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Introduction

Streams of Water, 40 Days of Devotions was written in the summer of 2003.  At that time, I had just completed the popular devotional book by Rick Warren called The Purpose Driven Life.  I was also in the very early stages of starting a church in Las Vegas called The Stream.  I felt led to develop a resource that would hopefully encourage people to spend daily time in God’s word and that would also help people to understand the vision and values of The Stream.  So I set out to write this devotional with these goals in mind.

As I write this introduction, The Stream (a church plant very much in its infancy with about 20 adults) is about to start going through these devotions together.  I’m really excited about this because I believe that God has called us to live out these core values as individuals and as a church.  I hope that this small group of people, including myself, will all benefit greatly from doing these devotionals together.  I also hope that this resource will be a tool that God will use over and over again in our church in the coming days to continue to impact others that he may bring to The Stream. 
This devotional deals with The Stream’s core values, but I believe that the devotional can be a blessing to any reader outside of this local church as well.  I say this because these values are Biblical values, and the devotions are all designed around passages from God’s word.  I hope that anyone who goes through this devotional will be impacted, challenged, and ultimately transformed by interacting with God’s word and by applying it to his/her life.   
May God transform your life by the power of his Spirit, love, grace, and truth!  My prayer is that he will do this now and in the days ahead.  May God’s kingdom come and his will be done!

Unto the King (1 Timothy 1:17),

Kevin J. Scott

Pastor – The Stream

January 2004
How to Use This Devotional

This devotional is meant to be a resource to help people to interact with and apply the Bible to their daily lives.  The devotional each day begins with a passage of the Bible, or a few verses, and ends with one or more application questions to consider.  To get the most out of this devotional it is best to do one devotional a day, each day, for all 40 days.  I challenge you to make a serious commitment to do this and to make this a priority for the next 40 days.  Ask God in prayer, even right now, to help you to make and keep this commitment.  Pray in your own words, or you can pray this:

“Father, I ask you to reveal yourself to me, to give me understanding of your word, and to show me what it means to live for Jesus Christ.  Impact my life, work in me, protect me, and help me to do these devotions over the next 40 days.  Help me to apply what I learn to my life and to live it out by the power of the Holy Spirit now and in the coming days.  I ask this in Jesus name, Amen.”
I would also highly recommend meeting at least once a week with a group of people (or at least one other person) who are (is) going through the devotional at the same time as you.  You can discuss any questions you have, share applications, pray together, and in general encourage one another in the process.  Spiritual growth tends to occur best in relationships, so interaction with others can be a huge benefit for you and for others.  
The Bible passages/verses are quoted in full at the top of the devotional.  I have used a few different Bible versions that I personally prefer:  The New American Standard Bible Updated Edition (NASB), The New International Version (NIV), and the English Standard Version (ESV).  This is not meant to imply in any way that these are the only legitimate translations, they are simply ones that I am most familiar with and prefer.  I would recommend using your own Bible, or getting one if you don’t yet have one, to go through the devotions.  I suggest turning to the passages listed at the top of each devotional in your Bible.  This will help you to see the context where the passage comes from and to get more familiar with your own Bible.  

I believe that you will also benefit greatly if you take a few extra moments each day to jot down your responses to the application questions.  You may want to do this on the back pages of each day’s devotional, or in a journal (this can be as simple as a little paper notebook).  Writing down your responses will help you to remember and apply what God is teaching you.  It will also help you to share with others what you are getting out of the devotional during the discussion time.  Other people that you may meet with will undoubtedly be encouraged by what you are learning and applying to your life, and it is very likely that they will also personally benefit from what you share with them!  Furthermore, by writing out your responses to the application questions you can even eventually look back at what you wrote down and hopefully be able to see how you have been impacted, grown, and made progress in living out what God is showing you. 

Have a great time seeking our Lord Jesus over the next 40 days!
The Centrality of God’s Word
Day 1 
 
Psalm 1:1-3
Day 2 
 
2 Timothy 3:16-17
Day 3

Psalm 119:160
Proverbs 30:5
John 17:17


Day 4

Hebrews 4:12





Jeremiah 23:29


Day 5

Psalm 19:7-11


Day 6

Matthew 7:24-27


Day 7

James 1:21-25


Day 8

Psalm 119:9-12


Day 9

Joshua 1:8
Day 1
How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers!  But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and in His law he meditates day and night.  He will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in its season and its leaf does not wither; and in whatever he does, he prospers.
 (Psalm 1:1-3, NASB)
Psalm 1 talks about two kinds of people.  There is the worshipper of God - the blessed man or woman, and there is the wicked person.  A worshipper of God does not live like the wicked.  The lifestyle of the worshipper of God is one that does not “walk, stand, or sit” (metaphors that are used to describe all aspects of a person’s life at all times) in the ways of the wicked.  You might say that this means an ongoing lifestyle (24 hours a day/ 7 days a week) of not living life like the wicked.  
In addition to what the worshipper of God does NOT do, there is something that the worshipper of God DOES!  The worshipper of God delights!  What does the worshipper of God delight in?  He or she takes pleasure in, finds joy in, finds happiness in, and treasures the law of the Lord.  The law of the Lord does not just mean just the rules in the Bible, or just the first part of the Old Testament.  “Law”, which here is from the Hebrew word “torah”, essentially means “instruction” or “teaching.”
  It means everything that God has taught us.  The teaching and instruction that God has given us is found in the Bible.  The worshipper of God treasures and cherishes God’s word – the Bible!
Not only does the worshipper delight in the law of the Lord, but the worshipper also meditates on it day and night.  To meditate on something is to think about it over and over again, it can be likened to a cow chewing its cud.  The idea here is not that a worshipper of God never thinks about anything else, what is meant is that he or she will often be reflecting on God’s word.  The word of God is valued in such a way that it is a major part of the worshipper’s life.  The word of God is central!  What is the result?  The result is that the worshipper is like a tree that is planted by streams of water.  
Recently my family went camping for a couple of nights in Zion National Park in Southwest Utah.  The Virgin River runs through the park and extends several miles along the highway to the south of the park.  In this dry southwest land it was easy to follow the path of the river for miles because the flourishing vegetation, and especially the trees, were visibly evident along the path of the river.  The vegetation and trees were bright green, more numerous, and undoubtedly stronger because they existed next to the water.  They didn’t wither like some of the other trees and vegetation in this dry region.
Delight in the word of God, meditate on it day and night, make it central to your decisions, actions, and to all of your life.  You will be like a tree by streams of water.
Day 1 Application:  Are you delighting in and meditating on God’s word?  In the next week, try to develop a goal and plan for daily Bible reading, study, and meditation.  Ask God to help you to accomplish your goal and ask a friend or group of friends to pray for you.  Stay in touch with your friend/group of friends on your progress.     
Day 2
All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:16-17, ESV)
All Scripture is God-breathed.  God is the source from which Scripture comes.  The implication of this is that all of Scripture is true.  God himself is truth, he is good, he does not lie, and his words are true.
  The Bible does not claim to contain all of the truth in the world.  For example, the Bible does not claim to be able to tell you all that you need to know about fixing your car, doing calculus problems, or performing brain surgery.  But what is found in the Bible, what it says comes ultimately from God, and it is true!  
Therefore the Bible is profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.  Do you want to know God?  Look in the Bible.  Do you want to know more about yourself?  Read the Bible.  Do you want to know what God’s will is – what he approves and does not approve?  Do you want to know how you should live?  The Bible is the place to look.  It will help you for every good work!  The Bible provides teaching for us about who God is, who we are, and what we should and should not do.  It corrects us and trains us – it is the standard for us to live by.  The Word of God, comes from God, it will help to guide us and make us competent for every good work.  
In the application for Day 1, I challenged you to develop a goal/plan in the next week for regular consistent Bible reading, study, and meditation.  You have an opportunity to learn from the perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful God!  He loves you, wants you to come to him, to know him, and to learn from him.
  But where should you start?  And how does one go about studying the Bible?  Well, entire books have been written on this subject, but let me give you some suggestions on where to start.  Below are some approaches to Bible study that have helped me.  I’m confident that these approaches will also help you! 
If the Bible is something pretty new for you, I would suggest starting out by reading to get “the big picture” to get a basic understanding of what the Bible is all about.  The first four books of the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, are a great place to start.  These books are called the gospels (“the good news”), because they tell about the life and ministry of Jesus.  The gospels tell about the life of Jesus and what he has done for us. When you complete the gospels, I suggest continuing by reading for “the big picture,” both in the rest of the New Testament and in the Old Testament.  Reading through the Bible in a year is a realistic goal that I suggest.  In 15-30 minutes a day of reading you can accomplish this goal.
  Before you read each day, ask God to teach you! 
If you are looking to deepen your understanding of Scripture, I would suggest doing inductive Bible studies.
  An inductive study involves looking at a shorter section of the Bible.  It can be as small as a few verses or as much as a chapter or two.  Bibles often have sections already listed, some even with headings that can help you in this regard.  A progressive systematic study through a book of the Bible, in which a section is done each day, can help you to follow the theme and message of what is being taught.  
A simple way to do an inductive Bible study is to think about doing three key things:  making observations of the passage, interpreting the meaning, and applying the passage.  When I was working in campus ministry, a staff member in our ministry had a catchy way of saying these three things to do in an inductive study. Ask the questions: “What?” (What does the passage say?), “So what?” (What does it mean?), and “Now what?” (How does it apply to me?  How does it apply to the world around me?  What should I do?)
Having a paper notebook to use as a journal, or a computer, to jot some notes down is recommended for doing an inductive study.  When I do inductive studies I begin with prayer, asking God to teach me and give me understanding from His Word, and then I write down some notes in three sections: observations, interpretations, and applications.
Observations (What?):  Here simply make observations about what the passage is saying.  Sometimes I will write out some of the key verses because it helps me to really think about and remember what is in the passage.  As you make observations try to find out what the main thought or theme is and be sure to consider the context – especially the context that is around this passage (the sections before and after it), but also consider the passage within the book, and even within the rest of the Bible.  For this reason, “big picture” reading is especially important – it helps you to understand the context.

Asking questions about the passage can be helpful to discovering more about it:
~ Who is in the passage?


~ What was taught? Or what events took place?
~ Where did it take place?  

~ When did it take place?
~ How did it happen? Or how is something said?  
~ Why was this done or said?
Depending on the passage, you may not be able to answer all of these questions.  However, finding the main thought, considering the context, and asking these questions are excellent tools to digging into the passage and learning about it.
Interpretation (So what?):  Now that you have observed what the passage is saying, consider what it means.  What do certain words in the passage mean?  Is there significance to anything about the people, the place, or the event within the context?  Are there other verses (cross-references) that can provide an understanding about the passage?  Try to grasp the meaning of the theme or main point(s) of the passage.
Application (Now what?):  In this section you are going to discover what you are going to take away from your study of this passage.  What does this passage teach you about your relationship with God?  What does it say about your relationships with people?  Is there something you need to do, stop doing, or begin to do?  How does it impact you?  How does it relate to the world around you?  This section is where the Bible is brought to bear on your own life!  You will find out how the Bible is profitable to your own life, how it can train you in righteousness, and equip you for every good work!  As you discover the applications, pray and ask God to help you to make them real in your life!
Day 2 Application:  What is your response to the statement that all scripture is God-breathed?  What impact does this make on your desire to read and study the Bible?  
Day 3
The sum of your word is truth, and every one of your righteous rules endures forever.
(Psalm 119:160, ESV)
Every word of God proves true; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him.
(Proverbs 30:5, ESV)
Sanctify them in the truth; Your Word is truth.
(John 17:17, NASB)
The Bible is true.  God himself is true, so wouldn’t his word be?  People today often challenge the concept that there is any absolute truth.  They may even state that the idea of the Bible being true is ridiculous.       
A very common view in our culture today is relativism.  Relativism states that, “moral right and wrong may vary fundamentally from person to person and culture to culture.”
  
Relativism comes across as emphasizing tolerance and basically says, “What is good for you is good for you, and what is good for me is good for me – each of us can decide what is right and wrong.”  Despite the popularity of relativism today, it is a philosophically flawed way of thinking.  
There are several problems with relativism.  For one, relativism entails that what is right in one group is wrong in another.
  If groups have differences in what they determine as right and wrong, than which groups count, or how many groups count or matter, in making moral judgments?  Would the majority view be the arbiter of right and wrong, the majority then determining what is right over the minority view?  The second problem with relativism is that there is no place for ethical or moral error.
  There is no place to judge anything that a person or a culture does as right or wrong!  A relativist, if being consistent with the viewpoint (which usually does not happen), cannot consistently call the genocide under Nazi Germany wrong!  Nor can someone who finds satisfaction in doing certain criminal actions be told that what he/she is doing is wrong.  A consistent relativist has to say: “that’s ok for you to hold your opinion and believe or do that.”  The third problem is that there is no place for moral and ethical reformers.
  Neither Abraham Lincoln nor Martin Luther King could oppose issues like slavery or argue for civil rights if everything is relative and there is no absolute truth.  
Another problem with relativism is that it is self-refuting.  Relativism argues against any objective moral norms that transcend all persons and cultures.  It says that there is no absolute truth.  But relativists will uphold relativism as the absolute truth!!!  If there is no absolute truth as relativists say, then relativism itself cannot be asserted as being true!
As mentioned above, relativists often try to emphasize the issue of tolerance.  Tolerance is appropriate in the sense of respecting people and treating people well.  But relativists state that there is no place for calling anything wrong – otherwise one is being intolerant.  Again there is a self-refuting problem.  In emphasizing “tolerance” in this way, the relativist is actually intolerant of any view that holds that certain things are wrong!  
Here is an example to try to explain this more.  In talking with someone who holds to relativism, ask: 
“Do you value tolerance?” (A relativist will say yes in the sense of meaning that there is no absolute right and wrong, therefore we should be “tolerant”).
“Then tolerance is ‘better’ than intolerance?”  (If they respond saying yes, then they have contradicted themselves because they just made a value judgment - a moral decision based on something as being “good” and “better.”)
“Then there really is a universal notion of the ‘good’ since you can’t have ‘better’ without a universal ‘good.’ 
“If you think tolerance is better and should be enforced, aren’t you imposing your values on others?” (Hopefully they will see the self-refuting nature of relativism and its emphasis on tolerance in the sense that nothing can be called wrong.)

 The Bible stands strongly opposed to relativism.  The Bible calls itself true – every word of God proves true!  Not a truth, not a partial truth, but the truth.  In John 17:17 Jesus prayed for his disciples and for us today who believe in Jesus to be sanctified (to be set apart, or made holy) in the truth.  God wants us to live in his truth and to make it central in our lives.  There is truth – you can know the truth – it is in God’s Word!      
Day 3 Application:  What kind of consequences do you think there could be if relativism is practically lived out in the world today?  Do you think that each individual (or society) should determine on its own what is right and wrong?  Or do you think there is a universal standard of right and wrong that transcends individual preferences and cultures? What is the standard of right and wrong that you will choose to live by, one that each person or society determines, or one that is a universal standard that comes from God?  
Day 4
For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.
(Hebrews 4:12, NASB)
“Is not My word like fire?” declares the Lord, “and like a hammer that shatters a rock?”
(Jeremiah 23:29, NASB)
What does it mean that the word of God is living and active?  Is God’s word really alive?  In the sense that God’s word actually DOES things – yes.
  God’s word functions like a two-edged sword, though different in that it pierces as far as the division of soul and spirit.  “God’s word can reach into the innermost recesses of our being.”
  It can judge our thoughts and the intentions of our hearts.  In this way God’s word is alive, it acts upon us. God’s word works in our lives, like a sword it can pierce us within – judging our actions, attitudes, thoughts, and even our intentions.  
The word of God provides the standard for us to live by, the standard for right and wrong, and the standard for what God wants us to be (such as in our character, attitudes, and actions).  When we read, hear, or meditate on the Bible it will often teach us, challenge us, direct us, and convict us.  God will use his word in such a way that it “pierces” us and provides a realization in our very “soul and spirit” (our innermost being) about something that God wants.  Perhaps this “piercing” is a realization of a sin that needs to be confessed, an attitude or action that is not pleasing to God, a relationship that needs to be restored, or something that God is leading you to do.  Your thoughts and your intentions (things you plan to do) will be “judged” or evaluated by God’s standard that is found in his word.  The word of God will help your life, even deep within your heart, to be evaluated in such a way that you will be able to know what God does or does not desire!
Not only is God’s word like a sword, it is also like fire, and like a hammer that shatters a rock.  “Fire” is used as a metaphor to illustrate how God’s word speaks out against sin (see also Jeremiah 4:4, 5:14, 15:14, 21:12).
  “A hammer that shatters a rock” emphasizes the power of God’s word.
  God’s word has power –it is a “holy hammer” that shatters apart even the strongest things in this world. 
God’s word therefore is living, powerful, and it is his righteous standard that acts upon us to help make us the people that God wants us to be.  God loves us – that is why he has given us instruction in the Bible that he uses to shape us and show us how we are to live.  God’s word is the truth that he uses to transform our lives!   
Day 4 Application:  Have you experienced the power of the word of God in your life?  What was the result?  How does the power of the word of God impact your desire to make it central in your life?  
Day 5
The law of the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul;
The testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple.
The precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; 
The commandment of the Lord is pure, enlightening the eyes.
The fear of the Lord is clean, enduring forever; 
The judgments of the Lord are true; they are righteous altogether.
They are more desirable than gold, yes, than much fine gold; 
Sweeter also than honey and the drippings of the honeycomb.
Moreover, by them Your servant is warned; 
In keeping them there is great reward.
(Psalm 19:7-11, NASB)
Have you ever stood in awe of something that you have seen in nature?  Perhaps, it was a time when you saw the sunset over the ocean.  Or maybe it was a time when you gazed at the beauty and strength of mountains, cliffs, or jagged rock formations.  Maybe it was when you saw the countless stars in the sky on a camping trip.   
The first six verses of Psalm 19 praise God for how his creation reveals the glory of God and the works of his hands (v.1).  In nature there is an ongoing “day to day” and “night to night” “speech” that is a revelation of God (v.2).  This display of God’s glory is everywhere!  There is no place on earth that the “voice” of God’s majesty and glory is not heard, because God’s creation is everywhere around us (vs. 3-4).  God’s glory is evident in the heavens, and the skies, even as the sun rises and sets (from our perspective on earth) and gives heat throughout the world (vs. 1, 5-6).  The world around us reflects God – it demonstrates that he is real and that he is great.  
As Psalm 19 continues in verses 7-11, it talks about a much greater and better revelation of God.  The law of the Lord (the instruction of God as found in the Bible) is perfect, restoring the soul!  Creation, though beautiful, is not perfect.  Creation, though it can indeed bring refreshment to our spirits and make us feel at peace, cannot ultimately save our souls – it cannot restore us into a relationship with God.  But the law of the Lord, being perfect and being the Word of God, can bring restoration to our souls.  How?  The law of the Lord tells us the gospel, the good news, of Jesus Christ.  It tells us that Jesus came and lived a perfect life without sin, he died on a cross to pay for sin, and then he rose again from the dead.  Those who believe in Jesus can receive forgiveness, be given new life, and be brought into a relationship with God - their souls are restored! 
There are several other benefits of God’s word in Psalm 19:7-11.  Different synonyms for the word of God are used such as “testimony,” “precepts,” “commandment,” and “judgments,” to make the point that all of the word of God is beneficial.
   What are some of these other benefits?  “The testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple” (v. 7, emphasis mine).  God is the source of wisdom, his word gives wisdom – “the simple” can learn wisdom from reading, meditating, and applying the Bible.  Other benefits are that the precepts of the Lord, which are right, rejoice the heart and the commandment of the Lord, being pure, enlightens the eyes (v. 8).  Joy comes to the heart of a person who knows and follows Jesus, especially as one experiences the forgiveness of sins and the assurance of salvation.  This joy goes beyond one’s circumstances, even making it possible to persevere and be thankful in trials.  As one learns more about God through his word and applies it to one’s life there is growth in character.  One of these character marks, listed in the fruit of the Spirit, is joy (Galatians 5:22-23).  The word of God can rejoice the heart.  The word of God can also enlighten the eyes.  The joy in a person’s life can visibly be seen in his/her countenance – “the internal joy radiates through the eyes.”
    
