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WEATHER NATURE

AND GOD

ALSO: SABBATH PRACTICES



Friends:

Everyone talks about the weather. Maybe
it’s just idle chitchat, making small talk
with neighbors or strangers. Maybe it’s
quite important to your everyday work
and business—farming and transportation,
for instance, rely heavily on weather
conditions. Maybe it's about the big :
picture of long-term climate change -y
and all kinds of global, social, political, ' -
and economic implications. In any case, the weather affects
everyone.

In August, Sergei Sosedkin reminds us that all our weather
remains in God’s hands. Even with our 2 Ist-century self-
sufficiency, a strong thunderstorm—not to mention an
earthquake or hurricane—reminds us of how small we truly are
compared to our Creator.

But first, in July, Shawn Brix blesses us with an exploration of
Sabbath rest. He reminds us that we are both called and blessed
to find rest in the presence of the God who loves us. What a gift
to spend time with our Savior every day!

May you be refreshed, refocused, and renewed in God’s Word!

—Steven Koster
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Sabbath Practices—July 2013
Shawn Brix

“Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy” (Exodus 20:8).
Sabbath is a gift God graciously gives us! For many years God's people
have acknowledged the Sabbath and the Lord’s Day as a day set apart
for God. And from it a number of practices have grown to mark be-
lievers” everyday lives. This month we'll explore many of those prac-
tices, such as pausing, remembering, rejoicing, silence, and solitude.
May these give you a taste of Sabbath rest!

Shawn Brix and his wife have three adult children. He has served three
Ontario (Canada) churches and is now pastor at Living Hope Christian
Reformed Church in Peterborough, Ontario. He loves to hike and canoe,
during which he often engages in Sabbath practices, or disciplines.

Weather, Nature, and God—August 2013
Sergei Sosedkin

Every culture on earth is affected by the weather it has to deal with.
And today in our global economy, natural disaster can affect more
people than ever before—drought, flooding, earthquake, tsunami, tor-
nado, blizzard, hurricane, and more. In these devotions Rev. Sosedkin
draws on Bible passages as well as stories from his life and ministry to
reflect on weather, nature, and God’s power, especially God'’s saving
power and mercy for us in Christ.

Sergei Sosedkin is the Russian outreach leader for Back to God Ministries
International. He divides his time between ministry in the United States and
in his native Russia, supervising the production of evangelism and disciple-
ship media resources (see www.BackToGod.net/global-ministries-russian/).




Psalm 46

MONDAY, JULY 1

BE STILL

“Be still, and know that [ am God; I will be exalted among the

nations, [ will be exalted in the earth.”

—Psalm 46:10

We tend to think of being “busy”
as something positive—maybe
even a compliment—especially
when we consider some of its
opposites, like being “idle” or
“lazy.” But we shouldn’t assume
that “busyness” is a Christian
virtue. Have you ever thought
that busyness could be a sign of
Christian betrayal rather than
commitment?

We should be thankful that
many believers are busy for
the Lord. Giving ourselves in
service to God'’s kingdom is an
essential part of the believer’s
life. But mere busyness does
not equal faithfulness in the
Christian life.

In a time of great social up-
heaval and national crisis, God
urged his people to simply “be
still” and know that he was
God. Twice in Psalm 46, God’s
people heard the assurance
that the Lord Almighty was

with them. He would be their
comfort and mighty fortress.
The key to experiencing that
assurance, though, would be
to approach God with a stilled
heart and quiet trust.

When we withdraw from our
busy lives to spend time with
God, we find ourselves enjoy-
ing the reality of his presence.
While we are not called by God
to be lazy or idle, neither are we
called to a life of non-stop activ-
ity and service. God’s invitation
to “be still” unlocks for us the
joy of knowing him.

Lord Almighty, we re-
joice that you are with us.
Teach us to be still so that
increasingly we can experi-
ence your presence in our
lives through your Holy
Spirit within. Amen.




Luke 10:38-42

TUESDAY, JULY 2

DRIVEN TO DISTRACTION

“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and up-
set about many things, but few things are needed—or indeed only

”

one.

—Luke 10:41-42

You have to love Martha, don't
you? She was much like us—
distracted by many things!

Martha had many mouths to
feed, and she wanted to be the
best possible host to her guests.
No wonder she was “dragged
all around.” Thats what the
word for “distracted” literally
means. Because of her insis-
tence that everything needed
to be just right, she was pulled
in every direction till she was
nearly coming apart at the
seams! Finally, in desperation,
she asked Jesus to tell Mary to
pitch in: “Lord, don't you care
that my sister has left me to do
the work by myself? Tell her to
help me!”

What made Martha so driven?
Did she somehow need to feel
important? Was she driven by a
desire to live up to the expecta-
tions of others? Or was she sim-

ply unwilling to come to terms
with her own limitations?

In Jesus” response we hear his
tenderness and care for her:
“Martha, Martha . . . you are
worried and upset about many
things, but few things are need-
ed—or indeed only one.” Yet
we also hear a gentle rebuke.
Martha had chosen what was
second best. Mary, on the other
hand, had chosen well. She had
put Jesus in first place, and as a
result, she was able to set aside
busyness for a while to soak up
the joy of being with her Lord.

Lord Jesus, there is so
much to do! We find it
hard to simply “stop” to
listen and learn from you.
Teach us how to gather at
your feet, ready to honor
you and take your words
into our hearts. Amen.




John 12:1-3

WEDNESDAY, JULY 3

“BEING” VERSUS “DOING”

Mary took about a pint of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she
poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair.

—John 12:3

In yesterdays reading (Luke
10:38-42) Mary was sitting at
Jesus’ feet, soaking up his every
word. That’s often where she
could be found. In John 11, for
example, Mary fell at Jesus’ feet
to express her grief over the
death of her brother. And in to-
day’s reading we see Mary again
at the Lord’s feet.

At a dinner hosted in Jesus’ hon-
or, Mary suddenly got down on
the floor. In an act of worship
and lavish devotion to Jesus,
she began pouring expensive
perfume on his feet. She then
proceeded to wipe his feet dry
with her hair. And as she did
so, the smell of a beautiful fra-
grance filled the room.

Although Mary was often at
Jesus” feet, we shouldn’t as-
sume she was never interested
in working hard or serving oth-
ers. It’s just that she seemed to
understand that her “doing”

needed to flow out of her “be-
ing.” If her work was going to
be effective, she needed first to
simply soak up time with Jesus.

You and I are not first and fore-
most human “doings"—we are
human “beings”!

Mary seemed to understand
that. And as a result, Jesus
praised her for choosing what
was truly needed (Luke 10:42).

Do we sit at Jesus’ feet?

Thank you, God, for show-
ing us that Mary often
chose to be at the feet of
Jesus. Remind us that our
value is to be found not in
what we do, but simply in
who we are in Christ, our
Savior. Amen.




John 15:1-8

THURSDAY, JULY 4

BEARING FRUIT

“If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart

from me you can do nothing.”

—John 15:5

Our “doing” forJesus has to flow
out of our “being” with Jesus.

Jesus said it this way: “I am the
vine; you are the branches. If
you remain in me and [ in you,
you will bear much fruit; apart
from me you can do nothing.”
A branch, apart from the vine
from which it draws life and
nourishment, is unable to bear
fruit. In fact, a branch that is
disconnected from the vine is
really no more than kindling for
a fire.

Imagine if all your busyness,
in the end, amounted to noth-
ing. Imagine if the activities and
work you're involved in failed
to add up to any lasting value.
Basically Jesus said, “Unless
you're living in me, and | am
living in you, all your running
and chasing and striving will
amount to nothing. Only what
flows out of a dynamic, living

relationship with me will bear
fruit that lasts.”

Our own strength is not
enough. We need to draw our
strength from the vine if we
want our lives to bear fruit for
God’s kingdom.

The most important part of the
Christian life is the part that
only God sees. We find God'’s
deepest blessing when we
spend time at the feet of the
One who knows and loves us
best.

O God, forgive us for the
times we try to live out
of our own strength. We
need to be deeply con-
nected to you so that your
life can flow through us to
others! Amen.




Exodus 20:1-17

FRIDAY, JULY 5

GOD’S GIFT OF SABBATH

‘Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. . . . The seventh

day is a sabbath to the Lorp your God.”

—Exodus 20:8, 10

God's commands are not in-
tended to box us in or limit us.
They are intended to free us!
God's commandments are gifts
to us. As we willingly submit to
them, we discover the path of
life and blessing!

One of the gifts God gives is the
gift of Sabbath. As we open this
gift, we begin to experience the
joy of simply “being” and are
freed from the burden of re-
lentless “doing.” Through God's
good gift of Sabbath, we're in-
vited to draw our life and nour-
ishment from his vine into our
branches (John 15:5).

Over the remainder of this
month, we're going to unwrap
this wonderful gift. As we do,
we're going to discover that
Sabbath is about a lifestyle, a
rhythm, a way of “doing life”
that feeds our soul and devel-
ops our spirit. Some Christians
have grown up thinking that

Sabbath is little more than a day
each week when they aren't al-
lowed to ride a bike or visit a
store. But Sabbath, as God de-
signed it, is to help us grow into
the fullness he intends for us.

Sabbath is the pattern Jesus
lived—a rhythm of active ser-
vice and quiet retreat, of dy-
namic ministry energized by
times of intentional withdrawal
to be with God. If Jesus need-
ed time to be alone with his
Father, how much more is that
true for us!

Thank you, Father, for your
tender commandments,
and in particular, for the
gift of Sabbath. Help us
rediscover the true joy and
freedom of this wonderful
gift! In Jesus’ name, Amen.




Genesis 2:1-3

SATURDAY, JULY 6

THE FIRST SABBATH KEEPER

God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he
rested from all the work of creating that he had done.

—Genesis 2:3

When we hear the word
“Sabbath,” many of us think
of the Jews—as if the con-
cept of Sabbath began with
them. When others of us hear
the term, we might think of
Protestant Reformers—as if
the idea of Sabbath somehow
started in the 16th century.

But the origin of the Sabbath is
with God, the very first Sabbath
keeper.

Today’s reading says that on the
seventh day God “rested from
all the work of creating that he
had done.” The first six days of
creation were filled with a flurry
of activity. As God released his
creative energy, planets were
born, stars were set in place,
and the earth began teeming
with life. But on the seventh
day, the Creator rested.

It was God who first started the
rhythm of six days of work fol-

lowed by one day of rest. He
is the one who established the
pattern in the very beginning.

And because we have been
made in his image (Genesis
1:27), that pattern is built into
the very fabric of who we are.

Our lives, in order to reflect the
life of the Creator, are to follow
that same “six-and-one” pattern
of work and rest.

Father in heaven, on the
seventh day of creation
you looked out over all
that you had made and
declared it good! May we
too follow the pattern of
work and rest that you be-
gan. Amen.




Leviticus 25:1-7

SUNDAY, JULY 7

KEEPING TEMPO

In the seventh year the land is to have a year of sabbath rest, a

sabbath to the LORD.

—Leviticus 25:4

In Old Testament Israel, even
the land was to fit the six-and-
one Sabbath pattern that God
established when he created
the world. In today’s reading,
God tells Moses that when the
Israelites entered the land the
Lord was giving them, the peo-
ple were to see that the land
had a regular time of rest—"a
sabbath to the LorD.”

Six-and-one is the rhythm of
God’s creation. It's our tempo
too. The pattern of six days of
work followed by one day of
pausing from work is written
into the very core of our being.
When we live by that rhythm,
we're living in step with our cre-
ated nature.

