
Introduction / On Ash and Death

We are all going to die.

Breathe deep now. It may seem jarring. But this should not be strange or inappropriate to
consider. It is simply the truth. Perhaps an unfortunate truth. But an instructive truth
nonetheless. Without it, there is really no reason to hope for Easter. That is why a key part of
the message of Lent is to acknowledge the fiercely stubborn reality of death. This begins with
Ash Wednesday.

On Ash Wednesday, we confront the painful fact that our existence will be reduced to dust and
ash. We do it in a tactile way, by smearing the reminder of death on our foreheads and wearing
it throughout the day. In one sense, Ash Wednesday is the church’s collective performance art.
A silent and communal way we proclaim: “You and I are going to die.”

So Lent begins by confronting us with the reality of death, but that is not the end. The point is
not to dwell on death itself. That would make us morbid. The point is to confront the reality of
death and let it drive us closer to Jesus. Why? Because unless death scares you, resurrection
won’t surprise you. Unless death makes you tremble, new life won’t make you sing. Unless you
see that without Christ all is ash, you won’t see that with Christ all is newness.

So in order to understand the wild miracle of the resurrection of Jesus, we have to first journey
into the deep curse of death. Over and over, this is the trajectory of the Christian life. We go
down to go up. This is also the journey of Lent.

Consider this devotional a guide to that journey.

Over the next six weeks, we will walk the journey down to death. But we will do this alongside
Jesus, who walked this road before us. Jesus went down to defeat the enemy of death so that
our journey might end upwards in the victory of resurrection. Following Him means we learn
that down-up motion. And Lent is a time to practice it. Let’s begin.



HOW TO USE THIS DEVOTIONAL

This devotional will go throughout the six weeks of Lent. Each week we will explore the theme
of “the way down is the way up” in a different way. In Week 1 we will see that we must FAST in
order to be filled. In Week 2 that we must be SILENT in order to pray. In Week 3 we’ll become
VULNERABLE to become strong. In Week 4 we’ll REPENT in order to believe. In Week 5 we will
meditate on how we must be HUMBLE to be exalted, and finally, in Week 6, we will look at how
Christ must die in order to RISE.

SUNDAY MEDITATION While this devotional begins on Ash Wednesday to explore death,
each week following will begin on a Sunday with an extended meditation. This meditation will
explore the week’s theme in depth.

WEEKLY PRACTICE The Sunday meditation will offer a daily practice for the week to come.
For example, you’ll be challenged to practice fasting in the first week, and practice silence in the
second week, and so on. You should use the Sunday meditation to consider and maybe even
plan out how you will use the practice for the week.

DAILY PRAYER & SCRIPTURE From Monday to Friday, there will be a daily scripture
reading. Each day will begin with a “Weekly Prayer” and a “Weekly Psalm” that are to begin the
devotion each day. If possible, I recommend you read the prayer and Psalm out loud each day so
that each begins to echo through the week. Then, continue on to that day’s short passage of
scripture that relates to the week’s theme. This will vary each day. Finally, there will be a short
prompt for reflection following the scripture. But that is all. These daily readings are short. That
is very intentional.

SCRIPTURE BEFORE PHONE The brevity of this devotional is designed to meet you where
you are: in the middle of hectic days where you have to fight for time to be quiet and hear the
word of God. To help you in that fight, I invite you to join me in the daily practice of scripture
before phone. The challenge is, for Lent, not to look at your phone until after you’ve spent a few
minutes in scripture. This may be first thing in the morning, it may be in the car after drop-off,
or it may be at your desk. Print this devotional out and place it wherever you may be. Put a
reminder on your phone not to open your phone until after you’ve read your devotion. Finally,
each week will end with a quote or passage from an author or a songwriter that will give you a
different perspective to chew on for Saturday.

FINAL WORDS Lent is an incredible gift, because Jesus is an incredible gift. It is the season
where Christians all over the world “journey with Christ to the cross” so that we can remember,
experience and worship Him in the resurrection all the more fully on Easter. I pray this
devotional helps you follow Him. I hope it helps you see that the way down is the way up.
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THE WEEK OF ASH WEDNESDAY: DAILY SCRIPTURES

WEEKLY PRAYER | Jesus, my Way and my Guide, you walked through death so we could be
raised to life. May I follow you without fear of suffering or death. Show me that the way
down is the way up.

WEEKLY PSALM | First Half of Psalm 23

The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing. He makes me lie down in green pastures, He leads me
beside quiet waters, He refreshes my soul. He guides me along the right paths for his name’s
sake. Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your
rod and your staff, they comfort me.

Wednesday | Ecclesiastes 12:6-8

Remember him—before the silver cord is severed, and the golden bowl is broken; before the
pitcher is shattered at the spring, and the wheel broken at the well, and the dust returns to the
ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it. “Meaningless! Meaningless!”
says the Teacher. “Everything is meaningless!”

The beginning of Lent is to confront the scary mystery: our bodies will return to dust. Before we
answer any questions about death, spend today meditating on the confusion of it. Does this
passage not ring true? Does it not all feel meaningless? Why might this be a holy starting point
for Lent?

