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Introduction
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WHEN JESUS WAS PREPARING HIS disciples for His departure and ascension into heaven, He tried to comfort them. They were understandably confused and upset. And Jesus urged them not to be worried; He assured them that He would come back and was preparing a place for them. The famously doubting Thomas said what many of us have thought: “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” (John 14:5, NIV). And how did Jesus respond? “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6, NIV).

These are heady words, yet they are the same way that Jesus responds to us today, when we have doubts and fears. How will we know the way to forgiveness, to compassion, to better loving our families? Jesus Himself is the way. Follow His teachings, imprint His words on your heart and mind, draw near to His presence, His comfort, His love…be still in His presence.

The stillness that Jesus promises is abundant, but we must seek Him to find it. Stillness is a word and concept that is foreign to our modern, scheduled ears. But Jesus is all about stillness, He’s all about resting the weight of our worries and stresses on Him—He says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened” (Matthew 11:28, NIV) and “Do not let your hearts be troubled” (John 14:1, NIV).

You will recognize the easy-to-use devotional format of this book. There is a one-page reading for every day of the year. A Bible verse opens each day, followed by a devotional by one of seven specially selected writers, who connect the Scripture to a moment in their lives, sharing their wisdom and insights in hopes of encouraging you. A “faith step” ends each day’s reading. It’s a practical way to apply what you’ve read to your life, and to continue to mull over the day’s lesson by implementing its truth. The faith steps will challenge you to look at a Scripture passage in a new way, ask a question that will help you make a change in your life, or simply encourage you to praise and thank your Savior.

Discover more of who Jesus is through these devotionals, which will bring to life His encouraging teachings, parables and promises. Walk alongside Him as you spend your Mornings with Jesus.
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JANUARY 1

“Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” Mark 1:35 (NIV)

My day planner was bursting at the seams. Each small square on the calendar was crammed with conflicting responsibilities: children’s music lessons or play practice, church meetings, work deadlines. Even brief moments of social life required budgeting well in advance. I was so busy that I resented the time I had to spend sleeping. And in the midst of my overscheduled life, God continued to call me to spend daily quiet time with Him.

How could I fit in one more thing? Didn’t He understand how important all my activities were? The work of the day insisted on its own urgency, so I often rushed through a token devotion and hurried prayer.

Reading through the Gospels, I discovered that Scripture mentions many times how Jesus went away to pray—sometimes early in the morning, sometimes overnight.

When life is overwhelming, setting aside time for prayer feels counter-intuitive. Surely diving into the work of the day will bring more progress than stepping aside for prayer. Jesus understood the pressure of time. His brief years of ministry were limited, and there were so many people who needed truth, forgiveness, healing. His disciples needed to be taught. The Father’s plan needed to be carried out. Yet He made prayer a priority.

As busy as my life might be, I will never carry the weight of responsibility that Jesus did. He came to redeem the entire human race. Yet instead of frantic urgency, He consistently modeled a life of prayer, of retreat, of seeking a quiet place.

Martin Luther said, “I have so much to do that I shall spend the first three hours in prayer.” That level of commitment, along with the consistent example of Jesus, inspires me to find my own solitary space and time each day to spend time in prayer.

FAITH STEP: If your day feels too full, take a risk and schedule some extra prayer first, trusting Jesus to provide what you need for all the other responsibilities.

—Sharon Hinck



JANUARY 2

“Give us today our daily bread.” Matthew 6:11 (NIV)

In ancient days, God fed his people with manna: bread from heaven that appeared each morning with the dew. Each day, they could only gather enough for that day, because any excess would rot overnight. Hoarding was not only prohibited but also impossible. Centuries later, Jesus taught His followers to pray, not for lottery winnings or fat 401(k)s or even a week’s worth of provisions, but for “daily bread.”

During his time on earth, Jesus chose to live in poverty. His human family was not well-off. As an itinerant rabbi, he depended on the hospitality of strangers and the financial support of several wealthy women (see Luke 8:1–3) and other benefactors. He trusted that His heavenly Father would provide daily bread.

Daily bread is so, well, daily. There’s not a lot of security in it. You have to be grateful each day, and then get up the next day and say, “Do it again, God!” You have to learn to live with a manna mindset. It is at once frightening and exhilarating, scary and joyful.

You have to pray for that bread (or mortgage payment) each day, and trust that it will be provided, that there will be enough. To pray for daily bread is to be willing to gather only enough manna for this day. In our self-indulgent world, “enough” is a powerful but unpopular word. And yet, it is a word of freedom.

What’s true of physical resources is true of spiritual resources as well. Each day, we must ask for and receive spiritual nourishment, and trust that Jesus will provide enough love, enough strength, for us to continue our journey of trust with Him.

FAITH STEP: Ask Jesus to give you a manna mindset—and enough of whatever it is that you need this day: love, strength, money, food. Thank Him for knowing your needs and generously meeting them.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



JANUARY 3

“‘This is where the Israelites crossed the Jordan on dry ground.’ For the Lord your God dried up the river right before your eyes, …just as he did at the Red Sea.” Joshua 4:22–23 (NLT)

“Mom, Cali has a bad surprise for you!”

My son’s announcement rang from the hallway to the kitchen where I was fixing breakfast. A moment later both kids appeared, Paxton leading the way for his sister. Two-year-old Calianne had taken off another messy diaper and was shuffling behind him, holding out the stinking offender.

I cringed, but then had to smile at my precious pair—Cali in her innocence and Paxton in his element as her guide. I could almost hear him whisper to her, “Don’t worry, I’ve got your back. I’ll tell Mom for you.”

And once again Jesus reminded me how He truly “has our backs” through our ups and downs and how He also walks ahead of us to shield us from what’s to come.

Joshua 4 tells how God prepared the Israelites to conquer Jericho. Have you ever wondered why He parted the Red Sea and the Jordan River? Surely He wasn’t yawning in heaven: “Well, that parting the waters trick worked once; I may as well do it again.”

Hardly.

God parted the Red Sea to save His people from Egyptian tyranny—an act in their defense. He parted the Jordan River to prepare them for an offensive move—to claim victory of the life He had promised them. Sandwiched between the miracles were forty years of wilderness waiting.

Through any “stinking” circumstance, Jesus is constantly acting in our defense and leading our offense, for His glory and our good. As 2 Thessalonians 3:5 says, His guidance helps us become loving and patient as He is—if we’ll follow His lead.

FAITH STEP: Buy a small windowsill plant as a reminder that Jesus’ presence helps you thrive in any circumstance, just like sunshine grows your plant. Each time you water it, think of Jesus parting your troubles to see you through to His promises.

—Erin Keeley Marshall



JANUARY 4

“While he was in Bethany, reclining at the table in the home of Simon the Leper, a woman came with an alabaster jar of very expensive perfume, made of pure nard. She broke the jar and poured the perfume on his head. Some of those present were saying indignantly to one another, ‘Why this waste of perfume? It could have been sold for more than a year’s wages and the money given to the poor.’ And they rebuked her harshly. ‘Leave her alone,’ said Jesus. ‘Why are you bothering her? She has done a beautiful thing to me.’” Mark 14:3–6 (NIV)

When I worked as a choreographer, I marveled at the dedication of ballet dancers. They invested years in daily training, making huge sacrifices of time and effort to develop the strength, grace and skill needed for their art. And that was just the first step. Once they were in a production, they poured out more of themselves—repetition, discipline and a constant attempt for perfection. All for a fleeting performance.

Dance is an extravagant art form. It requires a huge offering of love. For the dancers I know, every strained muscle, each disappointing audition, every sacrifice of other activities is worthwhile because they are creating a work of beauty and power.

The woman with the alabaster jar understood that sort of extravagance. She gave beyond what seemed reasonable to the onlookers: a year’s wages for one moment to demonstrate her love for Jesus.

My life is full of activities on which I could lavish time and attention, and many of them don’t provide much return on the investment. But when I spend time alone with Jesus, pouring out my love and praise, breaking open the alabaster jar of my heart to share with Him, I can never be too extravagant. Nothing I offer Him is wasted.

There will always be important needs that could benefit from my attention, just as there were poor people who could have benefited from the money the perfume could bring. But there are also times when the gift Jesus most wants from me is worship. I long to hear Him say, as He did of the woman in Bethany, “She has done a beautiful thing to me.”

FAITH STEP: Play your favorite worship music and pour your heart out to Jesus, telling Him how much you love Him.

—Sharon Hinck



JANUARY 5

“Haven’t you read this passage of Scripture: ‘The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; the Lord has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes’?” Mark 12:10–11 (NIV)

My oldest son has been addicted to Legos ever since he received his first set at age four. Growing up, he had a plastic tub filled to the top, and daily he’d sit down and start sorting through the pieces with a special design in mind.

In those early years, taller was better. He’d stack those little blocks on top of each other, in a single row, determined to create a tower as tall as himself. The problem was, he didn’t have a strong foundation. No matter how determined he was, his tower soon toppled.

For many years I tried to live without Jesus as a foundation. To say my life toppled like Legos is an understatement. Determined to build something with my own hands, I soon found myself crashing and breaking. The foundation I tried to build on didn’t work.

In biblical times, the cornerstone was the stone that united two walls. It was the visible corner, and everything else was built upon it. It cost the most because of its beauty and strength. Builders refused to build without a cornerstone because if they did, their efforts would be futile. This is a good reminder not only for my life but also for every day. Everything in my life must be built upon Jesus—His truth, His grace, His plans. Like my son eventually learned, the better the foundation, the higher we can reach—for Jesus’ glory.

FAITH STEP: Write a list of ten ways Jesus has been a firm foundation in your life. Pray and thank Jesus for each of these ways.

—Tricia Goyer



JANUARY 6

“…The Spirit helps us in our weakness, for we do not know how to pray as we ought.” Romans 8:26 (NRSV)





“If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.” Galatians 5:25 (NRSV)





“The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” John 3:8 (NRSV)

Jesus’ will for His children is like a river. It flows toward and through the desires and plans He has for us. If we throw ourselves into that river, we will be carried toward His designed destination for our lives. We might float toward shore occasionally and get tangled in the weeds of sin, or get hung up by an outcropping branch of enticing worldly temptations—but He will guide us in His ever-flowing stream.

We cannot know all Jesus knows about our faith journey, so it is best to rest back in the buoyant river of His will and be carried by Him.

FAITH STEP: Pray that Jesus’ will be done in your life, whatever that may be. Cast your lot with Him and relax into the soothing waters of His guidance. Ask Him to navigate your life from now on. Check in with your Captain often and take His direction.

—Judy Baer



JANUARY 7

“But I have calmed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with its mother; like a weaned child is my soul within me.” Psalm 131:2 (ESV)

When our children were babies, my husband loved to hold them and play with them. His favorite game with our daughter, when she was only a few months old, was to stick out his tongue at her. She’d gaze at him, and then stick out her tongue back at him.

“Look what I taught her to do!” he’d boast, as only a deeply smitten new father can. But when that same darling baby got hungry, she had no further interest in making faces. She’d turn toward her daddy’s chest and begin rooting, pushing her mouth against him, looking for food. Unable to help her, he’d hand her over to me. Any woman who has ever nursed a baby will tell you—when those children want to eat, they want to eat! They are not content with a parent’s mere presence.