Keeping Sabbath has nothing to
do with forcing a legalistic duty
on our lives. Keeping in step
with God’s rhythm in us doesn't
add a burden to us; it frees us
to live by the pattern that God

himself modeled. That suits us
best as creatures made in his
image.

When a wrench is used as a
hammer, the work doesn’t go
well. The wrench glances off
the head of the nail, and it lacks
the necessary weight to drive
the nail properly. But when a
wrench is used for the work it
was designed to do—to tighten
or loosen nuts and bolts—that’s
when a wrench is free.

We keep Sabbath to stay in
synch with the way we were
designed and to enjoy the free-
dom of full life with God.

Dear God, thank you for
the gift of life. Help me to
live in step with how you
have created me; allow
the pattern of my life to fit
with the person you made
me to be. Amen.




Leviticus 23:1-3

MONDAY, JULY 8

PAUSING

“The seventh day is a day of sabbath rest . . . . You are not to do
any work; wherever you live, it is a sabbath to the LoRD.”

—Leviticus 23:3

The practice of pausing from
work is key to understanding
the biblical idea of Sabbath.
There are other practices
crucial to the celebration of
Sabbath that we'll explore later
this month. But the discipline
of pausing is perhaps the most
central to Sabbath-keeping.

The word “Sabbath” comes
from the Hebrew word shab-
bat, which at its root means “to
cease.” To live in keeping with
Sabbath, we must cease for a
time, or pause, from our work.

For many people around the
world, weekdays are for work-
ing at our jobs or careers, while
weekends are for work around
the home. The idea of Sabbath,
though, isn't to substitute one
form of work for another. Sab-
bath invites us to truly rest from
all our labors.

Of course, one person’s work
may be another person’s play.
Tinkering on an engine may be
frustrating for one person, but
sheer joy for another! Or gar-
dening may be refreshing for
some, but for others it may be
a chore. So it’s not helpful to try
to come up with a list for every-
one to define what is work and
what is not.

Still, when we make time to
pause from whatever feels like
work for us, and instead we ex-
plore our dreams and engage in
good things that fill us with de-
light, our body, mind, and spirit
are refreshed!

God in heaven, thank you
for inviting us to pause
from our work to en-
joy the delights you have
placed in our lives. Help
us to bask in the Sabbath!
Amen.




Colossians 3:15-17

TUESDAY, JULY 9

SHARPENING OUR AXE

Whateveryou do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.

—Colossians 3:17

God’s invitation to pause from
work doesn’t mean work is bad.
Work is not to be seen strictly as
a duty but, rather, as one of our
main ways to serve God. When
we do all our work as working
for the Lord Jesus, then God
is worshiped and receives the
glory! In fact, one of the reasons
God calls us to keep Sabbath is
so that we will be effective in
our work the other six days of
the week!

There was once a man who
challenged another to an all-day
wood chopping contest. The
challenger worked hard all day,
barely taking a break. The other
man, however, had a leisurely
lunch and took several breaks
to rest.

As evening fell, the first man
was angered by the results.
“Every time | checked,” he said,
“you were taking a rest, and yet

you ended up chopping more
wood than I did.”

“But you didnt notice,” said the
winner, “that [ was sharpening
my axe each time [ sat down.”

God calls us to stop working
once a week so that we can
“sharpen our axe.” He calls us
to Sabbath so that we can be
of greater service and of greater
benefit in all our work—in our
jobs and at home and with our
church and family.

Thank you, O God, for
the gift of work. Help me
to learn how to regularly
pause so that I am better
equipped to serve you,
bringing you glory in all
my labors. Amen.




Deuteronomy 7:7-11

WEDNESDAY, JULY 10

CHOSEN IN LOVE

The Lorp did not set his affection on you and choose you because
you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the

fewest of all peoples.

—Deuteronomy 7:7

Throughout the Old Testament,
God had to remind Israel that
he didn't choose them because
they were great or strong. In
fact, they were the very least
among the worlds peoples.
They were chosen simply be-
cause of God’s love.

Our world is bent on accom-
plishment, obtaining, and pos-
sessing. Pausing regularly from
our work helps to remind us
that our worth is not found
in our productivity. Keeping
Sabbath teaches us that our
ultimate worth is not found in
what we can amass or accom-
plish in life.

Christians don't belong to Jesus
because they outperformed
others or because they got an
“A” in discipleship. If you're a
believer, you know you belong
to Jesus because God loves you
so much that he sent his Son,
Jesus, to die for you, paying the

price of your sin. You don't be-
long to Jesus because he loves
what you have accomplished or
achieved; you belong to him
because of God’s loving grace.

There is no greater reminder
of this remarkable truth than
receiving God’s invitation to
Sabbath rest. God invites us to
pause from work because we
too easily begin to equate our
worth with what we've done.
We can afford to pause because
we no longer have to prove
ourselves. We're loved!

Dear God, thank you that
we don’t need to earn our
way into your kingdom.
You welcome us simply
on account of Jesus” death
and resurrection for our
sake. Thank you that he
has completed all the
work necessary! Amen.




Deuteronomy 5:12-15

THURSDAY, JULY 11

REMEMBERING

Remember that you were slaves in Eqypt and that the LORD your
God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an out-

stretched arm.

—Deuteronomy 5:15

Anniversaries are for looking
back and remembering. On the
special day of their wedding an-
niversary, a married couple may
pull out their photo albums and
reminisce about their years to-
gether. Anniversaries are an
opportunity for a husband and
wife to take stock of their rela-
tionship, celebrate one another,
and give thanks to God for
his goodness and faithfulness
through the years.

In much the same way, God
gives us the gift of Sabbath for
“remembering” Thats what
God made clear to his people in
today’s Bible reading; “Observe
the Sabbath day” How?
Remember! “Remember that
you were slaves in Egypt and
that the Lorp your God brought
you out of there with a mighty
hand and an outstretched arm.”

Like an anniversary, Sabbath
for Israel was to be a time for

looking back and remember-
ing. So, in addition to pausing,
or resting, Sabbath gives us a
regular opportunity to look
back and be reminded of all the
ways God has been at work in
our lives, blessing us, leading us,
and providing for us.

The practice of a regular Sab-
bath helps us to be intentional
about telling the stories of all
God has done for us in Jesus,
and to remember how valuable
our relationship with the Father
is through him.

Help me, O God, to regu-
larly remember and cel-
ebrate all that you have
done for me through your
Son, Jesus. Thank you for
his life, death, and resur-
rection! Amen.




Psalm 78:1-22

FRIDAY, JULY 12

FORGETTING

They forgot what he had done, the wonders he had shown them.

—Psalm 78:11

It's remarkable how many times
God’s people were blamed
with  “forgetting” the Lord
and all he had done for them.
Deuteronomy 32:18 declares,
“You forgot the God who gave
you birth.” And Judges 3:7 pro-
claims a refrain that continues
throughout their history: “The
Israelites did evil in the eyes of
the Lorp; they forgot the LorRD
their God.” As our reading to-
day puts it, “They forgot what
he had done, the wonders he
had shown them.” God'’s people
could be so forgetful!

God intends, however, that
we use the gift of Sabbath to
remember him, taking the op-
portunity to tell of his goodness
and recount his faithfulness.
Sabbath is a time for celebrat-
ing the freedom he has won for
us in Jesus!

Decay theory suggests that a
memory trace is created in our

brains with each new piece
of information or each new
experience we take in. These
memory traces, though, begin
almost immediately to fade
and disappear. If they're not re-
trieved and rehearsed, eventu-
ally they're lost. In short, if we
don'’t use it, we'll lose it!

Sabbath gives us time and
space to simply sit and reflect.
It provides us the opportunity
to muse over and ponder God'’s
wonderful love for us in Jesus
and to give him thanks!

Gracious God in heaven,
it's so easy for us to lose
sight of the grace and
love you've shown us in
Jesus. Help us to develop
the Sabbath discipline of
“remembering.” In Jesus’
name, Amen.




Luke 2:1-20

SATURDAY, JULY 13

DEEPENING THE MEMORY TRACES

Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her

heart.

—Luke 2:19

Mary, the mother of Jesus, was
a Sabbath keeper! She made
room and took time to treasure
all the things that had happened
in connection with Jesus’ birth
and to ponder them “in her
heart.” Essentially, Mary was
deepening the memory traces
of the miracle God had worked
in her and how his grace had
so wonderfully touched her life
(see Luke 1:26-55).

When we cram our days and
weeks so full that one day sim-
ply bleeds into the next and
one week becomes another
without ever stopping to pause,
we lose the opportunity to re-
flect on and remember who
God is and how he has been at
work in our life.

[ often find it hard to sit for
even just ten minutes. [ want to
jump up and do something! But
doing can wear us out. Doing
without pausing to remember

God can dull our faith and dry
up our spiritual vitality. Every
spiritual “giant” from every cen-
tury has said the same thing:
you can’t develop a deep, abid-
ing, genuine relationship with
God through Jesus when you're
always in a hurry.

God calls us to get off the tread-
mill and pause. And one of the
primary reasons he invites us to
pause is so that we can remem-
ber. Like Mary, we need to take
time to ponder and rehearse
God's goodness in our lives.

Thank you, God, for the
gift of Sabbath and the
opportunity it provides to
treasure in our hearts the
forgiveness and new life
you have made possible
for us through your Son,
Jesus! Amen.




Psalm 90:1-12

SUNDAY, JULY 14

JOURNALING

Teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wis-

dom.

—Psalm 90:12

One possible strategy for re-
membering is journaling. [
kept a journal for each of our
children as they were growing
up. | recorded special things
they said, funny experiences |
enjoyed with them, and note-
worthy moments that revealed
something of who they were
becoming.

When my son was married, |
read his journal again, intend-
ing to find some good material
for my “father of the groom
speech.” | was delighted to dis-
cover a whole host of conversa-
tions, incidents, and special mo-
ments | had almost completely
forgotten about.

We should journal about our
relationship with God for the
same reason. What did he teach
me five years ago? What prayer
did he answer three years ago?
What new part of his character
did I discover seven months

ago? Much of that would be
lost if I didn’t journal it.

The writer of Psalm 77 said, ‘I
will remember the deeds of the
Lord; yes, [ will remember your
miracles of long ago” (v. 11).
Writing those events down on
paper or in a saved file on your
computer can help in the act of
remembering.

Psalm 90 tells us to “number
our days.” Pause to remember
where God has been at work
in your life. But don't just count
your days; pause to consider
the meaning of your days. That's
the gift Sabbath provides!

Thank you, Father, for our
memories, by which we
can recall the ways you've
expressed your love for us
through Jesus. Your grace
has touched our lives again
and again! Amen.




Psalm 66

MONDAY, JULY 15

TELLING

Come and hear, all you who fear God, let me tell you what he has

done for me.

—Psalm 66:16

Telling others is another power-
ful tool to help us remember
God’s blessings. Another Psalm
text puts it this way: “As for
me, it is good to be near God.
... I will tell of all your deeds”
(Psalm 73:28).

There's something about telling
another person—about sharing
the story of what God has done
in our lives, and about saying it
out loud—that embeds it in our
memory more powerfully than
almost anything else we do.

Tell your story to someone this
week. Tell it to your Bible study
group, or to your spouse. Or
maybe a coworker is ready to
hear it.

