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PREFACE
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This book, the first of two volumes, is for Christians who want to read the Bible, who want to read all the Bible.

At their best, Christians have saturated themselves in the Bible. They say with Job, “I have treasured the words of his mouth more than my daily bread” (Job 23:12). That comparison was something the children of Israel were meant to learn in the wilderness. We are told that God led them into hunger and fed them with manna to teach them “that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3)—words quoted by the Lord Jesus when he himself faced temptation (Matt. 4:4). Not only for the book of Revelation may it properly be said, “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it” (Rev. 1:3). On the night he was betrayed, Jesus Christ prayed for his followers in these terms:“Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). The means by which God sanctifies men and women, setting them apart as his own people, is the Word of truth.

The challenge has become increasingly severe in recent years, owing to several factors. All of us must confront the regular sins of laziness or lack of discipline, sins of the flesh, and of the pride of life. But there are additional pressures. The sheer pace of life affords us many excuses for sacrificing the important on the altar of the urgent. The constant sensory input from all sides is gently addictive—we become used to being entertained and diverted, and it is difficult to carve out the space and silence necessary for serious and thoughtful reading of Scripture. More seriously yet, the rising biblical illiteracy in Western culture means that the Bible is increasingly a closed book, even to many Christians. As the culture drifts away from its former rootedness in a Judeo-Christian understanding of God, history, truth, right and wrong, purpose, judgment, forgiveness, and community, so the Bible seems stranger and stranger. For precisely the same reason, it becomes all the more urgent to read it and reread it, so that at least confessing Christians preserve the heritage and outlook of a mind shaped and informed by holy Scripture.

This is a book to encourage that end. Devotional guides tend to offer short, personal readings from the Bible, sometimes only a verse or two, followed by several paragraphs of edifying exposition. Doubtless they provide personal help for believers with private needs, fears, and hopes. But they do not provide the framework of what the Bible says—the “plotline” or “story line”—the big picture that makes sense of all the little bits of the Bible. Wrongly used, such devotional guides may ultimately engender the profoundly wrong-headed view that God exists to sort out my problems; they may foster profoundly mistaken interpretations of some Scriptures, simply because the handful of passages they treat are no longer placed within the framework of the big picture, which is gradually fading from view. Only systematic and repeated reading of the whole Bible can meet these challenges.

That is what this book encourages. Here you will find a plan that will help you read through the New Testament and the Psalms twice, and the rest of the Bible once, in the course of a year—or, on a modification of the plan, in the course of two years. Comment is offered for each day, but this
 book fails utterly in its goal if you read the comment and not the assigned biblical passages.

The reading scheme laid out here is a slight modification of one that was first developed a century-and-a-half ago by a Scottish minister, Robert Murray M’Cheyne. How it works and why this book is only Volume One (even though it goes through the entire calendar year) are laid out in the Introduction.

“Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good” (1 Peter 2:2-3).

Soli Deo gloria.

—D. A. Carson,
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School



INTRODUCTION
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Robert Murray M’Cheyne was born in Edinburgh on May 21, 1813. He died in Dundee on March 25, 1843—not yet thirty years of age. He had been serving as minister of St. Peter’s, Dundee, since 1836. Though so young, he was known throughout Scotland as “the saintly M’Cheyne”; nor was his remarkable influence limited to the borders of Scotland.

His friend and colleague in ministry, Andrew Bonar, collected some of M’Cheyne’s letters, messages, and miscellaneous papers, and published them, along with a brief biography, in 1844 as Robert Murray M’Cheyne:Memoir and Remains. That work has been widely recognized as one of the great spiritual classics. Within twenty-five years of its initial publication, it went through 116 British editions, quite apart from those in America and elsewhere. Contemporary believers interested in Christian living under the shadow of genuine revival could scarcely do better than to read and reflect on this collection of writings.

One of M’Cheyne’s abiding concerns was to encourage his people, and himself, to read the Bible. To one young man, he wrote, “You read your Bible regularly, of course; but do try and understand it, and still more to feel it. Read more parts than one at a time. For example, if you are reading Genesis, read a Psalm also; or if you are reading Matthew, read a small bit of an Epistle also. Turn the Bible into prayer. Thus, if you were reading the First Psalm, spread the Bible on the chair before you, and kneel and pray, ‘O Lord, give me the blessedness of the man’; ‘let me not stand in the counsel of the ungodly.’ This is the best way of knowing the meaning of the Bible, and of learning to pray.” This was not some quaint or escapist pietism, for at the same time, M’Cheyne was himself diligent in the study of Hebrew and Greek. While a theological student, he met regularly for prayer, study, and Hebrew and Greek exercises with Andrew Bonar, Horatius Bonar, and a handful of other earnest ministers-in-training. They took the Bible so seriously in their living and preaching that when the eminent Thomas Chalmers, then Professor of Divinity, heard of the way they approached the Bible, he is reported to have said, “I like these literalities.” 

In line with his desire to foster serious Bible reading, M’Cheyne prepared a scheme for daily reading that would take readers through the New Testament and Psalms twice each year, and through the rest of the Bible once. It is reproduced, in slightly modified form, at the end of this Introduction.1Some explanation of the chart may be helpful.

The first column is self-explanatory:it lists the date for every day of the year. The following points explain the other features of this chart and the way this book is laid out.

(1) Originally, M’Cheyne listed two columns labeled “Family,” and two labeled “Secret.” He intended that, with some exceptions, the Scripture listings in the “Family” columns be read in family devotions, and those in the “Secret” columns be read privately, in personal devotions. The choice of the word secret was drawn from Matthew 6:6, and was in common use in M’Cheyne’s day. I have labeled the two pairs of columns “Family” and “Private” respectively.

(2) For those using the chart for purely private devotions, the headings are of little significance. Over the last century and a half, many, many Christians have used this chart in just this way—as a guide and a schedule for their own Bible reading.

(3) That there are two columns for “Family” readings and two columns for “Private” readings reflects M’Cheyne’s view that Christians should read from more than one part of the Bible at a time. Not only will this help you link various passages in your mind, but it will help carry you through some of the parts of the Bible that are on first inspection somewhat leaner than others (e.g.,1 Chronicles 1—12).

(4) If you read through the four passages listed for each date, in the course of a year you will, as I have indicated, read through the New Testament and the Psalms twice, and the rest of the Bible once. But if for any reason you find this too fast a pace, then read the passages listed in the first two columns (headed “Family”) in the first year, and the passages listed in the last two columns (headed “Private”) in the second year. Obviously this halves the rate of progress.

(5) One page of this book is devoted to each day. At the top of the page is the date, followed by the references to the four readings. The first two, corresponding to the entries in the “Family” columns, are in italics; the last two, corresponding to the entries in the “Private” columns, are in Roman type. The “Comment” that occupies the rest of the page is occasionally based on some theme that links all four passages, but more commonly is based on some theme or text found in the italicized passages. In Volume Two, the second pair of passages is italicized (rather than the first), and the “Comment” is based on this second pair. In this first volume, I have not restricted comment to passages in the first column, because, in agreement with M’Cheyne, I suppose that to focus on only one part of Scripture, in this case the historical books of the Old Testament (the first col­umn), will not be as helpful as a broader exposure to Scripture. So I have normally commented on a passage of Scripture in one of the first two columns. The first time I refer to the passage on which I am commenting I put the reference in boldface type.

(6) In no way do these pages pretend to be a commentary as that word is commonly understood. My aim is much more modest:to provide edifying comments and reflections on some part of the designated texts, and thus to encourage readers to reflect further on the biblical passages they are reading. If there is something unusual about these comments, it is that I have tried to devote at least some of them to helping the reader keep the big picture of the Bible’s “story line” in mind, and to see what relevance this has for our thinking and living. In other words, although I want the comments to be edifying, this edification is not always of a private, individualized sort. My aim is to show, in however preliminary a way, that reading the whole Bible must stir up thoughtful Christians to thinking theologically and holistically, as well as reverently and humbly. Volume Two includes an exhaustive index of names, subjects, and Scriptures for both volumes.

Finally, I should venture a few practical suggestions. If you must skip something, skip this book; read the Bible instead. If you fall behind, do not use that fact as an excuse for giving up the effort until next January 1. Either catch up (by an afternoon of diligent reading, perhaps some Sunday), or skip ahead to where you should be and take up there. If your schedule allows it, set a regular time and place for your Bible reading. M’Cheyne himself wrote, “Let our secret reading prevent [i.e., precede] the dawning of the day. Let God’s voice be the first we hear in the morning.” Whether that is the best time of the day for you is of little consequence; regular habits are of more importance. When you read, remember that God himself has declared, “This is the one I esteem:he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word” (Isa. 66:2). Learn to distill what a passage is saying, and pray it back to the Lord—whether in petition, thanksgiving, praise, or frank uncertainty. In time your Bible reading will so be linked with your praying that the two will not always be differentiable.2

1 The original can be found in many editions of the book already referred to, viz. Andrew A. Bonar, ed., Robert Murray M’Cheyne:Memoir and Remains. My copy is from the 1966 reprint, published by Banner of Truth, taken from the 1892 edition, pp.
 623-628. Some popular editions, such as the two-volume paperback edition published by Moody Press (n.d.), omit the chart. The principal changes in substance I have introduced are four places where I have changed the break in the passage by two or three verses.

2 I have tried to offer some practical pointers in this respect in A Call to Spiritual Reformation:Priorities from Paul and His Prayers (Grand Rapids:Baker, 1992).



