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DYING  
TO LIVE



Dear Friends:

In Michigan, where I live, we sometimes 
joke that we have only two seasons: winter 
and construction, a cynical reference to our 
state’s much-needed roadwork.

In our September meditations, Syd 
Hielema notes that all of us who follow 
Jesus are “under construction.” In other 
words, although Jesus has redeemed us, 
we all have a long way to go in learning to 
live for him. And this process of learning to live for Jesus ultimately 
means daily “dying” to ourselves. For all of us, this is a slow, 
oftentimes painful, lifelong process of putting aside our will, our 
desires, our aspirations, and our goals and learning to seek God’s will 
first and the coming of his kingdom in our lives and in this world.

In October, Joel Vande Werken follows up that theme with a series 
on the life and struggles of the patriarch Jacob, whom God renamed 
Israel. For many of us, Jacob is something of a confounding “hero.” 
He can be deceitful. He lies. He cheats. He runs away. He whines 
and feels sorry for himself. Yet, by the end of Jacob’s life, we can see 
that God’s grace has transformed him.

So these meditations remind and assure us that although we struggle 
with faults and weaknesses, God, through the grace of Jesus and the 
power of the Holy Spirit, can and will transform and sanctify us.

I pray that each of you will be refreshed, refocused, and renewed as 
you meditate on God’s Word! 

—Kurt Selles
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Dying to Live

Syd Hielema

Jesus taught that real life is found in giving up our own selfish desires 
and attitudes so that God can grow his life in us. This is often called 
dying to self so that we can really live as God, our Creator, intends 
us to.

Jesus declared, “Whoever loses their life for me will find it” (Matthew 
16:25), and the apostle Paul echoes this in his powerful testimony: “I 
have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives 
in me” (Galatians 2:20).

Imagine beginning every day with a prayer like this: “Lord, show me 
how you are calling me to die today so that you can live more fully 
in and through me.” Does that seem strange? Well, it does go against 
our human nature stuck in sin, but in God’s strength we can give 
up that old way of life and take on a new life, rooted fully in Jesus 
Christ, so that we can really live.

My prayer is that this month the Lord will guide you into the joy and 
freedom of Jesus’ kind of living by “dying to live.”

Syd Hielema serves the Christian Reformed Church in North America 
as director of a ministry project called Connections II. He has also served 
with Faith Formation Ministries, as a professor of theology and youth 
ministry at Dordt University in Sioux Center, Iowa, and as a chaplain 
and professor at Redeemer University in Ancaster, Ontario. Syd has 
been married to Evelyn for 43 years, and they enjoy bird watching 
near their home in Ancaster.
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Have you ever had a dentist 
do a root canal on one of your 
teeth? I’ve learned a few things 
from having three root canals 
done. With a tiny drill the den-
tist cleans out all the toxins in 
an infected tooth, right down 
to the roots. And then the 
dentist refills all the drilled-out 
areas to restore the tooth to 
pain-free wholeness.

The life of Christian disciple-
ship aims to follow that pattern 
every day. To surrender to Jesus 
is to “die to live,” giving over to 
him our sin, our wounds, and 
all our baggage so that he may 
refill us with new life through 
the Holy Spirit. It’s much more 
complex than a root canal, 
and the results are literally life-
changing.

The call to find our lives by los-
ing them is a bit hard to grasp, 
though. This doesn’t come 
 naturally to us. But as we re-
flect on this theme this month, 

we will see that dying to live is 
a journey of joy, gratitude, and 
grace. 

In a talk she gave on wor-
ship, author Marva Dawn 
said, “Imagine if every believer 
prayed before a worship ser-
vice, ‘Lord, please use this wor-
ship to show me again how to 
die for you.’”

I did try to imagine it, and I 
pictured communities in which 
the fruit of the Spirit—love, 
joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
faithfulness, self-control, and 
more—could grow in abun-
dance as toxins were cleaned 
out. That’s the fruit of a com-
munity that is dying to live.

Jesus, thank you for invit-
ing me into full life with 
you. Help me to see what 
you need to clean out as I 
live with you. Amen.

“Whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses 
their life for me will find it.” —Matthew 16:25

Matthew 16:21-28 TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 1

DYING TO LIVE



A friend told me that when she 
wakes up feeling down, she 
will put on some of her best 
clothes. That can help her feel 
like celebrating, she says, and it 
will often improve her day. 

The Bible describes how be-
ing made new in Christ is like 
putting on new and special 
clothing. In Revelation 7:13-14  
we read that God’s people are 
given white robes to wear, 
washed in the blood of the 
Lamb. Galatians 3:27 says that 
all who are baptized have been 
clothed with Christ. 

In Colossians we are encour-
aged to clothe ourselves with 
“compassion, humility, kind-
ness, gentleness and patience.” 
These qualities are like all the 
pieces in a matching set of 
clothes. Did you notice that 
Paul names these articles of 
clothing after giving us a long 
list of vices that need to die, 
such as sexual immorality, lust, 

evil desires, greed, anger, rage, 
malice, and filthy language? 
He’s saying, in effect, “Get 
rid of your old, dirty, smelly 
clothes so that Jesus can give 
you the clothing of life.” Then 
“over all these virtues put on 
love, which binds them all to-
gether in perfect unity.”

And what’s the result of this 
change of clothing? “Whatever 
you do, whether in word or 
deed, do it all in the name of 
the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to 
God the Father through him.” 
When we’re dying to live, Jesus 
shines through us. 

What are some things that 
should die in you today? And 
which articles of clothing will 
you put on, in Christ?

As God’s chosen people . . . clothe yourselves with compassion, 
kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. —Colossians 3:12

Colossians 3:1-17 WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 2

CLOTHED WITH CHRIST

Jesus, thank you for cloth-
ing me with yourself. Help 
me to live like you. Amen.



Are you a person who sees a 
half glass of water as half full—
or half empty? These are two 
very different ways of looking 
at life. 

For much of my life, I saw 
God as checking me out in a 
half-empty-glass sort of way. I 
had so many character flaws. 
Fear often paralyzed me from 
doing the right thing. If folks 
knew what really went on in 
my heart and mind—well, it 
would be “game over” for me. 
It seemed that the best survival 
strategy was to hide my heart 
and pretend I was doing great.

But God sees us as a glass half 
full. He has begun a good work 
in us! Wow, there’s so much to 
be thankful for! Christ is being 
formed in us. Even if you are 
not a Christ-follower, the fact 
that you are reading this is part 
of a good work that God is be-
ginning in you! The good work 
that God has begun in you is 

like a launchpad filled with 
hope, commitment, gratitude, 
and courage to keep on being 
formed in Christ.

Think of yourself as being “un-
der construction.” God is doing 
good things in you. And God 
has many more good things 
that he will do.

So in his strength let us all “run 
with perseverance the race 
marked out for us, fixing our 
eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and 
perfecter of faith” (Hebrews 
12:1-2).

He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion 
until the day of Christ Jesus. —Philippians 1:6

Philippians 1:3-11 THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 3

CHRIST FORMED IN YOU

Thank you, Lord, for the 
good work you have be-
gun in me. Continue your 
work as I seek to run the 
race you have marked out 
for me. In Jesus’ name, 
Amen.



When we bought our current 
home, we started a garden in 
the backyard. We cut some 
grass out of the lawn, added 
fertilizer and other nutrients, 
turned over the soil, and 
planted seeds. Though we had 
done some gardening before, 
this garden performed terribly.

We tried again the next year, 
but it didn’t do any better. One 
day a horticulturalist friend 
came to visit, and he observed, 
“You have a walnut grove be-
hind your home. I bet noth-
ing grows in your garden.” So 
we learned a difficult lesson: 
walnut trees inject a chemical 
called juglone into the soil, and 
that kills the growth of many 
other plants, including vegeta-
bles. Determined to keep try-
ing with our garden, though, 
we eventually discovered 
that a raised bed high off the 
ground works well in our yard.

Juglone helps me understand 
Jesus’ parable of the four soils. 
Our hearts are like gardens 
that need tending, but the soil 
of our hearts can be hardened 
or filled with thorns, rocks, and 
even toxins like juglone. We 
all have toxins in our lives that 
can prevent spiritual fruit from 
growing. Wounds from an old 
conflict or the effects of a bad 
decision can run deep, and dif-
ficult relationships can seem 
impossible to sort out.

Jesus doesn’t wave a magic 
wand and clear away all the 
struggles we have in life. But 
his grace is enough to help us 
heal and grow. He says, “In this 
world you will have trouble. 
But take heart! I have over-
come the world” (John 16:33).

“Others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; but the 
worries of this life . . . choke the word. . . .” —Mark 4:18-19

Mark 4:1-20 FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 4

JUGLONE

Lord, tend the soils of my 
heart so that I can bear 
fruit that shares the beau-
ty of your heart. Amen.



Make your hand into a fist, 
clenching it tight. Now imag-
ine that your heart is like that: 
clenched, closed, so tense and 
tight that it almost hurts—but 
in a strange way that tightness 
feels safer than letting anyone 
in to hurt you.

Listen as Jesus begins a power-
ful sermon, declaring, “Blessed 
are the poor in spirit. . . .” It’s as 
if he’s saying, “Of course your 
heart wants to clench up. It 
feels inadequate; it is wounded 
and weary; it feels threatened, 
like it’s under attack. It wants to 
protect itself.”

But he knows that a clenched 
heart might also shut out the 
love of God. So Jesus invites us 
to open our hearts, just as they 
are, wounded and weary. It’s as 
if he is saying, “Don’t pretend; 
be real; be vulnerable. You are 
poor in spirit, but you want to 
hide that from people around 
you, so you clench your heart. 

Let it go! Being poor in spirit 
is not something to hide; it’s a 
way to be blessed!”

Years ago a friend told me that 
on her first day of college, she 
met her roommate and quick-
ly discovered that this per-
son was tough, hard to get to 
know, and actually a bit scary. 
She tiptoed around her for a 
couple of weeks. Then one day 
she came back from class and 
found her roommate weeping. 
After a hug, they talked things 
through and found a new way 
to handle dorm life together. 
That’s an example of a “dy-
ing to live” blessing that can 
come from being open to one 
 another. 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 
 heaven.” —Matthew 5:3

Matthew 5:1-12 SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 5

CLENCHED HEARTS

Lord, thank you for invit-
ing me to come to you as 
I am. Help me to open 
my heart to others—and 
to show your love. Amen.



Mourning is a blessing? Meek-
ness is a blessing? Wouldn’t life 
be happier if we could avoid 
mourning and meekness? Well, 
no. Two of the strongest toxins 
in our hearts are the urge to 
pass judgment on others and 
the drive to control others.

Jesus invites us to put those 
toxins to death through 
mourn  ing and being meek. Do 
you see brokenness, struggle, 
and messiness in people’s lives? 
Does that activate your judg-
ment trigger? Try mourning 
instead, says Jesus; sit by some-
one who is hurting, and weep 
with them. Judgment isolates 
and excludes. Mourning to-
gether can build a deep, spiri-
tual bond. “Mourn with those 
who mourn” (Romans 12:15). 
If you can recall a time when 
someone wept with you, you 
know it was a beautiful gift.

Do you see someone acting in 
ways that don’t fit your agenda, 

and do you feel a desire to con-
trol them? Let it go, says Jesus; 
walk with them in a way that is 
meek: gentle, patient, and kind.

Years ago I met a woman con-
sumed with anger for God and 
his people. One night she sur-
rendered her life to Christ, and 
I asked her the next day what 
had happened. “Someone I 
had not met before pulled my 
entire life story out of me,” she 
said, “And when I was done, I 
began to weep.” That person 
wept with her and invited her 
to ask Jesus into her heart.

That’s the power of tears shed 
in meekness. What a blessing!

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.”  
 —Matthew 5:4-5

Lord, thank you for the 
gifts of shared tears and 
meekness. Cleanse me of 
sinful anger and power-
hungers, that I may help 
to bless others. Amen.

Matthew 5:4-5 SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 6

TEARS AND GENTLE KINDNESS



At first this story appears to 
have three simple steps. The 
religious leaders try to trap 
Jesus as they publicly shame a 
woman caught in adultery. But 
instead of falling for their trap, 
he silences them, and they 
leave. And then he forgives the 
woman.

But, looking deeper, we can 
see there is a lot more going 
on. This is complex. We can 
even say that this story shows 
how meekness—that is, gentle, 
firm strength—can lead people 
to change their actions. 