Tell about how God answered a
prayer. Or tell of a time in your
life when circumstances came
together in such a unique way
that the only possible explana-
tion was God at work.

Or tell of a significant decision
you made in faith and how
God provided when you simply
stepped forward, trusting him.

Practicing Sabbath is not sim-
ply about a particular day in
the week. It's about a lifestyle.
When you're practicing the
disciplines of pausing and re-
membering, you're laying the
groundwork for telling others
about all God has done for
you. You're practicing Sabbath,
regardless of what day of the
week it is!

O God, you have shown
me such tremendous love
through your Son, Jesus!
Help me to take the op-
portunity to share with
someone the story of what
you have done for me
through him. Amen.




Matthew 12:1-4

TUESDAY, JULY 16

EMBRACING RELATIONSHIPS

When the Pharisees saw this, they said to [Jesus], “Look! Your
disciples are doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath.”

—Matthew 12:2

Another Sabbath practice to
develop is that of embracing
people. Sabbath invites us to
value the relationships that God
has placed in our lives.

The Pharisees were deeply dis-
turbed by the Sabbath habits of
Jesus and his disciples. As far
as they were concerned, thir-
teen men walking through a
field picking heads of grain was
harvesting, and rubbing those
grains together and blowing
off the chaff to eat the grain
was threshing. The Pharisees,
in an attempt to safeguard the
Sabbath from work, had strictly
forbidden both activities.

Jesus reminded them, however,
that even their greatest earthly
king, David, had once eaten
consecrated bread in a time
of need. Jesus was referring to
a time when David was run-
ning for his life from King Saul
and, in desperation, had gone

to the high priest to get food
for his men (1 Samuel 21:1-6).
The only food available was
the consecrated bread that only
the priests were allowed to eat.
Although he no doubt struggled
with the decision, the priest
rightly decided to offer David
the bread.

The needs of people trump rules
and regulations. Because people
are vitally important to God,
embracing others is another vital
Sabbath practice for us.

Thank you for the many
people you've placed in
our lives, O God. Help us
to be mindful of them and
to reach out to them with
your compassion, love,
and care. In Jesus, Amen.




Matthew 12:1-8

WEDNESDAY, JULY 17

MERCY, NOT SACRIFICE

“If you had known what these words mean, ‘I desire mercy, not
sacrifice,” you would not have condemned the innocent.”

—Matthew 12:7

Although the Pharisees had
condemned him for working
on the Sabbath, Jesus reminded
them that the temple priests
also worked on the Sabbath,
yet no one condemned them.

The ceremonies the priests per-
formed daily in the temple were
so central to Israel’s religious life
that no one would even think
of reproaching them for work-
ing on the Sabbath. The rituals
they practiced and the sacrifices
they offered were all intended
for Israels good! The smoke
that rose daily from the altar of
sacrifice reminded those who
came to the temple that God'’s
promise of forgiveness was for
all who would simply seek him
with a believing heart.

Sacrifice was important. God
had taught from the beginning
that his forgiveness required the
shedding of blood. That’s why
the shedding of Jesus' blood

was so significant. He became
the sacrifice “once for all” to

save us from our sin (Hebrews
9:26).

But the ritual of sacrifice was
never first and foremost what
God was after. It was the heart.
God doesn't want hearts that
have become numb by sim-
ply going through motions. He
wants hearts that have been
softened. He wants hearts that
have turned away from self-
centeredness and see the needs
of others. In other words, he
wants to see mercy in us.

Father, help me to extend
your love to others. Open
my eyes to the needs
around me so that [ can
be a person whose life is
marked by mercy. In Jesus’
name, Amen.




Matthew 12:9-14

THURSDAY, JULY 18

FREE TO SERVE OTHERS

“How much more valuable is a person than a sheep! Therefore it

is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”

—Matthew 12:12

As he traveled toward the syna-
gogue with the Pharisees close
behind, Jesus met a man who
had a shriveled hand.

Except for cases in which some-
one’s life was in danger, the
Pharisees considered healing
another type of work not al-
lowed on the Sabbath.

But Jesus said, “If any of you
has a sheep and it falls into a
pit on the Sabbath, will you not
take hold of it and lift it out?
How much more valuable is a
person than a sheep!” Then he
told the man to stretch his hand
out and, as he did, his hand was
completely restored!

Jesus summed up what the
Pharisees had just seen in this
way: “Therefore it is lawful to
do good on the Sabbath.” As
he had just told them recently,
God desires mercy more than
sacrifice (Matthew 12:7).

The rhythm of our lives is to
include the practice of mercy.
We're to embrace people over
and above things. By our ac-
tions, others should be able to
see that relationships are impor-
tant to us. Relationships matter
to us. People count.

Practicing Sabbath is about be-
ing free to serve others in our
daily lives. We need to inten-
tionally and deliberately take
time for the people God has
placed all around us: our family,
our church family, other friends,
and people in our community.

Father in heaven, keep us
from selfish distractions.
May we learn to look not
only to our own interests
but also to the interests of
others. In Jesus, Amen.




John 3:1-17

FRIDAY, JULY 19

THE PEOPLE BUSINESS

God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that who-
ever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.

—John 3:16

God values people so deeply
that he resolved to stop at noth-
ing to reach out to us with his
love. Even when it meant tak-
ing on human flesh and then
offering himself as a sacrifice
for our sin, the Lord showed
himself willing.

The price of sin against the
God who is holy is so costly
that it carries the penalty of
death (Romans 6:23). Yet
God, in mercy, chose to pay
that price for us. Because of
his love for us, he determined
to make things right between
heaven and earth. His own Son
would offer up his life, cover-
ing the cost of sin “once for all”
(Hebrews 9:12). The only thing
required of us is that we receive
him in faith.

Because God is in the people
business, we're called to make
people our priority as well.
Whenever we call on someone

who is ill, or we write a card of
encouragement to someone in
need, or we care for the chil-
dren of a single parent so that
the parent can find some rest,
then we're embracing mercy,
an important Sabbath practice,
regardless of the day of the
week.

How are you practicing mercy
in your community? How are
you embracing people in your
neighborhood? How are you
putting people first?

Dear God, thank you for
valuing us so deeply that
you sent your Son to of-
fer his life on our behalf!
Enable us to embrace him
in faith, and to embrace
the people around us with
his love. Amen.




1 John 4:7-21

SATURDAY, JULY 20

GOD IS LOVE

Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.

—1 John 4:8

You can't take the love out of
God and still have God. Love
is God'’s nature; it defines God'’s
core. If God had DNA, each
of his genes would be encoded
with love.

We tend to place limits on our
love, but God’s love is uncon-
ditional. King David was an
adulterer, the apostle Paul was
a murderer, and one of Jesus’
disciples, Peter, was a betrayer.
But none of them ever reached
the end of God’s love. Each was
used mightily in God's kingdom.

You and I will never reach the
end of that love either (see
Romans 8:38-39). As we look
to Jesus and the cross, we will
discover Godss love for us again
and again.

Thats the love we're free to
share as people who practice
Sabbath keeping. It's not a love
we somehow muster up from

within ourselves; it's God’s love
that we're called to share! God'’s
love gives, shows mercy, heals,
and forgives.

We're free to share the love
of God every day. Sabbath is
about a lifestyle that we engage
in every day. As we grow in our
willingness and ability to share
Gods love with others, we soon
discover new depths of God's
mercy foward us, and new ways
of sharing that mercy with
others each day of our lives.

We stand amazed, O God,
at how deep and full your
love is! Thank you that in
Jesus you never stop loving
us. May we learn to more
fully share that love with
others. We pray in Jesus’
name. Amen.




Philippians 4:1-7

SUNDAY, JULY 21

REJOICE IN THE LORD

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!

—Philippians 4:4

Pausing from work, remember-
ing Gods goodness, and em-
bracing people—all of these are
important Sabbath disciplines
that should mark our living.
But the concept of Sabbath also
calls us to another practice: re-
joicing!

There were two women in the
church at Philippi who appar-
ently couldn’t see eye to eye
on some important issue. But
in the midst of their dispute,
Paul had a single word of ad-
vice for them: “Rejoice!” In es-
sence, Paul said to them, “Take
your focus off yourselves and
how you think you've been
wronged and look to God in-
stead. He's the one who loves
you both and offers you for-
giveness. If you put your eyes
on him, you'll soon find your-
selves able to love and forgive.
Your disagreements will be dis-
solved by the joy you share in

him. Rejoice in him always! I'll
say it again: rejoice!”

Paul’s advice came from his own
experience with difficulties. He
was in prison when he wrote
these words, and he knew all
about hard times. And he had
discovered that joy was possible
even in the midst of the worst
disagreements or most difficult
circumstances. As we'll see over
the next few days, discovering,
experiencing, and celebrating
the power of that joy is also
part of what it means to be a
Sabbath keeper.

Father in heaven, joy
seems so elusive to us at
times. Help us to move
our focus from our cir-
cumstances to your prom-
ises and goodness. Then
we'll be able to discover
true joy in you! Amen.




Philippians 3:7-14

MONDAY, JULY 22

THE SOURCE OF JOY

[ consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all

things.

—Philippians 3:8

Our happiness typically depends
on our circumstances. When
things are falling into place and
going my way, | feel happy!

But when the rain comes or
I'm stuck in a long line, when |
lose my job or when someone
cheats me or ignores me, then
I'm unhappy.

Joy, though, is something differ-
ent. Joy doesn’'t depend on cir-
cumstances. Joy is an attitude of
the heart that lives so deep that
circumstances can't touch it. To
practice the Sabbath discipline
of rejoicing, we need to learn
where to find joy.

Real joy is found in the great-
ness and wonder of knowing
Jesus. That was the one grand
passion of the apostle Paul: to
know Jesus. He wasn't content
with simply knowing about
Jesus. Paul’s deepest desire was

to personally know Jesus” char-
acter, love, and grace.

When Paul wrote his first letter
to the Corinthian church, he
said, “I resolved to know noth-
ing while [ was with you except
Jesus Christ and him crucified”
(1 Corinthians 2:2). And in our
reading today, Paul says to the
Philippian Christians, “I con-
sider everything a loss because
of the surpassing worth of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”
Nothing took a more central
place in Paul’s life.

The ultimate source of joy is to
really know Christ!

Father, | want to know
Jesus. By your Spirit, help
me come to a deeper
experience of your love
and grace shown to me
through your Son. In his
name | pray. Amen.




Philippians 3:7-14

TUESDAY, JULY 23

EXPERIENCING JOY

[ want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection
and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.

—Philippians 3:10

The apostle Paul made clear
that his greatest joy was found
in knowing Jesus. Even more
specifically, his rejoicing was in
Jesus’ death and resurrection,
noting “participation in his suf-
ferings.” Another Bible version
refers to this as “the fellowship
of his sufferings.” Paul wanted
to know how Jesus had suffered
for sin, and how he had then
also conquered death.

Jesus’ death and resurrection
go hand in hand. Without the
resurrection, the cross wouldn't
mean anything. Jesus would
be just another of the count-
less people put to death by the
Romans.

But in raising Jesus from the
dead, God was saying, “I accept
his sacrifice. His death was the
‘once for all' payment for sin
[see Hebrews 7:27]. The fact
that I've raised him from the

dead is my stamp of approval
on his sacrifice.”

Without the resurrection, we're
left with nothing. Paul said in
1 Corinthians 15:14: “If Christ
has not been raised, our preach-
ing is useless and so is your faith.”
And just a few lines later he adds,
“If Christ has not been raised,
your faith is futile . . . we are
of all people most to be pitied”
(1 Corinthians 15:17, 19).

