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COSTLY GRACE: Obeying the Commands of Christ
INTRODUCTION
“Costly grace” is how Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in The Cost of Discipleship, described the call of Jesus:
“Follow Me!” He explained that Jesus’ call is costly because we are called to follow – to commit our
lives to Him and to obey. His call is gracious because it is a call to follow Jesus Christ – the One who
loves us and gave His life for us.
“Follow Me” is only one of many commands that Jesus gave us. A computer search on the
commands of Jesus resulted in a list of over 300! Some are implied, as in the case of Jesus’ words to
the Samaritan woman: “God is Spirit, and His worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth” (John
4:24). Some were obviously directed to specific individuals and not to all of us, e.g. Jesus’ telling His
disciples, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat” (John 21:6) to find a large catch of fish.
The night before His death, Jesus spoke at length with His disciples. Recorded in John 13-16, this
conversation is called the Upper Room Discourse, and it includes Jesus’ words on the importance of
obedience to His commands.
“If you love Me, you will obey what I command” (14:15).
“Whoever has My commands and obeys them is the one who loves Me” (14:21).
“Anyone who loves Me will obey My teaching” (14:23).
“If you obey My commands, you will remain in My love…” (15:10).
“You are My friends if you do what I command” (15:14).
John repeated the significance of obedience in his first epistle:
“We know that we have come to know Him if we obey His commands. Whoever says, ‘I
know Him,’ but does not do what He commands is a liar, and the truth is not in that person.
But if anyone obeys His word, God’s love is truly made complete in them.” (I John 2:3-5)
This year’s devotional study will look at the commands of Jesus. We will examine what Jesus is
asking of us in these commands, as well as what His commands teach us about Him. We will see
how His commands are both costly and full of grace. I hope we will find that following Jesus’
commands leads us into a deeper relationship with God as well as healthier relationships with our
families, friends, and neighbors. We can be enriched in many ways through obedience to the Lord,
and I trust that such obedience will bring a deep satisfaction to our lives.
Imagine a miner who knows the location of a very rich gold mine and who wants to share his
discovery with his friends. He has drawn a map so that his fellow prospectors can find it. Obviously,
those who are searching would follow that map in detail! In His commands, Jesus has given us a
map to a gold mine of spiritual treasures! Together this Lent, let’s look at that map and follow the
path He has set.
Your sister in Jesus,
Pastor Carol Peters
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Week One: Day 1

Mark 1:15

“Repent and believe the good news!”
While Jesus was still working as a carpenter in Nazareth, John the Baptist created quite a stir some
miles away in Judea. Wearing clothes of camel’s hair and feeding on locusts and wild honey, he was
drawing crowds with his message: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matthew 3:1-6).
Jesus was among those who travelled south to be baptized by John.
Following His baptism, Jesus remained in Judea where He became acquainted with five men who
later became disciples (John 1:35-51). After John was arrested, Jesus went north to Galilee where
He preached the same message as John, expanding it to include the Gospel, the good news. “The
time has come. The Kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:14-15).
It was a thrilling message! A new era was dawning! The reign of God was breaking into our world –
heaven invading earth! John the Baptist stressed the judgmental aspects of the Kingdom’s coming
(Matthew 3:7-12), while Jesus preached the coming of the Kingdom as a message of salvation: “I did
not come to judge the world, but to save it” (John 12:47). His followers would come to realize that
the Kingdom had broken into the world because Jesus, the King Himself, walked among them.
While the Kingdom has yet to come in all its fullness, in Jesus it burst forth into human history. In
Jesus, the Kingdom—the reign of God—was made available as a personal reality for all people.
The brand new situation meant that life could not continue as usual. The coming of the Kingdom
demands a response. To be ready for God to reign in our lives requires a change in direction.
And so Jesus called people to repent: to turn around, to reverse their direction, to start thinking in a
whole new way, to adopt a new agenda. While repentance involves sorrow over one’s sins and
failings, it is not primarily about feeling badly about oneself. It is about turning away from dead end
streets and finding the right pathway, the one that leads to God. It is about no longer engaging in
sin and pursuing empty activities but rather, doing the will of God. It is about stepping down from
the “throne” of your life and submitting to the rule of God.
Repentance means changing the fundamental orientation of one’s life.
If to repent is one side of the coin, then to believe is the other. In repenting, we turn from the path
that leads to death (Proverbs 14:12) and in believing, we turn toward the path that leads to life. In
the New Testament, to believe always means to acknowledge Jesus as Lord, to love Him and trust
Him. It is always more than an intellectual assent to what is set forth. Jesus’ command to believe
the Good News was a call to His hearers to put their confidence in Him and His message. And
through the Church, Jesus is still calling people today to put their full trust in Him.
As believers in Jesus, we need to check our heading, to make sure it is God’s agenda we are
following each day in the details of our lives and not our own. Have we deviated from the pathway
in any way? Do we need a course correction to get our lives back on track? Is there anything we
need to turn away from in order to turn more fully toward Jesus? Daily we can ask the Holy Spirit to
warn us if we are following the wrong path in some area of our lives so that we can turn around, i.e.
repent. After all, we know that one day the King will return! The Kingdom of God will come in all of
its fullness. That is good news! And we certainly want to be ready for that day!
Holy Spirit, help me to hear Your call to repent if I am going the wrong way in any area of my life.

Week One: Day 2

Matthew 11:28-29

“Come to Me, all you who are weary…Take My yoke upon you…learn from Me…”
This is an invitation and a command that is truly gracious. Jesus addressed it to “all you who are
weary and burdened” and with it, He promised to give them rest. He assured His hearers, “I am
gentle and humble in heart” and “My yoke is easy and My burden is light.”
The image Jesus used was that of a wooden yoke, a crosspiece or harness fastened on the necks of
two animals to aid a farmer in plowing a field. To make a yoke, a carpenter took the measurements
of the oxen and then made the preliminary yoke. It was placed on the oxen, and adjustments were
then made so that it would fit comfortably. An ancient legend said that as a carpenter, Jesus made
the best yokes in Galilee and that people came from surrounding areas to buy one from Him. The
best yokes were tailor-made and never as a one-size-fits-all.
The yoke metaphor was common. It was one way in which Jews described the Law. Bearing the
yoke of the Law meant intensive study of and strict obedience to all the Jewish laws and traditions
in order to achieve acceptance with God. And there were rules covering almost every detail of life.
Observing all of them was a very heavy burden indeed! Jesus said of the Pharisees – members of a
Jewish sect who were zealous in enforcing those rules – “They tie up heavy loads and put them on
other people’s shoulders, but they are not willing to lift a finger to move them” (Matthew 23:4).
To those exhausted by their efforts to find peace with God, Jesus promised rest. Immediately
before He gave His invitation, Jesus had declared, “No one knows the Father except the Son and
those to whom the Son chooses to reveal Him” (Matthew 11:27); then He said, “Come to Me…”
To those who came, Jesus revealed the Father – our God who is merciful, compassionate, caring. In
the Father, they could find peace and an end to their tedious efforts at self-righteousness.
The yoke metaphor was also used as a picture of discipleship. If a student desired to study with a
certain rabbi, it was said that he took the yoke of that rabbi upon himself and submitted to him.
Jesus invited and still invites people to come to Him. We are often the weary and burdened as we
try to meet the expectations others place on us or to live up to our own perfectionistic tendencies.
Sometimes it is a load of guilt that we carry. Jesus calls: “Come to Me! Take My yoke upon you.”
When Jesus said His yoke is easy, He used a word meaning well-fitting, comfortable. The former
Carpenter knows how to tailor-make the yoke to our individual needs! There’s more good news!
When we submit to Him and take His yoke, Jesus shares that yoke with us. We are yoked with Him!
We walk alongside Him. Whatever burden we carry, Jesus carries it with us.
A farmer would often yoke an inexperienced ox with an older experienced one so that the younger
one could learn from the other. And we learn from Jesus. What yoke did He carry? Jesus said, “I
have come down from heaven not to do My will but to do the will of Him who sent Me” (John 6:38).
Walking with Jesus, wearing His yoke, means learning from Him to do the will of the Father.
And in so doing, we find rest. The burden of guilt is lifted because Jesus took the burden of our sins
on Himself. We know the rest of not having to earn our own salvation, the refreshing rest that
comes in spending time with God, and the rest and relief of leaning on Jesus in hard times.
Lord, thank You for inviting me to be yoked with You! Help me to daily keep in step with You.

Week One: Day 3

John 1:43

“Follow Me”
Shortly after His baptism, Jesus first said, “Follow Me” to Philip (John 1:43). Later, by the Sea of
Galilee, He called four fishermen to “Follow Me” (Matthew 4:18-22). Jesus called Matthew, the tax
collector, with those same words (Mark 2:14). Not everyone Jesus called said yes to His invitation to
follow Him (Mark 10:21-22), but He did have many followers, called disciples. At one point, He sent
70 of them out on a mission (Luke 10). Early on, however, “He appointed twelve – designating them
apostles – that they might be with Him and that He might send them out to preach” (Mark 3:14).
Since the apostles left their jobs to follow Jesus, it is often assumed that the command “Follow Me”
is directed solely to those who are called to enter full-time Christian ministry as a vocation. Not at
all! All Christians are called to follow Jesus. When Jesus described Himself as the Good Shepherd,
He stated, “My sheep listen to My voice; I know them, and they follow Me. I give them eternal
life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of My hand” (John 10:27-28).
The picture of the shepherd and his sheep was familiar to the people in Jesus’ day. Often various
small flocks were kept in the same sheep pen at night for protection, and in the morning, each
shepherd would call out his own sheep, sometimes by name. The sheep knew their own shepherd’s
voice and would come to him and only to him. Then the shepherd led out his own sheep and they
followed him to pasture and water (John 10:3-4).
A crucial aspect, then, of following Jesus is to recognize and listen to His voice. Of course, that
means shutting out the noise around us and within us and taking time to listen for His voice. We
hear His voice speaking to us primarily and most reliably through the Bible. We can also learn to
recognize His voice when the Holy Spirit speaks to us through our own thoughts. Sometimes we
hear His voice in the words of a Christian friend, in a sermon, or in numerous other ways.
Disciples in Jesus’ day were trainees, students or apprentices who followed and lived with their
master in order to fully understand his teachings as well as his way of life. To follow Jesus as a
disciple means to learn from Him. As Jesus pointed out, “A disciple is not above his teacher, but
everyone when he is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40 ESV).
To follow a teacher involved a commitment to serve and to obey. Jesus challenged some who
considered themselves to be His disciples with strong words: “Why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and
do not do what I say?” (Luke 6:46). Following Jesus means obedience, doing what He says!
When we commit to follow Jesus, we do so on His terms. We will look at those terms in Week 4.
Suffice it to say for now, when would-be disciples offered to follow Jesus but only under certain
conditions, their offers were refused (Luke 9:57-62). When we commit to follow Jesus, our
commitment to Him is always unconditional on our part. We are His servants to do as He says, to be
deployed as He desires, and to follow where He leads.
But the rewards are beyond amazing! To follow Jesus means to be with Him – an incredible reward
in itself! And then there is His promise, quoted above, to the sheep who follow Him: “I give them
eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of My hand.”
Lord Jesus, thank You for calling me to follow You. Teach me to know Your voice and to obey.

Week One: Day 4

Matthew 7:13

“Enter through the narrow gate”
Occasionally Jesus says something that we would like to amend because it does not fit into our own
preconceived notions. In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told His hearers to enter through the
narrow gate. He went on to explain, “for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to
destruction, and there are many who go in by it. Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way
which leads to life, and there are few who find it” (Matthew 7:13-14 NKJV).
Tolerance is a chief virtue in our nation, and tolerance is a good thing. Some people, however,
assume that to be tolerant is to affirm every belief as equally valid. We see that in the often-quoted
line, “All religions lead to God.” People want that to be true, but Jesus insisted it is not.
The gate is narrow because there is only one way to God: Jesus Christ. Jesus said, “I am the way
and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6). In John
10:9 He referred to Himself as the gate through which we enter life. The invitation to enter through
the narrow gate is universal. It is made to all people everywhere. Jesus will never turn away
anyone who comes to Him (John 6:37), but it must be through Him that they come to God.
People do have a choice, and our choices matter. God told the people of Israel, “I have set before
you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life…” (Deuteronomy 30:19). Jesus tells us
there are two gates set before us, one wide and one narrow, one leading to destruction and one
leading to life. One is popular, and one is not. One is easy, and one is not. One can merely drift
through life and find oneself entering the wide gate. To enter the narrow gate requires effort.
In fact, Jesus said, “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door” (Luke 13:24). “Make
every effort” is the translation of a Greek word from the world of athletics, meaning to strive, to
push yourself, to give it your best effort. Once more, Jesus is depicting the narrow gate and the
difficult way as the best choice, but clearly not the easiest. It will be a struggle at times.
To what “effort” is Jesus calling us? Clearly we do not need to put forth any effort in order to be
saved – Jesus has done everything for us that we need. At the same time, accepting the gift of
salvation calls for willing obedience to Jesus. We strive to give Him first place in our lives. Whatever
hinders our commitment to Jesus has to go! And that is seldom easy.
Moreover, Jesus knew His followers would face persecution. Those entering through the narrow
gate will discover that they have embarked on a difficult path. In the West we have not suffered
greatly for Jesus’ sake; Christians elsewhere have had a different experience. It is said there have
been more martyrs in the last century than in all of the preceding centuries of Christian history. To
choose to enter the narrow gate was – and still is – to embrace the likelihood of persecution.
On the other hand, Jesus, again referring to His followers as His sheep, declared, “I am the gate;
whoever enters through Me will be saved. They will come in and go out, and find pasture” (John
10:9). Going in and going out was a common way of describing a life of liberty, security, and
blessing (Deuteronomy 28:6; Psalm 121:8). It is exactly what Jesus promised us in the next verse:
“I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10).
Lord Jesus, I have chosen the narrow gate. Forgive me when I wish for an easier pathway.