I loved the miracle of feeding my children, keeping them alive, really. And yet, once they were weaned, there was a new kind of closeness that developed between us. My son would toddle to the rocking chair, tattered blankie in one hand, and pat it invitingly while looking at me with sweet blue eyes. “Cuddle, cuddle,” he’d say. I’d sit down and he’d climb in my lap, wanting nothing but my arms around him, my presence. He no longer rooted for food in the desperate way of a nursing baby, but simply leaned up against me, content. In a way I never had before, I understood the phrase “like a weaned child.”

Do I come to God like an infant, rooting, restless, wailing to be fed, demanding that my needs be met? Or can I come to Him like a weaned child, wanting only Jesus’ presence?

FAITH STEP: What would it take for you to calm and quiet your soul? Take some time to sit, imagining yourself leaning against Jesus’ shoulder, like a weaned child, content.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



JANUARY 8

“Many are the plans in a human heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” Proverbs 19:21 (TNIV)

It should have been a great Saturday afternoon of bowling. The youth group, with which I volunteer, was planning a major tournament of staff versus kids, and competition was going to be fierce. Trash talking abounded, and we adult staff members had our reputations to defend.

But that day turned out to be very rainy, and when we arrived at the bowling alley, not only was there a birthday party there, but other families had also come to bowl since the weather was bad. There were no lanes available.

Instead, we recruited a few parents and some college students who’d shown up to be drivers, and everyone went to Nickel City, a video-game arcade. It ended up being a fun outing.

I admit I got kind of frazzled with the last-minute organizing, and I remembered ruefully how our plans are not always God’s plans. I always thought the verse referred to “big plans” such as what career to go into or whether to buy a house. A foiled bowling trip seemed like something too trivial for God to want to bother Himself with, and something I could handle by myself.

But I think the point of the verse isn’t about big plans or little plans. God wants us to realize that in life, there will always be change, and that He is the one in charge. And sometimes we have to relinquish our sense of control and be flexible.

Jesus talked about the rich fool who built barns for his abundance of grain, making plans to eat, drink, and be merry, but died the next day. His plans took a major U-turn. His plans weren’t God’s plans.

FAITH STEP: Whether you’re a planner or not, are you able to graciously accept changes in plans? Are you flexible? Pray for Jesus to help you relinquish control and practice flexibility.

—Camy Tang



JANUARY 9

“I saw the Lord always before me…. Therefore my heart is glad.” Acts 2:25–26 (NIV)

It’s finally here! I wanted to dance and shout for joy. Instead, I sank onto the new mattress, this treasure I had yearned for after sleepless nights on our old, worn-out mattress. Oh, the promise of rejuvenating sleep and pain-free wake-ups. I could almost hear heavenly trumpets rejoicing with me.

I could see it now…. This mattress would launch my morning workouts to new levels. My children would arise and call me blessed because good sleep would grant me unending patience. This mattress would change our lives.

Anticipation…what a great gift from our ever-wise God.

Even before I spent a night on my new mattress my spirit was given a lift. And that’s the great thing about anticipating—we can revel at the promise of a desire coming true.

Anticipation is timeless. The ancient Israelites anticipated the coming Messiah. Hannah, Elizabeth and Mary anticipated God’s promises of children (1 Samuel 1:17–20; Luke 1:11–55). David rejoiced in his victory over Goliath before he ever flung the stone (1 Samuel 17:32–50). And we long for perfect eternity with our risen Jesus.

In addition to those big hopes, Jesus gives us reasons to anticipate the little things, like comfy mattresses. We can always look ahead of this moment’s frustrations and find encouragement. Consider the joy of rest after a long day or finding new blooms in the flowerbed or the scent of a new season.

Expect more from this day; expect Jesus to show up.

FAITH STEP: Think of something Jesus wants you to anticipate about tomorrow, believing that your hopes placed in His care will enrich this moment. Memorize Romans 15:7–13 (MSG): “May the God of green hope fill you up with joy, fill you up with peace, so that your believing lives, filled with the life-giving energy of the Holy Spirit, will brim over with hope!”

—Erin Keeley Marshall



JANUARY 10

“For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” Philippians 1:21

I teach literature classes at a local university, and one of my favorite things to teach is short fiction. There’s a class in which we discuss “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,” a short story by Katherine Ann Porter, and “The Death of Ivan Ilyich,” by Leo Tolstoy. The two stories illustrate perfectly the contrast between life and death.

On the surface, the stories are similar because in both, the main characters are dying of an incurable disease. However, in “The Jilting,” Granny Weatherall also dies a spiritual death. She’s a woman who has “weathered all” and lived a good life on earth, but in the end, her religion deserts her. Her death is described as a slow descent into night. In fear and bitterness of heart, she finally chooses to blow out the light, which represents her hope of salvation, and succumb to total darkness.

Ivan Ilyich has a pathetic physical life compared to Granny. He has no good relationships, and has lived mostly to make money as a lawyer in upper-class Russia. However, on his deathbed, he finally learns to live. His regrets are swallowed up in love. His fears are overcome by peace. He moves out of a dark tunnel toward the light, and he finds Jesus.

Every time I read these stories with my students I am struck by the choices the main characters make. At each of their critical moments, they are given the same choices I have every day: I can choose bitterness or acceptance. I can choose fear or I can choose peace. I can choose light or darkness. And my choices mean the difference between life and death.

FAITH STEP: When you encounter the choice between life and death today—as you inevitably will—ask yourself: what can I do to choose Jesus, to choose life, today?

—Gwen Ford Faulkenberry



JANUARY 11

“‘Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be.’” John 12:26 (NIV)

Having a baby at seventeen years old was hard. I had little money, I depended on others to babysit while I took college classes, and my boyfriend and friends continued enjoying their teen years without me. But with the hardship came an unexpected change—I dedicated my life to God. Once I felt God’s love and forgiveness I wanted to serve Him with all that was in me, especially after I married and had more children. I volunteered in Sunday school and Vacation Bible School. I cooked at church. I led Bible studies and mentored young women.

Reading the story of Jesus’ triumphal entry during the Passover festival, I understand the celebration. If I had been in that crowd, I would have been waving my palm branch the highest and singing praises the loudest. Yet it wasn’t the people’s excitement or service that Jesus valued.

Through the crowd, rumors spread about how Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead. Visiting Greeks approached Jesus’ disciples, wanting to rub shoulders, but the words out of Jesus’ mouth weren’t what anyone expected. Jesus didn’t thank them for the praise. “Whoever serves me must follow me,” He said.

I pause when I read those words. Those who serve must follow…not the other way around? In the years since I was a teen mom I’ve become a person who likes to “do” things for God. Serving means picking out activities that I can do in my own strength, like volunteering in the church nursery or making a meal for my pastor. Those things fit my schedule. The “following” has been harder. It means stepping out of my comfort zone and sharing the good news of Jesus with others.

With boughs in hand, those in the crowd were forced to make a decision—God’s way or theirs. I’ve had to learn the same thing. I do celebrate that Jesus saved my soul when I was seventeen, but I also try to follow Him every day of my life. When I follow I’m not only doing something for God; I’m also allowing Him to work through me in amazing ways.

FAITH STEP: Write down three things you do to serve God. Are you doing those things because God asked you to? Cross out any you’re doing because someone asked and you didn’t want to say no. Now, fill that space with an activity or mission God’s asked you to follow Him in.

—Tricia Goyer



JANUARY 12

“What good is fasting when you keep on fighting and quarreling? This kind of fasting will never get you anywhere with me.” Isaiah 58:4 (NLT)

As I write this, my stomach growls. For the fourth year in a row, our family is participating in what our church calls “the Five-Day Challenge,” a modified fast in which we eat a diet similar to that of most of the world’s poor: small portions of oatmeal, rice and beans, the occasional tortilla or handful of veggies. We add a small amount of chicken to our dinner portion.

Last night, day two, we got home late. My husband sat at the table, waiting for me to make dinner. I felt angry and resentful, stirring the beans, which overcooked and turned to mush. We got into a silly argument. My anger seethed and boiled over like the pot of beans. I am ashamed to admit that at one point I yelled at my husband, “Get off my case! Just give me some grace!”

Hunger makes you cranky. So this morning, I tried to remember why I engage in this annual modified fast. Isaiah 58 says we fast to share our food with the hungry, which is the idea behind this challenge—we take the money we would spend on groceries and donate it to provide food for the poor.

Fasting provides Jesus a little housecleaning opportunity, to clear away the clutter in your soul. This morning, I read Isaiah 58:4, and wept into my oatmeal. My fasting had led to quarreling. I was still trying to depend on my own strength to get through the day. I need Jesus to help me. I need to depend on Him like I typically depend on food.

FAITH STEP: Try this challenge for only one day, where you eat a cup of plain oatmeal for breakfast, and a small portion of rice and beans for lunch and dinner. Read and meditate on all of Isaiah 58 during the day. Take the money you would have spent on meals for that day and donate it to a food pantry.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



JANUARY 13

“The Lord is with you!…Go with the strength you have…. I am sending you!” Judges 6:12, 14 (NLT)

It was one of my first speaking engagements to a crowd of strangers. I felt eleven again. Awkward. Self-conscious.

As I waited to be introduced, I tried mind over matter to calm my heart. Problem was, my mind wasn’t feeling very confident. I scanned the audience of women—my peers—and reassured myself that I was one of them. I fit in fine. Even if that woman to my left looked so together…and the one over there looked a bit stern…and the woman next to her exuded such casual confidence.

No turning back, though. I stepped to the podium that was too small to hide behind, breathed a Help me, Jesus, and turned on the enthusiasm.

Why does insecurity come so much easier than confidence? No matter how old we get or how varied our life experiences are, none of us is ever far from our inner adolescent. Remember that gawky middle-school phase? If not, you’re in the minority.

But you know what? Jesus loves the inner child in each of us, and He thrills to show Himself strong when we need a boost. In 2 Timothy 2:1 (CEV), Paul speaks of Jesus’ caring nature when he encourages his young protégé, Timothy: “My child, Christ Jesus is kind, and you must let him make you strong.”

As I cast my nerves aside during my talk, I felt spiritually hugged by Jesus. I found myself actually engaging the audience and even got a few laughs, which were at the appropriate times and—wonder of wonders—not at my expense!

Jesus’ strength was enough for me that day, and He and I together accomplished the job He gave me to do.

Will you let yourself bask in His spiritual hug and watch as He does His work through you?

FAITH STEP: Ask Jesus to challenge you today. Then feel His arms holding you and follow His lead.

—Erin Keeley Marshall



JANUARY 14

“He took him outside and said, ‘Look up at the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.’ Then he said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’” Genesis 15:5–6 (TNIV)

Despite living in Hawaii for my childhood—I know, lucky me!—I only saw the Milky Way once.

It was late at night—or rather, early in the morning. I happened to be outside in our backyard, staying up late with my parents’ permission. The lights of our suburb were dimmed. I looked up…and drowned.

You know the feeling, right? Suddenly feeling so incredibly small, so incredibly awed. There were millions of stars, stretching from the roof of my house to the lychee-tree branches on the other side of the yard. I’d never seen so many in my entire life (all of ten years).

Before, I’d seen the night sky and stars through the little window in my room. But this sky was different. It wasn’t as close to me as when there were rain clouds on a murky day. The sky was deep and fathomless, but adorned with the Milky Way draped across its shoulders. Suddenly, the sky was the limitless black of the universe, and I was just a speck.