Thursday | John 11:32-35

When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord,
if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw her weeping, and the
Jews who had come along with her also weeping, He was deeply moved in spirit and troubled.
“Where have you laid him?” he asked. “Come and see, Lord,” they replied. Jesus wept.

We are not the only ones who weep at death. We are not the only ones who find it disturbing,
wrong, and unfitting. Jesus did too. Meditate today on how death is both very real, and yet it
does not belong in God’s world.
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Friday | Ephesians 2:1-3

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you
followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now
at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the
cravings of our flesh and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature
deserving of wrath.

Death is not just a physical sickness; it is even more a spiritual one. What power does a dead
man have? What can he do? The powerlessness of death says something about our spiritual
state, and how much we need God to save us from our dead heart. Ask that God would use this
lent to bring the deadness in you back to life.

Saturday | Quote for reflection:

“Just as a physician might say that there is very likely not one single living human being who is
completely healthy, so anyone who really knows mankind might say there is not one single living
human being who does not…secretly harbor an unrest, an inner strife, a disharmony, an anxiety
about an unknown something or something he does not even dare to try to know, an anxiety
about some possibility in existence or an anxiety about himself…an anxiety he cannot explain.”
― Søren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death

“I think that taking life seriously means something such as this: that whatever man does on this
planet has to be done in the lived truth of the terror of creation, of the grotesque, of the rumble
of panic underneath everything. Otherwise it is false. Whatever is achieved must be achieved
with the full exercise of passion, of vision, of pain, of fear, and of sorrow. How do we know that
our part of the meaning of the universe might not be a rhythm in sorrow?"
― Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death
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WEEK ONE
YOU MUST FAST TO BE FILLED
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WEEK ONE / FASTING

SUNDAY MEDITATION: To fast is to voluntarily suffer. It is to (willingly) go down into the
depths of emptiness so that we can be (paradoxically) filled with the fullness of God.

If you have never practiced fasting, Lent is a wonderful time to try it. Many people pick
something to fast from during the entirety of Lent, like abstaining from alcohol, red meat, sugar
or movies, etc. All of these are great ideas. You might think this is legalistic or empty tradition,
but think again. It does not have to be.

Far from empty tradition, fasting is the radical idea that we voluntarily remove pleasure from
our lives in order to focus our minds on Jesus. It is a faithful response to the free grace of Jesus.
It is easy, particularly in the modern west, to live as if your every desire has been fulfilled. It is
easy to mindlessly reach for something to numb the pain of life. Anywhere you are, you are
offered sugar, screens, or something else that promises to distract you from your emptiness.

But when we fast, we realize something fundamental: our inner emptiness is real. And it must
be confronted and explored before we can be filled.

We are, after all, inadequate on our own. Fasting is a tactile way to invite God to teach us this
spiritual truth to your body, and in turn, your heart.

Take food, for instance. Only hours after removing it, you will realize that you are quite needy,
you are easily irritated, you are not nearly as patient as you thought you were, and that at the
end of the day you are weak and dependent. This is exactly the point. Lean into it. The physical
pain teaches the spiritual truth: that deep down we are a people who need something outside
of us. We need God.

WEEKLY PRACTICE: My recommendation is to take one day this week and try a 24 hour fast
from food. Invite a friend or two to join you. Then, if you are willing, repeat this once each week
during Lent. Each time you do it, use your mealtimes to take a walk and pray. When you feel
hunger pangs, consider it a recurring alarm designed to remind you to meditate on your
emptiness. In the evening, when you long for food or sleep or both, face your inner emptiness
and ask to be truly filled. Finally, when you take a bite of food again, in that wash of relief and
pleasure, remind yourself to taste and see that the Lord is good. Taste that He loves you, and
savor that whether through snack or salvation: He provides for the good of his children.

Specific practices of fasting will vary significantly depending on your health, your age, your life
stage, etc. That is all fine. But however you do fasting this week and this Lent, use it as an
opportunity to look for God in the lack. The scriptures this week aim to remind you that He is
the only one who can finally fill you. He is the bread of life.
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WEEK ONE / FASTING: DAILY SCRIPTURES

WEEKLY PRAYER | Jesus, Bread of Life, lead me through my emptiness that I might find life to
the fullest in you.

WEEKLY PSALM ｜Excerpt From Psalm 42

As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, my God. My soul thirsts for
God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God? My tears have been my food day and
night, while people say to me all day long, “Where is your God?” These things I remember as I
pour out my soul: how I used to go to the house of God under the protection of the Mighty One
with shouts of joy and praise among the festive throng. Why, my soul, are you downcast? Why
so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God.

Monday | Galatians 5:16-17

So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the flesh desires
what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh. They are in conflict
with each other, so that you are not to do whatever you want.

How do the desires of the flesh hold you? What fear do you feel when you think about fasting
or giving something up? Ask God to help you follow the desires of the Spirit. Ask him to remind
you that love drives out fear.

Tuesday | 1 Corinthians 10:23, 31

“I have the right to do anything,” you say—but not everything is beneficial. “I have the right to
do anything”—but not everything is constructive. No one should seek their own good, but the
good of others… So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.

What desires of the flesh have a hold on you? What do you permit in your life, that you know is
not constructive? In that place, ask God that you would stop asking “What’s wrong with this?”
and start asking “What’s glorifying God about this?”