Week One: Day 5

John 12:36

“Believe in the light”
John described Jesus’ coming as light shining into the darkness (John 1:4-9), and Jesus declared, “I
am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness…” (John 8:12).
The interplay of light and darkness is a major theme in the Bible. “God is light; in Him there is no
darkness at all” (I John 1:5). To be estranged from God is to be in darkness. Believers have been
rescued from the dominion of darkness (Colossians 1:13), and so we must “Have nothing to do with
the fruitless deeds of darkness…” (Ephesians 5:8-17).
In a bad storm when we lose power and suddenly all is in darkness, there is a momentary sense of
disorientation as we grope around for our cell phone, a flashlight, or matches. We trip over the toy
left in the hallway. We cautiously feel our way until we can bring some light into the room. Total
darkness can be unnerving. Little children often have a fear of the dark. But so do many adults!
That is the way the Bible pictures our situation apart from Jesus Christ. We are in the dark. We are
people who don’t really know where we are going (John 12:35). We might think we have a good
idea of where we are headed, but the truth is, we are wandering about without direction. We have
no clue as to how close we are to stepping off a cliff and being lost forever. The darkness has
blinded us (I John 2:11), and we have no ability whatsoever to know God or to understand Him.
Jesus came “so that the blind will see” (John 9:39). He assured His followers, “I have come into the
world as a light, so that no one who believes in Me should stay in darkness” (John 12:46). And so He
commands us – invites us – to walk in the light, to believe in the light, to trust in the light so that we
might become children of the light (John 12:35-36). And that light is Jesus and His word.
Unfortunately, not everyone is excited by such an incredible invitation. Jesus said that people have
loved the darkness instead of the light “because their deeds were evil” and they did not want those
deeds exposed (John 3:19-20). Indeed, light can be revealing! It shows things as they are. Anyone
who has washed a window knows that! It appears clean until the sun shines through it, revealing
streaks and smears. Coming to Jesus means allowing His light to shine into our lives, bringing into
view hidden sins, secret fears, unwholesome desires, self-centered motives, toxic attitudes.
While it is disconcerting – to say the least! – to see our true selves in His light, Jesus also comes to
cleanse us, to make us new. “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new
has come!” (II Corinthians 5:17). We have been called “out of darkness into His wonderful light”
(I Peter 2:9). The relief we feel when the power comes back on is nothing compared to stepping
into the wonderful light of Jesus Christ!
And what is it that we can now see? The goodness of God displayed in creation and blessing our
lives! The love of Jesus shown in His extraordinary sacrifice for us. The path of life which the Lord
calls us to follow. The incredible future God has for us, living with Him throughout eternity!
A warning! Jesus said, “Walk while you have the light, before darkness overtakes you…Put your trust
in the light while you have it” (John 12:35-36). To resist the light is to risk becoming entrenched in
darkness until it is too late. If you haven’t done so yet, come into the light! Put your trust in Jesus!
Lord, continue to shine Your light into my life, so that there will be no residue of darkness in me.

Week One: Day 6

John 16:33 (NKJV)

“Be of good cheer!”
“Be of good cheer” is the translation of a Greek word which, in the New Testament, is only used in
the imperative mood, i.e. used as a command. It is often translated as “Take courage!” or “Take
heart!” It was definitely a word of encouragement used on those occasions when we might simply
say, “Cheer up!” On the lips of Jesus, however, that word is more than an empty although wellintentioned greeting. With Jesus there is always a reason why one can indeed “take heart.”
Four friends of a paralyzed man brought that man, lying on a mat, to Jesus. Jesus said to the man,
“Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven” (Matthew 9:2). Jesus must have known that in some way,
the man’s paralysis was related to his guilt. Perhaps the man’s conscience told him – correctly or
not – that he was paralyzed because of sin, and he believed it. In any case, Jesus knew that the man
needed to be set free from that guilt before he would be ready to receive physical healing.
So Jesus spoke reassuringly to him, “Be of good cheer, son.” Actually, the Greek word used here is
the word child (teknon), not the word for son. Jesus reassured him as one might a frightened child.
“Child, your sins are forgiven. God is not angry with you. Everything is fine.” Then, to prove His
authority to forgive sins, Jesus healed the man, and the man went home walking.
Lutherans hear the absolution, following the confession, during most worship services. And yet too
often the service ends with our picking up that burden of guilt once more, not quite able to fully
believe that God could possibly forgive us 100%. Today Jesus wants you to hear His words, “Child,
be of good cheer. Your sins are indeed forgiven! God is not angry with you. Walk in freedom.”
The woman who came up behind Jesus to touch a tassel of His robe (Numbers 15:37-41), hoping to
be healed, was in a sorry state (Mark 5:25-34). Because of her flow of blood, she was unclean.
Anyone who touched her or whom she touched would also be unclean for a given amount of time
(Numbers 19:22), thus her hesitation to admit she had touched Jesus. After 12 years of suffering,
her husband would have long since divorced her; she had no friends left. She was banned from the
synagogue. Her ailment left her weak, and she had spent all her money on doctors (Mark 5:26).
She had hoped not to be noticed, but to Jesus, no one is ever lost in a crowd. He sees each and
every one of us who need Him. When the woman was discovered, she fell at Jesus’ feet “trembling
with fear” (Mark 5:33), and Jesus said to her “Take heart, daughter” (Matthew 9:22) – the only time
He called anyone by that name. It must have brought instant relief to the woman. She was
welcomed, adopted, accepted, and no longer ostracized. Indeed, Jesus had forced her into the
open that she might hear His tender reassurance, see His loving concern for her, and be healed.
Be of good cheer! Take heart! In coming to Jesus with any and every problem we face, we too
will always find Him to be sensitive to our feelings and responsive to our needs.
The final night with His disciples before His crucifixion, Jesus told them, “In this world you will have
trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). Because of Jesus, whatever
troubles we face cannot defeat us. We face them – not with resignation – but with confidence in
our Lord and with His peace in our hearts. We can indeed be of good cheer!
Lord Jesus, what a wonderful command! May Your words always bring reassurance to my heart.

Invitational Commands

Week One

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION AND/OR PERSONAL REFLECTION
If you are reading this devotional study as part of a small weekly discussion group, whether faceto-face or online, the general outline for each week’s discussion session applies to you. There are
probably more discussion questions than you will have time to cover each week. Choose the ones
you want to discuss, saving the rest to cover if you have time. (The questions in italics are for
personal reflection, not for group sharing.)
If you are reading this devotional study on your own, the discussion questions can also be used for
personal reflection. In that case, use the weekly guides daily to reflect on the one or two questions
listed for each day’s reading. The questions designed specifically for personal reflection are in italics.
You might also find it helpful to journal your answers instead of simply thinking about them.
In either case, start your discussion time or your personal reflection time with prayer for the
insight only the Holy Spirit can give into God’s Word and into our own hearts and minds.
Get-acquainted time
Introduce yourselves to one another with 1) your name, 2) the city and
state in which you lived when you were 7, and 3) whether you in general tended to be a child who
followed all the rules or delighted in breaking them. Be brief!!
The members of my group are…

Group discussion/Personal reflection questions
1. Of the six devotions for the week, which one caught your interest the most? Why that one?
2. Day 1. Jesus announced the coming Kingdom of God and described it, using the words of
Isaiah, in Luke 4:16-21. His ministry gives us a picture of that Kingdom. What are some of
the ways His Kingdom and His reign in our lives right now, this side of heaven, are good news
for us?
3. Day 1. Sometimes the call to repent comes to us when the path we are following is not what
we would consider sinful. In such cases, why might the Lord be asking us to make some
changes in our lives, to make a “course correction” in the way we are headed? Try to give
some examples. If you are willing, share an example from your own life.
In what areas of your life are you perhaps sensing that the Holy Spirit is calling you today to
repent, to “get back on track”? What answer are you going to give Him?

4. Day 2. In Matthew 11:29, we have the rare instance in which Jesus described His own
character: “gentle and humble in heart.” The King James version reads “meek and lowly in
heart.” Why do you think Jesus chose these words, and not others, to describe Himself?
What positive or negative feelings does this description of Jesus stir in you?
What additional words would you choose to describe His character?
5. Day 2. How would you describe your own need for a lighter burden, an easy yoke, and some
rest at this time in your life?
What in your life today is burdensome or causing you to feel weary? Spend a few minutes
talking to the Lord Jesus about those things right now.
6. Day 3. What do you find difficult about recognizing and listening to the Lord’s voice? Share
your difficulty with the group. Or share what has helped you to be able to discern His voice.
7. Day 3. What for you is the best part of following Jesus? Why would you recommend
following Him to someone who is a Christian in name only?
8. Day 4. Whether we want to become a musician, athlete, or a scholar, much effort is
required. There are no short cuts. What effort has following Jesus called forth in your own
life? What rewards has it brought?
9. Day 4. Radio preacher J. Vernon McGee, in reference to Jesus as the only way to God, said
that truth must always be dogmatic. 2 + 2 = 4 whether we are speaking about apples, cows,
or dollars (McGee, page 460—see “Sources Used”). Do you agree? Why or why not?
10. Day 5. King David said, “The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear?”
(Psalm 27:1). What do you think he meant?
In what ways is the Lord your light today? Share your answer with the group.
Where do you need the light of the Lord to shine today and bring clarity to you?
11. Day 6. Today the potential causes for stress are too numerous to count, and we know how
damaging stress can be to physical and emotional health. What practical steps might we
take to remember and follow Jesus’ words— “Take courage! Be of good cheer! Take
heart!”—when we are stressed?
12. Choose one of this week’s six commands and decide on one specific action that you could
take to put it into practice. Share your “plan of action” with the group.
Write it in your journal.

Prayer requests
Share with the group any needs for which you would like the members of
your group to pray during the week.
Close in prayer
Ask God to bless your group this Lent with a greater knowledge of Jesus and a
closer walk with Him.

Week Two: Day 1

Luke 12:32

“Do not be afraid”
If one were to guess which command in the Bible was made most often, we might guess it would be
the command to love – to love God, to love our neighbors, to love even our enemies. Or perhaps it
would be the command to pray. Actually the command repeated most often is, “Do not be afraid.”
Fear is a problem! Jesus asked His disciples as He still asks us, “Why are you so afraid?” (Mark 4:40).
After feeding 5,000 people with five loaves of bread and two fish, Jesus told His disciples to go on
ahead of Him, and they set sail across the Sea of Galilee. A storm came up, and they were having a
hard time “because the wind was against them” (Mark 6:48). At least four of the disciples were
experienced fishermen and knew the proper procedure would have been to turn the boat around
and let the wind push them. Jesus, however, had instructed them to cross the lake, and they were
determined to obey Him. There is definitely a lesson here! No matter what kind of trouble we are
in, what dangers we encounter, or what problems we face, keep obeying the Lord! Do what is right!
Stay on course! In the most frightening times, stay faithful to Jesus!
From land Jesus “saw the disciples straining at the oars,” and so He went to them, walking on the
water (Mark 6:45-51). Any time we are in danger, Jesus does see us! We might wonder if Jesus
knows the trouble we are in. Yes, Jesus does know! And when the time is right, Jesus will come.
Bible scholar Warren Wiersbe asks, “Why did Jesus walk on the water?” and then he explains,
To show the disciples that the very thing they feared (the sea) was only a staircase for Him
to come to them. Often we fear the difficult experiences of life (such as surgery or
bereavement), only to discover that these experiences bring Jesus Christ closer to us.i
In speaking of the persecution the disciples would face, Jesus said that God the Father cares even
for the sparrow that falls to the ground. Then He went on to point out, “And even the very hairs of
your head are all numbered. So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows”
(Matthew 10:29-31). The number of hair on your head is not really the point. Jesus’ point is:
God is concerned about the little details of our lives. Nothing escapes His notice.
God knows the frightening circumstances in which we might find ourselves at times. God knows
what threatens us, what we are up against. And the Father does care!
On another occasion, Jesus said, “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to
give you the Kingdom” (Luke 12:32). In that one verse, Jesus has given us three assurances of the
Father’s care for us. First, the words “little flock” bring to mind once again the metaphor of the
shepherd and his sheep. The shepherd cares tenderly for his sheep and protects them. We are
under the care of the Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ (John 10). Secondly, there is the reminder that
God is indeed our Father, and fathers care for their children. Little children are not afraid when
Daddy is near. Thirdly, Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of which we, as believers, are citizens. The
proper role of a king was to care for the welfare of the people under him and to protect them.
Thus, Jesus told us we have no reason to fear! We are sheep in His flock, children of the Heavenly
Father, and citizens of His Kingdom, subjects of the King of kings forever and forever!
Lord, I hear You ask me, “Why are you afraid?” Forgive me for forgetting You are always with me.

Week Two: Day 2

Matthew 6:34

“Do not worry”
It is one thing to be afraid in the midst of danger, whether a storm or persecution or a cancer
diagnosis or a natural disaster or a pandemic or whatever. And yet even when there is a legitimate
reason (to our thinking) to be fearful, Jesus tells us not to be afraid.
Worry and anxiety, however, can plague us even when all is relatively problem-free and calm. We
worry about what might happen, asking ourselves “What if…?” We picture the worst case scenario.
Corrie ten Boom, the Nazi concentration camp survivor, said that worrying does not rid tomorrow of
its problems, but it does rid today of its strength. Bible commentator William Barclay observed,
“There may be greater sins than worry, but very certainly there is no more disabling sin.” ii
Jesus pointed out, first of all, that worry is useless. “Who of you by worrying can add a single hour
to your life?” (Luke 12:25). Indeed, chronic worry and stress can shorten our lives! Secondly, Jesus
explained that worry is unnecessary because we have a Father who cares for us (Matthew 6:26-34).
Thus worry is inappropriate for Christians, showing a lack of faith in God. Jesus said the pagans
worry, but we who know the love of God the Father surely have no reason to do so (Matthew 6:32).
Our lives are in God’s hands! Trust your Father in heaven! Celebrate the goodness of God!
Jesus called attention to the birds that “do not sow or reap or store away in barns,” and yet God
feeds them (Matthew 6:26). Clearly birds do not sit around, doing nothing. They are always seeking
out food, but they do so without worry and stress. The Father cares for the things He has made –
both birds and flowers – so of course, God will care for people who are more valuable than birds!
“Therefore do not worry about tomorrow…” (Matthew 6:34). Jesus did not say “Do not plan for
tomorrow.” The Bible elsewhere commands us to provide for our own families (I Timothy 5:8) and
reminds us that we must work to meet our needs (II Thessalonians 3:10). Plan for tomorrow, save
for tomorrow, but do not worry about tomorrow! We are to use the abilities and opportunities that
God gives us, and then leave the rest to God.
Our human needs for food, water, shelter, clothes, health, employment, friendships, etc. are crucial,
but as Jesus noted, God is fully aware of those needs (Matthew 6:32). God knows them better than
we do! At the same time, meeting those needs is not to be the primary focus of our lives. Jesus
commanded His followers to put God first: “Seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all
these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).
What does it mean to “seek first the kingdom”? It means pursuing the will of God for one’s life,
seeking to please God in the way we spend our time and money, in the way we relate to others. It
means consulting God about the decisions that impact our lives. It means living in the light of
eternity, not for this life only. This earthly life will one day end, but as children of God, we will live
forever. Whatever you are worried about today, how significant is it, really, in view of eternity?
“Do not worry about anything. Instead pray about everything” (Philippians 4:6 NLT). As one daily
devotional suggests: Write down everything you are worried about. Next, give them over to the
Lord one by one in prayer. Then throw the paper away!iii Good advice!
Father in heaven, thank You for taking care of me. Teach me to live one day at a time.

