Read before worship on March 10th

Devotional #1 – We’re Sinful Beings

2 Samuel 12:1-15
1
And the Lord sent Nathan to David. He came to him and said to him, “There were two men in a
certain city, the one rich and the other poor. 2The rich man had very many flocks and herds, 3but
the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb, which he had bought. And he brought it up,
and it grew up with him and with his children. It used to eat of his morsel and drink from his cup
and lie in his arms, and it was like a daughter to him. 4Now there came a traveler to the rich man,
and he was unwilling to take one of his own flock or herd to prepare for the guest who had come
to him, but he took the poor man’s lamb and prepared it for the man who had come to him.”
5
Then David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man, and he said to Nathan, “As the Lord
lives, the man who has done this deserves to die, 6and he shall restore the lamb fourfold,
because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.”
Nathan said to David, “You are the man! Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘I anointed you
king over Israel, and I delivered you out of the hand of Saul. 8And I gave you your master’s house
and your master’s wives into your arms and gave you the house of Israel and of Judah. And if this
were too little, I would add to you as much more. 9Why have you despised the word of the Lord,
to do what is evil in his sight? You have struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and have
taken his wife to be your wife and have killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. 10Now
therefore the sword shall never depart from your house, because you have despised me and
have taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your wife.’ 11Thus says the Lord, ‘Behold, I will raise
up evil against you out of your own house. And I will take your wives before your eyes and give
them to your neighbor, and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this sun. 12For you did it
secretly, but I will do this thing before all Israel and before the sun.’ ” 13David said to Nathan, “I
have sinned against the Lord.” And Nathan said to David, “The Lord also has put away your sin;
you shall not die. 14Nevertheless, because by this deed you have utterly scorned the Lord, the
child who is born to you shall die.” 15Then Nathan went to his house.
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As we walk together through Lent, the season of spiritual reflection and meditation, we will be
focusing our attention on what the world looks like when seen through the work of Jesus Christ
on the Cross. This very specific lens changes how we view everything; our work, our relationships,
and especially ourselves. While the Cross brought the terrifying death of God’s Own Son, that
sacrifice is the author of our salvation. And because of that, we are changed; and how we view
the whole world is changed as well. This first week, we examine what our failure looks like
through the lens of the Cross. Each of us is intimately acquainted with failure. I can look back
over more than 60 years of life and those moments of failure stand out like beacons. I wish there
weren’t so many, but I celebrate the fact that most of them were moments of learning and
deepening of my walk with the Lord Jesus.
Our first reading in this Lenten journey is the story of the aftermath of King David’s greatest
failure. He manages to completely ruin his life over the love of a forbidden woman. But his sins
are not a secret from God, nor from God’s prophet, Nathan.
If you flip through the Gospels, you will notice that many of the words are red. We all know that
these are the words that Jesus spoke during His earthly ministry. And a vast majority of those red
are words are parables. Jesus knew that engaging the imagination with a story was a great
teaching tool. The utilization of story to make a difficult point is brilliant because it removes the
onus of finger pointing. And all of us, down to the youngest child enjoy a good story. Nathan the
prophet knew the same thing.
Nathan comes to David in his role as prophet and exposes David to himself. Clearly, David’s
conscience is not doing the job, so God sends Nathan in to take on the serious role of accuser.
You have to admire the brilliance with which Nathan approaches David. He appeals to David’s
sense of fairness and justice. The story is absolutely perfect, and it solicits the appropriate
response from David. Now he is caught in his own judgment. When Nathan springs the door shut
on David’s guilt he can do nothing but confess and repent; and so he does. David’s own
pronouncement is harsh. While the perpetrator of the crime should die, the law doesn’t allow for
that punishment in this case. Instead he declares that the criminal should pay back four times
what he took. Of course, Uriah is no longer available to receive payback. But the judgment is
difficult. While David will not die, the child of his adultery will.
Of interest in the text is a comparison of two verses. If you read 2 Samuel 11:11, you will find that
Uriah refuses to go home to share his wife’s bed out of respect for those still on the battlefield.

“Uriah said to David, “The ark and Israel and Judah dwell in booths, and my lord Joab and the
servants of my lord are camping in the open field. Shall I then go to my house, to eat and to drink
and to lie with my wife? As you live, and as your soul lives, I will not do this thing.”
Then, as the story is being told to David, this passage is shared.

“. . . but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb, which he had bought. And he brought
it up, and it grew up with him and with his children. It used to eat of his morsel and drink from
his cup and lie in his arms, and it was like a daughter to him.”
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David should have felt his grip on his own self-righteousness slip at that very point. It takes
Nathan saying, “You are that man,” to bring the point home. But once David is faced with his sin,
his heart is broken.

And, as might be expected, the prophet does not leave the king comfortless. Nathan comes to David with
words of divine grace. “Only the man who accepts that he was wrong can be forgiven. ‘Yahweh, for his
part, forgives your sin’” In judging the rich man for his cruelty David had unwittingly chosen his own death
penalty. But the Lord, through his prophet, announces the forgiveness of David’s “sin” (against Bathsheba)
and preserves David’s life: “You are not going to die.” The fact that God does not hesitate to strike people
down for what might be considered lesser infractions makes his forbearance in David’s case all the more
noteworthy.
Youngblood, R. F. ©1992. 1, 2 Samuel. The Expositor's Bible Commentary, Volume 3 (p. 946). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House.

In this one brief incident, we see the panorama of the human existence played out in unflinching
honesty. We are sinners in need of judgment. We deserve to die for what we have done. But we
have a God who loves and forgives. For those of you who struggle with the fact that a child had to
die we can only say that he fell into the hands of a merciful and loving God. This is one of those
times when we must allow God to be God and not tell Him how to do that.
This event in David’s life colors the rest of his career as king. Sadly, things go downhill for David
after this point. His own family will be guilty of making choices that do not fall in line with the will
of God and will bring compounded problems into David’s life. Should you want to read of David
emotional response to this event, crack open Psalm 51, for there he pours out his heart to the
Lord in confession and repentance. David did not lose the title “a man after God’s own heart”
because of this decision. But it is a sad tale and proves that even when you love God, you can go
the wrong way if sin is given the lead.

Devotional #2 – ALL Have Failed

Romans 3:21-26
21
But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law
and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for
all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,
24
and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25whom
God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s
righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26It was to
show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one
who has faith in Jesus.
This passage has appropriately been called the center, heart and the doctrinal key to the whole
Book of Romans. Inside of these brief verses we are reminded that we are all failures; we
completely and utterly fail at the righteousness that God demands. But that failure does not
mean our doom when held up against the righteousness won for us through the sacrifice of
Jesus Christ.
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Paul has established, in that last 63 verses of text, that we are ALL sinners. There is not one of us
since Adam and Eve, with the exception of Jesus Christ, who can claim any type of righteousness
at all. Not the Jews, not the Gentiles. Our status as sinners before a holy God is plain. But he
doesn’t leave us in that place of damnation. Now he comes along and presents the only answer
to our desperate sin problem. We have been justified by his grace as a gift, through the

redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood. (vs. 24-25)
That word propitiation has always fascinated me. It is used only 5 times in the entire New
Testament, all referring to Jesus as the one who has paid the price for our sins. It’s a word you
don’t hear very often any more but its connotations are fairly substantial. In its original forms it
applies to the sacrifice made during temple worship where the blood of innocent lamb is spread
upon the mercy seat. There God’s wrath is appeased for a time by the sacrifices He proscribed
before Jesus makes the final sacrifice. The clearest verse that supports this understanding comes
from Hebrews.
Hebrews 2:17

Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a
merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the
people.
Our Great High Priest completes once and for all the sacrifice that brings peace with God and
ends His wrath over our sin. We are free from the power of sin and death in our lives because of
His work. The Apostle John also uses this word to describe Jesus and His work on two separate
occasions in 1 John
1 John 2:2

He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.
1 John 4:10

In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the
propitiation for our sins.
The most interesting use of this word comes in the parable Jesus told His Disciples, of the
Pharisee and the Tax Collector who are praying in the Temple. The words of the Tax Collector as
he stands humbly at the back of the room beating his chest in repentance are striking.
Luke 18:9-14

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and
treated others with contempt: 10“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and
the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I
am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice
a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ 13But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up
his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me [propitiate me], a sinner!’
14
I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who
exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.”
9
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This is what it means to be convinced of your own failings as a sinner. That recognition lies at the
heart of our faith. If we don’t know we’re failures, if we don’t recognize our need for a Savior, all is
lost. Here is a man who understands that a sacrifice must be made on his behalf or he is lost.
That is the person I want to be every single day of my life. God, be merciful to me, a sinner.

Devotional #3 – The One Who Did Not Fail
Psalm 16

A Miktam of David.

Preserve me, O God, for in you I take refuge.
I say to the Lord, “You are my Lord; I have no good apart from you.”
3
As for the saints in the land, they are the excellent ones, in whom is all my delight.
4
The sorrows of those who run after another god shall multiply; their drink offerings of blood I
will not pour out or take their names on my lips.
5
The Lord is my chosen portion and my cup; you hold my lot.
6
The lines have fallen for me in pleasant places; indeed, I have a beautiful inheritance.
7
I bless the Lord who gives me counsel; in the night also my heart instructs me.
8
I have set the Lord always before me; because he is at my right hand, I shall not be shaken.
9
Therefore my heart is glad, and my whole being rejoices; my flesh also dwells secure.
10
For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see corruption.
11
You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right
hand are pleasures forevermore.
1
2

If asked for the opposite of “failure”, we would probably say, “success.” But that is not how God
the Father measures the consequences of our sin. He’s not interested in our success, but in our
redemption, which came at a tremendous price, the blood of His Son, Jesus. Our failure
demanded His sacrifice. This Psalm is spoken from the perspective of the Messiah. The lens
through which we look at this psalm changes the way we see these words. When seen through
the Cross, this prayer takes on a whole new shade or hue. All Scripture is clarified when seen
through the saving work of Christ.
The first verse speaks to a time when the Messiah was looking for preservation, for suffering was
His lot. In the midst of His pain, He declares that He has no good apart from the Father and His
delight is in us, the saints in the land. Jesus measures success differently than we do.
This Psalm also figures prominently in the sermon that Peter gave on the Day of Pentecost, as he
spoke through the power of the Holy Spirit. When he was finished, 3,000 people were saved by
hearing the Gospel. In his sermon, he quotes Psalm 16. Especially prominent was the last verse of
this prayer of David’s.
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Acts 2:25-28

For David says concerning him, “‘I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand
that I may not be shaken;
26
therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; my flesh also will dwell in hope.
27
For you will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let your Holy One see corruption.
28
You have made known to me the paths of life; you will make me full of gladness with your
presence.’
25

Despite our own knowledge of personal failure, all of us can claim verse 28. We now know the
paths of life and we can be glad in the presence of the Lord. Our failure is turned around and we
are changed. During Lent, we spend time remembering that while we are all – ALL – miserable
failures at creating our own righteousness, Jesus did not fail. Our salvation comes from the fact
that He lived a perfect life. Had He not done so, His death would have had no power to save us.
He would have died for His own sins. But instead, where we failed, He succeeded. His life was
perfect, and His innocent maintained. His death could only be substitutionary for our own
because He didn’t have to die for Himself. He did not fail. So the opposite of failure in God’s
economy is righteous.

Devotional #4 – Peter Fails and We Can Relate

John 18:15-18, 25-27
15
Simon Peter followed Jesus, and so did another disciple. Since that disciple was known to the
high priest, he entered with Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest, 16but Peter stood outside
at the door. So the other disciple, who was known to the high priest, went out and spoke to the
servant girl who kept watch at the door, and brought Peter in. 17The servant girl at the door said
to Peter, “You also are not one of this man’s disciples, are you?” He said, “I am not.” 18Now the
servants and officers had made a charcoal fire, because it was cold, and they were standing and
warming themselves. Peter also was with them, standing and warming himself. 25Now Simon
Peter was standing and warming himself. So they said to him, “You also are not one of his
disciples, are you?” He denied it and said, “I am not.” 26One of the servants of the high priest, a
relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off, asked, “Did I not see you in the garden with
him?” 27Peter again denied it, and at once a rooster crowed.
As the story of Jesus Passion unrolls we find Judas and Peter on the same side of the story. They
have both betrayed their Lord. Judas turns Him into the temple authorities and Peter denies even
knowing Jesus as he stands in the courtyard watching the trial proceedings. Even though both
men seem to deny Jesus, I would suggest that there are two different motivations for the sin. For
Judas it was a willful sin, committed out of the desire for money and power. For Peter is was a sin
of weakness, committed at a time of great fear, and fear is the thief of God’s peace and joy. In
these two men we find the bottom line instigators for all sin – weakness or will. We will watch the
story unfold as Peter finds redemption with Jesus and Judas finds death as he commits suicide.
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The comparisons between Judas and Peter have been made repeatedly throughout the centuries.
For me those two words – willful and weakness – loom large in my mind. I know that daily sin
crouches at my door and I can either follow it or deny it. But even that sin comes in two
categories; those sins I actively entertain and those sin I just embrace due to fear, despair, or
ignorance. Judas actively entertained his sin. Peter just fell into it.
At the end of the day, all sin is sin and it removes us from God’s presence. Jesus didn’t draw any
categorical lines. He died for it all and grants forgiveness for it all. But as we navigate our daily
lives, perhaps we can pay some attention the mental gymnastics that go along with our
decisions. Frankly, sometimes I actively choose sin. A bad idea will be born, and I will entertain it
and scheme around it. As I look back, these are my greatest failures and still have the power to
make me sorrowful today.
Sometimes events unfold quickly, and I just mess up. I will say, I believe that the willful sins carry
more danger for me because I’m more actively involved in the pursuit of evil. The long-term
spiritual consequences of that can be drastic. But this whole Passion story is carried out by Jesus
just because of my sinful heart. Jesus knew of the interior battles we all face. He knew that sin
stalks all of us and because of that sin He had to die in order to pay the price for our redemption
from it. I am grateful every day for His grace-filled sacrifice. When sin entraps me and I sin out of
weakness, He forgives. And even when I sin willfully, He forgives me.

Devotional #5 – Sometimes, We Just Lack the Faith

Matthew 17:14-23
14
And when they came to the crowd, a man came up to him and, kneeling before him, 15said,
“Lord, have mercy on my son, for he has seizures [is moonstruck] and he suffers terribly. For
often he falls into the fire, and often into the water. 16And I brought him to your disciples, and
they could not heal him.” 17And Jesus answered, “O faithless and twisted generation, how long am
I to be with you? How long am I to bear with you? Bring him here to me.” 18And Jesus rebuked the
demon, and it came out of him, and the boy was healed instantly. 19Then the disciples came to
Jesus privately and said, “Why could we not cast it out?” 20He said to them, “Because of your little
faith. For truly, I say to you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this
mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you.
[21But this kind does not go out except by means of prayer and fasting.”] 22As they were
gathering in Galilee, Jesus said to them, “The Son of Man is about to be delivered into the hands
of men, 23and they will kill him, and he will be raised on the third day.” And they were greatly
distressed.
So while Jesus and the Three (Peter, James, and John) were up on the mountain top visiting with
Moses and Elijah, the other nine disciples are left to their own devices and decide to practice their
discipleship skills. They fail miserably. When Jesus rejoins the disciples a man comes up to Him
and begs Jesus to heal his son. Apparently, the other disciples were unable to accomplish the task
at hand. Jesus gives their failure a title; “Your faith is too small.” He doesn’t say their faith is totally
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gone but it is very small; too small to cast out a demon. Again He brings up the mustard little
seed and compares faith to that seed. Faith is such a powerful tool that even just a bit will
accomplish great things.
[Note: there is some discussion about verse 21 and whether or not it should appear in the text. If
you are reading the passage in most English translations, it does not appear. I fall into the camp
that says it should for numerous reasons – so there it is. Also in verse 15, most English
translations use the word “epilepsy” where I have inserted “moonstruck” which is a cleaner
translation when kept in context. Clearly, as the passage indicates in verse 18, the child was
demon possessed, not epileptic.]
What we learn from this passage is that even at this point, the Disciples are struggling. Their faith
is tenuous, but Jesus is still working with them. He has revealed that He is soon to die and to be
resurrected. This is, naturally, distressing news but they seem to miss the part where He speaks
of His resurrection. The learning curve is going to be sharp for these guys during the Passion and
Resurrection.
We have to be careful not to be too hard on the Disciples. They were trying, I think. But they were
confused by the actions of God. If we had been there, we may have been tempted to use the
word “failures” on them. This is something I believe we can relate to for we are often confused by
God’s actions as well. I believe the reason for that confusion lay with our human expectations and
limited understanding. When things don’t go as we think they should we often wonder what God
is up to in our lives. When tragic things happen, we look at God and struggle to make sense of
His plans. This is when we have to rely upon trust alone. God has handled everything up this
point and He will continue to do so without our help (or understanding sometimes.) And here is
where faith comes into play. Faith believes when the circumstances shouldn’t work out. Faith
believes even when what we are hearing seems too good to be true (“You shall have eternal life”).
Faith understands that our failures are not a tragedy for God. He already knew they were coming
and has made plans accordingly.
This same story is told in Mark 9:14-32. The father brings his demon possessed son to Jesus for
healing. As Mark tells the story, Jesus and the man have a bit more conversation and the father
utters these words. “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” We can relate to that. I believe
Lord, but sometimes I doubt. Help me believe more! When you feel like a failure at work, as a
parent, as a friend, or in your faith, remember that God’s definition of failure looks nothing like
ours. In fact, I don’t think He cares about “failure” at all. He cares about you, personally. He sees
your failures, most certainly. But He doesn’t focus on them. Instead, He’s there to lift us up and
empower us to try again, or, even better, learn a new path all together. Contrary to the popular
cliché, failure is always an possibility and another opportunity to learn and grow.
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Read before Worship on March 17

Devotional #1 - God Uses Tragedy

Amos 7:1-9
1
This is what the Lord God showed me: behold, he was forming locusts when the latter growth
was just beginning to sprout, and behold, it was the latter growth after the king’s mowings.
2
When they had finished eating the grass of the land, I said, “O Lord God, please forgive! How can
Jacob stand? He is so small!” 3The Lord relented concerning this: “It shall not be,” said the Lord.
4
This is what the Lord God showed me: behold, the Lord God was calling for a judgment by fire,
and it devoured the great deep and was eating up the land. 5 Then I said, “O Lord God, please
cease! How can Jacob stand? He is so small!” 6The Lord relented concerning this: “This also shall
not be,” said the Lord God. 7This is what he showed me: behold, the Lord was standing beside a
wall built with a plumb line, with a plumb line in his hand. 8And the Lord said to me, “Amos, what
do you see?” And I said, “A plumb line.” Then the Lord said, “Behold, I am setting a plumb line in
the midst of my people Israel; I will never again pass by them; 9the high places of Isaac shall be
made desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste, and I will rise against the house
of Jeroboam with the sword.”
Our first full week of Lent brings us to a topic with which we are all intimately acquainted –
tragedy. Our focus will be the death and resurrection of Lazarus. But before that story, we find
countless references to the suffering we do here on this earth as a result of our sin. Now that I
am well into my 60s, I look back and realize I have lived a fairly uneventful life in terms of
tragedy. Both of my parents are still living and while my one brother has passed, I know he is
with the Lord because he held onto Jesus with both hands. I’ve never faced the lose of home or
work, and while I did have cancer over 20 years ago, obviously, it wasn’t a great tragedy, as I’m
still here today. But, as a church worker, I have walked with countless people through the stuff of
life, and that so very often includes tragedy. God’s people suffered amazing tragedies and we
learn from them as they faced those trials with God, and sometimes without Him which is always
worse. Maybe with a week spent thinking about their lives, we can examine our own responses to
the tragic things that happen to us.
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In the Old Testament, we find the prophet Amos, who is listed among “the twelve” so called
Minor Prophets. They are called “minor” because their works are shorter than the “major”
prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentation, Ezekiel, Daniel). While their messages may be shorter,
they are of equal importance. Amos worked in Israel’s Northern Kingdom under King Jeroboam
II, who ruled from 793 to 753BC.
The Northern Kingdom reached the pinnacle of its earthly glory under King Jeroboam II. Yet within less than one
generation after Jeroboam’s death, the Assyrians dismembered the Israelite territories. In 722 b.c. they captured
Samaria, the capital of the Northern Kingdom, and carried off King Hoshea and a large part of the Israelite
population into a captivity from which they never returned. We rightly apply this word of God to ourselves when we
let it expose human selfishness. These passages condemn our covetous hearts when we adopt the standards of the
world and value making money above worshiping our God and Savior. It illustrates the Seventh Commandment,
forbidding us to take advantage of our neighbor in business. It instructs us as forgiven sinners to bear witness to our
Christian faith by practicing honesty when we buy and sell. It reminds us that we worship the Lord not only by
hearing his Word and singing his praises but also by practicing justice and righteousness among our fellowmen in
our communities.
Eickmann, P. E. ©1989. Hosea, Joel, Amos (p. 2, 4-5). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House.