Keeping Sabbath is about expe-
riencing the joy of Jesus” death
and resurrection!

Thank you, God, for Jesus.
In his death my sin has
been paid for; and in rais-
ing him from the dead,
you have promised me
new life. Help me rejoice
in his suffering and resur-
rection. Amen.




Acts 20:7-12

WEDNESDAY, JULY 24

THE LORD’S DAY

On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. Paul
spoke to the people and . .. kept on talking until midnight.

—Acts 20:7

Jesus’ resurrection was so cen-
tral for the early believers that
many decided to come together
to celebrate their risen Lord on
the first day of each week.

Why Sunday instead of Satur-
day, the Sabbath? Because it
was the on first day of the week
that Jesus rose from the dead
(see Mark 16:2). What day
could possibly be more suited
to worship and celebration than
the day Jesus was raised?

Sunday quickly became known
as the “Lords Day.” And the
New Testament clearly shows
that soon after Jesus’ resurrec-
tion the believers began setting
aside Sunday as a day of special
celebration. In today’s reading,
for instance, we learn how the
church came together on the
first day of the week to break
bread and listen to Paul preach.
Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 16:2,
we're told it was the first day of

the week when believers were
asked to bring their money of-
ferings to the Lord.

For the church still today, Sun-
day is most often recognized as
the day of gathering, the day of
worship, the day of celebration,
and the day of feasting.

A significant way to practice the
Sabbath discipline of rejoicing is
by gathering with fellow believ-
ers each Lord’s Day to rejoice in
Jesus’ resurrection!

Father, as | gather with fel-
low believers to worship
this coming Lords Day,
help me to rejoice in the
tremendous news that
Jesus has been raised from
the dead and now reigns
as Lord of lords! Amen.




1 Kings 19:1-18

THURSDAY, JULY 25

THE GENTLE WHISPER

And after the fire came a gentle whisper.

—1 Kings 19:12

A close cousin to the Sabbath
disciplines we've been explor-
ing this month is the practice of
silence and solitude.

In many cultures around the
world today, especially in cities,
silence can be hard to find. Our
lives are inundated with noise.
Music is always playing some-
where close by. Other elec-
tronic devices like TVs or com-
puters are a daily part of our
existence. There’s the sound of
traffic, roadwork, lawnmowers,
and more. Even when we es-
cape the more obvious sources
of noise, we often experience
“white noise”—the hum of a
refrigerator or the ticking of a
clock. There’s a conspiracy of
noise all around us!

If we never withdraw from the
hustle and bustle, the constant
flurry of activity swirling around
us, we run a great risk. Constant
noise can drown out the voice

of God in our lives until it can
barely be heard. Mother Teresa
once said, “We need to find
God . . . [but] he cannot be
found in noise and restlessness.
God is the friend of silence.”

Elijah discovered that God
rarely shouts. He wasn't found
in the violent wind, the earth-
quake, or the flash fire. Instead,
God made himself present to
Elijah through a gentle whisper.
God’s signature is a still, small
voice. In order to hear it, you
have to be still.

O whispering God, | need
to create opportunities to
withdraw from the de-
mands of my day to a
quiet place where I can be
fully attentive to you. Help
me train my spirit to hear
your Spirit. Amen.




Acts 9:1-19

FRIDAY, JULY 26

CONVERSATION BETWEEN FRIENDS

Suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the
ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you

persecute me?”

—Acts 9:3-4

Elijah learned that God speaks
in hushed tones (I Kings 19).
That's not to say, however, that
God never shouts.

While he was persecuting the
young church of Jesus Christ,
Saul (also known as Paul—Acts
13:9) had an encounter with
Jesus, who spoke dramatically
and forcefully to him. Saul was
on his way to Damascus intend-
ing to storm synagogues and ar-
rest Christian believers. Before
reaching the city, however, Saul
was stopped by a light from
heaven that flashed around
him, blinding him, dropping
him to his knees.

Then he heard a voice that
could also be heard by those
traveling with him: “Saul, Saul,
why do you persecute me?”
Through this encounter, Saul
came to know the living Lord
Jesus, and he was eventually

baptized and commissioned as
an apostle to the Gentiles.

When God needs to shout, he
does. But typically thats when
we haven't been listening to
him in the quiet. Saul had
been living his life with his ears
plugged to God's promptings
through the Spirit and, as a re-
sult, God needed to take action
to get his attention.

God's desire, however, is to
speak to us as friends (John
15:15). In the intimacy of
solitude he speaks quietly and
makes himself known to us.

Father, thank you for the
invitation to  withdraw
from the noise and busy-
ness of the world and to
enter into friendship with
you. Tune my spirit to
your Spirit so that I can
hear you speak. Amen.




Psalm 32

SATURDAY, JULY 27

NOT BY BIT AND BRIDLE

Do not be like the horse or the mule, which have no understand-

ing but must be controlled by bit and bridle.

—Psalm 32:9

In the Old Testament, God
spoke to people in many in-
teresting ways. He spoke to
Moses through a burning bush
(Exodus 3:1-6). He spoke
to Balaam through a donkey
(Numbers 22:26-31). He gave
signs to Gideon through a
fleece (Judges 6:36-40).

We often wish God would
speak to us in some extraor-
dinary way today. If only he
would write his will for us in big
letters across the sky. If only he
would shout the answer we're
seeking from the mountaintops!

[ronically, God’s people of the
Old Testament longed for the
day when God would speak
not through dramatic signs but,
rather, in the way he most often
speaks to believers today. The
prophets spoke of an age when
God'’s Spirit would be gracious-
ly poured out on all people so
that he could speak to them

from within (Joel 2:28-29).
With the arrival of Pentecost,
that day is now here (Acts 2:14-
21). We are now God’s temple,
where God's Spirit dwells
(1 Corinthians 3:16)!

Its not God’s plan to drag us
around with a bit and bridle.
Thats how animals with no
understanding need to be led.
God has his loving eye on us
and desires to instruct, teach,
and counsel us from within by
his Spirit. When we develop
the discipline of silence and
solitude, we will find God con-
sistently speaking to us, leading
us by his gentle nudges and
promptings within.

So often, God, we look for
dramatic answers to our
questions. Teach us to lis-
ten for your Spirit speaking
within us. Amen.




Matthew 26:36-44

SUNDAY, JULY 28

JESUS’ PATTERN

Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, and he
said to them, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.”

—Matthew 26:36

Before Jesus began his earth-
ly ministry, he spent forty
days alone in the wilderness
(Matthew 4:1-11). On the night
of his arrest he also spent time
in solitude. In the Garden of
Gethsemane he withdrew from
most of his disciples to pray,
taking only three of them with
him. Then he withdrew from
those three to be completely
alone in silence with his Father.

The beginning and end of Jesus’
ministry were characteristic of
everything in between. Seeking
silence and solitude was Jesus’
lifelong pattern.

Before he chose his disciples,
Jesus spent an entire night alone
in the hills (Luke 6:12). After
Jesus heard the news that John
the Baptist had been Kkilled,
“he withdrew by boat privately
to a solitary place” (Matthew
14:13). Then, a bit later, after
feeding more than five thou-

sand people through a miracle,
Jesus dismissed the crowd and
“went up on a mountainside
by himself to pray” (Matthew
14:23).

If the Son of God regularly with-
drew to meet with his Father,
then surely we may (and ought
to) do the same. If Jesus needed
silence and solitude, then how
much more do we need to de-
velop that same discipline!

Father, you long to meet
us in the stillness. Help
each of us, like Jesus, to
seek solitude with you.
Thank you for desiring to
share your love and grace
with us. Amen.




Colossians 2:13-23

MONDAY, JULY 29

JESUS AT THE CENTER

Do not let anyone judge you by . . . a Sabbath day. These are a
shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is

found in Christ.

—Colossians 2:16-17

The practices of Sabbath we've
been exploring this month in-
clude pausing from our labors,
remembering what God has
accomplished for us in Jesus,
embracing the value of people,
and rejoicing in Jesus” death and
resurrection. We've also consid-
ered a close cousin to these
Sabbath disciplines, the practice
of silence and solitude.

Each of these should become
part of the rhythm of our lives.
If we want to grow in our re-
lationship with Jesus, we'll look
for opportunities to practice
Sabbath daily.

We should not fall into the trap
of thinking about Sabbath strict-
ly in terms of a special day of
the week. In fact, Paul warned
the Colossian believers not to
let anyone judge them by the
manner in which a particular
feast or day of the week was
observed. Keeping religious

festivals and observing religious
rites, though important, can
never be at the center of a re-
lationship with Jesus. According
to Paul, such regulations “have
an appearance of wisdom,”
but in the end, “they lack any
value” in empowering us to live
holy lives. Israel’s festivals and
celebrations were only ever in-
tended to point people toward
the coming Christ. Such rules
were a mere shadow; Christ is
the reality!

Jesus needs to be central to
all our living—not just on the
Sabbath or Lords Day but
every day of our lives.

Thank you, Father, for wel-
coming us by your grace.
Our relationship is found-
ed on what you have done
for us in Christ! Amen.




Hebrews 4:1-5

TUESDAY, JULY 30

FALLING SHORT OF GOD’S REST

Since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful
that none of you be found to have fallen short of it.

—Hebrews 4:1

As God led his people into the
promised land of Canaan under
Joshua’s leadership, he prom-
ised they would receive the gift
of rest (Joshua 1:13). Many bat-
tles ensued, but in the end God
provided the rest he had prom-
ised. Joshua 11:23 reports, “So
Joshua took the entire land, just
as the Lord had directed Moses,
and he gave it as an inheritance
to Israel according to their tribal
divisions. Then the land had
rest from war.” With its bound-
aries secure and the threats to
its well-being removed, Israel
had peace.

What Israel failed to recognize,
however, was that the Sabbath
rest God ultimately intended
for them was much more than
anything that a tract of land
could provide. God was invit-
ing them into his rest, a rest that
was spiritual and eternal.

We receive that rest, God’s
Sabbath rest, when we respond
to the gospel message in faith.
When Christ came, many in
Israel failed to receive him and
the true rest that he came to
provide. Yet, thankfully, God
makes clear that “the promise
of entering his rest still stands.”
Just as Israel needed to trust in
God to experience the physical
rest he had promised, so too
eternal rest is still available to
anyone who will simply place
their hope and trust in the per-
son and work of Jesus Christ.

Have you experienced that rest?

O God, we never want to
fall short of the rest that
only you can give! Thank
you that the door remains
open for all who wish to
enter with a believing
heart. In Jesus, Amen.




Hebrews 4:6-11

WEDNESDAY, JULY 31

THERE REMAINS A SABBATH REST!

There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God. . . . Let
us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest . . . .

—Hebrews 4:9, 11

The years Israel spent in the
wilderness were a time of test-
ing. Would they learn to trust in
God to provide for their every
need? Unfortunately, they often
grumbled against Moses, God'’s
appointed leader. They com-
plained, “Why did you bring us
up out of Egypt to make us and
our children and livestock die
of thirst?” (Exodus 17:3). They
continued to quarrel with one
another to the point where they
began to doubt whether God
was with them at all (Exodus
17:7). They became so angry
that Moses began to fear for his
life (Exodus 17:4).

