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Joseph’s Dilemma

One of the first lessons we can learn from the life of Jesus comes from an episode that occurred before He was born. Joseph, Jesus’ worldly father, was engaged to Mary, but he learned that Mary was pregnant with a baby that was not his. What did Joseph do?

Joseph could have had Mary stoned for her apparent sin, in keeping with Mosaic Law’s provision that adulterers be executed. But he didn’t. Matthew 1:19 says, “Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.” Needless to say, however, God had other plans. Mary and Joseph were the two people God had selected to be Jesus’ human parents, and their engagement had to continue. So God sent an angel to Joseph in a dream, and the angel told Joseph, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:20-21). With this information, Joseph changed his mind and remained engaged to Mary.

God enabled Joseph to see his situation from two different viewpoints: his own, and God’s. According to Joseph’s viewpoint, there was a barrier between himself and Mary that could not be overcome. Yet when he saw God’s point of view, there was no barrier at all. The pregnancy he thought was a barrier was actually God’s way of accomplishing some​thing truly glorious. And in that light, Joseph’s situation made perfect sense. The “barrier” was completely acceptable to him. In fact, he probably welcomed it with open arms.

We all find ourselves in an uncomfortable situation at some point in our lives: financial difficulty, disintegrating personal relationship, etc. When we face a problem like this, we should remember the lesson that Joseph’s sit​uation teaches us. What is that lesson? It’s not that God will clear things up with a mind-boggling revelation, as He did with Joseph. In fact, it’s not that God will make any revelation to us at all, because He might not. The lesson we should learn is that no matter how painful our problem is, there is always another point of view—God’s. It doesn’t matter that we don’t know what God’s point of view is. What matters is that we trust it’s there. And we also trust that if we did know God’s point of view, it would put our situation in an entirely different light. 

Look at how Joseph’s thinking changed: at first he thought he was in an intolerable situation. But then he realized he was the most blessed man on earth. And his situation didn’t change; only his view of it changed. 

If we knew why God was allowing certain things to happen in our lives today, we would realize how blessed we are, too. But since we don’t know what God knows, we just have to trust Him. That’s what He wants us to do, even in bad times—especially in bad times.

__________________________________________________________

Dear Lord, I trust that your plan for me is perfect, no matter what difficulties I may face in the world.

Additional Study

Proverbs 3:5

John 14:1 

John 16:33
Jesus’ Birth
Jesus was born in a stable in Bethlehem. On the night He was born angels announced His birth to shepherds in nearby hills. Jesus’ birth in a stable and the announcement to shepherds foretold the humility Jesus would demon​strate throughout His life.

While Mary was pregnant she and Joseph traveled to Bethlehem, Joseph’s hometown, to be counted in the census Caesar had ordered. By the time they reached Bethlehem, other travelers had already filled up the rooms in the inn. So Joseph was forced to take Mary to a stable, where Jesus was born among dirty farm animals. The newborn Jesus was placed in a manger, a feeding trough for those animals. A filthy stable was hardly a fitting place for the Son of God to be born. Yet it was God’s specific choice for Jesus’ birthplace. Why? Because it placed Jesus in extremely humble surroundings. It showed that God sent His Son into the world to live a humble life as an ordinary human.

After Jesus was born, an angel appeared to shepherds outside of Bethlehem and proclaimed, “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.” (Luke 2:11 KJ). In the first century shepherds spent twenty-four hours a day with their flocks, and were considered out​casts by society. They were indeed the lowest of men. Why did God announce Jesus’ birth to such people? First, because Jesus was not going to be part of the religious establishment in Israel (Pharisees, Sadducees, etc.). In fact, it was the religious establishment that Jesus would criticize most severely for their self-righteous teaching. So God didn’t want to associate the birth of the Messiah with the people the Messiah would oppose. And second, Jesus came to earth to be the Shepherd of His people (John 10:11); He would care for His follow​ers as a shepherd cares for his flock. He would take a lowly position to serve His people just as shepherds took a lowly position to tend their sheep. Thus it was appropriate that God first announced Jesus’ birth to shepherds.

Jesus’ birth in a stable placed Him in the most humble surroundings imaginable. And the announcement to shepherds told us that Jesus came to be the Savior of everyone, including the lowly. Jesus followed these beginnings by remaining humble throughout His life. He served others constantly, including His own disci​ples. He lived a humble life to demonstrate the humility with which God wants all people to live their lives. 

Jesus did many things in His life that we could never do: walk on water, heal the sick, raise the dead, and so forth. Yet He also lived with humility, and that’s one thing we can do. In fact it’s one of the things Jesus specifically wants us to do. In Matthew 18:4 Jesus said, “Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the great​est in the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus demonstrated humility to us during His entire life, starting from the moment He was born. We should be willing to live humbly for Him.
__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, I pray that I can follow your example and serve those around me in true humility.