These nine verses from the hand of Amos expose two terrible events that God claims He will
share with the people should they continue to rebel against Him and chase after other gods.
First, a plague of locusts, and second an all-consuming fire. Dealing first with the locusts, we
know that this plague would be one they recognized as similar to what God visited upon the
Egyptians during the time Israel was enslaved to them. The timing of this plague is critical. If a
locust plague attacked in the late spring, the results were catastrophic. They destroyed both the
late-spring vegetable crops as well as the more developed but as-yet unharvested grain crops
sown earlier. If the locusts arrived earlier, the late-spring crops would not have sprouted, and so
they would be spared. If the locusts came later, the grain would already have been harvested
safely.
Amos’ second vision, the vision of fire, closely parallels his first vision. The first vision was of a locust plague that
would devastate the crops. This second vision is more comprehensive because the fire consumes both the water
sources and the entire land. “The great deep” implies that the divine fire is cosmic in its implications. It points
toward the universal judgment and the fiery conflagration of the whole earth, and indeed the entire universe, at the
second coming of Christ, who will “judge both the living and the dead”. However, just as Amos interceded in 7:2, he
does so again in 7:5. Amos pleads with Yahweh and is met with the same gracious relenting. Israel will continue—for
a time. Even so, the present world will continue, but it too shall come to its appointed end. Yet the intercession of
Christ will spare all believers from everlasting judgment by fire.
Lessing, R. R. ©2009. Amos (p. 453). St. Louis: CPH.

Romans 8:34

Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at
the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us.
God wants to relent. While wrath and judgment are a part of His nature, the deepest place in His
heart is filled with love and mercy. He wants nothing more than to forgive and restore. Chapter 7
of Amos begins with a series of visions, the focus of which point to God’s desire to see His people
restored to Himself. In the first two visions, (locusts and fire) God indicates that He will destroy
the people; first with famine, then with fire. In both cases, the prophet intercedes, and God
follows His heart of love and relents. He grants mercy. But the third vision does not end as well.
God here declares that He will cut off the worship life of the people. Their sanctuaries will be laid
10

to waste. The collapse of the culture is eminent when that happens. Here we find two very
important spiritual principles; first, God want to be and is merciful and loving. But while we would
like those characteristics to be the only ones we have to see, that cannot be the case. He is also
just and righteous. Those parts of His character cannot be denied. Second, when the spiritual life
of a people is decimated, they will fall. We would do well to pay heed to both of these principles.
Just like small children who want their parents to give them everything they ask for, we want God
to be the big sugar-daddy in the sky who does everything we tell Him to do. That seems like the
loving way to be a god, right? As parents, we know better. Your children cannot thrive on candy
and video games. There must be loving discipline and justice in the home in order to raise
children who are responsible and caring people who contribute to the world around them. But
just as parents sometimes withhold discipline because it is too painful for them to administer, so
God is withholding His wrath, for His heart is first of all merciful.
Something we take very lightly today is the demise of the Christian force that once was
predominate in our culture. There are many who today say that we are a “post-Christian” society,
headed quickly to “non-Christian.” This is a tragic state of affairs, as it will mean the collapse of
who we are as a people. As with the nation of Israel, when the sanctuaries are laid to waste, so
too will be our center and our heart. While we think we can survive on our own, without the
benefits of a loving Savior, we cannot. The realities of that life will be harsh.
This is not to ever paint a picture that is filled with only despair. Our God is always forgiving and
ready to restore that which has been shattered by us. In Christ Jesus, God brought redemption
into our world. His loving and merciful nature did win out on the cross. That does not mean He
will ignore our idolatries or faithlessness. But the triumph is always His in the blood of Jesus. Even
when all around us fall away, we do not have to follow their lead. In the midst of the storm, God’s
strength will always be there for us, no matter the circumstance. We can be an Amos, or a Daniel,
or a Joseph and remain strong in the arms of our Father. Tragedy may assail us, but we always
have the blood of Jesus to claim as our salvation.

Devotional #2 – A Shift in Focus
Psalm 88

A Song. A Psalm of the Sons of Korah. To the choirmaster: according to Mahalath Leannoth. A Maskil of Heman the Ezrahite.

O Lord, God of my salvation, I cry out day and night before you.
Let my prayer come before you; incline your ear to my cry!
3
For my soul is full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol.
4
I am counted among those who go down to the pit; I am a man who has no strength,
5
like one set loose among the dead, like the slain that lie in the grave, like those whom you
remember no more, for they are cut off from your hand.
6
You have put me in the depths of the pit, in the regions dark and deep.
7
Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and you overwhelm me with all your waves. Selah
1
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You have caused my companions to shun me; you have made me a horror to them. I am shut in
so that I cannot escape;
9
my eye grows dim through sorrow. Every day I call upon you, O Lord; I spread out my hands to
you.
10
Do you work wonders for the dead? Do the departed rise up to praise you? Selah
11
Is your steadfast love declared in the grave, or your faithfulness in Abaddon?
12
Are your wonders known in the darkness, or your righteousness in the land of forgetfulness?
13
But I, O Lord, cry to you; in the morning my prayer comes before you.
14
O Lord, why do you cast my soul away? Why do you hide your face from me?
15
Afflicted and close to death from my youth up, I suffer your terrors; I am helpless.
16
Your wrath has swept over me; your dreadful assaults destroy me.
17
They surround me like a flood all day long; they close in on me together.
18
You have caused my beloved and my friend to shun me; my companions have become
darkness.
8

“In this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.” Benjamin Franklin
(1817)
I would amend that saying even a little more; In this world nothing can be said to be certain,
except death, taxes, and suffering. I used to say “my life has been a cake-walk because I didn’t
think I suffered many tragedies.” But then I lived a little longer and more water flowed under the
bridge of my life. And truly, I still don’t think I have suffered much. Yes, I had cancer 25 years ago
and my only sibling died in 2017. But even still, I feel as though I am a stranger to tragedy. What I
have done is walked with countless people through terrible and shocking events. Tragedy is a
part of the substance of life. If we haven’t faced a tragedy in our own lives, we have stood beside
those who have.
This psalm is a great one to have in your back pocket when life becomes overwhelming or you
need to recommend a psalm to a struggling friend. These words are difficult to read. Clearly the
author is in a life altering situation and a great deal of pain. We've all been there.
During Advent this year, I spent some time in the study of peace. It occurred to me that the
opposite of peace is not chaos, which seems like the logical choice. No, the opposite of peace is
fear. We often live in fear of what a situation will bring. Will the biopsy prove negative or positive?
Will my angry boss fire me from my job? Will my spouse leave me for another person? The list is
long and personal to each one of us. Every single thing you fear means your peace is disrupted in
that spot. Tragedy may be just around the corner.
The most famous recitation of this psalm is probably from the mouth of Jonah as he descended
into the depths of the ocean inside the belly of the great fish. Now that was a desperate situation.
But even in that unique place of struggle we find a moment of hope; a moment of faith.
This psalm pivots on verse 13.

But I, O Lord, cry to you; in the morning my prayer comes before you.

13
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That word "BUT" – there's the moment when the believer casts aside all of the pain and returns
their focus to the Lord, reaffirming the fact that He alone can help. The pain still exists. This isn't a
magic wand. But it is a shift in focus. I listened to a teaching yesterday that helped me remember
that there is always something to praise God for, even if it is as small as the next breath. When I
divert my attention away from my problem and onto the Lord, in that moment, there is peace.
Sometimes peace resurfaces moment by moment, breath by breath. But that absence of fear is
available because God is ever faithful creator and sustainer of our peace.

Devotional #3 – Jesus’ Suffered Our Tragedy for Us
Psalm 69

To the choirmaster: according to Lilies. Of David.

Save me, O God! For the waters have come up to my neck.
I sink in deep mire, where there is no foothold; I have come into deep waters, and the flood
sweeps over me.
3
I am weary with my crying out; my throat is parched. My eyes grow dim with waiting for my God.
4
More in number than the hairs of my head are those who hate me without cause; mighty are
those who would destroy me, those who attack me with lies. What I did not steal must I now
restore?
5
O God, you know my folly; the wrongs I have done are not hidden from you.
6
Let not those who hope in you be put to shame through me, O Lord God of hosts; let not those
who seek you be brought to dishonor through me, O God of Israel.
7
For it is for your sake that I have borne reproach, that dishonor has covered my face.
8
I have become a stranger to my brothers, an alien to my mother’s sons.
9
For zeal for your house has consumed me, and the reproaches of those who reproach you have
fallen on me.
10
When I wept and humbled my soul with fasting, it became my reproach.
11
When I made sackcloth my clothing, I became a byword to them.
12
I am the talk of those who sit in the gate, and the drunkards make songs about me.
13
But as for me, my prayer is to you, O Lord. At an acceptable time, O God, in the abundance of
your steadfast love answer me in your saving faithfulness.
14
Deliver me from sinking in the mire; let me be delivered from my enemies and from the deep
waters.
15
Let not the flood sweep over me, or the deep swallow me up, or the pit close its mouth over me.
16
Answer me, O Lord, for your steadfast love is good; according to your abundant mercy, turn to
me.
17
Hide not your face from your servant, for I am in distress; make haste to answer me.
18
Draw near to my soul, redeem me; ransom me because of my enemies!
19
You know my reproach, and my shame and my dishonor; my foes are all known to you.
20
Reproaches have broken my heart, so that I am in despair. I looked for pity, but there was none,
and for comforters, but I found none.
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They gave me poison for food, and for my thirst they gave me sour wine to drink.
Let their own table before them become a snare; and when they are at peace, let it become a
trap.
23
Let their eyes be darkened, so that they cannot see, and make their loins tremble continually.
24
Pour out your indignation upon them, and let your burning anger overtake them.
25
May their camp be a desolation; let no one dwell in their tents.
26
For they persecute him whom you have struck down, and they recount the pain of those you
have wounded.
27
Add to them punishment upon punishment; may they have no acquittal from you.
28
Let them be blotted out of the book of the living; let them not be enrolled among the righteous.
29
But I am afflicted and in pain; let your salvation, O God, set me on high!
30
I will praise the name of God with a song; I will magnify him with thanksgiving.
31
This will please the Lord more than an ox or a bull with horns and hoofs.
32
When the humble see it they will be glad; you who seek God, let your hearts revive.
33
For the Lord hears the needy and does not despise his own people who are prisoners.
34
Let heaven and earth praise him, the seas and everything that moves in them.
35
For God will save Zion and build up the cities of Judah, and people shall dwell there and possess
it;
36
the offspring of his servants shall inherit it, and those who love his name shall dwell in it.
21
22

One of the tragedies that can strike us without warning is injustice. Perhaps we are wrongly
accused of something we didn’t do. Or something is taken from us without retribution. Maybe we
are the victim of a crime and the perpetrator is never brought justice. Perhaps we pay the price
for something someone else has done. This Psalm addresses the feeling of injustice that goes
with senseless and answerless tragedy. That is what the Lord Jesus faced on the Cross. But He
was not a victim. He was the Victor, for there was indeed a crime that demanded punishment –
our sin. In His innocence, He was paid the price for those sins. But, and this is important; Jesus
was True Man. Yes, He was True God. But in that time of tragic suffering, He was True Man, in
pain and sorrow because of our sin.
When read this psalm through the lens of the Lord Jesus on the cross, we gain a much deeper
appreciation for His mental state at the time of His suffering. He even mentions this psalm as He
walks with and teaches His disciples.
John 15:25

But the word that is written in their Law must be fulfilled: ‘They hated me without a cause.’

Jesus went around doing good—preaching the gospel of forgiveness, comforting the afflicted, healing the
sick, feeding the hungry, and even raising the dead. In spite of this, yes, even because of this, the leaders of
Israel hated him. The more good he did, the more they were determined to put him to death. Though
Pilate admitted he found no fault with Jesus, he caved in to the demands that Christ be crucified. Christ
was forced to pay for crimes he had not committed.
Brug, J. F. ©1989. Psalms 1–72 (2nd ed., p. 271). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House.
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I am tempted so many times to simply skip over these types of psalms and that is a mistake.
Psalm 69 brings my suffering Savior into even sharper focus and reading these words draws me
into a deeper understanding of the horrifying price He had to pay for my sin. These words are
harsh and difficult. So was His crucifixion. But in meditation upon this psalm, we find that the
frightened soul grows calm. Praise for anticipated deliverance replaces frenzy and despair. The
suffering of Jesus brings peace out of the tragedy of our sin.

Devotional #4 – Jesus Wept

John 11:1-36
1
Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2It was
Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother
Lazarus was ill. 3So the sisters sent to him, saying, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 4But 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.”
Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6So, when he heard that Lazarus was ill, he
stayed two days longer in the place where he was. 7Then after this he said to the disciples, “Let us
go to Judea again.” 8The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just now seeking to stone
you, and are you going there again?” 9Jesus 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. 10But if
anyone walks in the night, he stumbles, because the light is not in him.” 11After saying these
things, he said to them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I go to awaken him.” 12The
disciples said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will recover.” 13Now Jesus had spoken of his
death, but they thought that he meant taking rest in sleep. 14Then Jesus told them plainly,
“Lazarus has died, 15and for your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may believe. But
let us go to him.” 16So Thomas, called the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, “Let us also go, that we
may die with him.”
5

Now when Jesus came, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days.
Bethany was near Jerusalem, about two miles off, 19and many of the Jews had come to Martha
and Mary to console them concerning their brother. 20So when Martha heard that Jesus was
coming, she went and met him, but Mary remained seated in the house. 21Martha said to Jesus,
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22But even now I know that
whatever you ask from God, God will give you.” 23Jesus 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.” 25Jesus
said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall
he live, 26and 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.”
17
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When she had said this, she went and called her sister Mary, saying in private, “The Teacher is
here and is calling for you.” 29And when she heard it, she rose quickly and went to him. 30Now
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,
28
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they followed her, supposing that she was going to the tomb to weep there. 32Now 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.” 33When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had
come with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in his spirit and greatly troubled. 34And he
said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” 35Jesus wept. 36So the
Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 37But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes
of the blind man also have kept this man from dying?”
Now we come to one of the most dramatic events in the ministry of Jesus. He has healed people,
fed people, controlled the weather, and cast out demons. He has even raised a few people from
the dead – in private situations. (Remember that fact, because it’s important.) This resurrection is
very public, and the Pharisees have had it. They want Him gone. At this point Jesus is remaining in
Galilee to stay out of the limelight. Word comes to Jesus and the disciples that Lazarus, a close
personal, friend is gravely ill. Of course Lazarus’ sisters turn to Jesus for help. The problem is that
Mary, Martha, and Lazarus live in Bethany which is just two miles from Jerusalem – enemy
territory. But, Jesus’ time has almost come and so He agrees to go and help. But oddly, He waits
for a few days before He answers their call.
And there it is. Jesus waits a few days to answer their call. My mind automatically goes to the
numerous times I have cried out for help only to have God wait “a few days” (or months, or
years!) to help me out of the problem. As I have mentioned before – I hate to wait. If you know
someone who likes to wait I would like to meet them for I clearly have a few things to learn about
that. Jesus is working His perfect plan and a part of that plan is that Lazarus should die. He waits
just long enough for that death to occur and for Lazarus to be buried. Then the timing is right for
Jesus to enter into the drama. By the time Jesus arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has been dead for
four days. There were some sects of Judaism that believed the “spirit” hovered around the body
for 3 days just in case it was possible to return to the body. For Lazarus, that time had come and
gone – even if that superstition were true, which it is not.
Once again, just as with the man born blind, Jesus declares that there is a divine purpose for this
tragedy to take place.

It is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it. (vs. 4)
When we are Christ-followers, our lives are designed to bring glory to God. Lazarus’ death brings
an opportunity for Jesus to receive the glory due His name because He alone has power over
death, which He will prove again a few weeks later with His own resurrection. Thomas, who has
observed the troubles that Jesus is having with the Pharisees, knows what’s in store for the whole
group if they return to Jerusalem. The Pharisees aren’t going to give up. So he voices what the
rest of the disciples are probably thinking, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.” Thomas
doesn’t know how the story will end but he has serious concerns about the future. He still doesn’t
understand the glorification of God through the struggles of God’s people. Frankly, sometimes I
don’t either. What we do have is trust that God has all things well in hand (back to living in the
palm of God’s hand again!) and even in struggle, God’s good and gracious purposes are met.
Martha is sometimes maligned a bit by students of the Bible because she chooses to get dinner
on the table rather than sit at the feet of Jesus like her sister, Mary. (See Luke 10:38ff) But in our
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reading for today in regard to the tragedy surrounding her brother, Lazarus, Martha is acquitted.
Her statement of faith is truly worthy of meditation. In the midst of her tragedy, she doesn’t care
about the ‘long view’ of life. She’s concerned with right here, right now. Tragedy does that to all of
us. In the midst of pain, we live in the moment.
Jesus times these events out perfectly. He has been informed that Lazarus is in critical condition.
He will not recover. After hearing this news, Jesus waits until Lazarus has been in the tomb for
four days to make His appearance. Martha is a take-charge type of woman. She doesn’t wait for
Jesus to come to her, she heads out to meet Him on the road as soon as she hears that He is in
the area. I totally get Martha. She has asked the only person she knows who can help her to
come and save her brother. Jesus delays! That delay has resulted in Lazarus' death. If only Jesus
had done as she asked in the first place this whole situation could have turned out differently.
Her honesty with the Lord is encouraging. Even as Jesus promises that Lazarus will rise again she
is a little terse with Him. “Yes, yes. I know he’ll rise on the last day. That isn’t what I’m looking for
here. What can you do for me today?” [Translation according to Carolyn.] Then Jesus speaks the
words that have been quoted millions of times since He first said them.