Reflecting later on that ex-
perience, the psalmist wrote,
“Today, if only you would hear
his voice, do not harden your
hearts as you did . . . in the wil-
derness” (Psalm 95:7-8).

The writer of Hebrews wants us
to know that “Today” is still the

day of God’s grace! Don't fol-
low the example of the people
in the wilderness whose hearts
were hardened. Enter into the
Sabbath rest God has for you.
Salvation is not found through
our own efforts or our own
work. We can rest because
Jesus has won salvation for us
through his sacrifice on the
cross. We don't need to bring
anything to God other than our
need for mercy.

There remains a Sabbath rest
for the people of God!

Lord, today I place my
trust in you for salvation.
Thank you for your Son,
Jesus, who made my eter-
nal rest possible by offering
his life on my behalf. Help
me to rest in him! Amen.




2 Timothy 3:14-17

THURSDAY, AUGUST 1

UNORIGINAL TOPIC?

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuk-
ing, correcting and training in righteousness . . . .

—2 Timothy 3:16

Why do people talk so often
about the weather? For more
than a few of us, it can seem a
dull topic for conversation.

Yet our comments on weather
often jumpstart more than sim-
ply a polite conversation; they
have a power to foster an instant
connection even between strang-
ers. After all, things like rain and
sunshine affect everyone. And
talking about weather can lead
into a lot of other subjects.

In the Bible we find many pas-
sages that describe meteorolog-
ical phenomena and reflect on
weather-related images. Some-
times the biblical authors deal
with cataclysmic events like the
flood (Genesis 6-8). At other
times, it's something more com-
mon—Ilike sunshine, rain, heat,
and wind.

Just like everything else we find
in the Bible, we must pay close

attention to weather-related
Scriptures. Inspired by the Holy
Spirit, the biblical authors in-
cluded such passages for a rea-
son. Stories and images about
weather bring forth important
lessons about the nature of God
and his kingdom. They can also
serve as a starting point for con-
versations on a range of other
topics that are important for
our spiritual growth!

Let us be prayerful and patient
as we dig deeper into God’s
Word for new and exciting in-
sights this month.

Heavenly Father, we praise
you for giving us the Bible,
your written Word! From
your Word we are taught
and corrected in our daily
walk with you. In Jesus’
name, Amen.




Proverbs 30:4-5

FRIDAY, AUGUST 2

THE MIGHTY GOD

“Whose hands have gathered up the wind? Who has wrapped up

the waters in a cloak?”

—Proverbs 30:4

Extreme weather can both fas-
cinate and scare us. Even seeing
tornados, storms, and tsunamis
on TV makes us feel weak and
vulnerable. Despite all kinds of
scientific advances, we often
see meteorological phenomena
as something dangerous, ran-
dom, and barely predictable.

Yet any description of weath-
errelated events in the Bible
shows that they don't just hap-
pen. The Bible underscores that
God Almighty is fully in control
of all his creation at all times.
God the Creator controls and
uses all things for his purposes—
even the weather.

In today’s verses the divinely
inspired author uses a set of
rhetorical questions to marvel at
God'’s greatness as the Creator
and Sustainer. Can any human
being set the direction of the
strong wind or bring it to a halt?
No, only God can do that. Can a

human being control the mighty
ocean waves or storms? Again, a
resounding no. Those are God'’s
exclusive areas of expertise.

We can detect the Lord’s awe-
some grandeur and power when
we look around and observe his
deeds in nature. But only God's
flawless Word, the Bible, gives us
a complete picture of who he is.
In the person of Jesus Christ he
becomes our strong shield and
most secure refuge.

Father, we marvel at your
might, revealed in your
control over the weather.
But we are amazed even
more by the power of your
love for us that you reveal
in Jesus Christ, in whose
name we pray. Amen.




Genesis 6:5-9

SATURDAY, AUGUST 3

FORTY DAYS THAT DROWNED THE WORLD

But Noah found favor in the eyes of the LORD.

—Genesis 6:8

One of the first conversations
in the Bible about weather pro-
vides a description of a truly
catastrophic event: the great
flood (see Genesis 6:11-7:24).
Heavy rain pours down for
forty days and forty nights. The
waters rise rapidly. Most people
and animals perish.

We are told that human cor-
ruption and violence brought
about this harsh response from
the righteous Creator.

Yet one man, Noah, “found fa-
vor in the eyes of the Lorp.”
Noah was righteous and
walked faithfully with God. The
Lord saved Noah and his family
from the flood by means of an
ark that he told Noah to build.

Has your home or street ever
been flooded? If not, you've
likely seen pictures of devas-
tation caused by floods else-
where. | have seen some re-

gions that were flooded by
rising rivers, and the amount of
destruction was staggering. But
our sin is even more destructive
to our lives than natural catas-
trophes can be.

The gospel is God’s revelation
of how to find favor with him
and be saved from the destruc-
tive forces of our sins. We have
to board the “ark” that is Jesus
Christ, through faith in his gra-
cious love. Our walk with God
includes reading his Word,
prayer, and love for others. And
God assures us that no force
will ever separate us from his
love and protection (Romans
3:38-39).

Father, thank you for giv-
ing us salvation through
Jesus Christ! Help us to
seek your favor and righ-
teousness in him. Amen.




Genesis 9:8-17

SUNDAY, AUGUST 4

THE RAINBOW

“This is the sign of the covenant that [ am making between me
and you . . . a covenant for all generations to come.”

—Genesis 9:12

The rainbow is one of the
most beautiful meteorologi-
cal phenomena we can enjoy.
Reflected in airborne water
droplets, the sun’s rays create
an optical miracle.

As a child, seeing a rainbow
after a rain shower made me
feel happy. | was mostly excited
about the fact that the weather
was finally getting better and
I could play outside. I still re-
member my surprise when
after reading the Bible I discov-
ered that the arc of the rainbow
signifies much more than sim-
ply the end of a spell of bad
weather.

The rainbow has to do with the
everlasting covenant, or agree-
ment, that God made with all
of Noah's descendants and ev-
ery living creature on earth after
the flood. “Never again will all
life be destroyed by the waters
of a flood.” That was God'’s

unconditional promise, and the
rainbow is God's beautiful and
powerful sign of that promise.

In the Bible we find descriptions
of wvarious covenants. All of
them foreshadow the ultimate
and most important one called
the new covenant. Just like the
covenant with Noah, the new
covenant is an unconditional
divine promise. Our Lord Jesus
instituted this covenant by his
death on the cross. It is a saving
covenant of God’s grace, sealing
the forgiveness of our sins and
God’s special relationship with
us.

Our Father, thank you for
your new covenant! We
trust in Jesus Christ alone
for righteousness and the
forgiveness of sins. Praise
be to you! Amen.




Philippians 4:4-7

MONDAY, AUGUST 5

A PRAYER IN A THUNDERSTORM

Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer
and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.

—Philippians 4:6

When [ was a teenager, | remem-
ber my grandmother following a
tradition of quietly praying dur-
ing every thunderstorm. She
didn’t seem to be scared or wor-
ried, but she still prayed.

At that time [ wasn't a Christian,
and one time [ challenged my
grandma by saying that her
prayers weren't necessary, be-
cause scientists explained what
lightning and thunder are all
about. Besides, our building had
a lightning rod on top!

She softly replied to me that
everyone needed to pray to
God. We need a personal con-
nection to God to feed our
faith. And there are many other
people out there who need
our prayers too—including
those who are outside during a
thunderstorm.

Today | know that my grand-
mother was right. The Bible

teaches us how to live happily
in a grumpy and worrisome
world. We can pray to God
and rejoice in him because he
is always near. We are encour-
aged to present our prayer
requests to God in every situ-
ation—including when we are
in the midst of a thunderstorm,
whether literally or figuratively.

If you aren't in the habit of
regularly communicating with
God in prayer, you don't have
to wait for a special occasion.
Why not try it today? Prayer
can be a great source of com-
fort and encouragement in your
relationship with God.

Father, thank you for the
great privilege of com-
muning and fellowship-
ing with you in prayer. In
Jesus” name, Amen.




Matthew 5:43-48

TUESDAY, AUGUST 6

SUN AND RAIN

“Your Father in heaven . . . causes his sun to rise on the evil and
the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.”

—Matthew 5:45

Our Scripture reading for today
highlights a seemingly impos-
sible command: “Be perfect

.. as your heavenly Father is
perfect.” Jesus sets before us the
ideal of perfect love, God’s high
standard that we must always
strive for. He demands that we
go as far as to actively love even
our enemies.

To bring his point across, Jesus
uses the examples of sunshine
and rain. For people in agricul-
tural settings, sun and rain are
vivid proofs of God’s bountiful
love. They are manifestations of
God, who gives good gifts and
shows his love to people—even
to those who are evil.

When, by the power of the
Holy Spirit, God makes us his
children, we start walking in
love because we're in his fam-
ily. John Calvin, an influential
French theologian and pastor,
taught, “Christ testifies that this

will be the mark of our adop-
tion [into God's family] if we are
kind to the bad and unworthy.”

Jesus wants us to look with
God’s eyes on everyone whom
we meet on our journey
through life, to overcome evil
with good, and to wear down
hatred by showing love.

As we walk in Christ, we are
surrounded by all kinds of peo-
ple. We must always remember
that we are called by him to
love not only our friends but
also our enemies.

Lord, in the bright light
of your perfection we
discover our own imper-
fections. Fill us with your
Spirit so that we may
know how to love others,
even our enemies! Amen.




Genesis 2:1-3

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 7

SUMMER DAY

God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he
rested from all the work of creating that he had done.

—Genesis 2:3

Driving in an air-conditioned
car on a hot summer day can
be fun—that is, if your car’s
engine doesn’t overheat! Back
when | was a seminary student,
my gently used car displayed
this unfortunate tendency. At
such moments | would turn off
my air conditioning and turn on
the heater. That was the advice
[ received from my mechani-
cally inclined friends.

But once, on a very hot day, this
technique failed to work. The
overheated engine died, and |
was stranded on a highway for
a few hours. A mechanic who
later fixed my car told me that
[ should have paid closer atten-
tion to the temperature gauge,
since the weather was so hot.

As any pastor knows, good
summer weather can be detri-
mental to church attendance. A
day on the beach or a long walk
in the park is great. But are you

ever tempted to skip going to
church for those activities? It's
good to spend time resting and
relaxing, but don't forget to al-
low God to renew your weary
soul as well.

We have to pay close atten-
tion to our spiritual tempera-
ture gauge. Just like our body,
our soul needs regular mainte-
nance. The Lord himself blessed
the seventh day and made it
holy. As children of God, we
require regular time off to rest
and be spiritually recharged in
his presence.

Our Father, we need your
wisdom to combine both
physical and spiritual rest.
Help us to always find
time for you. In Jesus’
name, Amen.




Genesis 1:26-28

THURSDAY, AUGUST 8

CLIMATE CHANGE

God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so
that they may rule over . . . all the creatures.” —Genesis 1:26

Many studies maintain that the
earth’s climate is changing. The
average temperatures are rising,
weather patterns are adjusting,
and the ice caps are melting.

I can see some climate-related
changes in my native city of
Moscow. Our winters have be-
come milder, and the summers
are much hotter. As a result,
vegetation and animal life in the
city parks has changed. In my
childhood I never saw the birds
that | see today. Human influ-
ence might be a factor causing
this recent change.

As Christians, what's our re-
sponsibility? The biblical story of
creation names us as stewards,
or caretakers, of God’s creation.
Our dominion over creation
shouldn't be understood as a
license to exploit it. The Bible is
clear that we must protect the
environment from sinful greed.