The religious leaders are play-
ing power games. They are 
exercising spiritual abuse first 
by shaming the woman and 
then by trying to undermine 
the credibility of Jesus. Jesus, 
recognizing their horrific abuse 
of spiritual power, avoids their 
trap by ignoring them at first.

Then, as they keep badgering, 
he responds, “Let any one of 
you who is without sin be the 
first to throw a stone.” It’s as if 
he is saying, “Your power abuse 
prevents you from receiving 
God’s grace. Confess your sin, 
surrender that godless power, 
and you can find life.”

Then he calls the woman to 
die to her sin as well, and to be 
invited into true life.

The meek, life-transforming 
Savior invites everyone to die 
and truly live! Who could have 
known that meekness could 
be so radically renewing?

Lord, open our eyes to 
reject spiritual abuse and 
shaming that pretends to 
be holy, so that your true 
life will shape and guide 
all we do. Amen.

“Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a 
stone at her.” .  .  . “Neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. 
“Go now and leave your life of sin.” —John 8:7, 11

John 8:1-11 MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 7

MEEKNESS IN ACTION



How many desires have you 
had in the past 24 hours? 

Here’s a handful of mine: I’ve 
desired a delicious meal, a rest-
ful sleep, a win for my favorite 
hockey team (and they won!), 
a kind response to an email I 
sent about a stressful situation, 
a safe trip for a loved one. And 
there are more—in fact, I’ve 
probably had hundreds of de-
sires in the past 24 hours.

In the “Blessed are . . .” state-
ment we are looking at today, 
Jesus invites us to examine our 
desires and hold them up to 
his standard. Do our desires 
align with hungering and thirst-
ing for righteousness?

Years ago, I was with some 
people at church discussing 
the second coming of Jesus. 
And they were surprised when 
I blurted out, “I don’t know if 
I want Jesus to come back yet. 
I want to see my infant daugh-

ter grow up. I want to fix up 
the 100-year-old house we 
bought. I have so many plans 
I want to carry out.” The room 
became very quiet. Then our 
pastor said gently, “Syd, do 
you want to see a world where 
there is no more cancer, or 
hunger, or crime, or war?” “Yes, 
I do,” I said sheepishly. “Then,” 
he replied, “you want Jesus to 
come back. Your desires are 
what he also desires.”

God can help us sort out our 
desires that might not fit with 
seeking righteousness, and he 
can give us a deep passion for 
the desires that align with his 
heart. His wisdom is available 
to us always (James 1:5), and 
he is always with us to guide us.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for 
they will be filled.” —Matthew 5:6

Matthew 5:6-12 TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 8 

DESIRING THE KINGDOM

Lord, by your wisdom 
and power, help us align 
our desires to match the 
longings of your heart. 
Amen.



I generally have several “to 
do” lists, and each one deals 
with a different area of my life. 
There’s a “work” list, a “home 
maintenance” list, a “church” 
list, and so on. I find these lists 
helpful for managing my life. 
But I’ve also found that these 
lists can easily distort not only 
my life but also me.

The psalmist says that when 
we set up idols in our lives, we 
become like them. An idol can 
be anything in our lives that 
becomes more important to us 
than God is (or should be).

When my lists become too im-
portant, I see everything and 
every person in my world as a 
task that needs to be crossed 
off the list. That really distorts 
the meaning of loving God and 
my neighbor and caring for 
people in need. If all they are 
is an item on my list, I am not 
loving or caring for them at all. 
And just as lists are written on 

two-dimensional sheets of pa-
per, I begin to become a shal-
low, two-dimensional person. 

There are hundreds of “things” 
that call out to us, saying, 
“Look! Pay attention to me! 
I’ll make you happy.” But they 
are all lying. Money and pos-
sessions turn our hearts toward 
“cold, hard cash.” Sexual pur-
suits reduce people and rela-
tionships to fleeting pleasures. 
Following all the “right” rules 
makes us judgmental slaves to 
a law when God wants us to 
have spiritual freedom. 

We can find true, full life when 
God alone is at the center. 

Those who make [idols] will be like them, and so will all who 
trust in them. —Psalm 115:8

Psalm 115:1-8 WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 9

GOD AT THE CENTER

Lord, help me see the 
idols and distortions in 
my life, and grant me the 
grace and wisdom to cast 
them aside so that only 
you are at the center of 
my life. Amen.



Years ago on a retreat, I was in-
structed to spend three hours 
praying Psalm 23. My anxious 
heart panicked. But after get-
ting over the initial shock, I 
spent three hours rediscover-
ing the power of grace in this 
precious psalm.

I realized that I had always 
seen God as a taskmaster, as if 
his main goal was to make sure 
I was doing enough for him. 
Instead, Psalm 23 declares that 
the Lord is my shepherd—and 
the shepherd’s desire is to re-
fresh my soul! 

There are two powerful bless-
ings in this refreshing.

First, the shepherd knows that 
life beats up my soul. Life is of-
ten confusing. I have to make 
all kinds of decisions. I try to 
love people, and I mess up. I 
make plans, and they often fall 
apart. Every day I deal with 
situations that leave me feeling 

anxious, weary, and discour-
aged. My soul needs constant 
refreshing, and the shepherd 
knows this so well that he 
walks right alongside me.

Second, the shepherd knows I 
need green pastures and quiet 
waters. The beauty here is that 
these pastures and waters can 
be different for all of us! Your 
green pastures and quiet waters 
may be different from mine. 
But the shepherd knows you 
better than you know yourself, 
and he will lead you to the right 
places for refreshment.

When I surrender to his lead-
ing, God takes me to places 
where weary exhaustion be-
gins to die, and life is refreshed. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside 
quiet waters, he refreshes my soul. —Psalm 23:2-3

Psalm 23 THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 10

REFRESHING SHEPHERD

Shepherd of life, help me 
see the green pastures 
and quiet waters you are 
leading me to, and restore 
my soul. Amen.



I find it hard to receive mercy. 
I beat myself up; I thank God 
for forgiving me, but I have 
trouble forgiving myself. I have 
learned, though, that Jesus in-
vites me into the mercy circle: 
“Blessed are the merciful, for 
they will be shown mercy.”

Jesus is not saying that receiv-
ing mercy is a reward for being 
merciful. Rather, he is teach-
ing us that receiving mercy 
becomes easier when we are 
merciful. The acts of receiving 
and showing mercy strengthen 
each other. As I share mercy, 
my own ability to receive 
 mercy and also forgive myself 
become stronger. 

Mercy is like a powerful deter-
gent that purifies our hearts. 
And as the heart is purified, 
the eyes learn a new way of 
seeing. They come to see the 
presence of God in all kinds of 
unexpected places. The pure 

in heart “will see God,” Jesus 
declares.

With our hands open to receive 
mercy and a purified heart that 
refocuses our eyes, we grow to 
see all the people around us 
with God’s mercy, and we be-
gin to appreciate how much he 
loves them, cares for them, and 
wants full life for them—for all 
of us!

Decades ago Christian singer 
Noel Paul Stookey (formerly of 
Peter, Paul, and Mary) record-
ed a gentle song called “Tender 
hands, softest eyes.” It captures 
some parts of Jesus’ teaching 
here beautifully. Tender hands 
and soft eyes become instru-
ments of blessing that transmit 
the grace of God. 

“Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. Blessed 
are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” —Matthew 5:7-8

Matthew 5:7-12 FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 11

TENDER MERCY, PURE HEART

Lord, free me to receive 
your mercy, and purify 
my heart to share your 
grace everywhere. Amen.



Jesus’ teaching here at the end 
of the Lord’s Prayer might be 
confusing. It almost sounds as 
if we have to earn God’s for-
giveness by forgiving others. 
But we also know that through 
faith in Jesus, we are already 
forgiven by God (Acts 2:38; 
Romans 3-8). So we need a 
different kind of thinking here.

Think of an old kitchen sponge 
that hasn’t been used for a long 
time. When you put it under 
the tap, the water runs right 
over the sponge. But if you set 
the sponge in a bucket of  water 
for a few minutes, it softens 
and becomes usable again.

Our hearts can be like that too. 
When we hold onto resent-
ments and bitterness, nursing 
our anger, we can become as 
hard as a rock, and God’s grace 
for us will be like water running 
over a rock. It doesn’t soak in.

But when we are open to forgiv-
ing others, we become soft like 
a moistened sponge. The Lord’s 
deep grace soaks in and satu-
rates our hearts, and we become 
available to share his grace. Just 
as a wet sponge moistens other 
things when it touches them, we 
can share grace, helping to wipe 
others’ dirt away as we forgive 
others. As Colossians 3:13 puts 
it, “Forgive as the Lord forgave 
you.”

Dying to our accumulated re-
sentment, anger, and bitterness 
softens our hearts to receive 
God’s amazing grace and to 
share it freely with others.

“If you forgive other people when they sin against you, your 
heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive 
others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”   
 —Matthew 6:14-15

Matthew 6:9-15 SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 12

CONTAGIOUS FORGIVENESS

Soak my heart, Lord, in 
the depths of your abun-
dant grace and mercy, that 
I may overflow with grace 
and mercy for  others. For 
Jesus’ sake, Amen.



The concept of peace here is 
based on the meaning of the 
Hebrew word shalom. Shalom 
refers to a way of life in which 
justice, peace, goodness, right-
ness, and flourishing abound 
for all people. This is life as 
God intends it to be, in which 
everyone lives in harmony with 
God and with their  neighbors.

Jesus came to bring and restore 
us to peace with God (John 
16:33; Romans 5:1). And now 
we are invited to be peace-
makers together with Jesus. 
Just as he is the Son of God, so 
we become children of God as 
we join in his mission of peace-
making. 

Shalom-making involves every-
thing we do—in our work and 
play, in the way we handle our 
finances, in all our relation-
ships with family, friends, and 
neighbors. Shalom guides us 
to build unity across racial dif-
ferences, break down barriers 

that keep people in poverty, 
call for legislation that helps life 
to flourish, and point to God’s 
way of living that brings full life 
for all, including care for God’s 
 creation.

Christian worship often closes 
with a blessing of peace on 
the people who are gathered, 
so that they may go out to 
share God’s peace with others 
(Numbers 6:24-26):

“The Lord bless you and keep 
you; the Lord make his face 
shine on you and be gracious 
to you; the Lord turn his 
face toward you and give you 
peace.” 

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of 
God.” —Matthew 5:9 

Matthew 5:9-12 SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 13

PEACEMAKING

Renew me, O Lord, with 
your peace that surpasses 
understanding, that I may 
be a peacemaker in all I 
do, following Jesus’ exam-
ple. For his sake, Amen.



When we read this story, we 
might wonder, How could Jesus’ 
followers in the early church 
find joy in being persecuted for 
their faith? And what kinds of 
persecution do Christians face 
in our world today?

As we can imagine, persecu-
tion was not something that 
Jesus’ followers wanted. But 
because they understood that 
Jesus is God and wants all of 
us to have full life forever with 
him, they were willing to stand 
against authorities who taught 
otherwise, even if that meant 
they would be persecuted and 
perhaps even executed for 
having faith in Jesus.

In some parts of the world to-
day, Christians still face severe 
persecution and even death 
for their faith. And in other 
societies, where religious free-
doms are allowed (as in North 
America), there can be subtle 

pressures and persecution as 
well for people who seek to 
live for Jesus.

If we seek to love everyone 
around us in Jesus’ name, if we 
mourn over brokenness, and 
we hunger and thirst for righ-
teousness, and we aim to share 
God’s peace/shalom in every 
way, we are not going to fit in 
with the mainstream of society 
where we live. Persecution can 
arise wherever our values and 
lifestyle focus on Christ and 
contradict the mainstream. But 
in Jesus’ name we are encour-
aged to keep doing good so 
that others will see it and praise 
our Father in heaven (Matthew 
5:16). Results like these brought 
Jesus’ followers joy, and we can 
experience that too.

Lord, help us to honor you 
in all we do, bringing praise 
to your name. Amen.

The apostles left .  .  . rejoicing because they had been counted 
worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name [of Jesus].  
 —Acts 5:41

Matthew 5:10-12; Acts 5:17-42 MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 14

BLESSINGS IN PERSECUTION?



My mother was a teenager dur-
ing the Nazi occupation of the 
Netherlands (1940-45). A girl 
next door died when a bomb 
hit her home. A Jewish family 
with young children across the 
street were taken away, and 
they all died in the Holocaust.