“I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and
everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.”
Then Martha proclaims her faith in the Son of God with great conviction. Jesus moves the
conversation away from the immediate problem of Lazarus’ death and brings it home to Martha
personally. “What do you believe?” Martha’s response is perfect and hopefully rings through our
hearts as well.

“Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world.”
Martha is one of the first people to express this faith so adamantly in the Gospel narrative. This
woman knows exactly who Jesus is and she believes in Him as Her Savior. I think Martha is an
intelligent woman. She certainly knew her Old Testament history, understood that she was
awaiting the promised Messiah, and knew with clarity that she was speaking to Him on that road.
Her hope was found in Him alone. But now she needs help with an immediate problem. Because
Jesus is her final hope, He can also be trusted with her immediate problem, she goes back home
to await His action. Her faith is more than admirable.
In the midst of our pain, are we able to step away from ourselves enough to see God’s action in
our lives? It’s tough to do but it’s always a great skill to have at our disposal. It goes right back to
placing ourselves in the Hand of God. I think that Martha walked away from that conversation
with calm in her heart. She had handed the problem over to Jesus and was just waiting to see
what He would do. Even take-charge people can surrender themselves into Jesus’ control.
Tragedy doesn’t have to own us. We can instead choose to reside in the hand of God and let Him
deal with the struggle.
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Devotional #5 – Resurrection – Well, at least Resuscitation

John 11:38-44
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.” 40Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you
that if you believed you would see the glory of God?” 41So they took away the stone. And Jesus
lifted up his eyes and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 42I 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.” 43When 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.”
In most dramatic fashion, Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead. After four days in the tomb, we can
be certain he was most decidedly dead. There are other people Jesus raises from death during
His ministry, but this story is by far the most spectacular and the only one that happens publicly.
Jesus again states why this all took place. It was for the glory of God and bringing people to faith
in the One True God. And I believe there was yet another reason. Jesus raised Lazarus from death
because He loved Mary and Martha. He had it within His power to relieve their pain and so He
showed His great compassion and gave their brother back to them.
What we do not have is a Savior who is unfamiliar with tragedy or suffering. Can we think for
even one moment that the Father did not find the torture and death of His Son a tragedy? Can we
believe that caused Him no pain? Of course not. Yes, both Jesus and the Father knew the
outcome would be victory in the end. But did that help with the pain while they were in the midst
of the struggle?
I think it did. And it can be so for us as well. In the midst of the tragedy, we simply must hold on
to our trust in the God of the Universe to make all things right, for He promises that He will. If
you are not the one who is suffering right now, perhaps it is your job to reassure the one who is
that they can still trust in God – every time.

“Unbind him, and let him go.” The work of Jesus actually unbinds us all. We are all caught up in

our slavery to sin. Jesus comes and breaks our bondage to sin and death. He is Lord and Master
over our final great enemy – eternal death. It must have been quite a scene. The
townspeople/mourners go with Mary and Martha to show Jesus the grave, so the number of
witnesses to this miracle is large. Then Jesus says “Lazarus, come out!”, and in my imagination, he
has to hop out because he had been wrapped in grave cloths. There can be no doubt about the
Lord Jesus now. He is Master over all. Not only did Jesus bring Lazarus back for more life on earth,
He brings us out of the darkness of sin so that our time left here on earth can be unfettered by
bondage to sin. We can live as He calls rather than as sin demands. Our freedom has been won
so we can either live wrapped in grave cloths, or we can “come out” of the grave and walk in that
amazing freedom. Granted, we probably do a little bit of both (see Romans 7) but praise be to
God that our final disposition is that of a person free from sin and bound instead to an eternity
spent in heaven with our Lord.
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Read before Worship on March 24

Devotional #1 – Identity Lingers
Genesis 45:1-15
1
Then Joseph could not control himself before all those who stood by him. He cried, “Make
everyone go out from me.” So no one stayed with him when Joseph made himself known to his
brothers. 2And he wept aloud, so that the Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh
heard it. 3And Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph! Is my father still alive?” But his brothers
could not answer him, for they were dismayed at his presence. 4So Joseph said to his brothers,
“Come near to me, please.” And they came near. And he said, “I am your brother, Joseph, whom
you sold into Egypt. 5And now do not be distressed or angry with yourselves because you sold me
here, for God sent me before you to preserve life. 6For the famine has been in the land these two
years, and there are yet five years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7And God
sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many
survivors. 8So it was not you who sent me here, but God. He has made me a father to Pharaoh,
and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 9Hurry and go up to my father and
say to him, ‘Thus says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all Egypt. Come down to me; do
not tarry. 10You shall dwell in the land of Goshen, and you shall be near me, you and your
children and your children’s children, and your flocks, your herds, and all that you have. 11There I
will provide for you, for there are yet five years of famine to come, so that you and your
household, and all that you have, do not come to poverty.’ 12And now your eyes see, and the eyes
of my brother Benjamin see, that it is my mouth that speaks to you. 13You must tell my father of
all my honor in Egypt, and of all that you have seen. Hurry and bring my father down here.”
14
Then he fell upon his brother Benjamin’s neck and wept, and Benjamin wept upon his neck.
15
And he kissed all his brothers and wept upon them. After that his brothers talked with him.
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Looking through the lens of the Cross of Jesus Christ, we are compelled to look at ourselves.
What is our identity as people bought by the blood of the Savior? Who are we and how does Jesus
show us these realities in His own life and how He lived here on the earth? The Bible provides
these answers – but – we are quite often blind to God’s vision of us, or don’t agree with His
conclusions about us. As a part of our identity, we carry with us parents, a spouse (maybe),
children, grandchildren, siblings, friends, co-workers . . . all of them add to the melting pot which
is our identity. Ultimately, we belong to God alone, for He made us, saved us, and will live with us
forever. As you can see, when we stop to think about it, our identity is far-reaching and
complicated.
Joseph (from Genesis, not the earthly father of Jesus) had a complicated family structure as a part
of his background. He was the favorite son in a large, dysfunctional family. He had one sister
(that poor woman) and eleven brothers! In these twelve men are the foundations of the 12 Tribes
of Israel – the fathers of the Jewish people. But Joseph’s path was not an easy one. Because he
was a bit spoiled by his father, he bragged a little too much and made his 10 older brothers
angry. The Bible says they actually hated him; so much so that they were willing to sell him into
slavery. The story is long and intensely interesting. By the time we get to Genesis 45, Joseph has
great power in Egypt (where he was sold as a slave by his brothers!) as the Prime Minister,
second only to the Pharaoh. God has given Joseph the gift of being able to interpret dreams. That
gift is used to save Egypt and the surrounding countries from a terrible famine. The brothers who
sold Joseph are then forced to seek food from Egypt (and Joseph). They do not recognize Joseph
when they see him, and think that he is merely a powerful Egyptian official. They bow down to
Joseph just as he had prophesied as a 17-year-old. Now 22 years later, the tables have turned.
Joseph keeps his true identity a secret for as long as he is able to do so. God uses the evil intent
of Joseph’s brothers to keep millions of people alive during the famine, not the least of which are
his own family members.
The reading for today tells the story of the ‘big reveal’ as Joseph identifies himself to his brothers
and a family is united. He hasn’t forgotten his true identity as a Hebrew man with 11 brothers.
The 22 years he was apart from those brothers slides away as he embraces them again, with a
forgiving heart and open hand.
When God’s plans are finally revealed there is a fantastic sense of understanding and relief. It is
always a joy to release my plans from my hands in order to fully embrace what God wants to do.
Suddenly, Joseph reveals his true identity and God’s plan is revealed. Now it is time to receive the
abundant blessings that God always had in mind for His children. Because of his position as
Prime Minister Joseph is able to provide an out-pouring of riches onto his entire family. Even
though he is very old by this point in the story, Joseph’s father, Jacob, has been spared by God in
order that he might see the incredible blessing knowing his son is actually still alive. Jacob was
told Joseph was dead over 22 years earlier, and now his son is returned to him alive. Everyone
stands amazed including us, the readers. This is because God is amazing. We don’t realize that
sometimes because we don’t pay attention to Him. Maybe it’s time to give Him a chance to work
His plan for our good. Our identity as His creation should never be taken lightly. As His creatures,
we have been loved to the point of seeing the blood of Jesus shed for our sins, thus sealing our
identity in Him.
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Devotional #2 – It Is No Longer I Who Live

Galatians 2:15-21
15
We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; 16yet we know that a person is not
justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ
Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of
the law no one will be justified. 17But if, in our endeavor to be justified in Christ, we too were
found to be sinners, is Christ then a servant of sin? Certainly not! 18For if I rebuild what I tore
down, I prove myself to be a transgressor. 19For through the law I died to the law, so that I might
live to God. 20I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in
me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave
himself for me. 21I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness were through the law, then
Christ died for no purpose.
In the New Testament, aside from the name of Jesus, no other names stand higher than Peter
and Paul. Both stand as heroes of the faith 2,000 year later and there is much to admire about
both of them. But there was a time when they were locked in a dispute and Paul lays that story
before us in Galatians 2.
These events take place both in Jerusalem and Antioch. To understand this dispute, we need to
look at Acts 15 where this issue of circumcision was discussed at length by the Apostles and
Church leaders, including Paul. Galatians 2 examines this event and its consequences from Paul’s
perspective. What we don’t know is whether the Acts 15 conference or this meeting in Antioch
took place first.
Acts 15:1-11

But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are
circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2And after Paul and
Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the
others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question.
3
So, being sent on their way by the church, they passed through both Phoenicia and Samaria,
describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great joy to all the brothers.
4
When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and the
elders, and they declared all that God had done with them. 5But some believers who belonged to
the party of the Pharisees rose up and said, “It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them
to keep the law of Moses.” 6The apostles and the elders were gathered together to consider this
matter. 7And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, “Brothers, you
know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that by my mouth the Gentiles should
hear the word of the gospel and believe. 8And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them,
by giving them the Holy Spirit just as he did to us, 9and he made no distinction between us and
them, having cleansed their hearts by faith. 10Now, therefore, why are you putting God to the test
by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we have been able to
bear? 11But we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.”
1
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From the theological conference that took place in Jerusalem, it is clear that all of the Apostles
and Paul agreed that conversion of the Gentiles did not include a trip through Judaism. That fact
is the crux of the entire book of Galatians. As a part of that teaching, we find Paul confronting
Peter for stepping back from the decision made at Jerusalem – or displaying a lack of
understanding when it concerned the Gentiles (depending on the timing of this confrontation.)

The confrontation at Antioch requires the sober recognition that even the greatest and most gifted
of leaders may at times fail and fall. Paul’s rebuke of Peter is a call for humility on the part of all
Christians. The Word of God and its teachings have to retain their priority at all times in the
church’s life. At stake in Paul’s adamant and vigorous reproof of Peter was the unity of all
believers in the Gospel of Christ and his church. Although it was surely not his intent, Peter’s
actions created a situation in which some Christians would become “second-class” Christians. If
Jewish Christians did not eat with gentile Christians, the gentile Christians would find themselves
marginalized. There is no such thing as a second-class Christian. Whether Jew or Greek, slave or
free, male or female, no person is of lesser worth in the Lord’s eyes.
Das, A. A. (2014). Galatians. (p. 201-202). Saint Louis, MO: CPH.
In the end, Paul accused Peter of hypocrisy, not apostasy, which indicates that they both agree
about the Gospel and its relationship with the Law. While they may not have spent a great deal of
time together as best buddies, they didn’t not treat one another poorly or bad-mouth each other.
They disagreed and went their separate ways. Even God’s people do not always agree with one
another. What we might be encouraged to do with this story is examine our own response to
fellow believers when we disagree. Are we open to conversation and perhaps even a change of
heart? Or do we demand to be “right” and have others congratulate us on that “rightness”? The
text is silent as to who “won” this argument, but we do know that in Acts 10, Peter receives a
lesson on the Gentiles from the Lord Himself in the form of a vision. Old habits die hard and
when we become intractable, we become a problem no matter our standing within the Christian
community.
Paul makes the strongest of statements when he defines our identity in the basis of our position
as blood-bought Christians.

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the
life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.
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When it comes to my true identity, I am not a defined by my ethnicity, my politics, my gender, or
my family. I am defined by the presence of Jesus Christ in my life as Lord and Savior. Everything
else is fluff. If you look at John’s description of the crowd of believers in heaven (Revelation 7:9),
you find every tribe, nation, people, and language. Only one thing matters in The End. Does
Christ live in you?
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Devotional #3 – My Identity Reflects the Creator

Psalm 139
1
O Lord, you have searched me and known me!
2
You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar.
3
You search out my path and my lying down and are acquainted with all my ways.
4
Even before a word is on my tongue, behold, O Lord, you know it altogether.
5
You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me.
6
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high; I cannot attain it.
7
Where shall I go from your Spirit? Or where shall I flee from your presence?
8
If I ascend to heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there!
9
If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,
10
even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me.
11
If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light about me be night,”
12
even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is bright as the day, for darkness is as light with
you.
13
For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.
14
I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; my soul knows
it very well.
15
My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, intricately woven in the
depths of the earth.
16
Your eyes saw my unformed substance; in your book were written, every one of them, the days
that were formed for me, when as yet there was none of them.
17
How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them!
18
If I would count them, they are more than the sand. I awake, and I am still with you.
19
Oh that you would slay the wicked, O God! O men of blood, depart from me!
20
They speak against you with malicious intent; your enemies take your name in vain.
21
Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord? And do I not loathe those who rise up against you?
22
I hate them with complete hatred; I count them my enemies.
23
Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts!
24
And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!
One way of meditating upon a passage is to look for key words that seem to populate the
verbiage. It doesn’t take very many readings of this psalm to find that the primary concept
embraced by David here is the fact that God has the power and inclination to search every part of
our being. I think that is because His love for us demands an intimate knowledge of us. He knows
far more about our identity than we know ourselves.
If you look for the words that indicate God’s work of discovering who we are, they pile up rather
quickly.
• Search (3 times)
• Formed
• Know
• Knitted
• Discern
• Not hidden
• Hem me in
• Saw me
• You are there
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David even acknowledges that God knew him before his birth, as he was being woven together in
the womb. That is truly remarkable, and bears witness to the fact that we are fully loved human
beings before we are even born. God watches our development beginning with conception!
David begins with a limited understanding of the fact that God knows him perfectly and ends
with asking God for an even deeper examination of his heart and mind. Because of all the
reasons that fall between the beginning and the end, David
knows that God has both the power to accomplish this and
the love to do it kindly and effectively. It’s a bold prayer.
There is a goal to this prayer. I believe it is that we would
become more and more a reflection of the God who so
lovingly created us. If you look closely at a leaf, perhaps
holding it up to the sunlight, you see in the veins of the leaf
the image of the tree from which it fell. My prayer, as I
meditate through this psalm, is that I would reflect the God
who designed me in the womb and knows more about me
than anyone else in the universe, including me. As David
declares, “such knowledge is too wonderful for me.” Wrap that
understanding in the overwhelming love of God, and you are
standing on firm ground. Even though He knows every detail,
both beautiful and ugly, He loves you – completely and
unconditionally. He loves you so much He had to have you in
eternity with Him and makes that possible through the death
of His own dear Son. Such great love.

Devotional #4 – Object Lessons

Mark 11:12-19
12
On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. 13And seeing in the
distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see if he could find anything on it. When he came to it, he
found nothing but leaves, for it was not the season for figs. 14And he said to it, “May no one ever
eat fruit from you again.” And his disciples heard it. 15And they came to Jerusalem. And he
entered the temple and began to drive out those who sold and those who bought in the temple,
and he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those who sold pigeons.
16
And he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple. 17And he was teaching
them and saying to them, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the
nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.” 18And the chief priests and the scribes heard it
and were seeking a way to destroy him, for they feared him, because all the crowd was
astonished at his teaching. 19And when evening came they went out of the city.
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Jesus cleanses the Temple of those who do not have the ways of God in mind twice during His
earthly ministry, once at the beginning, and now before His death. This passage is important
because in these two incidents (the cursing of the fig tree and the cleansing of the Temple) Jesus
expounds on His anger at the Jewish leadership for their refusal to believe and embraces the
Gentiles and God's inclusion of them in His Kingdom.
First, Jesus sets up an object lesson for His disciples by withering a fig tree. As Jesus and the
disciples are leaving Jerusalem to stay in Bethany after the events of Palm Sunday, they come
across a fig tree by the roadside. The tree’s position by the road shows that it was not owned by
anyone, but just a random tree planted by natural process. The tree is in full leaf which means it
should have been filled with figs, as the figs come before the leaves. Jesus had every right to
expect figs on this tree.

When he came to the tree, he found nothing but leaves—a promise, but no fulfillment. It was then
that Jesus pronounced the curse on the fig tree. The words seem harsh. Was Jesus taking out his
frustration on the tree? Not so. The disciples heard Jesus’ words. Jesus used the tree as a lesson to
prepare his disciples for what was to happen next in the temple. Then the next morning, he
applied it to their own ministry and life. He let them know that by having blessed them, he had the
right to expect fruit from them in due season.
Wicke, H. E. ©1988. Mark (pp. 156–157). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House.