Additional Study

Psalm 23:1 

Matthew 11:29

Philippians 2:3 

James 4:10
Two Reactions to Jesus

In the second chapter of Matthew we see two different reactions to the baby Jesus: Herod tried to kill Jesus, while the wise men made a long journey to worship Him. What can we learn from these reactions?
Herod had heard that Jesus would be a king, and this made him afraid. Why? Be​cause Herod himself was a king, and he feared that sooner or later Jesus would take his throne. So Herod tried to kill Jesus. In fact, Herod was so intent on killing Jesus that he ordered the execution of every boy two years old and under who had been born any​where near Bethlehem (Matthew 2:16). Obviously Herod did not under​stand​ the kind of king Jesus would be. As Jesus Him​self said during His ministry, His kingdom was not of this world; worldly kings like Herod were in no danger of Jesus taking their throne.

Herod was afraid that Jesus would take more than just the title of king away from him. Herod knew that if he lost the title, he would also lose all the privi​leges that went along with being king: wealth, prestige, power, etc. Herod thought he had a good thing going (in a worldly, sinful sense), and he didn’t want to lose it. Many non-believers today have a similar mindset. They think they have a good thing going with drugs, sex, dishonest business transactions, or whatever, and they don’t want someone telling them to give all that up, either. They know that’s what Jesus would do if they accepted Him as their Savior. So they reject Jesus in order to hold on to their sin. 

At the other end of the spectrum there are the wise men. They had also heard that Jesus would be a great king, and they journeyed many miles to worship Him. Whatever lives they were leading in their homeland, they left behind. They left their family, friends, and possessions behind. They clearly had to reprioritize their lives to make this journey. But that didn’t matter to them; they wanted to worship the newborn king, and they didn’t care what they had to do to do it. 

We Christians should reprioritize our lives for Jesus, too. We need to recognize Jesus as our King, a King for whom we are willing to give up our sinful habits. And we need to give Jesus a gift that is more valuable than gold, frank​incense, and myrrh: our very lives, lived in obedience to Him.

These two reactions to Jesus are extreme, yes, but they represent the only two reactions people can have to Him today: rejection or acceptance. (Indifference is rejection, Luke 11:23.) People who reject Jesus may not try to kill anybody as Herod did, but they still go to great lengths to keep Him out of their lives. And people who accept Jesus don’t have to make a long journey to worship Him. But they do begin a spiritual journey in which, like the wise men, worshiping Him becomes the most important thing they do. If worshipping Jesus is the most important thing we do, we will be wise men and women, too.

__________________________________________________________
Lord Jesus, I pray that I will let you rule over all aspects of my life, and worship you as my king every day I am alive.

Additional Study

Matthew 22:36-40

John 14:15

Hebrews 12:28
Blessed Are the Poor in Spirit

The Sermon on the Mount is the first major teaching of Jesus in the gospels. Many people think it is the greatest sermon ever preached. It begins with eight Beati​tudes, or blessings, which are promised to believers.

The Sermon on the Mount (so-called because Jesus preached it “on a mountain​side”) is in Matthew 5–7. It is a relatively short sermon, yet it is in​credibly rich in spiritual content. It contains not just the Bea​ti​tudes but the Lord’s Prayer, the golden rule, many clarifica​tions of Mosaic Law, as well as additional commands to love our ene​mies, seek first God’s kingdom, and much more. 

The Beatitudes are extremely rich in spiritual insight, and can be applied to our lives in many ways. In the following mes​sages we’ll look at just one of these ways: we’ll see how the first four beatitudes describe blessings that result from becoming a Christian, and how the last four beatitudes describe blessings that result from being a Christian. 

In the first beatitude Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). The Greek word used here for “poor” is a strong word that could also be translated “utterly destitute.” When Jesus said “the poor in spirit,” He meant people who are com​pletely void of any spiritual qualifications they could present to God. They have no right​eous​ness of their own, no possible means of measuring up to God’s stan​dards, and no hope of improving their situation themselves. This actual​ly de​scribes all peo​ple who ever lived; Isaiah said that everyone’s best deeds “are like filthy rags” compared to God’s standard of righteousness (Isaiah 64:6). But Jesus did not mean all people are automatical​ly blessed because of their spir​itual poverty. The implica​tion of this beatitude is that peo​ple who are poor in spirit will recog​nize their poverty and do something about it: they will turn to God and re​ceive the riches of His grace that He freely gives to peo​ple who trust in Him. This is the very process by which people become Christians. They rec​ognize that their sins pre​vent them from being acceptable to God, and they accept Jesus’ death on the cross as pay​ment for their sins. 

This beatitude promises that for the poor in spirit, “theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” We know that Christians will spend eternity in heaven. But there’s a noteworthy choice of words in this beatitude: it doesn’t just say that the poor in spirit will enter heaven, it says theirs is the kingdom of heaven! All the glory of heaven, all its wonder, all its majesty, it will all be ours. That’s an incredible blessing, especially when you consider that we’re totally unworthy of receiving it.

Spiritual poverty is different from worldly pover​ty. If we are poor in the world, we can’t just go to a bank and get free money. Yet when we recognize our spiritual pov​erty, all we have to do is go to God and humbly confess to Him we are poor. And He will give us the riches we need, free and clear.