M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

	
DATE
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Jan 1
	
Gen 1
	
Matt 1
	
Ezra 1
	
Acts 1

	
Jan 2
	
Gen 2
	
Matt 2
	
Ezra 2
	
Acts 2

	
Jan 3 
	
Gen 3
	
Matt 3
	
Ezra 3
	
Acts 3

	
Jan 4 
	
Gen 4
	
Matt 4
	
Ezra 4
	
Acts 4

	
Jan 5 
	
Gen 5
	
Matt 5
	
Ezra 5
	
Acts 5

	
Jan 6 
	
Gen 6
	
Matt 6
	
Ezra 6
	
Acts 6

	
Jan 7 
	
Gen 7
	
Matt 7
	
Ezra 7
	
Acts 7

	
Jan 8 
	
Gen 8
	
Matt 8
	
Ezra 8
	
Acts 8

	
Jan 9 
	
Gen 9-10
	
Matt 9
	
Ezra 9
	
Acts 9

	
Jan 10 
	
Gen 11
	
Matt 10
	
Ezra 10
	
Acts 10

	
Jan 11 
	
Gen 12
	
Matt 11
	
Neh 1
	
Acts 11

	
Jan 12 
	
Gen 13
	
Matt 12
	
Neh 2
	
Acts 12

	
Jan 13 
	
Gen 14
	
Matt 13
	
Neh 3
	
Acts 13

	
Jan 14 
	
Gen 15
	
Matt 14
	
Neh 4
	
Acts 14

	
Jan 15 
	
Gen 16
	
Matt 15
	
Neh 5
	
Acts 15

	
Jan 16 
	
Gen 17
	
Matt 16
	
Neh 6
	
Acts 16

	
Jan 17 
	
Gen 18
	
Matt 17
	
Neh 7
	
Acts 17

	
Jan 18 
	
Gen 19
	
Matt 18
	
Neh 8
	
Acts 18

	
Jan 19 
	
Gen 20
	
Matt 19
	
Neh 9
	
Acts 19

	
Jan 20 
	
Gen 21
	
Matt 20
	
Neh 10
	
Acts 20

	
Jan 21 
	
Gen 22
	
Matt 21
	
Neh 11
	
Acts 21

	
Jan 22 
	
Gen 23
	
Matt 22
	
Neh 12
	
Acts 22

	
Jan 23 
	
Gen 24
	
Matt 23
	
Neh 13
	
Acts 23

	
Jan 24 
	
Gen 25
	
Matt 24
	
Est 1
	
Acts 24

	
Jan 25 
	
Gen 26
	
Matt 25
	
Est 2
	
Acts 25

	
Jan 26 
	
Gen 27
	
Matt 26
	
Est 3
	
Acts 26

	
Jan 27 
	
Gen 28
	
Matt 27
	
Est 4
	
Acts 27

	
Jan 28 
	
Gen 29
	
Matt 28
	
Est 5
	
Acts 28

	
Jan 29 
	
Gen 30
	
Mark 1
	
Est 6
	
Rom 1

	
Jan 30 
	
Gen 31
	
Mark 2
	
Est 7
	
Rom 2

	
Jan 31 
	
Gen 32
	
Mark 3
	
Est 8
	
Rom 3


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Feb 1 
	
Gen 33
	
Mark 4
	
Est 9-10
	
Rom 4

	
Feb 2 
	
Gen 34
	
Mark 5
	
Job 1
	
Rom 5

	
Feb 3 
	
Gen 35-36
	
Mark 6
	
Job 2
	
Rom 6

	
Feb 4 
	
Gen 37
	
Mark 7
	
Job 3
	
Rom 7

	
Feb 5 
	
Gen 38
	
Mark 8
	
Job 4
	
Rom 8

	
Feb 6 
	
Gen 39
	
Mark 9
	
Job 5
	
Rom 9

	
Feb 7 
	
Gen 40
	
Mark 10
	
Job 6
	
Rom 10

	
Feb 8 
	
Gen 41
	
Mark 11
	
Job 7
	
Rom 11

	
Feb 9 
	
Gen 42
	
Mark 12
	
Job 8
	
Rom 12

	
Feb 10 
	
Gen 43
	
Mark 13
	
Job 9
	
Rom 13

	
Feb 11 
	
Gen 44
	
Mark 14
	
Job 10
	
Rom 14

	
Feb 12 
	
Gen 45
	
Mark 15
	
Job 11
	
Rom 15

	
Feb 13 
	
Gen 46
	
Mark 16
	
Job 12
	
Rom 16

	
Feb 14 
	
Gen 47
	
Lu 1:1-38
	
Job 13
	
1 Cor 1

	
Feb 15 
	
Gen 48
	
Lu 1:39-80
	
Job 14
	
1 Cor 2

	
Feb 16 
	
Gen 49
	
Lu 2
	
Job 15
	
1 Cor 3

	
Feb 17 
	
Gen 50
	
Lu 3
	
Job 16-17
	
1 Cor 4

	
Feb 18 
	
Ex 1
	
Lu 4
	
Job 18
	
1 Cor 5

	
Feb 19 
	
Ex 2
	
Lu 5
	
Job 19
	
1 Cor 6

	
Feb 20 
	
Ex 3
	
Lu 6
	
Job 20
	
1 Cor 7

	
Feb 21 
	
Ex 4
	
Lu 7
	
Job 21
	
1 Cor 8

	
Feb 22 
	
Ex 5
	
Lu 8
	
Job 22
	
1 Cor 9

	
Feb 23 
	
Ex 6
	
Lu 9
	
Job 23
	
1 Cor 10

	
Feb 24 
	
Ex 7
	
Lu 10
	
Job 24
	
1 Cor 11

	
Feb 25 
	
Ex 8
	
Lu 11
	
Job 25-26
	
1 Cor 12

	
Feb 26 
	
Ex 9
	
Lu 12
	
Job 27
	
1 Cor 13

	
Feb 27 
	
Ex 10
	
Lu 13
	
Job 28
	
1 Cor 14

	
Feb 28 
	
Ex 11:1-12:20
	
Lu 14
	
Job 29
	
1 Cor 15


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Mar 1 
	
Ex 12:21-51
	
Lu 15
	
Job 30
	
1 Cor 16

	
Mar 2 
	
Ex 13
	
Lu 16
	
Job 31
	
2 Cor 1

	
Mar 3 
	
Ex 14
	
Lu 17
	
Job 32
	
2 Cor 2

	
Mar 4 
	
Ex 15
	
Lu 18
	
Job 33
	
2 Cor 3

	
Mar 5 
	
Ex 16
	
Lu 19
	
Job 34
	
2 Cor 4

	
Mar 6 
	
Ex 17
	
Lu 20
	
Job 35
	
2 Cor 5

	
Mar 7 
	
Ex 18
	
Lu 21
	
Job 36
	
2 Cor 6

	
Mar 8 
	
Ex 19
	
Lu 22
	
Job 37
	
2 Cor 7

	
Mar 9 
	
Ex 20
	
Lu 23
	
Job 38
	
2 Cor 8

	
Mar 10 
	
Ex 21
	
Lu 24
	
Job 39
	
2 Cor 9

	
Mar 11 
	
Ex 22
	
John 1
	
Job 40
	
2 Cor 10

	
Mar 12 
	
Ex 23
	
John 2
	
Job 41
	
2 Cor 11

	
Mar 13 
	
Ex 24
	
John 3
	
Job 42
	
2 Cor 12

	
Mar 14 
	
Ex 25
	
John 4 
	
Prov 1
	
2 Cor 13

	
Mar 15 
	
Ex 26
	
John 5
	
Prov 2
	
Gal 1

	
Mar 16 
	
Ex 27
	
John 6
	
Prov 3
	
Gal 2

	
Mar 17 
	
Ex 28
	
John 7
	
Prov 4
	
Gal 3

	
Mar 18 
	
Ex 29
	
John 8
	
Prov 5
	
Gal 4

	
Mar 19 
	
Ex 30
	
John 9
	
Prov 6
	
Gal 5

	
Mar 20 
	
Ex 31
	
John 10
	
Prov 7
	
Gal 6

	
Mar 21 
	
Ex 32
	
John 11
	
Prov 8
	
Eph 1

	
Mar 22 
	
Ex 33
	
John 12
	
Prov 9
	
Eph 2

	
Mar 23 
	
Ex 34
	
John 13
	
Prov 10
	
Eph 3

	
Mar 24 
	
Ex 35
	
John 14
	
Prov 11
	
Eph 4

	
Mar 25 
	
Ex 36
	
John 15
	
Prov 12
	
Eph 5

	
Mar 26 
	
Ex 37
	
John 16
	
Prov 13
	
Eph 6

	
Mar 27 
	
Ex 38
	
John 17
	
Prov 14
	
Phil 1

	
Mar 28 
	
Ex 39
	
John 18
	
Prov 15
	
Phil 2

	
Mar 29 
	
Ex 40
	
John 19
	
Prov 16
	
Phil 3

	
Mar 30 
	
Lev 1
	
John 20
	
Prov 17
	
Phil 4

	
Mar 31 
	
Lev 2-3
	
John 21
	
Prov 18
	
Col 1


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Apr 1 
	
Lev 4
	
Ps 1-2
	
Prov 19
	
Col 2

	
Apr 2 
	
Lev 5
	
Ps 3-4
	
Prov 20
	
Col 3

	
Apr 3 
	
Lev 6
	
Ps 5-6
	
Prov 21
	
Col 4

	
Apr 4 
	
Lev 7
	
Ps 7-8
	
Prov 22
	
1 Thess 1

	
Apr 5 
	
Lev 8
	
Ps 9
	
Prov 23
	
1 Thess 2

	
Apr 6 
	
Lev 9
	
Ps 10
	
Prov 24
	
1 Thess 3

	
Apr 7 
	
Lev 10
	
Ps 11-12
	
Prov 25
	
1 Thess 4

	
Apr 8 
	
Lev 11-12
	
Ps 13-14
	
Prov 26
	
1 Thess 5

	
Apr 9 
	
Lev 13
	
Ps 15-16
	
Prov 27
	
2 Thess 1

	
Apr 10 
	
Lev 14
	
Ps 17
	
Prov 28
	
2 Thess 2

	
Apr 11 
	
Lev 15
	
Ps 18
	
Prov 29
	
2 Thess 3

	
Apr 12 
	
Lev 16
	
Ps 19
	
Prov 30
	
1 Tim 1

	
Apr 13 
	
Lev 17
	
Ps 20-21
	
Prov 31
	
1 Tim 2

	
Apr 14 
	
Lev 18
	
Ps 22
	
Eccles 1
	
1 Tim 3

	
Apr 15 
	
Lev 19
	
Ps 23-24
	
Eccles 2
	
1 Tim 4

	
Apr 16 
	
Lev 20
	
Ps 25
	
Eccles 3
	
1 Tim 5

	
Apr 17 
	
Lev 21
	
Ps 26-27
	
Eccles 4
	
1 Tim 6

	
Apr 18 
	
Lev 22
	
Ps 28-29
	
Eccles 5
	
2 Tim 1

	
Apr 19 
	
Lev 23
	
Ps 30
	
Eccles 6
	
2 Tim 2

	
Apr 20 
	
Lev 24
	
Ps 31
	
Eccles 7
	
2 Tim 3

	
Apr 21 
	
Lev 25
	
Ps 32
	
Eccles 8
	
2 Tim 4

	
Apr 22 
	
Lev 26
	
Ps 33
	
Eccles 9
	
Titus 1

	
Apr 23 
	
Lev 27
	
Ps 34
	
Eccles 10
	
Titus 2

	
Apr 24 
	
Num 1
	
Ps 35
	
Eccles 11
	
Titus 3

	
Apr 25 
	
Num 2
	
Ps 36
	
Eccles 12
	
Philem

	
Apr 26 
	
Num 3
	
Ps 37
	
Song 1
	
Heb 1

	
Apr 27 
	
Num 4
	
Ps 38
	
Song 2
	
Heb 2

	
Apr 28 
	
Num 5
	
Ps 39
	
Song 3
	
Heb 3

	
Apr 29 
	
Num 6
	
Ps 40-41
	
Song 4
	
Heb 4

	
Apr 30 
	
Num 7
	
Ps 42-43
	
Song 5
	
Heb 5


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
May 1 
	
Num 8
	
Ps 44
	
Song 6
	
Heb 6

	
May 2 
	
Num 9
	
Ps 45
	
Song 7
	
Heb 7

	
May 3 
	
Num 10
	
Ps 46-47
	
Song 8
	
Heb
 8

	
May 4 
	
Num 11
	
Ps 48
	
Isa 1
	
Heb 9

	
May 5 
	
Num 12-13
	
Ps 49
	
Isa 2
	
Heb 10

	
May 6 
	
Num 14
	
Ps 50
	
Isa 3-4
	
Heb 11

	
May 7 
	
Num 15
	
Ps 51
	
Isa 5
	
Heb 12

	
May 8 
	
Num 16
	
Ps 52-54
	
Isa 6
	
Heb 13

	
May 9 
	
Num 17-18
	
Ps 55
	
Isa 7
	
James 1

	
May 10 
	
Num 19 
	
Ps 56-57
	
Isa 8:1-9:7
	
James 2

	
May 11 
	
Num 20
	
Ps 58-59
	
Isa 9:8-10:4
	
James 3

	
May 12 
	
Num 21
	
Ps 60-61
	
Isa 10:5-34
	
James 4

	
May 13 
	
Num 22
	
Ps 62-63
	
Isa 11-12
	
James 5

	
May 14 
	
Num 23
	
Ps 64-65
	
Isa 13
	
1 Peter 1

	
May 15 
	
Num 24
	
Ps 66-67
	
Isa 14
	
1 Peter 2

	
May 16 
	
Num 25
	
Ps 68
	
Isa 15
	
1 Peter 3

	
May 17 
	
Num 26
	
Ps 69
	
Isa 16
	
1 Peter 4

	
May 18 
	
Num 27
	
Ps 70-71
	
Isa 17-18
	
1 Peter 5

	
May 19 
	
Num 28
	
Ps 72
	
Isa 19-20
	
2 Peter 1

	
May 20 
	
Num 29
	
Ps 73
	
Isa 21
	
2 Peter 2

	
May 21
	
Num 30
	
Ps 74
	
Isa 22
	
2 Peter 3 

	
May 22
	
Num 31
	
Ps 75-76
	
Isa 23
	
1 John 1

	
May 23
	
Num 32
	
Ps 77
	
Isa 24
	
1 John 2

	
May 24
	
Num 33
	
Ps 78:1-39
	
Isa 25
	
1 John 3

	
May 25
	
Num 34
	
Ps 78:40-72
	
Isa 26
	
1 John 4

	
May 26 
	
Num 35
	
Ps 79
	
Isa 27
	
1 John 5

	
May 27
	
Num 36
	
Ps 80
	
Isa 28
	
2 John

	
May 28 
	
Deut 1
	
Ps 81-82
	
Isa 29
	
3 John

	
May 29 
	
Deut 2
	
Ps 83-84
	
Isa 30
	
Jude

	
May 30 
	
Deut 3
	
Ps 85
	
Isa 31
	
Rev 1

	
May 31 
	
Deut 4
	
Ps 86-87
	
Isa 32
	
Rev 2


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Jun 1
	
Deut 5
	
Ps 88
	
Isa 33
	
Rev 3

	
Jun 2 
	
Deut 6
	
Ps 89
	
Isa 34
	
Rev 4

	
Jun 3 
	
Deut 7
	
Ps 90
	
Isa 35
	
Rev 5

	
Jun 4 
	
Deut 8
	
Ps 91
	
Isa 36
	
Rev 6

	
Jun 5 
	
Deut 9
	
Ps 92-93
	
Isa 37
	
Rev 7

	
Jun 6 
	
Deut 10
	
Ps 94
	
Isa 38
	
Rev 8

	
Jun 7 
	
Deut 11
	
Ps 95-96
	
Isa 39
	
Rev 9

	
Jun 8 
	
Deut 12
	
Ps 97-98
	
Isa 40
	
Rev 10

	
Jun 9 
	
Deut 13-14
	
Ps 99-101
	
Isa 41
	
Rev 11

	
Jun 10 
	
Deut 15 
	
Ps 102
	
Isa 42
	
Rev 12

	
Jun 11 
	
Deut 16
	
Ps 103
	
Isa 43
	
Rev 13

	
Jun 12 
	
Deut 17
	
Ps 104
	
Isa 44
	
Rev 14

	
Jun 13 
	
Deut 18
	
Ps 105
	
Isa 45
	
Rev 15

	
Jun 14 
	
Deut 19
	
Ps 106
	
Isa 46
	
Rev 16

	
Jun 15 
	
Deut 20
	
Ps 107
	
Isa 47
	
Rev 17

	
Jun 16 
	
Deut 21
	
Ps 108-109
	
Isa 48
	
Rev 18

	
Jun 17 
	
Deut 22
	
Ps 110-111
	
Isa 49
	
Rev 19

	
Jun 18 
	
Deut 23
	
Ps 112-113
	
Isa 50
	
Rev 20

	
Jun 19 
	
Deut 24
	
Ps 114-115
	
Isa 51
	
Rev 21

	
Jun 20 
	
Deut 25
	
Ps 116
	
Isa 52
	
Rev 22

	
Jun 21 
	
Deut 26
	
Ps 117-118
	
Isa 53
	
Matt 1

	
Jun 22 
	
Deut 27:1-28:19
	
Ps 119:1-24
	
Isa 54
	
Matt 2

	
Jun 23 
	
Deut 28:20-68
	
Ps 119:25-48
	
Isa 55
	
Matt 3

	
Jun 24 
	
Deut 29
	
Ps 119:49-72
	
Isa 56
	
Matt 4

	
Jun 25 
	
Deut 30
	
Ps 119:73-96
	
Isa 57
	
Matt 5

	
Jun 26 
	
Deut 31
	
Ps 119:97-120
	
Isa 58
	
Matt 6

	
Jun 27 
	
Deut 32
	
Ps 119:121-144
	
Isa 59
	
Matt 7

	
Jun 28 
	
Deut 33-34
	
Ps 119:145-176
	
Isa 60
	
Matt 8

	
Jun 29 
	
Josh 1
	
Ps 120-122
	
Isa 61
	
Matt 9

	
Jun 30 
	
Josh 2
	
Ps 123-125
	
Isa 62
	
Matt 10


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY 
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Jul 1 
	