Wednesday | Matthew 6:16-18

When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show
others they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you
fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to others that you
are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in
secret, will reward you.

What reward do you seek in fasting? What accomplishment? Ask God to show you that He is the
reward.
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Thursday | Matthew 4:1-4

Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty
days and forty nights, He was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of
God, tell these stones to become bread.” Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on
bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”

Consider that when you fast, you are in solidarity with Jesus who suffered hunger pangs and
temptation. Ask that you would resist and be strong as Jesus was. Ask that you would be filled
with the word of God.

Friday | Matthew 9:14-15

Then the disciples of John came to him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but your
disciples do not fast?” And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests mourn as long as the
bridegroom is with them? The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them,
and then they will fast.”

Consider that the point of fasting is to encounter the presence of God. Ask God to give you hope
for the Wedding of the Lamb, when we will not fast, but feast with God.

Saturday | Quote for reflection:

“O Lord, refresh our sensibilities. Give us this day our daily taste. Restore to us soups that spoons
will not sink in, and sauces which are never the same twice. Raise up among us stews with more
gravy than we have bread to blot it with, and casseroles that put starch and substance in our
limp modernity. Take away our fear of fat and make us glad of the oil which ran upon Aaron's
beard. Give us pasta with a hundred fillings, and rice in a thousand variations. Above all, give us
grace to live as true men - to fast till we come to a refreshed sense of what we have and then to
dine gratefully on all that comes to hand. Drive far from us, O Most Bountiful, all creatures of air
and darkness; cast out the demons that possess us; deliver us from the fear of calories and the
bondage of nutrition; and set us free once more in our own land, where we shall serve Thee as
Thou hast blessed us - with the dew of heaven, the fatness of the earth, and plenty of corn and
wine. Amen.”
― Robert Farrar Capon, The Supper of the Lamb: A Culinary Reflection

8
The Way Down is the Way Up | A Six Week Lenten Devotional

Justin Whitmel Earley



WEEK TWO
YOU MUST BE SILENT IN ORDER TO HEAR
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WEEK TWO / SILENCE

SUNDAY MEDITATION: We must be silent in order to hear. Such is the spiritual discipline
of prayer. We often think of prayer as talking to God. And true. In one sense, it is. But as any
relationship will teach you, the more important part of a conversation is the listening. In this
sense, silence is the other twin pillar of prayer. The less practiced (but arguably more important)
art of communing with God.

In truth, the presence of God should strike us into a kind of silence. It is curious, actually, that
we are often so comfortable talking to the creator of the universe. Yes, the blood of Jesus has
ushered us into the throne room of God. But still, it is a weighty thing to speak up once there.
The practice of silence, in this sense, is a recovering of the wonder wrapped up in prayer. What
a thing, that we get to speak with God! We might consider quieting ourselves before we do.

It is also a way we humble ourselves before God and acknowledge that His Word is more
important than our words. When silent, we practice the idea that what we need most is not the
endless prattle of our nervous words, rather, we need the therapy of experiencing God’s
presence in silence. Importantly, silence and presence go hand in hand. When you practice this
kind of silence, you’ll realize something incredible about relationship: presence does not require
speaking. He is with us, even when He is not speaking to us. We are with him, even when we
don’t announce it. Consider that much of the rest of the world doesn’t happen this way. You are
invisible on social media, for example, until you pipe up. But in an embodied relationship, the
silent presence of another person is a powerful thing to offer and experience. Perhaps you are
in the midst of great suffering. Perhaps you are furious that God does not speak up. If so, I
gently prompt you to consider whether the silence of God is not a curse, but a gift. Perhaps He
is there with you the way a friend is in grief. Not with words to distract. But with a sincere
silence, an arm touching yours, a presence determined to simply be with you, for however long
the pain lasts.

PRACTICE: Here is how I recommend practicing silence this week. If you can, pick a whole day
to be silent. You will find a remarkable and strange spirituality in spending a day in silence. The
sense of listening will slowly surround you. And that is the point. To recalibrate your heart’s
default mode to listening instead of speaking. That said, I fully acknowledge that spending an
entire day in quiet requires a certain life flexibility, and this may not work with your life stage or
vocation. (I am a corporate lawyer and father of four young children. I admit, it does not really
work with mine right now.)  So if you cannot take a whole day, then join me in picking one day
this week to truly minimize your words.

Outside of your obligations to work or parent, speak only when you absolutely must. Spend all
other time listening. Be slower to reprimand your children, and just hear them. Be slower to talk
back at work, and just listen to others. In your prayer time, just turn your hands up and tell God
that you are listening for him. Open your ears to the voice of God, and your existence to the
silent presence of God, which is just as powerful and as comforting as his voice.
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WEEK TWO / SILENCE: DAILY SCRIPTURES

WEEKLY PRAYER | Jesus, Word of God, quiet my voice and my heart, that I might have ears to
hear you.

WEEKLY PSALM ｜Excerpt from Psalm 131

My heart is not proud, Lord, my eyes are not haughty; I do not concern myself with great
matters or things too wonderful for me. But I have calmed and quieted myself, I am like a
weaned child with its mother; like a weaned child I am content. Israel, put your hope in the Lord
both now and forevermore.