__________________________________________________________

Lord, I know that I am too poor spiritually to be acceptable to you. I thank you for freely giving me the riches of Jesus Christ.

Additional Study
Psalm 14:3

Romans 3:23–24

2 Corinthians 8:9 

Revelation 3:17–18
The Lord’s Prayer

One of Jesus’ major teachings in the Sermon on the Mount is the Lord’s Prayer. What was His intent in teaching us this prayer?

The Lord’s Prayer is a prayer Jesus taught His followers to pray; it is not a prayer Jesus ever prayed for Himself. In fact, some people call this prayer the “Disciples’ Prayer” for that reason. It is a short prayer, yet it is incredibly rich in spiritual insight. The Lord’s Prayer is actually recorded in two places in the Bible: in the Ser​mon on the Mount in Matthew 6:9–13, and again in Luke 11:2–4. The wording of this prayer is very similar in the two versions, but not identical. Matthew’s version is the com​pete version, while Luke’s version is a little shorter. As we go through this prayer in the coming messages we will focus on Matthew’s version, and note the differ​ences between it and Luke’s version. 

The most significant differ​ence between the two versions is not in the prayer itself, but in the way Jesus intro​duced the prayer. In the Sermon on the Mount this prayer comes right after Jesus told His followers a number of ways how not to pray. Then Jesus introduced this prayer by saying, “This, then, is how you should pray:” (Matthew 6:9). This wording indicates Jesus wanted His followers to use the Lord’s Prayer as a model for their other prayers (“how you should pray”), but doesn’t explicitly indicate we should pray this prayer itself. How​ever, in Luke 11:2 Jesus introduced this prayer with the words, “When you pray, say . . . ” In other words, Jesus was telling us we should pray this prayer, exactly as He gave it to us. Both statements are correct, of course. We should use the Lord’s Prayer as a model for our other prayers, and we should also pray the Lord’s Prayer itself. That’s how rich this prayer is.

The Lord’s Prayer can be divided in half, with the first half containing three requests and the second half four requests (in Matthew’s version). The first three requests focus on God: hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done. Every prayer we pray should start with its focus on God. We should glorify Him and praise Him before asking Him for anything. The second half of the Lord’s Prayer contains four requests for ourselves: daily bread, for​giveness of sins, protection from temptation, and deliverance from the evil one. Three of these requests are for our spiritual well-being, while only one is for material benefits. All our prayers should include spirit​ual requests, because our spiritual state is what prepares us for eternity. We can still ask God for things in the world, as other pas​sages of Scripture tell us to do, but material requests should never be the only things we pray for.

The Lord’s Prayer is both an excellent prayer by itself and an excellent model for other prayers. As we go through this prayer we will see that it gives us a marvelous example of how to take our requests to God. 

__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, may all my prayers reflect the focus and priorities you taught us in the Lord’s Prayer.

Additional Study

Deuteronomy 4:7

Ephesians 6:18

Philippians 4:6–7

1 Thessalonians 5:17–18

“Our Father in Heaven”

In Matthew the Lord’s Prayer begins with the words, “Our Father in heaven” (Matthew 6:9). Christians as well as non-Christians should have a full under​standing of what these words mean. 

In one sense God is the Father of every person who ever lived, because He created us all. He also provides for us all. He gives us the world we live in, the air we breathe, and the food we eat. Yet Christians have a much deeper relationship with God as their Father. God has provided for our salvation, He will live with us eternally in heaven, and we have fellowship with Him in this life through His Holy Spirit and His Son. While non-Christians can certainly offer a prayer to God as the Father who created them, they are missing the deeper relationship they could have with God if they became Christians.

The idea that Christians have a special relationship with God as their Father is shown in verses like Galatians 4:6: “Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.’” Abba is an untrans​lated Aramaic word that ex​presses deep love for a person’s fa​ther. A good trans​lation of it today would be “Daddy!” or “Papa!” It expresses the closeness of the Father-child relationship that only Christians have with God. 
Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer includes the phrase “in heaven” after “Our Father.” God does indeed reside in heaven, but we should not think of Him as being confined to heaven. One of God’s many attributes is that He is omnipresent; that is, He exists everywhere in the universe. God is in heaven, yes, but He is also here on earth. And He is present throughout our solar system, our galaxy, and the billions of other galaxies He created. And He is present beyond the galaxies as well. When King Solomon dedicated the Israelites’ first temple in the Old Testament, he offered a prayer which in​cluded the words, “The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you” (1 Kings 8:27). God is everywhere. The point of mentioning heaven in the Lord’s Prayer is that heaven is where God’s throne is. Since heaven is the most exalted place in the uni​verse, God’s throne is the most exalted throne in the universe. And of course, that makes God the most exalted Person in the universe.

Luke begins the Lord’s Prayer with the single word “Father,” omitting the pronoun “Our” and also omitting the reference to heaven (Luke 11:2). These omissions do not diminish God’s position as the Father of every person and the ruler of the universe. In either version the opening words are only a small portion of the prayer, but they should not be glossed over. Christians should pray the Lord’s Prayer and every other prayer we pray with a full acknowledge​ment that God is our spiritual Father, that He is the One—the only One along with His Son and His Spirit—who has the power to grant our requests.
__________________________________________________________

Father God, I thank you for making me your spiritual child, and for ensuring that I will be your child throughout eternity.

