in each.  However, I would be so bold as to suggest 
that for the sake of your salvation no verse is more important to under-
stand than Ephesians 2:8-9.  Let’s pick it apart to understand the nature 
of our salvation won for us in Christ Jesus.
   For it is by grace – Grace means love that has not been earned.  It is 
offered even though undeserved.  Grace can only be given by one who 
owes nothing and possesses everything.  God’s grace is an offer of love 
that we have neither earned nor deserved.  God owes us nothing and yet 
gives us everything as His Son, Jesus Christ, becomes the substitute for 
our sin on the cross.
   …you have been saved, – God’s love for us poured out to save us from 
ourselves, from the harm we do to one another, and in the end, from 
the eternal separation from God, which we’ve earned from our sinfulness 
and the very nature of being flawed humans.
   …through faith – Faith is the trust that something is true.  The grace God 
offers must be received and accepted.  That is done through our trust that 
God has made this offer of grace.  We are saved when we accept the gift 
of God’s unmerited love.   
   …and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – Just to be sure 
we understand what the word grace means, we are reminded that we 
have not done anything that earns God’s love.  God’s love comes by God’s 
motivation alone, not by anything we’ve done.
   …not by works, so that no one can boast. – We are completely and to-
tally at the mercy of a gracious and loving God.  God has offered salvation 
because God loves us.  We have no right to boast, brag, or look down 
upon another because we are utterly unworthy for the gift.  
   You have been saved by grace through faith.  Take hold of that gift and 
praise God.