Monday | Habakkuk 2:2-3, 20

Then the Lord replied: “Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets so that a
herald may run with it. For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will
not prove false. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay…
The Lord is in His holy temple; let all the earth be silent before Him.

When you quiet yourself, do you expect God to speak? Do you believe that you could hear Him?
Do you believe that He would make Himself heard? Ask for Him to speak to you. Ask that you
would have ears to hear.

Tuesday | Psalm 39:1-5

I said, “I will watch my ways and keep my tongue from sin; I will put a muzzle on my mouth
while in the presence of the wicked.” So I remained utterly silent, not even saying anything good.
But my anguish increased; my heart grew hot within me. While I meditated, the fire burned;
then I spoke with my tongue: “Show me, Lord, my life’s end and the number of my days; let me
know how fleeting my life is. You have made my days a mere handbreadth; the span of my years
is as nothing before you. Everyone is but a breath, even those who seem secure.

It is normal to feel “anguish” in silence. It is uncomfortable. What might God be trying to teach
you in this discomfort?
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Wednesday | Psalm 46:1-6

God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not
fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, though its
waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging. There is a river whose
streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells. God is within
her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day. Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall;
He lifts his voice, the earth melts.

When we listen to the voices of the world, we are in constant anxiety over the “uproar of the
nations” and the “falling of kingdoms.” But consider that when the Lord speaks the “earth
melts.” How can you quiet yourself to hear that voice of power?

Thursday | Lamentations 3:25-29

The Lord is good to those whose hope is in Him, to the one who seeks Him; it is good to wait
quietly for the salvation of the Lord. It is good for a man to bear the yoke while He is young. Let
him sit alone in silence, for the Lord has laid it on him. Let him bury his face in the dust— there
may yet be hope.

Why is it that we miss what God is doing when we busy ourselves and never stop speaking?
Why is it that waiting on God is so often commended as a disposition in the Bible? Be silent and
still and meditate on this.

Friday | Matthew 13:14-15

In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: “‘You will be ever hearing but never understanding;
you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. For this people’s heart has become calloused; they
hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes.

Consider these shocking words, that it is not necessarily by your ears that you hear God. He
must work in your life to help you hear. Quiet yourself, then, and ask that He would open your
spiritual ears. Now try to listen.

Saturday | Quote for reflection:

“Words stand between silence and silence: between the silence of things and the silence of our
own being. Between the silence of the world and the silence of God. When we have really met
and known the world in silence, words do not separate us from the world nor from other men,
nor from God, nor from ourselves because we no longer trust entirely in language to contain
reality.” / “It is not speaking that breaks our silence, but the anxiety to be heard. The words of
the proud man impose silence on all others, so that he alone may be heard. The humble man
speaks only in order to be spoken to.”
― Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude
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WEEK THREE
YOU MUST BECOME VULNERABLE TO BECOME STRONG
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WEEK THREE / VULNERABILITY

SUNDAY MEDITATION: If you want to be strong, you must first become vulnerable.

When precisely defined, to be vulnerable means to be capable of being wounded. I cannot think
of the word vulnerable without hearing Philippians 2:8 in my head: “And being found in
appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to death— even death on a
cross!” The life of Jesus is an act of incredible vulnerability. He went from the safe space of
heaven to the painful, limited, and vulnerable state of being man. Literally, becoming not just
capable of being wounded by the spears and thorns that tore his flesh, but vulnerable to being
extinguished by death itself.

Journeying down to death, remember, is the core theme of Lent. We are marching towards the
inner kernel of our vulnerability: that we will die. That is absolutely horrifying, unless you walk
that journey next to Jesus. Because only the life of Jesus can turn the downward descent of
vulnerability into the upward ascent of glory. The next verse in Philippians is this: “Therefore
God exalted Him to the highest place and gave Him the name that is above every name…” In
other words, Jesus shows us that the path to glory goes through, not around, vulnerability. Real
strength in life comes first through weakness.

PRACTICE: To follow Christ means to practice vulnerability as a way of life. It means living in
such a way that acknowledges your weaknesses instead of avoiding them; naming them instead
of hiding them. We do this because, as Paul said in 2 Corinthians 12:9, God’s power is actually
made perfect in our weakness. We have nothing to fear and everything to gain.

I find the most meaningful way to practice vulnerability is to practice it in friendship. This week,
I encourage you to set aside a time with a friend to tell your secrets. In one sense, this is the
traditional practice of confession. But it does not necessarily have to be your sins or what
you’ve done wrong, it might just be saying the truth of who you really are. It may just be saying
the things that you’re afraid to say, because once someone hears the words of your true self,
they are capable of wounding you – and that is vulnerability.

To be clear, this is not vulnerability for the sake of vulnerability. It is to see Jesus more clearly.
The reason I recommend doing this with a friend is because a friend can hear who you truly are
and stick around to love you anyway. What better way to re-enact the gracious love of Jesus in
real life? Jesus, after all, is the one who knows us fully and loves us anyway. To practice
vulnerability is to practice the gospel of being fully known and fully loved. Yes, you are capable
of being wounded. But this is the good news of the Gospel of Jesus, Christ took the wound for
you. There is no condemnation for you. You can be completely honest, and completely loved,
without judgment–all because of what Jesus did for you. Practice that sort of vulnerability this
week.
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WEEK THREE / VULNERABILITY: DAILY SCRIPTURES

WEEKLY PRAYER | Jesus, Son of Man, give me the courage to admit my weakness before you
and others, that I might be made strong in your perfect Grace.