At 16, my mother was often 
sent out on a bike to get milk 
at a farm outside their city. On 
one trip, she was stopped by a 
German soldier at a checkpoint, 
and she realized she was look-
ing into the eyes of a scared 
16-year-old boy forced into 
service. She said, “When I saw 
how young and how scared he 
was, I learned for the first time 
in my life just a little of what it 
means to love your enemies.”

Though I have never had to 
live in those kinds of condi-
tions, I have experienced hat-
ing others and wishing them ill, 

and I’ve struggled with Jesus’ 
command to love my enemies. 

I’ve noticed that when I hate 
others, I easily feel proud and 
self-righteous. I find myself 
think ing, “They have done or 
said these horrible things, and I 
would never do that. They are 
inferior.” I’ve also learned that 
this kind of attitude undermines 
all of Jesus’ teaching about lov-
ing God and neighbor. 

Recognizing the ugliness of my 
own attitude doesn’t automati-
cally lead me to love my en-
emies, but it begins to put that 
sinfulness to death. I begin to 
realize that I too am sinful and 
in need of forgiveness.

“Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 
that you may be children of your Father in heaven.”  
 —Matthew 5:44-45 

Matthew 5:38-48 TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 15

LOVING OUR ENEMIES

Lord, when any hatred for 
others lives in me, please 
forgive me and help me 
to care about their souls, 
loving them as you do. 
Amen.



Perhaps you have had a time 
when it felt like no one in the 
world understood what you 
were going through or why 
you were doing something.

That also happened to Jesus, 
and in this situation his family 
“went to take charge of him.” 
They must have thought Jesus 
was no longer able to live on 
his own—and they might have 
been embarrassed by him and 
for him. They wanted to take 
him home, perhaps to keep 
him protected and away from 
the public eye.

Mark tells us that when Jesus’ 
family arrived at the place 
where he was teaching, they 
couldn’t get into the house, 
so they sent a message inside 
to say they were looking for 
him. And Jesus’ response was 
probably confusing, at least at 
first: “Who are my mother and 
brothers? .  .  . Whoever does 

God’s will is my brother and 
sister and mother.” 

I try to imagine Jesus’ mother, 
Mary, processing this event. 
Before Jesus was born, an angel 
had said that this child would 
be the Savior, the Son of God 
(Luke 1:31-35). Her heart 
must have been wrenched!

Here again we see the kind of 
living that Jesus calls us to. He 
is focused on the will of God 
the Father. His family doesn’t 
understand, so they think he is 
out of his mind. In fact, they are 
the confused ones; they have 
replaced the Father’s will with 
their own wills. But like Jesus, 
we are called to serve God 
first, even when others think 
we are out of our minds. 

When his family heard about this, they went to take charge of 
him, for they said, “He is out of his mind.” —Mark 3:21

Mark 3:20-31 WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 16

SERVING GOD FIRST

Lord, help us to know 
your will for our lives, and 
grant us the courage to 
live for you. Amen.



Have you ever noticed that 
when you turn on a powerful 
light in a bright, sunlit room, 
you hardly notice that the light 
is on? But when you light a tiny 
candle in a dark room at night, 
you can see so much more 
than you could before. Light 
makes a difference according 
to when and where it is used.

My father-in-law was a pastor 
who continued ministering to 
others until the final days of his 
life. On the wall of his room he 
posted a simple proverb that 
summarized his life and lega-
cy: “It is better to light a candle 
than to curse the darkness.”

Everywhere we turn in today’s 
world, we can see and hear 
loud voices cursing the dark-
ness. Anger and accusation are 
commonly accepted ways of 
speaking out, often with half-
truths and even blatant lies.

What are Christ-followers to 
do in such a time? We are 

called to light candles: offer-
ing words of encouragement; 
living out Jesus’ kind of meek-
ness when manipulation and 
deception are often used to 
wield  power godlessly; work-
ing to help  others, advocating 
for them openly as well as serv-
ing  quietly behind the scenes.

Last year I entered semi-retire-
ment, and I am amazed to find 
so many retired people (and 
younger ones too!) sharing 
light. They are teaching refu-
gees, tutoring kids, mentoring 
teens, working with street peo-
ple. An 85-year-old woman, 
for example, leads a group of 
young, single moms and she 
said to me, “As long as I have a 
pulse, I have a purpose.”

Jesus, light of the world, let 
your light shine through 
us to break the hold of 
darkness. Amen.

“Let your light shine before others, that they may see your good 
deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.” —Matthew 5:14

Matthew 5:13-16 THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 17

LIGHTING A CANDLE



Salt and yeast have a number 
of things in common. Both 
come in tiny granules and are 
used for enhancing food. By 
the time the food is eaten, they 
have pretty much become in-
visible, but the contributions 
they make are very notice-
able. Yeast works well to make 
dough rise when you are bak-
ing bread, and salt is both a 
seasoning and a preservative.

Here Jesus is teaching us about 
quiet, behind-the-scenes work 
in the kingdom of God that 
can make a big difference in 
people’s lives.

I met a nurse who worked in 
a large city hospital. She was 
a fairly shy person who didn’t 
say much but loved her work, 
and she served with dedication 
and discipline. She told me 
that as she came off her shift 
one night at 11 p.m., a col-
league said, “I realized tonight 
that whenever I’m on the same 

shift as you, the work seems to 
go better. That surprised me 
because often I hardly even 
notice you are there.” To Jesus, 
though, that’s not surprising. 
When we live out our calling 
to be salt and yeast, we leave 
noticeable blessings behind. 

A well-to-do friend asked me 
to quietly pass along a sum of 
his money to a struggling fam-
ily in our church. They were 
greatly relieved and asked for 
the donor’s name so that they 
could say thanks. I urged them 
simply to thank God for the 
love and care they received.

Dying to the desire to be no-
ticed can leave behind power-
ful, unforgettable blessings.

“You are the salt of the earth.”   
 —Matthew 5:13

Matthew 5:13; 13:31-33 FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 18

QUIET, POWERFUL KINGDOM WORK

Thank you, Lord, for 
quiet, powerful kingdom 
work. May we serve you 
faithfully for Jesus’ sake. 
Amen.



Think about our world for a 
moment. Who could possibly 
bring justice to the nations?

Isaiah 42 speaks of this per-
son but doesn’t say who it is. 
Matthew 12:15-21, though, 
shows that Jesus is the one de-
scribed here. He is the one who 
brings justice. In the Bible, seek-
ing justice is the same as peace-
making (see Sept. 13). Shalom, 
the state in which everything in 
life goes the way that God in-
tends, is a state of total justice.

Seeking justice is central to un-
derstanding Jesus. In his teach-
ing and healing work, Jesus 
ministered to people who 
were sick, poor, foreigners, and 
outcasts. He overturned unjust 
social structures—between the 
rich and the poor, the powerful 
and the weak, the healthy and 
the sick, and more.

Micah 6:8 puts it this way: 
“What does the Lord require 

of you? To act justly and to 
love mercy and to walk hum-
bly with your God.”

Jesus’ followers did the same. 
Roman rulers observed Chris-
tians feeding the hungry and 
caring for the sick during epi-
demics, and declared, “See 
how they love one another!” 
Through the centuries, com-
munities of Jesus’ followers 
have built schools and hos-
pitals, abolished slavery, im-
proved health care, reformed 
criminal-justice systems, and 
much, much more.

Justice means dying to “just 
us” so that everyone may live 
more fully.

“Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom 
I delight; I will put my Spirit on him, and he will bring justice to 
the nations.” —Isaiah 42:1

Isaiah 42:1-4 SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 19

JUSTICE OR JUST US?

Lord Jesus, help us to 
serve you faithfully to-
day, bringing justice in 
your world—at home, in 
our communities, and be-
yond. Amen.



This chapter of the Bible has 
often been read at weddings. 
Its poetic description of love 
is so universal that people ev-
erywhere are encouraged and 
strengthened by its message. 

The word for “love” in this 
chap ter is the Greek word 
agape, which describes the 
deep est love we can imagine. 
This is pure, unconditional 
love, for which we would give 
up our life to save another. 
This kind of love is the truest 
expression of “dying to live.”

The apostle Paul explains here 
that love is more important 
than all the other things we 
can do. And if we do anything 
without love, it means nothing.

He also talks about knowing 
only “in part” and about some-
day knowing “fully.” In other 
words, there’s a lot we don’t 
know yet.

What does not knowing have 
to do with love? Two thoughts 
come to mind: (1) the older 
I get, the more I realize how 
much I don’t know; and 
(2)  the more certain I am of 
something, the freer I feel to 
judge others who don’t have 
the same certainty. The prob-
lem with that, of course, is that 
the freer I feel to judge, the less 
loving I become.

An 80-year-old woman said 
to me, “For most of my life I 
wanted to be right. Now I’ve 
finally realized that being lov-
ing is much more important.”

Now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see 
face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as 
I am fully known.  —1 Corinthians 13:12

1 Corinthians 13 SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 20 

LOVE AND NOT KNOWING

Lord, you know all things. 
We don’t. Help us to trust 
you to know what’s best, 
and to share your love 
with everyone for Jesus’ 
sake. Amen.



One of the first impulses that 
a young toddler learns is to re-
act with anger to a perceived 
injustice. “Not fair!” the child 
will yell, “That’s mine!” After 
attempting to calm down the 
frustrated child, the parent will 
often say, “You need to share. 
You’ve played with that for a 
long time. Now let someone 
else have a turn.”

The parent is giving the child 
a lesson in dying to live, giving 
something up in order to live 
life to the full. But that’s not all. 
The child is also being taught 
that it’s easy to react to a per-
ceived wrong with an angry 
tantrum, but it’s wiser to navi-
gate life as one who does not 
“shout or cry out.”

This passage in Isaiah is de-
scribing the wisdom of the 
quiet ness of Jesus’ ministry.

In the past several years, the 
world seems to have become 

a noisier, angrier place. The 
anonymity of social media, in-
creasing anxiety about a world 
whose problems seem out of 
control, and a great deal of 
changes in shared values have 
combined to generate a lot of 
heat and not much light. A few 
years ago I wrote a gentle op-
ed for a newspaper, describing 
what it meant for me to be a 
Christ-follower today, and the 
hatred that followed in online 
comments was overwhelming. 

That kind of response makes 
me want to shout, but when I 
remember the attitude of Jesus 
described here in Isaiah, I real-
ize that that urge needs to die. 
It’s better to act in a way that 
leads to restoring life. 

“He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.” 
 —Isaiah 42:2 

Isaiah 42:1-4 MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 21

THE QUIET PEACEMAKER

Quiet the noise inside me, 
Lord, that I may follow 
you with the day-to-day 
faithfulness of your Son, 
the Servant. Amen.



A church pastor shared what 
he had learned about the com-
munity he preached to every 
Sunday. He had learned that 
appearances can be deceiving.

The smiling woman in the 
sixth row was terrified that the 
medical tests she had last week 
would show that she had can-
cer. The father and son sitting 
expressionless behind her had 
argued on the way to church, 
and both were still fuming. The 
elderly widower toward the 
back worried that he would 
not have money for food that 
week. A woman singing heart-
ily in the third row was no 
longer sure she believed the 
words she was singing.

When I was younger, I thought 
the world had two kinds of 
people: normal ones and hurt-
ing ones—bruised reeds. Later 
a counselor taught me that 
there are no normal people.

Churches are communities of 
bruised reeds and smoldering 
wicks. Often there are folks in 
churches who pretend to “have 
it all together,” but no one’s life 
is free of trouble and struggle.

Yet Jesus, the Servant, gives us 
hope! “In this world you will 
have trouble,” he says, “But 
take heart! I have overcome 
the world” (John 16:33).

Some of my favorite times in 
church have been celebrations 
of communion, when I have 
seen in people’s eyes a long-
ing for the day when Jesus will 
return and “wipe every tear 
from their eyes. There will be 
no more death or mourning or 
crying or pain. . . .” (Revelation 
21:4). Lord, come quickly!

Lord, we are bruised 
reeds, smoldering wicks. 
Thank you for tending us 
with your care and grace. 
Amen.

“A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will 
not snuff out. . . .” —Matthew 12:20

Matthew 12:15-21 TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 22

COMMUNITY OF BRUISED REEDS



We hear a lot about burnout 
these days in the service pro-
fessions: social workers, teach-
ers, police officers, pastors, 
medical workers, and more. 
When your work focuses on 
serving people in distress, it’s 
difficult not to become dis-
tressed too. It can be unsettling 
to pour your heart and soul 
into helping others, and in the 
end to see little improvement 
and receive little gratitude.