42

AUGUST 26



AUGUST 27
WIDTH, LENGTH, HEIGHT AND DEPTH
EPHESIANS 3
   My wife and I once attended a Marriage Encounter weekend.  It is a 
weekend of focusing yourselves on each other and the covenant of mar-
riage God has blessed.  Later we were asked to become leaders for this 
retreat weekend.  We did so for several years as lay people.  When the 
call to ordained ministry was placed upon my heart we became leaders in 
Marriage Encounter as a clergy couple.  We were so taken in by the bless-
ing of this weekend that, for a time, we dedicated ourselves to advancing 
this retreat weekend.  
   What happens on a marriage retreat is not unique to the one called 
“Marriage Encounter,” but we were blessed to witness it time and again.  
Couples come to the weekend and we spend Friday evening just talking 
about the things of life.  They sit next to each other but often there is 
space between the couple as they listen to the speakers.  On Saturday 
morning they may be quite a bit closer, but by Saturday evening there 
is not space between them.  Sunday opens with a time of worship and 
communion.  If it weren’t for the fact that this was a retreat weekend 
meant to draw them close together I would say that they were so com-
pletely intertwined as to be too obscene for worship.  Yet God had spent 
this weekend with them drawing them close together and no matter how 
many years had passed since they first said their vows, God had drawn 
them back to the same physical, emotional and spiritual passion they had 
on their honeymoon.  It was quite a joy to watch as couples experienced 
what Nancy and I had experienced; love as deep as humanly possible.
   On that first weekend for Nancy and me, the pastor said during the wor-
ship service, “Consider the love you feel right now for your spouse.  Think 
about how deeply you love and are loved.  Now consider this: that love 
that you have received and given pales in comparison to the love that 
God has for you.”  I was floored by the thought.  It would be fair to say 
“You had to be there” because I can’t explain a feeling other than to say 
in words that at this point was I beginning “to grasp how wide and long 
and high and deep is the love of Christ.” (verse 18)  
   Consider for yourself when you’ve felt love at its strongest, whether 
you’ve offered it or received it.  That love is nothing compared to the love 
Christ has for you.
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AUGUST 28
WHAT’S THE POINT
EPHESIANS 4
   Men, it seems more than women, are usually direct and to the point.  
I’ve found it to be a gender thing.  Men communicate, stereotypically, to 
relate information.  Women communicate, again using a broad stereo-
type, for the purpose of relationships.  So I think you’re more likely to 
hear the words “What’s the point?” from a man than from a woman.  I 
don’t mean that to be in any way demeaning.  It’s simply an observation 
from one of the male species.  
   As I approach this chapter I find that there is so much good stuff in here 
that it is hard to choose a sentence or a passage from which to build a 
devotion.  Not that I couldn’t, but having to choose one gold nugget from 
a treasure trove is tough.  Therefore, I ask myself, “What’s the point?”  
What does the Lord want you and me to take away from this?  This takes 
a little bit of searching using my woefully lacking English skills (and bear 
in mind, this wasn’t originally written in English.)  To find the point in this 
chapter we need to look for the thesis statement.  I find it in verses 11-13: 
“So Christ Himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the 
pastors and teachers, to equip His people for works of service, so that the 
Body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in 
the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the 
whole measure of the fullness of Christ.”
   Christ has equipped His church (that’s you and me) with all we need to 
be able to build up the Body of Christ (the church) in such a way that we 
will all reach unity, maturity and achieve Christlikeness in our personal 
and congregational life.  I believe that everything else you read in this 
chapter, and possibly the whole book of Ephesians, centers on this state-
ment.  
   Why would we “speak the truth in love?” Unity, Maturity, Christlikeness.
  Why should we not give ourselves “over to sensuality so as to indulge 
in every kind of impurity, and they are full of greed.”  Unity, Maturity, 
Christlikeness.
   Why should we “put off falsehood and speak truthfully to our neigh-
bor?” Unity, Maturity, Christlikeness.
   Why should we not “let any unwholesome talk come out of our mouths?”  
Unity, Maturity, Christlikeness.
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AUGUST 28
   Why should we “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and 
slander, along with every form of malice.”  Unity, Maturity, Christlikeness.
   Why should we “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving 
each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”  Unity, Maturity, Christlike-
ness.
   Unity, Maturity, Christlikeness.  Get the point?
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AUGUST 29
PRUDE
EPHESIANS 5
   It’s no secret that country music is not my preferred style.  I grew up 
on the hard rock of the 70’s and it has always been the music that speaks 
to me the most.  As a follower of Jesus Christ I recognize that the words 
of many of the songs are not wholesome.  Actually, that’s what I always 
admired about the country music of the era in which I was raised.  For the 
most part, it was wholesome and full of family values.  With some excep-
tions, of course, but I never did think I needed to censor country music 
when my children were in the car.  Much of the rock from the seventies 
needed to be monitored and even turned off when it came on the radio 
when the kids were younger.
   One morning I woke up in a hotel (that sounds like the start to a country 
song.)  I’m was at a three day conference on pastoral leadership.  I went 
for my morning run and then headed to the lobby for the hotel breakfast 
of fake eggs and bacon.  Much to my consternation the country music 
channel was on the TV in the breakfast room.  As I watched the videos 
that played I realized that wholesome country music has taken a turn 
toward less pure thoughts.  The visuals were bordering on obscene and 
the words were not even suggestive but instead invited a sexual liaison 
outside of, or in spite of, marriage.
   I returned to my room to do my morning devotions and read this chap-
ter.  I’m pretty sure I’m not as much of a prude as Paul was, but I wonder 
if I need to be.  Purity of heart and mind are important to the Christian 
life.  Do you find it interesting that Paul puts sexual immorality in the 
same sentence as greed?  (Verse 3)  I’ve noted before that sin has its root 
in self-centeredness.  Greed is about grabbing more and more for yourself 
and ignoring or at times even harming others to get all you can.  Sexual 
immorality is about satisfying yourself and your physical lusts and ignor-
ing the harm you may be doing to your sexual partner, his or her family, 
and the community in which you live.  
   Paul is clear that God has no place in His Kingdom for people such as 
these.  Maybe prudish or wholesome living isn’t such a bad idea.  Being 
counter-cultural has always been the mark of a follower of Christ.  
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AUGUST 30
BULLETS AND ARMOR
EPHESIANS 6
   I’m a big fan of bulleted lists.  In 1977 a couple of editors put together 
The Book of Lists.  This compendium of lists made for great reading.  I 
could read a list, put the book down, and come back to the book some-
time later for another list.  I suppose that’s why I’m a big fan of Paul.  If 
Paul were writing about the full armor of God today he would have writ-
ten in this format:
• The Belt of Truth
• The Breastplate of Righteousness
• Sandals of The Gospel of Peace
• Shield of Faith
• Helmet of Salvation
• Sword of The Spirit
   After each of the bullets he would have added a short descriptor for 
those who needed more than the main point.  Paul, after all, was the 
master list maker in the Bible.  If you’re not sure of the truth of that state-
ment, consider these other lists of Paul.
• Romans 12:9-21
• 1 Corinthians 13:4-8, 13
• Galatians 5:16-26
• Ephesians 4:25-32
• Ephesians 5:1-10
• Colossians 3:12-17
• 1 Thessalonians 5:12-22
   If bulleted lists are a way to emphasize importance, then consider the 
importance of one being fitted for battle every day you leave the house 
and head out into the “dark world” and have to face the “spiritual forces 
of evil.”  “Truth” so you don’t get caught with your pants down, meta-
phorically speaking.  “Righteousness” that protects the heart from the 
guilt of wrong doing. “Peace” that gains you a foothold against the storms 
of life. “Faith” to deflect the doubts that the evil one will put in your path. 
“Salvation” that helps you keep your head in difficult circumstances.  And 
the “Bible” which is the sword that cuts through all the rubbish and gib-
berish of life.
   It’s a pretty good list, as are the others.  You would do well to consider 
all of Paul’s lists.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 103-105 
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SEPTEMBER 2
PREACH, PRAY OR DIE
PHILIPPIANS 1
   There is a well-known challenge to preachers (and all Christians) about 
preparedness for whatever the world throws their way.  It is that we 
should all “Be ready to preach, pray or die at a moment’s notice.”  Now I 
know that some are thinking, “If I’m asked to preach or pray in public I’ll 
just die.  So I’ll just be prepared for the third choice.”  I’m not sure where 
the phrase originated but the point is important.  Let’s look at the three:
   Preach – In 1 Peter 3:15 it says, “But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. 
Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give 
the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and 
respect…”  Preaching is not just what we the speaker does on Sunday 
morning, it is what you do when someone asks why you go to church, 
volunteer in missions, make a weekly offering, or refuse to engage in im-
moral activity.  You should always be prepared to give an answer to such a 
line of questioning.  That answer should point them to Christ.
   Pray – Philippians 4:6 tell us “Do not be anxious about anything, but in 
every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your 
requests to God.”  Prayer moves us out of anxiety and into the presence 
of God.  Practice praying in private so you can respond immediately to a 
friend who makes the request, “Please pray for me.”  Imagine the impact 
you would have if you bowed your head and asked them to enter a time 
of prayer where you lift them before the Lord, out-loud, at that moment.  
It is a sacred duty that will help move your friend into the non-anxious 
presence of Christ.
   Die – In our chapter today, Paul tells us, “For to me, to live is Christ and 
to die is gain.”  (v. 21) That sounds like a guy who is ready to die at any 
moment.  Readiness to die means that at all times of your life your heart 
is right with the Lord.  Paul sees that his life is lived for the Lord and that 
his death will gain him eternal presence with Christ.  He sees that as a win 
for himself; to die with Christ at the center of his life.
   For me this means to practice what I preach and to pray without ceasing 
so that I’ll be prepared to die when my time has come.  How prepared are 
you to preach, pray or die?
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A SALVATION TWIST
PHILIPPIANS 2
   Verses 1-11 of this chapter are among the most beautiful of faith en-
couragements I know.  I hope you’ll go back and read those verses a few 
times to come to a deep appreciation for what the Lord is saying to you 
in this letter.  However, I’d like to take a look at the two verses that follow, 
verses 12 and 13.
   Verse 12 tell us to work out our salvation with fear and trembling.  That 
kind of bothers me.  I’m the guy that always speaks of the God of love.  
God loves the world so much that He sends His son.  That doesn’t sound 
like someone to fear or tremble at the notion of.  If salvation means seek-
ing to be in a right relationship with the Lord and the Lord loves us, what 
do we have to fear?  Author and preacher, John MacArthur, puts it this 
way, “This is not a fear of being doomed to eternal torment, nor a hope-
less dread of judgment that leads to despair. It is rather a reverential fear, 
a holy concern to give God the honor He deserves and avoid the chasten-
ing of His displeasure. Such fear protects against temptation and sin and 
gives motivation for obedient, righteous living.” (https://www.gty.org/
resources/bible-qna/BQ052112/What-Does-It-Mean-to-Work-Out-Your-
Salvation)  I especially resonate with his words “a holy concern.”  Work 
out your salvation with a holy concern that you would be right with the 
Lord.  That makes more sense to me.
   Verse 13 seems to put to rest the concern as well.  We read that God is 
working within us to get it right.  God is our partner in this work of Sal-
vation.  It’s actually God who gave us the desire to want to be saved, and 
God who provided the method of our salvation (faith in Christ) and God 
who finalizes our salvation as we allow Him to work within us.  How great 
is that?  To work out our salvation means to have a holy concern that we 
are open enough to the Lord that He can work it out within us.  
   The twist is that divine irony that we cannot be saved without the Lord 
and it is the Lord who is working so hard to save us.  If anything, it’s our 
resistance, not God’s willingness, which prevents us from moving forward 
with salvation.  God is working hard in you.  Let him.