Week Two: Day 3

John 6:27

“Do not work for food that spoils”
The only miracle of Jesus recorded in all four Gospels is His feeding of 5,000 men plus women and
children with five small loaves and two small fish. Only in John chapter 6, however, do we learn
what happened after the crowd was fed. The people were intent on making Jesus their King (v. 15),
and so they sought Him out the next day in Capernaum. Jesus bluntly told them that they were
looking for Him “because you ate the loaves and had your fill” (v. 26). In other words, they wanted
a “meal ticket.” Jesus went on to tell them, “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that
endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you” (v. 27).
St. Augustine (354-430 A.D.) said, “You have made us for Yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless
until it rests in You.” One might paraphrase that: “Our soul is hungry until it feasts on You.” Many
people can testify to a gnawing hunger for something more in life, feeling as if something is missing.
It is like an emptiness deep within that we only occasionally admit is there.
When Jesus spoke of food that spoils, He was not speaking of literal food but of all that we spend
our time and energy to gain for ourselves that brings us no lasting satisfaction. Possessions and
entertainment and beautiful homes are not bad things, but they will never bring the satisfaction we
seek. Material goods are for this life only. They cannot last. They have no eternal value. To
make their acquisition our chief focus in life is a lot of wasted effort. We will still be empty inside.
Then Jesus spoke to the crowd about “the bread of God” and “He who comes down from heaven
and gives life to the world” (v. 33). When the crowd responded, “Sir, from now on give us this
bread” (v. 34), Jesus declared, “I am the Bread of life. Whoever comes to Me will never go hungry”
(v. 35). Jesus continued, “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have
no life in you. Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life…For My flesh is real food
and My blood is real drink…whoever feeds on this bread will live forever” (vv. 53-55, 58)
True lasting satisfaction and an end to emptiness come only through Jesus Christ. Only Jesus can
bring us eternal life. Eternal life means much more than living forever. It is the kind of life that
belongs to God alone, life outside of time, a quality of blessedness, not simply of duration. This is
God’s gift that comes to us through partaking of Christ, who enters and fills our lives.
While John 6 does reference Holy Communion, the meaning here is broader. Jesus is speaking of
His Word. Indeed, Jesus had said, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes
from the mouth of God” (Deuteronomy 8:3; Matthew 4:4). Jesus is the Word made flesh (John 1).
Jesus explained, “The words I have spoken to you are Spirit and they are life” (v. 63). When we truly
hear and believe His words, we take them into our souls. They become part of our inner selves like
the nutrients in food become part of our cells. Studying the Bible nourishes the soul!
It is through the Word that faith is born and grows. “Faith comes from hearing the message, and
the message is heard through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). Faith is believing that Jesus is
who He claims to be and that all He taught about God and life is true, and then living accordingly.
We have a wonderful promise from Jesus: “For My Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the
Son and believes in Him shall have eternal life…” (v. 40). Jesus really is “the food that endures”!
Lord Jesus, thank You for satisfying my deepest hunger. I will feed daily on Your Word!

Week Two: Day 4

Matthew 19:6

“What God has joined together, let no one separate.”
These words of Jesus are familiar to most people. They are stated as a solemn declaration at most
Christian weddings. Jesus spoke them when the Pharisees were trying to trap Him in His words. In
His response to them, Jesus gave us the divine understanding of marriage:
“Haven’t you read,” Jesus replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and
female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to
his wife, and the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one.
Therefore, what God has joined together, let no one separate” (Matthew 19:4-6).
In other words, marriage was instituted by God Himself; it is not merely a cultural establishment.
Marriage is God’s gift. According to Jesus, God intended that marriage would be between one man
and one woman and that it would be a lifelong commitment. In Jewish tradition, “the husband was
consecrated to the wife, and the wife to the husband. The one became the exclusive possession of
the other, as much as an offering became the exclusive possession of God.”iv The New Testament
teaches us that marriage is a picture of the relationship of Jesus and the Church (Ephesians 5:31-32).
The question the Pharisees asked Jesus was not about marriage but about divorce. It centered on
Deuteronomy 24:1 which states the legal grounds for divorce, but the terms are unclear. There was
much debate, therefore, in Jesus’ day about the conditions under which one might divorce. One
school of thought insisted that adultery was the only reason acceptable. The school of Rabbi Hillel,
in vogue at that time, allowed for divorce for any reason whatsoever.
Jesus’ answer makes it clear that divorce is never the ideal. Through the prophet Malachi, God had
expressed His view: “I hate divorce” (Malachi 2:14-16).
On the other hand, Jesus did note that Moses allowed divorce and explained that he did so because
of the hardness of our hearts (Matthew 19:8). Every one of us is a sinner. We fall far short of the
ideals for which we were created – one of the definitions of sin (Romans 3:23). Sin distorts our
image of other people. We give in to suspicion, jealousy, self-pity, lust, and the belief that we
“deserve better than this.” Within a marriage, such sinful attitudes are toxic.
Jesus gave adultery as the only acceptable reason for a divorce (Matthew 5:31-32; 19:9). Paul later
gave us another acceptable reason: the case of a believer married to an unbeliever who wants a
divorce (I Corinthians 7:15). Bible commentators note that clearly we are dealing with a principle
here, not a hard-and-fast law. It would be extremely difficult to imagine Jesus legalistically insisting
a couple stay together in cases of physical abuse, mental cruelty, drug addiction, and the like.
Jesus’ strict words about divorce and remarriage were also intended to bring security to women
who in His day could not initiate a divorce but who could be divorced by her spouse for any reason.
Behind divorce is sin, but Jesus died to cleanse us from every sin (I John 2:2). God offers the gift of
forgiveness. After all, divorce is not the unpardonable sin! When we bring our sin to God, God
forgives, and with forgiveness always comes the opportunity for a fresh start, for a new beginning.
Lord God, thank You for the gift of marriage! Strengthen the bonds between husbands and wives.

Week Two: Day 5

Mark 10:14

“Let the little children come to Me”
There are two incidents, both recorded in three of the Gospels, which show us Jesus’ attitude
toward children. In the first (Matthew 18:1-6), Jesus addressed the question of greatness in the
kingdom of heaven, explaining that “unless you change and become like little children, you will
never enter the kingdom of heaven” (v.3). Jesus pointed to the humility of children shown in their
willing dependence upon their parents, trusting them for all their needs.
Once we become adults, dependence becomes a bad word! Nevertheless, to enter the kingdom,
we must humble ourselves and admit our total dependence on God’s grace. Like infants, we cannot
do anything to earn our own way into God’s kingdom. We can only be recipients of His goodness.
We also show a childlike spirit when we place our full trust in the Lord in spite of painful trials for
which we have no answer to our question, “Why?!” As children do, we can only trust our Father.
Jesus went on to say that “whoever welcomes a little child like this in My name welcomes Me” (v.5).
In a way, Jesus was telling His disciples that they could gauge their own spiritual health by their
relationships to children. Then Jesus warned them never to lead a child into sin (v.6). Furthermore,
“See that you do not look down on one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven
always see the face of My Father in heaven” (Matthew 18:10). To have ill will toward children is to
fall into disfavor with God the Father, with Jesus the Son, and with the children’s guardian angels!
Given that the disciples had heard Jesus’ teachings on the value of children, the second incident in
which children are involved in Jesus’ ministry is shocking. Parents brought their children to Jesus,
but the disciples sent them away! (Mark 10:13-16). Jesus “was indignant” (v. 14) – a word seldom
used of Jesus! It meant extreme displeasure, to be so strongly vexed that one could physically feel
the irritation.v He told them, “Let the little children come to Me, and do not hinder them,” and then
He reminded them again, “for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these” (v. 14).
At this point in His ministry, Jesus knew He was nearing Jerusalem and the cross. Perhaps the
disciples sensed His intense mood (Mark 10:32) and thought the children too insignificant to allow
Jesus to be bothered by them. Yet even with the cross in close view, Jesus had time for children – to
pick them up, hold them, bless them. Maybe even play with them. Some of the children brought to
Him were still babies, and yet Jesus welcomed them too (Luke 18:15).
Ministry to children must always be a priority for every congregation because it was for Jesus.
Raising their children in Christian faith must always be a priority for parents. [See Psalm 78:1-8.] It
is said that 75% of Christians came to faith before age 20. Parents, grandparents, Sunday School
teachers, youth group workers, nursery attendants – all have a significant role in Jesus’ estimation.
Pray for children – your own and others as well. Pray with them. Share with them what Jesus
means to you. Let them see you taking time out to be with the Lord in prayer and in His Word.
Read the Bible with them. Worship with them. Show them that in times of stress and problems,
you turn to the Lord for help and that you trust Him. Demonstrate what God’s grace is like by your
own acceptance of their failures. Be forgiving! Before they leave the house, place your hands on
their heads and bless them with the benediction we hear each week from Numbers 6:24-26!
Father God, thank You for the gift of children! May the children around me see Jesus through me!

Week Two: Day 6

Mark 12:17 (NKJV)

“Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s”
Trying to catch Jesus in His own words, the Pharisees asked Him whether it was right to pay taxes to
Caesar (Mark 12:13-17). They meant, of course, right in the sight of God. Throughout their history,
there were times when both Israel (northern kingdom) and Judah (southern kingdom) paid tribute
to various foreign empires that demanded it, and the prophets did not protest. In the time of Jesus,
however, many Jews claimed that since God was their true King, then to pay taxes to Rome was an
insult to God. Moreover, it was a reminder that their nation was a Roman province and not free.
If Jesus had answered that it was indeed lawful to pay taxes, He likely would have been discredited
by many of His followers. Surely the Messiah would not side with Rome on the payment of taxes! If
Jesus said it was not lawful, He would be guilty of sedition. The Pharisees hoped for that very thing
“so that they might hand Him over to…the authority of the governor” (Luke 20:20). At His trial, one
of the accusations made against Jesus was, “He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar” (Luke 23:2).
It is worth noting that when Jesus asked the Pharisees to see a coin, they readily produced a Roman
coin. Such coins bore Caesar’s image with the words “son of a god,” thus blaspheming God and
breaking the commandment about not making any images. Many Jews refused to carry or touch
them, using Jewish coins instead. To use Caesar’s coinage implied acknowledging his authority.
Jesus, now with their coin in hand, asked His enemies, “Whose image is this?” When the Pharisees
acknowledged that it was Caesar’s, Jesus responded, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s
and to God the things that are God’s.” “Render” expresses the original Greek more strongly than
“give,” meaning to return what rightfully belongs to someone else, to pay a legitimate debt. Bible
commentator G. Campbell Morgan noted, “That settled it; the coin was theirs and the image
Caesar’s. They were using Caesar’s coinage. Let them be honest enough to pay Caesar his due.”vi
In this one verse, Jesus does not solve the problem of the relationship of church and state nor did
He intend to do so. Later apostolic writings shed more light onto the question of church and state
(e.g. Romans 13; I Peter 2:13-17). Jesus does imply that we owe something to the government.
Government does provide us with useful services. Even the apostles made use of Roman roads and
took advantage of the Pax Romana, the worldwide peace the Empire had achieved, to spread the
Gospel. The Apostle Paul instructed believers, “If you owe taxes, pay taxes” (Romans 13:7).
Jesus’ greater emphasis was on rendering to God what is God’s. Think back to Creation! “So God
created mankind in His own image, in the image of God He created them; male and female He
created them” (Genesis 1:27). Look at yourself. Look at your neighbor. Hear Jesus ask: “Whose
image is this?” Though we may have trouble seeing it, the image is God’s! Therefore, ultimately we
belong to God. To render to God what belongs to God is to give ourselves to God. 100%.
It is wrong to interpret Jesus’ words “Render to Caesar…” as meaning that one part of our lives is
political (and so we vote, pay taxes, etc.) and another part is spiritual (and so we worship, pray,
etc.). Rather, our entire lives belong to God. If our obedience to the government ever conflicts
with what God requires of us, we must obey God (Acts 5:29). Our politics are subservient to our
obedience to God, but we do render service to our nation as an expression of our devotion to God.
Lord, help me to be a good citizen, to do what is right, and to remember to pray for our leaders.

Commands for Daily Life

Week Two

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION AND/OR PERSONAL REFLECTION
Open in prayer
Get-acquainted time
If the members of your group were new to each other last week, then
re-introduce yourselves today. Briefly in one or two sentences share with the group one of your
biggest childhood fears and how old you were at the time.
Group discussion/Personal reflection questions
1. Of the six devotions for the week, which one caught your interest the most? Why that one?
2. Day 1. Do you think it is true that the frightening experiences in life are the ones that bring
Jesus closer to us? Why or why not? If you are willing, share an example from your own life
with the group.
3. Day 1. Which of the three reasons that Jesus gave us for not being afraid (God is our Father,
Jesus is our Shepherd, we are citizens of God’s Kingdom) do you find most reassuring?
Why that one?
What in your life today is making you afraid? Hear Jesus ask you, “Why are you so afraid?”
and then try to answer Him.
4. Day 2. Do you agree that there is no more disabling sin than worry? Why or why not?
5. Day 2. The January 9th reading in Grace for Today (see “Sources Used”) lists four things to
never worry about: things out of your control, things that won’t matter five years from now,
yesterday (“water under the bridge”), and tomorrow. Why is that good advice? Or is it?
Which of the four, if any, causes you the most worry?
Re-read the suggestion at the bottom of the page “Do Not Worry” and do it!
6. Day 2. The Week magazine reported in June 2020, “Health officials are warning that about a
third of Americans are suffering from clinical anxiety and depression.” As a Christian, what
would you say to a friend experiencing clinical anxiety and/or depression?
7. Day 3. As long as Jesus fed the crowds with bread and healed their sick, He was popular, but
by the end of John 6, we read, “From this time, many of His disciples turned back and no
longer followed Him.” Occasionally, Christians today turn away from the Lord because He
has not brought them the health or prosperity they expected from Him. How would you
counsel a Christian who is angry because God “didn’t come through” for him/her?
8. Day 3. Read Philippians 3:7-9. In what sense do you find that knowing Jesus brings more
satisfaction than anything the world offers and that compared to knowing Him, everything
else is rubbish? Or would you not go as far as Paul did in making that claim? Be honest!

9. Day 4. What are some of the ways in which marriage is a gift from God to men and women?
To society as a whole?
If you are married, tell the group one way in which your spouse is God’s gift to you.
10. Day 5. One of the traits of children that must have pleased Jesus is their tendency to see so
many things with wide-eyed wonder, a trait that is lost by the time they become jaded
teens. Why is wonder such a desirable trait?
What can we do to recover our own sense of wonder?
11. Day 6. What are some things that we as followers of Jesus can do to serve our leaders
without compromising our own beliefs and without giving in to political partisanship?
12. Choose one of this week’s six commands and decide on one specific action that you could
take to put it into practice. Share your “plan of action” with the group.
Write your plan down!
Prayer requests
Share with the group any needs for which you would like the members of
your group to pray during the week. Make a note below of the requests they share with you.
Share too any answers to prayer for which you want to thank the Lord.

Close in prayer

If you wish, use the words of this classic hymn as your closing prayer.
If your group feels brave, sing it together!