And suddenly, God was so much bigger than how I’d thought of Him before.

This was the God who took on human flesh. I realized that Jesus was like the Milky Way cramming itself into my small body, instead of stretching across the black of space and time.

With a Lord like that, is there anything Jesus can’t do for us?

I’d been trying to cram God into that little window in my room, thinking that was all He was. I had to go outside, like Abram, and see the majesty of God’s universe.

FAITH STEP: When we see God’s limitless nature, rather than trying to limit Him in a window frame, we can trust Him more. We can believe in Him more. Where in your life can you trust your Jesus more?

—Camy Tang



JANUARY 15

“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy that person. For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple.” 1 Corinthians 3:16–17 (NRSV)

Though Paul was speaking these words to the church at Corinth, they speak to us as well. We live in a body-conscious world populated with diet gurus, exercise clubs and beauty salons. Whole magazines are dedicated to healthy eating, stylish clothing and movie stars. As Christians we have another aspect to consider about our bodies. We are literally temples of God. The Holy Spirit dwells in us. We are His households!

The Old Testament temple was built with great care and expense. Gold, silver, bronze, iron, onyx and precious stones were used in abundance. Why? Because God dwelled there! It was His house. There would be nothing but the best for the King.

He also lives in us. “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them” (John 14:23, NRSV). “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you for ever” (John 14:16, NRSV).

Think of it: God lives in me! I must be careful where I go, what I do and what I think about. Just as David made careful plans for the temple, I will tenderly care for the vessel I am for the Holy Spirit.

FAITH STEP: Begin by choosing one thing to do that will improve the temple that is yours—exercise, positivity, healthy food—and make it a regular practice.

—Judy Baer



JANUARY 16

“ ‘Are you the king of the Jews?’ asked Pilate. ‘You have said so,’ Jesus replied. The chief priests accused him of many things. So again Pilate asked him, ‘Aren’t you going to answer? See how many things they are accusing you of.’ But Jesus still made no reply, and Pilate was amazed.” Mark 15:2–5 (NIV)

I couldn’t be more excited. After working with teenage mothers for years I decided to write a book to help them. I couldn’t travel the country and personally help each young mother as I wanted to, but I hoped my words—in a small way—could do that for me.

After the book was published I e-mailed out a sample chapter to a group of young moms I had met online. For some reason, they assumed I’d stolen quotes from their online chats without permission. They accused me of many things and didn’t listen when I tried to explain that the moms I quoted had known about the project, saw how their words were being used, and had approved.

After a few days of trying to explain myself, I was encouraged to keep silent. “You can talk until you’re blue in the face but their minds are already set,” an adviser told me.

It’s hard when others accuse you. Our first reaction is to deny people’s claims and try to explain what really happened. We want others to know we are right. We want to be justified, but sometimes that doesn’t happen.

Jesus understood that no matter what He said or how much He tried to explain, Pilate wouldn’t understand. Pilate’s mind was focused on an earthly kingdom. Jesus’ mind was on a final solution to the problem of sin and on a heavenly reign.

Jesus not defending himself got Pilate’s attention. Jesus did have a point to prove, but He didn’t do it with words. He did it by walking to the cross and spreading His arms wide.

Even though I’ll never be a fraction as blameless as Jesus, I can follow His example. I can speak words that will share hope with others when it’s needed, and I can stand silent during times when nothing I can say will change a disbelieving heart.

FAITH STEP: The next time someone doesn’t believe you, don’t allow an argument to erupt. Instead follow Jesus’ example—be silent and allow your actions to speak louder than your words.

—Tricia Goyer



JANUARY 17

“Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all God’s people, on the golden altar before the throne. The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of God’s people, went up before God from the angel’s hand.” Revelation 8:3–4 (TNIV)

There are many times that I feel like my prayers are useless. I repeat the same thing, day after day, and see no answer from God, no results.

Other times, I treat prayer like the least and last thing, when there’s nothing else I can do: “I’ll pray for you.” I say it when I’m feeling helpless and hopeless.

When did prayer become like this for me?

Jesus prayed constantly. He would sometimes stay up all night to pray. He went away to lonely places to pray. He experienced everything we do, so I’m sure there were times He felt like God wasn’t hearing Him. In the Garden of Gethsemane, He prayed for the cup of suffering to pass from Him, and His prayer wasn’t answered.

In Revelation, the prayers of God’s people are offered with incense on the altar. Our prayers are like incense—an aroma before God, pleasing Him, moving Him. The aroma becomes stronger the more we pray or the more intensely we pray.

Our prayers rise before God’s throne. Our prayers reach Him.

So even if I feel like my prayers are worthless, or I’ve become repetitive, I have to remember that they’re valuable; they can please God and move Him.

FAITH STEP: Is your prayer life stagnant? Give it a new jolt of energy. Remember that your prayers are treasured, that they rise to God where He sits on His throne. Devote yourself to a certain amount of prayer every day this week, and make your prayers incense before God.

—Camy Tang



JANUARY 18

“As Jesus looked up, he saw the rich putting their gifts into the temple treasury. He also saw a poor widow put in two very small copper coins. ‘Truly I tell you,’ he said, ‘this poor widow has put in more than all the others. All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.’” Luke 21:1–4 (NIV)

“Let me throw in my two cents.” I’ve said it often in conversation. Sadly, my best often feels like two cents’ worth, especially when the needs of others seem mammoth. A friend battles cancer. A child has a learning disability. A spouse loses a job. A parent faces Alzheimer’s. I want to help, but can my quiet prayers, meager strength and tiny acts of love really make a difference?

By myself, what I have to offer seems insignificant. Yet when the poor widow gave her two copper coins, Jesus saw the love and sacrifice and praised her gift. In fact, Jesus often reminds us of the value of small things.

I love the fact that God’s economy is upside down. Whether it’s a few pennies, or fishes and loaves, or a minuscule mustard seed, Jesus is able to take small, ordinary things and multiply them into more than we can imagine. The widow could have felt paralyzed by her poverty. She could have made excuses, could have justified not giving. Yet she put all she had into God’s hands. Today when I’m faced with a problem or need beyond my ability to solve, I want to put my two cents into Jesus’ hands and offer all that I am for His use.

FAITH STEP: Prayerfully choose a ministry in your church or community and send a contribution, even if all you can share seems tiny. Ask God to multiply your efforts.

—Sharon Hinck



JANUARY 19

“When Jesus’ followers saw what was going to happen, they said, ‘Lord, should we strike with our swords?’ And one of them struck the servant of the high priest, cutting off his right ear. But Jesus answered, ‘No more of this!’ And he touched the man’s ear and healed him.” Luke 22:49–51 (TNIV)

I’ve been struggling with insulin resistance. It means my cells don’t respond to insulin and don’t intake the sugar in my bloodstream into the cells, and so my cells are starving. Poor cells!

At first I felt frustrated and alone, because I felt I had to heal my body myself. Granted, it was my terrible diet that caused the insulin resistance in the first place, but I still felt alone. After all, no one else can eat or not eat the right foods for me.

As I wallowed in self-pity and tried not to think about chocolate-chip cookies, I prayed half-heartedly. Please, Lord, heal me from my insulin resistance. Saying the prayer felt silly to me. It’s not like I had cancer or a heart attack or a stroke. Why would Jesus care to heal me from my insulin resistance, which I had caused myself?

But then I remembered the priest whose ear Jesus had healed. An ear isn’t huge like cancer, and the man wasn’t deathly ill or particularly beloved like the other people Jesus had raised from the dead. This man was Jesus’ enemy. And he wasn’t an important man; he was simply a servant. But Jesus healed him anyway.

If Jesus healed a servant from a cut ear, He can heal my insulin resistance. Jesus cares about me. Jesus cares about my body.

FAITH STEP: What are things in your life and your body that need healing, big or small? Jesus cares about you and your problems, no matter how trivial they might seem. Pray to Jesus about the small things in your life, and let Him help you.

—Camy Tang



JANUARY 20

“While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon (who is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. And he said to them, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.’ Immediately they left their nets and followed him.” Matthew 4:18–20 (ESV)

In the Sunday-school classroom with the flannel-graph Jesus and the orange plastic chairs, I stood with the other “primary” kids and belted out the words, “I will make you fishers of men, fishers of men, fishers of men…” Our enthusiasm for singing was rivaled only by our passion for motions, which for this song included pantomiming casting our rods, and then reeling them in, over and over.

It may have been fun and burned off some six-year-old energy, but our exaggerated casting and reeling motions were woefully inaccurate. Unfortunately, such experiences shape us. This and other conversations about witnessing pointed to the idea that evangelism was meant to be undertaken individually, that it was akin in some way to hunting.

Peter, Andrew and their father never owned a hook, rod or reel. They fished with nets. And when Jesus used the metaphor of fishing for people, the image that would have come to Peter and Andrew’s mind was just that—of a net. A net was typically cast over the side of a boat by two or three people. Fish were scooped, not hooked.

Francis Schaeffer once said, “Community is the final apologetic.” What if he was right? What if winning others to Christ involves casting a net—with the help of others? And that net—cast by a community—gathers others into that community, where they experience life-changing love and grace? What if we thought not of “hooking” unbelievers, but of scooping them up into community where they are convinced not by arguments, but by seeing and experiencing the love of Jesus lived out?

FAITH STEP: Today, pray about and engage in community that intentionally draws others in.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



JANUARY 21

“Anyone, then, who knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, commits sin.” James 4:17 (NRSV)





“If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 1 John 1:9 (NRSV)





“Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 1 Thessalonians 5:18 (NRSV)

I confess that sometimes I treat the Lord like a heavenly ATM. I come to Him with a list of requests and expect Him to fulfill my needs in the same way I punch my PIN number into my bank’s ATM and anticipate the cash I want to mysteriously appear. I neglect to talk to Him when things are going well, but I come running to Jesus when things go wrong and blurt out my requests.

I’m getting it all backward, am I not? I must learn to praise Him first, to tell Him how much I love Him. I don’t say it nearly often enough. He is the King of Kings and Lord of Lords and He cares about me!

This is astounding. I’m a sinner. I’ve done things that don’t please Him. I need to confess them to Him—both the things I did and the things I didn’t do, the sins of commission and those of omission.

I usually thank Jesus for the good things in my life but neglect to thank Him for the troubles I have. It seems counterintuitive to be grateful for losing a job, for illness or distress, but Christ has His hand on that as well. He is able to redeem every situation and convert what is troubling into something positive. He asks me to trust Him and to give thanks in every circumstance.

First I will praise. Then I will give thanks and confess my sins. Only then will I come to the Lord with my appeals and entreaties. He is able to make my prayers less about myself and more about others, deepen my prayer life and bless the time I spend with Him.

FAITH STEP: Organize your prayer with intention today. Praise Him first. Thank Him second. Confess. Then bring your appeals to Him.

—Judy Baer



JANUARY 22

“Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth.” 1 John 3:18 (NIV)

It’s not about me. It’s not about me. It’s not about me.

Sometimes, though, at 2:00 am, I want it to be about me. Even if it’s my sweet little kiddos waking me because they need something.

Before I became a mother, I had heard other parents say they didn’t know the depths of their own selfishness until a child entered their life. I had heard them say that, but I still didn’t get it…until I got it.