SEPTEMBER 3
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SEPTEMBER 4
ADMIRATION
PHILIPPIANS 3
   Who do you admire?  Who are the people you look at and think, “I 
wish I was like her”?  Is there someone you read about or read what they 
have written and desire to meet him, shake his hand, have lunch with for 
a good long conversation?  You can probably bring that person to mind, 
can’t you?  If you’re like me you have a list of those people.  They are 
people whose thoughts and actions bring your deep admiration.  I read 
auto-biographies written by General Norman Schwarzkopf and Baseball 
Manager, Tony LaRussa.  I admired them before and more so after reading 
their books.
   Admiration is different from inspiration.  There are people I admire but I 
don’t want to be like them.  Their story, while admirable, doesn’t lead me 
to change the trajectory of my life or the pace at which I live it.  Yet there 
are those who inspire me.  Their tenacity, perseverance, creativity and 
other traits inspire me to consider new ways to press forward in achieving 
what I’ve set out to accomplish.  I recently attended a conference with no-
table speakers from all across the world.  This kind of conference doesn’t 
give me ideas on what to do but rather the inspiration to do it.  Can you 
see the difference?  Who inspires you?
   There’s a third type of person that comes to mind in this ever deepening 
spiral of influence. Who are your role models?  In this way of using the 
terms, role models are people whose words and actions influence the 
way you speak and act.  For me, role models are pastors who have done 
an admirable job. I’m inspired by their ministry and want to model my 
ministry after them.  That conference I attended had both business and 
civic leaders but also four pastors.  I admire all four.  I’m inspired by all 
four.  There is one I would consider a role model.  Who is that for you?
   How about a role model for your faith?  In verse 17, Paul offers up him-
self and others like him as role models in faith.  They persevere in perse-
cution.  They are firm in faith.  They don’t sanctify sin nor do they harbor 
heretics.  Who are your role models in the faith?  A role model is someone 
you intend to imitate.  Choose these people wisely and carefully and then 
go and do likewise.