The psalm mentions in verse 7 that “the law of the Lord is perfect,” and it says that the “judgments of the Lord are true, they are righteous altogether” (v. 9, emphasis mine).  The Bible shows us truth, and it shows us God’s righteousness.  In fact, God’s word is so beneficial for us that it is “more desirable than gold, yes, than much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and the drippings of the honeycomb” (v. 10). The value of the word of God is lifted up here and evident using imagery from finances and taste.  This comparison is made to show how much more desirable God’s written revelation (the Bible) is to material wealth (the finest of gold) and to sweet and tasty food (honey).  A reason that God’s word is so much more desirable is that by God’s word, “Your servant is warned; in keeping them there is great reward” (v. 11).  God’s servant, who today is someone who believes in Jesus Christ, is “warned” by God’s word.  He/she can discern errors and be acquitted of great transgression.  He/she can be blameless before God (v. 13).  The Bible can help lead a person to speak words and have meditations in his/her heart that are acceptable (pleasing) in God’s sight (v. 14).   Living this way before God is a great reward, a reward that comes from the benefits of God’s word – a reward for now and eternity.
Day 5 Application:  Of the various truths about God’s word and its benefits mentioned above, which one(s) do you feel you need to experience the most at this point in your life (e.g. wisdom, joy, perseverance, character growth, being warned, discerning errors in our lives and in the world around us, speaking words that are pleasing to God, having thoughts that are pleasing to God, etc.)?  What do you think will help make this possible?       
Day 6
“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock.
And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like the foolish man who built his house on the sand.  And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.”
(Matthew 7:24-27, ESV)
This passage is found in a section of Matthew’s gospel, chapters 5-7, called The Sermon on the Mount.  The Sermon on the Mount is a section of the gospel that especially emphasizes Jesus’ authoritative teaching.
  Here in Matthew 7:24-27 the authority of Jesus’ very words are clear when he says “everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man …” (emphasis mine).  Jesus doesn’t attribute his authority as coming from someone else, rather he says “these words of mine” to show that this teaching comes from him!  After this section in verses 28-29, it says that when Jesus finished these sayings – his teaching in the sermon – that the crowds were “astonished at his teaching, for he was teaching them as one who had authority…” (emphasis mine).    
Jesus’ words have great authority and eternal significance.
  Our response to his words has eternal consequences – particularly in the final judgment when we will stand before God.  Look at the context in the verses just preceding this section where Jesus says: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of My father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21, ESV).  Hearing Jesus’ words and acting upon them, making them a part of our lives and living them out with sincerity of heart, is what God wants us to do!  Does this mean a “works-based salvation” in which your good works save you?  Absolutely not!  We are only saved by what Jesus has done for us, but a true believer will follow Jesus.  Jesus says, “If you love me, you will obey what I command” (John 14:15, NIV).  
A wise builder hears the words of Jesus and wholeheartedly seeks to do them – he/she builds on a rock – a secure foundation that stands - the foundation of Jesus Christ and his words.  When the rains, floods, and winds come the house stands.  Just hearing Jesus’ words and not acting upon them is like being a foolish builder who builds on sand – a foundation that is not secure and that will not last.  Any foundation that is not built on Jesus Christ will not stand, because Jesus Christ is the only way to God (John 14:6).  Jesus is God’s provision to pay for our sins.  We can only be forgiven and made right through him.
   When the rains, floods, and winds come the house falls, and the fall is great.
As I write, I am reminded of our first home that is presently being built here in the south part of Las Vegas.  It has been fun to drive down with my wife and kids about once a week to see the progress that is being made on the house.  What I’ve noticed as the home has been built is the intricate foundation that was laid.  The first few weeks that the home was built were devoted completely to laying this foundation: the builders trenched down into the ground several feet, a complex series of steel cables were intermeshed across the foundation area, and solid concrete several feet thick was poured.  All of this took some time and after this solid foundation was in place, the framing for the home went up relatively quickly – I think in a matter of just a few days.  Fortunately for us, the builders are wise in the “know-how” of building homes and understand the importance of a solid, strong, and secure foundation to build the house upon.
Jesus makes it clear – hearing his words and doing them is laying a solid foundation.  Hearing his words and not doing them will eventually lead to disaster – a great fall.  The foolish builder may experience troubles in this world, but ultimately will experience disaster in the judgment day.  On that day each of us will stand before God.  Like a storm beating against a house, there will be a test of what we have “built” and lived our lives upon.
  A house that is built upon the secure foundation of Jesus Christ will stand!  A house that is not built on a solid foundation and that is built on sand will fall – and great will be that fall.
Day 6 Application: Make an honest evaluation of the foundation that you are living your life upon?  Are you a wise builder?   
Day 7
Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.  Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says.  Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.  But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it – he will be blessed in what he does.
(James 1:21-25, NIV)
People who have experienced coming into a relationship with Jesus have done so because they heard the gospel – the word of Christ.  Romans 10:17 tells us this truth when it says: 
“So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17, NASB).  God tells us here through James that we are not merely to be hearers of this word, but we are to: “do what it says”!  
To “do what it says,” means getting “rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent.”  Even though we are forgiven of our sins and accepted by God if we have come into a relationship with Jesus, we still have to “battle sin” in our lives.  The way to overcome sin is to “humbly accept the word planted in you” – not merely listening to it, but doing what it says.
  To humbly accept the word is to realize that you need it, depend on it, and want to be trained and taught by it! 
The word “planted in you” has a fascinating parallel from Jeremiah 31, where the prophet tells of the coming day when God will put his law within the hearts of the people (Jeremiah 31:33).
  Since Jesus came there is a “new covenant” in which God has planted in true believers, through the word of the gospel and through the Holy Spirit, an ability for people to do what God’s word says (see also Ezekiel 36:24-32).
  Though we still “battle sin” in this life and will not be completely without sin until we experience salvation in heaven, we now have help from the word planted in us to do what God wants us to do.  With God’s help through his word and the Holy Spirit we can put aside moral filth and evil and do what God’s word planted in us tells us to do.
People who listen to the word, but do not do what it says “deceive themselves.”  “People can think that they are right with God when in reality they are not.”
  Some people who regularly do not do what the Bible says may think that just because they have prayed a prayer and made a profession of faith, or just because they go to church, or just because they have read the Bible that they are right with God.  But true faith is demonstrated in sincerely seeking to do what God’s word says to do.  James says that the person who does not do what God’s word says is: “like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.”  This man is “faulted for not acting on what he sees in the mirror.”
    
The response of the man who looks in the mirror and forgets what he has seen is contrasted with another man who “looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it – he will be blessed in what he does.”   This man looks intently at the word of God, continues to do so, doesn’t forget what he has heard, and does what it says.  This man will be blessed – he finds freedom in God’s perfect word; and by doing what God’s word says, he demonstrates that his faith is real.

Day 7 Application:  Are you aware of any areas in your life where you are not doing what God’s word says?  If so, ask God for his forgiveness through Jesus Christ, ask for his help to turn from sin, humbly accept God’s word, and with God’s help - wholeheartedly seek to do what his word says.   
Day 8
How can a young man keep his way pure?  By keeping it according to Your word.  With all my heart I have sought You; do not let me wander from Your commandments.  Your word I have treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against You.  Blessed are You, O Lord; teach me Your statutes.  (Psalm 119:9-12, NASB)
Do you want to live in the right way?  The author of Psalm 119 tells us how to keep our lives right and pure – it is by keeping our way according to God’s word.  God’s word is the standard of what is right and pure – so we should line up our lives in accordance with it.  The word of God gives us an understanding of what is pure and good; it is the standard with which we can evaluate our lives.  
Have you ever heard a musical instrument, such as a guitar or a piano, when it is out of tune?  I own and occasionally play a guitar, and even though I don’t have a very good knowledge or “ear” for music I can really tell when my guitar is out of tune.  A chord just doesn’t sound right when it is strummed, or a note on a string that is plucked that can sound beautiful can verge on being annoying if the guitar is out of tune.  But when I pull out a little battery-powered tuner that helps me to test the sound of each string on my guitar, I can adjust the strings and tune it up to the way it should sound.  The sound becomes pure – the way it is supposed to sound.
God’s word is like the perfect tuner, because it comes from the perfect God.  We can so easily “get out of tune” with God because we ourselves aren’t perfect – we’re sinful.  Not only that, but we also live in a world that is sinful and that can so easily bring out the worst in us.  But when we seek the Lord with all our heart and ask God to help us to not go astray, as the psalmist prays here, we can find help against sin.  The psalmist says, “Your word I have treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against You.”  The word of God when it is treasured in our hearts can help us to keep our way pure – it can help strengthen us to live rightly.  We really can’t live the Christian life without God’s help – we need his word and his Spirit to empower us.  The psalmist realizes his need for God’s help and so he prays for God’s help “do not let me wander from Your commandments” and “teach me Your statutes.”  He also tells us the answer to living rightly: “by keeping it according to Your word.”  
Since I have been in full-time ministry in 1994, I have encountered numerous people who have had struggles with living the way God wants them to live.  In fact, all of us have various degrees of struggle in living rightly the way God wants us to live.  You and I can undoubtedly say that we struggle at times to live our lives in a way that pleases God.  What I have discovered is that when the word of God is not a part of a person’s life, usually living rightly with God also isn’t a part of a person’s life.  What I mean by this is that when a person quits spending time in God’s word, or when one does this very minimally or superficially – that person is much more prone to living “out of tune” with God.  But I’ve also found the opposite to be true, when a person is voraciously feeding on the word of God – devouring it, delighting in it, and treasuring it.  Usually that person experiences, or is at least moving towards, victory in living right with God and in keeping his/her way pure.  
Day 8 Application:  Can you think about a time in your life when a scripture verse or passage came to your mind and motivated you to do something or think in such a way that was the way God wanted?  And/or can you think about a time when a scripture verse or passage motivated you to NOT do or think in such a way that was NOT consistent with what God wanted?  If you have not experienced this before, try to regularly read the Bible and ask God to teach you.  Then see if a verse or passage comes to mind to influence you in one, or both of the ways mentioned above, sometime in the next few weeks.
Day 9
This book of the law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success.
(Joshua 1:8, NASB)
Joshua was facing an enormous responsibility.  He had just been called to lead the Israelites, and he was succeeding a very gifted and blessed leader - Moses.  Moses had met with and conversed with God on a pretty routine basis, numerous miracles were performed through him, and he usually fared well when facing opposition.  Moses had faced opposition not only from Pharaoh and the Egyptians, but also from his own people, even his own brother and sister.  Yet, Moses continued to lead well.  But now Moses was dead, and Joshua had taken over leading Israel.  He was about to lead Israel across the Jordan River, into numerous battles, and eventually on into the Promised Land.  Talk about a challenge – Joshua had a major one.
So what kind of advice does God give this new leader?  Much more than advice, God gives Joshua several commands that are pertinent for his success.  He tells him more than once: “be strong and courageous” (Joshua 1:6,7,9).  Surely this command was what Joshua needed to hear, and it was likely a great encouragement to him.  God tells Joshua something else, he tells him: “be careful to do according to all the law which Moses My servant commanded you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, so that you may have success wherever you go” (Joshua 1:7, NASB).  Joshua needed to do what God had commanded.  Doing what God commanded was related to the success the Israelites would have in accomplishing God’s purposes for them.  
Joshua 1:8 written above elaborates God’s command to Joshua.  Specifically, Joshua is told not to let the book of the law to depart from his mouth.  He is to meditate on it day and night, and he is to be careful to do all that is written in it.  God tells him that this is essential to his success.  Success here is the success of fulfilling God’s purposes, doing what God had wanted, pleasing God.  Joshua would prosper and succeed in what God wanted for the Israelites if Joshua would do what God says here in verse 8!  
We can apply this passage today by realizing that if we keep and live by God’s word, than we can be certain that we will be in God’s will.  We can be certain of success in doing what God wants us to do.  More than anything else God wants us to be people who do his will!  We can know God’s will, by knowing the Bible.  God’s word should not depart from our mouth – we should speak it, talk about it, and share it with others.  We encourage other people and ourselves when we do this.  We are to meditate on it day and night – we are to be thinking about it regularly throughout the day.  Rick Warren compares meditation to worrying.  Warren says, “if you know how to worry, you already know how to meditate,” worrying is “when you think about a problem over and over in your mind,” but “when you think about God’s word over and over in your mind, that’s meditation.”
  Instead of worrying, we can do something more constructive and meditate on God’s word.  Meditating helps us so much because God’s word becomes “treasured in our heart” (Psalm 119:11), and this helps us to do what God wants.  
Day 9 Application:  Meditate on Joshua 1:8, memorize it, and share it with someone.  
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Day 10
“The most important one” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’”  (Mark 12:29-30, NIV)
One of the teachers of the law approached and asked Jesus, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?”  Mark tells us how Jesus responded using Deuteronomy 6:4-5.  Jesus makes it abundantly clear that “God is to be loved completely and totally because he, and he alone, is God.”
  This is the most important commandment.
This complete and total love for God is central to what having a passionate spirituality is all about – it means a wholehearted, immense, and powerful love for God!  Notice that the entire person is involved in this act of love for God – a person’s heart, soul, mind, and strength.  Loving God can and should involve our emotions, feelings, intellect, and our bodies – with all of who we are.  But the intention of this verse is not to describe different parts of who we are, but rather it is to emphasize the totality of our love and worship for God.  The most important commandment, Jesus said, is to love God with all that you are!
But why do you think this is the most important commandment?  Should we understand this verse to mean that if we just love God, it really doesn’t matter what else we do, as long as we just love God?  Or does loving God in this total and complete way mean that we will fervently, eagerly, and joyously seek to live in God’s ways and do his will?  Well the second is certainly the case!  We should live for God and do his will as a result of our love for him.  Jesus made this point clear in places such as John 14:15, “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments” (NASB).  
As I was growing up, my parents demonstrated their love for me in many ways.  Their love motivated them to do so much for me.  When I was an infant I’m sure there were plenty of smelly diapers that they changed, nights where they were deprived of sleep, and times when caring for me meant various other sacrifices of their comfort.   I can recall numerous times when my parents drove me to swim practices (even very early in the morning), attended little league baseball games, and soccer games.  Even though my dad was very busy because he owned and operated his own business, he found time to enthusiastically coach my 5th and 6th grade intramural basketball teams.  There are many more things that could be said about the things my parents did for me. The point I’m getting at is that the love parents have for their children motivates them, and often even gives them joy, to make sacrifices and do things for their kids.
Our love for God is essential to all else that God calls us to do, which seems to be the reason Jesus states that loving God is the most important commandment.  If you love God with a passionate spirituality – with all that you are – you will be motivated to live the Christian life.  God is worthy of your complete love; after all he loved you first, and he demonstrated his love for you by sending Jesus to die for you (Romans 5:8).          
Day 10 Application: Do you love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength?  Is there anything that gets in the way, or hinders you, from doing this?  What do you think will help you to love him more?
Day 11
As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.  When can I go and meet with God?
(Psalm 42:1-2, NIV)
O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water.
(Psalm 63:1, NIV)
The writer of Psalm 42 above compares his eagerness to seek and meet with God to a deer panting eagerly for streams of water.  He writes that as a deer pants for water, his soul also thirsts for God.  So much so that he asks, “When can I go and meet with God?”  He couldn’t wait for the times when he was actually going to meet with God!
David, the writer of Psalm 63 above, in a similar way talks about his fervent desire to seek God.  David really was in a desert when he expressed this prayer to God.  His desire for God is also like a thirst that his body longs for in a dry and weary land without water. 
As I was thinking about the kind of eagerness that is expressed in these psalms, I’m reminded of times when I’ve been really thirsty.  I’ve craved water after a hike, after a workout, or even after just being outside in this hot, desert environment here in Las Vegas.  I’ve experienced being very thirsty.    
But as I thought more about thirst, another image came to mind.  Maybe it is because I’m thinking about the deer panting for water.  I can imagine the sight of a deer drinking water from a stream to quench its thirst.  But have you ever seen a dog panting for and gulping up water?  Just a few weeks ago I saw some dogs do this after a hike out at Red Rock State Park.  These dogs were vigorously panting from their hike in the heat.  When they were given some water they lapped it up as if their lives depended on it!  Their eagerness to satisfy their thirst could clearly be seen and heard.  You can imagine the sight and sound! 
Well, such eagerness to meet with God and to be in his presence is the kind of fervency that God wants us to have for him.  Like a thirst for water, we should thirst for God.  He alone can satisfy us.  This is a passionate spirituality, a thirst for God!
Day 11 Application:  Are you eager to spend time with God?  Are you eager to experience God’s presence with you?  It is true that when we become Christians the Holy Spirit dwells in us, and God is with us at all times in that sense.  But there are times when we may experience manifestations of God’s presence in very real ways – sometimes powerfully, sometimes very gently or quietly.  For example, often we may sense God’s presence more closely during times such as worshipping him, reading the Bible, praying, meditating on his word, listening to him, spending time with other believers, giving, serving, loving others, etc.  When we seek God and do God’s will in any way (even trusting God in trials and suffering), we often can actually experience the “nearness” of God’s presence with us.  Seek to cultivate a life characterized by a thirst for God (like the Psalms above describe) and have an eager desire for God’s presence in your life.   
Day 12
O come, let us sing for joy to the Lord; let us shout joyfully to the rock of our salvation.  Let us come before His presence with thanksgiving, let us shout joyfully to Him with psalms…Come, let us worship and bow down, let us kneel before the Lord our Maker.
(Psalm 95:1-2,6, NASB)
And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with all your heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. (Ephesians 5:18-21, ESV)
One way that passionate spirituality is expressed is through worship.  Worship in a broad sense means honoring God with all your life – such as with your time, your ministry to others, your love for others, your giving, your words, your character, and your obedience to God.  Worship is also used in the Bible to describe the aspect of singing and making music to God.  It can be defined in this more narrow sense: “Worship is the activity of glorifying God in his presence with our voices and hearts.”