Josh 3
	
Ps 126-128
	
Isa 63
	
Matt 11

	
Jul 2 
	
Josh 4
	
Ps 129-131
	
Isa 64
	
Matt 12

	
Jul 3 
	
Josh 5
	
Ps 132-134
	
Isa 65
	
Matt 13

	
Jul 4 
	
Josh 6
	
Ps 135-136
	
Isa 66
	
Matt 14

	
Jul 5 
	
Josh 7
	
Ps 137-138
	
Jer 1
	
Matt 15

	
Jul 6 
	
Josh 8
	
Ps 139
	
Jer 2
	
Matt
 16

	
Jul 7 
	
Josh 9
	
Ps 140-141
	
Jer 3
	
Matt 17

	
Jul 8 
	
Josh 10
	
Ps 142-143
	
Jer 4
	
Matt 18

	
Jul 9 
	
Josh 11
	
Ps 144
	
Jer 5
	
Matt 19

	
Jul 10 
	
Josh 12-13
	
Ps 145
	
Jer 6
	
Matt 20

	
Jul 11 
	
Josh 14-15
	
Ps 146-147
	
Jer 7
	
Matt 21

	
Jul 12 
	
Josh 16-17
	
Ps 148
	
Jer 8
	
Matt 22

	
Jul 13 
	
Josh 18-19
	
Ps 149-150
	
Jer 9
	
Matt 23

	
Jul 14 
	
Josh 20-21
	
Acts 1
	
Jer 10
	
Matt 24

	
Jul 15 
	
Josh 22
	
Acts 2
	
Jer 11
	
Matt 25

	
Jul 16 
	
Josh 23
	
Acts 3
	
Jer 12
	
Matt 26

	
Jul 17 
	
Josh 24
	
Acts 4
	
Jer 13
	
Matt 27

	
Jul 18 
	
Judg 1
	
Acts 5
	
Jer 14
	
Matt 28

	
Jul 19 
	
Judg 2
	
Acts 6
	
Jer 15
	
Mark 1

	
Jul 20 
	
Judg 3
	
Acts 7
	
Jer 16
	
Mark 2

	
Jul 21 
	
Judg 4
	
Acts 8
	
Jer 17
	
Mark 3

	
Jul 22 
	
Judg 5
	
Acts 9
	
Jer 18
	
Mark 4

	
Jul 23 
	
Judg 6
	
Acts 10
	
Jer 19
	
Mark 5

	
Jul 24 
	
Judg 7
	
Acts 11
	
Jer 20
	
Mark 6

	
Jul 25 
	
Judg 8
	
Acts 12
	
Jer 21
	
Mark 7

	
Jul 26 
	
Judg 9
	
Acts 13
	
Jer 22
	
Mark 8

	
Jul 27 
	
Judg 10
	
Acts 14
	
Jer 23
	
Mark 9

	
Jul 28 
	
Judg 11
	
Acts 15
	
Jer 24
	
Mark 10

	
Jul 29 
	
Judg 12
	
Acts 16
	
Jer 25
	
Mark 11

	
Jul 30 
	
Judg 13
	
Acts 17
	
Jer 26
	
Mark 12

	
Jul 31 
	
Judg 14
	
Acts 18
	
Jer 27
	
Mark 13


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Aug 1 
	
Judg 15
	
Acts 19
	
Jer 28
	
Mark 14

	
Aug 2 
	
Judg 16
	
Acts 20
	
Jer 29
	
Mark 15

	
Aug 3 
	
Judg 17
	
Acts 21
	
Jer 30-31
	
Mark 16

	
Aug 4 
	
Judg 18
	
Acts 22
	
Jer 32
	
Ps 1-2

	
Aug 5 
	
Judg 19
	
Acts 23
	
Jer 33
	
Ps 3-4

	
Aug 6 
	
Judg 20
	
Acts 24
	
Jer 34
	
Ps 5-6

	
Aug 7 
	
Judg 21
	
Acts 25
	
Jer 35
	
Ps 7-8

	
Aug 8 
	
Ruth 1
	
Acts 26
	
Jer 36,
	
45 Ps 9

	
Aug 9 
	
Ruth 2
	
Acts 27
	
Jer 37
	
Ps 10

	
Aug 10 
	
Ruth 3-4
	
Acts 28
	
Jer 38
	
Ps 11-12

	
Aug 11 
	
1Sam 1
	
Rom 1
	
Jer 39
	
Ps 13-14

	
Aug 12 
	
1Sam 2
	
Rom 2
	
Jer 40
	
Ps 15-16

	
Aug 13 
	
1Sam 3
	
Rom 3
	
Jer 41
	
Ps 17

	
Aug 14 
	
1Sam 4
	
Rom 4
	
Jer 42
	
Ps 18

	
Aug 15 
	
1Sam 5-6
	
Rom 5
	
Jer 43
	
Ps 19

	
Aug 16  
	
1Sam 7-8
	
Rom 6
	
Jer 44
	
Ps 20-21

	
Aug 17 
	
1Sam 9
	
Rom 7
	
Jer 46
	
Ps 22

	
Aug 18  
	
1Sam 10
	
Rom 8
	
Jer 47
	
Ps 23-24

	
Aug 19 
	
1Sam 11
	
Rom 9
	
Jer 48
	
Ps 25

	
Aug 20 
	
1 Sam 12
	
Rom 10
	
Jer 49
	
Ps 26-27

	
Aug 21 
	
1 Sam 13
	
Rom 11
	
Jer 50
	
Ps 28-29

	
Aug 22 
	
1 Sam 14
	
Rom 12
	
Jer 51
	
Ps 30

	
Aug 23 
	
1Sam 15
	
Rom 13
	
Jer 52
	
Ps 31

	
Aug 24 
	
1 Sam 16
	
Rom 14
	
Lam 1
	
Ps 32

	
Aug 25 
	
1 Sam 17
	
Rom 15
	
Lam 2
	
Ps 33

	
Aug 26 
	
1 Sam 18
	
Rom 16
	
Lam 3
	
Ps 34

	
Aug 27 
	
1 Sam 19
	
1 Cor 1
	
Lam 4
	
Ps 35

	
Aug 28 
	
1 Sam 20
	
1 Cor 2
	
Lam 5
	
Ps 36

	
Aug 29 
	
1 Sam 21-22
	
1 Cor 3
	
Ezek 1
	
Ps 37

	
Aug 30 
	
1 Sam 23
	
1 Cor 4
	
Ezek 2
	
Ps 38

	
Aug 31 
	
1 Sam 24
	
1 Cor 5
	
Ezek 3
	
Ps 39


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Sep 1 
	
1 Sam 25
	
1 Cor 6
	
Ezek 4
	
Ps 40-41

	
Sep 2 
	
1 Sam 26
	
1 Cor 7
	
Ezek 5
	
Ps 42-43

	
Sep 3 
	
1 Sam 27
	
1 Cor 8
	
Ezek 6
	
Ps 44

	
Sep 4 
	
1 Sam 28
	
1 Cor 9
	
Ezek 7
	
Ps 45

	
Sep 5 
	
1 Sam 29-30
	
1 Cor 10
	
Ezek 8
	
Ps 46-47

	
Sep 6 
	
1 Sam 31
	
1 Cor 11
	
Ezek 9
	
Ps 48

	
Sep 7 
	
2 Sam 1
	
1 Cor 12
	
Ezek 10
	
Ps 49

	
Sep 8 
	
2 Sam 2
	
1 Cor 13
	
Ezek 11
	
Ps 50

	
Sep 9 
	
2
 Sam 3
	
1 Cor 14
	
Ezek 12
	
Ps 51

	
Sep 10 
	
2 Sam 4-5
	
1 Cor 15
	
Ezek 13
	
Ps 52-54

	
Sep 11 
	
2Sam 6
	
1Cor 16
	
Ezek 14
	
Ps 55

	
Sep 12 
	
2Sam 7
	
2Cor 1
	
Ezek 15
	
Ps 56-57

	
Sep 13 
	
2 Sam 8-9
	
2 Cor 2
	
Ezek 16
	
Ps 58-59

	
Sep 14 
	
2Sam 10
	
2Cor 3
	
Ezek 17
	
Ps 60-61

	
Sep 15 
	
2Sam 11
	
2Cor 4
	
Ezek 18
	
Ps 62-63

	
Sep 16 
	
2Sam 12
	
2Cor 5
	
Ezek 19
	
Ps 64-65

	
Sep 17 
	
2Sam 13
	
2Cor 6
	
Ezek 20
	
Ps 66-67

	
Sep 18 
	
2Sam 14
	
2Cor 7
	
Ezek 21
	
Ps 68

	
Sep 19 
	
2Sam 15
	
2Cor 8
	
Ezek 22
	
Ps 69

	
Sep 20 
	
2Sam 16
	
2Cor 9
	
Ezek 23
	
Ps 70-71

	
Sep 21 
	
2 Sam 17
	
2 Cor 10 
	
Ezek 24
	
Ps 72

	
Sep 22 
	
2 Sam 18
	
2 Cor 11
	
Ezek 25
	
Ps 73

	
Sep 23 
	
2Sam 19
	
2 Cor 12
	
Ezek 26
	
Ps 74

	
Sep 24 
	
2 Sam 20
	
2 Cor 13
	
Ezek 27
	
Ps 75-76

	
Sep 25 
	
2 Sam 21
	
Gal 1
	
Ezek 28
	
Ps 77

	
Sep 26 
	
2 Sam 22
	
Gal 2
	
Ezek 29
	
Ps 78:1-39

	
Sep 27 
	
2 Sam 23
	
Gal 3
	
Ezek 30
	
Ps 78:40-72

	
Sep 28 
	
2 Sam 24
	
Gal 4
	
Ezek 31
	
Ps 79

	
Sep 29 
	
1 Ki 1
	
Gal 5
	
Ezek 32
	
Ps 80

	
Sep 30 
	
1 Ki 2
	
Gal 6
	
Ezek 33
	
Ps 81-82


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Oct 1 
	
1 Ki 3
	
Eph 1
	
Ezek 34
	
Ps 83-84

	
Oct 2 
	
1 Ki 4-5
	
Eph 2
	
Ezek 35
	
Ps 85

	
Oct 3 
	
1 Ki 6
	
Eph 3
	
Ezek 36
	
Ps 86

	
Oct 4 
	
1 Ki 7
	
Eph 4
	
Ezek 37
	
Ps 87-88

	
Oct 5 
	
1 Ki 8
	
Eph 5
	
Ezek 38
	
Ps 89

	
Oct 6 
	
1 Ki 9
	
Eph 6
	
Ezek 39
	
Ps 90

	
Oct 7 
	
1 Ki 10
	
Phil 1
	
Ezek 40
	
Ps 91

	
Oct 8 
	
1 Ki 11
	
Phil 2
	
Ezek 41
	
Ps 92-93

	
Oct 9 
	
1 Ki 12
	
Phil 3
	
Ezek 42
	
Ps 94

	
Oct 10 
	
1 Ki 13
	
Phil 4
	
Ezek 43
	
Ps 95-96

	
Oct 11 
	
1 Ki 14
	
Col 1
	
Ezek 44
	
Ps 97-98

	
Oct 12 
	
1 Ki 15
	
Col 2
	
Ezek 45
	
Ps 99-101

	
Oct 13 
	
1Ki 16
	
Col 3
	
Ezek 46
	
Ps 102

	
Oct 14 
	
1Ki 17
	
Col 4
	
Ezek 47
	
Ps 103

	
Oct 15 
	
1Ki 18
	
1Thess 1
	
Ezek 48
	
Ps 104

	
Oct 16 
	
1Ki 19
	
1Thess 2
	
Dan 1
	
Ps 105

	
Oct 17 
	
1Ki 20
	
1Thess 3
	
Dan 2
	
Ps 106

	
Oct 18 
	
1Ki 21
	
1Thess 4
	
Dan 3
	
Ps 107

	
Oct 19 
	
1 Ki 22
	
1 Thess 5
	
Dan 4
	
Ps 108-109

	
Oct 20 
	
2Ki 1
	
2Thess 1
	
Dan 5
	
Ps 110-111

	
Oct 21 
	
2 Ki 2
	
2 Thess 2
	
Dan 6
	
Ps 112-113

	
Oct 22 
	
2 Ki 3
	
2 Thess 3
	
Dan 7
	
Ps 114-115

	
Oct 23 
	
2Ki 4
	
1 Tim 1
	
Dan 8
	
Ps 116

	
Oct 24 
	
2 Ki 5
	
1 Tim 2
	
Dan 9
	
Ps 117-118

	
Oct 25 
	
2 Ki 6
	
1 Tim 3
	
Dan 10
	
Ps 119:1-24

	
Oct 26 
	
2 Ki 7
	
1 Tim 4
	
Dan 11
	
Ps 119:25-48

	
Oct 27 
	
2 Ki 8
	
1 Tim 5
	
Dan 12
	
Ps 119:49-72

	
Oct 28 
	
2 Ki 9
	
1 Tim 6
	
Hosea 1
	
Ps 119:73-96

	
Oct 29 
	
2 Ki 10-11
	
2 Tim 1
	
Hosea 2
	
Ps 119:97-120

	
Oct 30 
	
2 Ki 12
	
2 Tim 2
	
Hosea 3-4
	
Ps 119:121-144

	
Oct 31 
	
2 Ki 13
	
2 Tim 3
	
Hosea 5-6
	
Ps 119:145-176


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Nov 1 
	
2 Ki 14
	
2 Tim 4
	
Hosea 7
	
Ps 120-122

	
Nov 2 
	
2 Ki 15
	
Titus 1
	
Hosea 8
	
Ps 123-125

	
Nov 3 
	
2 Ki 16
	
Titus 2
	
Hosea 9
	
Ps 126-128

	
Nov 4 
	
2 Ki 17
	
Titus 3
	
Hosea 10
	
Ps 129-131

	
Nov 5 
	
2 Ki 18
	
Philem
	
Hosea 11
	
Ps 132-134

	
Nov 6 
	
2 Ki 19
	
Heb 1
	
Hosea 12
	
Ps 135-136

	
Nov 7 
	
2 Ki 20
	
Heb 2
	
Hosea 13
	
Ps 137-138

	
Nov 8 
	
2 Ki 21
	
Heb 3
	
Hosea 14
	
Ps 139

	
Nov 9 
	
2 Ki 22
	
Heb 4
	
Joel 1
	
Ps 140-141

	
Nov 10 
	
2Ki 23
	
Heb 5
	
Joel 2
	
Ps 142

	
Nov 11 
	
2Ki 24
	
Heb 6
	
Joel 3
	
Ps 143

	
Nov
 12 
	
2Ki 25
	
Heb 7
	
Amos 1
	
Ps 144

	
Nov 13 
	
1Chr 1-2
	
Heb 8
	
Amos 2
	
Ps 145

	
Nov 14 
	
1 Chr 3-4
	
Heb 9
	
Amos 3
	
Ps 146-147

	
Nov 15 
	
1 Chr 5-6
	
Heb 10
	
Amos 4
	
Ps 148-150

	
Nov 16 
	
1 Chr 7-8
	
Heb 11
	
Amos 5
	
Lu 1:1-38

	
Nov 17  
	
1 Chr 9-10
	
Heb 12
	
Amos 6
	
Lu 1:39-80

	
Nov 18 
	
1 Chr 11-12
	
Heb 13
	
Amos 7
	
Lu 2

	
Nov 19 
	
1 Chr 13-14
	
James 1
	
Amos 8
	
Lu 3

	
Nov 20 
	
1Chr 15
	
James 2
	
Amos 9
	
Lu 4

	
Nov 21 
	
1 Chr 16
	
James 3
	
Obadiah
	
Lu 5

	
Nov 22 
	
1 Chr 17
	
James 4
	
Jonah 1
	
Lu 6

	
Nov 23 
	
1Chr 18
	
James 5
	
Jonah 2
	
Lu 7

	
Nov 24 
	
1 Chr 19-20
	
1 Peter 1
	
Jonah 3
	
Lu 8

	
Nov 25 
	
1 Chr 21
	
1 Peter 2
	
Jonah 4
	
Lu 9

	
Nov 26 
	
1 Chr 22
	
1 Peter 3
	
Micah 1
	
Lu 10

	
Nov 27 
	
1 Chr 23
	
1 Peter 4
	
Micah 2
	
Lu 11

	
Nov 28 
	
1 Chr 24-25
	
1 Peter 5
	
Micah 3
	
Lu 12

	
Nov 29 
	
1 Chr 26-27
	
2 Peter 1
	
Micah 4
	
Lu 13

	
Nov 30 
	
1 Chr 28
	
2 Peter 2
	
Micah 5
	
Lu 14


	
DATE 
	
FAMILY
	
FAMILY
	
PRIVATE
	
PRIVATE

	
Dec 1 
	
1 Chr 29
	
2 Peter 3
	
Micah 6
	
Lu 15

	
Dec 2 
	
2 Chr 1
	
1 John 1
	
Micah 7
	
Lu 16

	
Dec 3 
	
2 Chr 2
	
1 John 2
	
Nahum 1
	
Lu 17

	
Dec 4 
	
2 Chr 3-4
	
1 John 3
	
Nahum 2
	
Lu 18

	
Dec 5 
	
2 Chr 5:1-6:11
	
1 John 4
	
Nahum 3
	
Lu 19

	
Dec 6 
	
2 Chr 6:12-42
	
1 John 5
	
Hab 1
	
Lu 20

	
Dec 7 
	
2 Chr 7
	
2 John
	
Hab 2
	
Lu 21

	
Dec 8 
	
2 Chr 8
	
3 John
	
Hab 3
	
Lu 22

	
Dec 9 
	
2 Chr 9
	
Jude
	
Zeph 1
	
Lu 23

	
Dec 10 
	
2Chr 10
	
Rev 1
	
Zeph 2
	
Lu 24

	
Dec 11 
	
2 Chr 11-12
	
Rev 2
	
Zeph 3
	
John 1

	
Dec 12 
	
2Chr 13
	
Rev 3
	
Hag 1
	
John 2

	
Dec 13 
	
2 Chr 14-15
	
Rev 4
	
Hag 2
	
John 3

	
Dec 14 
	
2Chr 16
	
Rev 5
	
Zech 1
	
John 4

	
Dec 15 
	
2Chr 17
	
Rev 6
	
Zech 2
	
John 5

	
Dec 16 
	
2Chr 18
	
Rev 7
	
Zech 3
	
John 6

	
Dec 17 
	
2 Chr 19-20
	
Rev 8
	
Zech 4
	
John 7

	
Dec 18 
	
2Chr 21
	
Rev 9
	
Zech 5
	
John 8

	
Dec 19 
	
2 Chr 22-23
	
Rev 10
	
Zech 6
	
John 9

	
Dec 20 
	
2 Chr 24
	
Rev 11
	
Zech 7
	
John 10

	
Dec 21 
	
2 Chr 25
	
Rev 12
	
Zech 8
	
John 11

	
Dec 22 
	
2 Chr 26
	
Rev 13
	
Zech 9
	
John 12

	
Dec 23 
	
2 Chr 27-28
	
Rev 14
	
Zech 10
	
John 13

	
Dec 24 
	
2 Chr 29
	
Rev 15
	
Zech 11
	
John 14

	
Dec 25 
	
2 Chr 30
	
Rev 16
	
Zech 12:1-13:1
	
John 15

	
Dec 26 
	
2 Chr 31
	
Rev 17
	
Zech 13:2-9
	
John 16

	
Dec 27 
	
2 Chr 32
	
Rev 18
	
Zech 14
	
John 17

	
Dec 28 
	
2 Chr 33
	
Rev 19
	
Mal 1
	
John 18

	
Dec 29 
	
2 Chr 34
	
Rev 20
	
Mal 2
	
John 19

	
Dec 30 
	
2 Chr 35
	
Rev 21
	
Mal 3
	
John 20

	
Dec 31 
	
2 Chr 36
	
Rev 22
	
Mal 4 
	
John 21




JANUARY 1

Genesis 1; Matthew 1; Ezra 1; Acts 1

[image: 10]
ALL FOUR OF THESE CHAPTERS DEPICT NEW BEGINNINGS, but the first reading—Genesis 1—portrays the beginning of everything in this created universe.