Take last night, for instance. The first wake-up came from my son’s sneezing fit. As I dragged myself from beneath the warm covers, exasperation at myself for forgetting his allergy medicine blended with compassion for him and his suffering nose. After another couple of stirrings to refill my daughter’s water cup and comfort dreams of monsters, I was tuckered out.

Every time I have to get out of bed at 2:00 am, I know my body and mind will pay for it in loss of energy and clear thinking the next day. I wonder how I’ll be able to get things done that need doing.

However, through the blessings of family, Jesus is growing another blessing in me—the ability to experience Him providing for me as I provide for others. When I release my frustrated moments to Him, trading them in for a quieted heart, He proves Psalm 23 to me. He miraculously calms me and spreads a table of abundant mercy before me. He smoothes the day, and toxic, selfish emotions don’t suffocate my limited resources. As hard as selfless giving can be, heart growth is a sweet experience.

As He blesses me, He is making me a blessing to others. And while I have a long way to go, I can’t help but be thankful to be stretched.

FAITH STEP: How did Jesus model selfless living? How is “selfless loving” redundant? See 1 Corinthians 13:1–13.

—Erin Keeley Marshall



JANUARY 23

“I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” John 8:12 (NIV)

Not long ago I was sitting at a ballgame when a woman I barely knew sat down beside me. I smiled at her and said hello, just being polite. She seemed to want to talk, but I tried to make it obvious that I didn’t. I wasn’t there to make friends. I was there to watch my kid play basketball.

The woman finally got the message around halftime. She turned to someone else—anyone else—who would listen and act as if they cared what she had to say. I pushed her further to the periphery of my brain as our team went on to win the game. Harper ran over to me to celebrate his victory, and we hooted and hollered all the way home.

The next day at church a friend of mine spoke about Jesus being the light of the world, and how when He comes into our lives He doesn’t provide just enough light for us. Instead, He gives us all He has, and that’s enough light to share with everyone. We read the Scripture, “Do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased” (Hebrews 13:16, NIV). I thought about that lady at the ballgame and how needy she was. And I thought about how I just turned away, not even considering what Jesus would do with her.

It’s not that I believe He wanted me to ignore my child’s ballgame; I don’t. But I’m pretty sure He wouldn’t have ignored that woman’s need. Being Jesus, He’d have found a way to manage both, even if it meant inviting her and her kid for ice cream—or perhaps a little tea and sympathy—after the game.

FAITH STEP: Is there someone in darkness who needs to see the light of Jesus in you today?

—Gwen Ford Faulkenberry



JANUARY 24

“Work willingly at whatever you do, as though you were working for the Lord rather than for people. Remember that the Lord will give you an inheritance as your reward, and that the Master you are serving is Christ.” Colossians 3:23–24 (NLT)

When I was in elementary school, star charts and contests motivated me. One summer I read more books than any other kid in our town and my picture made it in the newspaper. In Girl Scouts, I got a certificate and a stuffed animal for all the boxes of cookies I sold. During Vacation Bible School, I won a board game for learning the books of the Bible.

It has been hard not to focus on rewards in my ministry. My attitude can change like the tide if I get a good review or a bad one. Sometimes I’m bummed if I’ve poured work into a project and others don’t notice as I think they should.

I don’t get a certificate or another trinket as I serve Jesus. An eternal inheritance is my reward. And Jesus, of course, doesn’t put a star on a chart for the things we do right. Instead, He is the one who will shine bright in our lives now, and for eternity. I need to remember that. I need to remember that He is the one I work for, and pleasing Him is enough.

FAITH STEP: When is the last time you worked hard and didn’t get the reward you deserved? Think about that time and consider Jesus looking down on you with approval. “Well done, good and faithful servant.” Write a prayer committing to Him your work and your desire to serve others for His approval.

—Tricia Goyer



JANUARY 25

“Stoop down and reach out to those who are oppressed. Share their burdens, and so complete Christ’s law.” Galatians 6:2 (MSG)

Because of where I live, it is easy for me to avoid “the oppressed.” I know there are welfare families living within a ten-minute drive of my suburban neighborhood, but I usually drive past, not into, those apartment complexes. Usually. But not always.

Last winter, I got to know a welfare mom. Her husband had died of cancer when she was pregnant with her fifth child. Her story was sad, even horrific.

We ended up taking this mom’s one- and two-year-old sons into our home for a couple of weeks. Our quiet, steady home became chaotic, our world tilted, and we fell in love with those two little boys. The younger was happy-go-lucky, the older more temperamental. We were his fourth foster home in less than a year—a year in which his father had died. When frustrated, his limited verbal skills became even more limited, so he would simply scream. For five or ten minutes straight.

But in the mornings, when I’d be up writing, he’d climb out of the portable crib he slept in, and wander down the hall to my room, peeking in cautiously. I’d always greet him with a gentle “good morning, buddy,” and he would scurry over and climb onto my lap, cuddling against my shoulder.

The boys are now back with their mother. But sharing their burdens for a while forever changed us. Loving them gave me a chance to love Jesus. When we stoop down to help the oppressed, we are the ones who are lifted. When we love the poor, we complete Christ’s love. This truth you learn only by doing. When you touch the oppressed, you touch Jesus.

FAITH STEP: How can you help the oppressed? Perhaps the first step is to figure out ways in which you avoid those in need, and to begin to change that.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



JANUARY 26

“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: the old has gone, the new is here!” 2 Corinthians 5:17 (NIV)

As an author, I’ve made it a point of studying the inner thoughts and feelings of people. To create a good character in a novel you need to understand a character’s flaws and motivation.

In my own life my flaws and ungodly motivations are things I didn’t think too much about. In fact, I wanted to forget them. There are times in my life where I’ve stumbled and bumbled. There are things in my past I wish I could forget for good.

The good news is that even though I can’t forget, when I confess my sins to Jesus, those things are remembered no more. Isaiah 43:25 says, “I, even I, am he who blots out your transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sins no more” (NIV).

In every novel there is a turning point. It’s a moment when the character makes a drastic decision that turns the tide of the story. Jesus turned the tide when He sacrificed Himself for the sins of all men. My turning point came when I realized that sacrifice was for me.

I can’t change the past, but I can accept who I am now. I am a new creation. Jesus Christ is in me. My inner thoughts and feelings, even my motivations, will forever be changed because of that.

FAITH STEP: Think about your life before Jesus. If it was a book, what title would you give it? Then, think about your life after Jesus; what would the new title be?

—Tricia Goyer



JANUARY 27

“The whole town gathered at the door, and Jesus healed many who had various diseases…. Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” Mark 1:33–35 (NIV)

Life gets crowded sometimes. The needs of family, the pressures of work, the delicate drama of friendships—all create a pressure on us that can feel overwhelming.

Jesus experienced and understood this. His days were full, and He took it in stride when the whole town showed up at His doorstep looking for help and healing. He willingly gave them what they needed.

But the next morning, He did something some of us might consider selfish, if we dared to do it ourselves. He escaped from the people and their demands. He walked out (for a little while) on even His closest friends.

Jesus came to earth to die for us, but also to live in front of us. If we want to be close to Him, the only way to do it is to imitate Him—to live as He would in our place, to make His spiritual practices ours.

Throughout the Gospels, this refrain echoes: “Jesus went to a solitary place.” Jesus regularly engaged in the spiritual discipline of solitude. What drove Him away from the adoring but demanding crowd? Certainly not obligation or guilt. Rather, He valued His relationship with the Father more than the approval of people.

When it feels like the whole town is gathered at your door, asking for your help, it can be seductive—we love being needed, even if it wears us out a bit. When we follow Jesus to a solitary place, we are replenished, paradoxically, by the privilege of being needy ourselves—and realizing that only God can meet those needs. In Jesus’ presence, we gain proper perspective on what really matters.

FAITH STEP: Tomorrow, get up early to spend some time in solitude, alone with Jesus. Enjoy His presence in a simple and quiet way.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



JANUARY 28

“For the accuser of our brothers and sisters, who accuses them before our God day and night, has been hurled down.” Revelation 12:10 (TNIV)

One thing I really struggle with is guilt, and I see this often in other women as well. It seems sometimes that I’m prey to guilt more than I should be. I rehash things I should have done. I feel like a failure. The guilt comes back every hour to haunt me, to make my stomach feel like it’s full of lead.

I know we’re all human, we’re all imperfect. And yet I find myself striving to do absolutely everything right. When I fail, or when I fail someone I care about, it eats away at me. I don’t think about how I can learn from my mistakes; instead, I revisit what I did wrong, over and over again.

Sound familiar?

I’m starting to realize that when guilt keeps returning to me, it’s like a voice accusing me inside my head over and over. And Satan is the Accuser. Revelations 12:10 reminds us that Jesus, the Lamb of God, has triumphed over Satan, our enemy and accuser.

It doesn’t mean Satan doesn’t take potshots at us. But if I remember Jesus’ victory and love, the guilt and accusations melt away. I am covered by Jesus’ blood—it forgives and transforms me.

FAITH STEP: What guilt is plaguing you? Pray to God to be able to release it, to trust in Jesus’ blood that has washed you white as snow.

—Camy Tang



JANUARY 29

“His master replied, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!’ ” Matthew 25:21 (TNIV)

Jesus’ parable of the three stewards talks about bags of gold that the master gave to his servants for safekeeping. But when praising the servant, the master uses the word things rather than specifying the bags of gold—he’s praising the servant for being faithful with the responsibilities given to him, not the money given to him.

Jesus has given me many “things.” I have my job, which I love. I have my husband and family. I have my marathon running, which I recently started. I have my work with the church youth group. None of these requires gold so I never equated them with the things the master talks about in the parable. But then I realized that he didn’t specify gold. He praised the servant for being faithful with a few things.

I started being more faithful and responsible with what Jesus has given to me. I strive for more discipline and efficiency at work. I try to more deliberately love my family. I am faithful in my running routine and will schedule around it when I can. I give 110 percent to my youth group.

And Jesus started blessing me even more. I got more responsibilities at work. My family dynamics are stronger. I’m getting better at my running, and my youth group work has expanded to college students too. My life is full of “things” I love.

FAITH STEP: What has Jesus given to you? How can you be more faithful with those “things”? Pick three of them and work on being more faithful this week.

—Camy Tang



JANUARY 30

“You’re blessed when you’re content with just who you are—no more, no less. That’s the moment you find yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be bought.” Matthew 5:5 (MSG)





“But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap.” 1 Timothy 6:8–9 (NIV)

My husband and I both have cell phones that are several years old. They still work, much to the chagrin of my children, who work and save to upgrade their phones regularly. My husband’s even once fell out of his shirt pocket and into a tub of water, but even that couldn’t destroy it.

I’m happy with my old phone—it can make calls and text, and that’s sufficient. I can use my laptop or desktop to send e-mail or surf the Web. I’ve attained phone contentment.

In other areas of life, contentment is incomplete. I’m content with our house—I don’t want a bigger one. But I long to fix ours up a bit, to replace the carpets or the old furniture, upgrade the kitchen. I’m happy with my thirteen-year-old Toyota, but I’d kind of like a newer SUV.

Everything in our culture pushes hard against the value of contentment. Advertising’s goal is not to inform us about products so much as it is to make us discontent with the products we already own, possibly even the one we bought last week.

