Devotions for the Fifth Week of Lent, March 23-27, 2026

Monday of Lent V – The Prayer for the Week
Almighty God, by Your great goodness mercifully look upon Your people that we may be governed and preserved evermore in body and soul; through Jesus Christ, Your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. 
If there was a prayer which was written for these days, this might just be it. God has all the power. We are counting on his goodness to mercifully look down up on us. The result of such a merciful look will be good governance and our preservation in body and soul. I think the past several years have given many to ask questions about the nature of governance and to look for good governance. But that is not new and as regularly cycled into the public discussions.  We tend to hear a word like governance and think of those who exercise civil authority, but there is another kind of governance which is much more on the micro-scale. Perhaps we need to start with the governance not of governors and legislatures, but the personal governance of myself.  
We pray for good governance. Yes, that surely includes the clarity of mind and insight which enables me to be self-governing in this time. God preserve us from joining the hoarders who can only think of themselves, the rioters whose emotional responses lead them to destruction, or the addicted souls whose only thought and goal is their next dose. We also pray for those who are empowered to govern. I am talking about the leaders of our state and federal governments who make the decisions that might save millions of lives or crash the economy. Pray for them. Even if you did not vote for them or if you personally loathe them, pray for them. Their decisions are important, and the Bible calls on us to pray for them. Paul prayed for Nero. 
Pray for those who govern, but also trust in God.  The leaders of Jesus’ day thought they were saving their social order when they brought Jesus to trial and sentenced him to die. He looked to them like a dangerous man with revolutionary ideas who was likely to bring the wrath of the Romans upon them. It all made sense to them. They made a decision early that first Good Friday which looked right. As Caiaphas said, “do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish” (John 11:50). Our leaders may make disastrous decisions or wise decisions. But it is never beyond God’s ability to save. He used the wicked and terrible logic of Caiaphas to save the world once before. 
We pray that God look upon us in his great goodness and mercifully govern and preserve us in both body and soul. Pray that prayer. 

Tuesday of Lent V - Ezekiel 37:1-14
1 The hand of the LORD was upon me, and he brought me out in the Spirit of the LORD and set me down in the middle of the valley; it was full of bones. 2 And he led me around among them, and behold, there were very many on the surface of the valley, and behold, they were very dry. 3 And he said to me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” And I answered, “O Lord GOD, you know.” 4 Then he said to me, “Prophesy over these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the LORD. 5 Thus says the Lord GOD to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 6 And I will lay sinews upon you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live, and you shall know that I am the LORD.”
7 So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I prophesied, there was a sound, and behold, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. 8 And I looked, and behold, there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them. But there was no breath in them. 9 Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord GOD: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live.” 10 So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army.
11 Then he said to me, “Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. Behold, they say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are indeed cut off.’ 12 Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: Behold, I will open your graves and raise you from your graves, O my people. And I will bring you into the land of Israel. 13 And you shall know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves, and raise you from your graves, O my people. 14 And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you in your own land. Then you shall know that I am the LORD; I have spoken, and I will do it, declares the LORD.”
[image: india 23_6.tmp]My colleague, Herb Hoefer, used to say that you could tell the Christians in India, where he served as a missionary, because they had hope. He said they simply carried themselves differently as they walked down the street. Herb arranged for me to go to India for a couple of weeks to lead some pastoral conferences. That was over a decade ago. I was not able to read the Indian expressions well enough to say that he was right, but I surely was struck by the indominable hope and joy I found in the Christian people I encountered there. The photo on the right is a young woman I met in an orphanage. Her parents had been swept out to sea in the great tsunami of 2004. She happened to show up in the photo, but her smile was hardly unique. It was all over that orphanage and other places I visited. 
There are undoubtedly many reasons for her joy, but I really do think that one of the reasons is the content of this reading from Ezekiel. The people of Israel at the time felt like they had lost all hope. They felt that they were dried up husks and cut off from God. The Babylonians had come and taken them from their homes, killed many, enslaved the rest. They were miserable. But Ezekiel calls them and us to hope in a God who, with a Word, calls forth living people from death. This young woman, who had every reasonable excuse to be angry or to despair found joy. That same God who, through Christian people, picked her up from the wreckage of a tsunami is present in your life today. He does not leave us. 
You probably have some reason to be unhappy or miserable. Which human life does not? Ill health, poverty, loneliness, familial tension, politics, or something else will be your source of frustration and pain. Like the people of Israel of long ago who had been sent into exile, the reason is real, but God’s promise to you is larger. Hear it from Ezekiel today. God has spoken and He will do it. 