On the face of it, this chapter, and the lines of thought it develops, establish that God is different from the universe that he creates, and therefore pantheism is ruled out; that the original creation was entirely good, and therefore dualism is ruled out; that human beings, male and female together, are alone declared to be made in the image of God, and therefore forms of reductionism that claim we are part of the animal kingdom and no more must be ruled out; that God is a talking God, and therefore all notions of an impersonal God must be ruled out; that this God has sovereignly made all things, including all people, and therefore conceptions of merely tribal deities must be ruled out.

Some of these and other matters are put positively by later writers of Scripture who, reflecting on the doctrine of creation, offer a host of invaluable conclusions. The sheer glory of the created order bears telling witness to the glory of its Maker (Ps. 19). The universe came into being by the will of God, and for this, God is incessantly worshiped (Rev. 4:11). That God has made everything speaks of his transcendence, i.e., he is above this created order, above time and space, and therefore cannot be domesticated by anything in it (Acts 17:24-25). That he made all things and continues to rule over all, means that both racism and tribalism are to be rejected (Acts 17:26). Further, if we ourselves have been made in his image, it is preposterous to think that God can properly be pictured by some image that we can concoct (Acts 17:29). These notions and more are teased out by later Scriptures.

One of the most important entailments of the doctrine of creation is this:it grounds all human responsibility. The theme repeatedly recurs
 in the Bible, sometimes explicitly, sometimes by implication. To take but one example, John’s gospel opens by declaring that everything that was created came into being by the agency of God’s “Word,” the Word that became flesh in Jesus Christ (John 1:2-3, 14). But this observation sets the stage for a devastating indictment:when this Word came into the world, and even though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him (John 1:10). God made us to “image” himself; he made us for his own glory. For us to imagine ourselves autonomous is, far from being a measure of our maturity, the supreme mark of our rebellion, the flag of our suppression of the truth (Rom. 1).

JANUARY 2

Genesis 2; Matthew 2; Ezra 2; Acts 2

[image: 10]
WHAT A STRANGE WAY, we might think, to end this account of Creation:“The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame” (Gen. 2:25). Hollywood would love it:what an excuse for sexual titillation if someone tries to place the scene on the big screen. We hurry on, chasing the narrative.

Yet the verse is strategically placed. It links the account of the creation of woman and the establishment of marriage (Gen. 2:18-24) with the account of the Fall (Gen. 3). On the one hand, the Bible tells us that woman was taken from man, made by God to be “a helper suitable for him” (2:18), yet doubly one with him:she is bone of his bones and flesh of his flesh (2:23), and now the two are united as one in marriage, one flesh (2:24), the paradigm of marriages to come, of new homes and new families. On the other hand, in the next chapter we read of the Fall, the wretched rebellion that introduces death and the curse. Part of that account, as we glean from tomorrow’s reading, finds the man and the woman hiding from the presence of the Lord, because their rebellion opened their eyes to their nakedness (3:7, 10). Far from being unashamed, their instinct is to hide.

This was not how it was supposed to be. In the beginning, “the man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.” The sexual arena stands to the fore, of course; yet there is a symbol-laden depth to the pronouncement. It is a way of saying that there was no guilt; there was nothing to be ashamed of. This happy innocence meant openness, utter candor. There was nothing to hide, whether from God or from each other.

How different after the Fall. The man and the woman hide from God, and blame others. The candor has gone, the innocence has dissipated, the openness has closed. These are the immediate effects of the first sin.

How much more dire are the same effects worked into the psyche of a fallen race, worked into individuals like you and me with so much to hide. Would you want your spouse or your best friend to know the full dimensions of each of your thoughts? Would you want your motives placarded for public display? Have we not done things of which we are so ashamed that we want as few people as possible to know about them? Even the person whose conscience is said to be “seared” (e.g., 1 Tim. 4:2) and who therefore boasts of his sin does so only in some arenas, but not in others.

What astonishing dimensions characterize the salvation that addresses problems as deep as these.

JANUARY 3

Genesis 3; Matthew 3; Ezra 3; Acts 3

[image: 10]
IN ANY DOMAIN, we are unlikely to agree as to what the solution of a problem is, unless we agree as to the nature of the problem.

The religions of the world offer an enormous range of solutions to human problems. Some promulgate various forms of religious self-help exercises; some advocate a kind of faithful fatalism; others urge tapping into an impersonal energy or force in the universe; still others claim that mystical experiences are available to those who pursue them, experiences that relativize all evil. One of the critical questions to ask is this:What constitutes the irreducible heart of human problems?

The Bible insists that the heart of all human problems is rebellion against the God who is our Maker, whose image we bear, and whose rule we seek to overthrow. All of our problems, without exception, can be traced to this fundamental source:our rebellion and the just curse of God that we have attracted by our rebellion.

This must not be (mis)understood in some simplistic sense. It is not necessarily the case that the greatest rebels in this world suffer the greatest pain in this world, on some simple tit-for-tat scheme. But whether we are perpetrators (as in hate, jealousy, lust, or theft) or victims (as in rape, battery, or indiscriminate bombing), our plight is tied to sin—ours or that of others. Further, whether our misery is the result of explicit human malice or the fruit of a “natural” disaster, Genesis 3 insists that this is a disordered world, a broken world—and that this state of affairs has come about because of human rebellion.

God’s curses on the human pair are striking. The first (Gen. 3:16), which promises pain in childbearing and disordered marriages, is the disruption of the first designated task human beings were assigned before the Fall:male and female, in the blessing of God, being fruitful and increasing in number (1:27-28). The second (Gen. 3:17-19), which promises painful toil, a disordered ecology, and certain death, is the disruption of the second designated task human beings were assigned before the Fall:God’s image-bearers ruling over the created order and living in harmony with it (1:28-30).

With perfect justice God might have destroyed this rebel breed instantly. He can no more ignore such rebellion than he can deny his own deity. Yet in mercy he clothes them, suspends part of the sentence (death itself)—and foretells a time when the offspring of the woman will crush the serpent who led the first couple astray. One reads Revelation 12 with relief, and grasps that Genesis 3 defines the problem that only Christ can meet.

JANUARY 4

Genesis 4; Matthew 4; Ezra 4; Acts 4

[image: 10]
IT TOOK ONLY ONE GENERATION for the human race to produce its first murderer (Gen. 4). Two reflections:

(1) In the Bible, there are many motives behind murder. Jehu killed for political advantage (2 Kings 9–10); David killed to cover up his adultery (2 Sam. 11); Joab murdered out of revenge, and out of the fear of having his privileged position usurped (2 Sam. 3); some of the men of Gibeah in Benjamin killed out of unbridled lust (Judg. 19). It would be easy to enlarge the list. On the occasion of the first murder, the motive was sibling rivalry out of control. Cain could not bear to think that his brother Abel’s offering was acceptable to God, while his own was not. Instead of seeking God so as to improve his own sacrifice, he killed the man he saw as his rival.

What is common to all these motives is the assumption entertained by the murderer that he or she is at the center of the universe. Even God must approve what I do; if not, since I cannot kill God, I will kill those whom God approves. Instead of the glorious situation that obtained before the Fall, when in the minds of God’s image-bearers, God himself was at the center, and loved and cherished as our good and wise Maker and Ruler, now each individual wants to be the center of the universe, as if saying, “Even God must serve me. If he does not, perhaps it is time to invent new gods....”

Among the shocking elements in the murder of Cain is the stark fact that Cain’s nose is out of joint because he does not have God’s approval. The fatal sibling rivalry lies in this instance in the domain of religion. No matter:once I insist on being number one, I must be number one in every domain. Sad to tell, if the constraints of culture and fear of the penal system restrain me from outright murder, they are unlikely to restrain me from the kind of hate that the Lord Jesus insists is of the same moral order as murder (Matt. 5:21-26). So while the motives for murder are superficially many, at heart they become one:I wish to be god. And that is the supreme idolatry.

(2) In the Bible, the innocent are sometimes murdered. In this account, Abel is the righteous brother, yet he is the one who is murdered. From this fact we must reflect on two things. First, the Bible is utterly realistic about the horrible cruelty and unfairness of sin. Second, already by way of anticipation, we quietly recognize that if ultimate redress and justice are possible, God must intervene—and the books can only finally be squared after death.