Additional Study

1 Corinthians 8:6

2 Corinthians 6:18

1 John 3:1
The Good Samaritan

Jesus frequently used parables to teach His followers about God. A parable is a story that illustrates a spiritual truth with an everyday example, even though the events in the story did not actually happen. 

One of Jesus’ best known parables is the story of the good Samaritan. Jesus told this parable to an expert in Jewish law who asked Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. Jesus’ first response was to ask the man what Mosaic Law said he should do. The man cited several Old Testament passages, including the com​mand to “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27, a quote from Leviticus 19:18). Jesus agreed with this answer. Then the expert in Jewish law asked Jesus who his neighbor was. And Jesus responded by telling him the para​ble of the good Samar​itan. 

In the parable a man (presum​ably a Jew) was walking from Jerusalem to Jeri​cho, when some rob​bers jumped him, beat him, and left him badly wounded. A Jewish priest came by and saw the man lying in the road, but didn’t help him. Next a Levite came by, and also did not help him. Then a Samaritan came by. In the first century Samaritans and Jews hated each other. But the Sa​mar​itan dressed the in​jured man’s wounds anyway, took him to an inn, and told the innkeeper he would pay to have the man stay there and recu​perate. Jesus concluded the par​able by asking, “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of rob​bers?” (Luke 10:36). The ex​pert in Jewish law answered, “The one who had mercy on him.” 

The priest and the Levite were fellow Jews of the wounded man. They were well-school​ed in Mosaic Law and undoubtedly knew how God wanted people to treat their neighbors. But neither of them helped the wounded man. It was the hated Samari​tan who showed mercy to the stricken Jew. Showing mercy is what made the Samaritan the wounded Jew’s neighbor.

What does this parable teach? Does it teach that our “neighbor” is not necessarily someone who is like us, but is anyone who treats us with mercy? Yes, the parable teaches this. But the parable’s main lesson can be learned from the context in which Jesus taught it. The original question the expert in law asked Jesus was, what must he do to inherit eternal life. And Jesus told a parable in which a man showed love and mer​cy to his enemy. The actions of the Samaritan demonstrated that he had inherit​ed eternal life. In keeping with Jesus’ other teachings, however, we should understand that it was not the Samaritan’s actions themselves that qualified him for eternal life, but the fact that his actions demonstrated the faith necessary to receive eternal life.

The lesson of the parable, then, is that we will inherit eter​nal life if we have saving faith, and saving faith can be seen from the deeds we perform. Eternal life does not depend on whether we belong to the “right” organization—even the “right” religious organi​zation. God always looks into our hearts to see if we have faith.

__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, I pray that my actions will always reflect the faith that enables me to know your love for me.

Additional Study 

Matthew 5:7 

Luke 6:31 

Luke 6:36
The Rich Man and Lazarus the Beggar

Many people say they will believe in God if He would just send them some kind of sign first. Jesus once told a parable illustrating the folly of this thinking.

Starting in Luke 16:19 Jesus said there was once a rich man and a beggar named Lazarus (not the same Lazarus Jesus raised from the dead). The rich man spent his life eating sumptuous meals, while Lazarus beg​ged only for the scraps of food that fell from the rich man’s ta​ble. Both men died. Lazarus the beggar went to “Abraham’s side” in heaven, where he joined the Old Testament figure Abraham. The rich man went to hell where he was tormented with fire. The rich man saw Laz​arus and Abra​ham far away and called out to Abraham to “have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue” (Luke 16:24). Abra​ham said he could not do that. Instead, he told the rich man that he had had many good things in his earthly life while Lazarus had had noth​ing. And now the rich man was in agony while Lazarus was being com​forted. 

The rich man understood that he was suffering the consequences of the selfish life he had led. So he asked Abraham to send Lazarus back from the dead to warn his (the rich man’s) brothers not to live as selfishly as he had lived. Abraham replied that the rich man’s brothers had the Old Testa​ment prophets to tell them how to live, and “If they [the brothers] do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be con​vinced even if some​one rises from the dead” (Luke 16:31).

This parable teaches that God’s Word gives us all the notifica​tion we need to stop sin​ning; we don’t need special signs from God. People who say they will repent if God gives them a sign don’t really want to repent. They know God isn’t going to give them a sign, so they think they have an excuse to continue living in sin. 

When studying any parable, we must always interpret it in a manner that is consistent with the rest of God’s Word. For exam​ple, this parable says that the rich man lived a selfish life and went to hell, while Laz​arus was poor and went to heaven. But the parable does not say why each man went where he went. We should not conclude that the rich man went to hell because he was rich and Lazarus went to heaven because he was poor. On the contrary, we must believe that Lazarus went to heaven be​cause he had saving faith in his heart, and the rich man went to hell because he did not have saving faith (as evidenced by his selfish lifestyle). 

The message that this parable teaches us is clear: repent while we can. We don’t need a special sign from God to tell us sin is wrong. All we need to do is read the Bible and live by what it says.