WEEKLY PSALM | Psalm 32

Blessed is the one whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the one
whose sin the Lord does not count against them and in whose spirit is no deceit. When I kept
silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand
was heavy on me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. Then I acknowledged my
sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord.”
And you forgave the guilt of my sin. Therefore let all the faithful pray to you while you may be
found; surely the rising of the mighty waters will not reach them. You are my hiding place; you
will protect me from trouble and surround me with songs of deliverance.

Monday | 2 Corinthians 12:9-10

But He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest
on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in
persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

Consider this inexhaustible paradox of the gospel: God’s strength is in your weakness. You have
never met anyone who is not a sinner. Why are we afraid, then, to be exposed to each other?

Tuesday | John 15:12-15

My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this: to
lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer
call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called
you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.

Consider that one of the ways Jesus became vulnerable to us was that He disclosed Himself
fully. He told us “everything” that He had from the Father. It is through this vulnerability that He
calls us friends. Pray that God would teach you how vulnerability catalyzes friendship.
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Wednesday | 1 John 1:5-10

This is the message we have heard from Him and declare to you: God is light; in Him there is no
darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and
do not live out the truth. But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with
one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our
sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. If
we claim we have not sinned, we make Him out to be a liar and his word is not in us.

Sin thrives in the darkness. But God is light. Often we functionally “claim to be without sin” by
never mentioning our sin. By staying quiet, we stay hidden. How can you let God into your
secrets? How can you invite a friend in?

Thursday | James 5:16

Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.
The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.

How can your community pray for you unless they know what troubles you? Consider that you
must describe your ailment before a doctor can heal you. Ask that God would show you the
power of vulnerable community and lead you into it.

Friday | 2 Corinthians 12:10

That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in
difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

It is one thing to practice vulnerability. It is another thing to come to love it, because you know
it is the place of God’s strength. Pray that God would cultivate in you a desire to live into your
weakness, so that you would reflect his strength.

Saturday | Quote for reflection:

“When we were children, we used to think that when we were grown-up we would no longer be
vulnerable. But to grow up is to accept vulnerability... To be alive is to be vulnerable.” / “To love
is to be vulnerable; and it is only in vulnerability and risk—not safety and security—that we
overcome darkness.”
― Madeleine L'Engle, Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art / Wrinkle in Time
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WEEK FOUR
YOU MUST REPENT TO BELIEVE
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WEEK FOUR / REPENTANCE

SUNDAY MEDITATION: “Repent and believe.” This is the command that opens Jesus’
ministry in the gospel of Mark. It is the idea that before embarking on the upward path of belief,
you must walk the downward path of repentance. Since the beginning of Lent, we’ve
acknowledged in different ways that the way down is the way up. We’ve seen we must be
emptied in order to be filled, we must be silent in order to hear, we must be vulnerable to be
powerful: and now, we must repent to believe. But what does that mean? And why do it?

Repentance means to turn away from sin. We do it because it takes more than head knowledge
to follow Jesus. It takes a walk, and that walk is simultaneously away from sin and into faith.
Consider how often Jesus paired the command to “believe” with the command to “repent” and
“follow Him.” To repent is to thus acknowledge that it is more than intellectual ignorance that
holds us back. We need more than education. We are gripped by sin. We love twisted things.
Our hearts need rehabilitating, and we must quit the addiction before we can begin the
recovering. This is the good–and difficult–news of Jesus.

Coming to Jesus is not only a matter of acknowledging who He is–it is also a matter of
acknowledging who YOU are. And you are a broken person, full of sin. You need to repent. So do
I. So do we all. It may be comforting to realize we are all in the same sinner’s boat, but that does
not change the fact that we all need to turn and walk from our sin.

PRACTICE: Likely, this means the twin pillars of confession and commitment. Last week we
practiced vulnerability, the idea of being completely honest with someone. This week, we can
take that one step further: Take that honesty and turn it into confession. Call or sit down with
the friend you spoke to last week. Be even more specifically honest about the sin that wounds
you. And now, in the safety of the friendship you share this, commit to turning from it. If you do
not have a friend to share with,  write yourself a letter stating what you will turn from. Take the
time to postmark it and drop it in a mailbox to emphasize the reality of your commitment.

This is the act of repentance. Deciding–by God’s grace–to cut off sin. To walk away from it and
into freedom. Perhaps that means leaving a relationship, perhaps it means quitting a substance,
perhaps it means giving away your wealth, perhaps it is the end of a pattern or the beginning of
getting help or counseling. It may be many things, but repentance is never abstract. It means
turning your body 180 degrees and walking away from something.