JANUARY 5

Genesis 5; Matthew 5; Ezra 5; Acts 5

[image: 10]
AGAIN AND AGAIN IN THE FIFTH CHAPTER OF GENESIS, one finds the refrain, “and then he died.” So-and-so lived so many years, and then he died... and then he died ...and then he died.... Why the repetition?

From the beginning, God’s intention had been that the intercourse between himself and his image-bearers would be eternal:Adam and Eve were to experience eternal life with God. Their rebellion put an end to this trajectory (Gen. 3:2122). Even if death did not fall on them immediately (Adam lived to the age of 930, according to Gen. 5:5), it was inevitable. The chapter before this table of deaths records the first murder—another death. And the three succeeding chapters (Gen. 6–8) record the Flood, in which the human race dies, save only Noah and his family. Whether by murder or by immediate divine judgment or by old age, the result is always the same:“and then he died.” As the wry contemporary expression puts it, “Life is hard, and then you die.”

In fact, by God’s just decree, death is taking hold of the human race. The life spans in Genesis 5 are extraordinary. They cannot last:more years means more evil. By Genesis 6:3, God determines to cut short the life span of his rebellious image-bearers. This decision is implemented gradually but firmly, so that by Genesis 11 the recorded ages have declined considerably, and in later records very few live longer than 120 years. But whatever the age, the final result is the same:“and then he died.”

Contemporary Western thought finds death so frightening that in polite conversation it is the last taboo. Nowadays one can chatter on about sex and finances, and never raise an eyebrow; mention death, and most people are uncomfortable at best. Even many Christians think of their faith almost exclusively in terms of what it does for them now, rather than in terms of preparing them for eternity such that it transforms how they live now.

God does not want us to shut our eyes to the effects of our sin, to the inevitability of death. Nevertheless, this chapter includes one bright exception:“Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him away” (Gen. 5:24). It is almost as if God is showing that death is not ontologically necessary; that those who walk with God one day escape death; that even for those who die, there is hope—in God’s grace—of life beyond our inevitable death. But it is tied to a walk with God. It will take the rest of the Bible to unpack what that means.

JANUARY 6

Genesis 6; Matthew 6; Ezra 6; Acts 6
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THE FIRST THREE SECTIONS OF MATTHEW 6 (which itself is the central chapter of the Sermon on the Mount) deal with three fundamental acts of piety in Judaism:giving to the needy (traditionally called “alms-giving”), prayer, and fasting (Matt. 6:1-18). The common link is striking:Jesus recognizes how easy it is for sinners to engage in worthy, philanthropic and even religious activities, less in order to do what is right than to be admired for doing what is right. If being thought generous is more important than being generous, if gaining a reputation for prayerfulness is more important to us than praying when no one but God is listening, if fasting is something in which we engage only if we can disingenuously talk about it, then these acts of piety become acts of impiety.

The fundamental way to check out how sound we are in each of these areas is to perform these acts so quietly that none but God knows we are doing them. So be generous, but tell no one what you are giving (6:1-4). Insist that even the recipients be silent. Pray far more in secret than you do in public (6:5-8). By all means, fast—but tell no one you are doing so (6:16-18). As for the middle item in these three traditional acts of piety, there is a further test:do not bother to ask your heavenly Father for forgiveness where you yourself are unwilling to forgive (6:14-15).

In each of these three traditional acts of piety, genuine Christian living is characterized by a simple yet profound desire to please God, and not by the ostentation that is in reality more interested in generating the impression among our peers that we are pleasing God.

The last two sections of the chapter continue this probing of our innermost motives. (1) In the first, Jesus tells us to store up treasure in heaven, for our hearts will inevitably pursue our treasure. What we ultimately value will tug at our “hearts”—our personalities, our dreams, our time, our imaginations, our inmost beings—and we will pursue it. That thing becomes our god. If what we value is merely material, our god is materialism. But if all we cherish most belongs to the eternal realm, then our whole being will pursue what is of transcendent significance. (2) In the second, Jesus tells us that a true and faithful relationship with God refuses to indulge in endless, needless fretting. We can trust God—his wisdom, his goodness, his providential ordering of things—even in this broken, evil world. Not to trust him betrays the pagan character of our hearts.

In short:seek first God’s kingdom and righteousness (6:33).

JANUARY 7

Genesis 7; Matthew 7; Ezra 7; Acts 7

[image: 10]
THERE WAS A TIME WHEN scarcely a person in the Anglo-Saxon world would not have been able to cite John 3:16. Doubtless it was the best known verse in the entire Bible. It may still hold pride of place today—I am uncertain. But if it does, the percentage of people who know it is considerably smaller, and continues to decline as biblical illiteracy rises in the West.

Meanwhile there is another verse that is (perhaps more) frequently quoted, almost as a defiant gesture, by some people who do not know their Bibles very well, but who think it authorizes their biases. It is Matthew 7:1:“Do not judge, or you too will be judged.” In an age when philosophical pluralism is on the ascendancy, these nine words might almost be taken as the public confession.

Three things must be said. First, it is striking that today’s readings include not only Matthew 7 but also Genesis 7. There the sweeping judgment of the Flood is enacted:“Every living thing on the face of the earth was wiped out; men and animals and the creatures that move along the ground and the birds of the air were wiped from the earth. Only Noah was left, and those with him in the ark” (Gen. 7:23). The same God stands behind both passages, so we should not be too hasty in understanding Matthew 7:1 to mean that all judgment is intrinsically evil.

Second, this is not an instance where something practiced in the Old Testament is somehow abolished in the New. It is not as if judgment was possible in Genesis but is now abolished in Matthew. After all, Matthew 7:6 demands that we make judgments about who are “dogs” and “pigs,” and the paragraphs at the end of this chapter warn against false prophets (and tell us how we are to discern who is true and who is false), and who is truly a follower of Jesus and who is not. Moreover, not only does this chapter speak of a terrible judgment no less final than the flood (Matt. 7:13, 19, 23), but there are many passages in the New Testament that are equally uncompromising.

Third, we must not only expose false interpretations of Matthew 7:1, we must understand what it does say and appropriate it. The verb judge has a wide range of meanings, and the context (7:1-5) is decisive in giving it its color in this passage. People who pursue righteousness (6:33) are easily prone to self-righteousness, arrogance, condescension toward others, an ugly holier-than-thou stance, hypocrisy. Not all are like that, of course, but the sin of “judgmentalism” is common enough. Jesus won’t have it.

JANUARY 8

Genesis 8; Matthew 8; Ezra 8; Acts 8
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WHY DOES JESUS FIND the faith of the centurion so astonishing (Matt. 8:5-13)? The centurion assures Jesus that as far as he is concerned it is unnecessary for the Master to visit his home in order to heal the paralyzed servant. He understands that Jesus need only say the word, and the servant will be healed. “For,” the centurion explains, “I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell
 this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (8:9). Why is this such an astonishing evidence of faith?

Three factors stand out. The first is that in an age of not a little superstition, the centurion believed that Jesus’ healing power did not lie in hocus-pocus, or even in his personal presence, but in his word. It was not necessary for Jesus to touch or handle the servant, or even be present; he needed only to say the word, and it would be done.

The second is that he came to such confident assertions despite the fact that he was not steeped in Scripture. He was a Gentile. What grasp of Scripture he had we cannot say, but it was certainly less than that enjoyed by many of the learned in Israel. Yet his faith was purer, simpler, more penetrating, more Christhonoring than theirs.

The third astonishing element in this man’s faith is the analogy he draws. He recognizes that he himself is a man under authority, and therefore he has authority when he speaks in the context of that relationship. When he tells a Roman soldier under him to come or go or do something, he is not speaking merely as one man to another man. The centurion speaks with the authority of his senior officer, the tribune, who in turn speaks, finally, with the authority of Caesar, with the authority of the mighty Roman Empire. That authority belongs to the centurion, not because he is in fact as powerful as Caesar in every dimension, but because he is a man under authority:the chain of command means that when the centurion speaks to the foot soldier, Rome speaks. Implicitly, the centurion is saying that he recognizes in Jesus an analogous relationship:Jesus so stands in relationship to God, and under God’s authority, that when Jesus speaks, God speaks. The centurion, of course, was not speaking within the framework of a mature Christian doctrine of Christ, but the eyes of faith had enabled him to penetrate very far indeed.

This is the faith we need. It trusts Jesus’ word, reflects a simple profundity, and believes that when Jesus speaks, God speaks.

JANUARY 9

Genesis 9—10; Matthew 9; Ezra 9; Acts 9
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DESPITE THE COMPREHENSIVENESS of the punishment it meted out, the Flood did not change human nature. God well knows that murder, first committed by Cain, will happen again. Now he prescribes capital punishment (Gen. 9:6), not as a deterrent—deterrence is not discussed—but as a signal that murder is in a class by itself, in that it kills a being made in the image of God. But there are other signs that sin continues. The promise God makes, sealed by the rainbow, not to destroy the race in this fashion again (9:12-17), is relevant not because the race has somehow been shocked into compliance, but precisely because God recognizes that the same degradation will occur again and again. And Noah himself, who with reference to his pre-Flood days can rightly be called a “preacher of righteousness” (2 Peter 2:5), is now depicted as a drunk, with family relationships already breaking down.

But there is another parallel between these chapters of Genesis and what took place before the Flood. Before the Flood, despite the grip of sin, there are individuals like Abel, whose sacrifice pleases God (Gen. 4); there are people who recognize their great need of God, and call upon the name of the Lord (4:26); there is Enoch, the seventh from Adam, who walked with God (5:22). In other words, there is a race within the race, a smaller race, not intrinsically superior to the other, but so relating to the living God that it heads in a quite different direction. Writing at the beginning of the fifth century A.D., Augustine of Hippo in North Africa traces back to these earliest chapters the beginning of two humanities, two cities—the city of God and the city of man. (See also the meditation for December 27.) That contrast develops and grows in various ways throughout the Bible, until the book of Revelation contrasts “Babylon” and the “new Jerusalem.” Empirically, believers find they are citizens of both; in terms of allegiance, they belong to one or the other.

The same distinctions re-form after the Flood. The race soon demonstrates that the problems of rebellion and sin are deep-seated; they constitute part of our nature. Yet distinctions also begin to appear. While this covenant that God makes not to destroy the earth the same way again is between God and all living things (9:16), Noah’s sons divide, much as Adam’s had. The wearisome cycle begins again, but it is not without hope:the city of God never falls into utter abeyance, but anticipates the more explicit covenantal distinctions to come, now just around the corner, and the glorious climax to come at the end of redemptive history.

JANUARY 10

Genesis 11; Matthew 10; Ezra 10; Acts 10
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MOVED BY COMPASSION when the crowds remind him of sheep without a shepherd, Jesus instructs his disciples, “Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field” (Matt. 9:38)—and then he organizes a trainee mission for the twelve who constitute his inner circle (Matt. 10). There are many wonderful things to learn from this chapter, which, judging by the language (e.g., 10:18), Jesus takes to be a kind of forerunner of a lifelong mission. Here I must focus on just one element.

That element is the degree of conflict that Jesus anticipates in this evangelistic enterprise. Some entire communities will reject Jesus’ followers (10:11-14). In later years, although their witness will reach to the highest levels of government, those very governments will sometimes impose harsh sanctions (10:17-19). The priorities of the Gospel will split families so severely that some family members will betray other family members (10:21, 35). At its worst, persecution will hound Christian witnesses from one center to another (10:22-23). In some instances this persecution will end in martyrdom (10:28).

Anyone with the slightest familiarity with history knows how frequently and chillingly these prophecies have been fulfilled. The fact that many in the West have for so long been largely exempt from the worst features of such persecution has let us lower our guard—even Christians may think that a hassle-free life is something that society owes us. But as the Judeo-Christian heritage of the West weakens, we may one day be caught up in realities that missions specialists know but that the rest of us sometimes ignore:the last century and a half have seen more converts, and more martyrs, than the first eighteen centuries combined.

What will stabilize us in such times? This chapter mentions several precious supports:the recognition that Jesus our Master was hated before us (10:24-25); assurance that in the end justice will be done and will be seen to be done (10:2627); recognition that a proper fear of God reduces fear of human beings (10:28); quiet confidence in the sovereignty of God, even in these circumstances (10:2931); encouraging recognition that those who do receive us receive Christ, and therefore receive God (10:40); Christ’s own promise that the rewards of eternity cannot fail (10:41-42).

In any case, a fundamental principle is at stake:This is the way Christians view things; indeed, it is bound up with being a Christian. “Anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (10:38-39).

JANUARY 11

Genesis 12; Matthew 11; Nehemiah 1; Acts 11
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THIS PASSAGE, Genesis 12, marks a turning point in God’s unfolding plan of redemption. From now on, the focus of God’s dealings is not scattered individuals, but a race, a nation. This is the turning point that makes the Old Testament documents so profoundly Jewish. And ultimately, out of this race come law, priests, wisdom, patterns of relationships between God and his covenant people, oracles, prophecies, laments, psalms—a rich array of institutions and texts that point forward, in ways that become increasingly clear, to a new covenant foretold by Israel’s prophets.

Even in this initial covenant with Abram, God includes a promise that already expands the horizons beyond Israel, a promise that repeatedly surfaces in the Bible. God tells Abraham, “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (12:3). Lest we miss its importance, the book of Genesis repeats it (18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14). A millennium later, the same promise
 is refocused not on the nation as a whole, but on one of Israel’s great kings:“May his name endure forever; may it continue as long as the sun. All nations will be blessed through him, and they will call him blessed” (Ps. 72:17). The “evangelical prophet” often articulates the same breadth of vision (e.g., Isa. 19:23-25). The earliest preaching in the church, after the resurrection of Jesus, understood that the salvation Jesus had introduced was a fulfillment of this promise to Abraham (Acts 3:25). The apostle Paul makes the same connection (Gal. 3:8).