“Jesus, Savior, pilot me, Over life’s tempestuous sea;
Unknown waves before me roll, Hiding rock and treach’rous shoal;
Chart and compass come from Thee: Jesus, Savior, pilot me!
“As a mother stills her child, You can hush the ocean wild;
Boist’rous waves obey Your will, When You say to them ‘Be still!’
Wondrous Sov’reign of the sea, Jesus, Savior, pilot me!”
“Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me” by Edward Hopper. In Public Domain.

Week Three: Day 1

Matthew 22:39

“Love your neighbor as yourself”
In another test, Jesus’ opponents asked Him about the greatest commandment. Jesus declared that
to love God was the greatest and then added, “And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as
yourself’” (Matthew 22:34-40; Leviticus 19:18). That command is “the royal law” (James 2:8) and
sums up the entire law (Galatians 5:14). Referring to that same command, a lawyer asked, “And
who is my neighbor?” Jesus answered with the story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37).
It is probable that this story was not a parable, but a real life incident. Luke does not call it a parable
as he does with other stories. If it was a parable, Jesus’ Jewish listeners might well have dismissed it
as something that would never happen in real life: “Two religious leaders both passing by the
injured man and doing nothing?!! Absurd! A hated Samaritan stops to help a Jew?! Never!”
The priest and the Levite could well have had good reasons (in their point of view) for not stopping.
That particular road was known to be a dangerous one used by bandits. Perhaps they feared that
the perpetrators were still nearby and that their own lives or at least their money was in danger. If
the victim was already dead, then to touch him would have made them unclean, and they would
have been unable to fulfill their clerical duties (Numbers 19:11). The situation raises a significant
moral question: How much is one person expected to risk for the sake of a person in need?
The Samaritan took time to tend the victim’s wounds, in spite of the potential risk of the robbers
still being nearby. He rearranged his schedule in order to get the man, a stranger, to an inn, and he
spent that night caring for him. He paid for the man’s care out of his own funds and even promised
the innkeeper that he would reimburse him on his return trip for any other expenses incurred.
When the lawyer admitted that the one who had been a neighbor to the injured man was the
Samaritan “who had mercy on him,” Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:36-37).
Martin Luther wrote, “Now our neighbor is any human being, especially one who needs our help, as
Christ interprets it in Luke 10:30-37. Even one who has done me some sort of injury or harm…does
not stop being my neighbor.”vii Any person who needs our help – irrespective of race, nationality,
age, religion, immigration status, sexual orientation, political party, whatever – is our neighbor.
What is mercy? It is more than feeling pity or compassion. It is taking practical action. It is seeing
someone in need and reaching out to help. Vine’s Dictionary defines God’s mercy as “God’s
attitude toward those who are in distress.”viii When we were lost and doomed to eternal death,
God took action, sending His Son, and saving us because of His mercy (Titus 3:5). As the recipients
of God’s great mercy, therefore, we surely ought to have mercy on our neighbors in distress!
It is easy to speak in generalities about neighbors and human need, but Jesus forced the lawyer to
see a specific incident. Jesus challenges us as well to open our eyes to specific cases of need around
us. To see in the person who hurts and needs care, not a nuisance, but a neighbor. And to respond
with more than pity. To try to feel what that person feels, to see things as they see them. To help
out as best we can. That is seldom easy as we have our own schedules to keep, families to tend,
responsibilities to meet, bills to pay. But it is what Jesus commands. And Jesus will help us to do it.
Lord, open my eyes to my neighbors in need. Show me how I can best show mercy to them.

Week Three: Day 2

Matthew 5:42

“Give to the one who asks you.”
The “Golden Rule” summarizes the Christian ethic and is probably the best-known teaching of Jesus:
“Do to others as you would have them do to you” (Luke 6:31). Other cultures have similar maxims,
but they are stated negatively. Rabbi Hillel taught, “Do not do to thy neighbor what is hateful to
yourself.” Most societies have laws that say that same thing. To those who feel righteous because
they obey those laws, Jesus says, “Do not even pagans do that?” (Matthew 5:47).
The Golden Rule takes an active and positive approach, telling us that we need to go beyond merely
refraining from hurting, robbing, or falsely accusing our neighbors. Christians are called to go out of
our way to do whatever would help our neighbors out, build them up, encourage and comfort
them. We do for them what we would want someone to do for us if we were in their situation.
And that, of course, touches on our giving. For the Jews, giving to the poor – like prayer and fasting
– was an act of piety. Giving to the poor was written into their Law (Deuteronomy 15:7-11). It was
both a privilege and a responsibility. Unfortunately, in Jesus’ time, the Pharisees had turned their
giving into a means of gaining favor with God and also attracting the admiration of others.
While Jesus condemned giving for the wrong reasons, He did affirm the practice itself: “Give to the
one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you” (Matthew
5:42). Our giving is something we do out of our love for God. Since pleasing God and loving our
neighbor are the only proper motives, our giving is to be done in secret (Mathew 6:1-4).
But did Jesus really mean I need to give to anyone who asks? We are no longer dealing only with
the occasional beggar on the street but with crowdfunding sites on the Internet and television
appeals picturing hungry and sick children from around the world. There are a lot of people asking!
In concluding His teachings on worry, Jesus had told His followers, “Sell your possessions and give to
the poor” (Luke 12:33). All of our possessions? Jesus had followers who helped support Him out of
their own wealth (Luke 8:3), and when Zacchaeus said he would give half his wealth to the poor,
Jesus was satisfied (Luke 19:1-10). Evidently Jesus did not require every disciple to give up
everything. On the other hand, we could learn from the Macedonian Christians who lived in
extreme poverty but were commended for giving “as much as they were able” to those in need,
thus putting to shame the wealthier Corinthians (II Corinthians 8:1-15). Rich Christians are “to be
generous and willing to share” (I Timothy 6:17-19).
Thinking back to the Good Samaritan narrative, the thief had the attitude, “What you have is mine,”
while the priest would have said, “What I have is mine.” The Samaritan, on the other hand, had the
attitude that Jesus wants to see in us: “What I have belongs to you if I can use it to help you.”ix
Remember the example of Jesus! “Though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, so that
you through His poverty might become rich” (II Corinthians 8:9).
Asking how much is enough misses Jesus’ point. We can ask the Holy Spirit to direct us individually
in our giving. The Lord will often show us when, to whom, and sometimes how much He is asking us
to give. We can learn to recognize His promptings. Then, we can simply follow His lead and do it!
Lord Jesus, forgive me for often giving far less than I am able in my giving to others in need.

Week Three: Day 3

Luke 6:27

“Love your enemies”
Common decency tells us to help someone in need as the Good Samaritan did. Jesus went much
further: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for
those who mistreat you” (Luke 6:27-28). After all, He pointed out, if you only love those who love
you, “what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ love those who love them” (Luke 6:32).
To be a citizen of the Kingdom of God is to have God reigning in one’s life. His rule in us means we
will demonstrate the character of God more and more in our own attitudes and behaviors, thus
showing that we are God’s sons and daughters (Matthew 5:44-47). Jesus then went on to say, “Be
perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). “Perfect” in Greek meant to
reach maturity or to achieve one’s purpose. One who graduated from college, for example, having
completed all the necessary course requirements, could be said to be “perfect.”
Even so, what Jesus calls us to do sounds far beyond our ability! It helps to understand the
difference between two Greek words for love. Phileō means tender affection, a love that involves
the emotions. This is the love we have for family and friends. Feeling such affection toward people
who use others to get their way or who are cruel would not be appropriate or possible. Agapē is an
act of the will, and this is the love of which Jesus spoke, love that chooses to do good for others
and to show kindness to all, even the most unlovable. Such love chooses to bless even one’s
enemies, meaning to wish them well. It is the kind of love God has shown us. “God demonstrates
His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).
But that is a stretch for us! Bible commentator G. Campbell Morgan wrote that when we measure
ourselves against Jesus’ standard and find ourselves falling far short of meeting it, we realize that,
unless Jesus does infinitely more for the world than give it a code of ethics, He has mocked
our impotence and revealed our weakness. Thank God that we know Him not only as a
Lawgiver but first as our Redeemer, blotting out the sin of the past by His blood,
communicating new power by the resurrection, and coming with us through all these human
relationships, enabling us to fulfill them.x (emphasis added)
The Lord has given us the Holy Spirit to live within us. It is His power, not our own self-effort, that
will enable us to show goodwill to those who hate us. Jesus also instructed us to pray for those
who mistreat us. The fact is, it is hard to continue hating someone for whom one is praying! When
we determine that we will indeed pray for someone who is against all we stand for, then the Lord
can begin to reshape our attitudes and enable us to show agapē, His kind of love, to that person.
There is something else about loving one’s enemies. It is the only way in which we can win them
over! As Martin Luther King, Jr., explained,
Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that. Hate multiples hate, violence multiples
violence, and toughness multiplies toughness in a descending spiral of destruction. So when
Jesus said, “Love your enemies,” He was setting forth a profound and ultimately inescapable
admonition…The chain reaction of evil must be broken.xi
Lord, transform my heart and mind. Enable me to demonstrate to ALL people Your kind of love.

Week Three: Day 4

Luke 6:37

“Do not judge”
In America, tolerance—allowing beliefs and practices with which one disagrees—has been a virtue.
More recently, however, as a society, we have become too easily offended—or even threatened—if
someone expresses a view different from our own. We are becoming quick to pass judgment on the
people who disagree with us, judging them, and not only their ideas, in some way as “bad.”
The Amish used “shunning” – social rejection – to punish offenders. “Online shaming” – publicly
humiliating others via the Internet and social media – is the modern way. “Cancel culture” boycotts
individuals or groups – and everything connected to them – who have said or done something which
somehow offended those calling for the boycott. After J.K. Rowling, the author of the Harry Potter
series, made a statement that offended some of her fans, many of them – rather than simply
expressing their disagreement – “were declaring their intention to purge all things Potter from their
lives.” Some threw away all their Potter books while one woman had laser surgery to remove a
Potter-related tattoo from her chest.xii To critique an idea is insufficient; now we sever all ties with
the people with whom we disagree or whose behavior does not conform to our standard.
To judge ideas, weigh opinions, and evaluate courses of action is a must in a free society. To
judge other people is not. Jesus taught us, “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not
condemn and you will not be condemned” (Luke 6:37). The fact is, we cannot judge others because
we seldom have all the facts nor do we know another person’s heart. Moreover, because we are all
sinners, we have no right to look down on anyone else. As James 4:12 says, “But you—who are you
to judge your neighbor?” Even to call someone else “a fool” puts us in danger of God’s judgment
(Matthew 5:22)! God is the Judge, and one day “each of us will give an account of ourselves to
God” (Romans 14:10-12).
Jesus said that when we judge someone else, it is like trying to remove a tiny speck of sawdust from
their eye while we have a plank in our own (Luke 6:41-42). Martin Luther sarcastically noted that
when you judge your neighbor without seeing your own faults, “you have done very well indeed.
You have angered and alienated both God and your neighbor.”xiii
At the same time, there is a place for addressing wrongs and correcting one another (e.g. Matthew
18:15-17). Scripture tells us that “if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit, should
restore that person gently” (Galatians 6:1). “Gently” says a lot! It is not fault-finding nor meanspirited nor picayune, which are all traits of judgmentalism. It is always an act of love.
Jesus went on to say we need to take the plank out of our own eyes before trying to “fix” someone
else. Paul told believers to examine themselves, reminding them, “If we judged ourselves, we
would not come under judgment” (I Corinthians 11:31). We do well to do an honest appraisal of
ourselves – our attitudes, our words, our actions, our ideas – before the Lord. We can pray: “Search
me, O God, and know my heart…And see if there is any wicked way in me” (Psalm 139: 23-24).
A word of caution! Such self-examination should not be superficial, giving ourselves the quick onceover. Let God reveal to us what needs work. We will find that “fixing” ourselves, even with the
Lord’s help, will take all of our time and effort! We won’t have the time to judge anyone else!
Lord, forgive me for judging my neighbors when I fall so far short of perfection myself!

Week Three: Day 5

Matthew 5:39

“Do not resist an evil person.”
Do not resist an evil person. If someone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other
cheek also. And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well.
If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles (Matthew 5:39-41).
These words of Jesus from His Sermon on the Mount surely shocked His hearers. Most Christians
even today cringe a little when we hear them. Jesus’ words “go against our grain.” Bible expositors,
however, point out that He was not enacting new laws. Rather, Jesus was describing an inner
disposition that always responds to any negative situation not with retaliation but with grace.
Jesus is not telling us to simply allow ourselves to be victims of violence. To be slapped causes no
major physical harm, but it is highly insulting, embarrassing the victim and provoking anger. In this
first example, Jesus is teaching us how to respond to insults--neither reacting with anger nor fleeing
the confrontation. Of course, that leaves us vulnerable to further insult (turning the other cheek).
It also gives us the opportunity to respond with love and goodwill. Perhaps the situation can even
be defused. “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger” (Proverbs 15:1).
The second example came from a court of law. The average person in Jesus’ day had two garments,
a tunic and a cloak worn over it. The cloak was a robe by day and a blanket by night and so no one
had any legal right to take one’s cloak (Exodus 22:26-27). So what is Jesus’ point? Followers of
Jesus are not to insist on their own rights. Jesus calls us to forget our own individual rights for the
sake of our neighbors and to go beyond what is legally required. Love always trumps our rights.
As this devotion is being written (summer 2020), America is embroiled in a controversy regarding
personal rights: to wear a mask or not. The evidence is that masks do give protection from COVID19 to the wearer and to the people nearby, but some think being told to wear a mask infringes on
their personal rights, and they refuse. What does it say about us if we are so insistent on our own
rights that we are willing to subject other people to a life-threatening danger? Many churches are
choosing to worship only online for the time being because Christians do set aside their own rights
in order to protect others.
When this is read during Lent 2021, the situation may be 100% different, but the issue Jesus raised
will be the same. Am I willing to set aside my rights for the good of my neighbor? In Jesus’ view
(and His is the only one that counts!), love for one’s neighbor always matters more than my rights.
In the time of Jesus, a Roman soldier could draft any bystander to carry his baggage for one mile.
Certainly that would be an unfair inconvenience for the one recruited, provoking inner rage, yet
there was nothing to be done except to comply. At least the law said one had the right to quit after
one mile. But Jesus in effect said, “Say to the soldier after you have gone the required mile, ‘If you
like, I can carry it another mile for you.’”xiv This third example again calls disciples of Jesus to make
a sacrifice, to forgo their rights, in order to demonstrate grace and love even to one’s enemies.
Such was the lifestyle of Jesus, who set aside His own rights and divine prerogatives to save us,
submitting to execution on a cross (Philippians 2:5-8). And Jesus calls us to follow Him.
Lord, only as You empower me to follow You can I even begin to do what You ask me to do.