With this in mind, we realize 
that Jesus is profoundly re-
markable: “In faithfulness he 
will bring forth justice; he will 
not falter or be discouraged till 
he establishes justice on earth.”

Are you faltering or discour-
aged, or are you supporting 
someone who is? You don’t 
need to be a service profes-
sional to experience burnout. 
Families often face wearying 
times. And working to love 
people in our communities 

who are grieving, dealing with 
broken relationships, or experi-
encing mental health struggles 
takes a toll on everyone. As 
our lifespans get longer and 
longer, more and more people 
are also serving as caregivers 
for elderly parents.

You and I are not Jesus; rather, 
we are called to be his follow-
ers. Because he does not falter 
or become discouraged, we can 
give ourselves permission to feel 
discouraged. And we can sur-
render our discouragement to 
him; we can let that part of us 
die too, and we can trust that at 
the right time (even a long time 
from now) we will be replen-
ished and able to continue serv-
ing as his followers again.

He will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes justice on 
earth. —Isaiah 42:4

Isaiah 42:1-4 WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 23

STICK-TO-ITIVENESS

Dear Jesus, when I am 
discouraged, fix my eyes 
on you and grant me 
the grace to be restored. 
Amen.



Sometimes I worship with a 
congregation in a maximum 
security prison. The good 
news of God’s grace moves 
powerfully and deep in that 
congregation. The worship 
often includes testimonies of 
changed lives. The preaching 
hits straight to the heart, mix-
ing humor with seriousness. 
The singing is passionate, even 
boisterous, led by the musi-
cally skilled jailhouse band. 
Worshipers from every race 
come together in unity to pray, 
praise, and be ministered to.

These verses from Luke 4 re-
mind me of that community. 
And while many of the wor-
shipers there have life sen-
tences, as I think about Jesus’ 
words “to proclaim freedom 
for the prisoners,” I realize that 
these worshipers are truly free! 
Their eyes shine with gratitude, 
their voices let loose in praise, 
their hands reach out to one 

another in tangible expressions 
of the communion of saints. 

Every worship service ends 
with the community forming a 
large circle, holding hands, and 
singing, “My friends, may you 
grow in grace and in the knowl-
edge of our Lord and Savior. 
. . . To God be the glory. . . .” 

Pondering why the worship 
blessings there are so rich, I am 
drawn to the phrase “proclaim 
the year of the Lord’s favor.” I 
realize how easily I like wor-
ship to match “my favor.” And 
I have learned that the saints in 
that prison are my role mod-
els for worship, for living out 
Jesus’ declaration of free, new 
life. Thank you, brothers!

“The Spirit of the Lord .  .  . has anointed me to proclaim good 
news . . . and . . . the year of the Lord’s favor.” —Luke 4:18-19

Luke 4:14-21 THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 24

SIGNS OF HOPE

Jesus, thank you for pro-
claiming the Lord’s favor, 
and for the free, new life 
it brings. Amen.



Jesus’ invitation to be yoked 
with him may seem puzzling. 
A yoke pairs two oxen side by 
side so that they can pull to-
gether to get hard work done. 
That raises a couple of ques-
tions: (1) How can we possibly 
fit into a yoke designed to fit 
Jesus? and (2) What does this 
work have to do with “rest,” 
being “easy,” and a “burden 
[that] is light?” What kind of 
invitation calls people who are 
“weary and burdened” and 
offers them a yoke that puts 
them to work?

Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase 
of this passage in The Message 
may help: “Are you tired? 
Worn out? Burned out on re-
ligion? Come to me. Get away 
with me and you’ll recover 
your life. I’ll show you how 
to take a real rest. Walk with 
me and work with me—watch 
how I do it. Learn the unforced 
rhythms of grace. I won’t lay 

anything heavy or ill-fitting on 
you. Keep company with me 
and you’ll learn to live freely 
and lightly.”

The yoke fits easily on us, be-
cause it fits Jesus perfectly, and 
he’s shaping us to become 
like him. Inside the “unforced 
rhythms of grace,” even the 
line between work and rest is 
blurred.

Are you weary? Take on the 
partner-yoke and let the one 
who is “gentle and humble in 
heart” be your yoke-teacher. 

“Take my yoke upon you and learn from me . . . and you will 
find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is 
light.” —Matthew 11:28-30

Matthew 11:28-30 FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 25

PARTNERED WITH JESUS

Dear Jesus, yes, I am 
weary. Place your grace-
shaped yoke on me, that 
I may find rest in working 
alongside you. Amen.



What does Jesus mean by say-
ing we need to “change and 
become like little children”? 
One clue we have here is that 
Jesus is responding to the ques-
tion “Who is the greatest in the 
kingdom of heaven?” And he 
replies, “Whoever takes the 
lowly position of this child is 
the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven.”

In the books about Jesus and 
his disciples (Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John), we find that 
the disciples often argued over 
which of them was greatest; 
they seem to have been a com-
petitive group. And they were 
thinking of greatness in terms of 
leadership, knowledge,  power, 
influence, and other things.

So Jesus is telling his disciples 
that they need to change their 
attitudes about greatness and 
become lowly and humble like 
little children. Jesus’ followers 

need to die to their selfish am-
bitions and realize that, just as 
little children depend on par-
ents and caregivers, we are all 
totally dependent on God for 
all our needs and future living.

Here’s another thought. A man 
in his sixties said, “Last week 
my four-year-old grandson said 
he wanted to be a firefighter 
when he grew up. I replied, 
‘And when I grow up, I want 
to be a four-year-old boy.’ My 
grandson stared at me with 
wide, wondering eyes.”

Have you looked around 
at God’s world with “wide, 
wondering eyes” lately? That’s 
something I long for when I 
hear the call to change and be-
come like a little child.

“Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little chil-
dren, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  
 —Matthew 18:3

Matthew 18:1-5 SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 26

GROWING UP TO BECOME A CHILD

Lord, please give us the 
humility and wonder of a 
child as we seek to live for 
you each day. Amen.



As we wrapped up a small-
group Bible study one night, I 
suddenly realized I had been 
privileged to see Jesus in the 
lives and hearts of each person 
in the room. Our little group 
was beautifully ordinary: a 
cranky retired schoolteacher, a 
struggling artist, a discouraged 
young man, others, and my 
wife and I, who were navigat-
ing our way with three young 
adopted children. Really? This 
is where Jesus lives?

I realized that it was in the or-
dinariness and even the weak-
nesses of our shared lives that 
the presence of Jesus shone 
through. The cranky school-
teacher could be impatient and 
critical, but beneath her crusti-
ness shone a heart of gold that 
quietly paid for several needy 
students to study at a Christian 
graduate school. The artist stum-
bled with her words but spoke 
eloquently with her paintbrush. 

The young man, who had been 
abused as a child, had found a 
safe place to weep openly about 
his wounds. 

The fact that believers in Christ 
are being built together into a 
dwelling in which God lives is 
one of the great mysteries of 
life in Christ. The Lord of the 
universe, who flung countless 
galaxies into being, is present 
as his children gather in his 
name! Jesus stands with us in 
the messiness of our lives. He 
once said to the apostle Paul, 
“My grace is sufficient for you, 
for my power is made perfect 
in weakness” (2  Corinthians 
12:9). That’s the kind of  power 
that shows up when God 
makes his dwelling among us.

Thank you, Lord, for 
dwelling among and in 
us with your abounding 
grace that is made perfect 
in our weaknesses. Amen.

In him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in 
which God lives by his Spirit. —Ephesians 2:22 

Ephesians 2:13-22 SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 27

WHERE GOD LIVES



In my first year of teaching I 
had a high school student who 
refused to hand in any work 
unless it was perfect. She was 
a bright and dedicated student, 
but she failed the course be-
cause so much work was not 
handed in. I sat down with 
her and her mother, and we 
discussed her paralyzing per-
fectionism. Then we made 
 arrangements for her to retake 
the course as an independent 
study, and she passed with fly-
ing colors.

It can be easy for us to fall into 
a similar perfectionism in fol-
lowing Jesus. A voice within 
us can convince us that if we 
are not following Jesus per-
fectly, we are sinning. We need 
to die to tendencies like that 
because we will continue to 
struggle with sin even though 
we are already saved through 
Jesus’ sacrifice for us. We have 
to trust that God will continue 

to work in us even though we 
aren’t always sure how to do 
what God is leading us to do.

For example, my wife and I 
help with a refugee resettle-
ment ministry, and we have 
been excited and honored to 
meet amazing people from all 
over the world. But we work 
at this with some “fear and 
trembling” because we are not 
experts and we keep learning 
about different cultures and 
intercultural sensitivity. Even 
so, as we stumble our way into 
new relationships, our new 
friends have always received 
us with grace and gratitude.

Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for 
it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his 
good purpose. —Philippians 2:12-13 

Philippians 2:1-13 MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 28

STUMBLING TOWARD THE KINGDOM

Thank you, Lord, for 
walking with stumblers 
like us; steady our fear 
and trembling, and work 
through us to bring your 
love to others. In Jesus, 
Amen.



These verses from Psalm 139 
remind us that while each one 
of us is a beautiful creation of 
the Lord, there are also offen-
sive ways inside us that need 
to be dealt with.

After the fall into sin (de-
scribed in Genesis 3), we hu-
man beings continue to live as 
precious works of the Creator 
while also needing to be re-
deemed from sin and broken-
ness. So in his great and amaz-
ing love for us, God sent his 
Son, Jesus Christ, to pay the 
price for our sin and to give us 
new life forever with him. And 
now the Spirit of God lives in 
us, guiding us to become like 
Jesus. He leads us “in the way 
everlasting.”

The apostle Paul describes it 
this way: “I no longer live, but 
Christ lives in me” (Galatians 
2:20), giving us one of the 

clearest statements in the Bible 
about dying to live.

The fact that we are fearfully 
and wonderfully made—and 
remade—leads to some of the 
most glorious announcements 
in Scripture, like this one: 
“You are a chosen people, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
God’s special possession, that 
you may declare the praises 
of him who called you out 
of darkness into his wonder-
ful light. Once you were not 
a people, but now you are the 
people of God; once you had 
not received mercy, but now 
you have received mercy” 
(1 Peter 2:9-10). 

Thank you, Father, Son, 
and Spirit, for your gifts 
of creation and redemp-
tion. Continue to search 
us and to lead us in your 
way ever lasting. Amen.

I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made. . . . 
Search me, God. . . . See if there is any offensive way in me, and 
lead me in the way everlasting. —Psalm 139:14, 23-24

Psalm 139 TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 29

WONDERFULLY MADE—AND REMADE 



The word lavish doesn’t occur 
very often in the Bible, so its 
use here in 1 John 3 is striking: 
“See what great love the Father 
has lavished on us  .  .  .  !” This 
is where our salvation begins: 
with the overwhelming, over-
flowing love of God.

John then continues by con-
trasting what is now (“we are 
children of God!”) with what 
will be: “we shall be like him, 
for we shall see him as he is.” 
And this describes the finished 
project, the good work in us 
that God is bringing to comple-
tion (Philippians 1:6). Now we 
see “only a reflection as in a 
mirror” (1 Corinthians 13:12), 
but when we see Christ as he 
is, we shall be like him.

“All who have this hope in 
him purify themselves, just as 
he is pure,” says John. Hope 
in Jesus is the bridge, the link 
between the love lavished on 
us now and becoming like him 

when he appears. This is love 
that is determined to bring us 
home. This hope is not wish-
ful thinking; this is active hope, 
purifying hope—that is, hope 
that surrenders to the purify-
ing fire of the Spirit of God as 
he burns away every part of us 
that is not pure and good.

It’s a good habit to look back 
over each day, give it up to 
God, and pray some words 
like these:

We know that when Christ appears, we shall be like him, for we 
shall see him as he is. —1 John 3:2

1 John 3:1-3 WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 30

REFINED TOWARD WHOLENESS

Lord, use your purify-
ing fire to burn away the 
parts of me that hurt and 
dishonor you and others. 
Help me to die to those 
things so that I can really 
live, filled with the whole-
ness of Jesus. Thank you, 
Lord, for the good work 
you have begun in me. 
Keep purifying me each 
day. Amen.



october
Jacob: Changed by God’s Grace

Joel Vande Werken

Jacob is one of my favorite people in the Bible. But I don’t think I 
would have liked him much if I had met him early in his life. He was 
cunning, manipulative, and crafty. He acted out of self-interest and 
didn’t think much of others. But God loved him, and the book of 
Genesis shows how God pursued and softened Jacob’s heart until 
he eventually understood that God’s blessing comes by grace alone.