50



SEPTEMBER 5
REJOICE
PHILIPPIANS 4
   “This is the w-o-r-s-t d-a-y e-v-e-r!” said the melodramatic teenager.  I 
love when someone uses such a phrase as that.  It may be premature 
to consider that one particular day in a young life could possibly be the 
worst day in their long life to come.  I imagine a parent looking at them 
and saying, “Nope, the day you were running that 104 fever and were 
lethargic… that was your worst day ever.  You just don’t remember it.”  As 
I look back on 56 years, I think that none of those really bad days in my 
teenage life makes it in my top ten.  Sometimes our perspective is just off 
a little bit.  
   It’s not just teens.  Do you find yourself as the host of your own little pity 
party once in a while?  I know I’ve had a day or two in my life (or in each 
month) when I think, “Hey God, are you paying attention down here?  I 
could use your intervention in my lousy day.”  Of course, then I read about 
someone else whose health is failing, whose loved one is passing, or their 
job just moved overseas.  Then I feel guilty and bad and hope God didn’t 
hear that prior prayer.  
   The bad news and the good news is that God did hear the prayer.  God 
has bigger shoulders and more compassion than we can ever imagine.  I 
suspect God is like a parent saying, “I know you only call when you’re in 
trouble… but I’m just glad you call.”  The Lord delights in you and wants to 
be, not only in your life but, at the center of your life.  As you build your 
relationship with the Lord you find that even in those bad days you are 
able to rejoice in the love that He offers.  
   I don’t know if you’ve heard, but its common knowledge what Paul was 
going through while he wrote the words you read in verse 4, “Rejoice in 
the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!”  In case you haven’t heard, 
he was in chains, in prison for years, awaiting the decision on whether he 
would live or die for preaching about Christ.  I guess my really bad days 
don’t measure up. I’m going to try to figure out how to rejoice in spite of 
my life circumstances.
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HOPE
COLOSSIANS 1
   “Just wait ‘til your father gets home, little mister.”  I’m not sure I can 
recall my mother ever saying that to me, however I think I can remember 
hoping dad would go out of town unexpectedly from time to time.  I just 
knew that I had it coming to me and I didn’t look forward to that.  Did you 
ever get what you had coming to you?  That fear, anxiety, and dread that 
what you have earned through what you have done is coming your way; 
so wait for it.  I don’t know if there is anything worse than that wait.
   Conversely, I remember when I was in commissioned sales and I finished 
up a large project and I knew that check was coming next week.  I was 
really looking forward to what I had coming.  It was earned and deserved 
and it would make my wait a sweet time of expectancy.  
   There is a word that is used in scripture and theology that is often mis-
understood.  That word is “hope.”   We often use it to say “I hope mom 
forgets to tell dad what I did wrong” or “I hope pay day gets here soon.”  
Hope is a wish to us.  In faith, however, hope is the trust we have that 
what God has promised, God will deliver.  Those who have faith in Christ 
have hope in our heavenly reward.  It’s not a wish that we will end up in 
heaven but an absolute trust that the eternal result of our faith is eternity 
with Christ.  That’s why I enjoy the imagery from verses 4 and 5 that speak 
about the eternal hope that we have “stored up” for us in heaven.  It’s not 
a wish, it’s ours.  In banked in heaven for us.  God has given it to us and 
won’t ever take it back.  We can live out our lives with the absolute trust 
in the storehouse of treasure for us in heaven.  That is our hope.

Psalms reading for the weekend: Psalms 106-108
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