Psalm 95 and Ephesians 5:18-21 are just two of the many sections in the Bible that emphasize the aspect of singing and making music to God.  Worship has a corporate element to it in these passages – notice the “come let us sing…let us shout…let us worship” (emphasis mine) and the “one another” phrase found twice in the Ephesians passage.  Worship certainly has a place in an individual’s life, but it is certainly to be done together!
When we worship we come into God’s presence.  Worship is made possible only through Jesus Christ.  Jesus alone makes it possible for us to approach God and to experience his grace (Hebrews 4:14-16, 10:19-25).  Notice that Psalm 95 says, “Let us come before His presence,” and notice that the passage in Ephesians talks about being filled with the Spirit in the context of singing and making melody to the Lord.  When we worship we need to realize that we are not just singing songs for fun to start the church service or to start a small group gathering.  Rather, we are doing something of profound importance that in reality is absolutely amazing.  We are actually entering into the very presence of the God of the universe.  Not only that but we are also joining in with a multitude in heaven, including angels, when we worship.  We should realize these things and have a great eagerness and sense of expectation to meet with God as we worship!
Who is the object of our worship? God is!  He is the one and only God who is expressed in three persons as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  As both of these passages state above – we sing songs “to the Lord.”  Ultimately we sing to tell God that we love him, and to praise God for who He is and what he does.
  As we worship we are also edified, or built up, because God actually ministers to us.
  As we worship, God draws near to us.
   Very often as we worship we are reminded of who God is, what he has done, what he has called us to do, and we are motivated to serve him!      
Day 12 Application:  How do you think God feels when we express our love for him through songs of worship?  Why?  Has anything happened in you as you’ve done this?
Day 13
The trumpeters and singers joined in unison, as with one voice, to give praise and thanks to the Lord.  Accompanied by trumpets, cymbals and other instruments, 
they raised their voices in praise to the Lord and sang:
“He is good; his love endures forever.”
Then the temple of the Lord was filled with a cloud, and the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the glory of the Lord filled the temple of God.
(2 Chronicles 5:13-14, NIV)
When the temple that Solomon had built was completed, the ark of the covenant of the Lord
 was brought into the temple, and the people began to worship God together with music and singing.  As they worshipped by raising their voices to the Lord with praise, thanksgiving, musical instruments and singing, the glory of the Lord filled the temple. God’s presence was with them as they worshipped.  The presence of God was like a cloud filling the temple in such a way that the priests could not perform their service.  
This is one example from the Bible where God decided to “show up” in a powerful way to show his glory.   But does God manifest his presence and “show up” in such ways still today?  Can we expect God to make his presence known to us when we worship? 
Well, God may not show up in a cloud in our services when we worship, like he did in this passage, but I am convinced that we can experience God’s presence today in our worship!  God never actually leaves the life of a true believer, in fact he promises to be with us always.
  But there are certain times when God may make his presence known to us through the Holy Spirit in more powerful, intimate, or even in visible ways.
  As we worship God we are coming into God’s presence, we can be drawn to confess sin, to be filled with the Holy Spirit, and to delight in God himself, his will, and the things of his kingdom.  As we draw near to God, he draws near to us (James 4:8). 
Authentic worship is a means of ushering in the presence of God!  When we worship we delight in God, we focus on him, we seek him with all our heart - as we do these things we find him!
  As it was on that ancient day in this passage, our hearts can sing praise to God and experience him!  Let our experience of worship be as it says in Matt Redman’s song: Lord, Let Your Glory Fall. 
Lord, let Your glory fall, as on that ancient day.  Songs of enduring love and then Your glory came.
And as a sign to You that we would love the same,
our hearts will sing that song: God, let Your glory come.
You are good, You are good, and Your love endures.
You are good, You are good, and Your love endures.
You are good, You are good, and Your love endures today.
Voices in unison, giving You thanks and praise.  Joined by the instruments, and then Your glory came.
Your presence like a cloud upon that ancient day,
The priests were overwhelmed because Your glory came.

Day 13 Application:  Have you ever sensed God’s presence as you were worshipping him in song?  Can you describe it?  How can you experience authentic worship?
Day 14
Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.
(Philippians 4:6-7, NASB)
Rejoice always; pray without ceasing; in everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, NASB)
Passionate spirituality is expressed through a lifestyle of prayer.  The Bible is loaded with passages that contain actual prayers (e.g. most of the Psalms are prayers often in the form of worship songs), and the Bible contains numerous teachings about prayer.  Yet, even though this is true, many Christians find prayer to be a struggle – at least at times.  We struggle in understanding what prayer is, we struggle with really believing that it is powerful and effective, and we struggle with actually doing it.
Prayer, very simply, means talking to God.  When we pray we acknowledge our need for God, our dependence on him, our desire to align our lives with his will, our understanding that he cares about us and the details of our lives, and our faith in him. 
In prayer we turn over to God our concerns placing them in his hands and asking him to work according to his will – not ours.  Notice in Philippians it says, “in everything by prayer and supplication …” We can pray about any aspect of our lives, God knows it all anyway, but when we pray we are demonstrating that he is the Lord of our life, that we want him to direct us, and that he is in control.
  The peace of God is the result.  
We are also to pray without ceasing.  OK, I know what you might be thinking.  If we are really spiritual and take this seriously we will have to spend our lives in a monastery where we pray almost 24/7.  Not exactly, this is not what praying without ceasing means.  What is meant by this command is that we are to have a lifestyle that reflects regular and continual prayer.  Do we pray often?  Do we look to God for guidance in our decisions?  Do we pray not just when we need help, but also to give thanks to God for the blessings in our lives?  Do we pray for other people?  Or is our prayer life limited to just a few seconds each day?  Do we just pray briefly at the start of our day and then essentially forget about God during the rest of the day?  Do we just pray at church?  
God calls us to live a lifestyle of prayer.  You can pray a brief prayer before an important business meeting or phone call, you can pray asking God for wisdom to do his will in your daily decisions, you can pray while walking in the park, you can even pray while driving (but keep your eyes open)!  The point is to carry on a conversation with God regularly.  There is also a place for listening and waiting on God in prayer as well.  As you pray consider if God seems to be reminding you of certain scriptures, or if he seems to be putting something on your heart to do or say.  Test what you “hear” to make sure that it does not contradict the teaching of God’s word.
  God loves us and he wants to be at the center of our lives.  As we pray we express our love for him and our desire for him to be actively involved in all aspects of our lives!
Day 14 Application:  Try to pray at various times throughout your day.  Your prayers don’t need to be long, just try to converse with God throughout the day.  How was it?
Day 15
“When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”
(Matthew 6:16-18, NIV)
Jesus doesn’t say, “if you fast”, but rather he says, “When you fast.”  It seems pretty clear that fasting isn’t meant to be an option, but rather it is something that Jesus implies that we should do.  I’m not trying to lay a guilt trip on you in regards to fasting if you’ve never done it, but let’s take this truth about fasting as a challenge to understand and apply this important aspect of Christian living.
First of all, what is fasting?  Just prior to this passage in Matthew 4 it says that Jesus fasted forty days and forty nights, he then became hungry.  This passage implies that fasting involved abstaining from food, and in this case it was for an extremely lengthy period of time!  Similarly, Moses states both in Deuteronomy 9:9 and 9:18, “I neither ate bread nor drank water” when he describes the two times that he went up on Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments.
  Fasting is mentioned in various other places in scripture and is often associated with such things as “intensive intercession, repentance, worship, and seeking guidance.”
  Fasting then can be defined as: “The discipline of abstaining for a time from all or certain foods.”
     
This passage in Matthew makes it clear that fasting is not to be done as a spiritual performance for other people.  When we fast we should not try to appear like we are fasting, suffering, and being spiritual superstars; but rather we should even clean ourselves up as we might normally go about our day.  We are to fast in such a way that no one else needs to know about it.  
I used to take this issue of secrecy so far that I thought I couldn’t tell anyone if I fasted – even if I really wasn’t trying to impress anyone.  I would try to conceal what I was doing that day (or what I did that day, if later they asked me about my day) from my roommates and co-workers.  I even did this early on in my marriage.  I would similarly try not to tell my wife what I was doing that day, or what I did that day if she asked me later!  I took the issue of secrecy so far that I even thought that my pastor was going to lose any reward he had gained from fasting because he had shared about his personal fasting in a sermon. 
Well, I’ve come to realize that my reactions about secrecy concerning fasting and praying were a little extreme and silly.  I’ve now come to realize that Jesus’ challenge towards secrecy is a matter of where your heart is in regards to fasting and praying.  Are you fasting to seek God, or to please and impress people?  If you’re not trying to appear as a spiritual superhero, there’s a place for telling others that you are fasting.  For example, now I tell my wife when I fast and she prays for me, takes my phone calls, clears out the time to care for the kids, etc.  We work together and she knows I’m not telling her I’m fasting to impress her.  I’ve also come to understand that when a spiritual leader shares about fasting, that leader is likely not doing it to impress people, but rather is setting a godly example to encourage and motivate others!  You don’t need to announce to people that you’re fasting, but you don’t need to treat it like a top-secret issue either.  
Fasting is a biblical discipline that we should pursue from time to time, so we shouldn’t avoid talking about it in an attempt towards secrecy.  We would be well off to encourage one another to apply this area to our lives.  Perhaps in our culture where we have so much, it is easier for us to forget this important spiritual discipline.  
I’ve been humbled, amazed, and challenged by Christian brothers and sisters that I’ve met in Kenya and Uganda who take prayer and fasting very seriously.  I can tell they have experienced the blessings and the benefits of fasting.  Some of the spiritual breakthroughs that God has chosen to bless them with that seem to have happened in conjunction with their fasting have included: people coming into a relationship with Christ, churches growing, people experiencing God’s provision, experiencing God’s guidance, even occasionally seeing sick people being healed.  Fasting has numerous benefits!  Theologian Wayne Grudem lists six benefits in his Systematic Theology:
1. Fasting increases our sense of humility and dependence on the Lord (for our hunger and physical weakness continually remind us how we are not really strong in ourselves but need the Lord). 
2. Fasting allows us to give more attention to prayer (for we are not spending time on eating). 
3. It is a continual reminder that, just as we sacrifice some personal comfort to the Lord by not eating, so we must continually sacrifice all of ourselves to him.   
4. Fasting is a good exercise in self-discipline, for as we refrain from eating food, which we would ordinarily desire, it also strengthens our ability to refrain from sin, to which we might otherwise be tempted to yield. If we train ourselves to accept the small "suffering" of fasting willingly, we will be better able to accept other suffering for the sake of righteousness (cf. Heb. 5:8; 1 Peter 4:1-2). 
5. Fasting also heightens spiritual and mental alertness and a sense of God's presence as we focus less on the material things of this world (such as food) and as the energies of our body are freed from digesting and processing food. This enables us to focus on eternal spiritual realities that are much more important.   
6. Fasting expresses earnestness and urgency in our prayers: if we continued to fast, eventually we would die. Therefore, in a symbolic way, fasting says to God that we are prepared to lay down our lives that the situation be changed rather than that it continue. In this sense fasting is especially appropriate when the spiritual state of the church is low.
    
Day 15 Application:  Have you ever taken a partial day or a full day to fast and pray?  Did you experience any of the benefits that Grudem mentions above?  If you have never fasted, or even if you have, try to schedule a period of time that you feel is appropriate to fast and pray (e.g. a half-day, 2/3 of a day, or a full-day, or longer if you feel so led).  
Day 16
For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men, instructing us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus, who gave Himself for us to redeem us from every lawless deed, and to purify for Himself a people for His own possession, zealous for good deeds.
(Titus 2:11-14, NASB)
When was the last time that you asked yourself the question “Why?” in regard to the things that you do in your life?  I’ve become more willing to think about the “Why?” question lately because my 3-year-old son Jordan seems to pretty regularly ask me “Why?”  His curiosity and eagerness to learn prompts him to ask “Why?” in regards to the reason and purpose for most of the things that are going on in the world around him. From time-to-time he even asks “Why?” to the things that his mom and dad tell him to do!  But let’s think for a moment more about “Why?” we do the various things that we do in our lives.  For example, why do we strive to succeed? (Not that this is wrong, just think about “why?”)  Why do we spend our time the way we do?  Why do we live where we do?  Why do we do the work we do?  Why do we live the way we do?  
In this passage in Titus 2 we see God give us, in the apostle Paul’s letter to Titus, the answer to the “Why?” question in regard to the purpose that God has for us.  So much could be said about this passage.
  Let me sum it up by saying that the answer to the “Why?” question about our purpose in life is that the grace of God has appeared through Jesus Christ to bring salvation to us, purifying us to live rightly as God’s people– zealous for good deeds, with an expectant longing for his return.  God’s grace, demonstrated through Jesus Christ’s entire work for us who believe - his life, death, resurrection, and future return, is the reason we should live the way we do. 
How then should we live?   The details include: denying ungodliness and worldly desires, living sensibly, righteously and godly - not tomorrow or sometime in the future, but rather right here and right now.  We should live with an eagerness for the return of Jesus when he will return to take his people, to judge the wicked, and to put an end to all evil and suffering.
  We have been redeemed from every lawless deed and purified by God to be his people, so we should live as one of God’s people and as his representative.  We should turn away from living in ways that are contrary to God’s will.
  We should be zealous for good deeds!  
Did you catch that last phrase - “zealous for good deeds”?  What does it mean to be someone who is zealous?  Just looking at some synonyms here on my computer’s Thesaurus provides words such as “enthusiastic, passionate, fervent, obsessive, eager, and extreme.”
  