Week Three: Day 6

Mark 11:25

“When you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive them…”
That Jesus included a petition in the Lord’s Prayer dealing with our forgiving those who have
wronged us indicates the seriousness with which the Lord regards our forgiving others. To
emphasize that seriousness, Jesus immediately followed the Prayer with these somber words, “For
if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your Heavenly Father will also forgive you.
But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins” (Matthew 6:14-15).
Later, Jesus taught the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant in answer to Peter’s question about how
often he should forgive his brother (Matthew 18: 21-35). In the parable, the servant is forgiven a
debt of about $12 million in our currency while he was asked to forgive a debt of $17. The point is
that God has forgiven each of us much more than we will ever be asked to forgive. The servant in
the story was thrown into prison, and again, Jesus ended with a solemn warning: “This is how my
heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”
Must I forgive others before God will forgive me? When we are welcomed into the family of God,
God graciously cleanses us from all sin and grants us forgiveness (I John 1:7). It is unconditional—
that is the meaning of grace. It is the experience of being completely forgiven that in turn prompts
us to forgive others. Unfortunately, we continue to sin daily and need God’s ongoing forgiveness. It
is this daily forgiveness, for which we pray in the Lord’s Prayer, which God continues to extend to
us but which we are unable to receive if we harbor an unforgiving attitude toward anyone. When
we choose not to forgive, we are closing ourselves off to the forgiveness of God. We can almost
hear Jesus say, “If you refuse to forgive, how do you have the nerve to ask God to forgive you?!”
Jesus frequently coupled His teaching on prayer with His words about forgiveness because He knew
we could not enjoy open fellowship and communication with the Father if we refuse to forgive
(Mark 11:25). Pastor J. Vernon McGee said it well: “An unforgiving spirit will short-circuit the power
of prayer.”xv In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus instructed us that we need to “reconcile” with our
brothers and sisters before presenting our offerings to God (Matthew 5:23-24).
Forgiving others is not ignoring what someone has done to us. It is not pretending everything is
okay or that it really doesn’t matter. Jesus set forth the process of reconciliation with one who has
sinned against us, and the first step is confronting that person (Matthew 18:15-17)—a difficult first
step! In Matthew 18 and in Luke 17:3-4, Jesus made our forgiving the offender contingent on their
repentance, but if that person does repent, our forgiveness is to be limitless.
What if the person who wronged me has not repented? What if they don’t even care? Martin
Luther said “If someone refuses to acknowledge the sin…you cannot forgive him…because he
refuses to accept the forgiveness.”xvi Yet, for our own well-being, we need to be able to let go of
the wrongs done to us or they will leave us bitter, angry, depressed, and often unable to move on.
We must bring those hurts to God and trust God to deal with the offender in whatever way is best.
What if I have tried to forgive, but I can’t seem to let it go? Sincerely asking the Lord to help us
forgive—even if we need to ask Him again and again—is much different from refusing to forgive.
God will help us to heal and eventually to let go of the wrongs done to us. Trust Him!
Father, thank You, thank You for forgiving me! Grant me grace to forgive those who hurt me.

“Golden Rule” Commands

Week Three

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION AND/OR PERSONAL REFLECTION
Open in prayer
Get-acquainted time
Re-introduce yourselves by name if yours is a new group this Lent.
Think of someone who was a good neighbor to you at some point in your life, and in one or two
sentences, describe to the group the way that neighbor helped you.
Group discussion/Personal reflection questions Remember, there are probably more discussion
questions than you will have time to cover. Choose the ones you want to discuss and leave the rest
to cover if you have time.
1. Of the six devotions for the week, which one caught your interest the most? Why that one?
2. Day 1. Many years ago, a warning was issued to not stop for stranded women motorists
because some of the “good Samaritans” who stopped were then surprised by thieves who
were hiding behind the car. Those kinds of incidents—like the episode of the Good
Samaritan—raise the question, “How much is one person expected to risk for the sake of a
person in need?” How would you answer that question?
3. Day 1. If “Find a need and fill it” is a formula for success in business, the Good Samaritan’s
slogan might be, “See a need and meet it.” On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being “I am blind to
the needs of others” and 10 being “Every need I see I make an effort to meet,” how would
you rate yourself and why that rating?
4. Day 2. William Barclay in his commentary on Matthew, Volume 1, page 172 (See “Sources
Used”) said, “It is better to help a score of fraudulent beggars than to risk turning away the
one man in real need.” Do you agree? Why or why not?
5. Day 2. On the other hand, Martin Luther said, “Christ is not telling me to give what I have to
any scoundrel that comes along…” (Luther’s Works, Volume 21, page 117. See “Sources
Used”). Share with the group how you make your decisions about to whom you will give
and/or to what charities you will give.
Take a few moments to speak with the Lord about your own giving and ask if there is
someone or some project to which He wants you to make a financial gift.
6. Day 3. It is usually not difficult for most of us to bring to mind people we feel in no way
deserve our prayers or to be loved. Often these are people we do not even know personally.
Think Islamic terrorists, priests who abuse children, human traffickers, arsonists.
If we were to tell Jesus how we feel, how do you think He would respond?
7. Day 3. Is the distinction between phileō love and agapē love helpful to you? Why or why
not?

8. Day 4. How easily can you separate an individual from what that person believes if his or her
opinions are very different from your own? Or is it a “package deal” as far as you are
concerned? Try to explain why you feel as you do.
William Barclay in his commentary on Luke, page 81 (See “Sources Used”) said,
“There is so much bad in the best of us and so much good in the worst of us
That it ill becomes any of us to find fault with the rest of us.”
Think about committing that to memory!
9. Day 5. Excuse the personal anecdote, but some years ago, when I felt I had been treated
unfairly by someone, I complained to the Lord, and immediately I sensed His one-word
response to my complaint: “So?” And then Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:39-41 came to mind.
I concluded that what mattered most was not my being treated unfairly. What mattered to
Jesus was my own response to unfair treatment. Do you agree? Why or why not?
10. Day 5. On the other hand, there is a danger in interpreting Jesus’ words to mean that a child
or a spouse or an employee in an abusive relationship should patiently endure that cruel
treatment. Where do you see that the line should be drawn? At what point does one stop
turning the other cheek and offering to go another mile?
[For an example of Jesus’ being slapped and His response, see John 18:22-23.]
11. Day 6. Why do you think our forgiving others who wrong us is so important to the Lord?
If there is someone you know you need to forgive, speak with the Lord about that right now
and ask His help in forgiving that person. Decide now that you will include that person in
your daily or at least weekly prayers for his or her wellbeing.
12. Choose one of this week’s six commands and decide on one specific action that you could
take to put it into practice. Share your “plan of action” with the group.
Write your plan down!
Prayer requests
Share with the group any needs for which you would like the members of
your group to pray during the week. Make a note below of the requests they share with you.
Share too any answers to prayer for which you want to thank the Lord.

Close in prayer
Think about the needs of some of the most vulnerable in our communities
and then pray for those people in your closing prayer. Ask the Lord to open our eyes to those in
need and to help us find ways to help. Finish with the Lord’s Prayer.

Week Four: Day 1

Mark 8:34

Deny yourself and take up your cross and follow Me
The picture Jesus presented of discipleship to the crowd that followed Him must have shocked and
horrified them. “If anyone would come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and
follow Me” (Mark 8:34). On another occasion, Jesus said, “Anyone who does not carry his cross and
follow Me cannot be My disciple” (Luke 14:27). Most in the crowd would have seen prisoners
carrying their crossbeams to the place of execution where they would be crucified. Now Jesus
apparently is saying, “If you are not prepared for that yourselves, then forget about being My
disciple,” and He warned them to count the cost before deciding to follow Him (Luke 14:28-33).
If one is on the way to his or her death – which carrying a cross certainly implies – then everything
about one’s life is now forfeited. One’s desires, plans, possessions, pleasures, family, ambitions–
everything in one’s life is relinquished as soon as that crossbeam is lifted onto one’s shoulders.
Jesus’ words had a literal meaning. Many of those who believed in Him gave their lives as martyrs.
Indeed, every believer is to be prepared to die as a martyr rather than to abandon faith in Jesus. Or
at least to be prepared to endure suffering for His sake.
Carrying the cross, however, entails more than martyrdom. After He told His disciples about His
own coming sufferings, Jesus told them that they must take up their cross daily (Luke 9:23). Why?
The real reason for that is that no man can follow Jesus and ever again do what he likes. To
follow Jesus may well mean the sacrifice of pleasures, habits, aims, ambitions which have
woven themselves into our lives. Following Jesus always involves this act of surrender—and
surrender is never easy.xvii
In other words, bearing the cross is a lifestyle. Like the criminal on the way to execution, we can no
longer clutch the things that once were important to us. If the Lord calls us to let them go, let them
go we must. We say with Paul, “I consider everything a loss for the sake of Christ” (Philippians 3:8).
The will of God is now the disciple’s number one priority—no matter what the cost. We are “living
sacrifices” whose lives—our time, money, abilities, aspirations—belong to Jesus (Romans 12:1). But
we also have Jesus’ promise: “Whoever loses his life for My sake will find it” (Matthew 10:39).
This is about more than giving up dessert for Lent! It is about our choosing the Lord’s will any time
our wills are in conflict with His. Jesus’ call is to deny ourselves which means saying no to anything
and everything that keeps us from fully committing to following, obeying, and serving Him. When
Jesus again shocked His followers by telling them that anyone who did not hate their mother,
father, spouse, or children “cannot be My disciple” (Luke 14:26 NKJV), He meant that love for Him
must be even stronger than our love for family. No one can interfere with our loyalty to Him.
It is because Jesus is the Son of God that He dares to make such claims on those who want to follow
Him. But Jesus never demands anything more from us than He has already done for us: His own
self-denial and obedience to God, carrying the cross, giving His life as a sacrifice—all for you and me.
It is seeing His great love for us as He hangs on the cross that draws us to Him (John 12:32). His
gentle way of dealing with us and His availability to help us each step of the way give us the
courage to say “Yes, Lord!” to His call to deny ourselves, take up the cross, and to follow Him.
Lord Jesus, enable me to say “No” to myself and “Yes” to You and to whatever You ask of me.

Week Four: Day 2

Matthew 6:9 (NLT)

“Pray like this: ‘Our Father…’”
In teaching His followers to pray, Jesus showed us that prayer is not a religious duty or ritual. It is
the expression of our relationship to God, and so the Lord’s Prayer begins with acknowledging that
God is indeed our Father. We are not students coming before the principal or criminals approaching
the judge’s bench nor are we children visiting Santa Claus. We are meeting with our God and
Father, who is pleased to see us and who loves us and desires to give us whatever we need. We
need never hesitate to come to Him. We need never worry about bothering Him.
In any healthy relationship, good communication is essential whether between wives and husbands,
parents and children, or among friends. Thus, Jesus gave His disciples guidelines on communicating
well in prayer. The Lord’s Prayer itself gives us a pattern for speaking with God, putting the
concerns of God above our own, i.e. His Name, His Kingdom, His will. The Lord’s Prayer shows us
that it is right for us to ask our Father for all that we need (“daily bread”) and to come to Him with
our failures and sins. And in the daily battles of life, we can call on Him to help and rescue us.
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught His disciples additional practices that would make prayer
more meaningful for them. He again emphasized our need to remember that we are coming to our
Father when we pray: “If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your
children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask Him!”
(Matthew 7:11). To call God “Father” assures us we are loved and that we can always trust God.
Jesus also stressed the need for privacy: “When you pray, go into your room, close the door and
pray to your Father…” (Matthew 6:6). While we can pray anytime and anywhere, privacy allows us
the freedom to be transparent before God, to express our deepest thoughts and feelings in an
uninhibited manner. This is not to say that we cannot pray in public (e.g. grace before a meal in a
restaurant) or with others (e.g. corporate prayer during worship) or “on the run” (e.g. faced with a
sudden need for help). Nevertheless, nothing can take the place of those intimate moments when
we are alone with God our Father.
In addition, Jesus insisted that prayers can be simple and need not be lengthy; they certainly should
never be merely words repeated without thought (Matthew 6:7). Jesus went on to remind us that
our “Father knows what you need before you ask Him” (Matthew 6:8). Yet God still does want us to
come and to ask, and although our prayers can be short, we should never rush through them.
The joy in prayer is simply spending time in our Father’s presence even if we say nothing at all!
During our lives, all of us endure hard times. When Jesus was speaking about difficult times, He told
a parable to teach His disciples that “they ought always to pray and not lose heart” (Luke 18:1 ESV).
The old King James Bible said “to pray and not to faint.” In really challenging times, those are a
disciple’s two alternatives: pray or lose heart and faint! We come to our Father, our “Daddy” in
heaven (our “Abba” – Romans 8:15; Galatians 4:6) because we know that from Him we can receive
what we need to meet those challenges. And we are reminded we don’t face them alone.
“Oh, what peace we often forfeit, Oh, what needless pain we bear,
All because we do not carry, Everything to God in prayer.” xviii
Father, what a joy for me to call You my Father and to have the privilege of speaking with You.

Week Four: Day 3

John 16:24 (NLT)

“Ask, using My name”
Jesus, during the Last Supper, taught His disciples something new about prayer, and to this new
instruction, He attached an amazing promise. “I will do whatever you ask in My name…You may ask
me for anything in My name, and I will do it” (John 14:13-14). “I tell you the truth, My Father will
give you whatever you ask in My name. Until now you have not asked for anything in My name.
Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete” (John 16:23-24).
We have all prayed enough prayers to which the answer was a “No” to realize that the promise
Jesus is making is not like a blank check. His promise, as broad as it might sound, clearly does not
mean we can get anything we want from God. “In Jesus’ name” is not a magical formula to secure
our desires. It is more like a condition that is set upon our requests.
Primarily, praying in Jesus’ name reminds us that we can only come before God because of Jesus.
His blood made us clean (I John 1:7); He made us God’s children (John 1:12). Beyond that basic
truth, to pray in Jesus’ name means to ask for something which Jesus would fully endorse. The
prayer request, as well as our motives in asking for that specific thing, should be in keeping with His
nature, His teachings, and His purposes as He has revealed them. It is a request that honors God. In
other words, praying in His name is praying in the will of God, asking for what we know God Himself
desires (I John 5:14-15). And of course, such prayers are guaranteed a “Yes!” answer.
We cannot always be certain that our prayers align with the will of God, but we can be more certain
than we think. The Bible clearly is one means by which we know the will of God. As believers, we
have the Holy Spirit within us to teach us His will. Sometimes when our prayers are off base, we will
feel the Spirit’s nudge, letting us know to change our request. Being able to pray in the name of
Jesus grows out of our relationship to Him, our remaining or abiding in Him (John 15). When we
remain closely connected to Jesus, we have a greater ability to know God’s will and to pray
accordingly. [We will look at that relationship—remaining in Jesus–in Week Six.]
Concern over whether we are praying in His will, however, should NEVER inhibit our prayers! We
are still coming to our Father! His door is always open to us! What matters to us matters to Him!
God loves us, and we can ask Him for anything (John 16:26-27). Children sometimes ask their
parents for foolish things although to the children’s way of thinking, they are not foolish. God
understands that about us. One pastor has said that is why God answers prayers in one of four
ways: “Yes!” “No” “Wait until later” or “You’ve got to be kidding!”xix Often what God in His love
and wisdom gives us is not what we’d asked. It is far better than that for which we had asked!
When an answer to prayer is delayed, we are inclined to think that what we asked was not God’s
will and that the answer is a “No.” But Jesus encouraged His disciples to keep on asking. “Ask and
it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you” (Luke 11:9).
The verb tenses in the original language denote continuing action, i.e. keep on asking, keep on
seeking, keep on knocking. That Jesus used three different verbs in describing prayer and attached
a promise to each one clearly emphasizes His point: persistence in prayer is a good thing! Unless we
have heard a definite “No; stop asking for this” from the Holy Spirit (II Corinthians 12:8-9;
Deuteronomy 3:23-26), we need to keep asking for it. The answer will come in the Lord’s timing.
Holy Spirit, help me to pray and to keep on praying according to the Father’s will in Jesus’ name.