Have you ever been asked to
look after someone else’s ex-
pensive home while they were
away? The owner welcomes
you, saying, “Make yourself
comfortable, take whatever you
want from the refrigerator, and
enjoy yourself!” But this hos-
pitality doesn't mean you can
trash and destroy the property
or let your friends do that.

We should seek to fulfill our
stewardship  calling through
wise decision making in our
consumption. We should also
actively participate in recycling
and take up other environmen-
tally friendly practices in our
communities.

Our Father, thank you for
this beautiful earth you
have entrusted to us. Help
us to learn how we can
become better stewards of
your creation. Amen.




Psalm 51:1-12

FRIDAY, AUGUST 9

THE JOY OF SALVATION

Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and [ will
be whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and gladness . . . .

—Psalm 51:7-8

Tamila, a woman from the Cen-
tral Asian country of Uzbekis-
tan, shared her pain and agony
with us. She had had an abor-
tion. Now she was going
through tremendous emotional
and spiritual anguish. She wrote
that she couldn’t imagine God
ever forgiving her.

As we honestly look at our-
selves against the background
of Gods righteousness, we
sometimes feel like Tamila. Our
sins might be different, but the
pain can be just as intense.

Psalm 51 gives us guidance
and hope when we struggle
with our sinfulness. The psalm-
ist turns to God with a prayer
for forgiveness and restoration.
In poetic language he asks the
Lord to cleanse him with an
herb used in ancient Israel af-
ter being healed of a “defiling
skin disease” (Leviticus 14:2-4),
such as leprosy. And the psalm-

ist is not simply wishful in his
request. He is assured that the
merciful Lord will cleanse him
so well that he will be “whiter
than snow.”

Picture for a moment a fresh
snowfall so bright that people
have to wear sunglasses. God is
able to make even the darkest
pages of our lives much brighter
than that snow—if we genu-
inely repent and ask for forgive-
ness in Jesus’ name.

God forgives us; he cancels
the debt of our sin. He restores
our relationship with him and
graciously grants us the inner
peace and joy of his salvation.

Father, cleanse us of all our
sins. Create in us a pure
heart. Let us be glad and
rejoice in your salvation. In
Jesus, Amen.




Malachi 4:1-2

SATURDAY, AUGUST 10

THE SUN OF RIGHTEOUSNESS

“But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will
rise with healing in its rays. And you will go out and frolic like

well-fed calves.”

—Malachi 4:2

The warm sun on your face and
a fresh sea breeze—what can
be more relaxing than a beach
vacation?

But the sun does more than
warm our skin. Without it, no
life would be possible on earth.
The sun gives energy. In one
minute it provides enough
power to supply the world’s en-
ergy needs for one year.

In the last chapter of the Old
Testament the prophet Malachi
talks about the rising of the
“sun of righteousness.” This
sun emits a huge amount of
power. It grants healing, joy,
and energy to all who revere
the Lords name. The image
of playful calves enjoying their
freedom underscores the ener-
gizing power of this sun. But it
doesn't give cheer and comfort
to everyone. For those who do
evil “it will burn like a furnace.”

The New Testament calls Christ
the rising sun from heaven.
That’s why the Christian church
has viewed Malachi's words as a
prophecy about Jesus. It is Jesus
who gives us the joy of salva-
tion and healing to our souls. It
is Jesus who will preside over
the final judgment against evil-
doers.

Much of Malachis ministry
had to do with calling people
to repentance. By God’s grace
we still have an opportunity to
repent of our sins and prepare
for the rising of the sun of righ-
teousness. Please, don't miss it!

Our Father, we repent of
our wrongdoings and trust
Christ alone for our salva-
tion. As your children, we
look forward to the rising
of your sun of righteous-
ness. Amen.




Psalm 107:23-32

SUNDAY, AUGUST 11

HELP IN STORM

They cried out to the LORD in their trouble, and he brought them
out of their distress. He stilled the storm to a whisper.

—Psalm 107:28-29

Mikhail, our ministry worker in
St. Petersburg, Russia, used to
work on a commercial ship that
routinely crossed the Atlantic.
He recalls times when the ship
encountered raging  storms.
Theirs was a large modern ship,
but in the midst of high waves
and strong gusts it looked and
felt like a little toy. Everyone on
board felt afraid and helpless.

You can imagine the fear of
ancient sailors when they had
to cross the sea without mod-
ern navigation equipment, ra-
dios, and weather reports. En-
countering a major storm back
then often meant death.

In today’s reading the psalmist
describes such an event. Sea
merchants are in a terrifying
storm. Scared, they cry out to
the Lord. He hears them, and in
his mercy he stills the storm and
guides them to safety.

We might never experience a
real storm at sea. But at some
point we will go through chal-
lenging or even tragic times.
Maybe right now you are in a
situation that can be described
as a life storm. You desperately
need the redeeming hand of
God.

The psalmist tells us that in
those moments we shouldn’t
feel shy about crying out to
God. We also have to be pa-
tient and faithful in waiting for
his deliverance. We should also
remember to give thanks for
whatever blessings we have, de-
spite our difficulties.

Father, we have the privi-
lege of asking for your
help in the storms of life.
Thank you for your gra-
cious deliverance in times
of trouble. Amen.




Psalm 148

MONDAY, AUGUST 12

PRAISE THE LORD!

Praise the LorD from the earth, you great sea creatures and all
ocean depths, lightning and hail, snow and clouds, stormy winds

that do his bidding.

—Psalm 148:7-8

The road to my middle school
in Moscow wound through a
picturesque park. In the spring,
when the weather was good, I'd
often skip the bus and walk the
three miles instead.

As | walked through the park, |
was always fascinated with the
sights and smells and sounds of
nature around me. Back then |
didn't know much about God
or Christianity, but I could de-
tect something awe-inspiring
that I couldn’t explain.

In today’s reading God’s whole
creation is called to praise the
Lord. Amazingly, even such
weather-related things as light-
ning, hail, snow, and stormy
winds are joining in this song
of lavish celebration. How are
they praising the Lord? They
are doing what they are called
to do by their Creator. For in-
stance, the stormy wind fulfills

its task of praise by being a
stormy wind.

It's sad that often we are so dis-
tracted by artificial pictures and
noises that we cannot hear this
jubilant choir. Enjoying nature
can be so good for the soul. It
might even put us in the mood
to praise our Creator.

Human beings, as the crown
of God’s creation, are invited
to join in praising the Lord
too. Ours is a very special part.
Unlike hail and snow, we can
pray or sing a song. We praise
God by living out our calling in
Jesus Christ.

Father, we thank you for
the beauty of your cre-
ation. Give us a heart of
praise, and show us how
we can better glorify your
name in our lives. For
Jesus” sake, Amen.




Exodus 9:13-34

TUESDAY, AUGUST 13

HAIL

“The thunder will stop and there will be no more hail, so you may

know that the earth is the LORDS.”

—Exodus 9:29

I once had a chance to see the
devastation brought by a short
yet powerful hailstorm. My
friends’ house roof was dam-
aged, and their car was covered
with hundreds of small dents.

The seventh plague that the
Lord brought on Egypt for their
disobedience was a hailstorm.
But it was much more wide-
spread and powerful than the
one | experienced. This calam-
ity had the purpose of forcing
the king of Egypt to let God'’s
people go free to worship him.
It also demonstrated to every-
one Godss rule over his creation.

The French theologian John
Calvin used the Bible’s descrip-
tion of the plagues to reflect on
the connection between God's
sovereignty and human respon-
sibility. As Christians, we be-
lieve in God's unlimited power.
But that doesn't take away our

responsibility for making the
right choices.

The plague of hail led Pharaoh,
for the first time, to recognize
his sins. Sadly, this confession
wasn't sincere, and he contin-
ued in his wicked ways.

Sometimes we are also like that.
We experience a crisis situation,
and we make a good decision
for our spiritual life—but then
we don't follow through. Don't
delay in fulfilling your promises
to the Lord. There’s still time
to find peace with him in Jesus
Christ. This opportunity will not
last forever.

Sovereign and all-powerful
Lord, I praise you for giv-
ing me time and oppor-
tunities to make the right
choices. Help me to follow
you. In Jesus’ name, Amen.




1 Corinthians 6:19-20

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 14

FUN IN THE SUN

You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore

honor God with your bodies.

—1 Corinthians 6:19-20

August is often the perfect time
to hit the beach. That can be
a great family event—and yet
there are dangers involved.
One of them is excessive expo-
sure to the sun.

Scientific research suggests that
the growing rate of skin cancer
is connected to overindulgence
in sunbathing. Such use of the
sun is a relatively new cultural
phenomenon. And although the
modern state of Israel is home
to many beautiful beaches, the
Bible doesn’t speak directly on
this issue. (In fact, there are some
harsh words against sun wor-
shiping in the Old Testament.)

Perhaps the apostle Paul gives us
the best advice related to our lei-
sure time at the beach. He teach-
es that our bodies are “temples
of the Holy Spirit.” The biblical
principle in this passage is that
we are called to value our bod-
ies and take good care of them.

According to the American
Cancer Society, the best way to
lower the risk of non-melanoma
skin cancer is to avoid long ex-
posure to intense sunlight and
practice sun safety.

Let us remember that Jesus
gave his own body to save us.
And we are encouraged to be
good stewards of our physical
bodies as well as our souls, be-
cause we belong to God both
physically and spiritually. God
wants us to be as healthy as
possible so that we can serve
him and our neighbor.

Father, thank you for sav-
ing me through the sac-
rifice of your Son, Jesus
Christ. Give me wisdom to
take good care of my body
and soul, for [ know they
belong to you. Amen.




1 Kings 17:1-6

THURSDAY, AUGUST 15

GOD’S HELP IN DROUGHT

“You will drink from the brook, and I have directed the ravens to

supply you with food there.”

—1 Kings 17:4

Our listener Tatyana could
hardly cope with her loss. Her
father died unexpectedly. To
quote her, after the funeral she
found herself in “great emotion-
al drought and pain.” Tatyana’s
eventual healing came through
prayers, reading of the Psalms,
and the caring hearts of her
church friends.

In today’s Scripture we read
about a drought in ancient
[srael. But in the drought, the
Lord provides special care for
his messenger, Elijah.

There’s nothing unusual about
an occasional dry spell in
the desert-like climate of the
Middle East. However, this
time there would be neither
dew nor rain for three years. In
these extreme conditions Elijah
needed God’s special provi-
sions. We read that the “word
of the LorD” leads the prophet
to a safe oasis where he finds

a reliable source of fresh water.
Miraculously he is fed by ravens
that bring him bread and meat
twice a day.

Maybe you find yourself in
the midst of a long emotional
drought. Don't despair. Help is
at hand. In the person of Jesus
Christ, God revealed his special
care for us. He will help you if
you are willing to trust his love.

And if everything is going well
in your life, could it be that the
Lord wants you to become one
of his miraculous “ravens” to
take care of others?

Lord, thank you for be-
ing with us even when we
go through difficult times.
May your love in Jesus
Christ be our daily com-
fort and motivation for
helping others. Amen.




1 Kings 18:41-46

FRIDAY, AUGUST 16

THE HEAVY RAIN

The sky grew black with clouds, the wind rose, a heavy rain

started falling . . . .