But remember, the goodness of repentance is not in the running away from sin. It is the running
towards God. In turning away from sin, you find that you’re now facing God. And there is no
better thing to behold. Walking out of the death of sin means walking into the life of Jesus. You
are not alone as you repent, you are always with God. You are not going to miss the thing you
leave, you are going to find new fullness and comfort in the presence of God. In this sense, you
are free to be a hedonist. Turn and repent of your sin, because the greater pleasure is in God.
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WEEK FOUR / REPENTANCE: DAILY SCRIPTURES

WEEKLY PRAYER | Jesus, Holy One, convict me to see, name and turn from my sin. I want to
repent and believe–help my stubbornness, help my unbelief.

WEEKLY PSALM | Psalm 51 | For the director of music. A psalm of David. When the prophet
Nathan came to him after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba.

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion
blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. For I know
my transgressions, and my sin is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and
done what is evil in your sight; so you are right in your verdict and justified when you judge.
Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me. Yet you desired
faithfulness even in the womb; you taught me wisdom in that secret place. Cleanse me with
hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and
gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice. Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my
iniquity. Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast
me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me.

Monday | 2 Chronicles 7:14-16

If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face
and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will
heal their land. Now my eyes will be open and my ears attentive to the prayers offered in this
place. I have chosen and consecrated this temple so that my Name may be there forever. My
eyes and my heart will always be there.

It is odd to be called wicked. It is certainly not modern to admit it. But the Bible tells us that is
the reality inside of us. Dwell on what is in your heart that could accurately be called “wicked.”

Tuesday | Proverbs 28:13-14

Whoever conceals their sins does not prosper, but the one who confesses and renounces them
finds mercy. Blessed is the one who always trembles before God, but whoever hardens their
heart falls into trouble.

Last week we practiced confession and vulnerability. But confession is not complete until you
renounce sin. What has the Lord impressed upon you to renounce today?

Wednesday | Galatians 6:1-6

Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that
person gently. But watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted. Carry each other’s burdens,
and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. If anyone thinks they are something when they
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are not, they deceive themselves. Each one should test their own actions. Then they can take
pride in themselves alone, without comparing themselves to someone else, for each one should
carry their own load. Nevertheless, the one who receives instruction in the word should share all
good things with their instructor.

Consider the community required for true repentance. First to be convicted. Second to confess.
And third to repent. All these things require others! We cannot know ourselves fully until we
know ourselves alongside others. Pray for community that would not hide sin but stir each
other toward repentance.

Thursday | Luke 15:3-7

So He told them this parable: “What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if He has lost one of
them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, until
He finds it? And when He has found it, He lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. And when He comes
home, He calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I
have found my sheep that was lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one
sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.

God is after you. But this is good news. He is not content to leave you alone in your sin. He
wants to come and find you. Consider the call to repentance this week. Remind yourself that
this is not an authority chasing you down just to convict you. This is a father trying to find the
child He loves. He wants to bring you home.

Friday | Revelation 3:19-22

Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline, so be zealous and repent. Behold, I stand at the door
and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him,
and He with me. The one who conquers, I will grant Him to sit with me on my throne, as I also
conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne. He who has an ear, let him hear what the
Spirit says to the churches.

The end of repentance is not guilt, but love. The purpose is to come out of the isolation of your
sin, and into the feast of God. Celebrate that truth sets you free, and repentance opens the door
to God’s presence. This is good news.

Saturday | Quote for reflection:

Repentance is a consequence of faith. Even though we have taught in part how faith possesses
Christ, and how through it we enjoy his benefits, this would still remain obscure if we did not
add an explanation of the effects we feel. With good reason, the sum of the gospel is held to
consist in repentance and forgiveness of sins (Luke 24:47; Acts 5:31). Any discussion of faith,
therefore, that omitted these two topics would be barren and mutilated and well-nigh useless.
― John Calvin
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WEEK FIVE
YOU MUST BE HUMBLED BEFORE YOU ARE EXALTED
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WEEK FIVE / HUMILITY

SUNDAY MEDIATION: If you want to be happier with who you are you must start thinking
less of who you are. The Christian call to humility is radical, upside-down, and downright
strange. In a world where “being who you are,” “staying positive,” or “self-care” are generally
paraded as unquestioned mantras, the Christian virtue of humility will seem quite out of place.
But consider for a moment that humility is actually what you want, because happiness is what
you want. The way down is the way up, and the way to happiness is through humility. In this
sense, humility is emblematic of our Lenten theme. Humility insists that thinking less (not more)
of yourself is the way to contentment. Forgetting about yourself (instead of calling attention to
yourself) is the way to happiness. Focusing on someone else (Jesus) is the way to actually care
for yourself (and others). Recall our verse, that Christ humbled Himself unto death, therefore
God exalted Him. Jesus paved the path to exaltation through humility, thus we follow Him.

What is humility? It is not self-deprecation so much as it is self-forgetfulness. Tim Keller’s wise
definition of Biblical humility is: it’s not “thinking less of yourself” so much as it is “thinking of
yourself less.” Certainly, part of humility is realizing that we are broken sinners before we are
redeemed saints. But that’s not the end of humility, because that is still about us. The end goal
of humility is someone else. It is when the goodness of Jesus eclipses your vision of yourself.
When you think more about who He is and what He’s done rather than who you are and what
you’ve done. Humility is the pleasant state of contentment you get when you turn the spotlight
away from loving yourself and focus it on loving God and neighbor. That other-centeredness is
the Christian call to humility.