Even when the passage in Genesis is not explicitly cited, the same stance—that God’s ultimate intentions were from the beginning to bring men and women from every race into the new humanity he was forming—surfaces in a hundred ways. In fact, quite apart from this passage, two of the three remaining passages in today’s readings point in the same direction. In Matthew 11:20-24, Jesus makes it clear, in disturbing language, that on the last day pagan cities, though punished, may be punished less severely than the cities of Israel who enjoyed the unfathomable privilege of hearing Jesus for themselves, and seeing his miracles, but who made nothing of it. His own invitation is broad:“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). And in Acts 11, Peter recounts his experiences with Cornelius and his household to the church in Jerusalem, leading them to conclude, “So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18).

Christ receives the unrestrained praise of heaven, because with his blood he purchased people for God “from every tribe and language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9; see meditation for December 15).

JANUARY 12

Genesis 13; Matthew 12; Nehemiah 2; Acts 12
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THE PICTURE IS A LOVELY ONE. Jesus is so tender and gentle that when he finds a “bruised reed” (Matt. 12:20), instead of snapping it off thoughtlessly, he binds it up in the hope that it will rejuvenate itself. If the wick of a candle has been reduced to a smoldering ember, instead of snuffing it out—thereby extinguishing it completely—Jesus fans it back into flame. He will act this way, we are told, “till he leads justice to victory. In his name the nations will put their hope” (12:20-21).

The words are drawn from Isaiah 42:1-4, one of the “Suffering Servant” passages of Isaiah. Many people expected a Messiah who would come with decisive and irresistible power and bring justice to the earth, or at least to Israel. But it appears unlikely that many people linked the coming King with Isaiah’s promised servant. That is why the notion of a kingdom that dawned in the context of meekness and blessing, and restrained in the matter of climactic judgment, was so unexpected. Yet here was Jesus, healing the sick among the people—and then warning them not to tell people who he was (12:15-16). Small wonder Matthew sees in such conduct a direct fulfillment of Isaiah’s lovely words.

Even the surrounding verses betray something of the same theme. While Jesus is healing someone on the Sabbath, his opponents try to kill him for ostensibly breaking the Sabbath (12:9-14); while Jesus casts out demons from a poor victim, his opponents are ready to write Jesus off as the devil himself (12:22-28). Their very harshness, in the name of an alleged orthodoxy, contrasts sharply with his gentleness.

In addition to the great christological implications, this passage discloses something of the nature of the kingdom into which Christians have been drawn, and therefore of the conduct that is demanded of us. On the one hand, as Matthew has made clear in the previous chapter, Jesus’ witnesses are called to a holy and courageous boldness, a firm fidelity to the Gospel that is willing to endure ostracism and even persecution. But we are not to display the kind of “strength” that is hard and harsh, the kind of uprightness that is angry and condescending, the kind of courage that is merely ruthless, the kind of witness that rants and manipulates. We follow the Lord Jesus, who tells his followers, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart” (11:29). That means that we too, while we proclaim “justice to the nations” (12:18), resolve not to quarrel or cry out, clanging cymbals in the streets.

JANUARY 13

Genesis 14; Matthew 13; Nehemiah 3; Acts 13
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IF ONE WERE TO READ through the book of Genesis without knowing the content of any other book of the Bible, one of the most enigmatic sections would certainly be these few verses about Melchizedek (Gen. 14:18-20). After all, how does he contribute in any substantial way to the plotline of the book?

His presence is precipitated by the decision (recorded in Gen. 13) of Abram and Lot to separate in order to stop the wrangling that was breaking out between their respective herdsmen. Lot opts for the plains of Sodom and Gomorrah. That means he and his family and wealth are taken captive when Kedorlaomer and the petty kings aligned with him attack the twin towns and escape with considerable plunder. Abram and his sizable number of fighting men go after the attackers. The skirmish ends in the release of Lot and his family, and the restoration of the people and goods that had been carried off. In the verses that follow, Abram refuses to accept any reward from the king of Sodom, a city already proverbial for wickedness, but he gladly accepts the blessing of the king of Salem (which possibly equals Jerusalem?) and in return pays him an honorific tithe.

Historically, Melchizedek (his name means “king of righteousness”) appears to be the king of the city-state of Salem (a name meaning “peace” or “well-being”). He functions not only as Salem’s king, but as “priest of God Most High” (14:18). Indeed, it is in the name of God Most High that he blesses Abram. And Abram so respects him, apparently knowing him from previous dealings, that he honors him in return.

We need not think that Abram was the only person on earth who retained knowledge of the living God. Melchizedek was another, and Abram finds in him a kindred spirit. In a book that provides the exact genealogy of virtually everyone who is important to the storyline, rather strikingly Melchizedek simply appears and disappears—we are told neither who his parents were nor when and how he died. He and his city are a foil to Sodom and its king. Once again, there are two cities:the city of God and the city of man (as Augustine would label them).

Melchizedek is mentioned in only two other places in the Bible. The first is Psalm 110 (see meditation for June 17); the other is Hebrews, where the writer recognizes that the inclusion of Melchizedek in the plotline of Genesis is no accident, but a symbol-laden event with extraordinary significance (especially Heb. 7). God is preparing the way for the ultimate priest-king, not only in verbal prophecies but in models (or types) that provide the categories and shape the expectations of the people of God.

JANUARY 14

Genesis 15; Matthew 14; Nehemiah 4; Acts 14
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GOD’S TIME SCALE is so different from ours. Abram wants a son, and feels his time is running out; God envisages a race with countless millions of descendants. Abram feels his life is approaching its termination with nothing very much settled as to God’s purpose in calling him out of Ur of the Chaldeans; God sees the entire course of redemptive history.

What God does in Genesis 15 is promise Abraham that his offspring will constitute a vast number. At one level, God’s promise is enough:“Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness” (Gen. 15:6). Abram’s faith is simple and profound:he believed God’s promises, taking God at his word. And that faith, in God’s eyes, was credited as righteousness. This does not mean that Abram earned brownie points for deploying such a righteous faith. Rather, the idea is that what God demands of his image-bearers, what he has always demanded, is righteousness—but in this sinful race what he accepts, crediting it as righteousness, is faith, faith that acknowledges our dependence upon God and takes God at his word. This faith of Abram is what makes him the “father” of those who believe (Rom. 4; Gal. 3).

Yet however genuine this faith, some of the details of God’s promise Abram has trouble imagining. God tells him of a time when his descendants will possess
 all the land around him, and Abram wavers and asks for a sign (Gen. 15:8). Graciously, God provides one:in a vision, Abram is enabled to see God entering into a covenant with him. Probably the pieces of the animals between which “a smoking firepot with a blazing torch” (Gen. 15:17) passes represent a way of saying, “May those who enter into this covenant similarly be torn apart if they break the terms of this covenant.” What is a visionary act of kindness to anchor Abram’s faith is also an instance of God’s long-range plans, his vast frame of reference:he is establishing his covenant with Abram and his offspring, a covenant relation into which Christians enter today (Gal. 3:6-9).

There is one more strand in this chapter that depicts God’s long-term view of things. One reason why Abram cannot begin to take over the Promised Land immediately is that “the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure” (Gen. 15:16). God’s sovereign timing so matches his moral sensibilities that by the time the children of Abraham are ready to take over the Promised Land, the inhabitants of that land will have so sunk in degradation that judgment must be meted out. That time, God says, is coming, but in this chapter it has not yet arrived.

JANUARY 15

Genesis 16; Matthew 15; Nehemiah 5; Acts 15
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IN ALL OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN LITERATURE, so far as I am aware, Hagar is the only woman whom Deity directly addresses by name (Gen. 16:8; 21:17). The woman in question is not one of the great matriarchs of the Old Testament—Sarah, perhaps, or Rachel, or Rebekah—but a slave who resents her mistress and flees. Yet God addresses her, tells her to submit to Sarai (16:9), promises that the child she is carrying in her womb will be a son, and later tells her that that son will be the progenitor of a great nation (21:18).

The account has many interwoven layers to think about. Placed after God’s covenant with Abram in Genesis 15, this incident reflects well on neither Abram nor Sarai. Desperate for children, they think they have the right to bring God’s purposes—and their own desires!—to pass by legal but shady means. The result is not only tension in their household for years to come—tension that spills over into the next generation (Gen. 21, 25), but the beginnings of the Arab peoples, who frequently find themselves locked in hostility with Israel to this day. One of the great features of the Bible is its sheer honesty:great men and women are portrayed with all their warts. This remains a broken world, and the very best are fallen. This should warn us against untamed hero-worship.

Yet there is another connection with the previous chapters. God had promised Abram that all peoples on earth would be blessed through him (12:3). The election of Abram is a means to that end. However focused on Abram’s offspring his purposes will be, God remains the sovereign Lord of all. In the book of Genesis, the account of Abram is nestled into the broader account of the creation of all, and the Fall of all. And so here, at the very beginning of the history of the nation of Israel, God displays his concern for the despised and the outcast, people who are not organically connected with the promised line.

We may detect the same concern in the Lord Jesus. In Matthew 15:21-28, Jesus well knows that during the days of his flesh his mission is in the first instance directed to “the lost sheep of Israel” (15:24). There is a redemptive-historical primacy to the ancient covenant people of God. But this does not prevent him from acknowledging the remarkable faith of yet another woman, a Canaanite, who wisely changes her plea. She no longer addresses Christ as “Son of David” (15:22), on whom she can make no direct claim, and simply pleads for mercy (15:27). Another “Hagar” finds that mercy abundant, as countless people do today.

JANUARY 16

Genesis 17; Matthew 16; Nehemiah 6; Acts 16
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WE ARE NOT TO THINK that God disclosed himself to Abram every day:the decisive moments take place over considerable time. Putting the chronological hints together, Genesis 12 occurs when Abram is seventy-five; Genesis 15 is undated, but occurs during the following decade. Now he is ninety-nine, and Ishmael is already thirteen (Gen. 17:1, 25). God’s opening words on this occasion must have been a great comfort, pulling together as they do some of the themes already intro­duced:“I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless. I will confirm my covenant between me and you and will greatly increase your numbers” (17:1-2).

In the following verses, there is initial emphasis on the covenant, on the promise of the land, and on the fact that Abram will be “the father of many nations” (17:4-5). The latter takes pride of place, but there are three new elements that carry the history of redemption forward.

First, both Abram and Sarai are given new names. If Abram means “exalted father,” Abraham means “father of many,” i.e., “the father of many nations,” which implicitly announces that however important his role as head of the fledgling Hebrew nation, Abraham will be greater still in his foundational role as the one through whom all the peoples on the earth will be blessed (12:3). Sarah “will be the mother of nations” (17:16).

Second, God introduces circumcision as the initiatory sign of the covenant. Circumcision was practiced by several ancient Near Eastern peoples. Here, however, it has a distinctive role:a rite that is not unknown in Abraham’s world is picked up by God and assigned distinctive significance in the history of the covenant God enters into with his people. Abraham loses no time in complying (17:23-27). This is a social “boundary marker” which across the course of history increasingly marks the Hebrews out as different; but it is more than that. It is so definitively established as the unique sign of the everlasting covenant that failure to comply means one is cut off from the people of God (17:13-14). Even before there is a great quantity of stipulation in the covenant, its framework, its boundary, and its symbolism are being established.

Third, Abraham’s understandable but unhappy skepticism that he will bring forth a son of Sarah at this late stage in their marriage leads him to propose Ishmael as the one through whom God will fulfill his promises (17:17-18). But God will have none of it. Ishmael will sire great numbers, but the covenant line goes through Isaac (17:19-21). The history of the covenant people is thus decisively shaped by God’s sovereign choice.

JANUARY 17

Genesis 18; Matthew 17; Nehemiah 7; Acts 17
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ONE OF THE GREAT FAILURES into which even believers sometimes fall is the tendency to underestimate Jesus (Matt. 17:1-8).

Jesus takes the inner three of his twelve disciples—Peter, James, and John—to a high mountain, just the four of them. “There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light” (17:2). Suddenly Moses and Elijah appeared, “talking with Jesus” (17:3). It is as if the ultimate identity of the eternal Son is allowed to peep through; the three disciples become “eyewitnesses of his majesty” (2 Peter 1:16). It is hard not to see here also a foretaste of the glory of the exalted Son (cf. Rev. 1:12-16), of the Jesus before whom every knee will bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, every tongue confessing “that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:10-11).

But Peter misunderstands. He rightly recognizes that it is an enormous privilege to be present on this occasion:“Lord,” he says, “it is good for us to be here” (17:4). Then he puts his foot in his mouth:“If you wish, I will put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” He entirely misunderstands the significance of the presence of Moses and Elijah. He thinks that Jesus is being elevated to their great stature, the stature of the mediator of the Sinai covenant and of the first of the great biblical prophets.

He is utterly mistaken. Their presence signified, rather, that the law and the prophets bore witness to him (cf. 5:17-18; 11:13). God himself sets the record straight. In a terrifying display, God thunders from an enveloping cloud, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!” (17:5). By the time the three disciples recover from
 their prostrate terror, it is all over:“When they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus” (17:8)—a pregnant conclusion to the account.

Jesus brooks no rivals. There have been, there are, many religious leaders. In an age of postmodern sensibilities and a deep cultural commitment to philosophical pluralism, it is desperately easy to relativize Jesus in countless ways. But there is only one Person of whom it can be said that he made us, and then became one of us; that he is the Lord of glory, and a human being; that he died in ignominy and shame on the odious cross, yet is now seated on the right hand of the Majesty on high, having returned to the glory he shared with the Father before the world began.

JANUARY 18

Genesis 19; Matthew 18; Nehemiah 8; Acts 18
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IF A PERSON ISN’T CAREFUL, it is fairly easy to distort an analogy. The reason is obvious. When one thing is an analogy of another, inevitably there are points where the two things are parallel, and other points where they are quite different. If they were parallel at every point, then their relationship would not be analogical:the two would instead be identical. What makes an analogical relationship so fruitful and insightful lies precisely in the fact that the two things are not identical. But that is also what sometimes makes them a little tricky to understand.

This point is critical to the understanding of the analogy Jesus draws in Matthew 18:1-6. When his disciples begin to argue over who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven, Jesus calls a little child and insists that unless they “change and become like little children” they will “never enter the kingdom of heaven” (18:3). Indeed, “whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (18:4). To welcome a little child in Jesus’ name is to welcome Jesus (18:5); to cause one of these little ones who believe in Jesus to sin is to commit so grievous an offense it would be better never to have been born (18:6).