Over the years I’ve been very involved in swimming.  Swimming, like almost any sport, requires a great deal of training and commitment to achieve success.  Two-a-day workouts several days a week are common, with the morning workout often starting at or before 6AM.  I’ve been on swim teams with and competed against numerous swimmers who were extremely successful on the National level and some who were even world-class and Olympic level swimmers.  My purpose in telling you this is not to impress you, but rather to explain that I’ve known some folks who I would describe as very zealous about swimming!  Their zeal for swimming was evident in the way they trained and committed themselves to accomplish their goals.  It was inspiring to be around them and to watch them succeed.
If athletes can give themselves so heartily to accomplish their goals, how much more should we give ourselves to our great God and Savior Jesus Christ!  He died for us, purified us to be a people for his possession, and is coming again!  So we should be zealous for good deeds.  We should be focused on living and doing God’s will!  We should be enthusiastic, eager, and passionate about living for Jesus!  This is passionate spirituality – to be zealous for good deeds – and it’s all because of Jesus! 
Day 16 Application:  How does the redemptive work of Jesus (that Jesus died on the cross and rose again from the dead to pay for the sins of those who believe in him, and that he is coming again) impact you?   Are you zealous for good deeds because of what Jesus has done for you?  Can you be more?  Ask God to let the reality of the gospel be central to your life and to motivate you to be zealous for good deeds.  Seek to express this zeal, this passionate spirituality, in at least one “good deed” that you presently do not normally do sometime in the next week.
Day 17
So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.
(Galatians 5:16, NIV)
And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit
(Ephesians 5:18, ESV)
Las Vegas has been known to have a few nicknames.  Perhaps one of the more common nicknames is “Sin City,” but I’ve also heard it called “The City of Lights.”  Las Vegas is a “24-hour town”, and once the sun sets the Las Vegas strip especially lights up the night.  There are neon lights, video screens, colorful lights on the hotels, and there is even the powerful light beam from the Luxor (The pyramid-shaped hotel), which apparently can be seen all the way up in space by astronauts!  
A great deal of power is needed to keep all these lights going, and the famous Hoover Dam nearby is probably a big help as a power source.  But what is the power source for Christians?  I mean, how do we keep living the Christian life?  How do we do it?  How do we overcome our sinful tendencies such as our inclination towards selfishness, lusts, and pride?  How do we live a right life, consistently seeking to do God’s will?  How can we be zealous for good deeds?  What is our power source?
The Holy Spirit is the power source.  The Holy Spirit indwells us when we become believers in Jesus Christ (Ephesians 1:13-14).  The Holy Spirit does many things, but one of the most important things that he does is to give us power to live the Christian life and to do the will of God!  Look at what Galatians 5:16 says, “live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”  As we live by the Holy Spirit good things are produced in our lives.  This is called the fruit of the Spirit.  The fruit of the Spirit are the characteristics that are mentioned a few verses later in Galatians 5:22-23: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Who wouldn’t want to be characterized by such noble qualities?  Well, the source of them all is the Holy Spirit!
Well how do we live by the Holy Spirit?  Ephesians 5:18 tells us that we should be filled with the Spirit.  The idea behind this verb is that we are to continually be filled, meaning often and repeatedly!  Scholar Wayne Grudem notes how the book of Acts describes how Peter is filled with the Spirit over and over again (Acts 2:4, 4:8, 4:31).
  Being filled with the Holy Spirit is not a one-time event, but rather it is “an event that can occur over and over again in a Christian’s life.”
  When we are filled with the Holy Spirit all kinds of things can happen!  For example, we can experience an empowering for a certain task or ministry; we can sense a deep closeness and intimacy with God; we can have a fervent desire to worship or pray; we can be more eager to love, to serve, to give; and/or we can experience spiritual growth! 
Being filled with the Holy Spirit can also be related to repentance and confession of sin.  When we hold onto sin, the Bible says that God will not hear us (Psalm 66:18), in other words our prayers may be hindered.  Ephesians 4:30 in the context of talking about certain sins says, “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit.”  1 Peter 5 tells us: “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” The empowering presence of God through the Holy Spirit to fill us, and to bless us (and others through us) is hindered or even not supplied, when we willingly hold on to sin.  This does not mean that the Holy Spirit leaves us, because Ephesians 1:13-14 talks about how we as believers are sealed with the Holy Spirit. What it does mean though is that God’s empowering presence through the Holy Spirit to bless us and use us may be hindered or perhaps even not supplied when we willingly hold onto sin.  Thankfully, “if we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).  Unfortunately we do sin (1 John 1:8, 10), but thankfully we have an advocate – Jesus (1 John 2:1)!  When we turn from sin and receive God’s forgiveness we are seeking to look to God to direct our lives.  We look to him to lead us and we desire and seek to do his will.  This is living by the Spirit, or as Jesus said elsewhere, it is abiding in Him (John 15).  
A passionate spirituality for God is expressed in seeking to be filled with the Holy Spirit.  Interestingly, as we are filled with and live by the Holy Spirit, undoubtedly our passion for God will increase!  Ask God to fill you with his Spirit, make yourself eager and available to know Jesus and to live for him.  You’ll be amazed at what will happen as God does his work in and through you!  I promise you it won’t be boring!  
Day 17 Application:  If you are aware of anything that is not pleasing to God in your life, confess it to God as sin asking him for forgiveness.  Ask God to fill you with the Holy Spirit and to empower you to live by the Spirit.  Ask God to help you to do His will, and ask him to empower you for a certain ministry task.  I encourage you even to have someone else, or a group of people, pray for you to be filled with the Holy Spirit (this is not a necessity for being filled with the Holy Spirit, but you may find the support immensely encouraging, and you may experience God in a very powerful way as he ministers to you through other people).
Day 18
Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy.
(1 Corinthians 14:1, ESV)
Another expression of passionate spirituality that is found in scripture is the call for God’s people to have an earnest desire for spiritual gifts.  A thorough discussion about spiritual gifts is found in 1 Corinthians 12-14.  In this section, we see the verse above.
Let’s begin by dealing with several important matters that we need to understand.  First of all, what is a spiritual gift?  A spiritual gift is really any ability that God gives to a believer that will be used in some way to minister to others, especially to help other Christians to be encouraged, or to be built up in some way, in their relationship with Christ.
  Second, what are the various kinds of spiritual gifts?  Well, the Bible lists several different spiritual gifts.  For example, the Bible lists numerous gifts such as hospitality, leadership, faith, mercy, giving, prophecy, evangelism, teaching, healing, pastor-teacher, tongues, interpretation of tongues, service, distinguishing between spirits, words of wisdom and knowledge, miracles, and encouraging/exhortation.
  It can also be said that God gave gifts of craftsmanship (Exodus 31:3-5, 35:31); God gave abilities for singing and/or making music to the Lord (2 Chronicles 5:13, 1 Samuel 16:18); and both marriage and remaining single are listed as gifts from God (1 Corinthians 7:7-9).  Third, how many gifts does God give to each person?  Well, scripture doesn’t really set a number or limit on how many gifts a person has, nor does it say that any one gift is required for each person.  It seems clear that each person does have at least one spiritual gift (“…distributing to each one individually…” 1 Corinthians 12:11), and that several people in the Bible had more than one spiritual gift.
  Furthermore, not everyone will have the same gift (1 Corinthians 12:29-30).  So while people may have certain gifts that are more evident (or in a sense “stronger” than others) it is possible for a person to even have several spiritual gifts, and no one gift is necessary for a person to have.  Fourth, we must understand that though there are certain spiritual gifts that may make more of a visible or broader impact in building people up, each spiritual gift and each person with his/her unique spiritual gift(s) is needed and is essential to the overall health and benefit of all Christians.
  This truth of the essential necessity of all the different gifts in the body should make it clear that there is no place for certain people with more “visible” or “spectacular” gifts to think that they are better than others.  Lastly, it is important to understand the source of spiritual gifts.  1 Corinthians 12:11 says, “…the Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually just as He wills” (NASB).  The gifts come from the Holy Spirit!  Because the gifts come from God, as he in his sovereignty chooses to give them, we need to realize that they are indeed gifts that we did not earn or deserve!  Once again there is no place for an attitude that says, “I’m a spiritual super-star” or on the flip-side thinking, “I’m not very gifted, so God can’t use me like Joe so-and-so.” 
So, now that we’ve established all of these important points let’s consider what it means to earnestly desire spiritual gifts.  The word for earnestly desire here in 1 Corinthians 14:1 is an imperative, a command, and it is also repeated as a command related to spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12:31 and 14:39.
  What does it mean then to earnestly desire spiritual gifts?  How do we seek spiritual gifts, especially in light of the gifts being distributed as a gift from God (1 Corinthians 12:11)?  We need to realize that God ultimately is sovereign and in control of giving us spiritual gifts, but we are also to seek them.  We are to seek the spiritual gifts, but understand that we have no right to any certain one – whatever gifts we receive are ultimately determined by and given to us from God.  
So what then can we specifically do to seek and earnestly desire the gifts?  Well, since gifts come from God, we can certainly pray and have others pray for us, and ask God for a certain spiritual gift or gifts.
  We can also seek the gifts by trying out various ministries and seeing how God uses us.  Sometimes doing this takes faith and a willingness to take risks.  A person who may have the gift of evangelism will never know about and develop this gift unless he/she takes the step of faith to reach out to people and share the gospel with them!  A person with the gift of service needs to serve, one with the gift of giving needs to give, one with the gift of mercy needs to show mercy - perhaps by getting up the courage to reach out to broken, hurting, struggling, or poor people!  Do you see the point?  We need to step out and try different things, to see what our gifts are.  We need to also have the right heart attitude about seeking the gifts.  We shouldn’t seek gifts for our own recognition or glory, but rather we should seek them and use them for the benefit of others and for the glory of God.
  Notice how 1 Corinthians 14:1 above says, “Pursue love” in the immediate context of earnestly desiring the gifts.  This emphasis on love reflects back so beautifully with chapter 13, which essentially says that if you are extremely gifted, but do not have love, than you are like a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.  Sounds a little irritating doesn’t it?  Paul takes it even further and says that without love; I am nothing (1 Corinthians 13:2)!  Gifts are to be sought, but they are to be used in love for God’s glory and to bless other people.
Let’s desire the gifts, and let’s do so earnestly.  How?  Earnestly!  Sounds like a word that relates to passionate to me.  A passionate spirituality is expressed in earnestly desiring spiritual gifts that empower us for ministry to others.  The spiritual gifts are to be exercised with love and all for God’s glory!       
Day 18 Application:  Do you know what your spiritual gift(s) might be?  Can you think of any opportunities that you might be able to take to seek and discover what your gift(s) might be?  How can you personally apply this command to earnestly desire the spiritual gifts?       
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Day 19
Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth.  Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never ends.  (1 Corinthians 13:4-8a, ESV).
Is it possible that in our world today that we have sort of “watered-down” the true meaning of what love is?  What do you think?  After reading a description of what love really is, would you say that most people – including ourselves love in the way described here?  I’m challenged every time I read this passage to ask myself: “Do I love this way?”  I’ve come to understand that I really cannot perfectly love the way that God intends me to, especially on my own ability.  But that doesn’t lead me to “throw in the towel”, or to “hold up a white flag” and give up trying!    
You see the only person who has perfectly loved is God.  Romans 5:8 says, “God demonstrates his own love towards us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”  Perfect love is demonstrated in Jesus and in what he has done for us.  But did you know that our ability to love also comes from him?  1 John 4:7 states that love is from God.  God is the source!  So, we need to look to him in order to love in the way 1 Corinthians 13 describes.
In addition to depending on God to truly love,
 we also need to accurately understand what love is, especially if we are going to have loving relationships.  1 Corinthians 13 tells us so much about what love is and what it is not!  Let’s look at it in more detail.  In this chapter all of the descriptions that characterize love involve our behavior.
  There are several positive characteristics that describe what love is, and there are several negative characteristics that describe what love is not.
  Let’s look at each of these characteristics and consider each one of them ourselves in this diagram:
Positive Characteristics (What love is): 
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Negative Characteristics (What love is not):  does not envy or boast
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it is not irritable or resentful






does not rejoice at wrongdoing
Day 19 Application:  Does this passage help you to think more about and better understand what love really is?  Meditate on these words that describe love.  Do any of these specific characteristics of love strike you as areas to improve (positive characteristics) or to avoid (negative characteristics)?  If so, ask God to help you to grow in these areas and to demonstrate his love more fully in your daily life.  
Day 20
If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.  Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.
(Philippians 2:1-4, NIV)
Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.  Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves.
(Romans 12:9-10, NIV)
Both of these passages above talk about loving relationships, and they both emphasize a key ingredient in loving relationships – putting others before ourselves.  In the Philippians passage, we see many phrases that emphasize this point, such as: “do nothing out of selfish ambition,” “in humility consider others better than yourselves,” and “look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  In the Romans passage we see: “honor one another above yourselves.”  If we are to have loving relationships, we need to regard other people, even more than ourselves.  
These passages remind me just how radical Christianity is – it’s pretty opposite from the way we typically think and live!  You see most of us, so easily go about our lives thinking and living for ourselves.  Sure, we extend a certain amount of concern (sometimes even a great deal of concern) for other people such as our family and friends, but if we are honest most of us pretty much live with ourselves in mind (or ourselves and a few others – like our family and friends in mind).  We tend to pursue our own success, our own comfort, and our own pleasure – whatever that may look like.  Don’t get me wrong – I’m not suggesting that we shouldn’t pursue success or enjoy certain things.  What I am saying though is that our hearts are pretty prone to making OURSELVES the focus of our life.  But, God calls us to do something radically different!  He says: “consider others better than yourselves,” “look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  We may do this to a degree, especially with our loved ones (such as in our immediate family), but the point that I will stress again is that putting others before ourselves goes against the grain of our natural inclination.  God calls us to putting others before ourselves, and this is central to having loving relationships with other people!
What a challenge!!!  But, how can we do this?  Well, the empowerment by the Holy Spirit who lives in us who believe, and the help we receive from the word of God are essential to doing this.  We need our power source to help us overcome our natural tendency towards selfishness.  We need God’s help to love as he calls us to do.  
In this passage in Philippians we see that the source of our strength to love in this way springs up from being in a relationship with God!  If we are encouraged from being united to Christ, if we have comfort from his love, if we have any fellowship with the Holy Spirit, if there is tenderness and compassion in us (as a result of being in a relationship with God), then we should consider others rather than just ourselves!  The “if” implies that “if” this is true about us (being connected to Christ), then loving others should be the result!  Being connected to God is the key, and if we are, then we should love this way.  And the ability to do so comes from God!
Day 20 Application:  Spend some time in the next few days, just trying to think about other people more.  Ask yourself things such as: “How is my (co-worker, neighbor, friend) doing?”  “What are his/her needs, concerns, issues?”  Then try to take an opportunity to talk to this person in the next few days.  As you talk to this person, try to keep the focus of the conversation on him/her, rather than yourself.  Ask questions, show a sincere interest, and listen.  You might be amazed how much this person will appreciate you putting them before yourself!
Also pray about and consider any other ways that you might be able to put someone before yourself.  Then if you can in the next few days, try to do it!  
Day 21
As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.  Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.
(Ephesians 4:1-3, NIV)
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.  And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.  Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.  Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.
(Ephesians 4:29-32, NIV)
Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.
(Colossians 3:13, NIV)
Let’s be honest - from time to time, it’s pretty easy for us to get frustrated at other people.  Perhaps, it’s something that another person tells us he/she will do, we count on them, and then they don’t come through.  They drop the ball, and let us down.  This isn’t so bad when it happens a few times, but then it keeps happening again and again – and we start to get pretty irritated.  Or maybe, it’s when we feel like certain people seem to have almost a complete disregard for us, and our own needs.  They sort of bulldoze right over us with only their own self or agenda in mind.  Perhaps, it’s when we hear someone say something hurtful to us, or even worse, they say something negative about us to someone else.  Or maybe, it’s just when someone makes a mistake and it causes an inconvenience to us, maybe even a big one.  A co-worker messes up a project you’ve been working really hard on together; someone hits your car in the parking lot; a neighbor’s dog tears up your front yard’s landscaping; or your roommate uses your computer, it crashes, and you lose several important files – even your term paper that is due next week.  Ouch!
All of these things mentioned above can be serious relational “road bumps,” or maybe “roadblocks” is a better way to say it.   But what will help us to get over these “bumps and blocks” on the road to having loving relationships?  Well, these passages above tell us.  If we can apply the truths in these passages to our lives and live them out with God’s help, we will find the help we need to “carry us” over these “bumps and barriers” on the road to loving relationships.  
So what do we need to do?  We need to be humble, gentle, patient, bearing with one another in love.  We need to “avoid unwholesome talk” and “get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, brawling, slander, and every form of malice.”  We need to be kind and compassionate to one another, and most essentially - we need to forgive.  
We need to forgive.  Why?  Because we ourselves have been forgiven!  “Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” You see, we often forget that just as we get frustrated at other people – other people also get frustrated at us!  We also let others down.  We also make mistakes.  We also hurt people, even if we don’t try to do so.  The reality of our own sinfulness, and the reality of our own forgiveness in Jesus Christ, if we have come into a relationship with him - make it absolutely necessary that we also forgive other people.  
If we forgive, and if we live out the characteristics that God calls us to in these verses above, then we will be able to build loving relationships.  But if we don’t forgive, and if we don’t live by these truths in these passages, we will be bitter and frustrated.  We will hold onto hurts and we will have broken relationships.  
When we apply these truths in these passages, and do these things in regard to our relationships with other Christians, we are making an effort “to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”  As Christians we are interconnected in a spiritual sense as a unity, each one of us is a member or part (also in a spiritual sense) of the body of Christ.
  Since we are one, we need to work towards living out that unity and keeping it.
Since I’ve been a Christian, I’ve had numerous times when I’ve caused someone to have a grievance against me, and there have been times when I’ve had a grievance of some sort against someone else.  I’ve come to learn that because all of us are sinful, these things are to be expected.  It shouldn’t be surprising to us – we will make mistakes and so will others.  We shouldn’t really think that there are certain people that are never going to let us down, or think that we will reach a point where we will be perfect ourselves and never let others down.  But, the amazing thing that I’ve also found is that when grievances are dealt with appropriately in a loving way, with a willingness to apply the truths of these scriptures above – not only is there a reconciliation of the grievances, but the relationship grows stronger!  
Did you catch that last part?  Yes, the relationship grows stronger.  When we deal with our grievances against one another in the right way, God in a sense redeems the situation in such a way that not only is there a restoration of the relationship, but that relationship is even better than it was before.  The gospel has power to do just that!  God has power to do that!  Let’s live in the ways described in these verses above.  Let’s forgive one another and build loving relationships!
Day 21 Application:  Is there anyone that you are holding a grudge against?  Is there anyone that you are unwilling to forgive?  If so, ask God to help you to forgive this person, and seek to talk to the person about it in a loving way.  You can’t control their response, but you can control yours – doing the right thing will help you immensely to deal with the pain you may feel.  Forgiving the person will release you of the bitterness you may feel.  There is even a spiritual sense of healing that you can undergo, and a lifting of possible spiritual oppression that can occur if you do this.  (Please note: If you are dealing with a very serious hurtful issue from the past, you may need to seek out some Christian counseling about the pains and hurts that you feel, and about dealing with forgiving someone who has caused a very serious hurt.  Please don’t be afraid to ask or seek out this kind of help, doing so will be much better than “bottling it up inside” and trying to deal with it on your own.  Doing so can be the pathway to your own healing and recovery).
In the same way, if you are aware that someone else has a grievance against you, or if you have hurt someone.  Pray first about it, asking God to forgive you and to enable the person to be forgiving.  Then go to that person and ask them to forgive you.  
Day 22
Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.  Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.
(Galatians 6:1-2, NIV)
“If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.  But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that 'every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.'  If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.”
(Matthew 18:15-17, NIV)
We can’t expect an unbeliever to live like a Christian.  Sure unbelievers can be very nice people and do good things, but without Jesus there is no way that a person can be freed from the power of sin that rules over his or her life.  They need Jesus.  This is why we need to love, pray for, and reach out to unbelievers with the gospel that can bring them salvation and transform their lives.  Certainly calling an unbeliever to turn from sin (repentance), telling an unbeliever that sin is wrong, and sharing the gospel with them is something we can do.  But, we just can’t expect them to live by Christian standards if they aren’t Christians.    
The passages above however, deal with relationships among Christians.  Christians are called to live the Christian life – which means following God’s will.  We won’t always be perfect, but we are to aim for God’s perfect standard.
  Jesus says, “If you love me you will keep my commands.”
  These commands are not burdensome; rather they are good and righteous.
  Following Jesus, though not always easy, is much less of a burden than living apart from him and in a life of sin.
  But what if a Christian brother or sister sins and doesn’t seem to be aware of it, or does not acknowledge his/her fault?  What do you do if this brother or sister sins against you?
Galatians indicates that if a person is in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him or her gently.  Just before these verses the context is about the contrast between the deeds of the flesh and those who live in these sinful ways with living by the Spirit and having the fruit of the Spirit in one’s life.  A person walking in the Spirit, which means walking in God’s ways, will demonstrate the fruit of the Spirit – foremost of which is love.  Out of love a person who is spiritual, meaning that he/she is a fellow Christian who is walking with God
, should seek to help the person who is living “out of step” with God by being in some sort of sin.  The spiritual person should restore the Christian brother or sister who is in sin.  The word for restore “is a medical term in secular Greek for setting a fractured bone.”
  It is as if the Christian has hurt himself by falling into a sin, and the spiritual Christian comes with help to bring about healing (in the spiritual sense) by pointing them back to God’s love and forgiveness in Christ.  The spiritual Christian then also encourages the one who was in sin to begin walking again in the Spirit (as Galatians 5 discusses).  Notice that the restoration is brought about gently, not harshly, but gently.  The restoration is also done cautiously so that the person seeking to restore the erring believer is not tempted and then falls into the same sin.  The idea is helping, and this help is so elegantly brought out in the image of carrying one another’s burdens.  If you’ve carried something heavy, you know how good it feels when someone says, “Here, let me help you with that.”     
But what do we do when someone sins against us?  Do we sweep it under the rug?  No!  Do we tell others how much “so-and-so ticked us off”?  Not at all! Do we just avoid the person?  No again!  Matthew 18 tells us the process:
1. Go talk to the person privately yourself and try to work it out.
2. If the person doesn’t listen, take someone else (one or two others) and try to work it out with the erring brother.
3. If the person still refuses to turn from his or her sin, then it needs to be addressed with the church.
4. If the person still refuses, then he/she is living like an unbeliever who is refusing to repent - indicating that they may indeed be one, and should be treated accordingly.  The idea here involves removal from the church, but this does not mean that the person cannot be restored if they become repentant.
The intention behind this process at each and every step is for the person in sin to come back into a right relationship both with God and with the person that he/she sinned against.  The idea is to win the person back!  Again this needs to be done lovingly, gently, with humility, and for the purpose of bringing healing.
One of the biggest problems that Christians encounter is divisiveness.  It can destroy churches; mission teams, small groups, working relationships, and relationships among people who were once close friends.  The reality is that we are going to sin against one another.  We will hurt one another from time to time.  We will fall short of God’s standard for loving relationships – for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).  But the question is – how will we choose to deal with sin?  Will we deal with it with the power of the gospel and make it right, or will we let it bring destruction?
We need to love one another, forgive one another, and gently help one another to turn from sin and to live the Christian life.  With God’s help we can do this and have loving relationships!
Day 22 Application:  Is there a Christian brother or sister who you need to approach and talk to about a sin they are in, or about a sin they committed against you?  In a gentle and loving way seek to restore them.  Pray about this situation first, and for the person involved, and try to help bring about restoration of the sin.  
Day 23
“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.  By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
(John 13:34-35, NASB)
“This is My commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you.”
(John 15:12, NASB)
“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.”
(John 17:20-21, NIV)
Loving relationships among Christians is not an option; it’s a command, a necessity.  Not only that, it’s also a privilege, because as we love one another other people will notice.  We will stand out, and mark ourselves as Christians.  Love distinguishes us, and this love is a powerful testimony to others about God’s love in us and his love for them.
Jesus emphasizes how our love for one another is a witness to the world.  Jesus says: “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35).  People will know that we are disciples who follow Jesus (a disciple is a true follower and learner of Jesus – a true believer in him) if we have the kind of love for each other that Jesus does for us.  Jesus makes this point very clear again in John 17 when he talks about a major reason that Christians should be one, “so that the world may believe that you sent me.”  We testify to the reality that God has come to us in Jesus and died on the cross for our sins, through the love that we show to one another as Christians.  Jesus says that people will even truly believe he has come from God as a result of the love we show one another.  
Tertullian, who wrote around 200 A.D., cites the incredible love that Christians showed to one another in his day – a love that amazed unbelievers: “See how they love one another! …how are they ready even to die for one another!” (Apology 39.7).
  Christians in that day were being persecuted for their faith, even to the point of death, and even through this persecution their love for one another was immense.  In a much more contemporary work titled The Mark of the Christian written by the late Francis Schaeffer, the interconnection between the love we show one another and our witness to the world is also stated in a very sobering way:  “If we do not show love to one another, the world has a right to question whether Christianity is true.”
  