Week Four: Day 4

Matthew 5:30

“Cut it off and throw it away”
“One evening David got up from his bed and walked around on the roof of the palace. From the
roof he saw a woman bathing. The woman was very beautiful…” (II Samuel 11:2). And so began all
of King David’s troubles! The woman was Bathsheba, and his lust led him to lies and to murder and
to God’s judgment (II Samuel 11 and 12). But it all started with his eyes and what he saw.
In the Sermon on the Mount, after stating that to look at a woman lustfully is to commit adultery,
Jesus taught His disciples that if their right eyes causes them to sin, they should “gouge it out and
throw it away.” Likewise, a hand or a foot that causes them to sin, “cut it off and throw it away”
(Matthew 5:29-30). While the passage in the Sermon points to sexual sin, Jesus repeated the same
words later in reference to sin in general (Matthew 18:7-9). In both cases, He followed the
admonition with a warning that it is better to lose a body part than to have all one’s parts and be
thrown into hell with its eternal fire.
Exaggeration—hyperbole—was a common way, in Jesus’ culture, to make a strong statement.
Obviously, He did not intend that His disciples literally dismember themselves. That being said,
what is Jesus’ emphasis in this command? Clearly the seriousness of sin. God is holy and Jesus
wants us to see how much God hates sin in all its forms. Its consequences are deadly.
If we are diagnosed with cancer, one of our first questions is how we can be rid of it. Can a surgeon
cut it out? Will the surgeon be able to “get it all”? We want it out of our body because we know it
is deadly, and the oncologist will warn us that even one cell remaining behind threatens the cancer’s
return. Jesus is telling us that sin is like cancer. If anything in our lives is causing us to sin, we
need to take drastic action. Deal with it immediately and decisively! Get rid of it!
Whatever might be leading us down the wrong path—or is simply tempting us—needs to go. “It
may be necessary to excise some habit, to abandon some pleasure, to give up some friendship, to
cut out something which has become very dear to us…”xx Avoid sin at any and all cost!
Martin Luther, quite realistically, admitted, “it is impossible to be alive and to have flesh and blood
without any sinful and evil inclination.” Having an evil thought come into one’s mind involuntarily is
not a sin, he explained, as “it is impossible to keep the devil from shooting evil thoughts and lusts
into your heart. But see to it that you do not allow such arrows (Ephesians 6:16) to stick there and
take root, but tear them out and throw them away.”xxi Then he went on to cite that oft-quoted
adage: “I cannot keep a bird from flying over my head. But I can keep it from nesting in my hair.”
That is easier said than done! To decide to never think “that thought” again only reinforces its place
in one’s imagination. One can and should flee from any situation that invigorates that temptation.
Knowing God’s word and being able to bring verses to mind during temptation can be powerful.
“I have hidden Your word in my heart that I might not sin against You” (Psalm 119:11). Even Jesus
quoted Scripture when He was tempted (Matthew 4:10). Getting involved in some worthwhile
project can help. Paul advised Christians to crowd out the unwelcome thoughts by focusing on
what is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, or praiseworthy (Philippians 4:8). And
always, always, always, we can ask the Lord to give us strength and to help us against temptation.
Father, I confess I have not always taken sin as seriously as I should. Let me see sin as You see it.

Week Four: Day 5

Luke 8:18 (NASB)

“Take care how you listen”
We listen in different ways. Sometimes we barely pay attention, responding with a “Yes, I see”
occasionally to give the impression we are listening. On the other hand, on a visit to an oncologist,
we might bring someone with us so that we can be sure we hear everything the doctor says and
hear it correctly. We know that sometimes we must listen intently.
Jesus spoke the word of God. His word is alive and powerful (Hebrews 4:12). Listening to Him is
imperative! He compared His word to seed (Luke 8:11) because within a seed is the potential to
bring forth life. In one of His parables—usually called the “Parable of the Sower”—Jesus taught the
importance of diligently listening to Him. This parable appears in three of the four Gospels:
Matthew 13, Mark 4, Luke 8. In Matthew 13, the word “hear” or a variation of it occurs 19 times!
This parable depicts the different ways people (the soil) hear what Jesus (the sower) taught. Some
in the crowd heard what Jesus said but did so with closed minds. They would not allow His word to
penetrate or challenge their way of thinking. Another group of hearers was initially enthusiastic.
Jesus’ words touched their emotions, but their zeal was shallow, and when it became clear that
obeying His word might mean paying a price, they lost all interest. A third group appeared to listen
carefully and to accept what Jesus said. They began to put His teachings into practice, but they
were preoccupied with so many other interests and plans of their own that Jesus’ words had no
lasting impact or benefit in their lives. They simply didn’t have the time for Him or His Word.
Those hearers who listened carefully to what Jesus said, who pondered the meaning of His words,
and who put them into practice, daily living by His teaching, were the only ones to experience its
life-transforming power and to demonstrate its beneficial effects in their lives (“produce a crop”).
To “listen” and to “hear” in Scripture involve more than sound waves entering one’s ears. More
than once, Jesus said, “Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear” (Luke 14:35), meaning to apply
what was heard to their lives. If we fail to do that, we have not really listened to Jesus. James 1:22
tells us that if we listen to the Word but fail to obey it, we deceive ourselves.
Jesus’ parables hid the significance of His teaching from those who chose not to believe. People can
shut their ears to God’s Word. Radio preacher J. Vernon McGee said, “If you don’t want to hear it,
you won’t. Not only would you fail to hear it, but you wouldn’t understand it if you did hear it.
You must have the kind of ear that wants to hear the Word of God.”xxii While the parables sparked
the curiosity of the crowd and prompted them to listen, the parables motivated those who did
believe to reflect on His words in order to discern His meaning. As their perception increased, they
would be given an even greater capacity to understand the truth He taught (Matthew 13:10-12).
Which kind of listeners are we? Too often we rush through a passage of Scripture and then wonder
why we get so little out of Bible study. Much better if we read only a few verses each day, perhaps
reading those verses two or three times, looking for what stands out to us and considering why that
verse or that word caught our attention. As we read, we can ask four questions: 1) What does it
say? 2) What does it mean? 3) What does it mean for me? 4) What am I going to do about it?
Think and pray about each answer. When we can answer the fourth question honestly before the
Lord, we will know we are starting to really listen to what Jesus is telling us!
Holy Spirit, give me ears to hear, ears that are fully open and listening to the Word of God!

Week Four: Day 6

Matthew 5:16

“Let your light shine”
“I am the Light of the world,” Jesus declared (John 8:12) and similarly, “As long as I am in the world,
I am the Light of the world” (John 9:5). In the Sermon on the Mount, perhaps anticipating His return
to heaven and the work of the Church, Jesus told His disciples, “You are the salt of the earth…You
are the light of the world,” and then He commanded them, “Let your light shine before others, that
they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:13-16).
The Bible pictures “the world” as corrupt and in darkness. The daily news confirms that! The
“whatever we can get away with” mentality of some CEOs. The sexual abuse scandals. The despair
of the lonely, the unemployed, the addicted, the refugee. The racism. The pride. The greed.
Indifference to injustice. The divisive spirit in our own nation. Declining moral standards. Etc. Etc.
And in this corrupt and dark world, we are salt and light. “Nil utilius sole et sale” was an old
Roman proverb: Nothing is as useful as sun and salt. In the days of the Roman Empire and for
centuries later, no refrigeration meant depending on salt to preserve food so that it would not spoil
as quickly. No electricity meant depending on oil lamps for light at night.
Jesus was speaking of the positive influence we are to have in the world.
Where there is corruption, our influence–like salt arresting spoilage–is needed to restrain it. It only
takes one person speaking out to make a difference. Our refusal to “go along” with practices that
are “shady” can embolden others to also take a stand. Together we can raise the ethical standards!
Even without saying anything, the examples we set can point to a better way of doing things.
Our light is needed to dispel the darkness. Light can bring vision and clarity. The world may not
listen to what we say, but they will see what we do. As individual believers, we can brighten the day
of the person to whom we reach out in love. Together as the Church, we can give the world a vision
of what community can and should look like: people caring for one another, meeting each other’s
needs, respecting one another, standing in solidarity with one another against the forces of evil.
The Church is the “city on a hill” that cannot be hidden (Matthew 5:14).
Our character, our integrity, our attitudes, how we speak to and treat other people. Our work ethic,
our morals, our entertainment, our family life. Our deeds, our actions. All of them together have an
influence that either glorifies God or dishonors Him. We are to be “blameless and pure, children of
God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the
universe as you hold out the word of life” (Philippians 2:15-16). And that is true whether we are on
the golf course, at work, in rush hour traffic, in class, or ordering a meal in a restaurant.
“Faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead” (James 2:17). Not engaging in good
deeds is like lighting a lamp and putting it under a bowl or like salt losing its essential properties and
thus becoming good for nothing except to be thrown out. Using those examples, Jesus warned us
not to lose or surrender our influence (Matthew 5:13-15). Challenging times like ours are not a
signal to believers to retreat. In difficult times, Jesus renews His call to us to move out into the
world to bring our gifts of salt and light! The world needs what only we, through Jesus, can offer!
Lord, forgive my apathy and give me courage to fulfill my calling as salt and light in the world.

Commands for Disciples I

Week Four

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION AND/OR PERSONAL REFLECTION
Open in prayer
Get-acquainted time
If you have ever asked the Lord for something to which His answer
must have been “You’ve got to be kidding!” (see devotion for day 3), in a sentence or two, share
with the group what you prayed for (if you are willing to do so, of course!).
Group discussion/Personal reflection questions Remember, there are probably more discussion
questions than you will have time to cover. Choose the ones you want to discuss and leave the rest
to cover if you have time.
1. Of the six devotions for the week, which one caught your interest the most? Why that one?
2. Day 1. In The Cost of Discipleship, theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “When Christ calls
a man, He bids him come and die.” What do you think Bonhoeffer meant?
3. Day 1. Jesus stressed the challenges of discipleship much more than its rewards.
Why do you think He did that?
Where in your own lifestyle do you see evidence of your bearing your cross?
4. Day 2. How does a person’s own relationship with his/her dad influence the way they relate
to God as their Father?
How is that true in your own life? Share your answer with the group.
5. Day 2. A short item in The Week (May 29, 2020, page 28) pointed to the health advantages
of prayer, even over the benefits of meditation. It noted the following:
“People who pray 20 minutes a day experienced greater reductions in anxiety and
stress, a result some researchers attribute to their feeling a sense of emotional
support, of connection to community and a higher power.”
What personal benefits do you experience from spending time in prayer?
Share your answer with the group.
6. Day 3. In writing about prayer, theologian N.T. Wright observed, “For most of us, the
problem is not that we are too eager to ask for the wrong things. The problem is that we are
not nearly eager enough to ask for the right things.” (Matthew, Part 1, page 72. See
“Sources Used”) What do you think he meant? Do you think he is right?
7. Day 3. Martin Luther, looking at the Lord’s Prayer, said that God answers prayers in such a
way that those answers bring Him glory and praise (“Hallowed be Thy Name”), extend His
Kingdom (“Thy Kingdom come”), and/or accomplish His will (“Thy will be done”). (Luther’s
Works, Volume 21, page 144. See “Sources Used”)
How does that insight help (or hinder) your own prayer life?

8. Day 4. James 1:27 tells us “to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”
In what ways can the world pollute us?
Given that we must live in this world, how do we keep that from happening?
9. Day 5. Many Christians struggle with taking time to read the Bible daily. How come?
Share with the group any “techniques” you have discovered that make Bible reading a
meaningful part of your devotional life.
10. Day 6. Do you think the Church is still a “city on a hill” (Matthew 5:14), or have we lost our
influence? Have we become salt that has lost its saltiness (Matthew 5:13)?
Explain the reasons for your answer to the group.
11. Day 6. What could our congregation do to better show our city what true community can
and should look like?
12. Choose one of this week’s six commands and decide on one specific action that you could
take to put it into practice. Share your “plan of action” with the group.
Write it down!
Prayer requests
Share with the group any needs for which you would like the members of
your group to pray during the week. Make a note below of the requests they share with you.
Share too any answers to prayer for which you want to thank the Lord.

Close in prayer

If you wish, use the words of this classic hymn as your closing prayer.

“All to Jesus I surrender, All to Him I freely give;
I will ever love and trust Him, In His presence daily live.
“All to Jesus I surrender, Make me, Savior, wholly Thine;
Let me feel the Holy Spirit, Truly know that Thou art mine.
“All to Jesus I surrender, Lord, I give myself to Thee;
Fill me with Thy love and power, Let Thy blessing fall on me.”
“I Surrender All” by Judson W. Van De Venter (1896). In Public Domain.