__________________________________________________________

Dear Lord, I pray that you will show me the folly of every excuse I try to use for not obeying your Word.
Additional Study
Mark 8:11–12

Luke 11:29–30

Romans 2:13

2 Timothy 3:16–17
Did Jesus’ Miracles Really Happen?

Jesus performed many miracles during His ministry. Scoffers try to discredit these miracles and say they never really happened. Should we believe the scoffers?

The most frequent type of miracle Jesus performed was the healing of illness. The Bible tells us that Jesus cured leprosy, fever, blindness, deaf​ness, pa​raly​sis, bleeding, disfigurement, seizures, dropsy, and several un​speci​fied illnesses. Other miracles Jesus per​formed include turning water into wine, feeding thousands of people with only a few fish and loaves of bread, walking on water, commanding a storm on Lake Galilee to cease, and com​manding a fig tree to wither and die. Jesus’ most spectacular mira​cle was raising a dead person back to life. The gospels record three separate instances in which Jesus did this (Matthew 9:18–25, Luke 7:11–15, and John 11:38–44). John’s statement that Jesus did many more miracles that are not recorded in the Bible (John 21:25) suggests that He may have raised others as well. 

The primary reason Jesus per​formed miracles was to prove to His followers—includ​ing today’s Christians—that He was the Son of God. Yet throughout history there have been scoffers who try to deny His miracles. Some scoffers say that none of Jesus’ mira​cles could have happened, because they violate physi​cal laws. Of course they violate physical laws; that’s the whole point! Could Jesus have proven He was God by doing something as ordinary as turning ice into water? Other scoffers claim that the accounts of Jesus’ miracles were made up and added to the gospels long after Jesus died, to make an ordinary Rabbi look like He had supernatural powers. But no ancient manuscript of any gospel has ever been found to sup​port this theory. 

Still an​other tactic of scoffers is to offer their own explanation of what “really” happened instead of a miracle. For instance, in Mat​thew 15:29–38 Jesus fed four thousand men plus additional women and children with only seven loaves of bread and a few small fish. Scoffers claim Jesus did not perform any miraculous multi​ply​​ing of food; they say that many of the people had actually brought their own food with them, but had not previously eaten it because they were afraid other people around them who hadn’t brought food would take it away from them. Then when Jesus started feeding the others, they brought out their own food. Does this make sense? Ac​cording to Matthew 15:32, the crowd had been with Jesus for three days before He fed them. Wouldn’t a person who brought food with him slip away from the crowd at night to eat it rather than go hungry for three days and risk his food spoiling?

Scoffers try to explain away as many of Jesus’ miracles as they can with their “here’s what really happened” stories. For the miracles they can’t explain, they use the “it never hap​pened in the first place” tactic. The truth is, these scoffers have absolutely no proof that Jesus’ miracles didn’t hap​pen. Chris​tians know that the Bible’s account of His miracles is true.

__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, equip me to defend your honor as God’s Son who came to earth and performed miracles during your ministry. 

Additional Study

John 3:2 

John 14:11 

John 20:30–31 

Acts 2:22

Childlike Faith

The hallmark of any Christian is faith—faith that Jesus died for our sins. Jesus once illustrated the kind of faith we should have when some children came to see Him.

Every child who goes to Sunday School hears the story of children who came to see Jesus. Mark 10:13–14a says, “People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, He was in​dignant. He said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them.’” Jesus took the children in His arms and blessed them. And He used this occasion to teach His disciples an impor​tant lesson. Jesus said that “the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the king​dom of God like a little child will never enter it” (Mark 10:14b-15).

Receive God’s kingdom like a child? What did Jesus mean by that? Children can be selfish at times, but Jesus didn’t mean that only selfish people will get into heaven. And children often act without thinking, but Jesus wasn’t saying heaven is just for im​pulsive people, either. No, these things are childish, while Jesus was talking about something that is childlike. He was referring to a child’s un​questioning faith in what he is told by people who love him. 

Children know their parents love them, and thus children will believe almost anything their parents tell them. For instance, chil​dren believe in Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and the Tooth Fairy. And they be​lieve that magic car​pets fly, genies grant wish​es, and wooden puppets turn into real boys. Why do children believe these stories? Because their parents are the ones who tell them, and children trust their parents. Children have unquestioning faith in almost anything their parents say to them.

God loves us and tells us things, too. And He wants us to believe the things He tells us without question. This was Jesus’ point in His illustra​tion; people who get into heaven are the ones who have unquestioning faith—not faith in child​hood fairy tales, of course, but faith in the prom​ises God makes to them. For exam​ple, we can’t “prove” (to the satisfaction of confirmed atheists) Jesus’ promise that accept​ing His death as payment for our sins will get us into heaven. And we can’t “prove” God’s promise that there is un​bounded peace and joy waiting for believers in heaven. But if we believe these promises with childlike faith, they will come true for us.