So why should we love one another?  We are to love one another because God commands it.  We are to love one another because when we do, we show the world that we are his people and that Jesus has been sent from God. We are also to love one another because it reflects the unity that God has within the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – “that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you” (John 17:21).  We are to love one another because God loves us, “This is My commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you” (John 15:12).  And, we are to love one another because being in a loving relationship with God, with other believers, and obeying God’s commands gives us true joy (John 15:11).  
Loving relationships are instrumental in helping people come to Christ, and in helping people who are already believers to grow in their relationship with God.  I’ve seen or heard testimonies from several people who visited a campus ministry meeting or a church marveled at the loving community that was present in these places.  Many of these people were so impressed by the loving relationships they witnessed that they also wanted to be a part of the Christian community.  Not only that, but some of these people came to a point where they wanted to know more about Jesus Christ and about how they could come into a relationship with him!  I’ve also realized that my own spiritual growth has been dramatically encouraged and accentuated by people I have been in relationships with, such as mentors, friends, and people that I have ministered to and mentored.  A healthy community of loving relationships is crucial to our witness and growth. 
Most people, if they are honest, genuinely long for loving relationships.  Some people may tend to pride themselves on their self-sufficiency and independence, but they still most likely long for loving relationships.  We want to have friends, we want to be liked, we enjoy companionship – God has made us this way.  But in a busy world, full of responsibilities with work, family, and sometimes even our own recreation schedule - it is sometimes difficult to connect with others.  I heard a Christian counselor even say recently that the number one problem he has run into in Las Vegas is that people feel isolated!  People want loving relationships.  Let’s pursue loving relationships!  Let’s take time to spend with each other and be intentional about building relationships with Christians and unbelievers!  Let’s love one another because God loves us, and may the love we show one another be used powerfully by God to make an impact in this world!
Day 23 Application:  Who are some people that you can build a loving relationship with and what at are some ways that you can do so?
Outreach
Day 24

Matthew 9:10-13
Day 25

John 4:4-26
Day 26

Romans 10:13-17
Day 27

2 Corinthians 5:18-21


Day 28

Ephesians 6:18-20





Colossians 4:2-6
Day 29

Acts 1:8
Day 30

Acts 4:23-31
Day 31

Matthew 4:23-25





Matthew 9:35-38





Matthew 10:1, 7-8
Day 24
While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew's house, many tax collectors and "sinners" came and ate with him and his disciples.  When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, "Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and 'sinners'?"  On hearing this, Jesus said, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  But go and learn what this means: 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners." (Matthew 9:10-13, NIV)
In the culture and time of Jesus’ day, eating with someone had a very significant meaning. You would probably have to step out of typical American culture today to experience anything quite like it.  To eat with someone meant to embrace that person. There was a profoundly deep level of social acceptance in the action of eating together.
I’ve experienced something close to this idea in the times that I have been to Africa.  It seemed that many of the people that I would meet there wanted me to come to their home.  I eventually figured out that typically the reason they wanted me to come to their home was so that we could eat together!  Sounds great doesn’t it!  I didn’t quite understand at first why so many of these people wanted me to eat with them, especially since so many of these families were struggling just to make ends meet.  But eventually I learned that as a visitor, especially from a foreign nation, it is considered a great honor to them to have a guest in their home.  Basically they wanted to say to me, and to other people, that I associate with you – foremost of which was communicated through eating together.  Not only were they blessing me with kindness and hospitality, they were making a statement that said, “I associate with you and I embrace you.”    
So what does Jesus do? He eats with tax collectors and sinners.  Doing this was pretty shocking to a lot of people.  Jesus embraced and associated with people who were considered to be evildoers.  Tax collectors were looked down upon by society both for working for the Romans and for collecting peoples’ hard-earned money.  In addition, many tax collectors were known to skim off some of the money they had collected for themselves.  So people grew to despise tax collectors.  Sinners were people who didn’t do God’s will and were people who some religious leaders, such as the Pharisees, looked down upon and avoided rather than helped.  Unfortunately, sometimes the people who were viewed by these religious leaders as “sinners,” were viewed this way primarily for breaking the man-made rules of these religious leaders.  Jesus himself criticized the Pharisees for their legalism in this regard, and for their own lack of heart obedience to the true will of God.  Yet even though tax collectors and “sinners” are viewed negatively, Jesus hangs out with these people and he eats with them!   Essentially Jesus was demonstrating that he associates with tax collectors and sinners!
When the Pharisees ask Jesus’ disciples “why?” he eats with these people, Jesus responds by saying that it is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  Jesus then refers the religious leaders back to the scriptures that they were supposed to know so well.  He tells them that what God really desires is mercy and not sacrifice.  A quote from Hosea 6:6 follows, which is a book in which Israel is described as demonstrating a degree of outward religious behavior, but inwardly has turned away from loving and obeying God.
  The point that Jesus makes to the religious leaders is that they have misinterpreted what God wants.  It is not about performing outward religious duties (some of which they had made and not God) or making sacrifices, but rather it is the heart and character of the person that really matters – such as showing people mercy.  God desires mercy, but the Pharisees weren’t being merciful, instead they were concerned about not associating with sinners.  Jesus was willing to be merciful by reaching out to the tax collectors and sinners and associating with them.
Why does Jesus do this?  Because the tax collectors and sinners that Jesus is associating with are sick.  These people are sick in a spiritual sense, separated from God and living in sin.  Jesus seeks to bring healing to them as a doctor does to sick people.  Jesus does this because he is the only one who can save people from their sins.  Furthermore, by calling the tax collectors and sinners sick, Jesus doesn’t justify their sins.  What Jesus does is he associates with them, without endorsing or engaging in their behavior.  Jesus’ purpose is to call sinners to believe in him, to bring his free gift of forgiveness to them, and to call them to turn from their sin.   
This passage fits so beautifully in the context of the book of Matthew.  For example, in Matthew 1:21 it says that Jesus will “save his people from their sins.”   Then in the immediate context of chapters 8 and 9, where this passage is found, Jesus is performing several miracles of physical healing.  These physical healings point to the true spiritual healing which people need, and which Jesus alone can give.  Jesus seeks to give this spiritual healing to these tax collectors and sinners here in Matthew 9 by eating with them and reaching out to them.
What about us?  Do we hang out with “tax collectors and sinners” of our day?  Sometimes it is pretty easy for me to spend most of my time with people who are already believers and who are already involved in the church.  What I have had to do is to intentionally seek to build relationships with people who aren’t believers and who are outside the church.  We certainly need to spend time with other believers (Hebrews 10:24-25).  But this passage challenges us to also be reaching out to those who are sick (in a spiritual sense) – people who need to come to know the doctor who can bring healing from their sins – Jesus!  
Day 24 Application:  What are some ways that you can spend time with people who don’t know Jesus?  
Day 25
Now he had to go through Samaria.  So he came to a town in Samaria called Sychar, near the plot of ground Jacob had given to his son Joseph.  Jacob's well was there, and Jesus, tired as he was from the journey, sat down by the well. It was about the sixth hour.  When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, "Will you give me a drink?"  (His disciples had gone into the town to buy food.)  The Samaritan woman said to him, "You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?") (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans.  Jesus answered her, "If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water."  "Sir," the woman said, "you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep. Where can you get this living water?  Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his flocks and herds?"  Jesus answered, "Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life."  The woman said to him, "Sir, give me this water so that I won't get thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw water."  He told her, "Go, call your husband and come back."  "I have no husband," she replied. Jesus said to her, "You are right when you say you have no husband.  The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true." "Sir," the woman said, "I can see that you are a prophet.  Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem."  Jesus declared, "Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem.  You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews.  Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks.  God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth."  The woman said, "I know that Messiah" (called Christ) "is coming. When he comes, he will explain everything to us."  Then Jesus declared, "I who speak to you am he." (John 4:4-26, NIV)
Once again Jesus does something that is a little shocking for his day and age.  A person who was a devout Jew wasn’t supposed to associate with Samaritans, nor was it considered appropriate to strike up a public conversation with a woman – especially one who had a shady background when it came to her relationships with men.  One writer describing the Samaritan woman says, “from the point of view of an orthodox Jew there were three strikes against her: she was a Samaritan, a woman, and a sexual sinner.”
  But Jesus reaches out to her, because Jesus calls people to a relationship with himself.  Jesus calls people regardless of their ethnic background, their gender, or even their sinful past.
Jesus strikes up the conversation on simply a practical level, “Will you give me a drink?”
Jesus was thirsty, so he asked her for a drink of water from the well.  But the Samaritan woman has an objection because she is probably a little shocked that Jesus, being a Jew, would associate with her.  Jesus then turns the conversation from his practical need for water to the woman’s own spiritual need, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.”  Now the woman is even more curious, “Where can you get this living water?”  Jesus explains more about the water that he gives, how it leads to eternal life, and how it satisfies one’s thirst.  Jesus then tells her to go and call her husband.  She responds, “I have no husband.”  Jesus, being the omniscient God, is aware that she has actually had five husbands, and that she is with a man now who is not her husband.  Suddenly the woman realizes that she is talking with someone who must be a prophet.  Perhaps she more fully realizes the spiritual level that the discussion has reached, and even more how this personally applies to her life.  It seems as if she starts to retreat from this point by changing the subject somewhat.  She starts talking about relatively less important issues such as the place of worship.  Though the place of worship is perhaps a legitimate question, it seems to be a diversion from the conversation about her own life and her own spiritual need.  Jesus so beautifully brings the conversation, right back to the main issue by saying that a true worshipper of God worships in spirit and in truth.  The woman again seems to attempt to change the issue.  She seems to be saying that when the messiah comes then we’ll know the answers, but really we can’t know them now.  Jesus again brings the diversion back and tells her that he is the messiah, “I am he.”
I summarized the events of the conversation between Jesus and the woman at the well because I want you to notice some key things.  One, Jesus reached out across ethnic, cultural, religious, and gender lines.  Jesus initiated the conversation, and he was the one who reached out – despite these differences.  Second, Jesus didn’t let the woman’s past or present behavior be an issue that would keep her from being called into a relationship with him.  Third, Jesus turns the conversation to the woman’s spiritual needs.  He talks to her about what she truly needs – the living water that he can give that leads to eternal life.  Fourth, the woman seems to change the subject a little, but Jesus keeps the conversation on the spiritual needs of the woman.  Have you ever started talking with someone about Jesus and the person you are talking to starts talking about relatively much less significant issues - such as a church’s denomination, the styles of worship, the size of a church, or something else that really gets away from the main issue – having faith in Jesus Christ?  Well, it happens a lot.  But we can learn how to handle this when it happens from this passage here.  Jesus keeps the focus on the woman’s spiritual need.  Lastly, notice that Jesus tells her the truth.  Jesus tells her that he is the Messiah and that he is the living water she needs!  
Day 25 Application:  Are you willing to reach out to and associate with people very different from yourself?  What is the main issue that needs to be addressed in spiritual conversations?  
Try to be aware of the diversions that people may intentionally, or unintentionally, make when you are sharing the gospel with people. If diversions do come up, look for ways to keep the primary focus of the conversation on the gospel message, and on how the gospel applies to the person’s spiritual need. 
Day 26
for, "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."  How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!"  But not all the Israelites accepted the good news. For Isaiah says, "Lord, who has believed our message?"  Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.
(Romans 10:13-17, NIV)
There is a great benefit to building relationships with people who don’t know Jesus.  We’ve talked about this point in the devotions of the last few days.  We have seen that Jesus spent time with unbelievers and that he reached out to them.  If we want to impact people with the message of the gospel – it sure helps to be around them.  We’re probably not going to impact too many unbelievers if we don’t know them or spend hardly any time with them!  When we are around unbelievers and build relationships with them they can see our lives and we have a chance to be a positive influence – we can be salt and light, just like Jesus said in Matthew 5:13-16.  
Very often I hear people say, and I’ve said it myself, “I’ll just show Jesus to them with my life,” or “I’ll be a witness for Christ to so-and-so with my life.”  Well, it is true that our lives need to reflect the love of Jesus.  We should be people of character, integrity, and good works, which demonstrate that we are followers of Jesus.  But the reality is that if we ONLY “witness with our lives” the person we are trying to reach out to may never know how to become a Christian!  In fact, they may even unsuccessfully try to live the Christian life on their own abilities, apart from having a relationship with Jesus and without having the power source of the Holy Spirit in their lives.  They could grow very frustrated trying to live as a Christian on their own.  They need to know “how” to be a Christian!  
Romans 10, tells us of the necessity of the “preaching,” or the verbal communication of the gospel message. The passage begins by saying that everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.  But how can someone call on the Lord, and believe in the Lord, if they have not heard about the Lord?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  
That’s where you and I come in if we are Christians.  If you know Jesus, you can “preach” to them.  You don’t have to have a seminary degree, you don’t have to have a lot of ministry experience, and you don’t even have to have been a Christian for a long time in order to share the gospel with people.  When Jesus talked to the woman at the well in John 4, she went back to her hometown right away and started talking to other people about Jesus.  What you do need is to have put your faith in Jesus, and to know the message of the gospel that you have come to believe.  I have included a simple outline of the gospel message in Appendix A.  I encourage you to know the gospel well and be able to share this “good news” with other people.  
Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.  Keep “witnessing with your life,” but don’t ONLY witness with your life.  Share the message as well, the good news about Jesus Christ, so others may hear and believe!  
Day 26 Application:  Familiarize yourself with the gospel message (as in Appendix A).  Practice sharing the gospel message at least once with a friend (this can be with another believer to help you to learn).  You may even want to take turns doing a “role play,” in which one person acts as the one sharing the message and the other person acts as the one hearing it.
Day 27
Now all these things are from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation, namely, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and He has committed to us the word of reconciliation.  Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were making an appeal through us; we beg you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.  He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.  (2 Corinthians 5:18-21, NASB)
An ambassador is a representative, usually from one country to another.  He/She works specifically as an intermediary between two countries, he/she acts as a liaison, communicates, negotiates, and in general tries to establish and maintain a relationship between the country he/she represents and another country.
As Christians we are ambassadors for Christ.  We are representatives of Christ to this world.  Like an ambassador is sent, we have been sent with a ministry and a purpose.  We have been given a word of reconciliation – the message of the gospel.  Part of our purpose is to dialogue with and communicate with people of this world about who we represent – Jesus!  The message of the gospel, the word of reconciliation that we have, has the power to actually bring about peace – peace between a just and holy God and people who have sinned and are separated from God.  Jesus makes peace for those who believe in Him.  Jesus, who knew no sin, took our sin upon himself; he then died on a cross, rose again from the dead, ascended to heaven, and has given to us who believe in him his righteousness.  In addition to all of this, God has made us ambassadors for Christ and we have a ministry of reconciliation.  Through the gospel message we have the opportunity to tell others how they too may be reconciled to God – freely forgiven of their sins because of the costly death of Jesus.  We get to share with people the good news of how they can be forgiven and can receive God’s righteousness!  This is our purpose as an ambassador for Christ – to represent Jesus and to communicate to others about him!  We bring good news!
I’m extremely thankful that God reached out to me through an ambassador for Christ when I was a freshman in college.  I was a little confused and frustrated with my life, genuinely trying to find my significance and purpose.  A campus minister called me one day while he was taking a survey of freshman on campus in regards to their opinions about God.  He asked if he could meet with me and chat with me for a few minutes.  Thankfully, after asking me some good questions, this man was a faithful ambassador and shared the gospel message with me.  In about 5 minutes time he told me what Jesus did to make it possible for people who believe in Christ to be forgiven of their sins, to receive God’s righteousness, and to begin to live a more meaningful life.  I realized that I had been living a life apart from God, separated from him because of my sin, and that I wanted God to direct my life.  That day I was reconciled to God and I became a believer in Jesus.  Over the years my life has been so much more fulfilling and my purpose has become to know God more and to follow in his ways.  I am now also an ambassador for Christ.  I want others to come to know the God who changed my life.  If you are a believer you also are an ambassador for Christ – so let’s tell others!     
Day 27 Application:  How does knowing that God has sent you as an ambassador for Christ impact your desire to share the gospel?  Who are some people that you desire to see come to know Christ?  Look for opportunities to share the gospel with them!  
Day 28
With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints, and pray on my behalf, that utterance may be given to me in the opening of my mouth, to make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains; that in proclaiming it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak.  (Ephesians 6:18-20, NASB)
Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with an attitude of thanksgiving; praying at the same time for us as well, that God will open up to us a door for the word, so that we may speak forth the mystery of Christ, for which I have also been imprisoned; that I may make it clear in the way I ought to speak.  Conduct yourselves with wisdom toward outsiders, making the most of the opportunity.  Let your speech always be with grace, as though seasoned with salt, so that you will know how you should respond to each person.
(Colossians 4:2-6, NASB)
Do you notice a common theme in these two passages above?  Here we have two different letters to two different churches, but the same common theme – prayer for evangelism.  The apostle Paul, inspired by God, asks these churches to pray!  What does he ask them to pray for?  The focus of this prayer request relates to sharing the gospel – it relates to evangelism.
If anyone ever had a reason to be pretty confident in his/her ability to share the gospel it would be the apostle Paul.  You see Paul was pretty effective in sharing his faith, he was a missionary who traveled around sharing the gospel, and he directly and indirectly (through people he had ministered to) started numerous churches.  It’s almost an understatement to say that Paul had a lot of understanding and experience in effectively sharing the gospel.  
But notice in each of these passages above what Paul asks prayer for?  To the Ephesians he asks them to pray for him to: “make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel,… that in proclaiming it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak.”  Paul wants prayer for boldness in sharing the gospel – he asks them to pray that he would have courage and confidence!  To the Colossians Paul asks them to pray that: “God will open up to us a door for the word, so that we may speak forth the mystery of Christ,… that I may make it clear in the way I ought to speak.”  Paul asks them to pray that God would grant him an effective ministry in sharing the gospel (that a door for the word would be opened).  He asks that he would share the gospel (the mystery of Christ).  He also asks that as he shares the gospel, it would be clear to people who hear it.
Now why does Paul ask for prayer for these things?  He has already seen his ministry be extremely effective.  Paul has been sharing the gospel, people have come to believe in Jesus, and churches have been started.  Why does Paul need prayer for courage and confidence?  Why does Paul ask them to pray for his ministry to be effective (that God would open a door for the word)?  
The answer is that Paul knew where his strength and ability came from, he knew who he ultimately was dependent upon in his ministry, and he knew that there was one ultimate reason why people would respond to the gospel.  The answer ultimately is that Paul knew how much he needed GOD, and he knew that if a person was going to believe, it was going to be because God was at work.  Paul asks for prayer because he knew that evangelism all starts with God.  God is the one who gives Paul the courage and confidence to share the gospel.  God is the one who Paul depends on, not his own experiences or giftedness.  God is the one who makes ministry effective.  God is the one who prepares people’s hearts who hear the gospel.  God is the only one who grants salvation to people by his grace.  So Paul asks people to PRAY!
I’d like to share an inspiring example of prayer for evangelism.  The first time I went to Africa in the summer of 1996, I was working with a church in a town in Western Kenya near the border of Uganda called Bungoma.  While I was there, a team of Kenyans from another church in Mombasa, a city in Southeast Kenya on the coast, came up to Bungoma to put on a week of evangelistic outreaches.  They set up a stage outdoors near the center of town and had music, testimonies, and Bible teaching by the visiting pastor from Mombasa.  They invited people from all over town, the event was attended by hundreds of people each day, and numerous people made professions of faith.  The ministry seemed to be very effective.  I was privileged to be able to teach some of these new believers and to help them begin learning more about Jesus and more about what it means to be a Christian.  My role was to help them become more established in their new faith, and I was thrilled to be able to help in this way.  The outreach event was quite similar to what Billy Graham does in his speaking events in stadiums around the world.  
What amazed me about this team of people from Mombasa was not the music that they did at the event, or the speaking, or the testimonies, or the teaching, or the advertising around the community.  In fact all of these things were done pretty well.  But what I was amazed to see was the team’s commitment to PRAY!  They woke up early in the morning and fervently prayed together!  They prayed for people to come to know Jesus and for the gospel to be spoken with boldness and clarity.  They walked over to the soccer field before the event began and worshipped God and prayed together – again crying out to God for him to bring people to Jesus.  In the evenings they gathered together and prayed together.  They literally prayed for hours!  And they prayed with great fervency, passion, and zeal – especially for people to come to know Jesus.  It was inspiring, and it really challenged me to pray more often, to pray more intensely, and to pray especially for people to come to know Jesus.  I’m convinced that PRAYER was a key to the blessing and fruitfulness that God poured out on their ministry!
           