Week Five: Day 1

Mark 6:31

“Come with Me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest”
After the Jewish ruler Herod had John the Baptist beheaded, John’s disciples took his body and
placed it in a tomb (Mark 6:29). “Then they went and told Jesus” (Matthew 14:12). At this same
time, Jesus’ twelve disciples were returning from their first preaching mission (Mark 6:7-13, 30).
Jesus invited them to “Come with Me by yourselves to a quiet place.”
Perhaps Jesus needed time away to grieve the death of His cousin who had been a colleague in
ministry early on (John 3:22-26). Herod’s violent execution of John may have prompted Jesus to
ponder His own coming execution. In addition, the disciples needed time to rest and to debrief. No
doubt there were things Jesus wanted to teach them in a private setting without constant
interruptions. So they sought out a solitary place on the other side of the Sea of Galilee.
Unlike most of the other commands in this devotional study, which are addressed to all disciples in
all times and places, “Come with Me” was addressed to the Twelve in a specific set of
circumstances. Nevertheless, we can easily understand that Jesus calls us to do the same, to
periodically take time to come away, to be with Him by ourselves, and to rest.
When the people of Israel were freed from slavery in Egypt and on their way to the Promised Land,
God showed them how important it is to take a day for rest by making that one of the Ten
Commandments: “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” No work was to be done on that
day. Although the Pharisees in Jesus’ time had surrounded the basic commandment with countless
rules and regulations, the Sabbath commandment was still valuable. And although Jesus did heal on
the Sabbath, angering the Pharisees, Jesus did not abolish the Sabbath commandment.
He freed it from the legalism that made it a burden instead of the blessing it was intended to be.
There are always things that need to get done. Always. That was certainly true for Jesus too. Yet in
spite of all that needed to be done, Jesus recognized the importance of getting away for prayer and
for renewal. There comes a time when one simply has to set the work aside. The evangelist Vance
Havner (1901-1986) said, “If you don’t come apart and rest, you will come apart.”xxiii
One scholar observed, “It may well be that the whole trouble in our lives is that we give God no
opportunity to speak to us, because we do not know how to be still and listen; we give God no time
to recharge us with spiritual energy and strength, because there is no time when we wait upon
Him.”xxiv In all honesty, our busyness may be our way of hiding from God and even from ourselves!
Jesus’ command (really, invitation) to come with Him to a quiet place points to a special kind of
Sabbath-keeping. We see that in the two words “with Me.” Time with Jesus, one on one. Time to
get to know Jesus better. Time to reflect: “What is it about You, Jesus, that draws me to You? In
what areas of my life do I need to grow as Your disciple? What is it that You want to tell me?”
Time to be quiet and to listen and to receive new insights into the situations in which we find
ourselves. We each need to take some time—whether a full day or merely 30 minutes—and find
our own “solitary place” where we can be alone with Jesus. “The Lord is ready when you are, where
you are. He just wants to be with you. I don’t think you and I could ever comprehend just how
much He wants to be with us.”xxv
Lord Jesus, what a beautiful invitation! What could be better than to be alone with You?

Week Five: Day 2

Luke 12:1 (ESV)

“Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees…”
Leaven or yeast, which makes dough rise, is frequently used as a metaphor in the Bible, generally
with a negative connotation, perhaps because it takes so little leaven to “slowly corrupt” the whole.
Jesus often warned against the leaven of the Pharisees “which is hypocrisy” (Luke 12:1).
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus labeled certain pious acts as hypocrisy if they were done to
attract attention (Matthew 6:2, 5, 16). While dining with the Pharisees, Jesus pointed out the
evidence of their hypocrisy (Luke 11:37-54). We read Jesus’ harshest rebuke of the Pharisees and
their practices in Matthew 23. One of Jesus’ parables was directed against those who were
confident of their own righteousness, looking down on everybody else (Luke 18:9-14). In that
parable the Pharisee prayed a very pharisaical prayer: “God, I thank You that I am not like other
men… I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.” Pharisees did follow all the rules!
Hypocrisy is playing a part to look good. The Greek word came from the theater: a hypocrite was an
actor. It later came to mean a pretender. Hypocrisy is especially toxic when the hypocrite believes
that the image he or she sets forth for all the world to see is indeed “the real me.”
And the Pharisees believed that. Psychologists tell us we all need a positive self-image, and the
Pharisees certainly had that! They deceived themselves into believing they were ultra-righteous
and totally pleasing to God, but Jesus tore apart their self-image. Yes, they did tithe every bit of
income, but they neglected justice and love (Luke 11:42). They “majored in the minors,” leaving
their essential responsibilities before God unfulfilled. They were like tombs that are beautiful on
the outside but inside are full of death (Matthew 23:27). Even worse, their influence was keeping
other people from truly knowing the love of God and entering His Kingdom (Matthew 23:13-15).
What if the Pharisees had listened to Jesus? What if they had heard His words and then asked
themselves, “Is that really me? Have I missed seeing the big picture of what God wants from me?”
Had they done so, they might have repented. If they could have seen the inconsistencies with
which they were living, they might have asked Jesus to help them in turning their lives around.
It is quite natural to want to see ourselves—and present ourselves—in the best possible light, but
we also need to see ourselves honestly. Like the Pharisees of old, unfortunately, we rarely see signs
of hypocrisy in ourselves. Only in other people! We seldom spot inconsistencies in our own lives
between what we claim to believe and how we live or between the way we see ourselves versus the
way others see us. Maybe this thought occasionally occurs to us: “If everyone were more like me,
this world would be a better place!” Classic Pharisee thinking!
Disciples of Jesus must be willing to see ourselves as Jesus sees us. When our Lord—through
Scripture or through someone we love or through a book we have read or a movie we’ve seen—
speaks to us about our own hypocrisy, we must listen. Our witness is tarnished if we allow any
hypocrisy in our attitudes and actions. We are called to integrity, and integrity means we are who
we claim to be. We do not “say one thing and do another.” Because we are the children of God and
because we know His love for us and His readiness to forgive, we can ask the hard questions of
ourselves. We can face our own hypocrisies with honesty, and we can change.
Lord, in whatever form hypocrisy is present in my life, show me, and give me courage to change.

Week Five: Day 3

Luke 12:15

“Be on your guard against all kinds of greed”
Martin Luther wrote that the “two most dangerous and corrupting forces in Christendom” were
false teaching and greed.xxvi No doubt he wrote from personal experience in dealing with the
Church of his day. Jesus, however, also spoke strong words against greed.
A man once asked Jesus to settle a disagreement he had with his brother over their inheritance.
Jesus responded: “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not
consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Then Jesus told the Parable of the Rich Fool who built
bigger barns to store his wealth but died that very night. (Luke 12:13-21). Similarly, in His Sermon
on the Mount, Jesus said: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth…But store up for
yourselves treasures in heaven…You cannot serve both God and Money” (Matthew 6:19-20, 24).
So, what is it about money? Money is not immoral; it is amoral. It is not good or bad in itself. It is
our attitude toward money and the way we use wealth that determine whether it is our servant
or our slave driver. Money and possessions can be gifts from God. How do we know when we have
crossed the line and, instead of our using them wisely, they begin to exert a control over us?
When acquiring money becomes one of a person’s top priorities, that person is a slave to money,
and money has become an idol. Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also”
(Matthew 6:21). The rich man in the parable had trusted his wealth to be his security for the future
instead of trusting God. Perhaps he felt he had no need to rely on God, given all he had. He could
not see that possessions cannot give true security. The rich man also used all his wealth for his own
wants instead of using his wealth to help alleviate the sufferings of other people. Moreover, one
need not be super-rich to realize that simply managing one’s wealth can demand so much time and
energy that it is easy to be less concerned about taking time for God and seeking His Kingdom as
one’s first priority (Luke 12:31). No wonder Jesus said it is difficult for a rich person to enter the
Kingdom of heaven (Mark 10:23)! The rich are often too preoccupied with this life, this world.
The Greek word for “greed” that is used in the New Testament refers to “the sin of the man who
evaluates life in material terms, who thinks the value of life lies in the number of things that a man
possesses.”xxvii How do we evaluate our lives? What is the standard we would use to do so?
“Stewardship” summarizes Jesus’ teachings on the use of wealth. When Jesus said His followers
needed to “give up everything” if they wanted to be His disciples, the word used in Luke 14:33 is the
Greek work for “renounce.” The point is “as disciples of Jesus, we surrender to Him the title deed
to all we possess. From now on we live with an awareness that we are stewards of our Lord, and
that all we have belongs ultimately to Him.”xxviii All that we have is a trust that is at His disposal.
As stewards, we will one day give account to God for how we used our wealth. To store up treasure
in heaven means to use what God has given us for His glory and to benefit humanity.
Jesus told us to make friends with money (Luke 16:9). Bible commentator G. Campbell Morgan
advised that after meeting our own needs, we should give toward missions and helping the poor:
“Let us make such a fortune that when at last we come home, we shall be greeted by the friends we
have helped to reach home. Let us rather have our fortune on the other side than on this.”xxix
Lord Jesus, You are my greatest treasure and my reason for being content with what I have!

Week Five: Day 4

John 4:35

“Open your eyes and look at the fields!”
To any Christian who has a friend or relative who does not know Jesus, this command comes as an
encouragement. Probably most of us have loved ones for whom we have been praying to come to
faith in the Lord. Probably most of us have wondered if that will ever happen. Some of the people
for whom we pray seem so stubborn in their unbelief, so unlikely to ever believe, so hopeless.
As Jesus travelled from Judea to Galilee, He went through Samaria (John 4). Jews and Samaritans
usually did not associate with one another, and no doubt the disciples assumed they would be
travelling through as quickly as possible and without making any stops to preach, teach, and heal.
“Why bother? These people are hopeless.” Such would have been their attitude.
When they stopped to rest, the disciples went into town to buy food while Jesus waited for them at
the well outside of town, where He engaged a Samaritan woman in conversation, revealing to her
that He was the Messiah (John 4:25-26). His disciples returned just as she was leaving to spread the
news. When His disciples urged Him to eat, He explained that His food was to do the will of His
Father. Then, in Samaria, an area that the disciples would have written off, Jesus told them, “Open
your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest.” In fact, at that very moment, the
Samaritans from that town were making their way toward Jesus to meet and hear Him (John 4:30).
The picture of the harvest is often used for evangelism and winning people to Jesus. Although the
disciples could not picture the Samaritans turning to Jesus, “Many of the Samaritans from that town
believed in Him” and were the first to call Jesus “the Savior of the world” (John 4:39-42). Jesus saw
a potential harvest that the disciples could not see. We can’t always see the potential either.
“Open your eyes and look at the fields” is an invitation to catch the vision of Jesus and to sense
His heart. We see that same passion, that same vision, when we read that Jesus had compassion on
the crowds “because they were distressed and dispirited, like sheep without a shepherd.” Then He
turned to His disciples and said, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Therefore,
beseech the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His harvest” (Matthew 9:36-38 NASB).
Our cities are full of people who are sheep without a shepherd. They don’t know how to return
home, i.e. to turn to God, on their own. They are wounded but unable to find healing so they try to
bury their hurts. They can’t find that which will truly satisfy the hunger they feel for something
lasting and real. They are defenseless against the unseen predators of hell that surround us.
And Jesus says to us, “Open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest.” There are
people all around us who are ready to come to Jesus if the invitation be given. They may not even
realize yet that Jesus is the One they need, but once they meet Him, they will know. We cannot
assume that people are uninterested. We dare not assume that their resistance is permanent. The
ones for whom we have been praying may even now be moments away from harvest time!
Catch the passion of Jesus for a world full of lost and lonely people! People who need the Savior!
Catch the vision of Jesus, the vision of people ready to turn to Him! As Jesus instructed, ask the
Lord for more workers who will bring the harvest in! Volunteer for harvester duty yourself!
Lord, my eyes have been shut to the harvest around me. Send out harvesters into our cities!

Week Five: Day 5

Mark 13:33, 37

“Be on guard! Be alert! Watch!”
As Jesus and His disciples were seated on the Mount of Olives across from Jerusalem, His disciples
asked Him about “the end of the age.” Jesus’ answer forms what we call the Olivet Discourse
(Matthew 24-25; Mark 13; Luke 21), and in it, Jesus gave His disciples some sobering instructions.
The Discourse is not easily understood because Jesus was speaking about two separate events, but
He did not clearly distinguish between the two. The first was the destruction of Jerusalem in 70
A.D., and the other is His coming at the end of this age in human history. The fact is, we must stay
alert and keep watch because no one knows exactly when Jesus will return, and we are to be ready.
The days before His return will bring great suffering both from human violence as well as natural
disasters. In addition, there will be increasing division and interpersonal conflict, even within
families. Ever since apostolic times, people have noted that these things have always been with us
and continue to be so, and yet Jesus has not returned (II Peter 3:1-10). Jesus, however, said these
will be “the beginning of birth pains” (Mark 13:8). Labor pains, as birth draws near, become more
frequent and more intense. Likewise, violence, interpersonal conflict, and disasters will become
more common, more widespread, and of a greater intensity as His coming draws near. In such
trying times, Jesus commanded His disciples to be on guard, stay awake, be ready, keep watch.
Obviously, Jesus did not mean for us to stop daily activities and watch the heavens for supernatural
signs. Quite the opposite! We see from His parables (Matthew 24:45-51; 25:14-30) that to be
watchful means to continue to actively serve the Lord and carry out His will. Being awake means
not slacking off in our faithfulness to Him or in our obedience to His commands.
Jesus also told His disciples to “Be careful, or your hearts will be weighed down with…the anxieties
of life and that day will close on you unexpectedly like a trap” (Luke 21:34). While we go about our
lives, we are to make the Lord’s agenda our primary focus. When Jesus spoke of the last days in
Luke 17:20-37, He warned: “Remember Lot’s wife!” (Genesis 19). In other words, we dare not be so
attached to the things of this world, longingly fixing our gaze on those things that are passing away,
that we lose sight of the coming Kingdom. Instead, we must be ready to leave all that behind.
Given that in the “last days” false teaching will abound (Matthew 24:10-11), to be alert also means
to practice discernment when listening to anyone who claims to teach or preach in Jesus’ name.
That means knowing what the Bible says so that we can, like the Bereans, judge what we hear by
the Scriptures and not by our own opinions (Acts 17:11). To be alert is to not be easily deceived!
Christians can live through difficult times with high expectations! Jesus told His followers to “see
to it that you are not alarmed” by the events of those times (Matthew 24:6). Don’t be afraid! Don’t
be discouraged! God is sovereign! God is in control! Nothing catches God by surprise! And such
times indicate our “redemption is drawing near” (Luke 21:28-31). Jesus’ coming might be very
close!! And even if it is not, we will still remain faithful, prepared, and ready (Matthew 25:1-13).
History is not meaningless nor cyclical. It is moving toward a goal: the coming Kingdom of God. The
King will suddenly appear—maybe in the next hour or in the next century. But His coming is certain.
Lord, with the Church throughout the centuries, I cry out, “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22:20).