Jesus met all kinds of people during His earthly ministry. Some of those people had no faith at all, while others demonstrated extra​ordinary faith. The same is true of people we meet in the world today. Strong faith is a mark of spiritual maturity. Yet it is paradox of human behav​ior that grown adults demonstrate spiritual maturity with a faith that is childlike.

__________________________________________________________

Dear Lord, may I always believe what you have written in your Word with childlike faith.

Additional Study

Matthew 18:4–5

Matthew 21:16

Luke 10:21

Romans 8:16-17

John 3:16

One of the best-known verses in the Bible is John 3:16. The King James translation of this verse is, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever be​lieveth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” What does this verse mean? 

John 3:16 is one of the cornerstone verses of Christian​ity. It is often the first verse a new Christian memorizes. It is the favorite verse of many pastors and evangelists. If there were just one verse in all of Scripture that I would want a non-Christian to know, this is the verse. John 3:16 starts out by telling us how much God loves the world. God created us in love and He cares for us in love. John 3:16 tells of the loving provision God has made for our salvation: He gave us His only begotten Son. “Only begotten” does not mean “born” or “created.” It means “unique” or “only one of His kind.” Jesus is unique in all the universe, the only One who could fulfill God’s plan for the salvation of mankind.

God sent His Son so that “whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” “Whosoever” means anybody at all, no matter how many sins they have com​mitted. “Perish” should be interpreted in the spiritual sense; people who believe in Jesus will not perish spiritually by spend​ing eternity in hell. Instead they will have an ever​lasting and glorious life in God’s presence. Isn’t that wonderful? 

God didn’t have to provide for our salvation, you know. He could have let us wallow in our sins and then con​demned us all to hell. Or He could have made us live multiple lifetimes on earth (reincar​nation) to work off the sins of past lives, knowing that we’d just commit more sins instead. But He loves us too much to do any of those things. God wants to save us (2 Peter 3:9b). He loves us lowly humans so much that He sent His only Son to die for us.

Just to show how much God loves us, He provided an incred​ibly simple path to salvation. This path requires no work on our part—no acts of atonement to perform, no rituals to take part in, no intercessory prayers by other people. All we have to do is believe in our hearts that Jesus died to pay for our sins. The whole process of claiming our salvation takes only a few seconds, as long as we’re sincere about it. It’s so simple! Yet that’s exactly the way our loving God wants us to come to Him: through simple faith in His Son. 

John 3:16 points out how Christianity is differ​ent from every other religion in the world: Christianity is not a system of rules and regulations for earning God’s favor through our own works; it is a love-and-faith relationship with Jesus Christ, the Living God. If you have this relationship, you are saved. If you don’t, you aren’t. This re​lationship is available to everyone, because, “God so loved the world.” Those of us who have this rela​tionship should thank God every day for what He has given us.

__________________________________________________________

Dear God, I thank you so much for sending your own Son to pay for my sins even before I committed them.

Additional Study

John 6:47 

John 10:11 

John 14:6

Acts 4:12

In the World, but not of the World

On the night before Jesus was crucified, He told His disciples that the world would hate them because they were His followers. Jesus’ statement applies to people who follow Him today as well.

 In John 15:19 Jesus said, “If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you.” When Jesus made this statement, He knew that within a day He would be crucified and His disciples would be by themselves. Yet He wanted them to continue being His disciples anyway. With this verse Jesus told them that the job would be difficult. The reason for this was that His disciples did not “belong” to the world; in fact, Jesus told them He had “chosen you out of the world.” And thus worldly people would not want to have anything to do with them; in fact, worldly people—“the world”—would hate them.

Christians encounter the same difficulties today. Jesus has called all Christians out of the world, meaning He has called us not to be driven by worldly values, worldly concerns, and worldly ambitions. He wants us to focus on spiritual issues instead. And when we do this, the world will hate us, too. Why? Because Christians live by values that are at odds with the world. Christians tell people that everything the world considers important is not only of no consequence to God, it is harmful to having a relationship with God. And that is not what the world wants to hear.

How different are Christian values from the world’s values? The world tells us that money brings security. But Jesus taught against wealth, or more particularly, against letting wealth be our top priority (“You cannot serve both God and Money,” Matthew 6:24). The world tells us to get even with people who wrong us, but Jesus told us to turn the other cheek (Matthew 5:39) and forgive people who wrong us (Matthew 18:21-22). The world tells us to look out for number one, that is, for ourselves. But Jesus taught us to be humble, and demonstrated how we should serve others by washing His disciples’ feet (John 13:5). A person could easily find dozens, if not hundreds, of things Jesus taught that are at odds with worldly values.

Christians are in the world, yes, so we do have to deal with worldly issues from time to time. But Jesus’ point was that Christians are not of the world. Our focus is not on worldly issues. Our priority is not worldly success. Our concern for the future is not what legacy we leave the world. Our focus, our priority, our concern for the future, are all Jesus. 

Worldly people may hate us for what we believe, but we shouldn’t be concerned about that. Considering where worldly people are headed, we’re not going to be spending eternity with them anyway.

__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, I pray that I will always keep my focus on you and not on petty issues in the world.