Pray that God would give boldness to you and to other Christians.  Pray that God would open the door for his word.  Pray that God will enable the message of the gospel to be spoken clearly and to be understood.  Be devoted to prayer for evangelism!  Things might just get really, really exciting!
Day 28 Application:  Make a commitment to pray regularly for the people that you thought of in yesterday’s application that you would like to see come to know Christ.  Perhaps write these people’s names on a note-card and put it in your Bible as a bookmark reminder to pray for them.  Or, start a prayer journal with a section to pray for people you want to ask God to bring salvation to – such as in a paper notebook, on your computer, or on a PDA.  Pray also that you, and other Christians, will share the gospel with boldness and in a way that is clear to those who hear it!    
Day 29
But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth."
(Acts 1:8, NIV)
What do the Holy Spirit and power have to do with outreach?  According to Jesus in Acts 1:8 – everything!  Jesus was just about to ascend to heaven and he tells the disciples that they will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on them.  This power would enable them to be his witnesses.  As witnesses, they will testify or tell about Jesus.  They were to tell other people who Jesus is and how they could come to know him.  The people they would tell would not just be the people in their immediate vicinity – Jerusalem, but also in their region – Judea and Samaria; and throughout the earth!  The gospel was to go forth to the ends of the earth crossing cultures, races, and all types of people.  Jesus’ death on the cross was to bring salvation to people from every tribe, tongue, people, and nation (Revelation 5:9-10).  The Holy Spirit would be given to Jesus’ followers who would take the message of that salvation to the ends of the earth.  They would do this in the power of the Holy Spirit.
But let’s deal here with some important issues related to the coming of the Holy Spirit.  I highly recommend that you look over these various passages in this paragraph.  We need to understand that when Jesus came he has essentially ushered in a new age – this is why Jesus said things like: “The kingdom of God is at hand” (Mark 1:15) or “The kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matthew 12:28, Luke 11:20).  Jesus died on the cross, rose again from the dead, and promises that the Holy Spirit (as in Acts 1:8, John 14-16) will be sent to the disciples after his departure (his ascension to heaven).  The Holy Spirit was sent to the believers on the day of Pentecost (see Acts 2), exactly as Jesus and several Old Testament Scriptures had promised (e.g. Jeremiah 31:29-34, Ezekiel 36:25-27, Isaiah 44:3-5, and Joel 2:28-32).  At Pentecost in Acts 2, Peter quotes from Joel 2:28-32 to proclaim that on this day this scripture was being fulfilled – a new age had dawned.  Christ had paid for sin on the cross, and the Holy Spirit had now been sent to live in and empower those who truly believed in Jesus.  Theologians refer to the age that Jesus brought about through his life, death, and resurrection, and in which he sends the Holy Spirit to live in the believer, as the New Covenant age.  We are in this age now.  
In the New Covenant age we can experience a “taste” of the coming kingdom of God and its end times blessings (Revelation 21:3-4), there is an aspect of  “ALREADY” in the sense that we can experience in the “here-and-now” certain kingdom “blessings.”
  We can have sins forgiven, experience victory over sins, sometimes God heals people, delivers people from evil, etc.  But because Jesus has not come again yet (when he will put a complete end to evil and suffering – see Revelation 19-21), and because the kingdom of God is not here fully (in the sense of the complete removal of sin and evil from the world), there is also an aspect of “NOT-YET” in which we still live in now.  For example, we still have sin in us (even if we are forgiven through faith in Jesus), people still die, there is still evil, people aren’t always healed, God doesn’t always do miraculous things, etc.  So let’s rejoice in the privilege we have as believers in being able to have the Holy Spirit dwell in us, to give us power for living the Christian life, and to give us power for witnessing.  But let us also realize that though we can taste of the kingdom of God now, there are even better things to come when Christ returns – so let us have an eager expectation and longing for his return!
Day 29 Application:  If you have truly believed in Jesus, trusting him to forgive you of your sins and to direct your life, you have received the Holy Spirit and he lives in you.  How does it make you feel that God, who loves you and created you, actually lives in you?  How does this reality impact your confidence in sharing about Jesus with others? 
Also, consider how you might be able to be a “witness for Jesus” (someone who tells other people about him) locally, or in your region, or even to the ends of the earth.     
Day 30
On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them.  When they heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God. "Sovereign Lord," they said, "you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them.  You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father David: "'Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain?  The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.’ Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed.  They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen.  Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness.  Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus." After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.
(Acts 4:23-31, NIV)
Peter and John were arrested and thrown in jail by the religious leaders for telling people in Jerusalem about Jesus.  The leaders threaten Peter and John and tell them that they should not speak to people about Jesus any longer.  Their response in Acts 4:19-20 is that they need to obey God and that they cannot stop speaking about what they have seen and heard.  They are then released and come back to have a prayer meeting with the other believers.
What happens in this prayer meeting?  Well, Peter and John tell about what the chief priests and elders (the religious leaders who arrested them for speaking about Jesus) said to them.  This prompts everyone to cry out to God.  The prayer begins acknowledging that God is sovereign – this means that they acknowledge that God is the supreme authority and that he is the creator of all things.  In the prayer they quote from Psalm 2, which is a psalm that expresses the rule and reign of God over all the earth and the nations – even over those in opposition to God.  In the prayer they acknowledge that it was part of God’s plan for people to conspire against Jesus; therefore Jesus was given up to Herod, Pontius Pilate, the Gentiles, and the people of Israel.  It was God’s plan for Jesus to be given up and to die on the cross, and Jesus willingly chose this because he loved us.  The believers pray that God would take note of the current threats made against them, and that he would enable them to speak the word of God (as Jesus had told them to in Acts 1:8) with great boldness.  They pray for God to even act in power to heal and to perform signs and wonders in Jesus’ name through them.  After praying these things the place where they are meeting is shaken, they are filled with the Holy Spirit, and they are empowered by God through the Holy Spirit to speak the word of God boldly.
What do we need to take from this passage?  Well for one, people sometimes oppose us if we proclaim the gospel message.  This may be plainly obvious to us in our day and age, but realize that this was also the case in the early church.  Despite opposition, the gospel prevailed.  Second, when we face opposition, we should pray to our sovereign God.  He rules over all, and we should look to him as our ultimate authority – even following him when others tell us not to do so.  Third, we can pray for boldness in proclaiming the gospel in the face of opposition.  These believers asked God for boldness, the confidence and courage, to share the word of God.  God answered that prayer.  Fourth, we can pray for God to heal people and perform miraculous wonders through the name of Jesus.  Praying this prayer doesn’t guarantee that God will necessarily do miraculous things, this is dependent on God’s sovereign choice and purposes.  God may choose to do amazing things if we ask.  It is not uncommon for God to still heal people today, to give people words to share or to pray for those that they are ministering to that fit their exact situation or need, or to change the most difficult circumstances or situations.  Jesus has inaugurated the kingdom of God and there is a sense in which we can experience a “taste” of God’s kingdom blessings (“the ALREADY” aspect) if God so chooses to do so as a gift of his grace.  Lastly, we can be filled with the Holy Spirit and be given the power we need to accomplish God’s purposes.  The Holy Spirit can fill us, or empower us, at various times to carry out what God wants us to do.  All of us who truly believe in Jesus are indwelt with the Holy Spirit, but we can also be filled with the Holy Spirit at specific times to give us the ability to accomplish God’s purposes.  In the book of Acts for example, Peter is filled at different times with the Holy Spirit to empower him for ministry (Acts 2:4, Acts 4:8, and Acts 4:31).  
Perhaps you have sensed God’s presence with you in a special way that gave you strength, wisdom, courage, or words to say when you have ministered to someone (or to a group of people).  Being filled with the Holy Spirit isn’t limited to empowerment just for evangelism, it can be for any ministry – praying for someone, serving, teaching, singing or playing music to the Lord, counseling, etc.  But certainly we can and should pray to God for the empowerment and the boldness we need, even if we face opposition, to begin or to continue speaking the word of God with boldness!  
Day 30 Application:  Have you ever encountered opposition from people because of your faith, or because you talked to someone about Jesus?  How will this passage help you to respond to such opposition in the future?  
Do you believe that God can fill you with the Holy Spirit to share the gospel with others, and to minister in other ways as well?  Try to pray for God to fill you with the Holy Spirit, especially before you share the gospel/ share his word with someone, and before you do any other ministry in the days ahead.          
Day 31
Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people.  The news about Him spread throughout all Syria; and they brought to Him all who were ill, those suffering with various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics, paralytics; and He healed them.  Large crowds followed Him from Galilee and the Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea and from beyond the Jordan.
(Matthew 4:23-25, NASB)
Jesus was going through all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness.  Seeing the people, He felt compassion for them, because they were distressed and dispirited like sheep without a shepherd.  Then He said to His disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few.  "Therefore beseech the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His harvest." (Matthew 9:35-38, NASB)
Jesus summoned His twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal every kind of disease and every kind of sickness…
  "And as you go, preach, saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.'  "Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. Freely you received, freely give.  
(Matthew 10:1, 7-8, NASB)
During my final year of seminary (graduate school of theology) I took an elective class on the gospel of Matthew.  I already had taken a required course that covered all of the gospels, and another elective course the year before on Luke and Acts.  But, I still wanted more on the gospels.  I wanted to really dig into Jesus’ life and ministry.  I wanted to know more about what Jesus did and how it related to us today.  
Well, in my Matthew class we had to write a lengthy term paper on any passage in Matthew.  I chose Matthew 9:35-38.  This passage has really impacted my life.  I firmly believe that God used this passage in calling me to go into full-time ministry, “the harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few.”  There is a need that people have for Jesus, and God has called people to a relationship with himself (a harvest that God has prepared).  God has also called those who believe in him to share the gospel message with other people and to teach them what it means to follow Jesus (workers for the harvest).
  Several years ago when God spoke to me through this passage in Matthew 9, I felt a strong desire to be used by God as his “worker in the harvest.” 
God may or may not call you into full-time ministry as a career, but he is calling you in some way to be a “worker for the harvest.”  God calls people to specific full-time ministries (as in my case), but he wants to use all of us who are believers in Him to be workers for this plentiful harvest (Matthew 28:18-20)!  Well, since God is calling “workers for the harvest” – how are the workers to go about doing the work?        
Let’s first look at how Matthew, inspired by God, describes Jesus’ ministry and how Jesus went about doing the work!  There are two summary statements about Jesus’ ministry found in Matthew 4:23-25, and in Matthew 9:35-38.  These summary statements tell us in brief statements, not what Jesus did in one ministry event, but rather what Jesus’ ministry typically involved.
  If you look closely at these two statements you will notice some parallels, in fact they have an identical phrase in both passages - Jesus was: “teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people” (Matthew 4:23, 9:35).  Jesus’ ministry typically involved teaching, proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom,
 and healing people.  
But watch what Matthew, inspired by God, writes about as he describes Jesus’ ministry between these two summary statements in Matthew 5-9.  I strongly recommend that you find a time to read what is between these two statements sometime for yourself.  But let me sum it up for you. 
In Matthew 5-7 there is an extensive message that Jesus gives that is known as the Sermon on the Mount.  The Sermon on the Mount is an extensive section of teaching about Jesus, his righteousness, and about properly following Jesus in regards to Christian living (as opposed to some of the faulty ways that the Pharisees were attempting, and teaching others, to follow God).  Jesus’ ministry of teaching is especially laid out for us in this section.    
Now check out what Matthew writes about in Matthew 8-9.  You will hopefully notice that most of what is found in these chapters is an account of several miracles that Jesus performed.  Several of these miracles involve healings (a leper, a Centurian’s servant, Peter’s mother-in-law, a paralytic, a synagogue official’s daughter, a woman with a hemorrhage, and two blind men).  There are also a few miracles that involve casting out demons (the demon-possessed men in Gadarenes in 8:28-34, and a mute demon-possessed man in 9:32-34).  What’s the point?  This section highlights Jesus’ proclamation of the gospel of the kingdom and healing sicknesses and diseases.        
What is going on here is that the two summary statements function like “two bookends” that summarize Jesus’ ministry, and then lay out details about Jesus’ ministry in between the two summaries.
  So what did Jesus do?  He had a ministry of proclamation and demonstration of the gospel of the kingdom.  Jesus’ ministry of the gospel was shown in word and deed.  He taught it, proclaimed it, and even did things to demonstrate its power.
We can summarize how Matthew lays out Jesus’ ministry in Matthew 4:23-9:38 in this diagram below:
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Now let’s look at what Jesus tells the disciples to do when he sends them out to do ministry.  Notice that Matthew, inspired by God as he writes, tells us about how Jesus sent out the twelve disciples right after the second summary statement of Jesus’ ministry.  So after an extensive section explaining Jesus’ ministry, Matthew now explains what Jesus sent the disciples out to do.  Matthew 10:1 begins telling us that Jesus gave the twelve authority to cast out unclean spirits and to heal every kind of disease and every kind of sickness – an exact phrase that was found in the summary statements about Jesus’ ministry.  Notice also in chapter 10, just a few verses later in 10:7-8, that he tells them as they go to preach: “The kingdom of heaven is at hand” and to heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, and cast out demons.  All of these were things that Jesus himself did in his own ministry.  Now he gives the disciples the authority and sends them out to do the same things!  They proclaim the kingdom of God and demonstrate its power – especially through healing and casting out demons.  There was preaching and there was power.  
We can summarize the parallels from Jesus’ ministry as described in the summary statements in Matthew 4:23-24 and 9:35, and what Jesus said in Matthew 4:17, with what immediately follows in the context of Matthew’s gospel as Jesus instructs and then sends out the disciples in Matthew 10:
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So now the question comes – what about us today?  How should we go about doing ministry?  We see how Jesus does ministry and we see the commands and the authority that he gives to the disciples to minister in a similar way.  But are we to minister in this same way – in word (teaching and proclaiming the kingdom) and power (proclaiming the kingdom and demonstrating its power through casting out demons and healing)?