PRACTICE: Consider two practices for humility this week. First, practice meditation with
self-forgetfulness. You can do this by taking each of the verses below and using them to begin a
meditation time. Set a timer for five-minutes, silence any electronics, and spend the silence
meditating on the passage. If thoughts of yourself, your day, your anxieties, or something else
about you come to mind; gently let them pass and practice refocusing your thoughts on the
passage. If thoughts about someone else or God come up, then accept them and see where
they lead. You will, no doubt, find this incredibly difficult. The point is not success, but simply to
notice how much we want to think of ourselves. Ask God’s help with that. And consider these
practice sessions of controlling your thoughts away from yourself and towards others. Second,
practice humility by trying not to talk about yourself this week. You will also find this quite
challenging. In conversation, for example, instead of relating things people say to what you’ve
done or experienced, simply ask them more questions about their experience. Practice listening
instead of speaking. If you go out, give no opinion about what you want, but ask where others
want to go. If you watch something with your spouse, ask them what they’d like to watch. Yes,
these are all tiny acts. But again, the point is to explore the ways that we are finely tuned to
thinking of ourselves and what we want, instead of turning ourselves inside out and focusing on
God and others. In all of this, pray and ask God for an other-centered humility.
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WEEK FIVE / HUMILITY: DAILY SCRIPTURES

WEEKLY PRAYER | Jesus, God who became small, may you become greater, and I less. Help me
to forget myself, that I might remember you.

WEEKLY PSALM | Excerpt from Psalm 25

Show me your ways, Lord, teach me your paths. Guide me in your truth and teach me, for you
are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long. Remember, Lord, your great mercy and
love, for they are from of old. Do not remember the sins of my youth and my rebellious ways;
according to your love remember me, for you, Lord, are good. Good and upright is the Lord;
therefore He instructs sinners in his ways. He guides the humble in what is right and teaches
them his way. All the ways of the Lord are loving and faithful toward those who keep the
demands of his covenant. For the sake of your name, Lord, forgive my iniquity, though it is great.
Who, then, are those who fear the Lord?

Monday | Philippians 2:3-8

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than
yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.
Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though He was in the form
of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, by taking
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, He
humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.

The beginning of humility is seeing that Jesus is the essence of humility. Think of this week’s
theme less as something you have to do, and more of Someone you want to follow. To follow in
Jesus’ way necessarily means to become humble.

Tuesday | Ephesians 4:1-8

I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which
you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another
in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one
Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call— one Lord, one faith,
one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. But grace was
given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ's gift.

When you are proud, you seek the approval of others. But it is humility, not pride, that actually
binds us to others. It is in making ourselves smaller, that we bind ourselves to something bigger,
the Christian community. Humility is a communal calling. Ask that God would show you this in
your community.
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Wednesday | Psalm 15:8-10

Good and upright is the Lord; therefore He instructs sinners in the way. He leads the humble in
what is right, and teaches the humble his way. All the paths of the Lord are steadfast love and
faithfulness, for those who keep his covenant and his testimonies.

Humility is not the end destination, so much as it is the posture of learning. Do you not long for
wisdom? For understanding? Don’t you want to know the way to go? Ask the Lord to convict
you that God begins to lead sinners in his way of wisdom from a posture of humility.

Thursday | Micah 6:8

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly
and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.

These words imply a connection between justice, mercy and humility. Think of the places in
your life you long to be just. Think of where you want the world to show mercy. Are you humble
in your approach to that? Do you love justice because you know better than others or because
you love others? Pray that God would help you to talk humbly with Him, and that the fruit of
that would be real justice and real mercy.

Friday | 1 Peter 5:6-11

Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time He may
exalt you, casting all your anxieties on Him, because He cares for you. Be sober-minded; be
watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.
Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same kinds of suffering are being experienced by
your brotherhood throughout the world. And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all
grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will Himself restore, confirm, strengthen,
and establish you. To Him be the dominion forever and ever. Amen.

The end of humility is exaltation because the end of humility is to see God. Remember that the
way down is the way up, and the path of humiliation is not masochistic, but actually hedonistic.
God will humble you, but only so He can “call you to his eternal glory.”

Saturday | Quote for reflection:

“Do not imagine that if you meet a really humble man He will be what most people call 'humble'
nowadays: He will not be a sort of greasy, smarmy person, who is always telling you that, of
course, He is nobody. Probably all you will think about him is that He seemed a cheerful,
intelligent chap who took a real interest in what you said to him. If you do dislike him it will be
because you feel a little envious of anyone who seems to enjoy life so easily. He will not be
thinking about humility: He will not be thinking about himself at all.”
― C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity
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WEEK SIX
YOU MUST DIE IN ORDER TO RISE

25
The Way Down is the Way Up | A Six Week Lenten Devotional

Justin Whitmel Earley



WEEK SIX / RESURRECTION

SUNDAY MEDIATION: We are all going to die. This is the statement we began with weeks
ago. Yet this is not the most important statement of Lent. Here is a more important statement:
“I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die.”

This week we come to our final meditation: Because of Jesus, death is not our final destination.
Resurrected life is. What does it mean? And what does it mean for how we live?