—1 Kings 18:45

Oleg started listening to our
radio programs because he felt
disillusioned. A small business
owner, he spent a great deal of
time and effort to gain finan-
cial security. That would make
him happy, he thought. But
after succeeding financially, he
discovered a huge inner empti-
ness. “In the end I realized that |
didn’t know God and was serv-
ing idols instead,” he confessed
in his letter to us.

In 1 Kings 18 we discover the
dramatic ending to a three-year
drought. Elijah, the only mes-
senger of the true God, wins
a competition with 450 false
prophets as the fire of the Lord
burns his sacrifice on Mount
Carmel.

But Elijah knows its not over
yet. He waits for a special sign.
There’s a small cloud rising
above the sea that eventually
brings a huge downpour. The

long and treacherous drought is
finally over. The power of the
Lord is revealed to everyone.
The bitter irony here is that
the false prophets were serving
Baal, the idol of fertility and rain
clouds.

There are many things in this
world that taunt us with prom-
ises of happiness and fulfill-
ment. But regardless of their
promising names and bright
packaging, idols cannot help us.
Only the true God of the Bible
can stop our spiritual drought
when we turn to him in faith
and repentance.

Heavenly Father, give
us wisdom to turn away
from tempting, yet empty,
idols. Thank you for giv-
ing us true happiness and
purpose in Jesus Christ.
Amen.




1 Kings 19:1-18

SATURDAY, AUGUST 17

HEARING GOD

“Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the LORD,

for the LORD is about to pass by.”

—1 Kings 19:11

“Why doesn't God reveal him-
self to me? | cannot trust him
unless [ experience him through
a clear, miraculous sign!” Our
listener Dmitriy from Siberia
said this when he connected
with us on Twitter. Its a com-
mon sentiment that we receive
from our non-believing friends.

In our reply to Dmitriy, we point-
ed him to todays passage from
1 Kings. This biblical story shows
how we often experience God.

Under a royal death sentence,
Elijah fled to a cave on “Horeb,
the mountain of God.” He
knew that the Lord was about
to reveal himself there. Soon a
powerful windstorm tore the
mountain apart and shattered
the rocks. What a frightening
display of power! But the Lord
was not present in the wind.
A miraculous earthquake and
fire followed the storm. For
Israelites, all those were signs

of God'’s presence. But the Lord
wasn't in them.

Unlike his ancestors, Elijah did
not experience God in those
powerful symbols. Amazingly,
he heard the voice of the Lord
Almighty where he least ex-
pected it—in a gentle whisper!

When we seek the Lord, we
have to remember that often
he reveals himself and his will
to us quietly in a familiar Bible
passage, a sermon, a prayer,
or a friends caring words.
We shouldnt be demanding.
Instead, we have to be patient,
open and attentive. And then
we'll hear his loving voice.

Father, thank you for send-
ing us your Son, Jesus.
Grant us good spiritual
hearing to always detect
his voice. Amen.




Luke 21:25-36

SUNDAY, AUGUST 18

“THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS NEAR”

“When you see these things happening, you know that the king-

dom of God is near.”

—Luke 21:31

More than a third of Americans
believe that recent natural di-
sasters point to Jesus’ imminent
return. The Public Religion
Research Institute says that this
belief is especially strong among
Protestants.

Today’s verses are one of the bibli-
cal passages that connect Christ's
second coming with weather-re-
lated phenomena. Here we read
about some truly extraordinary
events: “the roaring and tossing
of the sea” and “the Son of Man
coming in a cloud with power
and great glory.”

This is a riveting portrayal of
the end times. Provided to give
hope and assurance to people
in the midst of suffering, it's
more poetry than instruction
manual. First, Jesus talks about
“signs” that will be evident to
everyone. Then we are told to
be alert that the last day will

not close on us “suddenly like
a trap.”

One philosopher defined “anxi-
ety” as “the next day.” We do
not know what might happen
tomorrow. A tragedy strikes
someone every day: the loss of
a loved one, a divorce, a spot
on an X-ray. The time will come
when that someone is us. Our
world might collapse.

But God is in charge, no mat-
ter what happens. He is near.
And he will get nearer yet in his
time. That's the sure promise of
his eternal Word.

Our Father, what a joy to
know that your kingdom
is near! Help me over-
come my worries, as I look
forward to that great day
when everyone will see
you in your power and
glory. Amen.




Mark 4:35-41

MONDAY, AUGUST 19

STILLING THE STORM

[Jesus] got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves,

stilll”

“,

uiet! Be
—Mark 4:39

Taking a leisurely boat ride
might sound like a good idea
for summer fun. Many cities
located on a river or by a lake
are known for their night-time
dinner cruises on which passen-
gers can enjoy a meal and the
city lights.

But it was different in ancient
times. People viewed the sea
as the place of chaos and evil
forces. Crossing the water was
dangerous because of poor
boat construction and lack of
navigation and communication
devices. Unexpected storms of-
ten led to tragedy.

Today we read about a boat
ride that went terribly wrong. A
furious squall came out of no-
where, and waves broke over
the boat, nearly swamping it.
The disciples (some of whom
were experienced fishermen)
were desperately afraid. And
Jesus was sleeping! They woke

him up, virtually accusing him
of their fate. Jesus rebuked the
storm, commanding it to be
silent. The wind ceased, and a
great calm followed.

In this story we see Jesus as a
miracle worker. Even more,
he is Lord over the forces of
nature. Thats why the storm
obeys him. Further, we discover
Jesus” special love and care for
his followers. His answer to the
disciples’ (and our) urgent inqui-
ry in difficult times is “I do care
about you! Put all your trust in
me, and don't be afraid.”

Jesus, give us faith to rec-
ognize you as our reliable
caretaker and protector.
Take away our fears and
fill us with awe over your
power and love for us,
your followers. Amen.




John 10:22-30

TUESDAY, AUGUST 20

BLESSED ASSURANCE

“I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one will

snatch them out of my hand.”

—John 10:28

Several years ago some resi-
dents of the Russian city of
Ulyanovsk filed an unusual suit
against the regional weather
center. A local family wanted to
be reimbursed for their summer
weekend that was ruined be-
cause of incorrect weather re-
porting. They booked their last-
minute vacation after hearing a
glowing weekend forecast. But
instead of enjoying the pleasant
outdoors, they spent all three
days drenched in cold rain.

It turned out that the weather
center indeed did forecast
mostly sunny weather. How-
ever, it also reserved a ten-
percent chance for rain. The
judge acquitted the defendant.

Have you ever trusted a weath-
er report only to be disappoint-
ed later on? Most things in our
life seem to have a probability
clause attached to them.

But when the Bible talks about
assurance of our salvation, it’s
completely different. There’s
nothing said about the “likeli-
hood” of being saved. Instead
there’s the ironclad promise of
Jesus himself.

The Bible teaches us that, first,
Christ gives us salvation. And
he personally makes sure that
no one can snatch us out of
his hand. Thats why those of
us who know Jesus as Lord
and Savior don’t have to worry
about the probability of salva-
tion. Instead we can serve him
with joy and thanksgiving.

Do you have that blessed
assurance?

Jesus, we praise you for
granting us the gift of sal-
vation. Thank you for
holding us securely in your
hand. Amen.




1 Timothy 2:1-6

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 21

ONE GOD, ONE MEDIATOR

There is one God and one mediator between God and mankind,
the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all people.

—1 Timothy 2:5-6

As an elementary school stu-
dent, I was fascinated with
the southern hemisphere, the
part of the earth that is south
of the equator. Looking at the
school globe, 1 couldn’t under-
stand how people there could
walk “upside down.” And then |
couldn’t believe that their cold-
est months came when we had
summer.

Many of our readers are enjoy-
ing the warm summer weather
this month. But for people in
the southern hemisphere it's
winter, the coldest part of the
year. To be honest with you, |
still find this fact intriguing.

But I'm much more fascinated
with the fact that people who
live in such vastly different
lands and cultures can all find
salvation in Jesus Christ and in
him only.

The triune God of the Bible is
not some tribal deity; he is God
for all human beings. And Jesus
is the only mediator between
the heavenly Father and the
whole human race.

Of course, people in different
cultures and religious traditions
have some knowledge of God
through his general revelation
in nature. But only in Jesus can
we find our way to the heav-
enly Father.

Our reading today is more than
an encouragement to pray for
everyone in the world. Its a
welcome for everyone to find
peace with God in the person
of Jesus Christ.

Jesus, you are our one and
only way to heaven. Give
us courage and wisdom to
proclaim your salvation to
everyone on earth. Amen.




Job 37:5-13

THURSDAY, AUGUST 22

FINDING GOD

“So that everyone he has made may know his work, he stops all

people from their labor.”

—Job 37:7

In my early teens | enjoyed a
Christian radio drama for kids.
It revolved around a girl talking
to different animals and insects
that would tell her how they
manage to survive in a harsh
environment. In the end they
always underscored that they
were created by God.

[s it possible to find God simply
by observing his creation? What
is the purpose of so-called “gen-
eral revelation”—the knowledge
of God that can be obtained
through nature?

Today's reading addresses this
issue in beautifully poetic lan-
guage. We read how God’s
voice “thunders in marvelous
ways.” He commands snow and
rain. The breath of God makes
water freeze. The changes in
weather interrupt people from
their routine work and make
them ponder about the works
of God.

But Scripture is clear that all
of us are so polluted with sin
that we cannot find the saving
knowledge of God through
nature. We need a Bible for
that. A French theologian, John
Calvin, compared the Bible to
eyeglasses that allow a person
with weak vision to see the
Savior and creation as they are
meant to be seen.

Nature points to its Creator.
However, we hear God’s voice
most clearly in his written Word.
His breath is the Holy Spirit that
warms our hearts to the gospel,
the good news of Jesus Christ.

Heavenly Father, thank
you for the breathtaking
beauty of your creation!
We praise you for the
Bible, your written Word
that reveals you as our
Savior in Christ. Amen.




John 3:1-8

FRIDAY, AUGUST 23

THE SPIRIT AS THE WIND

“No one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born

again.”

—John 3:3

My grandmother spent over
forty years praying for her rela-
tives. She wanted us to become
followers of Christ. But for a
long time she was the only
devoted Christian in our fam-
ily. Only near the end of her
life did she see her prayers an-
swered, when many of us be-
came Christians and joined the
church.

In todays reading Jesus ex-
plains the nature of salvation
to Nicodemus, an experienced
teacher of God’s people. God
cannot be reduced to a simple
formula. In order to enter the
kingdom of God, one has to be
born again. And that is the ex-
clusive work of the Holy Spirit.
The sovereign Spirit works as
he pleases in the renewal of the
human heart.

Jesus compares the Holy Spirit
to the wind that blows wher-
ever it wants. “Just as you can

hear the wind but can't tell
where it comes from or where
it is going, so you can't explain
how people are born of the
Spirit” (John 3:8, NLT).

Whether we are concerned
with our salvation or that of our
loved ones, we must whole-
heartedly trust God’s grace re-
vealed in Jesus Christ.

The mystery of salvation is deep-
ly rooted in Gods boundless
love. That’s why even the worst
sinner can be born again into the
kingdom of God. And that's why
we can confidently pray for our
unsaved loved ones.

Spirit of God, thank you
for blowing the love of
Christ into our lives.
Inspire us to pray for and
witness to our unbelieving
friends and relatives. In the
name of Jesus, Amen.




Matthew 24:9-14

SATURDAY, AUGUST 24

GLOBAL COOLING?

“This gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world
as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.”