The Gospel of Matthew ends with a few verses where Jesus tells the disciples, and us today, what we are to do.  Jesus says: “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. "Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age." (Matthew 28:18-20).  There is a command for us to teach people to observe all that Jesus commanded, a statement that Jesus has all authority in heaven and earth, and a statement that he will be with us.  One of the things that Jesus commanded the disciples was to preach that the kingdom of heaven was at hand.  Part of this kingdom proclamation for the disciples involved the demonstration of its power – healing and casting out demons.
  The kingdom of God was at hand as Jesus came, there is an “in-breaking” of some of the blessings of the kingdom that came as part of the new covenant.  There is an “ALREADY” aspect to the kingdom of God, in which there are times when God acts in power.
Does this mean that we can always expect God to do miraculous things such as healing people?  Absolutely not!  Remember there is also a “NOT YET” aspect to the kingdom of God.  God is not going to make things perfect until Christ returns (Revelation 21:3-4). There will still be death, suffering, and sin.  God, in his sovereignty, may choose to act in power and to do something like a miraculous healing.  Or, in his sovereignty, God may allow sickness and suffering.  
But we can seek to minister as Jesus did: teaching, proclaiming the kingdom, and even healing and casting out demons.   I’m not saying that we should make healing or casting out demons a major emphasis of our ministry.  I’m also not saying that we should always expect God to act as powerfully as he did in the New Testament, such as raising the dead.
  But, we should not avoid believing that God may act in power!  Why not pray for someone today who is sick?  Maybe God will do something in the person’s life through a healing. Perhaps God will do this to bless that person and even make that person, and/or others, more receptive to the gospel.  Or, if we encounter spiritual warfare or demonic activity wreaking havoc in a person’s life, why not use the authority that God gives us as Christians to pray against it?  Let’s teach people the Word of God, let’s proclaim the gospel, and let’s believe that God may choose at times by his grace to act in power!  
Day 31 Application:  Have you ever considered praying for someone who is sick and asking God to heal him/her - maybe actually praying when you are with that person?  If this person was an unbeliever and God healed them, how do you think they might respond?  Do you think they might be more open or closed to the gospel?  What is your reaction to what scripture says about Jesus’ ministry?
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Day 32
Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."
(Matthew 28:18-20, NIV)
Before Jesus ascended to heaven he gave his disciples, and us today, some of his last words.  These last words center on the command to make disciples.  This command to make disciples is paired with the word “GO,” which also implies a command.
  The disciples, and us today, are to “GO” and make disciples.  What are some things that we are to do to make disciples?  We are to baptize people in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; and we are to teach people to obey everything that Jesus commanded.  This passage is often called the Great Commission; it is what God commissioned his disciples, and us today, to do!
Matthew 28:18-20 is a command and a promise by Jesus for us to apply to ministry today.  Often people understand this passage as a call to mission work: go and make disciples of all nations… Certainly mission work is an appropriate application.  In a similar way, this passage is an argument for evangelism.  Making disciples begins with people sharing the gospel and with people coming to know Christ as Lord and Savior.  This passage also teaches the importance of people being baptized, an outward symbol of what God does in a person’s life in granting them salvation.
  Lastly this passage focuses on another important aspect of making disciples; it involves teaching people to obey everything that Jesus has commanded!  
The part of making disciples that involves teaching people to obey everything that Jesus has commanded is what I’d like to focus on for this devotion.  I some ways I think that this teaching aspect of making disciples needs more emphasis today.  Why?  Basically, because I think that often it is easy for us to get more excited about the evangelism aspects of the Great Commission, than it is about the long process of helping a person to learn to obey God.  It is easy for us to get excited about people making professions of faith, which of course is awesome and something we should get excited about!  But do we also get excited about people growing in their faith?  Do we rejoice when people make strides in what is often a very gradual progress of spiritual growth?  Do we get excited about people growing to greater maturity in understanding and obeying God’s word?  Do we get excited about integrity and character developing in the lives of believers, and seeing people consistently walking with God?  These are all crucial aspects of what the Great Commission is talking about, so we should get excited about seeing these things happen!  
The issue here is that ministry is NOT JUST about winning people to Jesus.  Ministry is not just about how big the church gets, and it’s not just about how many people make a profession of faith.  Again, these are all great things, but you see it’s ALSO about teaching people to obey everything Jesus has commanded!!!  It’s ALSO about all of us growing and maturing in our relationships with God! 
My wife and I rejoiced immensely when our children were born.  What a miracle, seeing a new life come into the world!  But some of the most precious moments in our lives have been seeing our children starting to grow up – starting to walk, to talk, eating on their own, interacting and playing with other kids, hearing them say “I love you,” or hearing them pray.  It’s amazing!   
Making disciples involves the aspect of helping someone else to grow in their relationship with God.  It means helping them learn to obey everything that Jesus commanded.  Notice also here in Matthew 28 that Jesus tells us that he will be with us as we go, as we make disciples, as we baptize, and as we teach people!  Jesus has all authority in heaven and earth, and the implication of him being with us and having this power, is that he will give us all the help that we need to do these tasks.  God is with us – let’s make disciples and teach people to obey all that Jesus commanded! 
Day 32 Application:  Do you think that it is common for people to view ministry primarily from the perspective that ministry is mostly about evangelism?  As important as evangelism is in making disciples, why do you think that teaching people to obey all that Jesus has commanded is also very important? 
Day 33
We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.  To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.
(Colossians 1:28-29, NIV)
The apostle Paul makes it clear what the goal of his ministry was – it was to present people perfect in Christ.  Paul didn’t just proclaim the gospel and lead people to Christ, he did more.  He made disciples!  With admonishing and teaching, Paul was a disciple- maker whose goal was to present everyone perfect in Christ!  Paul didn’t want people to just be infants in Christ;
 rather he longed to see people mature in their faith and character – growing up into mature followers of Jesus Christ.  No one can be perfect and without sin in this life except God himself (even Paul spoke of his own struggles and weaknesses);
 but even so, the goal for us is to pursue being like Jesus.  God sets the bar at the highest standard, his standard, calling us to pursue Christ’s standards of righteousness and holiness.
  Even though we will never reach perfection and won’t be completely free from sin until we are with Christ in heaven, God wants us to pursue his standards of holiness and righteousness.     
Paul knew that he was to play a part in helping other people to grow.  He labored and struggled with all God’s power working in him to make disciples.  Discipleship can be defined as: “That process in which more mature believers, in cooperation with the Spirit, assist younger believers as they progress in their faith toward Christlike maturity.”
   
Paul taught people to obey everything that Jesus commanded; he didn’t just win converts.  Paul, as a more mature and experienced believer, made disciples of believers who were younger in their faith.  Disciple-making essentially means mentoring others in all aspects of the Christian faith.  
We also need to go about making disciples.  And we don’t have to be the apostle Paul, a trained pastor, or even the most mature person in the church to do it.  God can use us to encourage others in their faith.  We can help others learn and grow in their relationship with God.  God has promised to be with us as we make disciples (Matthew 28:18-20)!  Paul even says that God’s energy powerfully works in him as he labors and strives to accomplish his ministry.  God will powerfully work through us if we do the same.
How can we go about making disciples?
  First and foremost, we build relationships with people.  Discipleship is best done in the context of a loving relationship.  We can build loving relationships and share our lives and experiences with others in such a way that we are encouraging other believers.  We can also teach people Biblical truth that we have learned, teaching and admonishing people in love as Paul did.  We can pray for people and with them.  God ultimately causes the growth (1 Corinthians 3), so we should pray for people to grow!  We also can pray together with people that we are helping to grow - sharing growth goals, struggles, and any other prayer requests.  We can help other people learn and grow through real life and ministry experiences.  As we walk through life together there are teachable moments in almost every aspect of life.  How do we live as a Christian at home, in the business world, in recreation, how do we deal with problems, how do we use our time, our finances, etc?  We can share these real life situations and learn from them.  We can also do ministry together in real ministry situations, with the disciple (trainee) learning from observing and participating with the more experienced believer or “discipler” (mentor).  Lastly, at appropriate levels and in appropriate ways, we can offer accountability that is designed to encourage people in their relationship with God.  If you’ve ever had a coach in a sport, you understand that having your coach at a practice or workout probably helped you to train harder or perform better than you would otherwise if you were to workout on your own initiative.  Accountability can simply be asking how someone is doing with a goal they have in mind – whether personal or ministry related, or checking in with someone about progress in an area of struggle or difficulty.  Disciple-making is not controlling or “lording yourself” over another, it is simply lovingly befriending and helping someone to grow in their relationship with God.
When I was in college, I had a few different people who God used immensely in my life.  I’d like to tell you about one of them, named Jeff.  Jeff was a campus minister, and God used him to lead me into a relationship with Christ.  But Jeff didn’t just share the gospel with me, and then leave me to figure out being a Christian on my own.  Jeff’s goal didn’t seem to be just to win a new convert – he wanted to see me grow and to see God start to also use me in the lives of other people.  He used to meet with me each week, answer my many questions about God and Christianity, listen to my struggles, offer Biblical counsel, and pray with me about things going on in my life.  Through a small group Bible study with other students and through our meetings together, Jeff taught me God’s word and encouraged me to start reading and applying the Bible to my own life.  He would also occasionally take me with him on appointments with other students (where I learned how to share my faith with others by watching him and eventually doing it with him).  Jeff and his wife Cathy also invited me and other students over to hang out at their house at times on the weekends.  They had me over for dinner occasionally, and they shared their lives with me through our friendship.  I gradually began to really grow in my relationship with God, and Jeff was instrumental in helping me and encouraging me in the early years of my Christian life.  I wander if I would be a pastor today, or if I’d be walking with God at all, if God had not used Jeff in my life in such a significant way several years ago!  I thank God for his work, but also for Jeff being available to God to be used by Him to help me!
Day 33 Application:  Has there been anyone that God has used in your own life to help you grow?  If so, thank God for that person.  Is there anyone in your life who you think that God might want to use you to help – such as sharing the gospel with them and/or helping them to grow?  If not, pray and ask God to bring at least one person into your life that you can disciple and help grow.
Day 34
The things which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.
(2 Timothy 2:2, NASB)
Paul met Timothy on his second missionary journey in a town called Lystra (Acts 16:1-3).  Timothy was already a believer and he had a good reputation among other believers in Lystra and Iconium.  But remember, Paul wasn’t just about making converts; he was in the business of making disciples (Colossians 1:28-29).  Paul saw something in Timothy. He must have seen Timothy’s faithfulness, his good reputation, and discerned that Timothy had a lot of potential.  So Paul takes Timothy along with him and Barnabas on their missionary journey.  Paul built a loving relationship with Timothy,
 he taught him,
 he shared life and ministry experiences with him,
 he prayed for him,
 he encouraged him,
 and he was an example to him.
  Essentially, Paul discipled Timothy – he mentored him in the Christian faith.
Eventually Timothy becomes the pastor at Ephesus, and Paul writes to him in 2 Timothy.  Basically he tells Timothy, what I did with you; you also should do with other faithful men, who will also do the same thing with other people.  Paul reminds Timothy that he is to be about making disciples – and these disciples are in turn to make other disciples.  We can illustrate what Paul tells Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:2 in this diagram below:
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There is a multiplication effect to making disciples.  Not only do the numbers increase though, but also the quality and depth of the disciple should increase.  There is “hands-on” personal mentoring tailored to each disciple with teaching, experiences, prayer, and accountability that is all done in the context of a loving relationship.     
One of my favorite movies is The Karate Kid.  This movie is about a teenage kid who starts having all kinds of problems at his school with a group of bullies.  Unfortunately for the kid, these bullies also happen to be black belts in Karate and part of a defending state champion Karate team.  To make matters worse, the kid starts dating the team captain’s ex-girlfriend, and then he starts getting beat up by these Karate bullies.  As this is happening, the kid starts to build a relationship with an elderly Japanese man (who the kid later learns is an expert in Karate).  The Japanese man (played by Pat Morita) comes to the kid’s rescue one night when he is getting beat up by these Karate bullies and fights them off.  The next day the Japanese man tries to talk to the bullies’ Karate teacher to ask him to get the bullies to stop their attacks on the kid.  The teacher refuses, but is willing to make a deal that if the kid enters the state Karate tournament, then everything will be settled there in a real competition.  
Well, my favorite part of this movie is when the Japanese man becomes the teenage kid’s mentor.  He starts to teach and vigorously train the kid in Karate.  If you’ve seen this movie, perhaps you’ll agree with me that this is the part that really steals the show!  What is so great to see is the loving relationship that the two build and how the elderly Japanese man becomes so much more than just the kid’s Karate teacher.  He becomes like a loving father.  The kid learns Karate, he grows up a lot in the process, and eventually he is even able to settle things with the bad guys at the state tournament. 
A mentor coming alongside someone to help teach and train them in the Christian faith is basically what disciple-making is all about.  It is done in the context of a loving relationship.  It involves helping someone to learn, apply, and live the Christian faith.  It also involves teaching and equipping the person to minister to other people, so that they might also eventually teach and train others.  God’s kingdom is advanced as this happens, people grow in Christlike maturity, and God gets all the glory!
Day 34 Application:  How do you think that an investment in disciple-making/mentoring another person can impact not only that person, but also other people?  Are you willing to make such an investment of your time and efforts to help another person to grow?  
Day 35
And he went up on the mountain and called to him those whom he desired, and they came to him.  And he appointed twelve (whom he also named apostles) so that they might be with him and he might send them out to preach and have authority to cast out demons.
(Mark 3:13-15, ESV)
Jesus appointed twelve to be with him.  That little phrase to be with him, sums up an essential truth to how Jesus did his ministry of making disciples.  He spent time together with the people he was discipling/mentoring.  Certainly, a major purpose that Jesus had in spending time with the disciples was to train and teach them to eventually carry on his ministry: so that he might send them out to preach and have authority to cast out demons.  But the disciples weren’t just some kind of project.  Jesus told them how he loved them “love one another as I have also loved you” (John 13:34, 15:12), and he wanted to spend time with them.
It is important to add that Jesus spent most of his time with these guys.  Sure, he ministered to large crowds and was teaching and preaching in public, but most of his time was spent with these same twelve guys.  They traveled with him, ate with him, listened to him, asked him questions, and learned from him.  They were to be the ones to carry on his ministry, they were the future leaders, and so Jesus spent time with them.  
Today most of us cannot do ministry in exactly the same way that Jesus did - in the sense of traveling around 24/7 with someone or a group of people to help them grow and be trained for ministry.  But we can spend time with people we minister to and disciple.  Just think about some ways you can spend time with others.  Sure there are always the sort of “appointment-type meetings,” such as a planned intentional time to talk, pray, and/or study the Bible.  But there are also many other great ways that you can just be with people.  Maybe you feel too busy to do this, but let’s just think for a minute.  What do you like to do?  Do you like playing with your kids?  Then get together with another dad if you’re a dad, a mom if you’re a mom, or as a couple hang out with another couple while your kids play together at your home or at a park.  What about exercising?  Do it with a friend.  Eating?  Have lunch or dinner together.  What about sewing, scrap booking, or cooking?  Why not get together with someone you can be building a relationship with and minister to that person in some way as you do it.  What about watching a game?  Hang out together and chat as you do.  Get the idea?  Be with people and build relationships in any way you can.  As you do this, you can minister to one another.  Sure there is an intentional aspect to it, but there is also a very casual and fun aspect to it as well.  Be with people – it’s a key to what disciple-making is all about.        
Day 35 Application:  What are some ways that you can spend time together with someone whom you may be helping to encourage and grow?  And/or what are some ways that you can spend some time with someone who is encouraging and helping you?  
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Day 36
And Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about Him spread through all the surrounding district.  And He began teaching in their synagogues and was praised by all.  And He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up; and as was His custom, He entered the synagogue on the Sabbath, and stood up to read.  And the book of the prophet Isaiah was handed to Him. And He opened the book and found the place where it was written, "THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD IS UPON ME, BECAUSE HE ANOINTED ME TO PREACH THE GOSPEL TO THE POOR. HE HAS SENT ME TO PROCLAIM RELEASE TO THE CAPTIVES, AND RECOVERY OF SIGHT TO THE BLIND, TO SET FREE THOSE WHO ARE OPPRESSED, TO PROCLAIM THE FAVORABLE YEAR OF THE LORD."  And He closed the book, gave it back to the attendant and sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on Him.  And He began to say to them, "Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."
(Luke 4:14-21, NASB)
When Jesus begins his public ministry, Luke records that Jesus began teaching in the synagogues.  He enters a synagogue in Nazareth and reads from the Old Testament prophet Isaiah.  Jesus says that this prophecy is fulfilled in their hearing.  What Jesus meant was that this prophecy is about him and that he is the one who is fulfilling it!
Let’s consider what Jesus said he was fulfilling from the prophecy in Isaiah 61.  Jesus says that the Spirit of the Lord is upon him.  The Holy Spirit, who is ONE with Jesus and with God the Father, empowered Jesus for his ministry.  Jesus has been anointed, or empowered by the Spirit, to preach the gospel to the poor.  
Well, who are the poor that Jesus is talking about?  Is it the economically poor, meaning those who are materially and financially in need?  Is it the people who are hurting emotionally?  Is it the people who are sick or suffering in some way?  Or is it the spiritually poor, the people who are broken by their sin and situation in life in such a way that they are crying out to God?  One respected scholar states that the poor are best understood in this context as being people who literally are materially/financially deficient.
  But, it seems best to see the fulfillment of Isaiah 61 that Jesus refers to in Luke, as not being limited to just the “poor” in a material/financial way.  The Isaiah 61 fulfillment Jesus mentions here in Luke 4 is best understood as applying to everyone who is in need - whether materially, financially, physically, emotionally, or spiritually.
   