The next day, Jesus goes into the Temple and clears out all of the money changers and
tradesmen who have set up shop in the court of the Gentiles. In this one action, Jesus lets the
world know that God will not tolerate this treatment of the Gentiles for He loves them too. The
Jewish leadership was gaining wealth off these tradesmen by charging them rent for their booths
or even taking a cut of the profits. None of this was acceptable in the sight of God. Even in the
Old Testament we are informed that God’s love expands out to all people, not just the Jews.
Isaiah 56:6–7

“And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, to minister to him, to love the name of the
Lord, and to be his servants, everyone who keeps the Sabbath and does not profane it, and holds
fast my covenant— 7these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of
prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall
be called a house of prayer for all peoples.”
6

Upon returning to the fig tree the next day, the disciples marvel at how it has already shrunk to
the roots and Jesus uses this tree to explain the power of prayer. The other Gospel writers also
make note of the usage of this event to show God’s displeasure at the Jewish leadership for their
rejection of the Messiah. Their power and impact would wither while those who believe would be
blessed with answers to prayers prayed in faith.
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Devotional #5 – Righteous Anger

John 2:12-25
12
After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his disciples, and
they stayed there for a few days. 13The Passover of the Jews was at hand, and Jesus went up to
Jerusalem. 14In the temple he found those who were selling oxen and sheep and pigeons, and the
money-changers sitting there. 15And making a whip of cords, he drove them all out of the temple,
with the sheep and oxen. And he poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned
their tables. 16And he told those who sold the pigeons, “Take these things away; do not make my
Father’s house a house of trade.” 17His disciples remembered that it was written, “Zeal for your
house will consume me.” 18So the Jews said to him, “What sign do you show us for doing these
things?” 19Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” 20The
Jews then said, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three
days?” 21But he was speaking about the temple of his body. 22When therefore he was raised from
the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the
word that Jesus had spoken. 23Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many
believed in his name when they saw the signs that he was doing. 24But Jesus on his part did not
entrust himself to them, because he knew all people 25and needed no one to bear witness about
man, for he himself knew what was in man.
We rarely think of Jesus as expressing strong negative emotions. In fact, we would rather not
think of Jesus as even having negative emotions. That doesn’t fit our pretty picture of the Savior.
Loving, kind, gracious, forgiving; these are the words we want to use when describing our Lord
and they are accurate. But in this reading we find a new category of words to add to our list of
characteristics that describe Christ. Angry, righteous, vengeful, violent; these too describe the
Lord and we don’t like it.
This passage is exceptionally powerful for it describes a scene unlike any other in the life of Jesus.
His strong and “take charge” actions are surprising both for His disciples and for John’s readers.
The other Gospel writers put this incident (or one similar to it) toward the end of Jesus life. Here,
John places it at the beginning of His ministry. There are two possible explanations for this. One,
Jesus actually performed this cleansing twice; early in His ministry and again at the end. Or two,
John simply chose to report this event out of sequence. Chronology wasn’t as important to the
Jewish thinker as it is for those of us in the West.
What brings this passage some amazing strength is the quote, taken from Psalm 69 that appears
in verse 17. The Disciples have an Old Testament prophecy brought to mind as they watch these
events unfold.
Psalm 69:9

For zeal for your house has consumed me, and the reproaches of those who reproach you have
fallen on me.
As the Jewish leadership is supposedly pointing their people to watch for the coming Messiah
they have also clearly defined that Messiah. They are looking for someone to free them from the
tyranny of the Romans. They would love to see Rome crushed under their boots and be returned
to the days of King David. Rebuilding the temple to its glory as in the time of Solomon was their
26

greatest dream. Then Jesus comes along, and He too is thinking of the Temple. But it is nothing
like their dreams. He Himself is the Temple and all focus is now taken from that building used for
sacrifice and placed upon Him, the final sacrifice. This is a huge concept and we are merely
bringing a flash of illumination to the ideas exposed here.
In 2002, M. Night Shyamalan released the movie Signs starring Mel Gibson. Despite a few
storyline problems, I really enjoyed this picture because of the ending. I won’t spoil it for those
who haven’t seen it (in the last 17 years!) but suffice it to say, throughout the movie there were
numerous signs that all come together to make a faith altering change for the lead character.
The viewer is exposed to all of these signs without a real awareness that you’re going to need
them in the end. That’s probably Shyamalan’s claim to fame in all of his films. If Shyamalan
doesn’t claim Christianity, he might want to investigate it as he walks a pretty fine line with the
content of this movie. Signs are important and our ability to gather them together to understand
a concept is a great skill.
Jesus is asked for a sign by the Jews. I don’t think they are asking because they want to develop a
faith in Him as the Messiah. They are either looking for a side-show or a chance to make Him look
foolish. Jesus, speaking rather cryptically, tells them that they will indeed get a sign which will be
when He raises His body from the grave three days after they kill Him. Since that isn’t exactly how
He says it, they don’t get it. Instead they sneer at Him and discuss how long it took to build the
Temple they currently have. The ones who actually do receive these words as a sign are His
disciples who hold those words in their hearts until it actually happens, and they see His
greatness in this fulfilled prophecy.
There are many others, along with the disciples, who come to faith in Jesus, based on the Words
He speaks and the signs that He performs. This will happen throughout the book of John. Despite
the best efforts of the Pharisees to keep people away, it doesn’t work. Jesus’ love and grace are
just to compelling.
As we worship this King who would use a whip to clear the Temple courts of these opportunistic
merchants, may we remember that He is indeed more than a quiet, milquetoast Savior. His
strength knows no bounds and His righteousness is pure and holy. We don’t get to define Him
for He defines Himself and worship Him as He is, not that which we invent. And He defines us as
we live our life with and through Him.
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Read before Worship on March 31

Devotional #1 – Who Will Achieve Greatness?

Mark 10:35-45
35
And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came up to him and said to him, “Teacher, we want
you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” 36And he said to them, “What do you want me to do for
you?” 37And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your
glory.” 38Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup
that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” 39And they said to him,
“We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you will drink, and with the baptism
with which I am baptized, you will be baptized, 40but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not
mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.” 41And when the ten heard it,
they began to be indignant at James and John. 42And Jesus called them to him and said to them,
“You know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great
ones exercise authority over them. 43But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be
great among you must be your servant, 44and whoever would be first among you must be slave
of all. 45For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a
ransom for many.”
Now that we are deep into our Lenten study, meditation and repentance, we take some time to
think about power as seen through the lens of the Jesus’ Cross. No matter who we are, we have
power over someone or something, even if it’s only ourselves. I was recently with a child who was
most unhappy about being asked to do some school work. He exercised his power over the
situation by running outside, in the snow and bitterly cold weather without shoes, socks, coat,
gloves, or hat. He was going to show me who was in charge of the situation. Since he’s an older
child, there was little I could do to stop him. So, I watched out the window to see where he went.
He sat down in the driveway and shouted out his frustration at not being the one in power. When
he got cold enough, he came back inside, ready to work. Cold is powerful too!
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Our ability to be selective listeners must have become a part of the human experience as soon as
Adam and Eve fell into sin. Anyone who has raised children has firsthand experience in dealing
with those who seem to hear only what they want to hear. It’s amazing that a child who has been
told not to touch something immediately reaches for it. Jesus is now telling the disciples for the
third time that He will have to suffer and die (this time in great detail) and yet they do not seem
to hear what He is saying to them. They believed him to be the Messiah but had ears only for the
glory connected with being the Messiah, not for the suffering. In their wildest imagination, they
would not be able to visualize the suffering and crucifixion of Jesus. Their hearing has become
selective.
We begin our look at the use of power with the Gospel readings for this coming Sunday. As Jesus
approaches His suffering and death, James and John speak with Him about their brilliant new
idea. It is remarkable that right after Jesus describes His upcoming death (and resurrection),
James and John choose this moment to ask Him for positions of power “in glory”. They want to sit
on His right and His left in the Kingdom – and I think that “kingdom” was an earthly one in their
mind’s eye. So, Jesus patiently instructs them yet again as to the ways of God’s Kingdom. Lest we
think the rest of the disciples are already clear about this topic, they express their deep distress
about the fact that they didn’t think to ask Jesus first if they could be in those power positions.
In His response to this ridiculous request, Jesus takes the opportunity (yet again) to explain that
greatness is found not in the wielding of great power over others, but instead in humility and
service. Jesus will soon be arriving in Jerusalem for the last time, and His greatest service will be
accomplished as He is handed over to the Roman authorities to be hanged on a cross for our
sins. Before His death He lived to serve all those around Him. He gave of Himself because of His
great compassion and even stoops to wash the feet of these same power-hungry disciples in the
Upper Room.
Most of us struggle with true servanthood. It is characteristic that carries much influence in the
Kingdom of God and yet one that is rarely embraced here on earth. Those who are true servants
stand out in our minds as great people. Even in our sinful state we recognize what makes
someone truly great. While Jesus exhibits great power over nature, sickness, the devil, and even
death we find that His expression of compassions and forgiveness display power that is unique
and truly the most impressive. As we think about the power struggles and situations in our own
lives, we may find that we need re-evaluate how we weld power in our own lives.
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Devotional #2 – Assign Me the Place of Power

Matthew 20:20-29
20
Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came up to him with her sons, and kneeling before
him she asked him for something. 21And he said to her, “What do you want?” She said to him, “Say
that these two sons of mine are to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your
kingdom.” 22Jesus answered, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup
that I am to drink?” They said to him, “We are able.” 23He said to them, “You will drink my cup, but
to sit at my right hand and at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been
prepared by my Father.” 24And when the ten heard it, they were indignant at the two brothers.
25
But Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over
them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 26It shall not be so among you. But
whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 27and whoever would be first among
you must be your slave, 28even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give
his life as a ransom for many.”
This reading is the same story as the one we read in the last section, just told by Matthew rather
than Mark, thus containing different details. Getting a second perspective is always a good idea.
The last few chapters (and perhaps even the whole) of Matthew drill down on the idea of our lives
are best lived as servants. Jesus tells parables, gives examples, and teaches quite pointedly in one
direction; the followers of Jesus are to be servants to all and the seeking of power and status
simply isn’t a part of the mix for Christians. Now as Jesus draws closer and closer to the Passion
and His ultimate suffering for us, two of His disciples are seeking seats of prominence when He
comes into His Kingdom. I’m pretty sure Jesus didn’t roll His eyes at such a request – but I would
have.
As always, Jesus re-frames the conversation in order to make a point and further the Disciples
understanding of their vital role in God’s Kingdom. He asks them if they are able to “drink the
cup” that He has to drink. In the midst of this obvious lesson about greatness in the Kingdom of
God we have this incredible image brought forth by Jesus for us to consider. What does that “cup”
represent?
The Old Testament would indicate that the cup refers to the wrath of God that is about to be
poured out. I have been taught in the past that the “cup” refers to the suffering of Christ. And
that is most certainly also true. But I would suggest that this cup has an even greater significance
to Jesus and subsequently to us as well.
(I include here several references to this idea so that you can go and look them up, should you so
choose. Isaiah 51:17–23; 63:6; Jeremiah 25:15–29; 48:26–27; 49:12; 51:7–8; 51:39, 57; Ezekiel
23:31–34; Obadiah 16; Habakkuk 2:15–16. Ps 60:3; 75:8; Job 21:19–20; Lamentations 4:21.)
I have put the text of Isaiah 51:17–23 below so that you can easily read at least one of the
passages listed above.
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Wake yourself, wake yourself, stand up, O Jerusalem, you who have drunk from the hand of the
Lord the cup of his wrath, who have drunk to the dregs the bowl, the cup of staggering.
18
There is none to guide her among all the sons she has borne; there is none to take her by the
hand among all the sons she has brought up.
19
These two things have happened to you— who will console you?— devastation and destruction,
famine and sword; who will comfort you?
20
Your sons have fainted; they lie at the head of every street like an antelope in a net; they are full
of the wrath of the Lord, the rebuke of your God.
21
Therefore hear this, you who are afflicted, who are drunk, but not with wine:
22
Thus says your Lord, the Lord, your God who pleads the cause of his people: “Behold, I have
taken from your hand the cup of staggering; the bowl of my wrath you shall drink no more;
23
and I will put it into the hand of your tormentors, who have said to you, ‘Bow down, that we
may pass over’; and you have made your back like the ground and like the street for them to pass
over.”
17

God’s wrath is serious, and it is that wrath that Jesus points to as He questions His disciples about
their readiness to hold power in His Kingdom. Of course He knows that they cannot carry God’s
wrath. Even Jesus died under the weight of it. And Jesus points out that they will indeed “drink
from the cup” but not to the extent that He must. As mere humans, they cannot die for the sins of
others although they will suffer for the Gospel.
Jesus takes this chance to again help them see that those who live as God’s people are servants
first and foremost. This lesson will be repeated several more times before Jesus final breath, and
after the Ascension, they will finally get it. On a side note, and merely as an observation: the two
who are on Jesus right and left as “He comes into His Kingdom” are the two thieves who were
crucified along with Him. Just something to ponder.

Devotional #3 – The Promised Messiah Prays
Psalm 22

This Psalm is one of great importance to the Passion of Christ. These are the words that Jesus
quotes as He hangs on the cross, thus we find here a Messianic Psalm of prophecy and beauty. It
is beautiful in the same way that Good Friday is good. Jesus brings forth our salvation through
His work on the cross. Some even believe that Jesus quotes this entire Psalm during His hours on
the cross. Centuries before, David penned these words as his own prayer, which speaks of his
coming Savior. As you read this Psalm, put your mind on Christ hanging on the cross speaking
these very words. That may change the lens through which you read these words and inform
your understanding of this incredible text.
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To the choirmaster: according to The Doe of the Dawn. A Psalm of David.

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, from the
words of my groaning?
2
O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer, and by night, but I find no rest.
3
Yet you are holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel.
4
In you our fathers trusted; they trusted, and you delivered them.
5
To you they cried and were rescued; in you they trusted and were not put to shame.
6
But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by mankind and despised by the people.
7
All who see me mock me; they make mouths at me; they wag their heads;
8
“He trusts in the Lord; let him deliver him; let him rescue him, for he delights in him!”
9
Yet you are he who took me from the womb; you made me trust you at my mother’s breasts.
10
On you was I cast from my birth, and from my mother’s womb you have been my God.
11
Be not far from me, for trouble is near, and there is none to help.
12
Many bulls encompass me; strong bulls of Bashan surround me;
13
they open wide their mouths at me, like a ravening and roaring lion.
14
I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint; my heart is like wax; it is melted
within my breast;
15
my strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to my jaws; you lay me in the dust
of death.
16
For dogs encompass me; a company of evildoers encircles me; they have pierced my hands and
feet—
17
I can count all my bones—they stare and gloat over me;
18
they divide my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots.
19
But you, O Lord, do not be far off! O you my help, come quickly to my aid!
20
Deliver my soul from the sword, my precious life from the power of the dog!
21
Save me from the mouth of the lion! You have rescued me from the horns of the wild oxen!
22
I will tell of your name to my brothers; in the midst of the congregation I will praise you:
23
You who fear the Lord, praise him! All you offspring of Jacob, glorify him, and stand in awe of
him, all you offspring of Israel!
24
For he has not despised or abhorred the affliction of the afflicted, and he has not hidden his
face from him, but has heard, when he cried to him.
25
From you comes my praise in the great congregation; my vows I will perform before those who
fear him.
26
The afflicted shall eat and be satisfied; those who seek him shall praise the Lord! May your
hearts live forever!
27
All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord, and all the families of the nations
shall worship before you.
28
For kingship belongs to the Lord, and he rules over the nations.
29
All the prosperous of the earth eat and worship; before him shall bow all who go down to the
dust, even the one who could not keep himself alive.
30
Posterity shall serve him; it shall be told of the Lord to the coming generation;
31
they shall come and proclaim his righteousness to a people yet unborn, that he has done it.
1
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This Psalm simply demands our attention. Read it again, in your own Bible, and mark the phrases
that you believe correspond directly to the life and work of Christ. You’ll find most of the Psalm
underlined! The emotional ethos of this Psalm is undeniably powerful as it expresses the pain
and suffering of Jesus for our sins. His great sorrow over His separation from the Father is heart
wrenching. But I think that coming face to face with His pain through this Psalm is a gift to us,
because it helps us understand the utter depravity in which we live. Our need for a Savior is
brilliantly exposed in these words. While it isn’t Good Friday, I would encourage you to spend
some time allowing this Psalm to inhabit your spirit over the next couple of days. Ponder the
power and strength that it took for the Savior to say these words while surrendering His life for
the sins of the world. His great power would have made it very easy for Him to say, “No, I’m
choosing not to die for these sinners.” But instead, He bends that power into submission and
uses it instead to keep Himself on the cross unto death. This is what true power looks like.

Devotional #4 – The Powerful Life

Romans 12:9-21
9
Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. 10Love one another with
brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor. 11Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent
in spirit, serve the Lord. 12Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.
13
Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. 14Bless those who persecute
you; bless and do not curse them. 15Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.
16
Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be
wise in your own sight. 17Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in
the sight of all. 18If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19Beloved, never
avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will
repay, says the Lord.” 20To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give
him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21Do not be
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.
Since the fall of Adam and Eve into sin we have been looking for utopia. Authors have written
fictionalized versions of the idea and TV producers have tried to create shows about it. As much
as we might like to try our hand at creating utopia we’re never going to succeed because our
starting material (us) is flawed – deeply flawed. Our propensity toward sin will ruin every single
effort.
Then we read a passage such as we have today. You have to admit, it sounds pretty good, right? I
read these words and think that I wouldn’t mind living with people who practice what these
verses espouse. And while we know that there will be failure, striving to live this way is
worthwhile and probably achievable at some level with the help and empowering of the Holy
Spirit.
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But – and this is a big caveat; almost instantly our sinful self rises up for the purpose of selfdefense. “Well, I’ll behave that way if everyone else will too.” At least that’s what my flesh says
because if I live with these attributes I will be stomped on by every other person on the planet. I
will become everyone’s servant rather than living equally with my neighbors. And suddenly a
picture emerges of Jesus Christ. He embodied every single one of these characteristics and look
at what happened to Him. For me what suddenly snaps into focus is Matthew 16:24-25. “24Then

Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his
cross and follow me. 25For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for
my sake will find it.”

These words from the Concordia Commentary: Matthew by Dr. Gibbs is worth quoting here, as
he does a great job of shining light on our reality.

Sometimes, the . . . disciple [strives] to personally appropriate the insistence that God work
in humanly powerful ways, so that the disciple desires to exercise power over others,
especially over fellow disciples, so that he can accomplish what he believes should be done.
Living in each disciple is the dark conviction that can destroy unity and do untold damage
to the cause and name of Christ: “put me in charge, and I’ll set things aright.” This
conviction can take the form of ambition, a disguise considered good, even in the church.
It readily sprouts forth as criticism, competition, and one-upmanship. Quiet, prideful
comparison in which one doesn’t actually do anything, but merely demeans a brother or
sister, is the way that the more introverted sinners might choose to worship Lord Self and
to think 'the things of men' over against 'the things of God.' Ambition, comparison, and
criticism are all ways of embracing and exalting oneself, rather than denying oneself. The
way of Jesus, however, is the way of humble obedience and submission to the will of
Another. When first confronted by the voice of Satan (Matthew 4:1–11), Jesus set aside his
own power (Matthew 4:3–4) as well as the presumption that his Father’s powerful provision
would rescue him from reckless independence (Matthew 4:5–7). Instead, Jesus chose the
way of service and obedience and suffering for the sake of Israel and the world. Now he
calls every disciple—every Christian—to look at the darkness within, at the desire for power
over others, and to deny that desire whenever and wherever it shows itself. If any of us
wants to come after him, let us deny ourselves!
©2006 J. Gibbs. Concordia Commentary Series: Matthew. p. 842. CPH.