It is important to notice what the analogy does not establish. There is no suggestion that children are innocent or sinless, no hint that their faith is intrinsically pure, no sentimental illusion that children have a better understanding of God than do adults. The primary point of the analogy is established by the context of the disciples’ argument. While they fret over who is greatest in the kingdom, Jesus is at pains to draw attention to members of society whom no one would think great. Children are such dependent creatures. They are not strong, wise, or sophisticated. They are relatively transparent. Proud adults, then, must humble themselves so that they may approach God as do little children:simply, in unselfconscious dependence, without any hope of being the greatest in the kingdom.

Moreover, if such children trust Jesus—doubtless without much sophistication, but with a transparent simplicity—those who corrupt them and lead them astray are pathetically and profoundly evil.

Here, then, is an image of greatness in the kingdom that shatters our pretensions, abases our pride, shames our selfish aspirations. If we must not draw the wrong conclusions from this analogy, there are plenty of correct ones to think through and put into practice.

Those who aspire to ecclesiastical heights and great reputations need to reflect at length on these words:“Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”

JANUARY 19

Genesis 20; Matthew 19; Nehemiah 9; Acts 19
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AFTER JESUS’ INTERVIEW with the rich young man, he says to his disciples, “I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:23-24). The disciples, we are told, “were greatly astonished.” They exclaimed, “Who then can be saved?” (19:25). 

Their question betrays a great deal. It is as if the disciples thought that if anyone could be saved, it would surely be the kind of moral, upright, and frankly wealthy young man who had just turned away from Jesus in some sadness. If even he could not be saved, then who in the world could be? Perhaps they thought that his wealth showed him to be blessed by God, while his publicly upright character confirmed their judgment.

Thus they betray how poorly they understood Jesus’ pronouncement. His point was that wealth easily becomes a surrogate god. It is extraordinarily difficult for a person who is attached to riches, not least riches that he or she has accumulated and therefore feels proud about, to approach God as a child might approach (19:13-15), and simply ask for help and receive grace. The disciples look on these things precisely the wrong way. Possessions are blessings, they reason, and come from God. If a person enjoys possessions, those blessings must find their origin in God. So, surely a person with many blessings has a greater likelihood of being saved than others who can boast of fewer blessings.

Jesus does not argue the toss. If at this point he were to talk about the greater or lesser likelihood of someone being saved, he would be supporting the legitimacy of their question, which is in fact singularly ill conceived. That is simply not the way to look at the matter. Take the group that the disciples think are closest to the kingdom:Shall they be saved? “With man this is impossible,” Jesus insists (19:26). And that means, of course, that from the disciple’s perspective, if the most fortunate can’t get in, then no one can get in. That’s the point:“With man this is impossible.”

Yet this impossibility can be reversed, for we serve a God who does many things that we humans cannot possibly do. Who shall be saved? “With God all things are possible” (19:26). That is where our hope lies:with a God who takes the most unlikely subjects, rich and poor alike, and writes his law on their hearts. Apart from God’s intervening grace, there is no hope for any of us.

JANUARY 20

Genesis 21; Matthew 20; Nehemiah 10; Acts 20
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IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, Lord Acton wrote that all power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. The founding fathers of the American Republic would not have disagreed. That is one of the reasons why they constructed a government with checks and balances—they did not want any one branch to have too much power, because they knew that sooner or later it would be corrupted. That is also a primary reason why they wanted constitutionally mandated democratic voting. It was not because they trusted the wisdom of people as a collective—their writings show that they were very nervous about giving too much power to popular vote. But they wanted a mechanism for voting people out of office, replacing them with others. That way, no one in power could unceasingly accumulate power:sooner or later the people could turf them out, and without bloodshed.

Jesus understands the nature of power in all governmental hierarchy:“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them” (Matt. 20:25). Sad to say, ecclesiastical power can be equally corrupting. That is why Jesus sets out a radically different paradigm:“Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave” (20:26-27).

It is of vital importance to the health of the church that we understand this passage aright. Three reflections may focus its meaning.

First, the ultimate model in this respect is the Lord Jesus himself, who “did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (20:28). This is not only a great text about the substitutionary nature of the atonement Jesus achieved when he died on the cross (cf. 20:17-19), but powerful insistence that the life and death of Jesus are to constitute the measure of Christian leadership.

Second, becoming a slave of all most emphatically does not mean that leaders must become servile, stupid, ignorant, or merely nice—any more than Jesus’ leadership and sacrifice were characterized by such incompetence.

Third, what it does mean is that Christian leadership is profoundly self-denying for the sake of others, like Christ’s
 ultimate example of self-denial for the sake of others. So the church must not elevate people to places of leadership who have many of the gifts necessary to high office, but who lack this one. To lead or teach, for example, you must have the gift of leadership or teaching (Rom. 12:6-8). But you must also be profoundly committed to principled self-denial for the sake of brothers and sisters in Christ, or you are disqualified.

JANUARY 21

Genesis 22; Matthew 21; Nehemiah 11; Acts 21
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THE DRAMATIC POWER of the testing of Abraham by the offering of Isaac (Gen. 22) is well known. The very terseness of the account calls forth our wonder. When he tells his servant that we (22:5—i.e., both Abraham and Isaac) will come back after worshiping on Mount Moriah, was Abraham speculating that God would raise his son back from the grave? Did he hope that God would intervene in some unforeseen way? What conceivable explanation could Abraham give his son when he bound him and laid him on the prepared altar?

A trifle earlier, Abraham’s reply to Isaac’s question about the lamb is a mas­terstroke:“God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son” (22:8). There is no suggestion that Abraham foresaw the cross. Judging by the way he was prepared to go through with the sacrifice (22:10-11), it is not even clear that he expected that God would provide a literal animal. One might even guess that this was a pious answer for the boy until the dreadful truth could no longer be concealed. Yet in the framework of the story, Abraham spoke better than he knew:God did provide the lamb, a substitute for Isaac (22:13-14). In fact, like other biblical figures (e.g., Caiaphas in John 11:49-53), Abraham spoke much better than he knew:God would provide not only the animal that served as a substitute in this case, but the ultimate substitute, the Lamb of God, who alone could bear our sin and bring to pass all of God’s wonderful purposes for redemption and judgment (Rev. 4—5; 21:22).

“The LORD will provide” (22:14):that much Abraham clearly understood. One can only imagine how much the same lesson was embedded in young Isaac’s mind as well, and to his heirs beyond him. God himself connects this episode with the covenantal promise:Abraham’s faith here issues in such stellar obedience that he does not elevate even his own cherished son to the place where he might dethrone God. God reiterates the covenant:“I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me” (22:17-18). On this point, God swears by himself (22:16), not because otherwise he might lie, but because there is no one greater by whom to swear, and the oath itself would be a great stabilizing anchor to Abraham’s faith and to the faith of all who follow in his train (cf. Heb. 6:13-20).

JANUARY 22

Genesis 23; Matthew 22; Nehemiah 12; Acts 22
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THE CLOSING VERSES OF Matthew 22 (Matt. 22:41-46) contain one of the most intriguing exchanges in the Gospels. After successfully fending off a series of tricky questions designed rather more to trap him or demean him than to elicit the wise answers he actually gives, Jesus poses a question of his own:“What do you think about the Christ [i.e., the Messiah]? Whose son is he?” (22:42). Some Jews thought there would be two Messiahs—one from David’s line (the tribe of Judah) and one from the tribe of Levi. But not surprisingly, the Pharisees here give the right answer:“The son of David” (22:42). Now Jesus drops his bomb­shell:“How is it then that David, speaking by the Spirit, calls him ‘Lord’? For he says, ‘The Lord said to my Lord:“Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet”’” (22:43-44).

Jesus is citing Psalm 110, identified by the superscription as a psalm of David. If a mere courtier had written the psalm, then when he wrote “The LORD says to my Lord,” he would have been understood to mean “The Lord [God] said to my Lord [the King].” In fact, that is the way many liberal scholars interpret the psalm—which means, of course, that they must ignore what the superscription says. But if David wrote the psalm, then the “my Lord” whom he addresses must be someone other than himself. The explanation offered by many students of the Bible, both Jewish and Christian, over the centuries, is correct:David, “speaking by the Spirit” (22:43), writing what is called an oracular psalm (i.e., an oracle, a prophecy immediately prompted by the Spirit), is referring to the Messiah who was to come:“The LORD [God] said to my Lord [the Messiah].” And what he said, in the rest of the psalm, establishes him as both universal king and perfect priest.

In days when family hierarchies meant that the son was always viewed as in some ways inferior to the father, Jesus drives home the point he is making:“If then David calls him [i.e., the Messiah] ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?” (22:45).

The implications are staggering. The Messiah from the line of David would, on the one hand, doubtless be David’s son, removed by a millennium from David but nevertheless in the throne succession. But on the other hand, he would be so great that even David must address him as “my Lord.” Any other conception of the Messiah is too small, too reductionistic. The Old Testament texts pointed in the right direction generations earlier. But there will always be people who prefer the simplifications of reductionism to the profundities of the revelation in the whole Bible.

JANUARY 23

Genesis 24; Matthew 23; Nehemiah 13; Acts 23
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THE LANGUAGE IN Matthew 23 is frankly shocking. Jesus repeatedly pronounces his “woe” on the Pharisees and teachers of the law, labeling them “hypocrites,” calling them “blind guides” and “blind fools,” likening them to “whitewashed tombs that “look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean.” They are “sons of hell,” a “brood of vipers.” What calls forth such intemperate language from the Lord Jesus?

There are three primary characteristics in these people that arouse Jesus’ ire. 

The first is the loss of perspective that, with respect to the revelation of God, focuses on the minors and sacrifices the majors. They are ever so punctilious about tithing, even putting aside a tenth of the herbs grown in the garden, while somehow remaining unconcerned about the massive issues of “justice, mercy and faithfulness” (23:23). Jesus carefully says that he is not dismissing the relatively minor matters:his interlocutors should not neglect them, for these prescriptions were, after all, mandated by God. But to focus on them to the exclusion of the weightier matters is akin to straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel. Similarly, carefully crafted rules about when it is important to tell the truth and when and how one can get away with a lie (23:16-22) not only overlook that truth-telling is of fundamental importance, but implicitly deny that this entire universe is God’s, and all our promises and pledges are before him.

The second is love for the outward forms of religion with very little experience of a transformed nature. To be greeted as a religious teacher, to be honored by the community, to be thought holy and religious, while inwardly seething with greed, self-indulgence, bitterness, rivalry, and hate is profoundly evil (23:5-12, 25-32). 

The third damning indictment is that because they have a major teaching role, these leaders spread their poison and contaminate others, whether by precept or example. Not only do they fail to enter the kingdom themselves, they effectively close it down to others (23:13-15).

How many evangelical leaders spend most of their energy on peripheral, incidental matters, and far too little on the massive issues of justice, mercy, and faithfulness—in our homes, our churches, the workplace, in all our relationships, in the nation? How many are more concerned to be thought wise and holy than to be wise and holy? How many therefore end up damning their hearers by their own bad example and by their drifting away from the Gospel and its entailments?

Our only hope is in this Jesus
 who, though he denounces this appalling guilt with such fierceness, weeps over the city (Matt. 23:37-39; Luke 19:41-44).

JANUARY 24

Genesis 25; Matthew 24; Esther 1; Acts 24
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IN TUMULTUOUS TIMES, Christians have often been tempted to set dates as to when the Lord would return—almost always saying that he would return within a generation of the one making the prediction. In Matthew 24:36-44, however, Jesus insists that the time is hidden. We cannot know it, and we should not try to know it.

More precisely, the passage emphasizes two things.

First, not only is the hour of the end a secret preserved by the Father for himself alone, but when the judgment falls it will be unexpected, sudden, and irreversible. That is the point Jesus is making when he draws a comparison with the sudden onset of the deluge:“As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man” (24:37). The point is not that the people at the end of the ages will be as wicked as people were in the days of Noah. That may or may not be true, but it is not what Jesus says. Jesus draws attention to the sheer normality of life in Noah’s day before the Flood:“People were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark” (24:38). The Flood took them by surprise, and utterly destroyed them. “That is how it will be at the coming of the Son of Man” (24:39). Two men or two women will be laboring together in some joint task, and the judgment will snatch one away and leave the other (24:40-41). The end of the age will be sudden and unexpected.

Second, it follows (“Therefore,” 24:42) that faithful servants will always be ready. Obviously a homeowner in a dicey neighborhood doesn’t know when a thief will turn up. Rather, he takes such precautions that he is always prepared. The point is not that Jesus’ return at the end of the age is sneaky—like the approach of the thief—brutal, or exploitative. The point, rather, is that although the timing of his return cannot be predicted, he will come, and his people should be as prepared for it as the homeowner in the insecure neighborhood is prepared for the arrival of the thief (whose timing is equally unpredictable). “So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him” (24:44). 

What would you like to be doing, saying, thinking, or planning when Jesus comes again? What would you not like to be doing, saying, thinking, or planning when Jesus comes again? Jesus tells you always to “keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come” (24:42).

JANUARY 25

Genesis 26; Matthew 25; Esther 2; Acts 25
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THE PARABLE OF THE sheep and the goats (Matt. 25:31-46) focuses attention on the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the sick, and those in prison. It speaks volumes to us in a culture where the poor, the wretched, and the unfortunate can easily be ignored or swept aside to the periphery of our vision. Here Jesus, the Son of Man and the King, declares, “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me” (25:40; cf. v. 45). Doesn’t this mean that somehow when we serve the wretched we serve Christ? Doesn’t this then become a distinguishing mark—perhaps even the distinguishing mark—of true followers of Jesus Christ?

That, at least, is how this parable is usually interpreted. At one level I am loath to challenge it, because it is always important for those who know and follow the living God to show their life in God in the realms of compassion, service, and selfabnegation. Certainly elsewhere the Bible has a great deal to say about caring for the poor.