First, it means the astounding truth that our bodies and souls will see life beyond the grave. On
Easter morning, Christians all over the world will sing the hymn by Charles Wesley: Christ the
Lord is Risen Today containing these lines: “Soar we now where Christ has led, Alleluia! /
Following our exalted Head, Alleluia! / Made like Him, like Him we rise, Alleluia!.”

It’s terrific theology. What does it mean? It means that Christ’s resurrection is not just the final
word in our justification. (Though it is.) Not just the conquering of death and the reversal of the
fall. (Though it is.) It also means that just as Christ paved the path down in humility, He now
paves our path up to the skies! He is the first fruit of our guaranteed future. His resurrection
secures our resurrection. His risen body promises that we’ll get one too. This is incredible news
for our literal hope of life beyond the grave. It means the end of fearing death: because though
we die, yet we will live.

But this also means a completely altered view of the future. If Christ’s story is our story, then we
don’t just start thinking differently about life after death, we have to start thinking differently
about life now.

Whatever you feel has defeated you: your illness, your addiction, your trauma, your loss, your
disappointments, your failures, your secrets… Whatever it is, you must now, in light of Jesus’
resurrection, see that they have lost their power over you. These areas of struggles in our life
are real, but they are manifestations of the fall. They are remnants of the reign of sin and death.
But in the solid light of the resurrection they have lost all authority.

In Christ’s resurrection power you can walk out of your sin, you can heal from your trauma, you
can recover from your addiction, you can get over your loss, you can move forward into a
different future. A new life is possible! No wonder we say “Hallelujah!” so much at Easter. It is
the day we re-realize that a new dawn has come. And that new futures are possible.

This week we meditate on this resurrection life. There is no practice here, but simply a daily
encouragement to meditate on the miracle of Easter in hopes that you celebrate it all the better
when it comes. Christ is risen. Hallelujah!
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WEEK SIX / RESURRECTION: DAILY SCRIPTURES

WEEKLY PRAYER | Jesus, Resurrected Lamb of God who defeated death, overcome the
darkness and death that clings to me, and show me the light of the resurrection life.

WEEKLY PSALM | Last Half of Psalm 23

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my
cup overflows. Surely your goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will
dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

Monday | 1 Corinthians 15:20-21

But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep.
For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead.

This week, we approach the miracle of the resurrection. Begin by meditating on the gift of
Christ. Where He goes, we go. And yes, He went down to death. We will follow. But He is also
the first fruit of resurrection. Pray that God would assure you of the promise of resurrection,
and that this would eclipse your fear of death.

Tuesday | Philippians 3:10-11

I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his
sufferings, becoming like Him in his death, and so, somehow, attaining to the resurrection from
the dead.

Resurrection is not a thing of the future, but a way of thinking now. Take this passage as the
earnest prayer that it is. Pray it for yourself. Ask for insight into this mystery. Ask that God would
work in you a desire to follow Christ into death and suffering, and into resurrection too.

Wednesday | Romans 6:8-11

Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with Him. For we know that since
Christ was raised from the dead, He cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over Him.
The death He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life He lives, He lives to God.

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.

Sin and sickness cling to all of us. But if we see reality as it actually is, we will see that they no
longer hold any power. That in the resurrection power of Jesus, we are dead to sin and alive in
Christ. Name the place where you feel sin’s mastery over you, and out loud where you are,
speak these words: “This no longer has hold on me. I am alive in Christ.” Now walk in that new
life.
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Maundy Thursday | 1 Peter 1:2-7

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, He has
caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the
dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you,
who by God's power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the
last time. In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by
various trials, so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that
perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the
revelation of Jesus Christ.

The consequence of understanding the resurrection is rejoicing. Let yourself begin to prepare
for Easter and the coming rejoicing. Tonight is Maundy Thursday, the night we remember that
Jesus was betrayed. Begin to quiet yourself, and walk the journey to the cross this weekend. But
remember, it is because the rejoicing of Easter is coming…

Good Friday | Matthew 27:45-50

From noon until three in the afternoon darkness came over all the land. About three in the
afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” (which means “My God,
my God, why have you forsaken me?”). When some of those standing there heard this, they said,
“He’s calling Elijah.”

Immediately one of them ran and got a sponge. He filled it with wine vinegar, put it on a staff,
and offered it to Jesus to drink. The rest said, “Now leave him alone. Let’s see if Elijah comes to
save him.” And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, He gave up his spirit.

Let the silence sink in. Today is the day Christ was crucified. It does not end there, but before
you can celebrate resurrection, you must contemplate the death that comes before it. Ask that
God would help you quiet yourself for this weekend, so you might prepare for the bells to ring
on Easter morning…

Holy Saturday | Quote for reflection:

“The point of the resurrection…is that the present bodily life is not valueless just because it will
die…What you do with your body in the present matters because God has a great future in
store for it…What you do in the present—by painting, preaching, singing, sewing, praying,
teaching, building hospitals, digging wells, campaigning for justice, writing poems, caring for the
needy, loving your neighbor as yourself—will last into God's future. These activities are not
simply ways of making the present life a little less beastly, a little more bearable, until the day
when we leave it behind altogether (as the hymn so mistakenly puts it…). They are part of what
we may call building for God's kingdom.”
― N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the
Church
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