Wednesday of Lent V - Psalm 130
1 Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD!
2     O Lord, hear my voice!
Let your ears be attentive
    to the voice of my pleas for mercy!
3 If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities,
    O Lord, who could stand?
4 But with you there is forgiveness,
    that you may be feared.
5 I wait for the LORD, my soul waits,
    and in his word I hope;
6 my soul waits for the Lord
    more than watchmen for the morning,
    more than watchmen for the morning.
7 O Israel, hope in the LORD!
    For with the LORD there is steadfast love,
    and with him is plentiful redemption.
8 And he will redeem Israel
    from all his iniquities.
“Out of the depths” cried the psalmist today. I wonder what his depths were. I have been a pastor for over 30 years and have heard some truly horrific stories of human suffering. The human condition can often lead us to feel we are “in the depths.” Loved ones die, economies crash, abusive spouses and parents hurt us, and worse. So much of life can leave us with our head in our hands and weeping bitter tears. Are you afraid, miserable, or in pain right now? You might feel in the depths. Your depths might be compounded by all sorts of situations. I know a woman whose only respite from an unhappy marriage is going to work and the support of her colleagues. What is happening in that home? I pray God’s Spirit is bringing healing to that relationship. 
Whatever depth you find yourself in today, the Psalmist offers you two very important things. The first is forgiveness. Sometimes our deepest sorrows are in some way self-inflicted. Sin has a way of making us miserable. But God has not reckoned the sin. As Paul says in Romans 5, we have peace with God. Jesus has established that peace for us. Your sins no longer are a barrier between you and God. 
Secondly, the Psalmist offers us hope for right now. God, who has forgiven us, did so out of his steadfast love for us. From the depth of our fear and sorrow we can lift our eyes toward God in hope. You have the promise. God will raise you up from the depths. Jesus will dry every tear. God is faithful. Hope in his Word and look to him. He does not disappoint. 

Thursday of Lent V - Romans 8:1-11
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2 For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. 3 For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, 4 in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. 5 For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. 6 For to set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. 7 For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot. 8 Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.
9 You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. 10 But if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. 11 If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you.
The world is often gripped by fear. Fear also has its hold on me and you. But Paul’s words loosen that grip and free us from its control today. Before we can hear those words, however, we need to address another fear which often seizes people when they read this passage. Did you notice the word “If” in the final paragraph of our reading today? It shows up three times. “If the Spirit of God dwells in you…if Christ is in you…If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus dwells in you…” It sounds like Paul is not sure. Should I be questioning these things? Here is one of the reasons why Pastors need to study the languages in which the Bible is written. Greek uses the word “if” in many ways. These are what I like to call “evidence ifs.” Imagine me pointing at the water on the window and saying, “If the windows are wet, it’s raining.” The question is not whether windows are wet. Paul is not calling into question whether the Spirit or Christ or God dwells in you. He is pointing to the Spirit’s presence and drawing conclusions much like I might point to wet windows and conclude that it rained. I find it easier to sometimes to substitute the word “since” when I am reading these verses: “Since in fact the Spirit of Christ dwells in you.” I think that gets a little closer in English to the way we might say what he means. 
Now we can hear the fear-smashing words of Paul. There is no condemnation for us. Since the Spirit of God dwells in us, we are no longer in that flesh which has been incapacitated by sin. We are in the Spirit. That Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead will also restore life to your mortal body. Death no longer has its grip on us. 
For Christians that means we no longer fear death. And without the grip of fear, we can lead our lives in service to Christ liberated from the mandates of fear. It no longer gets to call the shots. I may invest in my retirement accounts, but it is not because I am afraid of poverty, but because Christ has entrusted me with resources, and I will use them well. Own the decisions you make today. You have been liberated from the fear of death and all that Satan can throw at you. I can serve Christ today. I know the end of this story, and he has promised me life. 