It seems that God has a special care and concern for the poor because Jesus directs some of his preaching towards them.  As God calls these people to come into a relationship with him, they respond to him: “for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20).  Jesus states that the rich are receiving their comfort in full, and he makes a pronouncement against them (Luke 6:24).  This verse does not say that rich people cannot come into a relationship with God.  Jesus states elsewhere in Luke that a rich person coming to God is like a camel going through the eye of a needle, but then he adds that this is not impossible with God.
   By saying this, Jesus indicates that indeed God does bring rich people into a relationship with himself. The point I want to make from the Isaiah 61 passage Jesus reads, and says he fulfills, is that he directs part of his ministry to the poor – he preaches the good news to them!
Does this mean that all poor people will come into a relationship with Jesus?  No, the passage is not saying that this will happen.  Just being poor doesn’t make someone a Christian.  Everyone is sinful and separated from God, including poor people (Romans 3:23, 6:23).  God grants people salvation by his grace through the work of Jesus Christ, irrespective of our works or anything in us (Ephesians 2:1-10).  Are poor people among those who God reaches out to and who receive salvation?  Absolutely!
If Jesus ministered to the poor, preaching the good news to them, shouldn’t we also do the same?  Our tendency may be to forget about the poor or to even neglect them altogether.  If we do try to help them, often the help is directed solely at meeting certain physical needs: feeding them, clothing them, providing shelter, etc. – which indeed are all very good things that we should do.  Jesus indicates in the parable of the sheep and goats that when we neglect to do such physical things to help “the least of these” (the poor and needy) that we neglect doing them to him (Matthew 25:44-45).  But what we need to do is to look for ways – which can be even as we minister to their physical needs – to also minister to their spiritual needs!  Jesus preached the good news, the gospel, to the poor.   
Let’s pray that God would help us to do the same!
Day 36 Application: Does Jesus’ ministry to the poor challenge you to pray about and consider ways to also minister to the poor – even if in a small way?  If so, pray and ask God to show you how you might be able to minister in some way to the poor.
Day 37
As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, your sister Sodom and her daughters never did what you and your daughters have done.  "'Now this was the sin of your sister Sodom: She and her daughters were arrogant, overfed and unconcerned; they did not help the poor and needy.  They were haughty and did detestable things before me. Therefore I did away with them as you have seen.
(Ezekiel 16:48-50, NIV)
The prophet Ezekiel was taken from Jerusalem by the Babylonians, along with King Jehoiachin and many others, into exile to Babylon in 597 B.C.
 Ezekiel prophesied to the Jews who were in Babylon.  He was telling them about God’s judgment that had come upon them, and that was continuing to come upon them for their sins, and he was proclaiming God’s promise of forgiveness and restoration.
  In chapter 16 we see some of the sins that Ezekiel, serving as God’s mouthpiece, pronounces against God’s people.  
Are you aware of what God did to Sodom and Gomorrah?  The accusations and an account of God’s judgment on these cities for their wickedness are found in Genesis 13:13, Genesis 18:16-33, and Genesis 19:1-29.  A common perception of the reason for God’s judgment on these cities is that it was primarily because of sexual sin.  Certainly there is evidence that sexual sins were present in Sodom and Gomorrah, which indeed could be a primary reason for the severe judgment they faced (Genesis 19:4-5, Jude 7).  But did you know that there were other serious sins that Sodom committed?  These sins were also reasons for God’s judgment.  Ezekiel 16:48-50 refers to some of these sins, and the passage tells us that God judged this city because of them.  What were these sins?
1. They were arrogant.
2. They were overfed and unconcerned.
3. They did not help the poor and needy.
4. They were haughty (proud) and did detestable things before God.   
These sins are in opposition to the heart of God and his will.  Instead of arrogance and haughtiness (pride), God desires humility, trust, and dependence on Him.  Instead of being overfed and unconcerned, God desires people to have a loving concern for others with a heart of mercy and compassion towards them.   Instead of neglecting helping the poor and needy, God desires us to extend a hand to help people.  Instead of doing detestable things before God, he desires us to do his will and to give ourselves in service to him.
What I especially want to point out to you is something that challenged me significantly in this passage.  Sodom was called to account for being overfed, unconcerned, and not helping the poor and needy.  They were prosperous, but horded their prosperity for themselves.  They neglected doing anything to help the poor and needy!  I am challenged to ask myself as I read this, am I overfed and unconcerned?  Do I neglect to help the poor and needy?  As I write this, I have to be honest and say that I don’t think that I do very well in this area of showing concern for and helping the poor and needy.  
I have to admit that one thing I struggle with some, and perhaps you do as well, is that I really don’t have a lot of ideas about how to help.  What can I do to help?  In yesterday’s application I asked you to start praying and thinking about this issue: what are some things you might be able to do?  Please continue to do this.  I believe God will show us ways to help.
Here are just a few ideas that may be possibilities or things that may appeal to you. Perhaps you have several additional or better ideas:
1. Giving of your finances:  There are numerous credible evangelical Christian ministries that combine meeting physical needs along with sharing the gospel and ministering to spiritual needs.
  I encourage you to do your own research if you are interested in giving some to one of these ministries, there may be one or more that you will find that really relate to something you have a heart for supporting. 
2. Go on a short-term mission trip:  This can be a stateside project of some sort, such as an inner-city project that ministers to the poor; or an international project that in some way ministers to the poor and/or needy.  Seek not just to minister to physical needs, but also to spiritual needs.
3. Find something “hands-on” that you can do locally:  Perhaps you can tutor a needy child, help feed the homeless, or help work on a Habitat for Humanity project, which builds homes for the needy.  You could volunteer at a Crisis Pregnancy Center, visit the elderly in a nursing home, or possibly volunteer as a “Big Brother or Big Sister.”  There may be several other things you could do. Some groups that work with poor or needy people are secular organizations, but that doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t consider working with them.  You may still be able to make a significant impact!
4. Look for ways to minister to needy people around you:  Often there may be hurting and needy people right in our own neighborhood and/or in your daily life.  These folks may not look “poor” in the sense of how you normally may think of it, but nonetheless they may be extremely needy.  How might you help the overwhelmed single mom who lives next door and is trying to care for 3 young kids?  What about the co-worker who is going through some marital difficulties?  Maybe there is the friend you know who is in significant debt and could really benefit from some financial counseling.     
These are just a few ideas, again think and pray about ways you might be able to help the poor or needy.  
Day 37 Application:  Are there any specific areas of ministry mentioned above, or that you have thought about, that God may be leading you to help in some way?  Pray about it.  Then begin, or continue, looking into and considering what ways you might be able to be involved.  
Day 38
He who is kind to the poor lends to the LORD, and he will reward him for 
what he has done.
 (Proverbs 19:17, NIV)
The righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern.
(Proverbs 29:7, NIV)
She extends her hand to the poor, and she stretches out her hands to the needy.
(Proverbs 31:20, NASB)
The book of Proverbs is known to contain wisdom for Christian living.  Proverbs is an extremely practical book.  There are 31 proverbs, equal to the number often found in a month.  I’ve heard some people suggest reading and meditating on a “proverb-a-day” because of all of the practical wisdom found in the book.  Well, did you know that in this book, so full of wisdom from God, there is wisdom about ministry to the poor?  It’s true.
Above there are three Proverbs that mention the poor.  The first, Proverbs 19:17, mentions that a person who is kind to the poor is giving to the Lord, and God will reward the person for their kindness.  This point is similar to what Jesus implies in the parable of the sheep and goats in Matthew 25:34-40.  In that passage Jesus mentions that when the righteous helped the needy (the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the sick, the one in need of clothes, and the prisoner) that they did this as if they were doing it to him.  The second, Proverbs 29:7, tells us that the righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked do not.  This lack of concern for the poor is what God warns us about in Ezekiel 16:48-50.  The righteous care, the wicked do not.  The third, Proverbs 31:20 praises the excellent wife – the woman who fears the Lord.  One of this woman’s many noble characteristics is her willingness to help the poor and the needy.  She offers a helping hand, reaching out to the poor and needy.
Have you noticed that for some reason people in our society, including those who are unbelievers, typically have respect for people who have been active in some type of service to the poor?  For example, consider the view that our society had towards the late Mother Theresa, who devoted her life to ministering in the slums of Calcutta, India.  In general it is probably fair to say that she was extremely respected.  Mother Theresa had a lot of credibility (even with people who were not Christians) because of the service that she did towards the poor.  She demonstrated the wisdom of God, as it applies to ministry to the poor, and as mentioned in these proverbs above.
Not all of us will be called to devote our entire lives as sacrificially to ministering to the poor as Mother Theresa did.  I’m not trying to suggest all of us need to do mercy ministry in this same way.  But are there ways that you and I can live out the wisdom of these proverbs above?  Are there ways that we can demonstrate kindness, care and concern, and help to the poor?  With God’s help I think so!
Day 38 Application:  Have you ever considered that one aspect of Christian wisdom and living includes care for, concern for, and helping the poor and needy?  Why do you think it is wise (as proverbs implies) to do these things?  Is there a reward?    
Day 39
Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.
(James 1:27, NASB)
The verse above is not trying to tell us everything that pure religion consists of, rather it is telling us some of the important aspects involved in pure and undefiled religion.  One such important aspect of pure and undefiled religion is to visit orphans and widows in their distress.  Doing actions such as these may demonstrate the reality of a person’s faith – such actions may demonstrate that a person is a true follower of Jesus Christ, and that he/she has a pure and undefiled religion.              
Well why are orphans and widows singled out?  Orphans and widows in the ancient world often had little to no means to provide for themselves, and there were no welfare programs as we have today.
  In various places in God’s word, orphans and widows are mentioned as those whom God’s people should help (Isaiah 1:17, Exodus 22:22, Deuteronomy 14:29).
  Orphans and widows indeed are needy, but so are other types of people.  What about those who are paralyzed, terminally ill, or who have some debilitating disease?  Shouldn’t we help them too?  Of course, we should.  We can make an application of this verse listed above in James as applying to anyone who is needy and helpless.  Douglas Moo states in his commentary on the book of James:  

One test of pure religion, therefore, is the degree to which we extend aid to the “helpless”

in our world – whether they be widows and orphans, immigrants trying to adjust to a new

life, impoverished third-world dwellers, the handicapped, or the homeless.
     
A believer who helps the helpless, the weak, and/or the needy is showing one aspect of a true and undefiled religion.  Again, it must be clear that this passage is not saying that anyone and everyone who helps the needy has a pure and undefiled religion – a right relationship with God.  But a person who states that he/she is in a relationship with Jesus, and refuses to show love and concern for the helpless and needy may actually be wrong about the authenticity of his/her relationship with God (e.g. Matthew 7:21, 1 John 1:6-7, 1 John 2:4).  One mark of a true relationship with God is to help the helpless and needy.  
Mercy ministries are involved in helping the helpless and needy.  There are all kinds of things that can be classified as mercy ministries because there are many different needs.  We have brainstormed and considered many of these different types of ministries in the previous days’ devotions.  Have you thought of something you might like to do to help yet?  Some people may have the spiritual gift of mercy, in which God gives them a great burden for people who are hurting and uses them very effectively in these types of ministries.  But even if you don’t have the gift of mercy, God still calls you to be involved in some way in helping the helpless and needy.  Sure you can’t do everything, but you can do something!
Have you ever heard the story about the boy who was walking along a beach where thousands and thousands of starfish had washed ashore after a major storm?  The beach was literally covered with starfish.  The boy seeing that these starfish needed to be back into the ocean to survive before the sun dried them out considered what he might do to help.  He mentions this to his friend.  His friend responded saying something like this:  “What are you thinking? You can’t possibly help all of these starfish!”  The boy responded to his friend’s doubt by picking one starfish up off the beach, throwing it back into the ocean, and saying: “I just helped that one!”  The two of them then continued walking along the beach and throwing starfish back into the water.     
You can make an impact – even if it is only on a few people.  Let’s show mercy to the needy world around us.  We can work together at helping the helpless and needy.  By God’s grace we can touch people’s lives, as we do this we also show signs that we have a pure and undefiled religion.  
Day 39 Application:  How has your perspective on mercy ministries (helping the poor, sick, needy, struggling, helpless, addicted, etc.) been impacted by these devotions?  
How would you like to respond?   
Day 40
But wishing to justify himself, he said to Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?" Jesus replied and said, "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among robbers, and they stripped him and beat him, and went away leaving him half dead.  "And by chance a priest was going down on that road, and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  "Likewise a Levite also, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.  "But a Samaritan, who was on a journey, came upon him; and when he saw him, he felt compassion, and came to him and bandaged up his wounds, pouring oil and wine on them; and he put him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn and took care of him.  "On the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper and said, 'Take care of him; and whatever more you spend, when I return I will repay you.'  "Which of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell into the robbers' hands?"  And he said, "The one who showed mercy toward him." Then Jesus said to him, "Go and do the same."
(Luke 10:29-37, NASB)
Who is my neighbor?  Sure, there are the people who live right next to us.  Sometimes we get to know these people pretty well and become true friends; perhaps sometimes unfortunately we don’t get to know them much at all.  Jesus tells us that we are to love our neighbor, even as ourselves.  But who is our neighbor?  
In the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus certainly seems to imply that our neighbor is any other human being.  In the parable, a man is beaten by robbers, robbed, and left for dead.  A priest and a Levite each walk by, but not only do they each avoid extending any help to this man – they even pretend to ignore him!  Later a Samaritan, and keep in mind Jews and Samaritan’s didn’t associate with one another, comes along and helps the man – even breaking down racial and cultural barriers to do so.  The Good Samaritan does what the religious leaders neglected, he was a neighbor to the man in need – he went out of his way and helped the man.
Let’s talk about the negative lesson in this parable first.  Have you ever made yourself scarce when a neighbor is in need?  I sure have at times.  I’ve found other “more important” things I was busy attending to when my neighbor needed a helping hand.  Am I willing to help when a neighbor is moving in or out of a nearby apartment, even when it’s super hot outside here in the Las Vegas heat?  Am I willing to help the guy who needs his car jumped in the grocery store parking lot?  Am I willing to help when it isn’t convenient for me to do so?  This parable challenges me to consider the needs of others, not only my own.        
Now for the positive lesson: When you have helped a neighbor (not necessarily a physical neighbor), did it benefit them?  Undoubtedly it did really help them in some way.  But did it also help you?  I would suggest that it probably did!  Whatever you sacrificed whether it was time, effort, money, or your own comfort, you probably received some benefit because you were most likely doing God’s will.  The simple fact of doing something selflessly that is completely opposite to human nature is also probably a very good thing.  You are helping yourself by doing something that will help you to be more like Christ, even when this means denying yourself! You are practicing Christ-like character when you love your neighbor!    
Day 40 Application:  What hindrances are you facing to loving your neighbor or to doing some type of mercy ministry (e.g. not knowing what to do, not knowing how to do it, fear, feeling inadequate to make a difference, time, your own heart not being very concerned, etc.)?   Pray about these hindrances and ask God to enable you to overcome them.  Perhaps have someone else pray for you as well about these things.    
If you have helped a neighbor before, how did it benefit them?  How did you feel after helping them?     
Appendix 1 – How Can I Become a Christian?
The Gospel Message
Becoming a Christian finds its basis in what God has DONE.  God has acted throughout history to bring people into a relationship with himself.  God calls people and makes it possible for them to respond to have faith in him.  Faith means to sincerely trust and believe in God.  Below are some key points that you need to know.  This is the gospel message that explains what God has done and how a person becomes a Christian.  
God’s Love
The reality of God’s love is a basis for his desire to have a relationship with people.
“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.” (John 3:16, NASB)
“This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.”  (1 John 4:10-11, NIV)
Our Problem
We are sinful and separated from God and need him to restore us to a right relationship with him.
“…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23, NASB).
“But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.” (Isaiah 59:2, NIV).
“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 6:23, NASB).
God’s Solution
Jesus is the Son of God who came to pay for our sins and to give us life.
“For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.  After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time,” (1 Corinthians 15:3-6a, NIV)
“For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” (Colossians 1:13-14, NIV).
“Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.” (John 14:6, NASB).
Faith in Jesus
Having faith in Jesus, a true and sincere belief in him is necessary.
“For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  (Ephesians 2:8-9, NASB).
“That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” (Romans 10:9, NIV).
“But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name,” (John 1:12, NASB).
The following is a prayer that you can pray to express your faith:
“Lord Jesus I believe in you and confess that you are the Lord of all.  I thank you for dying on the cross for my sins.  I ask you to come into my life to forgive me of my sins and to give me eternal life.  Help me to know you more and to live for you, now and in the days ahead.  In your name I pray, Amen.”
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