Lisa Graham McMinn writes in The Contented Soul, “Being content does not mean we are satisfied. In fact, to be content is to know we will always be groaning this side of eternity. Yet when we believe that fullness will come, that there is more than this life, we live with contentment.”

The “more” she writes of is Jesus. His love and grace are sufficient. Resting in Him, we can be content.

FAITH STEP: In which areas of your life do you experience the most discontentment? What would it take for you to be content?

—Keri Wyatt Kent



JANUARY 31

“This is how we know that we live in him and he in us: He has given us of his Spirit.” 1 John 4:13 (NIV)

“I don’t have it in me,” I whispered to God yesterday.

Several friends had shared happy news about successes, achievements and blessings. I longed to celebrate with them. But in my secret heart, the contrast with my own recent loss and pain kindled an ugly temptation to self-pity.

I could keep my voice bright and fake it. I could say the appropriate things. But I wanted to coax my heart to match, to find sincere joy for my friends.

How does a man who is out of work celebrate when his friend gets a fantastic new job? How does a woman grieving a miscarriage attend a friend’s baby shower? How does someone crippled with pain wholeheartedly rejoice over another’s miraculous healing, without that whisper deep in the soul: “Lord, what about me?”

But as I confessed, “I don’t have it in me,” the recognition filled me like a deep breath of peace. Of course, I didn’t have the power in myself, just as I didn’t have the power to forgive those who hurt me, or sing a song of praise through a throat raw with tears, or to serve day after day in small ways that seemed to offer no evidence of results. I can’t do any of it.

But Jesus can. And He lives in me.

My prayer changed. “Lord, love them through me. Change my heart to be more like yours. Lift my eyes off my needs so I can rejoice for my friends. It’s not in me…but it’s in You.”

And He answered. He helped me celebrate the good things He is doing in the lives of others, enabled me to respond genuinely, even to take a few actions to support and promote others.

I don’t know what moral challenges I’ll face today, but I hope I’ll remember not to face them in my own feeble power. It’s not in me. But it’s in Him.

FAITH STEP: Ask Jesus to empower you to celebrate the blessings of another today.

—Sharon Hinck
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FEBRUARY 1

“ ‘Go,’ Jesus replied, ‘your son will live.’ The man took Jesus at his word and departed.” John 4:50 (TNIV)

Have you ever noticed how sometimes, when Jesus heals someone, He asks the person to do something first? For the official whose son was sick, Jesus told him to go home.

Can you imagine being that poor man? Just go? Just walk away? This healer wasn’t even going to come see his son to heal him? What was up with that? Didn’t He need to touch his son or say an incantation? Instead He was telling him to go home? Home was a day’s journey away. What if his son wasn’t healed? He’d have lost all that time going back home when he could have gone to get another healer.

Jesus might have captured the man’s eyes with a level stare, waiting to see if he would do what He told him to do. The official’s feelings would be warring inside him. Could he trust this man? Should he insist Jesus come back to his house with him?

In the end, he took Jesus at His word and did what He told him to do, and his son was healed. Sometimes, Jesus asks us to take Him at His word, to act on faith, to walk out and believe that He will do what He says He’ll do. The miracle comes after we act, not before.

FAITH STEP: Pray for Jesus to help you to be able to take Him at His word, to act on faith when He wants you to. Ask Jesus to help you trust Him and see His power in your life.

—Camy Tang



FEBRUARY 2

“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.” Matthew 11:28 (NASB)

Have you ever been bone-tired? I don’t mean just sleepy. I mean drained in your spirit. At the point of exhaustion all the way down into your bones.

I’m feeling that way right now. I’ve got a husband, three little kids, extended family, church, a full-time job and a writing habit. This past week we’ve been practicing for a musical at church and I’m the director. My husband hurt his back and has not felt well. We have a big yard and lots of farm animals to tend. My two oldest kids have had tests in school and several extracurricular activities. We went camping–without my husband–over the weekend, and I did not get much writing done when we got back, as I had planned. Other duties called. My deadline is fast approaching, and I can barely hold my head up.

As I ponder how to inspire others, it is clear I need some inspiration myself. I close my eyes and listen for the still, small voice. Faithful as always, He speaks to me from the pages of my memory: Come to Me. I will give you rest.

The kind of rest Jesus is talking about here is not sleep, although sleep is necessary to physical and emotional health. But what the weary person needs goes much deeper than that. He speaks to us on a spirit level and says, “Come to Me.” In Him we find the source of rest and peace.

FAITH STEP: Come to Jesus. Take His yoke and learn from Him, and find rest for your soul.

—Gwen Ford Faulkenberry



FEBRUARY 3

“Listen to the Lord who created you…. The one who formed you says, ‘…I have called you by name; you are mine.’” Isaiah 43:1 (NLT)

“Woo-hoo, Mommy!”

I blinked away tears of joy at my little ones’ cheers, unsure what I had done to earn their accolades. Maybe I had got us out the door without losing my cool, or possibly it was that extra cookie after lunch, or maybe I’d finished vacuuming.

I didn’t have time to bask before a familiar voice nagged: “It’s about time you showed more patience…. You’re a bad mom for giving them too many sweets…. You ought to vacuum twice a week—and dust daily.”

Why is it so hard to accept acceptance? You know that voice too, don’t you? Society and human nature tell us to work, work, work to earn, earn, earn.

But Isaiah 43:1 breathes fresh air! Although spoken to the Israelites, it holds a truth for all God’s followers.

“The Lord who created you.” That phrase catches my spirit in a cozy embrace. My Maker didn’t just toss me together, and He still takes personal interest in who I am becoming.

I get even more excited about what comes next: “I have called you by name; you are mine.” I’m His! Jesus echoed His Father’s sentiments in John 10:3, 7–10. I’m not perfect, but He claims me as His own. He accepts me, all the while helping me grow to be like Him.

Do you really get that He accepts you if you are His? Go ahead and accept His acceptance of you—bask in it!

FAITH STEP: In pencil, list circumstances that trigger the wicked voice of self-criticism. Then in ink (never to be erased!) list how your life would be changed by truly accepting that Jesus accepts you.

—Erin Keeley Marshall



FEBRUARY 4

“Love one another as if your lives depended on it.” 1 Peter 1:22 (MSG)

Yesterday my husband and I worked outside preparing a place for our new chicken coop. We cleared a spot at the edge of the yard that had previously been wild. I thought it was just woods and underbrush, but we discovered that it was primarily a patch of briars. Mean ones. I have the scratches to prove it.

Stone had a rock rake, and as he raked the briars and underbrush into a burn pile, my job was to clip the briars loose from the ground; otherwise they could not be raked. While doing this job, I was amazed at the range of the briars. They were a tangled mess. Almost impenetrable.

Several spiritual applications came to me as I was playing pioneer woman. At one point, I was reminded of my favorite poem by William Blake, called “The Garden of Love”:





I went to the Garden of Love,

And saw what I never had seen:

A chapel was built in the midst,

Where I used to play on the green.





And the gates of this Chapel were shut,

And “Thou shalt not” writ over the door;

So I turned to the Garden of Love,

That so many sweet flowers bore,





And I saw it was filled with graves,

And tomb-stones where flowers should be:

And Priests in black gowns were walking their rounds,

And binding with briars my joys and desires.





If we think of the community of faith as a garden of love, the idea of briars choking out joy is pretty scary. Sadly, a lot of people experience this. Sometimes we get so caught up in doctrines and rules that we forget what the garden is for. Peter reminds us in the above verse that we’re supposed to be all about love.

FAITH STEP: What’s your contribution to the community of believers? Determine today to be a flower, not a briar, in the garden of God’s love.

—Gwen Ford Faulkenberry



FEBRUARY 5

“When he arrived at the house of Jairus, he did not let anyone go in with him except Peter, John and James, and the child’s father and mother. Meanwhile, all the people were wailing and mourning for her. ‘Stop wailing,’ Jesus said. ‘She is not dead but asleep.’ They laughed at him, knowing that she was dead. But he took her by the hand and said, ‘My child, get up!’ Her spirit returned, and at once she stood up. Then Jesus told them to give her something to eat.” Luke 8:51–55 (NIV)

I was just out of college when my father died after a torturous battle with cancer. Surgeries, chemo, remissions and reoccurrences had created a rollercoaster of dread in our family. I knew the promise of eternal life, but even so, as I stood by his side in the ICU as the monitors marked his life ebbing away in remorseless numbers, death was no longer a theological discussion but a devastating reality.

During the immediate grief after my father’s death, and after other losses I faced, I sometimes felt a flare of anger when I read about Jesus raising Jairus’ daughter. He has proven Himself stronger than death, so why not return my loved one? I wondered if there were others in that village who had lost a child or a spouse, who marveled at this miracle even as a tiny part of their hearts cried, “What about my loss?”

One day I brought my confusion and longing to Jesus. “You’ve healed. You’ve raised the dead. My father fought so hard. Why didn’t you defeat death for him?”

And His soft whisper spoke to my heart: “I did.”

Jesus granted Jairus’ daughter a few more years on earth, but one day she would face death again. And then He would defeat it permanently, as He did for my father. As He offers to do for each of us. Now when I read this story I celebrate this foretaste of the day He will take my hand and say, “My child, get up!” and welcome me into eternal life.

FAITH STEP: Have you watched Jesus do something marvelous in someone else’s life and wondered if He’s overlooked your need? Tell Him about your pain, and let Him comfort you. Then send a compassionate note to someone you know who is grieving a loss.

—Sharon Hinck



FEBRUARY 6

Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor.” Matthew 11:4–5 (NIV)

I have a confession. I often wonder what God is up to, like when my husband and I finally decided to adopt a baby girl from China and then the wait extended from one year to three and beyond. (We’re still waiting.) Seriously, God, you placed adoption on our hearts only to have us wait?

Jesus’ friend John wondered what God was up to too. “When John, who was in prison, heard about the deeds of the Messiah, he sent his disciples to ask him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect someone else?’” (Matthew 11:2–3, NIV).

Jesus’ answer to John wasn’t something He pulled out of thin air. When Jesus spoke of the deaf hearing and lame walking John no doubt remembered the words of the prophet Isaiah: “Your God will come…then will the eyes of the blind be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped. Then will the lame leap like a deer, and the mute tongue shout for joy” (Isaiah 35:4–6, NIV).

For someone who understood Scripture as John did, Jesus’ message was powerful.

There are times in my life when I’ve questioned, “Jesus, are You the one?” Are You the one who called us to adoption? Are You the one who can take away my disappointment over the wait and wipe away my tears?

In my moments of doubting, Jesus gave me an answer similar to John’s: “Haven’t you seen what I’ve done?” Memories stirred in my mind of the times in the past He showed up. His Word reminded me to expect Him in this situation too. As I relinquished my plan and timetable to God, another miracle happened—a birth mom approached us about adopting her baby. So even though we’re still waiting for one child, in the end we will be blessed with two!

Jesus came performing miracles not for His sake, but for mine. I can relinquish my will, knowing He has the perfect plan. When I look to Him I don’t need to worry about getting my hopes up. Believing in Him, I will never be disappointed.

FAITH STEP: When is a time you saw God do something amazing in your life? Before you go to sleep tonight find at least one person to share that story with.