Friday of Lent V - John 11:1-53 
1 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2 It was Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was ill. 3 So the sisters sent to him, saying, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 4 But when Jesus heard it he said, “This illness does not lead to death. It is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.”
5 Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6 So, when he heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. 7 Then after this he said to the disciples, “Let us go to Judea again.” 8 The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just now seeking to stone you, and are you going there again?” 9 Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours in the day? If anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble, because he sees the light of this world. 10 But if anyone walks in the night, he stumbles, because the light is not in him.” 11 After saying these things, he said to them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I go to awaken him.” 12 The disciples said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will recover.” 13 Now Jesus had spoken of his death, but they thought that he meant taking rest in sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus has died, 15 and for your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.” 16 So Thomas, called the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”
17 Now when Jesus came, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. 18 Bethany was near Jerusalem, about two miles off, 19 and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them concerning their brother. 20 So when Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, but Mary remained seated in the house. 21 Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But even now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you.” 23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” 25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?” 27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world.”
28 When she had said this, she went and called her sister Mary, saying in private, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” 29 And when she heard it, she rose quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet come into the village, but was still in the place where Martha had met him. 31 When the Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary rise quickly and go out, they followed her, supposing that she was going to the tomb to weep there. 32 Now when Mary came to where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet, saying to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in his spirit and greatly troubled. 34 And he said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” 35 Jesus wept. 36 So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 37 But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man also have kept this man from dying?”
38 Then Jesus, deeply moved again, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay against it. 39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, by this time there will be an odor, for he has been dead four days.” 40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of God?” 41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus lifted up his eyes and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, but I said this on account of the people standing around, that they may believe that you sent me.” 43 When he had said these things, he cried out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out.” 44 The man who had died came out, his hands and feet bound with linen strips, and his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”
45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what he did, believed in him, 46 but some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. 47 So the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered the council and said, “What are we to do? For this man performs many signs. 48 If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” 49 But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, “You know nothing at all. 50 Nor do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish.” 51 He did not say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, 52 and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad. 53 So from that day on they made plans to put him to death.
Listen to the words of this long reading wash over you and settle into your heart. Don’t be in a hurry. Set aside the busy-ness of life. If you can, look them up on a site like Biblegateway which gives you the chance to listen to someone reading them. Or have someone in your home read to you and then read them back. 
I once was trying to be the first patient at an urgent care. I needed to be somewhere but really needed to see the doctor. I had injured my eye the day before and the doctor had told me I had to come back and let the physician see my eye the next day to make sure all was well. She was quite insistent. When I drove into the parking lot, I was disappointed to see that someone had beat me to it. He was standing outside the door. I got in line behind him; he turned around and asked why I was there. I thought this was a foolish question at the time. I had a huge patch covering my eye and evident. I explained that I had been directed to return so the doctor could assess my eye. I pointed to the patch covering much of my face. He said, “Take it off. Let me look.” I thought this was a little forward of him. “No,” I said, “I need to let the doctor do that.” 
He looked at me and said, “I am the doctor! I forgot my keys and I am waiting for the nurse to get here and let me in.” I took off the patch, he looked at my eye, and sent me home. It was the only medical appointment I ever had in a parking lot.
When Jesus asked Martha if her brother could live again, she piously pointed to the resurrection on the last day. Like me, she did not see the Physician standing right in front her. The resurrection was not only to be found at the end of the world. The Resurrection was standing right in front of her. That same Jesus who called Lazarus from the tomb has risen from the dead in order that he might care for you and raise you to new life. There is no foe, not even death, which can thwart his great love for you. Rest in that love today. 
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