—Matthew 24:14

Recently the media have been
paying special attention to glob-
al warming. But are we missing
another important story? I'm
talking about a universal cool-
ing in human relations. Could
it be that we are on the brink
of an ice age when it comes to
human connections within our
families, communities, and en-
tire nations?

Jesus warned us that in the last
days, “because of the increase
of wickedness, the love of most
will grow cold.” Our personal
experiences and news reports
often seem to suggest that
many hearts are already in the
grips of this deadly cold.

What should we do? Jesus’
advice is clear. We have to be
strong in our Christian calling,
and we have to keep our hearts
warm with his love. Regardless
of the circumstances, we have
to love God above all and love

our neighbors as ourselves

(Matthew 22:37-39).

The prime example of such love
is to share the gospel of Jesus
Christ with the whole world—
with people who live near and
far away from us. Instead of be-
ing critical and negative, we are
called to imitate our Savior in
his mercy and to present a posi-
tive perspective to our commu-
nities. God's Word and godly
deeds—those are the things that
will keep us all warm and se-
cure until the day of Jesus” sec-
ond coming.

Our Father, thank you for
keeping our hearts warm
with your love. Give us
strength to persevere when
our faith is tempted. Bless
us as we share your Word
and mercy with the whole
world. Amen.




Hebrews 13:15-16

SUNDAY, AUGUST 25

WHEN NATURE STRIKES

Do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such

sacrifices God is pleased.

—Hebrews 13:16

On March 11, 2011, a power-
ful earthquake struck the Pacific
coast of Japan. It triggered a
massive tsunami with waves
that engulfed entire towns.
Over 20,000 people lost their
lives, and tens of thousands
were displaced.

In just a few weeks the mem-
bers of my denomination, the
Christian Reformed Church in
North America, raised over a
million dollars to help those in
need. Our relief agency, World
Renew, used funds effectively,
thanks to a partnership with
Japanese Christians. Our me-
dia outreach, Back to God
Ministries International, began
producing a special radio pro-
gram in the Japanese language
to bring spiritual comfort to
those living in the affected area.

Natural calamities in faraway
communities challenge us and
trigger all kinds of responses.

Some people prefer to do noth-
ing. Others limit their involve-
ment to a pious prayer and
theological reflection. Still oth-
ers start blaming God.

Today's reading explains what
our immediate response to a
tragedy should be. It's then that
we as Christians are called to
do good and share with those
in need. We serve and worship
a God who always reaches out
in love and compassion. That’s
why we have to go beyond con-
dolences and kind wishes. If we
truly know his saving grace, it is
only natural for us to reach out
to hurting people with a helping
hand and caring heart.

Father, help us praise you
not only in word but also
in deed. Make us reflectors
of your love in this world.
In Jesus, Amen.




Jeremiah 17:5-9

MONDAY, AUGUST 26

TIMES OF DROUGHT

“Blessed is the one who trusts in the LORD, whose confidence is in

”

him.

—Jeremiah 17:7

Our listener Vera wrote to us
after she became a believer and
joined a local church. She sound-
ed so upbeat and positive. But a
year later we got a message from
her, requesting prayers. Her faith
was being tested through diffi-
cult circumstances.

Such  spiritually  challenging
periods can be compared to
droughts. The prophet Jeremiah
carried out his ministry in the
arid climate of the kingdom
of Judah. In today’s reading he
gives examples of two plants
growing in the same climate.

The first plant is trying to sur-
vive in the salty wasteland,
without access to fresh water.
According to Jeremiah, that’s
the person who “trusts in man,
who draws strength from mere
flesh and whose heart turns
away from the Lorp.”

The second plant, a tree, is in
similarly challenging conditions.
But it is planted near a stream,
so when heat and drought
come, the tree is secure. “Its
leaves are always green,” and
it keeps bearing fruit. That’s the
person who puts all confidence
and trust in the Lord.

Often we cannot choose our
life circumstances. We go
through periods of drought
and challenges. Our only hope
to survive is to have our roots
planted deep by the stream
of living water—our Lord and
Savior, Jesus Christ. Where are
your roots planted?

Father, thank you for pro-
viding us with the source of
living water in the person
of your Son, Jesus Christ.
Help us to put all our trust
into him only. Amen.




Matthew 17:1-8

TUESDAY, AUGUST 27

GOD’S PRESENCE

A voice from the cloud said, “This is my Son, whom [ love . . . .

Listen to him!”

—Matthew 17:5

Often small children will see
every cloud in the sky as a
little miracle. With their imagi-
nations, they're delighted to
discover all kinds of pictures
in cloud formations: funny ani-
mals, yummy desserts, smiling
human faces, and more.

Then children go to school and
learn how to classify clouds into
various types with strange Latin
names. Do they forget how to
see things in clouds, how to
rejoice over their discoveries?
Maybe so.

In the language of the Bible a
cloud is often connected with
God’s presence, glory, and gran-
deur. Today’s passage is about
the transfiguration of Jesus. His
face shines like the sun, and his
clothes become brilliantly white.
Then a bright white cloud over-
shadows everyone present, and
a voice says, “This is my Son,

whom [ love; with him I am
well pleased. Listen to him!”

The transfiguration not only
supports the identity of Jesus as
the Son of God; the voice also
reveals that he is the mouth-
piece of God. Here we are given
a glimpse of God's glorious vic-
tory, an assurance that the way
of Jesus is indeed the true way.
In the transfigured face of Christ
Godss light shines into our lives.

Next time you see a cloud in
the blue sky, may it remind you
of God’s loving presence, for he
is the power behind that cloud
and your life.

Father, | praise you for
your presence in my life.
Give me strength, humil-
ity, and wisdom to listen
to your Son and to reflect
his light into this world.
Amen.




Hebrews 12:1-3

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 28

A GREAT CLOUD OF WITNESSES

Since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses . . . let
us run with perseverance . . . fixing our eyes on Jesus.

—Hebrews 12:1-2

In my high school years | ran
many 5 kilometer races, but
I came in first only once. Not
surprisingly, that’s the race I re-
member the most clearly.

When the finish line was close, |
found myself competing against
the fastest runner in our group.
The onlookers started cheering
me loudly. In my side view their
faces turned into some kind
of a fuzzy multi-color cloud. |
pulled all my strength and fin-
ished first!

The cloud mentioned in today’s
verse isn't really a cloud at all.
It's “a great cloud of witnesses.”
This is not a description of
weather-related  phenomena
but rather a figure of speech
meaning a great number, a mul-
titude.

In Hebrews 11 we find a long
list of Old Testament heroes
of faith that encourage us with

their example. Today we could
add New Testament believers
and great heroes of faith from
church history. We are also
encouraged by many “living
saints” in our local churches and
extended families.

The race of faith is different
from any other race we might
run. Instead of competing with
others, we are fighting against
our own sinful nature. The only
hope for us to finish is to give
up our sins and to fix our eyes
on Jesus, the author of our faith.

Father, we praise you for
the example of the heroes
of faith who have run this
race before us. Give us
strength and perseverance,
and help us fix our eyes on
Jesus, in whose name we
pray. Amen.




Exodus 13:17-22

THURSDAY, AUGUST 29

GOD’S LEADING

By day the Lorp went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud . . . and

by night in a pillar of fire . . . .

—Exodus 13:21

Many weather-related phe-
nomena described in the Bible
are supernatural. Perhaps the
pillar of fire and cloud is the
most famous of these.

When Moses led the Israelites
out of Egypt, the Lord went
ahead of them in the form of
a pillar of cloud by day and a
pillar of fire by night. This fiery
cloud gave God’s people a sense
of his guidance, closeness, and
protection on their way to free-
dom through the desert. Later,
when the Lord was preparing a
path of escape through the Red
Sea, the fiery cloud gave light to
Gods people. But to the armies
of Pharaoh it brought a terrify-
ing darkness (Exodus 14:19-20).

Wouldn't it be great to have a
pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire
of our own? Something super-
natural that would guide, com-
fort, and protect us? Actually
the Scriptures teach us that

today we are in a much better
position than even the ancient
[sraelites were.

Just before Jesus ascended into
heaven he gave us this great
promise: “Surely | am with you
always, to the very end of the
age” (Matthew 28:20). Today
he is with us in the Holy Spirit.
His written Word, the Bible, di-
rects and nourishes us.

Lets humble ourselves before
the Lord Jesus and trust in his
leading. He will deliver us to
freedom.

Lord, we pray that you will
continually assure us of
your care, love, and con-
cern. Lead, comfort, and
strengthen us in our walk
of faith, we pray. Amen.




Isaiah 60:18-20

FRIDAY, AUGUST 30

THE ETERNAL SUN

“The Lorp will be your everlasting light, and your days of sorrow

will end.”

—I[saiah 60:20

One of the poems that many
Russian children learn by heart
is “A Stolen Sun.” It's a story
about a crocodile that swallows
up the sun. The earth is covered
with darkness. Some animals
get lost, and others cannot find
their food. A bear who has lost
his grandchildren reluctantly
fights the crocodile. After his
victory the sun is released back
into the sky, and the bear finds
his grandchildren.

On a sunny August day it's dif-
ficult to imagine that our sun
could ever disappear. But some
scientists suggest that it will.
Not because of a crocodile.
Supposedly our sun will burn
out in about 5 billion years
from now.

Regardless of the date for the
suns end, the Bible tells us
not to be worried. In the New
Jerusalem we won't need sun or
moon, for the Lord himself will

be our eternal light. All darkness
will disappear forever, overpow-
ered by his light of joy and salva-
tion. Our Savior will wipe away
all tears from our eyes and de-
stroy death, violence, and pain.

When we reflect about our eter-
nity with the Lord, we are at a
loss for words. Here on earth
it's not easy to imagine heaven.
Filled with symbols, the biblical
passages help us discover one
great truth: Christ has prepared
a joyful place for those who
trust in him.

Are you looking forward to
spending eternity with Jesus?

Father, we look forward to
the day when your ever-
lasting light will completely
overpower the darkness.
Help us to trust you fully
in our daily walk with you.
Amen.




Romans 10:9-13

SATURDAY, AUGUST 31

LOOKING INTO THE FUTURE

“Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

—Romans 10:13

Many of us are especially at-
tracted to weather forecasts.
When a weather report is on
the radio or television, we listen
intently, trying to process the
information. We are mesmer-
ized by the sure tone of the
reporter, the countless digits,
and the animated movements
of cold or warm fronts on the
map. Theres something very
human in this desire to glance
into tomorrow and make sense
of the seeming chaos.

Modern meteorology provides
only limited precision in fore-
casting weather for the next
few days. Yet it’s still better than
many other predictions in our
world. So many events may
change our life abruptly and
unexpectedly.

But today’s verses give us a
sense of sure hope when we
reflect on our eternal destiny
in Jesus Christ. The Bible pro-

claims that we are saved when
we call out to Jesus, when we
ask for his forgiveness, accep-
tance, and love. That is God'’s
ironclad guarantee.

To quote the theologian and
pastor John Calvin, “the grace
of God penetrates into the
abyss of death.” This grace
overcomes our sin and secures
our salvation. Like the thief on
the cross, every one of us has
to say, “Jesus, remember me!”
(Luke 23:42), and we will be
saved. Arguably, that’s the most
definite and predictable thing in
our lives.

Father in heaven, thank
you for assuring our salva-
tion in your grace. With
your Spirit, open our
hearts to your gospel. Bless
us in the name of your
Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.
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