—Tricia Goyer



FEBRUARY 7

“Everyone who is called by My name…whom I have created for My glory, whom I have formed, even whom I have made.” Isaiah 43:7 (NASB)

I was reading from Denise Austin’s newest diet book, and I began to tell my children about our menu for the week. We were all going to follow Denise’s plan. It would be new and exciting!

They looked at me as if I were crazy. “Who’s Denise?”

I showed them the picture of the fitness guru, flexing her abs in a two-piece bathing suit on the cover of the book. “This is who I’m going to look like. I’m going to eat like Denise so I can have a body like Denise.”

“Good luck with that, Mommy.” Grace grinned at me. At age ten, she’s been around the block, and is old enough now to take my fitness experiments with a grain of salt.

“You scoff, but soon you will call me Mommy Denise.”

My two younger kids were appalled.

“I don’t want you to look like her,” Harper said.

Adelaide chimed in. “Me neither Mommy! I like you for my mommy. Not Denise !”

I assured them that even if I lost weight I would not become Denise. (Alas!) But they would have none of it. They even went so far as to confiscate my book.

I’m not sure what they had against the woman—after all, she helps lots of people. But I suspect the reaction came from a place of deep loyalty and love for what is theirs. Chunky, soft, imperfect, but devoted to them nonetheless—Mommy.

Their desire was to see me stay the same, even if changing would be an outward improvement.

What a picture of God’s unwavering love. While I recognize that He is always inwardly transforming us into the image of His Son, the truth is that He made us. He sees His creation and calls it good. There are no mistakes. He loves us just the way we are!

FAITH STEP: Spend some time today meditating on the truth: In Jesus, you are loved. Valued. Accepted. You don’t have to be anything else except what He’s made you to be.

—Gwen Ford Faulkenberry



FEBRUARY 8

“Don’t pick on people, jump on their failures, criticize their faults—unless, of course, you want the same treatment. That critical spirit has a way of boomeranging.”Matthew 7:1–2 (MSG)

It’s unfortunate in our culture that many people outside of the church say they would rather stay outside of it. Why? Because they perceive Christians as judgmental or critical.

Jesus’ words in Matthew are often translated “judge not, lest you be judged.” It’s easy for me to skim over this command, checking it off my list without really examining my attitude—I’m not judgmental. I am merely standing up for what is right, calling sin what it is. I’m loving the sinner but hating the sin.

Really? As I reflected on this verse, I had to ask myself: What do I think of people who vote differently than I do? Who live a different lifestyle? And how do I treat my family? Do I point out their flaws? Criticize?

I love this translation because it spells out the specifics of what judgment is: being unkind and critical. And it also tells us that judgment is like a boomerang—it will come back to us. I realized that sometimes, this pretty accurately describes how I treat those closest to me. I can be critical of other’s faults—and then I can pretend I’m doing it to help them grow into a better person. Ouch. That hits a bit closer to home.

I’ve been judged by other Christians, and it hurts. But rather than moaning that other Christians are judgmental, I need to ask God to show me where I am being judgmental, and repent of that.

FAITH STEP: Today, choose not to criticize anyone—even if they make a mistake. Notice how they respond to you. Is there a connection?

—Keri Wyatt Kent



FEBRUARY 9

“God, who said, ‘Let there be light in the darkness,’ has made this light shine in our hearts so we could know the glory of God that is seen in the face of Jesus Christ.” 2 Corinthians 4:6 (NLT)

“Mom, things just aren’t working out for me today.”

Since we had spent the day together and it had seemed to be a pretty good one, my curiosity was piqued. “What hasn’t worked out for you, hon?”

“I didn’t get to go to the jump house, and then I didn’t get to play at the playground.”

I stifled a smirk. If all the world could have such troubles…

“Well, sweetheart, I didn’t know you wanted to do those things. What about all the fun things we did instead?”

My offer of a different perspective was met with a weary sigh. So he wasn’t quite ready to look at the day in a new light. I had to admit I understood his slump. After all, I often miss out on joy because I let my focus wander off track.

Perspective is a powerful thing, isn’t it? For good or bad, we choose how we see the world. Perspective can be an asset or a liability to our health, relationships, work, even our spirituality. Especially our spirituality.

Jesus is the great perspective-shifter. Through His life and death, He offers us the ability to see through any depth of darkness. 2 Corinthians 4 describes how those who don’t know Him as Savior are unable to see His light and enjoy His perspective.

If you belong to him, take a moment to celebrate the soul freedom he offers from whatever drags down your thoughts; look through the clouds at the Sonshine.

FAITH STEP: Read 2 Corinthians 4, and ask Jesus to help you see His light more clearly in your circumstances.

—Erin Keeley Marshall



FEBRUARY 10

“A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.” Isaiah 42:3 (NIV)

My wedding ring was bent into a strange oval shape from doing chin-ups as part of an ill-conceived burst of fitness fervor. For months I tried to ignore the chafing and poor fit, telling myself, “It’s not that bad. It’s almost round.” Then for the next few months I kept hoping the ring would ease back to its round shape somehow, as if gold could remember its intended design and compensate for being squashed. The ring didn’t cooperate, and reminded me of the damage each time I washed up for dinner or glanced down at my hand.

Our budget was tight, and I was afraid to bring the ring to a jeweler for repairs we couldn’t afford.

Finally, while wandering a mall on our date night, my husband and I stopped at a jewelry store, timidly asking what would need to be done to fix the ring. After I pried it from my finger, the jeweler slid the gold band onto a tapered post, tapped it gently with a mallet, and handed it back—good as new. No charge.

Months of discomfort and worry could have been avoided if I’d only known how easily the ring could be fixed. It made me realize how often I’ve held back from God with my warped habits, bent intentions and lopsided motives that needed repair. I’m ashamed of the damage I’ve caused and afraid of the cost of restoration. But when I finally face Him, bringing the crookedness of my life, His forgiveness is instant—and already paid for.

I can place my mistakes and failures into His hands and trust His gentleness.

FAITH STEP: Are you feeling bent or bruised in some aspect of your life? Invite Jesus’ gentle hands to bring restoration today.

—Sharon Hinck



FEBRUARY 11

Peter asked, “Lord, why can’t I follow you now? I will lay down my life for you.” John 13:37 (NIV)

I wanted a boyfriend badly. I was in my early twenties and horribly lonely. All my friends had found nice guys and I was the only one without a love interest.

So I did what other hormonal, immature, desperate women do—I settled for a guy who was interested in me. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t a Christian and didn’t even want to understand my faith. He was available; he was cute. That’s all I cared about.

It ended up being a colossal mistake. I’m sure you can see the ending—regretful woman struggles to break up with a guy who’s leading her to do what God doesn’t want her to do. It took a lot of time and several mistakes, but I finally did break up with him.

It caused damage to my relationship with Jesus that took a long time to heal. And isn’t that always how it is when we jump the gun rather than waiting on God?

Peter asked Jesus why he couldn’t follow Him—why he couldn’t do what he wanted to do. But sometimes that waiting period is exactly what we need.

Sometimes we can see why that waiting period is necessary, but sometimes we can’t, and that’s when we get impatient and try to run ahead of God. I know how hard and frustrating it can be, but we have to hold steady and wait for God to move first. Otherwise, the consequences of jumping the gun can be a pile of regrets.

FAITH STEP: Are you impatient in a waiting period of your own? Pray to Jesus—be honest and vulnerable, lay it all out before Him. Ask Him to help you to wait and just trust in His timing.

—Camy Tang



FEBRUARY 12

“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” John 1:14 (NIV)

As a novelist, I’ve always appreciated the power of words. Words can immerse a reader in a setting, evoke emotion, and establish connections. One of the key skills that fiction writers discover is that it’s more effective to “show” rather than “tell.” If a writer paints a scene where the hero pauses to help a child with a skinned knee, we get a more effective glimpse of the character’s kindness than if the narrator spent several sentences telling us about the hero’s sensitive and caring qualities. The slump of a mother’s shoulders by the hospital bed of her child invites us deeper into her emotional state than a line telling us, “She felt sad.”

Teachers also know the importance of showing rather than just telling. Students might yawn and let their attention drift to the closest window during a long lecture. Visual aids help keep them engaged. Hands-on participation helps even more. A sixth-grader who builds a topographical model of South America, listens to pan flute music, and tastes recipes from Brazil and Peru will remember more about what he learned than a student who reads a chapter of facts about the continent.

Words have power—God spoke the universe into being. But words also have limitations. Our attention drifts. We misunderstand. Or we struggle to sort out the vital words from among the clamor of voices around us.

So God did what the best novelists and teachers strive to do. He brought the truth to life. Jesus, the Word, came to show us—not just tell us—God’s love and plan of redemption. The embodiment of grace walked among us. He touched lepers, embraced disciples, broke bread. He laughed and cried and prayed. And He died and rose again. The tangible incarnation of God’s story of sacrifice, mercy and love.

FAITH STEP: Think of one way to show others your love today.

—Sharon Hinck



FEBRUARY 13

“Then Jesus stood up again and said to the woman, ‘Where are your accusers? Didn’t even one of them condemn you?… Neither do I. Go and sin no more.’” John 8:10–11 (NLT)

I pulled my protesting son off the kitchen chair and headed to the “sit stool,” which was out of everyone else’s hearing. Discontent with only half of his friend Gracie’s graham crackers, he wanted all of them and his own as well. It was time for a talk.

Madder than ever at the embarrassment of a timeout, he continued his complaints while I sat him on my lap, determined to be the adult and handle this calmly.

“Paxton, you’re a kind boy.”

Suddenly he was listening.

“Now I want to see you act like it.”

His thumb went in his mouth, a sure sign that my sweet boy was back. He relaxed into me for a moment before responding. “Mom, Grathee can have all of my cwackers,” he managed with a thumby lisp.

Stunned, I explained that he didn’t have to give all the crackers away; he just needed to share as Gracie had shared with him.

As I saw into my little boy’s heart, Jesus allowed me to witness a picture of mercy’s shocking power and the importance of appealing to someone’s basic desire to avoid condemnation. Instead of being pulled away to be told he was acting naughty, Paxton had been shocked and transformed with a positive approach.

Jesus is a master of the positive approach. Even though He has every right to condemn us, He handles us with merciful care, which gently transforms us into creatures who can reflect His beautiful character. He doesn’t let us get away with wrongs; He just guides us to the bar that He sets high instead of smacking us over the head with it.

FAITH STEP: Who needs your positive approach instead of condemnation today? Perhaps yourself?

—Erin Keeley Marshall



FEBRUARY 14

“And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is love… .” 1 John 4:16 (NIV)

God is love. What a statement. Imagine it! Everything He does is love. He can’t not be loving toward us; it’s not in His character.

As people, we know love and show it sometimes, but even in our best efforts we are limited. We’re not always loving; we don’t always act in love. My husband and I have a great marriage, but we still disappoint one another. I’m crazy about my kids, but sometimes I make parenting mistakes. And I try to be there for my friends, but sometimes I let them down.

I want to love, and I’m growing in it. Because of Jesus I can be successful at loving, but there is no way I can ever be love. Neither can you. As human beings we have our limitations.

However, the Bible says that with God there are no limits. God is in all of the expressions of love that we experience in the greatest moments of our human existence—like the love of a husband or wife, a parent, a child, a true friend. But He is also so much more.