That truth changed Jacob’s attitude toward God and others. And 
that’s a lesson we all need to learn. Our individual challenges and 
sins may not be the same as Jacob’s, but they are just as much in 
need of Christ’s transforming power. We all deeply need the assur-
ance that God will save us. And by his grace, all who believe in Jesus 
Christ, God’s Son, as Savior will be changed to enjoy full life with 
him forever.

Joel Vande Werken has been a pastor since 2007, serving churches 
in Sussex, New Jersey, and in Whitinsville, Massachusetts. He and his 
wife, Brandie, have four young children.



Heavenly Father, when 
we are frustrated by the 
conflicts of life, help us 
to watch for your work 
in our hearts. Heal our re-
lationships with others—
and especially with you. 
Amen.

As a parent of four children, I 
see my share of sibling rivalry. 
Thankfully, my children’s strug-
gles so far have been minor 
misunderstandings between 
kids who mostly love each 
 other. But, as a pastor, I know 
that family conflict is a source 
of stress and deep pain for 
many people.

The Bible portrays Jacob and 
Esau’s rivalry as starting even 
before birth. Jacob was born 
“grasping Esau’s heel.” His very 
name describes his tendency to 
nip at the heels of his brother.

But as we will see, Jacob’s re-
lationship with Esau reflects 
his struggle with God as well. 
Though he might think his big-
gest struggle is with his broth-
er, Jacob will eventually learn 
how much he “grasps at the 
heels” of whatever he thinks 
will bring him some advan-
tage. Jacob spends a lot of time 
chasing God’s favor rather than 

simply receiving God’s mercy 
and blessing.

We have much to learn from 
Jacob. Even when family rela-
tionships are healthy, we find 
ourselves jostled by the strug-
gles of life. We tend to “grasp 
at the heels” of whatever we 
believe will fulfill us.

For this reason we need to ask 
Rebekah’s question: “Why is 
this happening . .  . ?” And we 
need to listen for God’s invita-
tion to see him at work, chang-
ing our hearts to receive his gift 
of mercy in Christ.

The babies jostled each other within her, and she said, “Why is 
this happening to me?” —Genesis 25:22

Genesis 25:19-26 THURSDAY, OCTOBER 1

START OF A STRUGGLE



As Jacob grew up, his life be-
gan to take a very different 
course from that of his brother, 
Esau. Not only did Jacob and 
Esau have different interests 
and personalities, but their par-
ents’ favoritism likely fueled 
their sibling rivalry. And in the 
back of Jacob’s mind, there was 
probably often a reminder of 
God’s response to Rebekah—a 
prophecy saying that “the 
older [brother] will serve the 
younger” (Genesis 25:23).

Have you ever been frustrated 
by the feeling that you were 
not getting what you deserved? 
Knowing that God intended to 
bless him, Jacob took steps to 
secure that blessing for himself. 
And Esau, whose hunger for 
soup overruled his common 
sense, cooperated by selling his 
birthright.

Perhaps like Jacob, we often 
see God’s blessing as some-
thing we should have—or may-

be even deserve—and we think 
we need to seize it or  secure it 
by making some kind of deal 
or bargain. But blessings from 
God are an undeserved gift. 
They cannot be purchased for 
any price other than the blood 
Christ gave for us on the cross. 
Yet as Jacob’s story will show 
us, it can take a lifetime to set 
aside our human tendency to 
struggle against the work of 
God and to receive his love as 
a gift.

Pray that God’s Spirit will be-
gin to help you learn that les-
son today.

Gracious God, we often 
try to seize for ourselves 
what you delight to offer 
as a gift. Help us to look 
today to Christ, who has 
already paid the price 
of your blessing for us. 
Amen.

Genesis 25:27-34 FRIDAY, OCTOBER 2

A POT OF SOUP

Jacob replied, “First sell me your birthright.”   
 —Genesis 25:31



Today’s story brings us to a de-
cisive moment in Jacob’s life. 
Isaac has grown old, and he 
is nearly blind. And now he 
intends to pass along his bless-
ing to Esau as the firstborn, 
including special blessings and 
promises from God. So Jacob 
is spurred to action by his 
mother.

Jacob rightly senses the po-
tential for disaster: What if his 
mother’s plan doesn’t work? 
What if his father discovers the 
lie?

But Jacob goes along with the 
plot anyway, and the result will 
be painful for everyone.

The story leaves us with a 
deeper question: Can a per-
son really scheme their way 
into God’s gifts of prosperity, 
success, and honor? Despite 
his misgivings, Jacob is willing 
to try. But he is not the only 
one. We too can ignore our 

conscience when we think that 
maybe our best bet is to cut 
corners, to stretch the truth, 
or to subtly undermine others. 
Like Jacob, our main concern is 
often only that we should get 
what we want, no matter how 
we go about it.

But the Bible reminds us that 
the blessing of a relationship 
with God cannot be gained 
by manipulation. Honor and 
prosperity in God’s sight can 
only be a gift. All other efforts 
will set us on a painful course 
until we learn to live by grace 
through the Lord’s work.

Genesis 27:1-13 SATURDAY, OCTOBER 3

PLOTTING A DECEPTION

Heavenly Father, what 
an awesome promise it is 
that you desire to bless us! 
Forgive us for wanting to 
scheme our way into your 
grace, and show us instead 
how to rest in Christ. In 
his name, Amen.

“I would appear to be tricking him and would bring down a 
curse on myself rather than a blessing.” —Genesis 27:12



Who is Jacob? In this passage, 
he pretends to be his brother, 
Esau, in order to receive his fa-
ther’s blessing, which includes 
special promises from God. 
Twice he blatantly lies to his 
father about his identity. He 
also lies about God helping 
him on a hunt that never hap-
pened. We can imagine Jacob 
nervously waiting while his fa-
ther eats, knowing that in just a 
short time Esau will return and 
these lies will be revealed.

Jacob was clearly a deceiver, 
adding one lie to another to 
trick his aged father. Jacob even 
faked the way he smelled, and 
that “smell of a field” reminded 
Isaac of God’s blessing. Jacob 
wanted to portray himself as 
someone worthy of his father’s 
approval, but he was not yet 
someone who could be trust-
ed with the gifts of abundance 
and blessing that God had 
promised.

But are we much different? 
Don’t we often lie about our 
identity—to others and to our-
selves? Thinking that God will 
be impressed with our achieve-
ments, we dress ourselves in 
the claim that we’re pretty 
good people. We lie about our 
own sins and the harm we do 
to others. And we too do not 
(yet) “smell” like the One who 
has received God’s blessing 
(see 2 Corinthians 2:15).

Who are you? Only in Christ 
can we admit our true identity: 
a deceiver, a sinner in need of 
grace. Be honest with God to-
day, and receive his grace and 
forgiveness.

Father, forgive us for try-
ing to deceive you and to 
cover our true identity as 
sinners. You know who we 
are. Forgive us, for Jesus’ 
sake, that we may receive 
your blessing. Amen.

Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau your firstborn.”  
 —Genesis 27:19

Genesis 27:14-29 SUNDAY, OCTOBER 4

DECEIVER



Jacob’s deception got him his 
father’s blessing. But it also 
damaged the relationships he 
had with the people around 
him. Today’s reading drives 
home the tragedy of Jacob’s 
deception. Jacob’s brother, 
Esau, now plans to kill him 
 after their father has died.

Again Rebekah steps in to ad-
vise her younger son. “Run!” 
she says, in effect; “go to live 
with my brother’s family far 
away.” She even offers a ratio-
nale to Isaac: there are no po-
tential marriage partners here 
(see also Genesis 26:34-35). 
This is an attempt to make it 
sound like she is concerned 
about maintaining the family’s 
faith in God, but Rebekah is 
using this as an excuse to avoid 
dealing with the deadly break-
down in her sons’ relationship.

It is important, of course, to 
have a marriage founded on 
a shared love for God. And 

we don’t know what violence 
Esau might have done if Jacob 
had stayed. But even legiti-
mate concerns should not be-
come an excuse to run from 
the effects of our own sins. We 
all have a tendency to devise 
“cover stories” to keep up ap-
pearances and make ourselves 
look better than we are.

Thankfully, God’s Spirit can 
work in us even when we try 
to run away. God pursued 
Jacob, and he will pursue us 
until his redeeming work in us 
is complete. Thanks be to God!

Genesis 27:41-28:5 MONDAY, OCTOBER 5

RUNNING AWAY

Faithful God, we confess 
our preference to run 
away rather than to ad-
mit our own deceitfulness 
and sin. Pursue us, Lord. 
Change us to become 
like Jesus, we pray, by the 
Spirit’s power. Amen.

Rebekah . . . said . . . “Now then, my son, do what I say: Flee at 
once to my brother Laban in Harran.” —Genesis 27:42-43



When Jacob arrives at Bethel, 
he is a broken young man. 
Supposedly he has inherited 
the covenant blessings from 
his father: the promise that 
God will be with him, give him 
a great name, and make him 
a blessing to all nations (see 
Genesis 12:1-3; 28:3-4). But as 
he goes to sleep that night, he 
is alone and discredited—hard-
ly a candidate to bless anyone, 
much less all peoples on earth.

But that night, in his dreams, 
Jacob catches a surprising 
glimpse of the God who has 
far more in store for him 
than he has ever understood. 
The text points out that this 
 occurred in “a certain place,” 
so this was not some imaginary 
or dreamed-up location. And 
here, in this ordinary place on 
the earth, Jacob sees a stairway 
reaching from earth to heaven, 
an open passageway to God. 
And God assures Jacob that all 

of his covenant promises will 
be fulfilled.

Has God ever met you in an 
ordinary, unexpected place? 
Sometimes we, like Jacob, 
imagine that we need to work 
harder, feel more holy, or 
storm heaven to seize God’s 
promises. And, like Jacob, we 
find that our efforts leave us 
broken and alone.

But God reminds us that we 
don’t need to build a stairway to 
get to heaven. In Jesus, he has 
constructed a way for broken 
people to return to him (see 
John 1:51). Will you let God sur-
prise you with his grace today?

God of heaven, what a 
great promise you give us! 
Help us today to see your 
grace to sinners, including 
us. Bring us to Jesus, who 
alone opens the gates of 
heaven to us. Amen.

“Surely the Lord is in this place, and I was not aware of it.” 
 —Genesis 28:16

Genesis 28:10-22 TUESDAY, OCTOBER 6

A STAIRWAY TO HEAVEN



When you’ve made a mess of 
your life, you need a safe place 
to land.

After a long journey, Jacob, 
running for his life, arrives at 
the home of his uncle. These 
are “his” people, his mother’s 
family. This, surely, should be 
a good place to begin rebuild-
ing his life. The fact that God 
had guided him to this spot—
and Laban’s warm welcome—
must have reassured Jacob. He 
would have a home away from 
home.

Perhaps “your” people are a 
group of friends to whom God 
has led you, people who will 
stick with you through good 
times and hard times. Perhaps 
you’ve made a mess of your 
life, but God has led you to 
find reliable support in a recov-
ery group or even in prison. 
Sometimes God graciously 
pro vides us safe places, as he 
does for Jacob, so that we can 

begin growing and rebuilding 
our lives.

But the most important change 
God works in our lives is not 
in our circumstances or our lo-
cation; it is in our hearts. God 
may sometimes grant a re-
prieve from the effects of our 
sin. But as Jacob will learn, God 
continues to pursue us until we 
rest in his grace alone.

The only place to truly be at 
home is at the cross of Christ, 
where sins are forgiven and 
messed-up lives are made new. 
Won’t you flee to Jesus today?

Holy Spirit, thank you for 
providing places of tem-
porary refuge in the midst 
of our harried lives. Keep 
directing us toward the 
true rest that is in Christ 
alone. Amen.

Laban said to him, “You are my own flesh and blood.”  
 —Genesis 29:14

Genesis 29:1-14 WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 7

HOME AWAY FROM HOME



Jacob’s stated purpose in flee-
ing to Harran was to find a 
wife (Genesis 28:2), and it 
did not take him long to fall 
in love. Jacob’s polygamy and 
some other marriage customs 
described here may be foreign 
to many of us today, but they 
were not unusual in Jacob’s 
day. The fact that they are in-
cluded in the Bible does not 
mean God approves of them; 
it simply means that God 
can work to redeem people’s 
hearts even through existing 
cultural realities.