Paul’s description of that Christian community where everyone is following Jesus rather than
themselves sounds pretty good. While we will not attain it this side of heaven, it is worth striving
for and allowing God to empower in us. When we see our own power through the lens of the
Cross, we are able to humble ourselves to the place of servant, seeking to meet the needs of our
brothers and sisters, pouring out love and kindness where the world wants only to take.
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Devotional #5 – Pure Power

Isaiah 53:2-9
2
For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form
or majesty that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him.
3
He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief; and as one
from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.
4
Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten
by God, and afflicted.
5
But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the
chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.
6
All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and the Lord
has laid on him the iniquity of us all.
7
He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to
the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth.
8
By oppression and judgment he was taken away; and as for his generation, who considered that
he was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people?
9
And they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had
done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth.
As the All-Powerful Son of God hangs upon the cross, the words of Isaiah’s prophecy ring out in
truth as they are fulfilled in dramatic and final fashion. We end this discussion of power as seen
through the lens of the Cross, with words that must have haunted God’s people for 700 years,
until they reached their fulfillment in Jesus Christ. I have often wondered if there was anyone
present at the crucifixion who heard Isaiah’s words ringing through their hearts. There simply
must have been.
Lent would not be complete without giving Isaiah 53 some meditation and prayer, for there
simply is no more powerful and brilliant prophecy of our salvation through the sacrifice of Jesus
Christ in all of Scripture. As we read this passage, our minds are filled with images of His
suffering and death. We are placed at the foot of the cross to gaze upon the most powerful event
in human history.
Too numerous to mention here are the dozens of references made in the New Testament to
Isaiah 52 and 53, either in extensive quotation or in small phrases. The fact that Christ fulfills this
prophecy, written 700 years before His death is simply the work of God, giving us His Word
through the Holy Spirit. Isaiah 53 is embedded into the very fabric of the New Testament. Most
dramatically, we find the Ethiopian eunuch reading Isaiah 53 when he is miraculously joined and
then converted by Philip. It was Philip’s joy to explain to this official that Jesus’ death and
resurrection had to happen in payment for his sins. The recounting of that story in Acts tells us
that the Ethiopian was reading from Isaiah 53:7-8, but didn’t understand it. God send Him Philip
to show The Way.
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Isaiah 53:7-8

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to
the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth.
8
By oppression and judgment he was taken away; and as for his generation, who considered that
he was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people?
7

In Deuteronomy, we find God telling the Israelites exactly what would happen to them should
they neglect God and follow after other gods.
Deuteronomy 28:58-61

“If you are not careful to do all the words of this law that are written in this book, that you may
fear this glorious and awesome name, the Lord your God, 59then the Lord will bring on you and
your offspring extraordinary afflictions, afflictions severe and lasting, and sicknesses grievous
and lasting. 60And he will bring upon you again all the diseases of Egypt, of which you were
afraid, and they shall cling to you. 61Every sickness also and every affliction that is not recorded in
the book of this law, the Lord will bring upon you, until you are destroyed.
58

Isaiah 53 illustrates how Jesus bore exactly what God promised the Israelites they would receive
should they turn away from God – which they did. The true Servant bears the curses Israel
deserved, and in this way, He brings about healing for Israel and for the world.
Read the passage again, and you will find that it is written to be read in the present tense. The
liberal use of “we” and “our” helps us connect with the Suffering Servant. He bore all of that for
us, not them, or those people, but us. Our sins were on His shoulders. Our needs were at the
forefront of His mind. The power of His death and resurrection alone grant our forgiveness and
we receive that gift with joy.
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Read before Worship on April 7

Devotional #1 – Evil’s Hold

Isaiah 5:18-23
18
Woe to those who draw iniquity with cords of falsehood, who draw sin as with cart ropes,
19
who say: “Let him be quick, let him speed his work that we may see it; let the counsel of the Holy
One of Israel draw near, and let it come, that we may know it!”
20
Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for
darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter!
21
Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes, and shrewd in their own sight!
22
Woe to those who are heroes at drinking wine, and valiant men in mixing strong drink,
23
who acquit the guilty for a bribe, and deprive the innocent of his right!
All of us are painfully aware of the presence of evil in the world. Adam and Eve were unfortunate
enough to have to speak with Satan personally. And that was a verbal battle they lost, much to
our dismay even today. So it is only fitting that we should take a look at evil through the eyes of
the Cross. Paul succinctly wraps up our sin problem in Ephesians 2:1-3.
Ephesians 2:1-3

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2in which you once walked, following the course of
this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons
of disobedience— 3among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the
desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.
1

We battle against our flesh, the ways of the world, and against the devil. Chief among those three
being the devil. If we remain ignorant of Satan, we do so at our own peril.
The prophet Isaiah speaks words of warning and woe as he addresses those who allow evil to be
their leader and source of strength. In these six verses, he shines light on the evil actions that fall
from the hands of those deceived by Satan.
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• First, he draws a verbal picture of a cart being drawn by ropes made of falsehood. Just
imagine your life, contained in that cart and it is being pulled along by falsehood.
• Second, the evil one encourages us to call evil good and good evil.
• Third, the evil are wise in their own eyes.
• Fourth, the evil are drunkards.
• Fifth, the evil will happily accept a bribe to acquit the guilty
• Sixth, the evil deprive the innocent of justice
Such a short passage that so vividly describes the evil life. When I read these words, it is not
difficult to see these sins abound in our culture. We’re surrounded on every side by Satan’s
influence. The rest of the week, we will look at how Satan is a defeated foe – already. He
continues to abuse us and attempts to deceive us at every turn. But when seen through the lens
of the Cross, we know that he has no power over us. Jesus blood denies him the right to accuse
us. We are free.

Devotional #2 – Whose Voice Will You Hear?

Revelation 12:7-9
7
Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon. And the dragon
and his angels fought back, 8but he was defeated, and there was no longer any place for them in
heaven. 9And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the devil
and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels
were thrown down with him. 10And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and
the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser
of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God.
As Christ Ascends into Heaven, there is no room for two voices representing God’s people before
the Throne. Up until this point Satan has been allowed to speak to the Father about the people.
He has been allowed to accuse them of their sins. In the Old Testament we have a few examples
of Satan openly standing in the court of heaven and speaking accusations against God’s people.
Most famous of these stories is probably of Job and his struggle with the terrible tortures Satan
visits upon him. This story begins with Satan making a “casual” appearance in God’s court. A very
similar event takes place immediately in Job 2.
Job 1:6-12

Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the Lord, and
Satan also came among them. 7The Lord said to Satan, “From where have you come?” Satan
answered the Lord and said, “From going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down
on it.” 8And the Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job, that there is none like
him on the earth, a blameless and upright man, who fears God and turns away from evil?” 9Then
Satan answered the Lord and said, “Does Job fear God for no reason? 10Have you not put a hedge
around him and his house and all that he has, on every side? You have blessed the work of his
hands, and his possessions have increased in the land. 11But stretch out your hand and touch all
that he has, and he will curse you to your face.” 12And the Lord said to Satan, “Behold, all that he
has is in your hand. Only against him do not stretch out your hand.” So Satan went out from the
presence of the Lord.
6
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Also in the book of Zechariah we find a priest standing before God and Satan is present to bring
accusation.
Zechariah 3:1

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan
standing at his right hand to accuse him.
Clearly, Satan was allowed to speak in God’s court, and he felt free to bring charges of sinfulness
against God’s people. And here’s the kicker – he wasn’t wrong. They were indeed sinners. But
with the arrival of the triumphant Christ back into the Heavenly Courtroom, there is no longer
any place for Satan to stand. Now Christ represents the people and they are washed in His blood.
The time for accusation is gone – forever.

“As a result of Christ’s victory on the cross and his public vindication over the dragon at his
ascension and exaltation, there was no longer any room in heaven for the accuser. The dragon
had to be thrown out of heaven, for Christ’s vicarious atonement and justification of the saints
made Satan’s accusations false—lies—and an offense against God’s gracious justice in Christ. Once
Christ was elevated and enthroned, the slanderer was held in contempt of God’s court and “was
thrown out” (12:9), never again to appear before God’s heavenly presence.”
Brighton, L. A. ©1999. Revelation (p. 335). St. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub. House.

This is a moment of monumental importance for us. God is not hearing about your sins in
heaven! Please let me repeat that. God is not hearing about your sins in heaven. Satan is
banished and Jesus is the only one there, speaking about you to His Father. He is presenting you
as His holy bride and you are completely righteous because of His blood. But we still have a
problem and it will be with us until Jesus returns. Satan has not been banished from the earth
and he feels quite free to accuse you of your sin to your face. He wants you to remember every
offense. He wants you to twist in the wind over every sin. He wants you to dwell on your guilt
because it will eat you alive.
A review of Satan’s past can be helpful for us as we ponder his impact on our lives. The prophet
Ezekiel writes to the King of Tyre about his apostacy and in so doing, tells us the story of Satan’s
existence from his inception to his demise. Knowing this story helps us realize that he has been
and forever will be under the control and power of God Himself. We are not left to Satan’s power
or devices.

Ezekiel 28:12b-19
12b
“You were the signet of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty.
13
You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone was your covering, sardius,
topaz, and diamond, beryl, onyx, and jasper, sapphire, emerald, and carbuncle; and crafted
in gold were your settings and your engravings. On the day that you were created they were
prepared.
14
You were an anointed guardian cherub. I placed you; you were on the holy mountain of
God; in the midst of the stones of fire you walked.
15
You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created, till unrighteousness was
found in you.
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In the abundance of your trade you were filled with violence in your midst, and you sinned;
so I cast you as a profane thing from the mountain of God, and I destroyed you, O guardian
cherub, from the midst of the stones of fire.
17
Your heart was proud because of your beauty; you corrupted your wisdom for the sake of
your splendor. I cast you to the ground; I exposed you before kings, to feast their eyes on
you.
18
By the multitude of your iniquities, in the unrighteousness of your trade you profaned your
sanctuaries; so I brought fire out from your midst; it consumed you, and I turned you to
ashes on the earth in the sight of all who saw you.
19
All who know you among the peoples are appalled at you; you have come to a dreadful end
and shall be no more forever.”
16

Satan will come to a dreadful end and shall be no more forever. Yes, he has the power to assail us
while we walk this earth, but he is a liar. Whatever he says to you or about you is born out of
falsehood. Now – whose voice do you want to hear, Jesus’ or Satan’s? Whose voice are you going
to believe, Jesus’ or Satan’s? We already know who God believes. I say we side with God and let
Satan’s taunts and jeers fall on deaf ears. Claim the victory of Jesus in your life and leave Satan’s
accusations behind.

Devotional #3 – Flee from Satan and Praise God
Psalm 18

To the choirmaster. A Psalm of David, the servant of the Lord, who addressed the words of this song to the Lord on the
day when the Lord delivered him from the hand of all his enemies, and from the hand of Saul. He said:

I love you, O Lord, my strength.
The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge,
my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.
3
I call upon the Lord, who is worthy to be praised, and I am saved from my enemies.
4
The cords of death encompassed me; the torrents of destruction assailed me;
5
the cords of Sheol entangled me; the snares of death confronted me.
6
In my distress I called upon the Lord; to my God I cried for help. From his temple he heard my
voice, and my cry to him reached his ears.
7
Then the earth reeled and rocked; the foundations also of the mountains trembled and quaked,
because he was angry.
8
Smoke went up from his nostrils, and devouring fire from his mouth; glowing coals flamed forth
from him.
9
He bowed the heavens and came down; thick darkness was under his feet.
10
He rode on a cherub and flew; he came swiftly on the wings of the wind.
11
He made darkness his covering, his canopy around him, thick clouds dark with water.
12
Out of the brightness before him hailstones and coals of fire broke through his clouds.
13
The Lord also thundered in the heavens, and the Most High uttered his voice, hailstones and
coals of fire.
14
And he sent out his arrows and scattered them; he flashed forth lightnings and routed them.
15
Then the channels of the sea were seen, and the foundations of the world were laid bare at
your rebuke, O Lord, at the blast of the breath of your nostrils.
16
He sent from on high, he took me; he drew me out of many waters.
1
2
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He rescued me from my strong enemy and from those who hated me, for they were too mighty
for me.
18
They confronted me in the day of my calamity, but the Lord was my support.
19
He brought me out into a broad place; he rescued me, because he delighted in me.
20
The Lord dealt with me according to my righteousness; according to the cleanness of my hands
he rewarded me.
21
For I have kept the ways of the Lord, and have not wickedly departed from my God.
22
For all his rules were before me, and his statutes I did not put away from me.
23
I was blameless before him, and I kept myself from my guilt.
24
So the Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness, according to the cleanness of my
hands in his sight.
25
With the merciful you show yourself merciful; with the blameless man you show yourself
blameless;
26
with the purified you show yourself pure; and with the crooked you make yourself seem
tortuous.
27
For you save a humble people, but the haughty eyes you bring down.
28
For it is you who light my lamp; the Lord my God lightens my darkness.
29
For by you I can run against a troop, and by my God I can leap over a wall.
30
This God—his way is perfect; the word of the Lord proves true; he is a shield for all those who
take refuge in him.
31
For who is God, but the Lord? And who is a rock, except our God?—
32
the God who equipped me with strength and made my way blameless.
33
He made my feet like the feet of a deer and set me secure on the heights.
34
He trains my hands for war, so that my arms can bend a bow of bronze.
35
You have given me the shield of your salvation, and your right hand supported me, and your
gentleness made me great.
36
You gave a wide place for my steps under me, and my feet did not slip.
37
I pursued my enemies and overtook them, and did not turn back till they were consumed.
38
I thrust them through, so that they were not able to rise; they fell under my feet.
39
For you equipped me with strength for the battle; you made those who rise against me sink
under me.
40
You made my enemies turn their backs to me, and those who hated me I destroyed.
41
They cried for help, but there was none to save; they cried to the Lord, but he did not answer
them.
42
I beat them fine as dust before the wind; I cast them out like the mire of the streets.
43
You delivered me from strife with the people; you made me the head of the nations; people
whom I had not known served me.
44
As soon as they heard of me they obeyed me; foreigners came cringing to me.
45
Foreigners lost heart and came trembling out of their fortresses.
46
The Lord lives, and blessed be my rock, and exalted be the God of my salvation—
47
the God who gave me vengeance and subdued peoples under me,
48
who rescued me from my enemies; yes, you exalted me above those who rose against me; you
delivered me from the man of violence.
49
For this I will praise you, O Lord, among the nations, and sing to your name.
50
Great salvation he brings to his king, and shows steadfast love to his anointed, to David and his
offspring forever.
17

43

This Psalm harkens back to 2 Samuel 22 where we draw near to the end of King David’s story.
Here we are treated to a passionate prayer that this poet speaks in praise of a God who has been
with him throughout his life. As you read this Psalm, keep your mind and eyes open,
remembering the bits of David’s life we have learned about. As you read these words, think of a
young David facing the giant; think of a 20-year-old fleeing for his life from a deranged king;
think of a stream of battles and assaults as he comes to power and faces his enemies; remember
the troubles with his children as they went their own way rather than God’s. Now we see a life
lived for God, even in the midst of sin or bad times. Clearly, God is always in the center of David’s
heart.
Do you remember the story of Jonah, the prophet who tried to run away from God’s calling? He is
most famous for having been swallowed by a great fish. While he is in the belly of that fish, these
are the words that He prays to the Lord! He actually recites some of Psalm 18! (See Jonah 2) At
what he probably believed was the end of his life, Jonah too remembers God and takes the time
to give Him praise.
The application here is pretty obvious. Every single one of us, no matter the circumstances of our
lives, can look back and find innumerable reasons to praise God and thank Him for His hand in
our lives. We serve a mighty God and there is never a time when we don’t owe Him praise and
honor. The evil one would have us look at ourselves and our lives through his eyes. Then we will
see sin, violence, and hopelessness. The Cross does away with that distorted vision. When we
look at our own lives through the lens of the cross, we see that we are afforded grace and
forgiveness. It doesn’t mean we are not sinners, for to say that would be a lie. But Jesus’ blood on
that cross brings forgiveness and God no longer sees us as guilty, but instead, He calls us
righteous. When we see ourselves as God see us, rather than the lies of Satan, our lives are lived
with joy, hope, and a sense of purpose.

Devotional #4 – Satan the Tempter

Matthew 4:1-11
1
Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 And after
fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 3 And the tempter came and said to him, “If
you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 4 But he answered,
“It is written, “‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of
God.’” 5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and set him on the pinnacle of the temple 6 and
said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down, for it is written, “‘He will command
his angels concerning you,’ and “‘On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot
against a stone.’” 7 Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to
the test.’ ” 8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms
of the world and their glory. 9 And he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and
worship me.” 10 Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written, “‘You shall worship the
Lord your God and him only shall you serve.’” 11 Then the devil left him, and behold, angels came
and were ministering to him.
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Some days, while writing these devotions, it is so difficult to stay on the path and not chase
theological rabbits into their holes. Today’s reading is just such a case. I thought it would be an
easy day. This is a familiar passage and I wasn’t expecting new ideas to emerge. That was
arrogant. There’s just so much information to share and I don’t want to cheat the passage by
skimming over the top. Thanks has to go to The Concordia Commentary Series: Matthew 1:1-11:1
by Dr. Jeffrey Gibbs (©2006 CPH) for the amazing insight that this passage holds. I will be
summarizing some of his thoughts on this passage.
Just a note of interest – In these 11 verses, the devil receives three different names. First he is
called “Slanderer”. He speaks against us at every turn. In verse 3 his is called “Tempter”. He knows
exactly what to put in front of us that will have the greatest chance for causing us to stumble.
And finally, in verse 10, he is called “Adversary”. He is our enemy in every single way, waiting to
accuse us of our sin for he knows that we are indeed guilty.
The break between chapter 3, where we find the baptism of Christ and chapter 4, where we find
the temptation of Christ, is unfortunate because the events are completely connected as is
evidenced by “Then . . .” in verse 1. Jesus is declared by the Father in heaven to be His beloved
Son. “Then” immediately Jesus heads out into the desert for a time of spiritual testing and
demonic temptation. He fasts for 40 days so physically He is weakened and hungry. The desert
and the 40 days both harken back to the Children of Israel as they escape slavery in Egypt only to
spend 40 years wandering in the desert. That too was a time of spiritual testing and temptation.
Where the Children of Israel fail miserably in their efforts to live as God demands, Jesus succeeds.
The first temptation presented to Jesus was to deal with the hunger that would be raging after 40
days without food. Satan challenges Him to turn the stones into bread. Even in making this
challenge Satan acknowledges that Jesus has the power to turn stones into bread. Satan knows
who this is and the power that He has. Jesus answers with the truth. The Word of God is the only
thing that can truly deal with our hunger, for it is spiritual. Physical hunger is nothing when
compared with spiritual starvation. Jesus passes this first test and proves that He is worthy to
bear our sin for He alone is sinless. With His victory over the devil comes our own.
Round two of the battle between Jesus and the devil finds them at the top of the temple in
Jerusalem. For this round, Satan heads into the ridiculous. At least with the last challenge, Satan
tempts Jesus with something that was a real need – the assuaging of physical hunger. But this
time, he wants Jesus to throw Himself off of the pinnacle to see if the Father will actually send
angels to keep Jesus from harm. Then begins the back and forth as Jesus and the devil use God’s
Word as their weapon.
Let’s look at the actual texts that are quoted by Jesus and Satan. Here is where we can see Jesus’
commanding strength and the devil’s ability to quote the Bible (with his own spin) in order to win
his point. Satan starts with Psalm 91. With this volley he takes the passage out of context and
leaves out a line. Compare what he says in verse 6 of today’s reading with the actual passage
below. “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down, for it is written, “‘He will command his

angels concerning you,’ and “‘On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot
against a stone.’”
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Psalm 91:9-12

Because you have made the Lord your dwelling place— the Most High, who is my refuge—
no evil shall be allowed to befall you, no plague come near your tent.
11
For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.
12
On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.
9

10

As you can see, the psalmist is very clear about the conditions under which we find refuge in the
Lord. We can always find refuge and protection in the Lord when He is our hiding place, our
dwelling place. This passage has nothing to do with testing God to see if He is truly powerful or
truly loving enough to help us. Jesus responds with “You shall not put the Lord your God to the
test.” He is quoting directly from Deuteronomy 6:16 which is a reference to an event that took
place in the wilderness wanderings of the Children of Israel. That story is quoted for you below.
Deuteronomy 6:16

You shall not put the Lord your God to the test, as you tested him at Massah.
Exodus 17:1-7

All the congregation of the people of Israel moved on from the wilderness of Sin by stages,
according to the commandment of the Lord, and camped at Rephidim, but there was no water
for the people to drink. 2Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to
drink.” And Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord?” 3But
the people thirsted there for water, and the people grumbled against Moses and said, “Why did
you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?” 4So Moses
cried to the Lord, “What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me.” 5And the
Lord said to Moses, “Pass on before the people, taking with you some of the elders of Israel, and
take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6Behold, I will stand before you
there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the
people will drink.” And Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel.
7
And he called the name of the place Massah and Meribah, because of the quarreling of the
people of Israel, and because they tested the Lord by saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?”
1

When these verses are examined inside of their context and placed over the ridiculous scenario
that the devil has contrived, you can see how this particular challenge plays out.