Imagine the deepest part of the ocean, where it’s too dark to see. His love is deeper than any ocean of loss or longing we might feel. Imagine the Grand Canyon, or a wide gulf. God’s love is wider than any vast open space of loneliness or grief. And even if we’re facing the Himalayas, God’s love is higher than the tallest mountains of tests and trials.

Should we lose everything else, in Him we would still have all we need. For we can never lose His love—and it is enough.

FAITH STEP: Today, rest your heart in the security of Jesus’ love.

—Gwen Ford Faulkenberry



FEBRUARY 15

“Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. As the two of them went on together, Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, ‘Father?’ ‘Yes, my son?’ Abraham replied. ‘The fire and wood are here,’ Isaac said, ‘but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?’ Abraham answered, ‘God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.’ And the two of them went on together.” Genesis 22:6–8 (NIV)

Growing up in America, it’s uncommon to come across people who have never heard about Jesus. That isn’t the case with international students. I learned this when I was asked to speak at a weekend retreat for foreign-exchange students. When I asked if there were any who’d never heard about Jesus Christ and his birth, life and death, most of the Asian students raised their hands. My heart started pounding. How can I share the good news in fifteen minutes with someone who’s never heard?

I met them where they were. I spoke of the various religions—including ones common in Asia—and talked with them about what people must “do” to make their god happy. The list was long. Then I shared about God the Father, who loved us so much that He provided. He did the “doing” part in Jesus Christ.

Sin must be reconciled. In the Old Testament God demanded the death of a lamb or a goat. In the New Testament Jesus Christ took all our iniquity upon Himself once and for all.

Unlike other religions that require followers to strive toward salvation through works, I’m thankful that my God provides. He provided for Abraham and He provided for me and you. As I ended my time with the exchange students, I could see tenderness on their faces. Many thanked me for sharing my faith and beliefs. I was thankful, too, that God had provided me with the message they needed to hear. Who knows how the truth of God will continue to grow in their hearts? I can’t wait to find out in eternity!

FAITH STEP: Think of someone in your life who might have never heard the truth about Jesus Christ. Pray for a way to share God’s truth whether it’s through a book, a video or your testimony.

—Tricia Goyer



FEBRUARY 16

“He brought me out into a spacious place; he rescued me because he delighted in me.” Psalm 18:19 (NIV)

Weary, beat-up and burned-out, I had reached a point where I was questioning everything. Especially the persistent whisper of God to write, of all things, Christian books.

I was still the mom of young children. I had written one book, but wasn’t sure what was next. My husband was wondering why I didn’t find a job in PR or some other more lucrative form of writing. I was overcommitted at church and at my kids’ school—hemmed in by a fence I’d built myself.

On the advice of a mentor, I scheduled a day of solitude at a retreat center. I needed some time with Jesus, just the two of us.

I prayed, searching the Psalms for the comfort they always bring. I lingered in Psalm 18, making its laments my own, longing for its promises to be true. Needing fresh air, I took a walk, following a path through a small woodland, praying as I went. Don’t you have enough Christian book writers? I asked Jesus. I’m pretty busy.

The path through the woods led to a huge open field bordered on all four sides by ancient woods. I stood in that spacious place, which Jesus had brought me to. I listened, recalled the words I’d read. And believed—He delighted in me. I had been rescued by Jesus, who’d saved me for a purpose. Did I trust His calling? Could I rest in that spacious place, enjoy the fact that in spite of my questions and doubts, He delighted in me?

In that spacious place, God gave me a picture of what my life could be if I said no to all the things that cluttered it, so I could say yes to His purpose for me.

FAITH STEP: Is there an area in your life where you feel crowded by questions and doubts? Where you are questioning God’s calling? Ask Him to bring you to a spacious place, where you can feel His delight in you.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



FEBRUARY 17

“I have chosen and consecrated this temple so that my Name may be there forever. My eyes and my heart will always be there.” 2 Chronicles 7:16 (NIV)

Loving others can be a hard thing because it involves risk. It means extending our hand with the risk of it being slapped away. It means opening ourselves up to the risk of being hurt by a person who doesn’t reciprocate our love.

Yet Jesus asks us to love other people as we love ourselves. That’s a lot of love, because we’re programmed for survival and self-preservation.

But Jesus Himself was an example of loving despite risk. He loved Judas, whom He knew would betray Him. He loved Peter, who denied Him three times.

We don’t often think of God the Father as loving with risk, but He did. When Solomon built the temple, God promised that His eyes and His heart would be there. That meant He would see the people who sacrificed to Him and prayed to Him. That meant He would feel the hurt of their unfaithfulness.

I think He felt it when invaders raided and looted His temple—after all, wouldn’t you feel upset if someone raided and looted your house? And He felt it when the temple was burned to the ground, because He had set His heart there, to love His people. He brought them out of Egypt because He chose them to be His people. He chose to love them, just like Jesus chose to love us.

FAITH STEP: Look again at the familiar verse about loving others. Yes, it might involve risk and hurt, but Jesus thought the risk was worth it. God thought the hurt was worth it. If you’re fearful, that’s okay—bring it before Jesus and ask Him to help you to love others the way He loved us. Despite the risk of hurt.

—Camy Tang



FEBRUARY 18

“Be tolerant with each other and, if someone has a complaint against anyone, forgive each other. As the Lord forgave you, so also forgive each other. And over all these things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity. The peace of Christ must control your hearts—a peace into which you were called in one body. And be thankful people.” Colossians 3:13–15 (CEB)

I’m a very tolerant person—of people who agree with me. People who don’t agree with me, however—people who question things I do, vote differently than I do, interpret the Bible differently than I do—these people annoy me. Since they haven’t done anything specific against me, I don’t feel any need to forgive them; I can merely harbor a low-grade animosity.

One group of people who bug me a lot are those who skip over this verse on tolerance and seem to highlight the Bible verses about correction and rebuke. How can they be so judgmental when the Bible says don’t judge, but forgive?

I hope you’re laughing at the irony here! After all, if I’m not tolerant of people whom I think are intolerant, I’m just as intolerant as they are. Not to mention hypocritical.

Jesus asks His followers to be deliberate in how we relate to other people. We can’t simply hope for good feelings toward others; we need to “put on love” and choose to forgive. We have to surrender control of our hearts to Jesus. This verse asks us to take specific, deliberate actions that will allow us to behave as Jesus would.

So often, in our churches or small groups, we long for unity, but we want it to happen without our effort. It doesn’t until we “put on love”—that is, deliberately choose to take loving action toward those who we need to forgive.

FAITH STEP: How do you truly feel about people who disagree with you, or someone you have a complaint against? Ask Jesus to help you honestly forgive that person.

—Keri Wyatt Kent



FEBRUARY 19

“With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah that says: ‘You will indeed listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never perceive. For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn—and I would heal them.’ ” Matthew 13:14–16 (NRSV)

Blindness is a spiritual metaphor in Scripture for the darkness in which those without Christ exist.

Just because our eyes are open doesn’t mean that we can see. Sometimes we cannot perceive things that are in plain sight because we aren’t paying attention. We focus on a task, event or object so completely that we don’t see what’s right in front of us. Perceptual blindness means that if we aren’t paying attention, we can miss even the most obvious events.

We don’t even know what we don’t know. Only as things are revealed to us, as we learn, are we able to fill in those gaps in our knowledge. How much of Jesus have we missed while focused on someone or something else?

We must put our antennae up to be aware of the Lord. That is how we see Him in the sunrise, hear Him in the laughter of a child, touch Him in the downy softness of a baby chick, smell His fragrance in the freshly washed air right after a rain, and yes, even taste Him in the sweetness of a juicy orange. All good things are from the Lord. How dark our lives would be without Him!

Do not let another day go by without looking for the Lord in it.

FAITH STEP: Slow down. Jesus manifests Himself in ways both small and large. Take notice.

—Judy Baer



FEBRUARY 20

“So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.” Matthew 6:2–3 (NIV)

One year, as my special project during the season of Lent, I decided to do a secret kind act each day. Selecting a small kindness was the easy part. First, I sneakily did chores that were the responsibilities of others in the family—laundry, dishes, garbage. Then I waited for them to notice and rejoice. Instead, my husband and children hurried along with their day and didn’t realize someone had lightened their load. I dropped hints in conversation, leaned conspicuously against the empty dishwasher, longed for some bit of acknowledgement. Even if I never revealed myself as the benefactor, I wanted them to notice that someone had given them a gift.

Next, I designed small acts of generosity for people outside my family. I tucked an envelope with some cash into the mailbox of a church member going through financial need. When the phone rang and it was a particularly needy acquaintance, I coached myself to give a generous amount of my time listening and supporting without jumping in to talk about my own problems.

Each well-intentioned act of love was exhilarating to plan as well as implement. But keeping it secret was a painful struggle. My selfish nature—the part of me that hungers for human approval—clamored for acknowledgement that I’d gone above and beyond. No wonder Jesus warned us of that tendency. If we feed that hunger, we become as obnoxious as a hypocrite announcing His donations with a trumpet.

I want to keep working on the “sleight of hand” that Jesus recommends: giving so naturally that I don’t even notice myself doing it. Trusting Him to use the small gifts, so I don’t have to go back and check whether people appreciated them. Receiving God’s love and acceptance so fully, that He shrinks my craving for human approval and recognition.

FAITH STEP: Plan and implement a secret act of kindness for someone.

—Sharon Hinck



FEBRUARY 21

“In the same way, when God desired to show even more clearly to the heirs of the promise the unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it by an oath, so that through two unchangeable things, in which it is impossible that God would prove false, we who have taken refuge might be strongly encouraged to seize the hope that is set before us.” Hebrews 6:17–18 (NRSV)

It overjoys me to read that passage because I am reminded that God’s nature is unchangeable. What good news that is for us as sinners! He embodies all truth and cannot lie. For this reason, I can always be sure of His promises. He doesn’t change his mind. If I come to God believing and asking that He will save my sins, He will do it! He promised He would accept the sincere seeker and He does.

Although people may disappoint me—even people whom I love and admire—He will never fail me. Never! What He said He would do, He will do.

In God there is no variation or shadow due to change. There are no discrepancies or inconsistencies in God. People are fickle, changeable and unpredictable, but God is exactly the opposite. He never changes or takes back His offer of grace and salvation. Difficult as it is to imagine this great generosity, we can hold it as true. God does not—cannot—renege on His promises. What a comfort that is. Our salvation does not depend on a fickle God but one whose promises endure forever.

FAITH STEP: Memorize these verses from Hebrews and quote them to yourself when doubt enters your mind.

—Judy Baer



FEBRUARY 22

“For we died and were buried with Christ by baptism. And just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glorious power of the Father, now we also may live new lives.” Romans 6:4 (NLT)

My neighbor’s weeping willow slouches, with ominous melancholy, toward our back fence. Its branches do just that—weep—onto our yard: twigs and small, slender, tear-shaped leaves. It invades the airspace of my backyard, and has, on windy days, dropped large branches, oblivious to the nuisance and danger it creates. All right, it does provide shade for the house, which is sometimes appreciated. But as the weather cools and the leaves drop in earnest, I’m not so appreciative.

One branch in particular annoys me—completely dead, leafless, the gray pallor of its skeletal limbs, which are like finger bones reaching for the sky. It waits for the next storm to crash into my back deck, but until then does nothing, serves nothing. Provides no shade and disrupts the otherwise lovely view.