On the night of his wedding, 
Jacob the deceiver is himself 
deceived. In the morning he 
finds that he is married to 
Leah instead of Rachel. Laban 
has played a nasty trick, and it 
will hurt his daughters as well 
as Jacob. But Jacob’s favorit-
ism will also take a toll, setting 
the stage for resentment and 
bitterness that will plague his 
family for a long time.

It is easy to see the wrong in 
others. Jacob is quick to name 
Laban’s fault. But Jacob seems 
to miss the fact that only a 
short time earlier, he had com-
mitted a similar sin against his 
own father and brother.

We are responsible for the sin-
ful ways we act, and we are 
more like Jacob than we might 
like to think. We get irritated 
when others sin against us, but 
we are quick to justify our own 
wrongdoing. Thankfully, God 
kept working on Jacob—and 
he keeps working on our hearts 
too.

Heavenly Father, we eas-
ily ignore our own sins, 
but we get upset when 
others sin against us. Help 
us to see our hearts as 
you see them and to for-
give others as you forgive 
us. Amen.

Jacob said to Laban,“. . . Why have you deceived me?”  
 —Genesis 29:25

Genesis 29:15-30 THURSDAY, OCTOBER 8

THE DECEIVER IS DECEIVED



Sometimes God humbles us by 
putting us in situations beyond 
our control.

For Jacob, this humbling began 
with his own family. His uncle 
tricked him into a marriage with 
Leah, whom he failed to love, 
creating a rivalry with Rachel 
for his affection. Nowhere was 
this rivalry felt more strongly 
than when Leah began having 
children. Any struggle with in-
fertility can be deeply painful, 
and Rachel reacted with pre-
dictable bitterness.

While Jacob rightly points out 
that it is beyond his ability to 
ease Rachel’s pain, his response 
is one of anger. Like many of 
us, Jacob is accustomed to lean-
ing on his own ability to solve 
problems. But his inability to 
help Rachel frustrates him, and 
it leads him to frustrate and 
hurt the people around him. 
Confidence in our own abili-
ties often does that.

But Jacob’s words are truer 
than he knows: “Am I in the 
place of God  .  .  . ?” While he 
has not yet fully grasped this 
truth, these words reveal a 
growing awareness that Jacob 
is not God. Life is beyond his 
control.

We can be frustrated—and we 
can frustrate others—when we 
find ourselves in situations out-
side of our control. Or we can 
admit that we are not God, 
and we can begin to embrace 
his gracious care for us.

Almighty God, all good 
things come from you 
alone. We confess our ten-
dency to take things into 
our own hands, frustrat-
ing ourselves and  others. 
Teach us to depend on 
you alone, for Jesus’ sake. 
Amen.

When Rachel saw that she was not bearing Jacob any children, 
she became jealous of her sister. —Genesis 30:2

Genesis 29:31-30:2 FRIDAY, OCTOBER 9

FAMILY MATTERS



Near my home is a billboard 
that promises rich wages for 
working from home. Adver-
tisements like that can be ap-
pealing because most of us 
want to find easier ways to 
make an income.

Laban knows that Jacob has 
helped him to grow prosper-
ous. So he convinces his neph-
ew to stay and work a while 
longer, and Jacob comes up 
with a cunning way to calcu-
late his wages. He asks Laban 
for the speckled and spotted 
sheep of his flocks, and these 
were likely thought of as the 
smaller and weaker ones. 
This seems innocent enough, 
but apparently Jacob has also 
devised a way to build up a 
larger, stronger herd through 
unusual breeding practices.

In a sense, Jacob is a resource-
ful businessman with a diligent 
work ethic. But his story also 
reveals a tension to which 

many believers are prone 
when they pursue success by 
worldly standards. Though 
Jacob acknowledges that bless-
ing comes as a gift from God 
(v.  30), his behavior suggests 
that he believes he also needs 
to manipulate his way into 
God’s blessing.

There is no “get rich quick” 
scheme in God’s plan—for 
Jacob or for us. But we do have 
the gift of God’s unmerited fa-
vor in Christ, which leads us to 
do our work “for the Lord, not 
for human masters” (Colossians 
3:23-24). May Jesus’ finished 
work inspire you to faithful ser-
vice for God and others in the 
coming week.

Lord, you have provided 
all that we need for life and 
salvation. Help us to rest in 
your grace as we serve you 
and others. Amen.

So the weak animals went to Laban and the strong ones to 
Jacob. —Genesis 30:42

Genesis 30:25-43 SATURDAY, OCTOBER 10

BUSINESS MATTERS



How do you respond when 
life is disappointing or difficult? 
Do you stay and face your 
struggles, or do you turn and 
run?

Responding well to life’s chal-
lenges is a complicated subject, 
of course. Jacob begins prepar-
ing to leave for home because 
of a revelation from God. But 
then he sneaks away without 
telling his uncle about his plan 
to leave. Sometimes even our 
obedience to God is tainted 
with our own tendencies to sin 
and our reactions to fear.

But in the midst of his fear and 
uncertainty, Jacob begins to 
understand something of the 
faithfulness of God. He hears 
again the voice of “the God 
of Bethel,” reminding him of 
that night long ago when God 
showed Jacob—the runaway 
with nothing to his name—a 
stairway to heaven. Now again, 
even in the midst of another 

scheme, Jacob is reminded that 
God’s favor comes as a gift.

The apostle Paul explains that 
our desire to do good is always 
frustrated by our sin (Romans 
7:18-25). And when we are 
sinned against, we tend to re-
spond in sinful ways. We run 
away from our disappoint-
ments, and we become resent-
ful and mean-spirited when we 
face difficulties.

Still, God faithfully pursues 
us with his loving presence. 
He reminds us of the way to 
heaven, the finished work of 
Jesus, which covers even our 
misguided efforts to follow 
God’s ways.

“I am the God of Bethel. . . . Now leave this land at once and go 
back to your native land.” —Genesis 31:13

Genesis 31:1-21 SUNDAY, OCTOBER 11

ON THE ROAD AGAIN

Loving God, thank you 
for pursuing us and send-
ing Jesus to rescue us 
from sin. By your Spirit, 
may we learn to live for 
you. Amen.



Jacob was angry and took Laban to task.   
 —Genesis 31:36

Genesis 31:22-44 MONDAY, OCTOBER 12

PARTING WAYS 

Most of us learn early, even as 
young children, that there are 
difficult people in the world 
who cannot be trusted. Jacob’s 
uncle Laban was a person like 
that. While Jacob’s flight from 
Harran is somewhat devious, it 
becomes more understandable 
after we hear what life was like 
for Jacob in Laban’s household.

Even so, Jacob himself was 
not innocent. Though he had 
suffered in many ways at his 
uncle’s hands, Jacob himself 
also lived by trickery. We see 
too that Rachel could be de-
ceptive. She stole her father’s 
“household gods” but man-
aged to cover that up by lying 
to her father.

As twenty years of pent-up bit-
terness against Laban comes 
out, Jacob makes an important 
statement: “If the God of my 
father .  .  . had not been with 
me  .  .  .” In small ways, Jacob 
is beginning to recognize his 

need for God’s presence, his 
inability to manipulate things 
for his own advantage.

Has God used Laban’s injustice 
to reveal Jacob’s own sin?

Contentious people can be un-
pleasant to deal with, but God 
can use such people to remind 
us of his patience and mercy 
toward us. God did more than 
offer us a truce; his Spirit re-
mains with us to protect us 
from the effects of others’ 
sins—and our own.

Do you see God’s grace in 
your life today?

Protect us, almighty God, 
from the designs of peo-
ple who would harm us. 
Save us also from our 
own deceptive ways, for 
the sake of Jesus. Amen.



Fear can be a powerful force in 
our lives. For much of his life, 
Jacob had tried to act as a per-
son in control, someone who 
could figure his way out of any 
hard place. After he success-
fully navigated his recent awk-
ward encounter with Laban, 
we might think he would have 
felt confident in his abilities.

But now, as reports suggested 
that Esau, his brother, was 
coming to meet him with 400 
men (an army?), Jacob was ter-
rified. What more could he do 
to save himself? For the first 
time, we hear him praying the 
desperate prayer of a man who 
knows he can do nothing apart 
from God’s help and power.

We often imagine that we have 
the resources to deal with any 
problem that might come our 
way. Perhaps we even say that 
we depend wholly on God’s 
power, but we so often live as 

if our efforts and our know-
how are what really matter.

When we face a situation we 
cannot control, we realize that 
we cannot rescue ourselves 
from our deepest fears. We 
cannot preserve our health. We 
cannot redeem our reputation. 
We cannot reconcile our bro-
ken relationships. We cannot 
save ourselves from our sin. 
We can depend only on the 
grace and power of God.

Have you come to the point of 
desperate prayer? As powerful 
as fear is, God’s grace in Christ 
is far more powerful. Praise 
God for his amazing grace!

Gracious God, I am un-
worthy of your kindness 
and faithfulness. Forgive 
and rescue me, Lord. I 
trust myself to you alone, 
for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

In great fear and distress Jacob divided the people who were with 
him into two groups, and the flocks and herds and camels as 
well. —Genesis 32:7

Genesis 32:3-21 TUESDAY, OCTOBER 13

FEAR



One of the hardest things for 
any of us to do is to admit 
our faults. It’s much easier to 
tell ourselves that life’s prob-
lems come from outside, from 
the people or circumstances 
around us. Sure, we’re not per-
fect—but who is? So we hide 
our sins from ourselves.

Jacob had become very good 
at hiding. Throughout his life, 
he had been a schemer. He 
knew how to manipulate peo-
ple to get his way. But finally, 
in this strange wrestling match, 
God forced Jacob to recognize 
who he was.

In the Bible, names are a big 
deal. A name says something 
about a person’s identity and 
character. The name Jacob 
means “deceiver” (see Genesis 
25:26). And in this story Jacob 
has to admit to himself and 
God, “Yes, that is who I am.”

Who are you? God asks the 
same question of each of 
us—not because he wants to 
embarrass us, but because he 
longs to redeem us. When we 
come to God, when we admit 
our sin and our need for God’s 
grace, God gives us a new 
identity in Christ.

Jacob may have walked away 
from his wrestling match with 
a wound, but when God does 
the wounding, it is always for 
our good. And from that day 
onward, Jacob began to live 
with a new identity, one given 
by grace.

May we do the same.

“I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.”  
 —Genesis 32:30

Genesis 32:22-32 WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 14

A NEW NAME

Thank you, God, that you 
pursue and confront us 
until we recognize our sin 
and our need for you. We 
confess our guilt. In your 
grace, give us a new iden-
tity in Christ. Amen.



Twenty years had passed since 
Jacob and Esau had seen each 
other. Back then, Esau had 
threatened to kill his brother, 
and Jacob had fled for his life. 
We can understand that the 
idea of meeting again made 
Jacob nervous, especially since 
Esau came with 400 men.

But while Jacob is afraid and 
still trying to control the situ-
ation (vv. 1-3, 8), we can see 
that something has changed in 
him. He is more humble and 
realizes that his gift cannot ulti-
mately win Esau’s favor. Quite 
possibly, Jacob’s struggles with 
Laban have helped him to 
 realize the great wrong he had 
done to his brother long ago. 
He now acknowledges that all 
that he has comes only from 
God, by grace, and he recog-
nizes that he needs grace from 
Esau if they are to reconcile.

Many of us have strained re-
lationships with family mem-

bers, friends, or others we have 
wronged. Perhaps we recog-
nize the need for reconciliation 
but aren’t sure how to go about 
it. But relationships are always 
by grace. We cannot control 
how others respond to us; we 
can only show grace and enjoy 
the grace shown to us.

In a similar way, our sin has 
 ruined our relationship with 
God, and no amount of 
scheming on our part can re-
store us. But in Christ we find 
the unexpected and merciful 
embrace of God. And for this 
we can only give thanks and 
enjoy God’s grace shown to us.

Gracious God, thank you 
for receiving and restoring 
your wayward children—
for embracing me—for 
Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him. . . .   
 —Genesis 33:4

Genesis 33:1-17 THURSDAY, OCTOBER 15

BROTHERS AGAIN



Sometimes we don’t fully un-
derstand an event until we 
have the wisdom of hindsight.

Many years earlier, as he fled 
for his life, Jacob had expe-
rienced a vision of God at 
Bethel (Genesis 28:10-22). He 
had heard God’s promise to 
watch over him wherever he 
would go. Then later, while re-
turning to his homeland, Jacob 
again encountered God and 
received a new identity: Israel, 
“one who wrestles with God” 
yet receives blessing (Genesis 
32:22-32).