“Satan wants Jesus to test whether God’s power is available to protect and save Him, just as the
people of Israel wondered whether God would provide water for them in their thirst. But Jesus
will doubt neither God’s promise nor His power. He will not deviate from His Father’s ‘ways.’
[Jesus] has no need to learn whether God’s power and purposes are guiding Him.”
Gibbs, Jeffery. ©2006 Concordia Commentary Series: Matthew 1:1-11:1. p195. CPH.

We too have no need to “test” God. He promises His protection and so we can trust that He will
always be there for us. Testing Him is an arrogant activity and Jesus stays away from that satanic
ploy. Who are we to test the Lord God Almighty? In that regard, we are nothing and it needs to be
avoided.
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As Christ mirrors the Children of Israel in the desert wanderings (Exodus), we come to the final
challenge from Satan. He wants see if Christ would bow down to an idol as God’s people had
done centuries earlier. (see Exodus 32) After being out in the wilderness for less than 2 months,
God’s people completely fall apart and build a golden calf, so they have something to worship;
and this with the support of Aaron, one of their leaders (and Moses’ older brother!) Now, as Jesus
is poised to enter into His public ministry which will ultimately lead Him to the cross, will He too
bow down to an idol?

“The last temptation differs from the first two in a remarkable way. In the first, Satan assumed that
Jesus has power, and asked how He would use it. In the second, the slanderer acknowledged that
God promised to exercise power on behalf of Jesus, but he asked Jesus to doubt that promise or
misuse that power. In this final and climactic temptation, Satan presumes that the Son will worship
and serve someone, so he seeks to turn Jesus aside from wholehearted worship and service of
God His Father. Jesus, however, will not turn aside. His life and ministry will be a perfect act of
worship and service to God.”
Gibbs, Jeffery. ©2006 Concordia Commentary Series: Matthew 1:1-11:1. p 196 CPH.

After Satan has lost yet a third battle, he leaves Christ alone – for the time being. He will continue
to tempt Christ and stand in the way of His work until the very end. But for now, Jesus is left in
the hands of ministering angels. To summarize this passage, let me leave you with a final quote
from Dr. Gibbs for it is brilliant in its assessment of this passage.

“It is common to hear sermons preached on this text that extols Jesus as the one who shows us
how to resist temptation. This hermeneutical move assumes that Matthew presents Jesus as our
model and that the method by which Jesus resists Satan’s temptations involves the appropriate use
of Scripture to refute the evil one’s lies. Given the dominant Christology in this Matthean context,
it is difficult to conclude that the evangelist wants his audience to view Jesus primarily as a moral
example. There is a sense in which [this passage] can have that force. However, given Jesus
identity as the Son of God in place of the failed, fallen, sinful nation [of Israel], the primary
message of Matthew 4:1-11 must be that Jesus is the Victor over Satan on behalf of the nation and
ultimately on behalf of all people.”
Gibbs, Jeffery. ©2006 Concordia Commentary Series: Matthew 1:1-11:1. p 197-198 CPH.
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Devotional #5 – Satan the Liar

John 8:12–59
12
Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not
walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” 13So the Pharisees said to him, “You are bearing
witness about yourself; your testimony is not true.” 14Jesus answered, “Even if I do bear witness
about myself, my testimony is true, for I know where I came from and where I am going, but you
do not know where I come from or where I am going. 15You judge according to the flesh; I judge
no one. 16Yet even if I do judge, my judgment is true, for it is not I alone who judge, but I and the
Father who sent me. 17In your Law it is written that the testimony of two people is true. 18I am the
one who bears witness about myself, and the Father who sent me bears witness about me.”
19
They said to him therefore, “Where is your Father?” Jesus answered, “You know neither me nor
my Father. If you knew me, you would know my Father also.” 20These words he spoke in the
treasury, as he taught in the temple; but no one arrested him, because his hour had not yet
come.
So he said to them again, “I am going away, and you will seek me, and you will die in your sin.
Where I am going, you cannot come.” 22So the Jews said, “Will he kill himself, since he says,
‘Where I am going, you cannot come’?” 23He said to them, “You are from below; I am from above.
You are of this world; I am not of this world. 24I told you that you would die in your sins, for unless
you believe that I am he you will die in your sins.” 25So they said to him, “Who are you?” Jesus said
to them, “Just what I have been telling you from the beginning. 26I have much to say about you
and much to judge, but he who sent me is true, and I declare to the world what I have heard
from him.” 27They did not understand that he had been speaking to them about the Father. 28So
Jesus said to them, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am he, and
that I do nothing on my own authority, but speak just as the Father taught me. 29And he who sent
me is with me. He has not left me alone, for I always do the things that are pleasing to him.” 30As
he was saying these things, many believed in him.
21

So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed him, “If you abide in my word, you are truly my
disciples, 32and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 33They answered him, “We
are offspring of Abraham and have never been enslaved to anyone. How is it that you say, ‘You
will become free’?”
31

Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin.
The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son remains forever. 36So if the Son sets
you free, you will be free indeed. 37I know that you are offspring of Abraham; yet you seek to kill
me because my word finds no place in you. 38I speak of what I have seen with my Father, and you
do what you have heard from your father.”
34
35

They answered him, “Abraham is our father.” Jesus said to them, “If you were Abraham’s
children, you would be doing the works Abraham did, 40but now you seek to kill me, a man who
has told you the truth that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did. 41You are doing the
works your father did.” They said to him, “We were not born of sexual immorality. We have one
Father—even God.” 42Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came
from God and I am here. I came not of my own accord, but he sent me. 43Why do you not
understand what I say? It is because you cannot bear to hear my word. 44You are of your father
the devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and
39
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does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his
own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies. 45But because I tell the truth, you do not
believe me. 46Which one of you convicts me of sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me?
47
Whoever is of God hears the words of God. The reason why you do not hear them is that you
are not of God.”
The Jews answered him, “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a
demon?” 49Jesus answered, “I do not have a demon, but I honor my Father, and you dishonor me.
50
Yet I do not seek my own glory; there is One who seeks it, and he is the judge. 51Truly, truly, I
say to you, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.” 52The Jews said to him, “Now we
know that you have a demon! Abraham died, as did the prophets, yet you say, ‘If anyone keeps
my word, he will never taste death.’ 53Are you greater than our father Abraham, who died? And
the prophets died! Who do you make yourself out to be?” 54Jesus answered, “If I glorify myself, my
glory is nothing. It is my Father who glorifies me, of whom you say, ‘He is our God.’ 55But you have
not known him. I know him. If I were to say that I do not know him, I would be a liar like you, but I
do know him and I keep his word. 56Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He
saw it and was glad.” 57So the Jews said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen
Abraham?” 58Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am.” 59So they
picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple.
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We end our look at the impact of Satan in the world and on our lives with a debate between Jesus
and the Pharisees, as they get closer and closer to executing Him. While the reading is fairly long,
it is completely compelling and if you allow your sanctified imagination to take over, you can
almost see Jesus going nose to nose with these men who seek His destruction. John chapter 8 is a
brilliant exposition of Jesus Christ as the Son of God. Jesus’ conversation with the Pharisees
stands as one of the great debates of all time. He declares them ignorant and they call Him a liar.
Only one side of the argument is correct.
First the Pharisees want to dispute the veracity of Jesus’ claims because He stands alone. Jewish
law demands that any testimony be corroborated by two witnesses. Jesus makes two statements
refuting their point.
1. He is God and He has the truth on His side.
2. The Father in heaven bears witness to the things He is saying. There are two of them – the
legal requirements are met. Then Jesus questions their right to judge Him or anyone else.
They judge according to what the flesh tells them. This is a shaky standard at best. Jesus
doesn’t judge but has every right to do so and He isn’t using fleshly laws to govern those
judgments.
At the end of this debate, the Pharisees will be decimated. If they were smart they would have
backed off by this point. But they will continue to press their case until Jesus leaves them in their
own filthy lies. By the end of this brief salvo, they want Him dead and gone. But they are all
bound to God’s timing and “His hour had not yet come.” Jesus remains in control. I still feel
frustrated for Jesus when I read this passage. He’s been dealing with the Pharisees for a long
time at this point and has had many conversations with them. They’ve probably witnessed a few
miracles with their own eyes and heard about dozens more. And yet they have the temerity to
ask Jesus, “Who are you?”
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Out of this lengthy reading, the phrase that sticks out is “Who are you?” It could be asked in a
tone of confusion, sarcasm, or sincerity. I doubt if it was spoken with sincerity. My imagination
hears sarcasm coming from these guys who are supposedly looking for the Messiah but in reality
were only looking out for themselves.
Jesus answers that question with His every word and His gracious actions for us every single day.
Throughout the Gospels He says that He the great I AM. “I am the light of the world.” “I am the
bread of life.” “I am the Son of God.” “I am the Son of Man.” His answers are numerous and gracefilled. We can choose disbelief like the Pharisees or we can embrace what He brings to us. His
ultimate answer is that He is the Savior of our souls and that in Him alone is found eternal life.
When I ask Jesus that question, my thoughts are immediately taken to the Word of God where He
so clearly defines Himself for me. Both the Old and New Testaments tell me exactly who He is and
what I can expect from Him. Every day I am grateful for that Word, and my hearts worships at His
feet as He shows me His greatness. “Who are You?” He is Lord of Lords and King of Kings.
We pick up on Jesus’ continuing conversation with the Jews, both those who were beginning to
embrace Him as Messiah and those who would have Him dead. He walks a tight rope here
because the faith of those who “had believed in Him” is brand new and probably tentative.
Opposed to these brand-new believers is the voice of the Pharisees who have come to argue
their self-proclaimed righteousness. Jesus’ words to this half of the crowd become increasingly
harsh.
Jesus tells the new believers that “the truth will set you free.” This phrase has been plucked from
the text and used by thousands to make their point. I still remember Jim Carey using that line in
the movie Liar, Liar to hilarious effect as he defends a despicable woman in a child custody battle.
Not only has it been used flippantly, such as in that movie, but also by theologians who gratefully
steal that phrase to empower their own points about God. Just because I add “the truth shall set
you free” doesn’t make me right. But here, within its proper context, Jesus points to Himself as
the truth and there is indeed freedom found in Him.
Then He turns to the Pharisees and speaks with them about their slavery to sin. They begin the
dialogue with the words “we…have never been enslaved to anyone.” This always blows me away.
How can they even begin to say that? Even as they spoke they had no personal freedom as they
were subject to the Romans. And then there would be the several hundred (wait – thousand)
years of actual slavery to all kinds of people starting with the Egyptians (see Exodus for the
beginning of their slavery). Now they are claiming that they are slave to no one. I suppose a case
could be made for them claiming to be the spiritual slave of no one – and they would still be
wrong for they are currently slaves to a spiritual system of their own devising, not to mention
generations of idolatry to every pagan god to whom they were introduced. It’s a claim based in
falsehood. Now Jesus points them to their real master – sin. And there is where the text smacks
us in the mouth, for we face the exact same master ever day of our lives.
What the Pharisees don’t seem to hear in these words of Jesus is the Gospel. He alone can free us
from the task master that is our sin. Each of us has to admit in our hearts that there are moments
every day when we bow down to that master and allow sin to rule our lives. But the Gospel
prevails because Jesus died to earn our freedom from the bondage of sin. We are now – right
now – free to live as He empowers. Sin does not own you! God owns you. The blood of Jesus
guarantees it! Jesus is the Truth and He sets us free.
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This is, for me, one of the strongest passages in all of Scripture. Every time I read it I can just see
the scene. There is Jesus going nose to nose with those who would see Him dead. And He speaks
to them in the absolutely strongest words available. They are liars and He is the Truth. The two
are diametrically opposed; plain and simple.
There is a moment of comedy in the heart of the dialogue. The Pharisees actually say, “Isn’t it true
that you are a Samaritan and have a demon?” That just cracks me up. I can almost hear Pee Wee
Herman saying “I know you are, but what am I.” The Pharisees mention the two worst people
they can think of; Samaritans and Demons. Since the two are on par it doesn’t matter which Jesus
would associate with, but He must be from one of those two camps. Jesus doesn’t even address
the idea of Him being a Samaritan because I don’t think He considered that a slur. But he casts
off the idea of being associated with Satan with one simple answer and then moves on to His true
point.
Jesus instead identifies these men with Satan himself. He in fact calls Satan their father while they
try to claim that Abraham, nay God, is their true father. Verse 44 has always given us so much
information about Satan. “…there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own
character … for he is the father of lies.” The NIV translates that line this way: “When he lies, he
speaks his native language”. It’s all he knows. Both translations tell us so much about Satan. His
very character is corrupt and the only language he knows is lying. This is who Jesus claims as the
father of these men. It’s is an incendiary comment only be followed by an irrefutable claim that
He Himself is God. “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM.” The impact of this
conversation is nothing short of brilliant. Jesus states categorically who He is (The Son of God)
and who they are. No wonder they picked up stones.
We are daily faced with those who would question our motives and the impetus of our beliefs.
Just because they ask the question doesn't make them correct. Instead, we act with grace which
belies their caustic remarks and move on just as Jesus did. I won't be categorizing others as
followers of Satan because I don't have the same knowledge as Jesus or His authority to make
those judgments. (Although I do confess that sometimes I do think those thoughts about others.)
But neither will I accept that typification either. My Father is God and I seek to live to His
standards and that of no one else.
What we find when we look through the lens of the Cross is the Truth – pure and simple. Jesus
will never lie about us or for us. Instead, through His blood, we are robed in His truth and that
truth declares that we are forgiven, bound to spend eternity with Him.
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Read before worship on April 14

Devotional #1 – Jesus Came on Purpose
Isaiah 43:16-21
16
Thus says the Lord, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters,
17
who brings forth chariot and horse, army and warrior; they lie down, they cannot rise, they are
extinguished, quenched like a wick:
18
“Remember not the former things, nor consider the things of old.
19
Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in
the wilderness and rivers in the desert.
20
The wild beasts will honor me, the jackals and the ostriches, for I give water in the wilderness,
rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen people,
21
the people whom I formed for myself that they might declare my praise.
One of the great questions that arises for every person is “why am I here?” We seem to be born
with an innate knowledge that we are here for a purpose. We must be here for a reason. The
easy answer is that yes, you are here for a purpose. But discovering that purpose can be a
challenge. I believe most people are not willing to put in the thought that it takes to discover that
purpose. For the Christian, we know that our general purpose is to live to the glory of God. But
our individual purpose goes even deeper than that. While our studies this week are not
specifically designed to help you discern your own purpose, I pray that you will give some
thought to that concept if you haven’t already done that hard work.
We know that Jesus was never in doubt of His own purpose. Yes, He too was here to bring glory
to God, as He articulates on numerous occasions. But He was also here for a very specific
purpose; one that only He could fulfill and that was the salvation of mankind from the bondage
of sin. Sin separates us from our Creator and severs our tie to an eternity spent with Him. Jesus’
sacrifice bought us back from the abyss of eternal death. His purpose was indeed terrifying and
glorious all at the same time.
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The prophet Isaiah helps us realize that God had a plan for our salvation from the very
beginning. This plan was not born when Adam and Eve rebelled against God and chose sin over
His love. No, God’s plan began even before that, before the foundations of the world. And when
Isaiah says Behold, I am doing a new thing, he is serving as God’s voice of prophecy. God had a
plan already in action and that was the sending of His Son into the world.
Inside of these verses, we find an admonition. Remember not the former things, nor consider the
things of old. These words are a call for the community to loosen its hold on the way things were
and to expect something new.

In 43:14–21, Isaiah invites his audience both to remember the exodus and to forget the exodus,
“that is, to remember the story in a new way.” The prophet maintains that Yahweh is about to do
it all over again, only this time it will not be Egypt, but Babylon who stands to lose. Isaiah is not
the only prophet who employs exodus terminology and theology, but he alone elevates it to its
highest point in the OT. The exodus from Egypt is so central to Isaiah 40–55 that “an arch which
spans the nation’s entire history has as its one pillar the release from Egypt and as its other the
new, imminent release from Babylon.” The exodus was not just a one-time historical event, but it
also became a pattern for Yahweh’s future acts of deliverance. His power over the desert during
the time of Moses when manna, quail, and water nourished Israel is also repeatable.
Lessing, R. R. ©2011. Isaiah 40–55. (p. 307). Saint Louis, MO: CPH.
In the grand scheme of the Bible, we
find that God frees His people from
Slavery in Egypt, then from Slavery in
Babylon, and finally, Slavery to Sin.

The former things are older
prophecies that had been fulfilled
already by the time of Isaiah. God is
not commanding Israel to have historical amnesia about the exodus redemption through the Red
Sea. Rather, “those are among the events from the past that Jacob-Israel must simultaneously
forget (because of the importance of the new event that is coming) and remember (because they
provide the basis for knowing Yhwh can bring about this new event).”
Lessing, R. R. ©2011. Isaiah 40–55. (p. 301). Saint Louis, MO: CPH.

The testimony of the Old Testament is never about Israel’s faithfulness, but rather about
Yahweh’s. Scripture testifies to his love, not his people’s. This breathtaking mercy is articulated in
Romans 5:8: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ
died for us.” As we look upon Palm Sunday, we find that the Lord Jesus is resolute in His path to
Jerusalem. He knows what will happen when He get there, and He knows exactly why He is doing
it. His purpose is solidly before Him.
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Devotional #2 – Our Purpose Comes Naturally

Philippians 3:8-14
8
Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I
may gain Christ 9and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the
law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on
faith— 10that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings,
becoming like him in his death, 11that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from
the dead. 12Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it
my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13Brothers, I do not consider that I have
made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what
lies ahead, 14I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.
Ah, a sports metaphor. My favorite. Well, not so much. But it does work to make the point. All of
us know what it means to strive toward a goal. The conundrum comes in the fact that in this
particular goal you will not win the prize until after you have passed from this life. But that isn’t
the point. The point is the journey itself. How are we doing at this race? Here we are challenged
to some mental focus, aligning our thinking with God’s, which can be a constant and neverfinished straining forward toward that which God’s grace holds out to the believer in Christ. Once
again Paul illustrates that holy tension that is at the core of the Christian life. We daily experience
what it means to live right now but not yet.

As long as [believers] are in the world, they are like people who hold a title to property in a distant
land. The title makes the property theirs, but the owners are not yet physically in possession of
what rightfully belongs to them. Similarly believers, though they are possessors of eternal life by
faith and have the righteousness of Christ, are still also sinners living in a sinful world. They have
not yet arrived at the full, physical possession of the perfection of eternal life.
Kuschel, H. J. ©1986. Philippians, Colossians, Philemon (p. 75). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House.

One of the things about running, in a race or otherwise, is that you really don’t want to look
backwards. That’s going to end in disaster, for you will at the very least lose time and even worse,
you may trip and fall because you weren’t looking where you were going. To look backward is to
lose focus. (Don’t get me wrong here. Looking back can instruct and inform our lives as we relive
God’s victories and learn from our mistakes. This is a different emphasis.) And focus is the word
here. When we remain fixed on Jesus and His will for our lives we cannot go wrong. When the
fruit of His victorious resurrection is our goal, we will work diligently toward it. And here is where
that already / not yet tension comes into play. We are here at God’s design. I know what my
future holds because the God’s promises are sure. But I am here, on earth, because that is God’s
will for me right now and so I will strive while I’m here to live as He calls; I will strive to bring Him
glory even in this sin-filled world. I have a God-given purpose for being here.
Since Jesus walked the planet, we have been trying to add something to His work of salvation.
Nicodemus flirted with having to crawl back into his mother’s womb to gain rebirth. The
Pharisees believed with a passion that the keeping of the Law was the only way. And the Gnostics
believe(d) you needed some additional special knowledge to gain admittance into the Kingdom of
God. As Paul addresses the Philippians there is almost a lightheartedness to his words. But
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suddenly, with the beginning of this chapter we find a different tone. He takes on those who
apparently are teaching the Philippians there are additional measures that must be taken to gain
entrance into God’s Heaven. He has faced these heresies before and his message is the same for
Philippi as it was for Galatia, “do not be fooled.”
While Paul doesn’t name them here, he is clearly addressing the teachings of the Judaizers; those
who believed that to be a true Christian you had to come through Judaism, practicing all the rites
and traditions of the Jews not the least of which was circumcision. But that understanding is
dangerous and sullies the faith. Belief in Jesus Christ and His work on the cross is the ONLY
necessary component for salvation. Our additional customs or traditions are worthless when it
comes to our justification.