This morning, washing dishes, I looked out at the branch, my eye pulled by a flash of red against the gray. A woodpecker clung to the underside of the branch, its bright red-capped head drawing my attention. It pecked at the wood, apparently finding food within. Then a pair of cardinals flitted among the branches, stopping on the smooth, dead branch to offer a trilling song.

What appears useless or annoying is not always so. Sometimes the starkness allows a better viewof the beauty we would otherwise miss.

Jesus let go of His privilege and power, and actually died for us, in order to bring us life. Following Jesus requires us to also let go of our ambitions and die to ourselves, so that we can live new lives.

FAITH STEP: What annoying or useless thing in your life might actually serve a purpose, even if that purpose is to provide a backdrop to the beauty you might not otherwise see?

—Keri Wyatt Kent



FEBRUARY 23

“Now a woman, having a flow of blood for twelve years, who had spent all her livelihood on physicians and could not be healed by any, came from behind and touched the border of His garment. And immediately her flow of blood stopped.”Luke 8:43–44 (NKJV)

After many years of energetic activity, I was unexpectedly hit with a long-term illness that was not life-threatening, but completely life-altering. It gave me a new appreciation for the woman in Luke. She had tried everything, every remedy, every doctor, every treatment money could buy. Yet nothing was sufficient. “Chronic” is a painful word, full of the dread of unending struggle and daily disappointment.

In my own health challenges, I wanted to keep a hopeful attitude. I put my trust in scientists to research the disease and find answers. I also put hope in the government to fund studies and provide information. Each time I visited a new specialist, I hoped the doctors would suggest a treatment that would make a difference. I also optimistically tried all sorts of new nutritional choices.

But as months passed I realized research breakthroughs might not come, and certainly not as fast as I would prefer. As far as government funding, other needs took priority and little was being done to find answers. Doctors offered their best, but admitted there was no cure and few treatment options. Nutritional changes and other complementary medicine had minimal benefit.

When human answers disappoint us, that doesn’t leave us without hope. Instead, we find there is only one safe place to put our hope. Like the woman in Luke 8, we can grab hold of Jesus. He has the power to heal with a touch. But He also has the power to give a different sort of miracle. He can give us grace to keep loving Him and praising Him each day, even while the illness lingers.

FAITH STEP: Is there an illness or other problem you’ve been battling, where human solutions have disappointed you? Grab hold of Jesus today and ask for His help.

—Sharon Hinck



FEBRUARY 24

“But Rehoboam rejected the advice the elders gave him and consulted the young men who had grown up with him and were serving him.” 1 Kings 12:8 (NIV)

King Rehoboam made a terrible decision about whose advice to take, and it caused the ten northern tribes of Israel to split away from Judah and Benjamin. Rather than listening to the advice of the elders who had served his father King Solomon, he listened to the advice of his friends and spoke harshly and derisively to his people. The ten northern tribes rebelled and made Jeroboam their king.

At first, Rehoboam’s decision seems like the brashness and immaturity of youth, but later the Bible says that Rehoboam was forty-one years old when he became king of Israel. A man of forty-one is definitely not an immature youth, and his friends would not be immature youths either.

How can we know whose counsel is wise? How can we know which advice our friends and family give to us is the best? In Luke 21, Jesus talks about how He will give us wisdom, but He’s not exactly here in the flesh to go out for coffee with us and tell us what to do.

But He gave us His Spirit, and it’s the same Spirit that gave Stephen the words to say to his accusers. The Spirit nudges us in ways we can’t always understand or explain, but we know when the Spirit is leading us in Jesus’ will, especially when the Spirit speaks to us as we’re reading the Word of God.

FAITH STEP: Spend more time in the Word this month. Let the Holy Spirit speak to you, make verses jump out at you, guide your thoughts and your heart. That’s the best counsel you can have.

—Camy Tang



FEBRUARY 25

“They agreed that they were foreigners and nomads here on earth. Obviously people who say such things are looking forward to a country they can call their own. If they had longed for the country they came from, they could have gone back. But they were looking for a better place, a heavenly homeland.” Hebrews 11:13–16 (NLT)

Home. I was really missing it as my SUV’s odometer ticked the miles farther away from my roots. After seven years living in a “new” place, you’d think I’d feel at home there—but no.

Although I had spent my first three decades wishing for adventures beyond the place of my steady suburban upbringing, I continued to be surprised at how much I missed the familiarity of what I had left behind.

Now, as my own little family drove farther from my childhood family, I chided myself again for feeling ungrateful: Look at all the dreams God has answered! Stop complaining because you’ve been surprised by the locale.

To which my other self countered that I am very grateful; I’m just weary of trying to fit my square self into a round hole that still doesn’t feel quite right.

Blessedly, as I watched countless vehicles zoom by, the Holy Spirit whispered a precious reminder: “Let your roots grow down into me; build your life on me. Then you will overflow with thankfulness.” (See Colossians 2:7.)

Oh yeah. One more time I needed to refocus my roots. I suppose the real tragedy would be to live blinded to the fact that the most desirable place on earth is the pits compared to an eternity with Jesus. I will never truly feel at home until I’m with Jesus.

FAITH STEP: Purchase a small “Home Sweet Home” memento—a magnet, plaque or wall hanging. Place it where you’ll see it daily as a reminder of your true home.

—Erin Keeley Marshall



FEBRUARY 26

“Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” John 15:13

All throughout the Bible we see images of God as our Shepherd.

Psalm 23 says, “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.” The New Testament describes Jesus as the Good Shepherd, and tells us that He lays down His life for His sheep. Jesus says, in John 10:3, that the sheep hear His voice.

I don’t have sheep, but I have two goats named Vincent and Violet. When I speak to them, they know my voice. If I were a stranger they wouldn’t listen, being very stubborn and ornery goats. But when I call Vincent he comes up to the fence for me to rub his head and scratch him between the horns. Violet eats acorns from my hand.

What a lovely thought that our Good Shepherd speaks to us. Here are just a few of the things He says in His Word: “Look to Me…I provide all of your needs. Cast your cares on me…for I care deeply for you. Rest in me…for my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. I will do the work for you. I will strengthen you, I will help you. I will guide you…follow me. I am always with you, I will never leave you. I will comfort you. My grace is sufficient. Don’t be afraid, I will protect you. I go before you and I will bless you. You are precious and honored in my sight and I love you….”

FAITH STEP: All that He is, He is for you. All that He speaks, He speaks to you. Do you hear your Shepherd’s voice?

—Gwen Ford Faulkenberry



FEBRUARY 27

“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” 1 John 1:9 (NIV)

It’s been a banner year for snowfall in our Midwestern hometown. Frequent storms dropped enough snow to measure in feet instead of inches. While blankets of white decorate the neighborhood and provide the fun of sledding and skiing, lots of snow also means lots of shoveling.

Our driveway isn’t huge, but we have to clear it to get our car out to the street. This winter we’ve experienced the unique torments of various kinds of snow. Snow with an icy crust steals the traction and causes slipping and skidding as we work. Wet snow is heavy and backbreaking. Sleety snow stings our face as we work.

But by far the worst snow-shoveling experience is working while snow is still falling. Sometimes when the weather report warns of ten inches by morning, we have to make a start on it so it doesn’t pile to unmanageable heights. Nothing is as disheartening as scraping and tossing for an hour, only to look back and see all the freshly cleared pavement covered again.

It reminds me of my efforts to clear sin out of life. I notice I’ve been griping too much, and resolve to change my attitude, but before an hour goes by, I’ve complained about something new. Or perhaps I manage to stifle the grumbling, and instead find that now I’m discouraged about a problem and not walking in trust and faith. I try and try to scrape away the messy motivations and selfish traits, but every time I turn around, there is more to deal with.

Last time we had a blizzard, our neighbor stopped by. “I just got a new snowplow. Want me to clean out your driveway for you?” What a gift!

That’s just the way Jesus interrupts me in my crazy sin-shoveling efforts. “You can’t do it yourself, remember? Confess and let me cleanse you.” His forgiveness is complete, and then like salt melts away ice on the sidewalk, He sends the Holy Spirit to sanctify and prevent new sin from taking hold.

FAITH STEP: Have you noticed a blizzard of thoughts, words, attitudes or actions you’d like to clear from your soul? Invite Jesus to do the work of sin-shoveling.

—Sharon Hinck



FEBRUARY 28

“Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him.” Psalm 37:7 (NIV)

For years Saturdays were cleaning day. While my husband took our kids on an outing I’d clean the house from top to bottom. It was easier for me to clean—to work and see progress—than to sit at the park watching them play. I told myself that doing all the cleaning on one day gave me more time with them during the week, which was true, but the deeper truth is my inability to be still.

My “roll up your sleeves and have at it” attitude seemed noble as I homeschooled and started freelance writing. I didn’t understand, though, why I felt so empty and unfulfilled by the end of the day. Even checking off a long to-do list didn’t satisfy. That’s when I came upon the message from this verse: Be still.

Something stirred inside as I read those words. I felt my Lord Jesus was talking to me, but I didn’t want to accept the message. Soon I saw the verse everywhere. On a mug and journal I won as a door prize, and on the embroidered wall hanging made for me. Still? Is that what Jesus desired more than a clean house, well-educated kids, or my written Christian messages?

Still, I discovered, isn’t simply lack of motion. The rest of the verse describes being before God and waiting for Him. It’s more than just rest, although I need that too; it’s being filled by the Lord’s presence and hope. It’s realizing that He can accomplish more with one whispered breath than I could with twenty years of labor. It’s understanding you’re not waiting for Him to do something. You’re waiting for Him, because He is what you need.

FAITH STEP: Put your to-do list down and instead spend five minutes in stillness before Jesus praising Him and asking Him to show up in your day.

—Tricia Goyer



FEBRUARY 29

“When Solomon finished praying, fire came down from heaven and consumed the burnt offering and the sacrifices, and the glory of the Lord filled the temple. The priests could not enter the temple of the Lord because the glory of the Lord filled it.” 2 Chronicles 7:1–2 (TNIV)

Have you ever wondered what exactly God’s glory looks like? Smells like? Feels like?

Is it rolling clouds of smoke, acrid and harsh? Is it extreme heat or extreme cold? Is it blinding light? Is it like a sandstorm, whirling and strong?

Maybe it’s all those things. But whatever it is, it was so intense, so strong, so awe-inspiring that the Levitical priests couldn’t enter the temple.

Were they physically blocked from entering? Or were they so afraid they didn’t dare enter?

In the Transfiguration, Jesus shone like the sun and became blindingly white. In Revelation, when the Apostle John saw Jesus, he passed out completely.

Jesus’ glory is beyond human comprehension, so powerful, so frightening, so magnificent and so terrible at the same time, that the priests couldn’t approach the temple, and John fell down as though dead.

This is the same Jesus who called us His friends, who loves us, who gives us grace. Sometimes we’re so caught up in Jesus’ kindness and humanity that we forget He is also God Almighty. He is both Kind Jesus and Awesome Jesus.

FAITH STEP: Close your eyes and try to imagine how John might have felt. Try to imagine the awesomeness and awfulness of Jesus. This is the Jesus who is on your side. If God is for you, who can be against you?

—Camy Tang
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