Now both experiences come 
together as Jacob leads his fam-
ily back to Bethel for a time of 
worship and renewal before 
God. Previously Jacob’s expe-
riences of God were solitary 
and personal. Now he shares 
his testimony of God’s faithful-
ness with his household, calling 
them to wrestle with repen-
tance and faith too.

Perhaps you, like Jacob, have 
had a long and roundabout 
journey with God. Maybe you 
always sensed that God was 
there, but then in hindsight 
you have seen how faithful 
God has been. In spite of our 
sins and scheming ways, God 
always proves ready to forgive 
and bless anyone who comes 
humbly before him, receiving 
their new identity given by 
grace through Christ.

If you have met God and ex-
perienced his faithfulness, are 
you ready to share the story of 
his grace? Invite others to join 
you in worship and service to 
the faithful God today.

Lord, give us a sense of 
wonder so that we may 
comprehend your faith-
fulness to us. Renew us, 
Lord. In Jesus’ name, 
Amen.

“I will build an altar to God . . . who has been with me wherever 
I have gone.” —Genesis 35:3

Genesis 35:1-15 FRIDAY, OCTOBER 16

NEVER LEFT ALONE



Jacob had experienced renew-
al in his relationship with God, 
but that did not mean life be-
came easy for him. In the first 
years after his return home, 
Jacob experienced grief from 
the deaths of his beloved wife, 
Rachel, and of his father, Isaac.

Death is a reality for everyone 
living in this world. Even our 
closest human relationships 
cannot be shielded from its 
power. Perhaps, as you read 
this, you have an empty place 
in your life left by the death of 
a loved one.

Grief is natural, even for peo-
ple who have put their hope in 
God. It signifies that the person 
who has died was important 
to us.

But grief does not have the last 
word. Jacob continues to live 
in the hope of God’s promise, 
and he experiences the com-
fort of human relationships as 

he shares the grief of Isaac’s 
death with his reconciled 
brother.

But God has given even greater 
hope for believers who follow 
Christ. Because Jesus has died 
and risen again, we trust that 
God will also raise those who 
have died with faith in Christ 
(1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). We 
may grieve, but we grieve as 
those who move forward in 
the hope of God’s promise.

May that hope be yours today 
as well.

Father God, give us hope 
in the face of death. 
Comfort all who grieve 
and sorrow, and sustain 
us with the confidence 
of your promise through 
Jesus Christ. Amen.

Rachel died and was buried on the way to Ephrath.  
 —Genesis 35:19

Genesis 35:16-20, 27-29 SATURDAY, OCTOBER 17

DEATH AND MOURNING



We live in an increasingly 
mobile world today. Brothers 
and sisters, parents and chil-
dren  often live in very differ-
ent  places. This can happen 
because we settle in a place 
after attending college there. 
Or perhaps we move to start a 
new job. But sometimes fami-
lies go in different directions 
because of hurt and heartache.

Esau and Jacob had had a 
rocky relationship. At one 
point, Esau had wanted to kill 
his younger brother (Genesis 
27:41). Although they had 
reconciled and joined together 
in grief over their father’s death 
(Genesis 33:4-5; 35:29), the 
Bible’s portrayal of the rivalry 
between their descendants 
(see Numbers 20:14-21) sug-
gests that the brothers’ rela-
tionship remained somewhat 
strained. So it’s not surprising 
that they would go separate 
ways.

Settling in different places al-
lowed both Jacob and Esau to 
enjoy material prosperity. But 
Esau moved away from his 
brother in another, more cru-
cial way. By taking his wives 
“from the women of Canaan,” 
Esau signaled his ambivalence 
toward Jacob’s God. The real 
tragedy of Esau’s move is not 
the distance from his brother 
but his distance from God.

Our mobile society offers chal-
lenges to maintaining family re-
lationships. But even more im-
portant is the need to help one 
another seek God’s saving grace 
in Jesus Christ. May we encour-
age one another never to move 
away from that blessing.

Esau took his wives and sons and daughters . . . and moved to a 
land some distance from his brother Jacob. —Genesis 36:6-7

Genesis 36:1-8 SUNDAY, OCTOBER 18

SEPARATE WAYS

Faithful God, you bless 
us in so many ways. Help 
us to remain close to one 
another—and especially to 
you. In Christ, Amen.



As he settled down in the land 
God had promised, Jacob’s 
struggles within his own fam-
ily intensified. Rachel, Joseph’s 
mother, had always been 
Jacob’s favorite wife (see 
Genesis 29:30). And that fa-
voritism now began to affect 
the next generation. Joseph 
is the new favorite, and his 
dreams reveal an arrogance 
that irritates not only his broth-
ers but his father as well. This 
irritation would later bear trag-
ic fruit in the family.

Sometimes our past sins reap-
pear just when we think we 
have begun to settle and grow 
in our life before God. Perhaps 
we thought we had left behind 
our marriage struggles, our an-
gry exchanges with a coworker, 
or our struggles with addiction. 
We have been encouraged by 
the work of God’s Spirit in our 
life. Yet we discover that we 
still have moments of struggle 

and temptation, and we some-
times return to the same old 
sins in our lives.

The Bible is not a story about 
spiritual superheroes who have 
“arrived” in their walk with 
God. It is God’s story of work-
ing in people’s lives, redeeming 
and restoring them to whole-
ness for the sake of Christ.

What’s more, we have a Savior 
who understands all our 
temptations and struggles (see 
Hebrews 4:15). God would 
continue to work for Jacob’s 
redemption, and he will con-
tinue to work for our salvation 
as well.

Heavenly Father, help us. 
Our sins and weaknesses 
sometimes keep such a 
grip on us. Be merciful to 
us, redeem us, and make 
us whole for Jesus’ sake. 
Amen.

Israel loved Joseph more than any of his other sons. . . .  
 —Genesis 37:3

Genesis 37:1-11 MONDAY, OCTOBER 19

FAVORITISM



The problems in Jacob’s fam-
ily ran deep. Never dreaming 
how much his other sons hated 
their brother Joseph, Jacob sent 
his favorite son on a simple 
mission to see how things were 
going with the family livestock. 
This gave the brothers an op-
portunity to take revenge on 
Joseph, and they covered up 
their crime by convincing their 
father that a wild animal had 
killed his favorite son.

Jacob did not know he had 
been deceived, but his life 
was forever changed by this 
tragedy. As many grieving par-
ents have experienced, the loss 
of his son consumed Jacob’s 
thoughts. Indeed, nearly twen-
ty years will pass before we 
hear any more about Jacob.

Sometimes God allows us to 
come to a place of confusion, 
where the road forward seems 
unclear. Whether it stems from 

the death of a loved one, as it 
did for Jacob, or from some 
other tragedy in our lives, we 
find ourselves in seasons of 
waiting and wondering, con-
fused about God’s purpose in 
it and how it could work out 
for good and bring him glory.

Do you find yourself fighting 
the kind of despair that Jacob 
felt in his grief? Know that God 
is not finished with your story. 
His own Son “learned obedi-
ence from what he suffered” 
(Hebrews 5:8), and we too, 
with Jacob, can learn to wait 
on God’s grace.

O God, teach us to “be 
strong and take heart and 
wait for the Lord” (Psalm 
27:14). When we struggle 
to understand your ways, 
assure us of your love in 
Jesus. Amen.

They took the ornate robe back to their father and said, “We 
found this. Examine it to see whether it is your son’s robe.” 
 —Genesis 37:32

Genesis 37:12-36 TUESDAY, OCTOBER 20

CONFUSION AND GRIEF



More than two decades had 
now passed since Joseph was 
sold into slavery in Egypt. 
Jacob still thought that Joseph 
was dead, and much had hap-
pened in the life of this family, 
as well as in the life of Joseph 
(see Genesis 39-41). But now, 
a great famine had come over 
the land, and only Egypt had 
the resources to help keep 
people alive. So Jacob was 
 focused on food, and he had 
no idea of the great family dra-
ma that would play out when 
he sent his sons to buy grain.

But God knew. All through the 
twists and turns of this drama, 
God was working to restore 
Jacob’s fractured family life.

Joseph, who was now a major 
ruler in Egypt, would test the 
character of his brothers, and 
God would help their father, 
Jacob, learn more about his 
helplessness in the face of life’s 

circumstances. Jacob would 
also learn more about God’s 
life-giving faithfulness.

Where might God be teach-
ing you to watch for his work 
in unexpected places? The 
divine drama of redemption 
sometimes plays out in circum-
stances we can hardly imagine. 
In grace, God teaches us that 
we cannot maneuver around 
our own sins and shortcom-
ings. But God has provided 
the Savior to restore us so that 
by following Jesus we too may 
“live and not die.”

When Jacob learned that there was grain in Egypt, he said to his 
sons, “. . . Go down there and buy some for us. . . .”  
 —Genesis 42:1-2

Genesis 42:1-20 WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 21

GOD’S TEACHING PROCESS

Faithful God, thank you 
for always working for our 
good and for your glory. 
Teach us to trust you, to 
acknowledge your lead-
ing, and to learn to find 
our life in Jesus. Amen.



More than anything else, Jacob 
wanted to hang on to his ability 
to control life. He spent much 
of his adult life seeking to ma-
nipulate things and get his way. 
But here, his world was spin-
ning out of control. He thought 
Joseph was dead. And now his 
son Simeon was held captive 
in Egypt. And for some reason 
all the silver used to pay for the 
grain was back in everyone’s 
sack! All that Jacob could think 
about now was that he might 
also lose his son Benjamin.

So Jacob does what many of 
us would do: in the face of in-
creasing threats, he tries to hold 
on tighter to what he has. But 
God has a way of confronting 
us with the limits of our abili-
ties. We do not find happiness 
and peace by being in control 
of our circumstances; we find 
these blessings by letting go 
and entrusting ourselves to 
God.

Jacob thought that everything 
was against him. But God, who 
gave his own Son to restore 
lost sinners to himself, prom-
ises that he will “also, along 
with [Jesus], graciously give us 
all things” (Romans 8:32). God 
strips us of the things we often 
hold so tightly so that we may 
learn to receive his blessings 
by grace rather than trying to 
grasp them for ourselves.

When you can’t hold on tight 
enough to what you have, re-
member God’s promise to hang 
on to you (John 10:28-30).

“Everything is against me!”   
 —Genesis 42:36

Genesis 42:18-38 THURSDAY, OCTOBER 22

HOLDING EVEN TIGHTER

On our own, Father, we 
cannot stand even for a 
moment. The world, the 
devil, and our own flesh 
are against us. But you are 
always for us in Christ. 
Strengthen us, for Jesus’ 
sake. Amen.



Jacob has reached the end of 
his rope. For most of his life, 
he has been fighting. He has 
used up a lot of resources and 
personal energy in trying to 
guarantee that he will receive 
God’s blessings, that things will 
turn out in his favor.

Being confronted with our 
limits is not a fun experience. 
Jacob’s cry here is one of res-
ignation, not of trust in God’s 
providence. But when Jacob 
runs out of options for working 
in his own strength, he finally 
discovers the grace of God.

Perhaps you’re discovering 
how powerless you are to con-
trol your spouse or your chil-
dren, or to push past others at 
work. Maybe you’ve tried and 
failed again and again to beat 
an addiction or a temptation 
that won’t go away, or you fear 
punishment for a sin that is 
catching up with you. Perhaps 
you realize that you have been 

trying to “pay God off” with 
your good deeds in the hopes 
that he will give you what you 
want in life.

Where are you “stuck”? Being 
confronted with limits can be 
a gift of God’s grace because it 
teaches us that we cannot save 
ourselves. And once we learn 
that important truth, we can 
begin to trust God’s providen-
tial care and his saving work 
through Jesus.

Holy Spirit, confront us 
with our limits. Let us see 
how much we need the 
saving grace that comes 
from Jesus. Teach us to 
trust not in ourselves but 
in Christ alone. Amen.

“If it must be . . .”   
 —Genesis 43:11

Genesis 43:1-14 FRIDAY, OCTOBER 23

RESIGNATION



Jacob had sent his sons to 
Egypt with fear and trembling. 
Though he had been promised 
God’s blessing, he also felt the 
weight of pain and loss that had 
built up in his life. We can imag-
ine that Jacob spent long days 
during his sons’ absence re-
flecting, worrying, and perhaps 
praying for a safe return. And 
although the Bible tells us the 
remarkable story of the broth-
ers’ reunion and reconciliation 
with Joseph (Genesis 43:15-
45:15), their father knew none 
of that until their return.