Additional Study

Mark 8:36

John 12:25

John 16:33

James 4:4

Communion

All Christians celebrate Communion. What is Com​munion, and how does the Bible say we should celebrate it?

Communion is the celebration of the Last Supper, the last meal Jesus ate with His disciples the night before He was crucified. Jesus and His disciples celebrated the Jewish festival of Passover at this meal, commemorating the Israelites’ exodus from slavery in Egypt. At the Last Supper Jesus gave this celebration a new meaning for Christians.

John mentioned the Last Supper briefly in chapter 13 of his gospel, before he told us what Jesus taught His disciples at that meal. However, Luke gave us a more detailed description of the Last Supper itself. Luke 22:19–20 says that Jesus “took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way, after the supper he took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new cove​nant in my blood, which is poured out for you.’” With these acts Jesus command​ed His disciples to eat bread and drink wine to celebrate His death as payment for our sins. From the first century on, Christians the world over have repeated this celebration. Sometimes crackers or wafers are substituted for bread, and some​times grape juice is substituted for wine. But the celebra​tion is the same; we com​memorate Christ’s victory over sin.

Jesus did not say how often to celebrate Com​munion. Some churches celebrate it every week, other churches celebrate it less frequently. Regardless of the frequency, Christians should remember that cele​brating Communion is a command Jesus gave us, not just a suggestion; it is wrong for us not to take part in Communion when we have the opportunity. 

Paul gave us insight into how we should prepare our​selves to celebrate Communion. In 1 Corinthians 11:27–28 he said people should not take Com​mun​ion “in an unwor​thy manner . . . A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.” By “examine him​self,” Paul meant that a person should examine his relation​ship with Jesus. For instance, Jesus instituted Communion to tell us His death gave us vic​tory over sin. So if we haven’t claimed that victory for ourselves, we have nothing to celebrate; Communion is not for non-Christians. Also, when Paul said we should not celebrate Communion “in an un​worthy man​ner,” he meant we should not come to the Lord’s Table with a casual atti​tude toward sin and disobedience. Are there sins we have com​mitted but not confessed to God? Are there areas of our lives where we are living disobediently? Com​munion is not for unrepentant sinners, even if they are saved sinners. We need to put our spiritual house in order before we come to the Lord’s Table.

 Communion looks back to the sacrifice Jesus made for us on the cross. It also looks at our present relationship with Jesus. And since Paul told us to celebrate communion until Jesus returns (1 Corinthians 11:26), it looks forward to the day Jesus will come back to rule His kingdom on earth. Celebrating Communion is a privilege Christians should not take lightly.

__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, help me focus on the full significance of Com​mun​ion so I can prepare myself to participate in this sacrament.

Additional Study

Matthew 26:26–29 

1 Corinthians 10:16–17 

1 Corinthians 11:29

Jesus’ Crucifixion

On the Friday before Easter, Christians commemorate Jesus’ crucifixion. What exactly happened on the cross?

Any Christian can tell you that Christ died on the cross to pay for our sins. He paid the price that God decreed in both the Old and New Testaments: death. Ezekiel 18:20 says, “The soul who sins is the one who will die,” and Romans 6:23 says, “For the wages of sin is death.” The death that sinners must face is both physi​cal and spiri​tual. Physical death occurs when our bodies die. Spiri​tual death is eternal separation from God. When Jesus went to the cross He took these penalties on Himself. Since He had no sin of His own, His death could count for our sins (1 John 3:5); His death paid for the sins of all people who ever lived. Chris​tians will still experience a physical death, but this is only temporary. We will be resurrected at the Rap​ture and given imper​ish​able bodies that can never die (Philippians 3:21). And we will spend eternity in God’s pres​ence, being very much alive.

Since Jesus paid for our sins, He must have experienced both physical death and spiritual death on the cross. His physical death is well-docu​mented in the Bible, but what about spiritual death? Was God the Son somehow sepa​rated from God the Father? Let’s take a look. While Jesus was nailed to the cross He called out, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34). Detrac​tors claim Jesus expected God to rescue Him from the cross, and when He realized God wasn’t going to do that, He felt forsaken. This interpreta​tion is completely wrong, of course; the only way it could be right is if Jesus had no idea why He was on the cross in the first place. Jesus asked why God had forsaken Him because at that exact moment God the Fa​ther—in some divine way we cannot even begin to un​derstand—withdrew His Holy Presence from God the Son. Jesus became spiritually separated from God; there was a rift in the Trinity. This separation lasted only a short time, but it completed the pay​ment for our sins.

In 2004 Mel Gibson’s movie The Passion of the Christ depicted the physical abuse Jesus endured before and during His crucifixion. Gibson said he made this move as graphic as it was because he wanted people to know the price Jesus paid on our behalf. The Passion did indeed depict the physical price Jesus paid, but the spiritual price simply cannot be cap​tured on film. Jesus’ separation from God the Father produced in Him an agony that far surpassed the pain of all the beatings He endured.

Jesus’ willingness to die on the cross on our behalf shows how much He loves us. In fact, He loved us before He went to the cross, while He was on the cross, and He continues to love us to this day. That’s more than enough reason for us to love Him. The question is, do we? Do we love Him with all our heart and all our soul and all our mind? We should.
__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, there is no greater sacrifice than the one you made for me. I pray that I will show my love for you in everything I do.