 But it is rather unlikely that that is the focus of this parable. Another ancient stream of interpretation has much more plausibility. Two elements in the text clarify matters. First, Jesus insists that what was done by the “sheep,” or not done by the “goats,” was done “for one of the least of these brothers of mine” (25:40; cf. v. 45). There is overwhelming evidence that this expression does not refer to everyone who is suffering, but to Jesus’ followers who are suffering. The emphasis is not on generic compassion (as important as that is elsewhere), but on who has shown compassion to the followers of Jesus who are hungry, thirsty, unclothed, sick, or in prison.

Second, both the sheep and the goats (25:37, 41, 44) are surprised when Jesus pronounces his verdict in terms of the way they have treated “the least of these brothers of mine.” If what Jesus is referring to was compassion of a generic sort, it is hard to see how anyone would be all that surprised. The point is that it is Jesus’ identification with these people who have (or have not) been helped that is critical—and that is a constant feature of biblical religion. For example, when Saul (Paul) persecutes Christians, he is persecuting Jesus (Acts 9:4). Real followers of Jesus will go out of their way to help other followers of Jesus, not least the weakest and most despised of them; others will have no special inclination along these lines. That is what separates sheep and goats (25:32-33).

So how do you treat other Christians, even the least of Jesus’ brothers?

JANUARY 26

Genesis 27; Matthew 26; Esther 3; Acts 26
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ALL FOUR OF THE PASSAGES contribute to the theme of the providence of God.

Genesis 27 is in many ways a pathetic, grubby account. Earlier Esau had despised his birthright (25:34); now Jacob swindles him out of it. In this Jacob is guided by his mother Rebekah, who thus shows favoritism among her children and disloyalty to her husband. Esau throws a tantrum and takes no responsibility for his actions at all. Indeed, he nurses his bitterness and plots the assassination of his brother. The family that constitutes the promised line is not doing very well.

Yet those who read the passage in the flow of the entire book remember that God himself had told Rebekah, before the twin brothers were born, that the older would serve the younger (25:23). Perhaps that is one of the reasons why she acted as she did:apparently she felt that God needed a little help in keeping his prediction, even immoral help. Yet behind these grubby and evil actions God is mysteriously working out his purposes to bring the promised line to the end he has determined. Certainly God could have arranged to have Jacob born first, if that was the man he wanted to carry on the line. Instead, Esau is born first, but Jacob is chosen, as if to say that the line is important, but God’s sovereign, intervening choosing is more important than mere human seniority, than mere primogeniture.

In Matthew 26, the authorities hatch a nasty plot to corrupt justice and sort out a political problem; Judas, one of Jesus’ intimates, sells his master; Jesus is in agony in Gethsemane; he is arrested and betrayed by a kiss; the Sanhedrin condemns and brutalizes its prisoner; Peter disowns Jesus. Yet who can doubt, in the flow of the book, that God remains in sovereign control to bring about the desired end? Jesus will give his life “as a ransom for many” (20:28), and all the failures, pain, and sin in this chapter issue in redemption.

The book of Esther does not even use the word God, but here too, even Haman’s gross government-sanctioned genocide is heading toward God’s salvation. And Paul (Acts 26) apparently would have been acquitted if he had not appealed to Caesar—yet that very appeal brings him in the end to declare the Gospel at the heart of the Empire.

Providence is mysterious. It must never be used to justify wrong actions or to mitigate sin:Isaac and his family are more than a little sleazy, Judas is a deceitful wretch, Haman is vile, and the Roman court trying Paul is more than a little corrupt. Yet God sovereignly rules, behind the scenes, bringing glory out of gore and honor out of shame.

JANUARY 27

Genesis 28; Matthew 27; Esther 4; Acts 27
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THE NAME BETHEL MEANS “house of God.” I wonder how many churches, houses, Bible colleges and seminaries, Christian shelters, and other institutions have chosen this
 name to grace their signs and their letterheads.

Yet the event that gave rise to the name (Gen. 28) was a mixed bag. There is Jacob, scurrying across the miles to the home of his uncle Laban. Ostensibly he is looking for a godly wife—but this reason nests more comfortably in Isaac’s mind than in Jacob’s. In reality he is running for his life, as the previous chapter makes clear:he wishes to escape being assassinated by his own brother in the wake of his own tawdry act of betrayal and deceit. Judging by the requests he makes to God, he is in danger of having too little food and inadequate clothing, and he is already missing his own family (28:20-21). Yet here God meets him in a dream so vivid that Jacob declares, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven” (28:17).

For his part, God reiterates the substance of the Abrahamic Covenant to this grandson of Abraham. The vision of the ladder opens up the prospect of access to God, of God’s immediate contact with a man who up to this point seems more driven by expedience than principle. God promises that his descendants will multiply and be given this land. The ultimate expansion is also repeated:“All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring” (28:14). Even at the personal level, Jacob will not be abandoned, for God declares, “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you” (28:15).

Awakened from his dream, Jacob erects an altar and calls the place Bethel. But in large measure he is still the same wheeler-dealer. He utters a vow:If God will do this and that and the other, if I get all that I want and hope for out of this deal, “then the LORD will be my God” (28:20-21).

And God does not strike him down! The story moves on:God does all that he promised, and more. All of Jacob’s conditions are met. One of the great themes of Scripture is how God meets us where we are:in our insecurities, in our conditional obedience, in our mixture of faith and doubt, in our fusion of awe and selfinterest, in our understanding and foolishness. God does not disclose himself only to the greatest and most stalwart, but to us, at our Bethel, the house of God.

JANUARY 28

Genesis 29; Matthew 28; Esther 5; Acts 28
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THE CLOSING SENTENCE OF Matthew 28 is striking:“And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (28:20). Of course, this is a grand promise from the resurrected Christ to his people, on the verge of his ascension. But the context discloses that it is not some generalized assurance and nothing more. It is contextually linked to the Great Commission. What is the nature of this link? Or, to tease the question out, why is Jesus’ promise to be with his disciples to the very end of the age tacked on to his assertion of his own authority, and of his command to make disciples of all people everywhere?

We should recognize that these words are not cast as a raw condition, bordering on a threat. Jesus does not say, in effect, “If you disciple all nations, I shall be with you always, to the very end of the age”; still less, “If you do not disciple all nations, I shall not be with you always, to the very end of the age.” Yet some kind of link is presupposed. What is it?

The link is so general that I suspect we are meant to think that the presence of Jesus with us is the matrix in which we obey the Great Commission—that is, simultaneously the experience of those who obey the commission, and the framework out of which we obey it. We know and experience the presence of Jesus, in accordance with his promise, and we bear witness to this, even as we proclaim who he is and what he has done and what he commands. As objective as is the truth of the Gospel that we proclaim, we proclaim it not only because it is truth, but because we ourselves have experienced its saving and transforming power. We therefore not only herald its truth, we also bear personal witness to it, to Jesus himself. We are not merely dispassionate heralds to certain objective events, we are disciples committed to making other disciples.

It is not surprising that as we discharge this commission, the promised presence of Jesus is cherished all the more. Because we know him and his transforming presence in our own lives, we evangelize, baptize, instruct, disciple—and know him all the better, and experience all the more his transforming presence in our own lives. His promise to be with us to the end of the age is thus the matrix out of which we obey the Great Commission, simultaneously the ground and the goal, the basis and the reward. How could it be otherwise? We serve him because we love him and long to hear his blessed “Well done!” at the end of our course.

JANUARY 29

Genesis 30; Mark 1; Esther 6; Romans 1

[image: 10]
WHEN I WAS A CHILD IN SUNDAY SCHOOL, I learned the names of the twelve tribes of Israel by singing a simple chorus:“These are the names of Jacob’s sons:/ Gad and Asher and Simeon, / Reuben, Issachar, Levi, / Judah, Dan, and Naphtali—/ Twelve in all, but never a twin— / Zebulun, Joseph, and Benjamin.”

But many more years passed before I grasped how important are the twelve tribes in the Bible’s storyline. Many of the dynamics of the rest of Genesis turn on their relationships. The organization of the nation of Israel depends on setting aside one tribe, the Levites, as priests. From another son, Judah, springs the Davidic dynasty that leads to the Messiah. Over the centuries, the tribe of Joseph would be divided into Ephraim and Manasseh; in substantial measure, Benjamin would merge with Judah. By the last book in the Bible, Revelation, the twelve tribes of the old covenant constitute the counterpoint to the twelve apostles of the new covenant:this twelve by twelve matrix (i.e., 144, in the symbolism of this apocalyptic literature) embraces in principle the whole people of God.

But what tawdry beginnings they have in Genesis 30. The deceit of Laban in Genesis 29, which resulted in Jacob’s marrying both Leah and Rachel, now issues in one of the most unhealthy instances of sibling rivalry in holy Scripture. Each of these women from this family is so eager to outshine the other that she gives her handmaid to her husband rather than allow the other to get ahead in the race to bear children. So self-centered and impetuous are the relationships that another time Rachel is prepared to sell her husband’s sex time to her sister Leah for a few mandrakes. Polygamy has taken hold, and with it a mess of distorted relationships. 

From these painful and frankly dysfunctional family relationships spring eleven sons and one daughter (the birth of the last son, Benjamin, is reported in chap. 35). Here are the origins of the twelve tribes of Israel, the foundation of the Israelite nation. Their origins are not worse than those of others; they are merely typical. But already it is becoming clear that God does not deal with this family because they are consistently a cut above other families. No, he uses them to keep his covenantal promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He graciously perseveres with them to bring about his grand, redemptive purposes. The tawdry family dynamics, the sort of thing that might generate a B-grade movie, cannot possibly prevent the universe’s Sovereign from keeping his covenantal vows.

JANUARY 30

Genesis 31; Mark 2; Esther 7; Romans 2
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THE THREE MOST COMMON ACTS of piety amongst many Jews were prayer, fasting, and alms-giving (i.e., giving money to the poor). So when Jesus’ disciples seemed a little indifferent to the second, it was bound to provoke interest. The Pharisees fasted; the disciples of John the Baptist fasted. But fasting was not characteristic of Jesus’ disciples. Why not? (Mark 2:18-22.

Jesus’ response is stunning:“How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? They cannot, so long as they have him with them. But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast” (2:19-20). Here is Jesus, profoundly self-aware, deeply conscious that he himself is the messianic bridegroom, and that in his immediate presence the proper response is joy. The kingdom was dawning; the king was already present; the day of promised blessings was breaking out. This was not a time for mourning, signaled by fasting.

Yet
 when Jesus went on to speak of the bridegroom being taken away from his disciples, and that this event would provoke mourning, it is very doubtful if anyone, at the time, grasped the significance of the utterance. After all, when the Messiah came, there would be righteousness and the triumph of God. Who could speak of the Messiah being taken away? The entire analogy of the bridegroom was becoming opaque.

But after Jesus’ death and resurrection, after his exaltation to glory, and after the promise of his return at the end of the age, the pieces would fit together. The disciples would experience terrible sorrow during the three days of the tomb, before Jesus’ glorious resurrection forever shattered their despair. And in an attenuated sense, Jesus’ disciples would experience cycles of suffering that would call forth days of fasting as they faced the assaults of the Evil One while waiting for their Master’s blessed return. But not now. Right now, sorrow and fasting were frankly incongruous. The promised Messiah, the heavenly Bridegroom, was among them.

The truth, Jesus says, is that with the dawning of the kingdom, the traditional structures of life and forms of piety would change. It would be inappropriate to graft the new onto the old, as if the old were the supporting structure—in precisely the same way that it is inappropriate to repair a large rent in an old garment by using new, unshrunk cloth, or use old and brittle wineskins to contain new wine still fermenting, whose gases will doubtless explode the old skin. The old does not support the new; it points to it, prepares for it, and then gives way to it. Thus Jesus prepares his disciples for the massive changes that were dawning.

JANUARY 31

Genesis 32; Mark 3; Esther 8; Romans 3
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WHAT A TRANSFORMATION IN JACOB (Gen. 32)! Superficially, of course, not much has changed. He left Beersheba for Paddan Aram because he was afraid for his life; his brother Esau had reason enough, according to his own light, to kill him. Now he is returning home, and Jacob is still frightened half to death of his brother. No less superficially, one might argue that much has changed; Jacob fled the tents of his parents a single man, taking almost nothing with him, while here he returns home a rich, married man with many children.

But the deepest differences between the two journeys are reflected in Jacob’s changed attitude toward God. On the outbound trip, Jacob takes no initiative in matters divine. He simply goes to sleep (Gen. 28). It is God who intervenes with a remarkable vision of a ladder reaching up to heaven. When Jacob awakens, he acknowledges that what he experienced was some sort of visitation from God (28:16-17), but his response is to barter with God:if God will grant him security, safety, prosperity, and ultimately a happy return home, Jacob for his part will acknowledge God and offer him a tithe.

Now it is rather different. True, God again takes the initiative:Jacob meets angelic messengers (32:1-2). Jacob decides to act prudently. He sends some of his people ahead to announce to Esau that his brother is returning. This spawns devastating news:Esau is coming to meet him, but with four hundred men.

On the one hand, Jacob sets in motion a carefully orchestrated plan:successive waves of gifts for his brother are sent on ahead, with each of the messengers carefully instructed to speak to Esau with the utmost courtesy and respect. On the other hand, Jacob admits that matters are out of his control. Bartering is gone; in “great fear and distress” (32:7) Jacob takes action, and then prays, begging for help. He reminds God of his covenantal promises, he pleads his own unworthiness, he acknowledges how many undeserved blessings he has received, he confesses his own terror (32:9-12). And then, in the darkest hours, he wrestles with this strange manifestation of God himself (32:22-30).

Twenty years or so have passed since Jacob’s outward-bound journey. Some people learn nothing in twenty years. Jacob has learned humility, tenacity, godly fear, reliance upon God’s covenantal promises, and how to pray. None of this means he is so paralyzed by fear that he does nothing but retreat into prayer. Rather, it means he does what he can, while believing utterly that salvation is of the Lord.

By the time the sun rises, he may walk with a limp, but he is a stronger and better man.
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