These Judaizers were a very real threat to the life and faith of the early church. They apparently
established no congregations of their own but rather tried to worm their way into existing
congregations. When Jesus died on Calvary and the temple veil was torn in two, all the ceremonial
laws and regulations and their purpose came to an end. The Judaizers’ insistence on circumcision,
therefore, had no promise of God connected with it. They had reduced circumcision to an
outward, physical ritual that supposedly contributed to salvation. Such a circumcision, Paul said,
was really only a physical thing, a mutilation. Those who relied on it as a meritorious act were not
brought closer to God. They were actually farther removed from God than before. If the
Philippians yielded to the Judaizers’ insistence that they had to be circumcised in order to be
saved, then they too would be trusting in their own wretched works to be saved, not in Jesus alone.
If they did that, they would lose their salvation.
Kuschel, H. J. ©1986. Philippians, Colossians, Philemon (p. 68). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House.

As Paul writes to the Romans, outward signs and symbols mean nothing to God. He is the master
of what is going on inside of our hearts.
Romans 2:29

… and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter.
It’s tempting to step away from this passage with a wave of the hand and say, “Oh, everyone
knows this. Jesus is the only way.” But all too frequently I hear people describe the “additional”
things they do to earn God’s favor. This is heartbreaking for those efforts are unnecessary and
truly useless and will serve only to hurt your faith. In truth, it is only Jesus and His blood that can
save. All else is vain effort.
In 2001 Keith Getty and Stuart Townend wrote the song In Christ Alone. This contemporary hymn
has become a classic and will probably serve the Church for generations. I commend it to you
today as a part of your devotional experience.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7WS1JupSHKo
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In Christ Alone

In Christ alone my hope is found
He is my light my strength my song
This Cornerstone this solid Ground
Firm through the fiercest drought and storm
What heights of love what depths of peace
When fears are stilled when strivings cease
My Comforter my All in All
Here in the love of Christ I stand
In Christ alone - who took on flesh
Fullness of God in helpless babe
This gift of love and righteousness
Scorned by the ones He came to save
Till on that cross as Jesus died
The wrath of God was satisfied
For every sin on Him was laid
Here in the death of Christ I live
There in the ground His body lay
Light of the world by darkness slain
Then bursting forth in glorious Day
Up from the grave He rose again
And as He stands in victory
Sin's curse has lost its grip on me
For I am His and He is mine
Bought with the precious blood of Christ
No guilt in life no fear in death
This is the power of Christ in me
From life's first cry to final breath
Jesus commands my destiny
No power of hell no scheme of man
Can ever pluck me from His hand
Till He returns or calls me home
Here in the power of Christ I'll stand

©2001 Thankyou Music (Admin. by Capitol CMG Publishing) CCLI#551204
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Devotional #3 – Embracing Your Purpose
Psalm 138
OF DAVID.

I give you thanks, O LORD, with my whole heart; before the gods I sing your praise;
I bow down toward your holy temple and give thanks to your name for your steadfast love and
your faithfulness, for you have exalted above all things your name and your word.
3
On the day I called, you answered me; my strength of soul you increased.
4
All the kings of the earth shall give you thanks, O LORD, for they have heard the words of your
mouth,
5
and they shall sing of the ways of the LORD, for great is the glory of the LORD.
6
For though the LORD is high, he regards the lowly, but the haughty he knows from afar.
7
Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you preserve my life; you stretch out your hand against
the wrath of my enemies, and your right hand delivers me.
8
The LORD will fulfill his purpose for me; your steadfast love, O LORD, endures forever. Do not
forsake the work of your hands.
1
2

I try to stay out of the fray of the political circus we live in here in the U.S. My puny opinions
matter not at all in the mix. This Psalm is pointed, by King David, at the earthly rulers of his day.
Would that those who lead our nation (or any other) take a moment and give thought to the God
of the Universe who has placed them into those leadership roles. Perhaps things would be
different – better.
King David was clearly a man appointed by God for exactly the point in history that saw his reign.
His purpose on earth was defined for him when he was just a boy, watching his father’s sheep
out in the field. In serving that purpose, he spoke for his generation and for all of the generations
to come. David made some huge mistakes, but in the end, he was still called by God as a “man
after God’s own heart.”
We know that this psalm speaks to those who would be rulers from verse 1 where “gods” are
mentioned. This word most likely refers to earthly rulers when you look at the context of the
entire prayer. David is proudly standing before any world leader and praising the God of
Creation. He sings God’s praise without shame, bowing down before God’s Holy Temple. From
other psalms, we know that David’s position as king was never an easy one. He faced
monumental struggles from those who opposed his leadership and even from his own family
members. But he persevered and led with God always in sight. (Well, most of the time.) We find
David’s early life harassed by King Saul and his time as king made difficult by in-fighting and
family threats. Thus we see his lament in verse 7. Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you

preserve my life; you stretch out your hand against the wrath of my enemies, and your right
hand delivers me. Perhaps this verse more than any other drew my attention back to the three-

ring circus we saw on the news recently as two people were put through the ringer for political
purposes, with no thought to their personal lives whatsoever. I pray the Lord’s right hand delivers
them both. It was difficult to watch.
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As I said, I don’t like to get political here. There are other writers you can read for those purposes.
But I am struck by the fact that God’s Word still addresses real life and the events that are
happening to us today. With that in mind, we embrace verse 8 with both hands.

The Lord will fulfill His purpose for me; Your steadfast love, O Lord, endures forever. Do not
forsake the work of Your hands.

Devotional #4 – Derailed from Our Purpose

Matthew 16:21-28
21
From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many
things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.
22
And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far be it from you, Lord! This shall
never happen to you.” 23But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a
hindrance to me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of
man.” 24Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and
take up his cross and follow me. 25For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses
his life for my sake will find it. 26For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and
forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul? 27For the Son of Man is going to
come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to
what he has done. 28Truly, I say to you, there are some standing here who will not taste death
until they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.”
With Matthew 16:21, the story takes a turn into the final chapter of Jesus' life. He has instructed
the Disciples, shown Himself to be sovereign over sickness, death, the demonic, and nature and
displayed His great compassion for all people. Now it is time to turn His face toward the reason
He came to earth – the salvation of our fallen race. It's time to teach the Disciples what lay ahead
for Him and the news isn't good. He has come to suffer and die, and that information is startling
for the Disciples to take in and process. Peter, being the spokesman for the group, steps up again
and tells Jesus that His death just isn't going to happen! Peter won't allow it! That's bold.
But Jesus answer is equally bold. He tells Satan (who is apparently speaking through Peter) to
back off because he doesn't have the plans of God in mind. So Peter goes from being
commended for his bold confession of faith in the previous few verses to being rebuked as a tool
of Satan in the next. (Fortunately, that bold confidence and intrepid willingness to speak up
become one of Peter's greatest strengths as he fulfills Jesus command to grow the church.) For
me, this interaction displays the determination of Satan to undermine the purpose of Jesus in the
world.
If Satan is willing to attack Jesus Himself, he is certainly willing to take on a puny human. But, just
as Jesus demanded that Satan step away from Him, so we too are able to do the same. If you will
remember, Jesus His handed authority and power over to the Disciples in Matthew 16:19, "I will

give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” Jesus, of course, never lost
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sight of His power over evil. But we do. We become Satan's victims when we get confused about
the power structure that God has set up. Jesus' victory over sin, death, and evil has become ours
as His children. When harassed by Satan, we too can turn to him and say "get behind me." (I
prefer "get away from me in the name of Jesus" but that's just me.)
Now we come to Jesus oft quoted verse about "taking up your cross". It's a tough concept and
one that is frequently used to justify negative experiences in a person's life or to try and make
someone feel good as they walk through a struggle. Both of these are probably a misapplication
of the verse.

Sometimes, the ". . . disciple [strives] to personally appropriate the insistence that God work in
humanly powerful ways, so that the disciple desires to exercise power over others, especially over
fellow disciples, so that he can accomplish what he believes should be done. Living in each
disciple is the dark conviction that can destroy unity and do untold damage to the cause and name
of Christ: “put me in charge, and I’ll set things aright.” This conviction can take the form of
ambition, a disguise considered good, even in the church. It readily sprouts forth as criticism,
competition, and one-upmanship. Quiet, prideful comparison in which one doesn’t actually do
anything, but merely demeans a brother or sister, is the way that the more introverted sinners
might choose to worship Lord Self and to think 'the things of men' over against 'the things of God.'
Ambition, comparison, and criticism are all ways of embracing and exalting oneself, rather than
denying oneself. The way of Jesus, however, is the way of humble obedience and submission to
the will of Another. When first confronted by the voice of Satan, Jesus set aside his own power as
well as the presumption that his Father’s powerful provision would rescue him from reckless
independence. Instead, Jesus chose the way of service and obedience and suffering for the sake of
Israel and the world. Now he calls every disciple—every Christian—to look at the darkness within,
at the desire for power over others, and to deny that desire whenever and wherever it shows itself.
If any of us wants to come after him, let us deny ourselves!
Gibbs, J. ©2006. Concordia Commentary Series: Matthew. (p. 842). CPH.

Put in proper perspective, we find that taking up our cross is not about our own personal
suffering (for Christ already did that for us) but instead it is about living humbly before others
and The Lord. These words are written down here with the full realization that this is easier said
than done. But the Holy Spirit can enable humble attitudes and actions in each of His people.
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Devotional # 5 – Follow Through

Matthew 21:1-11
1
Now when they drew near to Jerusalem and came to Bethphage, to the Mount of Olives, then
Jesus sent two disciples, 2saying to them, “Go into the village in front of you, and immediately you
will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her. Untie them and bring them to me. 3If anyone says
anything to you, you shall say, ‘The Lord needs them,’ and he will send them at once.” 4This took
place to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet, saying, 5“Say to the daughter of Zion, ‘Behold,
your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a beast of
burden.’” 6The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them. 7They brought the donkey and
the colt and put on them their cloaks, and he sat on them. 8Most of the crowd spread their cloaks
on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9And the
crowds that went before him and that followed him were shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David!
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” 10And when he
entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred up, saying, “Who is this?” 11And the crowds said,
“This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of Galilee.”
Palm Sunday conjures up the use of one word – Hosanna! The only time we find this word used in
the entire Bible is in 3 of the four Gospels as the events of what we now call Palm Sunday are
told. In fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies, Jesus rides into Jerusalem on the back of
donkey colt, for He is the true King. The people gather to greet Him because, by this point, He is
famous. He is the One who can provide food where there is none. He is the One who can heal the
lame and blind. He is the One who casts out demons with a mere word. He is the One who
actually raises people from the dead! So the people gather, waving palm branches and laying
their cloaks down on the path before Him. And while He passes, they shout “Hosanna!” The
reason we don’t use this word very much in our own worship is because it really doesn’t mean
very much. It simply means “save.” These people were looking at the One who could indeed save
them from eternal destruction, but they were interested in being saved from other things – like
famine, sickness, and the rule of tyrants.
Today when we want to worship our God, we use words like Alleluia and Praise. Now these are
strong words! Psalm 106:1a says, “Praise the Lord!” Alleluia could also be put into that sentence,
as the two words are the same in the Hebrew. The actual definition is the fascinating point for the
day. “Praise the Lord” and “Hallelujah” actually mean FLASH FORTH the Name of Yahweh! Now
that’s some action for you. It conjures up images of lightning; that sudden bursting forth of
energy and power that is found in the Name of God. Genesis 1:3 describes the creation of light
this way. “And God said, ‘Let there be light,” and there was light.” The word for “let there be” is
Yahweh! He uses His own name to flash forth the creation of the world. It’s a fantastic picture. So
on Palm Sunday, while the kids are waving their palms and shouting “Hosanna!” you can smile
and realize that we truly do have a God who saves and is worthy of so much praise and shouted
“Hallelujahs”!
Jesus rode into Jerusalem that day knowing full well what awaited Him. Within one week, He
would suffer, be crucified, and be buried. But He would also rise again. He knew His purpose and
followed through with what God had promised millennia earlier to Adam and Eve. Praise God
that He stayed with that ancient plan of salvation. Praise God He held onto His purpose.
61

62

Read before Worship on April 21

Devotional #1 – The New Covenant

Jeremiah 31:31-34
31
“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the
house of Israel and the house of Judah, 32not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on
the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that
they broke, though I was their husband, declares the Lord. 33For this is the covenant that I will
make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my law within them,
and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34And no
longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they
shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their
iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.”
The six weeks of Lent are at an end and we have arrived at what we call Holy Week. Now we look
at the Passion of Christ through the lens of the Cross and the resurrection. Easter is about God’s
gracious forgiveness and our place in His Kingdom with the Lord. Without that gift, we are lost
forever.
We stand on the enviable side of God’s plan for humanity. We get to look back at the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ and know that His sacrifice fulfilled God’s demand for holiness and
righteousness. God’s people in the Old Testament could only look forward with hope and trust
that God would indeed fulfill His promises to them and make things right again after Adam and
Eve fell into sin. In the midst of this waiting, God gave His people rites and rituals that would
mirror the coming of the Savior. But those sacrifices were all that they had. They were a
temporary reminder of what was coming. All of those sacrifices had to be repeated over and
over. They were transitory in nature. The covenant that was forged at Mount Sinai served to keep
the Hebrews separate from the nations around them. Those rituals and rites made them
different in every way.
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The old covenant imposed many rules upon the Jews, rules they found impossible to observe.
Hence the old covenant certainly proved that no one could be saved by keeping it. For that reason
the Lord says of their fathers, “They broke my covenant.” We would say, Before the ink was dry,
they broke the covenant with the sin of the golden calf. The old covenant required endless animal
sacrifices, day after day and year after year, showing that it was not God’s final word to the human
race. The old covenant established a hereditary priesthood based on membership in one family
(the family of Aaron) from one particular tribe (the tribe of Levi). No one else could minister at
the Lord’s altar. The old covenant conferred privileges on and was limited to only one people, or
nationality, the Jews.
Gosdeck, D. M. ©1994. Jeremiah, Lamentations (p. 205). Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House.

We are people of the new covenant. We are blessed to know the story of Jesus’ saving work. The
early church struggled with the tension between the Old Testament Covenant and the
transformed Church that Jesus created by fulfilling the promise for a Savior. There were some
who believed the only way to enter God’s Kingdom during the first century after Christ’s
resurrection was to come through Judaism. This group of ardent Jewish Christians wanted all new
believers to come through the Jewish faith, keeping with all of the old traditional rituals. They
were actually called Judaizers. Paul takes on that idea with a passion. He teaches us that anything
we add to the work of Christ, including all of those Old Testament sacrificial rituals, especially
circumcision, is simply wrong thinking. (See the book of Galatians for Paul full teaching on this topic.)
Luke, writing about the formation of the early Church in the book of Acts, tells us of the Apostles’
have to deal with threats to the faith, such as was presented by the Judaizers. He shares Paul’s
word to the assembly as they grapple with God’s plan of salvation and the fact that adding a little
bit of Old Testament tradition to the mix is a bad idea.
Acts 15:10-11

Now, therefore, why are you putting God to the test by placing a yoke on the neck of the
disciples that neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear? 11But we believe that we will be
saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.”
10

Jeremiah speaks of what, for him, would be the distant future. The one in which we live to day. He
shares the truth that there will be a new covenant, one in which the forgiveness of sins has been
won and the grace of God will flow freely. But we too look even further forward to the time of
Jesus return, when all of the sins of this earth will be done away with forever and we will go to live
with the Father for eternity, ever able to gaze upon the face of our Savior.
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Devotional #2 – Resurrection Promised

1 Corinthians 15:19-26
19
If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied. 20But in fact
Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 21For as by a
man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. 22For as in Adam all die,
so also in Christ shall all be made alive. 23But each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then at
his coming those who belong to Christ. 24Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to
God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power. 25For he must reign
until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 26The last enemy to be destroyed is death.
“World Death Rate Holding Steady At 100%”
A ridiculous headline, to say the least. But there is one exception and that is Jesus Christ. He was
resurrected from death, in His human body. Yes, there were other people who were brought
back from death in the Bible. But where are they today? They are in the grave – so 100% still
holds. A couple of years ago, there was a story in the news about an Italian doctor who planned
to perform a “head transplant” at the end of 2017. A head transplant! It’s probably not true, as
the story seems to indicate this is more about video game design than actual science. But – it
does point to how tenaciously we hold onto this life, and that is because large portions of the
population don’t believe that there is a God with a plan for what happens when we die. But
Scriptures tell a different story.
There is only one world religion that teaches about resurrection and that is Christianity. There are
a few that hold onto reincarnation but that most certainly is not resurrection. We stand unique
on the world stage with an understanding of what comes next that cannot be compared to that
of any other belief system. The Fall of Adam and Eve introduced sin and subsequently death into
God’s perfect creation. Because of His overwhelming love, grace, and mercy, God launched His
already devised plan to save mankind from the wages of sin. Already in Genesis 3:15 God reveals
the outworking of His plan. He would send a Savior. Not even Adam and Eve, who heard the
prophecy from the Father’s lips themselves understood what sending a Savior would cost the
Father. But they believed what He told them and began to look for that promise to be fulfilled.
The Hebrew text indicates that Eve even believed her firstborn son, Cain, was “the man” that God
was sending. As it turned out, that was not the case. But she believed in the promise,
nonetheless.
We need to hold onto Jesus’ resurrection with all that we are because, according to the Apostle
Paul, Jesus’ resurrection means that we too will be resurrected when He returns. He was “the
firstborn from the dead.” Paul even points out all of the witnesses who saw the resurrected
Christ. This marks His return from death as an historical event. There were just too many people
who saw Him with their own eyes to deny that He did indeed come back from the dead. In God’s
economy, Adam brings sin, and subsequently death, into the world; Jesus bring His sacrificial
blood and subsequently, life. While we may struggle with the sin that Adam brought, we also
rejoice in the life that Jesus returned.
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When I was going through confirmation class as an adolescent, I remember dogging the pastor
about the fact that God blamed me for the sin of Adam and Eve. He was very kind with a fledging
Bible student and helped me understand that I was most certainly guilty of plenty of my own sins
and that if I wanted to be a recipient of Jesus gracious gift of salvation, I needed to own it. I didn’t
truly understand what he was talking about at the time, but I am grateful that God has helped
me see the error of my thinking since then.
Paul reveals to the Corinthians that we are indeed a people of hope because the resurrection of
Jesus was a real event. It wasn’t conjured up by the Disciples or lied about in any way. Jesus rose
from the dead. And because we participate with Adam in his original sin, so too do we participate
with Jesus in the final Resurrection. At that time, the Father will also eliminate death forever.
Specifically the second death, which is eternal separation from God in hell. John gives us even
greater detail about that in The Revelation.
Revelation 20:10, 14

10…and the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur where the
beast and the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night forever and
ever. 14Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the
lake of fire.
The interesting thing to me is that this revelation about the second death doesn’t impact me. Yes,
I now understand that Adam’s sin is attributed to me, but so too is the work of Jesus Christ. And
so the second death will not be a part of my experience because the blood of Jesus covers that
original sin, and the ones I commit all on my own! Now I must share that message so that others
never know about that second death either.