Additional Study

Mark 15:39

Romans 5:6
Hebrews 9:15

1 Peter 3:18
He Is Risen!

On the Sunday after Jesus was crucified, He rose from the dead. What does His resurrection mean to Christians?

The most important thing it means is that the penalty for our sins was paid in full. We can see this by considering the case of a person who commits a crime and is sent to prison. While he is in prison he is paying for his crime. But when his sentence is up he is released; his penalty has been paid in full. Similarly, if Jesus had not risen, it would mean His pay​ment for our sins was not com​plete. And thus we would still have to pay a price ourselves. This is what Paul meant when he said, “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins” (1 Corinth​ians 15:17). Since the payment is complete, however, there is nothing we have to add to His death to pay for our sins ourselves; there are no acts of penance to perform, no prayers to recite, and no rituals to follow.

Jesus’ resurrec​tion did many other things as well. For one thing, it authen​ticated His ministry one last time; it proved again that He is God. It also proved there is life after death. With His resurrec​tion Jesus showed us that physical death is not the end of our existence. As Paul said in 1 Corinthians 6:14, “By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also.” With His resurrection Jesus showed us what our life will be like after we are raised: we will have the same kind of glorified body that He has (Philippians 3:21). We will have incorruptible bodies, bodies that are incapable of sin, feeling pain, or dying.

In Romans 4:25 Paul said Jesus was “delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justifi​cation.” Justification is the act of being de​clared righteous by God. It is Jesus’ resurrec​tion that enables believers to be justified. Why did​n’t His death alone justify us? Because as we saw in the previous paragraph, it wasn’t until Jesus rose that the payment for our sins was complete. And God could not declare us righteous until that payment was complete. Finally, since Jesus is resurrected, He can do things for us that He couldn’t do if He were still in the grave paying for our sins. What is Jesus doing for us now? He’s at God’s right hand interceding for us (Romans 8:34). He’s preparing a place for us in heaven (John 14:2). And He’s available to answer any prayers we take to Him (John 14:14). Plus many other things.

Many Christians focus on Jesus’ death as the most important point in Christian doctrine. And it may be. But belief in the resur​​rec​tion is also es​sential to Christian faith. Romans 10:9 says, “That if you con​fess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” The Savior we worship is alive. And He still saves people today.

__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, I know that one reason you rose from the grave is to prepare my place in heaven. I eagerly await joining you there.

Additional Study

Acts 2:24

1 Corinthians 15:12–14

1 Corinthians 15:20

1 Peter 1:3

The Great Commission

Shortly before Jesus ascended to heaven He gave His disci​ples this command: “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15). This command is known as the Great Commission. It commissions Christians to go into the world and share the gospel with people they meet. 

Many Christian missionaries have taken the Great Commission as their “life verse”—the one verse they focus on daily and seek to apply to all situations in their lives. Yet Jesus gave the Great Commission to all Christians, not just to full-time mis​sionaries. We can see this from a parallel passage in Acts 1:8. In that passage the risen Jesus told His disciples that when the Holy Spirit came on them, they would be​come His wit​nesses “in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” This verse con​tains the idea of going to foreign countries (“ends of the earth”), but it also contains more than that. Jesus was just outside Jerusa​lem when He made this statement. And His statement includes the com​mand to be His wit​nesses in Jerusalem. So Jesus was saying in effect that at least some of His followers didn’t have to travel anyplace to be His wit​nesses; they could ful​fill the Great Commis​sion by staying very close to where they were.

That’s exactly what most Christians can do; we can respond to the Great Commission right where we are. We can tell our friends about the special re​lationship we have with God’s Son. We can talk about our faith to our non-Christian relatives. We can raise our child​ren in the knowledge of the Lord. We can teach a class about the gospel message at our church (because not everyone who attends a Christian church is a Christian). Telling others about our faith is the responsi​bility of all Christians. We don’t have to go to a foreign country to do it. We can share our faith without leaving our home, our job, or our com​munity. The opportuni​ties are all around us.

Some people think evangelism is only for Christians who receive a special call from God. It isn’t. Evangelism is the responsibility of every Christian. We don’t need a special gift that some of us have and the rest of us don’t have in order to share our faith. Granted, some Christians are more skilled at witness​ing than others, but that’s no excuse for the rest of us. Peter said, “Always be pre​pared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15). God will give all of us opportunities to witness that are com​mensurate with our abil​ities. We should be prepared to make the most of those opportunities whenever they arise.

The Great Commission was the last thing Jesus told His followers before He ascended to heaven. It is also one of the most important things He told them in His entire ministry. Christians should think of sharing their faith not as a job but a privilege—a privilege Jesus has entrusted to us.

__________________________________________________________

Lord Jesus, I pray that you will give me the courage to tell others about you whenever the opportunities to do so arise. 

Additional Study
Matthew 9:37–38

Matthew 10:27

Matthew 28:19–20

Acts 5:42
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