Waiting is sometimes a key 
part of God’s work in us. But 
then come moments of revela-
tion when it is suddenly clear 
that God has been up to some-
thing all along.

That happens to Jacob as he 
hears his sons’ account of their 
interactions with Joseph, and 
as he sees the carts and provi-
sions that Joseph has sent from 

Egypt. Jacob suddenly has the 
courage to set aside twenty 
years of mourning for his lost 
son, to leave the comfort of a 
land that was home, and to set 
out on a new journey in faith.

God delights to give his chil-
dren good gifts. The death of 
Jesus on the cross is followed 
on the third day by the glori-
ous news that Jesus is alive and 
that his resurrection means re-
newed life for all who put their 
faith in him (Acts 4:10-12).

Wait on God’s timing, trust in 
Christ’s work, and receive from 
him the gift of unexpected joy.

Lord, open our eyes to see 
your work in us. Convince 
us that your grace is real 
and that you supply hope 
and healing in Jesus for all 
our disappointments and 
challenges. Amen.

Israel said, “I’m convinced! My son Joseph is still alive. I will go 
and see him before I die.” —Genesis 45:28

Genesis 43:15-16; 45:1-7, 16-28 SATURDAY, OCTOBER 24

UNEXPECTED JOY



In his old age Jacob now be-
gins one more journey. Many 
years earlier, Jacob had fled 
his homeland in fear; now he 
leaves in the hope of a joyful 
reunion with a son he had 
thought was dead. But this 
journey also requires him to 
leave the land God has prom-
ised to him (Genesis 35:12). 
This journey will take him to 
Egypt, a place of danger for 
his father and grandfather 
(Genesis 12:10-20; 26:2). Can 
God be involved in this unex-
pected change of plans?

It is to Jacob’s credit that he 
begins this journey with wor-
ship—for even if a plan seems 
appealing to us, it will not suc-
ceed if it does not honor God. 
Though his own son had in-
vited him to come and stay in 
Egypt, Jacob also surely knew 
of God’s warning that his de-
scendants would be mistreat-
ed in a foreign land (Genesis 

15:13). For this reason, God’s 
assurance is vital to his journey.

Perhaps it seems that God has 
placed you on a journey you 
did not expect: a new career, a 
new home, a challenging situ-
ation that stretches your faith. 
Hear today the great assurance 
that Jacob heard: “Do not be 
afraid. .  .  . I will go .  .  . with 
you.” God, who lived among 
us and journeyed with us 
in the flesh of his Son (John 
1:14), will redeem and bless 
even the unexpected journeys 
of all who trust in him.

Lord, sometimes you send 
us to unexpected places 
in life. Give us wisdom 
to discern your leading 
in our journeys, and give 
us courage in knowing 
you are always with us, 
through Jesus, our Savior. 
Amen.

“Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into 
a great nation there.” —Genesis 46:3

Genesis 46:1-7, 28-30 SUNDAY, OCTOBER 25

ONE MORE JOURNEY



An old folk-hymn proclaims, “I 
am a poor wayfaring stranger, 
while traveling through this 
world of woe.  .  .  .” As Jacob 
settles once again in a place 
where he doesn’t really be-
long, he has the opportunity 
to reflect on how his whole life 
has been a sort of journey—a 
journey made difficult at times 
by the effects of his own sins 
and his desire to manipulate 
his way into God’s blessing.

Many of us could offer a simi-
lar assessment of our lives. Like 
Jacob, we want to make things 
work out our way. Like him, 
our self-centeredness and sin 
complicate our walk with God 
and others.

But God remains faithful. God 
isn’t most interested in Jacob’s 
geographic location. As the pa-
triarch looks back, he begins to 
see that his life has been a pil-
grimage, a series of temporary 
stops that have led him more 

deeply into God’s grace. This 
humility gives Jacob the ability 
to bless others in a way that he 
was not able to do when he 
lived mainly for himself.

Where is God leading you? 
When you look around at this 
“world of woe,” look also for 
ways in which God has used 
difficulties to make his work in 
you clearer. And give thanks 
that all who humbly journey 
with Christ can look forward 
to their true home with him, 
received by grace.

In the hymn “Amazing 
Grace” we sing, “Through 
many dangers, toils, and 
snares I have already 
come.” Your grace, O 
God, is the only reason 
we have come safely thus 
far; thank you for your 
promised grace to lead us 
home. In Jesus, Amen.

“My years have been few and difficult, and they do not equal the 
years of the pilgrimage of my fathers.” —Genesis 47:9

Genesis 47:5-12 MONDAY, OCTOBER 26

REFLECTIONS OF A PILGRIM



There comes a time in life 
when we need to know where 
our true home is. For many 
years, Jacob was a wanderer. 
Even when he settled in a 
place for many years, he did 
not think of himself as being 
at home (Genesis 29:25). And 
when he finally thought he 
had come home, he was again 
uprooted by his long-lost son’s 
invitation to move to Egypt.

It would have been under-
standable for Jacob to give up 
hopes of having a home and 
to let circumstances determine 
where he focused his energy. 
But instead, as he prepares 
to die, he summons his son 
Joseph and extracts a solemn 
promise. In effect, Jacob tells 
his family, “Never forget where 
home is.” Instead of merely liv-
ing in the moment, he calls at-
tention to God’s promises and 
to God’s ongoing work that 

goes beyond the present cir-
cumstances.

Often we fall into the trap of 
settling in a place where God 
hasn’t finished working in us. 
We settle for keeping up ap-
pearances or living “the good 
life” instead of reflecting on 
the ways God is redeeming us 
from sin and self. But our ulti-
mate home is not in a  vision 
for our future that says we’ve 
“arrived” in life. We have been 
created to belong to our Savior, 
Jesus Christ, who has prepared 
a home for us (John 14:2-3).

Do you know where home is?

“Do not bury me in Egypt. . .”   
 —Genesis 47:31

Genesis 47:28-31 TUESDAY, OCTOBER 27

LONGING FOR HOME

Lord Jesus, thank you 
for giving yourself for us 
so that we can have the 
home you have prepared 
for us. May our lives re-
flect that our true home is 
with you. Amen.



As Jacob enters the last days of 
his life, he has the opportunity 
to think about what he has 
learned in a lifetime of encoun-
ters with God. He can look 
back at the pain of life, both 
from his own sin and from cir-
cumstances around him. But 
he can also look back and see 
God’s faithfulness throughout 
his life.

This same Jacob had once tried 
to manipulate life so that only 
good, and nothing bad, hap-
pened to him. He tricked his 
brother and father, and then 
later his uncle, into doing 
things his way. But something 
has changed now as he looks 
back. We no longer see a fear-
ful, anxious, grasping man. We 
see instead an awareness that 
God has been at work in his 
life the whole time.

And it is out of this awareness 
that Jacob blesses others. He, 
of course, knows the tradition 

that older sons would receive 
the greater share of the fam-
ily blessing. But he crosses 
his arms to switch things up 
again. Jacob isn’t confused, as 
Joseph assumes. Rather, he has 
learned that God doesn’t work 
exactly how we want him to—
and that is for our good.

Can you say, with Jacob, that 
God “has been my shepherd 
all my life to this day”? His 
grace may sometimes come 
unexpectedly, but God will al-
ways work for our good.

Israel reached out his right hand and put it on Ephraim’s head, 
though he was the younger. . . . —Genesis 48:14

Genesis 48:1-20 WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 28

SEEING WITH EYES OF FAITH

Lord, we sometimes sing, 
“I know not why God’s 
wondrous grace to me he 
has made known. . . .” But 
as we see your character 
and goodness, Lord, may 
we, like Jacob, claim you 
as our shepherd, for Jesus’ 
sake. Amen.



Last words are always impor-
tant. Being aware of the short-
ness of life can often focus our 
conversations on the most im-
portant things.

Jacob’s parting words to his 
sons are recorded in Genesis 
49:3-27. Though some parts 
of this chapter may seem ob-
scure to us now, we can see 
how Jacob assesses his sons’ 
character and that he offers 
some rebuke and correction 
as well as some encourage-
ment and hope. His words are 
described as a “blessing,” a gift 
that should call each of these 
sons to seek a deeper relation-
ship with God.

As a final instruction, Jacob 
 issues details about his burial. 
This is an expression of confi-
dence that the land God had 
promised to Abraham would 
someday be the home of 
Jacob’s descendants.

Through a lifetime of struggle, 
Jacob has seen how God has 
worked out his purposes and 
promises. And now, after re-
minding his family of God’s 
promises, he can die in peace.

The greatest blessing we can 
pass along to those who follow 
us is the assurance that God is 
at work in our lives to redeem 
us and restore us in Christ. 
Whether your remaining time 
on earth is short or long, have 
you considered how to share 
that legacy?

Holy Spirit, give us words 
to speak that tell of your 
grace and kindness de-
spite our sin. May our 
con versations speak of 
Jesus and his salvation, to 
the Father’s glory. Amen.

All these are the twelve tribes of Israel, and this is what their fa-
ther said to them when he blessed them, giving each the blessing 
appropriate to him.  —Genesis 49:28

Genesis 49:1-2, 28-33 THURSDAY, OCTOBER 29

LAST WORDS



In my ministry work, I’ve met 
a number of people who dis-
like funerals. They say that 
mourning the dead is a nega-
tive and distasteful experience. 
It reminds us that everyone is 
mortal; no one’s life will go on 
indefinitely.

A funeral, however, can also 
express the significance of a 
person’s life before God and 
others. Despite their father’s 
flaws, Jacob’s sons appear to 
have loved him. They honored 
him with all the pomp and cer-
emony of their adopted home 
in Egypt. But Jacob’s burial in 
his homeland is also an act of 
faith: it recalls his trust in God’s 
promise to give Israel’s descen-
dants a place where they could 
live securely before God (see 
Genesis 48:21).

Grief at a funeral appropri-
ately affirms that a person’s 
life meant something to us 
and to God. But we do not 

grieve as people who have no 
hope (1  Thessalonians 4:13). 
Believers who die in the grip of 
God’s grace die with the hope 
of living securely before God, 
and those who mourn have 
the same hope in Christ.

The good news of the Christian 
faith is that “death has been 
swallowed up in victory” 
(1  Corinthians 15:54). Death 
points to our helplessness to 
maintain life as we desire it, 
but it also recalls the resurrec-
tion of Jesus through which 
sin is forgiven and eternal life 
is given. May our funerals em-
brace this greatest of all hopes.

Father, you have said 
that death is an enemy 
(1  Corinthians 15:26), 
and we feel that. May we 
find hope in Christ and his 
resurrection always—espe-
cially in our grief. Amen.

So Jacob’s sons did as he had commanded them: They 
 carried him to the land of Canaan and buried him. . . .  
 —Genesis 50:12-13
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Many tombstones include an 
epitaph, a statement about a 
person’s life or character. We 
don’t know if there was an 
epitaph on Jacob’s tomb, but 
Hebrews 11:21 remembers 
him as one who lived “by faith.”

After Jacob’s death, his elder 
sons were afraid that Joseph 
would seek revenge for mis-
treating him (see Genesis 
37:12-36). After all, payback 
would be understandable. But 
Joseph told them, “God intend-
ed it for good. . . .”

When we live by faith, we see 
that “in all things God works 
for the good of those who love 
him, who have been called 
according to his purpose” 
(Romans 8:28). Joseph under-
stood that God can redeem 
even the worst of circum-
stances for good, to show us 
his salvation. In Egypt, Joseph 
had suffered difficult times as 
a person sold into slavery, but 

he also learned that God was 
with him. And God amazingly 
raised him up to be a ruler in 
Egypt at a time when people 
from many nations would 
need food because of a great 
famine. So he told his broth-
ers: “God intended it for good 
. . . the saving of many lives”— 

including their own.

The lives of Jacob and his de-
scendants show that God can 
redeem even difficult people. 
And this means God can re-
deem us too. We can know 
the grace and forgiveness that 
come from Christ’s work of sal-
vation. Have you experienced 
God’s grace? Let Jesus move 
your heart today from self- 
interest to faith in God, who 
uses all things for good.

“But God intended it for good. . . .”   
 —Genesis 50:20
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Lord and God, you 
changed Jacob into a hero 
of faith. Change me also, 
for Jesus’ sake. Amen.
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