Devotional #3 – A Love-Fest

Psalm 118
1
Oh give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures forever!
2
Let Israel say, “His steadfast love endures forever.”
3
Let the house of Aaron say, “His steadfast love endures forever.”
4
Let those who fear the Lord say, “His steadfast love endures forever.”
5
Out of my distress I called on the Lord; the Lord answered me and set me free.
6
The Lord is on my side; I will not fear. What can man do to me?
7
The Lord is on my side as my helper; I shall look in triumph on those who hate me.
8
It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in man.
9
It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in princes.
10
All nations surrounded me; in the name of the Lord I cut them off!
11
They surrounded me, surrounded me on every side; in the name of the Lord I cut them off!
12
They surrounded me like bees; they went out like a fire among thorns; in the name of the Lord I
cut them off!
13
I was pushed hard, so that I was falling, but the Lord helped me.
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The Lord is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation.
Glad songs of salvation are in the tents of the righteous: “The right hand of the Lord does
valiantly,
16
the right hand of the Lord exalts, the right hand of the Lord does valiantly!”
17
I shall not die, but I shall live, and recount the deeds of the Lord.
18
The Lord has disciplined me severely, but he has not given me over to death.
19
Open to me the gates of righteousness, that I may enter through them and give thanks to the
Lord.
20
This is the gate of the Lord; the righteous shall enter through it.
21
I thank you that you have answered me and have become my salvation.
22
The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.
23
This is the Lord’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.
24
This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.
25
Save us, we pray, O Lord! O Lord, we pray, give us success!
26
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! We bless you from the house of the Lord.
27
The Lord is God, and he has made his light to shine upon us. Bind the festal sacrifice with cords,
up to the horns of the altar!
28
You are my God, and I will give thanks to you; you are my God; I will extol you.
29
Oh give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures forever!
14
15

This psalm / prayer is a love-fest. And it’s long enough that as you read along, I hope you had the
same experience I have whenever I read these words. When I read many of these verses I
instantly think, “oh yes, that is really true!” Or they express my regard for the Lord in such a great
way that I find myself reading through them over and over because they touch my spirit.
The phrase that is repeated numerous times, and the one that demanded my attention is “Your
steadfast love.” That bears some serious thought. I think that we know what it means to love
another person. But add the word “steadfast” and now you have a love that is unique to God
alone. Yes, we all know how to love - but to be steadfast means that we never fail those we love.
It means we never disappoint, ignore, or wound them. Our sinfilled-self is incapable of that love.
And we most certainly do not succeed in loving God that way. But - God still shows that steadfast
love to us, even though we are not able to return that gift.
It is that steadfast love that sent Jesus to the Cross. It is that steadfast love that remains by our
side no matter what. There is no place in our lives where He is not there with us - holding that
steadfast love out to us. This love is what makes us want to read this well-worn Psalm over and
over again.
Unbelief conjures up some weird thoughts in our minds. Back in the 1990s when the New Age
Movement was a “thing” I spent quite a bit of time reading what the believers in that philosophy /
theology said about the world and their viewpoint of “god”. Some of it was way out there in terms
of reality but after reading several books, there was a brief moment when this thought actually
went through my mind: “I wonder if they’re on to something.” Just having the thought shocked
my senses enough that I was able to step back and regroup. All that reading had created unbelief
in my mind. Then I heard in my mind the words of my father quoting Edgar Allen Poe, “Believe
nothing you hear, and only one half of that you see.” The New Age ideas I was consuming were
filling my mind with nonsense. I set those books aside.
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These verses need our special attention during the Lenten season.

Out of my distress I called on the Lord; the Lord answered me and set me free.
The Lord is on my side; I will not fear. What can man do to me?
7
The Lord is on my side as my helper; I shall look in triumph on those who hate me.
8
It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in man.
13
I was pushed hard, so that I was falling, but the Lord helped me.
14
The Lord is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation.
5
6

The bookends of Christmas and Easter are just one long story and we tell it every year from
December to April. It is fitting that we should read a psalm that was an integral part of The
Passion of Jesus during the Christmas season, as 118 is one the primary Messianic psalms. That
Infant was born for a purpose; that of being our Savior. This psalm is part of the Passover
collection and as such may have been one of the last hymns Jesus sang with His apostles on
Maundy Thursday. Our celebration of the birth of Jesus always looks forward to His death and
resurrection. As we ponder the problem of our unbelief, there are several of these verses that
bear our scrutiny. As I read them, it almost seems like something I would say to myself as I
struggled through a difficult time of doubt. Read over the psalm again and see if there are any
verses that might bring you comfort or strength during a time of unbelief. What impact might
remembering that the Lord is ever at your side or that He is your helper have on your stress
level?
One of the important people in my life has a problem with bouts of anger. He will simply explode
when things don’t go his way. But he has learned how to separate himself from the situation and
take a personal “time-out”. You can hear him talk himself down from that place of great anger
and it sounds slightly familiar to the words in this psalm; a personal reminder that all is well when
one is attached to the Lord. Unbelief assails us all, but just because the thoughts stream through
your mind doesn’t mean you have to embrace them. Just as the Holy Spirit caused me to put
aside the philosophies of the New Age Movement, so too will He help us push aside our doubts.

He has become my salvation! These are the words that need to ring in our ears as we celebrate

the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. This verse is borrowed from the song of Miriam after
the crossing of the Red Sea. She recognized that she had witnessed something truly miraculous
and that the lives of all God’s people had been spared. Now remember that this psalm was a part
of the liturgical life of the Jews as they celebrated the Passover. Jesus spoke these words as He
prepared for death. Think that thought again; Jesus spoke these words as He prepared for death.
Now go back and read this passage one more time, hearing them through the mind and heart of
our Savior as He prepares to die for the sins of mankind. They suddenly take on a sharper
meaning and their praise-filled nature is startling.

“I shall not die, but I shall live”. Even as He approaches the crucifixion, Jesus knows that He will

conquer death and come back from the grave. The words of this passage encourage us to go
through life with that same confidence. This psalm has gripped my heart and spirit today. I’ve
probably read it at least 25 times and each time I can just hear Jesus speaking these words with
confidence, even joy despite the hours of suffering that are before Him. Each phrase resounds
with truth and salvation.
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Devotional #4 – Death and Resurrection, Purpose Fulfilled

Matthew 27:32-28:10
32
As they went out, they found a man of Cyrene, Simon by name. They compelled this man to
carry his cross. 33And when they came to a place called Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull),
34
they offered him wine to drink, mixed with gall, but when he tasted it, he would not drink it.
35
And when they had crucified him, they divided his garments among them by casting lots. 36Then
they sat down and kept watch over him there. 37And over his head they put the charge against
him, which read, “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews.” 38Then two robbers were crucified with him,
one on the right and one on the left. 39And those who passed by derided him, wagging their
heads 40and saying, “You who would destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days, save
yourself! If you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.” 41So also the chief priests, with
the scribes and elders, mocked him, saying, 42“He saved others; he cannot save himself. He is the
King of Israel; let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him. 43He trusts in
God; let God deliver him now, if he desires him. For he said, ‘I am the Son of God.’ ” 44And the
robbers who were crucified with him also reviled him in the same way.
Now from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land until the ninth hour. 46And about
the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” that is, “My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 47And some of the bystanders, hearing it, said, “This
man is calling Elijah.” 48And one of them at once ran and took a sponge, filled it with sour wine,
and put it on a reed and gave it to him to drink. 49But the others said, “Wait, let us see whether
Elijah will come to save him.” 50And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up his
spirit. 51And behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And the earth
shook, and the rocks were split. 52The tombs also were opened. And many bodies of the saints
who had fallen asleep were raised, 53and coming out of the tombs after his resurrection they
went into the holy city and appeared to many. 54When the centurion and those who were with
him, keeping watch over Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took place, they were filled with
awe and said, “Truly this was the Son of God!” 55 here were also many women there, looking on
from a distance, who had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering to him, 56among whom were
Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Joseph and the mother of the sons of
Zebedee. 57When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who also
was a disciple of Jesus. 58He went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Then Pilate ordered it
to be given to him. 59And Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen shroud 60and laid it
in his own new tomb, which he had cut in the rock. And he rolled a great stone to the entrance of
the tomb and went away. 61Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the
tomb.
45

The next day, that is, after the day of Preparation, the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered
before Pilate 63and said, “Sir, we remember how that impostor said, while he was still alive, ‘After
three days I will rise.’ 64Therefore order the tomb to be made secure until the third day, lest his
disciples go and steal him away and tell the people, ‘He has risen from the dead,’ and the last
fraud will be worse than the first.” 65Pilate said to them, “You have a guard of soldiers. Go, make it
as secure as you can.” 66So they went and made the tomb secure by sealing the stone and setting
a guard.
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Now after the Sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the
other Mary went to see the tomb. 2And behold, there was a great earthquake, for an angel of the
Lord descended from heaven and came and rolled back the stone and sat on it. 3His appearance
was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. 4And for fear of him the guards trembled and
became like dead men. 5But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you
seek Jesus who was crucified. 6He is not here, for he has risen, as he said. Come, see the place
where he lay. 7Then go quickly and tell his disciples that he has risen from the dead, and behold,
he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see him. See, I have told you.” 8So they departed
quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9And behold, Jesus met
them and said, “Greetings!” And they came up and took hold of his feet and worshiped him.
10
Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee, and there
they will see me.”
28:1

During Holy Week, I think we should give some serious time to reading the story of what Jesus
has done for us. I’m certain you’re read it numerous times already in your life. That’s okay. Read it
again, for each time we avail ourselves of this message, we are transformed. Our faith deepens
and we are even more convinced of the love of God for a people who don’t deserve it. As I read
through the story of the crucifixion, I am struck by the almost clinical accounting of absolutely
horrific events. A mere telling of the facts. A weather report might be delivered with more
passion! But these verses contain so much necessary information for us, for they are filled with
prophecy fulfillment. The Old Testament prophets tell us all of these details are going to happen.
While this passage lacks emotional descriptors they aren't really necessary. We already know that
the Pharisees were smug; the Roman soldiers were complacent (for the most part), just doing
their job; the disciples were scared; the women were heartbroken; and Jesus was resolute. As we
read this passage what needs to be asked is, how do YOU feel about it? Are you moved by the
knowledge that your sin is what held Jesus onto that cross? Are you willing to embrace His
salvation work for your own life? What impact do these details have on your day? Since I can only
answer those questions for myself, I'll leave you to your own answers.
Jesus has suffered betrayal by His friends, unjust trials, scourging, crucifixion, and now the taunts
of by-passers. The One who gave up everything for all of us now faces the pompous ridicule of
people who have no idea who they mock. What is it about human nature that wants to further
abuse the weak? Jesus, of course, was by no means weak. But He appeared to be so and those
who stood beneath the cross felt the need to further His pain with their words. It was
unnecessary and only serves to further the humiliation that has been heaped upon Jesus. Not
mankind's finest hour. Despite this continued torture Jesus does nothing to combat His
assailants. He just hangs there and completes the work that is before Him; our salvation.
The Christian faith is filled with mysteries and concepts that are difficult to grab onto mentally.
How Jesus and the Father could be separated such that Jesus would feel utterly forsaken is
beyond my ability to grasp. They are two parts of the Trinity, One God in three parts. How could
they be separated? I don't know, so like many aspects of the faith this even must be taken at face
value and we know that somehow, during those hours Jesus hung on the cross He was "forsaken"
by the Father. And then when the time was perfect and the full payment for our sins had been
made He surrendered His life and died. It was over. The sacrifice was complete and our salvation
had been purchased.
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It is important that we keep the proper perspective. Jesus' life wasn't taken from Him, it was given
by Him. He paid this tragic price because He loves us. He willingly surrendered Himself into the
sorrow because the Trinity is Love. God is Love and Jesus is God. These are "no-brainer"
observations. But we must make them on a regular basis for it is there that our salvation lies and
we need to be reminded often of His sacrifice.
The work of Jesus is complete; along with it the greatest miracle that mankind has ever known.
The price for our sin is paid and our salvation is won. To mark this event other things take place
that show us the victory is won. First, the curtain in the temple is torn in two. This is the curtain
the separated the Holy of Holies from the Holy Place. No one entered the Holy of Holies except
the High Priest and that only once a year on Yom Kippur (The Day of Atonement). Now that
curtain that had for so long separated God and man is destroyed by God Himself and mankind is
now able to approach the holy God of the Universe of his own accord. Sin is no longer an issue
and we can now talk to God on our own. This is huge.
Then those who had died believing in Jesus as Messiah rise from the dead and walk around in
Jerusalem! The first resurrections begin! How could you have any doubt left after witnessing that?
Since then the miracles continue to abound. Every time a person comes to know that Jesus is
Lord of Lords and the Savior of their souls we witness a miracle. It is an amazing time. We do well
to celebrate and give God the praise He deserves every time.
The Pharisees have gotten what they wanted. Jesus is dead. One of Jesus’ followers, Joseph of
Arimathea, asks Pilate for the body and buries Jesus in the tomb he had made for his own family.
The women who were numbered among Jesus’ followers faithfully remain by the tomb and watch
the burial. They sit vigil for as long as Jewish laws allow being forced to return home before dark
because it was the Sabbath. The Pharisees, in the meantime, continue their obsession with Jesus
and ask Pilate to seal the tomb and place a guard. Pilate makes them do it themselves. I think
he’s done with these guys and their persistent need to deal with this Jesus.
Many have speculated throughout the last 2,000 years that Jesus and His disciples perpetrated a
huge ruse and faked His death and resurrection. The person most recently famous to do that was
Hugh Schonfield in his book The Passover Plot. He speculates that Jesus purposely, throughout
His life, sought to make it look like He was fulfilling Old Testament prophecy so that it would look
like He was the Messiah. For Schonfield, Jesus was the master deceiver. Schonfield has been
discredited although there are still many who see him as a genius. He is certainly not the first to
posit such a theory. As we can see from our reading for today, the Pharisees were already afraid
of that possibility and sought to make sure no such deception could be happening to them. The
word “impostor” in verse 63 gives them away.
Jesus was not an impostor. C.S. Lewis first offered up what he called a “trilemma”. Jesus was a
lunatic, a liar, or Lord. He could not be all three. Only a lunatic would allow himself to be treated
the way Jesus was treated. It would be insane to allow yourself to be tortured and crucified just
for fun. No one would follow such a person; at least not for long. Only a liar would perpetrate
such an outlandish ruse just to make a point. No one would follow such a person; at least not for
long. Only a Lord could suffer and die after fulfilling all of the Old Testament prophecies thus
securing our salvation for eternity. Millions have followed Him for over 2,000 years. Which of the
three choices do you find most appealing?
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Everything about the life of Jesus was miraculous beginning with His virgin birth and ending with
His resurrection from the grave. With His Ascension (40 days after the resurrection) He is
returned to the glory that was His before His birth and our own resurrection is assured as well.
This is important. There is no other world religion that is based on the fact that God has
conquered death for us.

Devotional #5 – Purpose Explained

Luke 24:13-35
13
That very day two of them were going to a village named Emmaus, about seven miles from
Jerusalem, 14 and they were talking with each other about all these things that had happened.
15
While they were talking and discussing together, Jesus himself drew near and went with them.
16
But their eyes were kept from recognizing him. 17 And he said to them, “What is this
conversation that you are holding with each other as you walk?” And they stood still, looking sad.
18
Then one of them, named Cleopas, answered him, “Are you the only visitor to Jerusalem who
does not know the things that have happened there in these days?” 19 And he said to them, “What
things?” And they said to him, “Concerning Jesus of Nazareth, a man who was a prophet mighty in
deed and word before God and all the people, 20 and how our chief priests and rulers delivered
him up to be condemned to death, and crucified him. 21 But we had hoped that he was the one to
redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things happened.
22
Moreover, some women of our company amazed us. They were at the tomb early in the
morning, 23 and when they did not find his body, they came back saying that they had even seen
a vision of angels, who said that he was alive. 24 Some of those who were with us went to the
tomb and found it just as the women had said, but him they did not see.” 25 And he said to them,
“O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26 Was it not
necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” 27 And beginning
with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things
concerning himself. 28 So they drew near to the village to which they were going. He acted as if he
were going farther, 29 but they urged him strongly, saying, “Stay with us, for it is toward evening
and the day is now far spent.” So he went in to stay with them. 30 When he was at table with them,
he took the bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. 31 And their eyes were opened,
and they recognized him. And he vanished from their sight. 32 They said to each other, “Did not
our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the
Scriptures?” 33 And they rose that same hour and returned to Jerusalem. And they found the
eleven and those who were with them gathered together, 34 saying, “The Lord has risen indeed,
and has appeared to Simon!” 35 Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he was
known to them in the breaking of the bread.
I looked at this famous painting by Robert Zund every day of my life for about 15 years. It hung
on the wall in the living room of our home while I was growing up. Little did I know when I was a
little kid that this painting depicts one of the most important conversations Jesus had with His
disciples. I still love this painting.
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The theological impact of this
section of Luke is enormous and it
is not the intention of this
devotional to be as extensive as this
passage deserves. Entire books
have been written on these verses
and they are worthy of meditation
and study. For today, let me just
point out a couple of things.
This painting helps put us into the
scene. It is Resurrection Day. The
tomb of Jesus had been found
empty by the women only hours
Figure 1Robert Zund (1877)
earlier. Two of Jesus’ Disciples are
walking from Jerusalem to Emmaus. They are engaged by a “stranger” who joins them on their
walk. The conversation centers around the life altering weekend these men have had. They do
not recognize that they have been joined by the very person they are discussing! God has kept
their eyes closed as to the identity of their new friend. The bottom line to this happenstance is
that people are spiritually blind unless Jesus grants spiritual sight. It served His purposes that
they not recognize Him immediately. One can only imagine their excitement and emotional
upheaval had they recognized Him. But He had some major educating to do and had they known
it was Jesus they were talking with, He could not have had their mental attention on learning
what He wanted them to know.
As the three strolled along, Jesus takes the time to explain in depth the connection that the Man
they had seen crucified was indeed the Messiah and that He was tied directly to all of the Old
Testament prophecies. Verse 27 holds the key to the entire passage. It would have been a mental
firestorm eclipsed only by the one that would come their way on Pentecost only 50 days later.

And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the
things concerning himself.
It is in the act of blessing the food that the disciples suddenly realize they are in the presence of
Jesus Himself. And in the moment, Jesus disappears! Mind blown.
This is an all-important moment in the lives of these two disciples and also in our own. Jesus
comes into the moment and proves that He is indeed all that was promised in the Old Testament.
He is the One promised to Eve in the Garden after the fall. He is the One spoken of by God to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He is the One that David wrote about and was promised by God
would follow on his own throne. He is the One spoken of by prophet after prophet to the people
to assure them that God had all of their problems well in hand. He is the One - the Promised
Messiah; our Savior.
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