Week Five: Day 6

Revelation 2:10

“Be faithful, even to the point of death”
When Jesus spoke of signs of His coming, He also described a time of increasing persecution and
told His disciples to stand firm to the end (Matthew 24:13). Persecution, however, would not only
come in the last days but throughout the centuries. Jesus assured us, “Blessed are you when people
insult you, persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad,
because great is your reward in heaven” (Matthew 5:11-12). On the eve of His death, Jesus stated
very frankly to His followers, “If they persecuted Me, they will persecute you also” (John 15:20).
Both Rome and the Jews persecuted the Church cruelly. When Jesus addressed the seven churches
in Asia Minor, He told the church in Smyrna, “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer… Be
faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10).
Persecution was also severe during the Protestant Reformation, and the perpetrators were leaders
in the Roman Catholic Church! Martin Luther preaching on Matthew 5:10-12 warned his flock:
In short, you must either surrender Christ and heaven or make up your minds that you are
willing to suffer every kind of persecution and torture. Anyone who wants to have Christ
must put in jeopardy his body, life, goods, reputation, and popularity in the world. He
dare not let himself be scared off by contempt, ingratitude, or persecution. xxx
Then, referring to himself, Luther went on to declare, “Who cares if a crazy prince or foolish
emperor fumes in his rage and threatens me with sword, fire, or the gallows! Just as long as my
Christ is talking dearly to my heart, comforting me with the promises that I am blessed.”xxxi We sing
of that courage in A Mighty Fortress Is Our God: “Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also, the
body they may kill...” Indeed, many Protestants lost their lives; some were burned at the stake.
In our own time, persecution has become widespread. Members of one church in China sign a
declaration on joining: “For the sake of the Gospel, we are prepared to bear all losses, even the loss
of our freedom and our lives.”xxxii In China, the possibility of such loss often becomes reality. In
some Muslim nations, to leave Islam and become a Christian carries a death sentence. More
recently, Christians in India are experiencing severe persecution at the hands of the Hindu majority.
The good news is that the Church often thrives under persecution! Believers testify to the presence
and power of the Holy Spirit, giving them courage and enabling them to endure. As has been stated
throughout the centuries, “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.”
In America we have been blessed with freedom from religious persecution, but God has not given us
a guarantee that such freedom will continue for years to come. We should not be shocked if
persecution does come to us. “Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be
persecuted” (II Timothy 3:12). While we are not faced with martyrdom—yet—Christians here have
forfeited jobs and promotions, lost friends, and suffered insults because of their faith.
To endure persecution of any degree is an opportunity to show loyalty to Jesus. It is to follow in the
way of prophets and apostles and saints. And now is the time to decide—not when faced with
threats—that whatever the future brings, we will remain faithful to Jesus Christ no matter what.
Jesus has certainly been faithful to us! And He promises us more that we could ever lose.
Lord God, give wisdom, grace, courage, and endurance to all who suffer for Jesus’ sake.

Commands for Disciples II

Week Five

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION AND/OR PERSONAL REFLECTION
Open in prayer
Get-acquainted time
Think of the most relaxing, restful vacation you have taken and tell the
group, in a sentence or two, where you went and what made it so relaxing.
Group discussion/Personal reflection questions
1. Of the six devotions for the week, which one caught your interest the most? Why that one?
2. Day 1. Although almost all of us complain about being too busy, busyness is a positive in our
society, and people tend to brag (in the guise of complaining) about their full schedules and
their lengthy “to do” lists. We are embarrassed if we are found at leisure. Why is that?
On a scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being “I have so little to do, I am bored to death” and 10 being
“My schedule is so full that I have trouble finding time to sleep,” how would you rate your
own “busyness”? Do you think that is a healthy level at which to live?
3. Day 1. What changes could you make to better incorporate Sabbath time into your week?
Share your ideas with the group.
Hear Jesus say to you, “Come with Me by yourself to a quiet place for one day.”
What about His invitation thrills you? What about His invitation makes you uneasy?
How will you answer Him?
Do you truly believe Ron Mehl’s comment at the end of Day 1’s devotion, that Jesus really
wants to be with you more than you can comprehend? Why or why not? Talk to Jesus about
your feelings.
4. Day 2. Have you ever faced something about your personality, beliefs, attitudes, or behavior
of which you had previously been unaware and which you did not like seeing?
If you are willing, share with the group how you happened to become aware of that
unpleasant aspect of your identity and how you responded.
5. Day 2. How much does what other people think of you matter to you?
At what point does concern for what other people think of us become a real danger to our
discipleship?
6. Day 3. Bible scholar Warren Wiersbe stated that the right attitude toward wealth is the
mark of true spirituality (Wiersbe, page 23. See “Sources Used”).
Do you agree? Why or why not?
What is the right attitude toward wealth?
7. Day 3. Read I Timothy 6:6-10, 17-19. What lessons do we find here?
What makes the love of money the root of all kinds of evil?

8. Day 4. Tell the group about one person who you desire to know Jesus and be saved.
(USE FIRST NAMES ONLY!!) Did the devotion for Day 4 encourage you in any way?
Decide as a group that you will pray every day for the next month for the people whom the
members of the group mentioned. Write those names below! Don’t trust your memory.

9. Day 5. The cataclysmic events that increase as we reach the last days do not mean that God
is either indifferent or cruel, but they show us the snowballing effect of sin’s corruption on
both humanity and nature (Richards, page 137. See “Sources Used”).
Which of these words would describe your feelings should it appear that we might be
entering the final days before Jesus’ return?
Fearful

Joyfully expectant

Amazed

Uncertain

Hopeful

Skeptical

Nervous re: my ability to remain faithful

Apathetic (“ho-hum”)

Confused

Strangely courageous (“Bring it on!”)

Other?

10. Day 6. In the devotion, we read of Martin Luther’s telling his congregation they had a choice
of two options: to forsake Christ and forget heaven OR to “make up your minds that you are
willing to suffer every kind of persecution and torture.” What would you do to cope with
living in a situation like that? How would you handle it? Share your answer with the group.
11. Day 6. Where in our own American society do you see signs of an increasing antagonism
toward Christians? Or do you? Explain your answer to the group.
12. Choose one of this week’s six commands and decide on one specific action that you could
take to put it into practice. Share your “plan of action” with the group.
Write it down!
Prayer requests
Share with the group any needs for which you would like prayer and any
answers to prayer for which you want to thank the Lord.

Close in prayer
See discussion question #8. In your closing prayer, include the names of the
people for whom you will be praying each day to come to the Lord and receive His gift of salvation.

Week Six: Day 1

Luke 22:19

“Do this in remembrance of Me”
When we have lost someone near and dear to us, we often participate in little rituals in memory of
the one who is no longer with us. While such remembrances are special, when Jesus instituted the
Eucharist on the eve of His death and told His disciples, “Do this in remembrance of Me,” He did not
mean “in memory of Me.” They were not merely to call to mind someone no longer with them.
Jesus’ Jewish disciples would have understood the significance of remembrance. In the Hebrew
understanding, remembrance brought something from the past into the present. It is not only a
mental activity. In the Bible, remembrance is a present participation in a past event, an objective
remembrance, concrete remembering,xxxiii and not simply thinking about someone or something.
Thus, when His followers would partake of the bread and the wine in the future, Jesus “in the power
of His Sacrifice, would be present in their midst in living power. The Sacrifice offered once for all
and unrepeatable would be continually renewed and become newly present.”xxxiv
The very name we give this Sacrament—Holy Communion—affirms this present participation in a
past event. It is Holy Communion, not holy commemoration. The fact that Jesus was raised from
the dead and is alive forevermore guarantees His promise to be with us as we “do this in
remembrance” of Him. As we come to the Lord’s Supper, once again Jesus is the Host, and we are
at His table, and there we can commune with Him. His Body, His Blood, is taken into our bodies
through the bread and wine. Jesus promised, “Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood remains
in Me and I in them” (John 6:56). We have a living connection, a union, with Jesus Christ.
As Pastor Warren Wiersbe explained in his commentary:
This “remembering” is not simply the recalling of historical facts. It is a participation in
spiritual realities. At the Lord’s Table, we do not walk around a monument and admire it.
We have fellowship with a living Savior as our hearts reach out by faith.xxxv
Another biblical scholar has pointed out that, more than a ritual remembrance of Jesus’ sacrifice,
Communion is an act by which we “appropriate today all that Jesus has provided and promised
through His Cross.”xxxvi It is a time to look to Jesus and receive from Him the gifts of forgiveness,
wholeness, strength, and salvation. The benefits of His death are brought into the present for those
who believe in Him as their Savior.
It is not only the past that is brought into the present during Holy Communion. It is also the future.
Each time we join together at the Lord’s Table, we “proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes”
(I Corinthians 11:26). Jesus told His disciples on that Thursday night when He handed them the cup,
“I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in
My Father’s kingdom” (Matthew 26:29). And so we not only look back to the Cross, we look ahead
to the heavenly feast of Revelation 19. The old Lutheran liturgy for Holy Communion reads:
“Give us a foretaste of the feast to come!” The Eucharist is that foretaste.
What an incredible gift Jesus has given us in this meal! A living bond with Him and a link to the
glorious future we have ahead of us—living with Him in His kingdom forever and ever!
Thank You, Lord Jesus, for the gift of Your Body and Blood, for Your sacrifice on my behalf.

Week Six: Day 2

John 15:12

“Love each other as I have loved you”
On the eve of His death, at the Last Supper, Jesus introduced a “new” command. “A new command
I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone
will know that you are My disciples…” (John 13:34-35). This was such an important command that
Jesus repeated it. “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you” (John 15:12).
The command to love one’s neighbor as oneself was a very old commandment (Leviticus 19:18) so
clearly Jesus had something different in mind. The Greek word “new” that is used here is a word
indicating superiority, a new and better quality. It is indeed! We see that in Jesus’ words, “as I have
loved you.” It is a new standard, a much higher plane! “As I have loved you” clearly raises the bar!
What does such love look like? Jesus pointed it out: “Love each other as I have loved you. Greater
love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:12-13). Later John
would reiterate this: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us. And
we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters” (I John 3:16). This is love that puts the
welfare of others above our own. Love “as I have loved you” is first and foremost a sacrificial love.
It is the kind of love Jesus wants to see among His disciples, among those who are now brothers and
sisters in the family of God. We are not merely “neighbors” any longer. We are family. Within the
Church, no one should be lonely or feel left out (Romans 15:7). No one should cry or laugh alone
(Romans 12:15). No one should be in need (I John 3:17-18). We are family, after all! We watch
out for one another! We take care of one another! We love one another!
I Corinthians 13, the “love chapter” that is read at weddings, was written to show Christians what
our love for our brothers and sisters in Christ should look like. Being patient with each other.
Treating one another kindly. Putting up with the occasional hurts. Believing the best about one
another. Refusing to be irritable or overly sensitive. Always forgiving one another. Never labeling a
brother or sister as “hopeless.” Certainly Jesus never saw anyone that way!
Such love is the true evidence of our discipleship and a testimony to the world around us. Jesus
did not say we would be known as His disciples by our political leanings or by our rituals, but by our
love for one another. The world is starved for genuine, enduring, selfless love. To see such love in
operation within the Christian community would make it difficult for anyone to deny that something
very different is going on here! Such love is attractive. Compelling.
Remember, agapē love is not emotional love. It is a choice, a decision to love, not feelings so much,
but deeds and actions. Even so, to love as Jesus loves us is beyond our ability. But at the Last
Supper, Jesus also promised the coming of the Holy Spirit (John 14:16-17). “God has poured out His
love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom He has given us” (Romans 5:5). The Holy Spirit brings
us the experience of Jesus’ love and, in turn, teaches us and enables us to love one another!
Lord Jesus, may Your love for me always inspire my love for my brothers and sisters in the church.
[An aside: If you are the lonely sister, the brother in need, the believer who is hurting, no one can
guess your feelings or your needs. Tell someone! Neither your brothers or sisters nor your pastors
have ESP! Don’t keep to yourself in a mood of resentment or self-pity! Let your family know!]

Week Six: Day 3

John 14:1, 27

“Do not let your hearts be troubled”
Certainly the disciples were very troubled as they shared their final meal with Jesus. They may not
have realized that it was the last one, but they surely sensed the mood that night. Jesus Himself
was “troubled in spirit” and then announced that one of them was soon to betray Him (John 13:21).
Then Jesus told them that He would only be with them a little longer and that they would be unable
to follow Him where He was going (John 13:33). When Peter insisted, “I will lay down my life for
You,” Jesus informed Peter that before dawn, he would disown Him three times (John 13:37-38).
Following these shocking announcements and aware of His disciples’ grief (John 16:6), Jesus said,
“Do not let your hearts be troubled.” A few minutes later He would repeat that command. The
word “troubled,” used both of Jesus and His disciples, meant to be agitated, perplexed, disturbed.
It is the same word that described Jesus as He contemplated His Cross—then only a few days away:
“Now My heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save Me from this hour’? No, it was for
this very reason that I came to this hour” (John 12:27). Jesus’ cross was not merely a martyr’s death
but a sacrifice—it was His being made sin for us (II Corinthians 5:21) and bearing its penalty. “This
‘hour’ is repulsive to our Lord. If it were possible, He would want the Father to spare Him the horror
of being made sin, although He knows this is the reason He came into the world.”xxxvii
In His own times of agitation, Jesus managed to keep His trust in His Father. Immediately after He
questioned whether He should say “Save Me from this hour,” Jesus optimistically declared, “But I,
when I am lifted up from the earth [the way crucifixion was described], will draw all people to
Myself” (John 12:32). At the Last Supper, in spite of His agitation at Judas’ betrayal and His knowing
that the disciples would all forsake Him (John 16:32), Jesus still spoke of His peace and His joy (John
14:27; 15:11; 16:24, 33). Though Jesus was “troubled,” He was not at the mercy of His mood. And
He wanted His disciples—and us—to see how we too might live in times of perplexity and mental
agitation while at the same time, experiencing the incredible peace of God.
Jesus introduced two beloved promises with this command. The first is the beautiful promise of
heaven: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in Me. In My Father’s house
are many rooms…I am going there to prepare a place for you” (John 14:2). The second is the
promise of an amazing peace: “Peace I leave with you; My peace I give to you. I do not give to you
as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled…” (John 14:27).
The peace Jesus gives to us is unlike anything the world can give. At best, the world’s peace is an
absence of conflict. Jesus’ peace is unrelated to circumstances. The key to such peace is His
accompanying command: “Trust in God. Trust also in Me.” No matter what happens (and the
disciples’ whole world was about to fall apart), no matter how desperate things appear: “Trust in
God. Trust also in Me.” Even when all seems hopeless, as it must have looked on Good Friday:
“Trust in God. Trust also in Me.” Jesus’ own peace came from His unwavering trust in His Father.
Knowing that we have a room in our Father’s house is also a source of peace. The trials of this life
can be faced because we know our final destination. [See Hebrews 12:2.] Death will not have the
last word. That word belongs to Jesus: “I will come back and take you to be with Me” (John 14:3).
Father, may my trust in You and in my Savior grow more deeply day by day, year by year.

Week 6: Day 4

John 15:4

“Remain in Me, and I will remain in you”
On the night before His death, Jesus introduced an entirely new quality to the relationship He would
now share with His followers: a living union. Jesus described His own relationship with the Father as
a union: “Don’t you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in Me? The words I say to
you are not just My own. Rather, it is the Father, living in Me, who is doing His work” (John 14:10).
Jesus explained that His disciples would soon come to realize “that I am in My Father, and you are in
Me, and I am in you” (John 14:20). Later that night, in His High Priestly Prayer, Jesus prayed that all
of His followers “may be one as We are one: I in them and You in Me” (John 17:22-23).
To illustrate this relationship, Jesus used the figure of Himself as the vine and His disciples as the
branches (John 15:1-10), stressing the vital importance of our continuing to remain connected to
Him. A branch connected to the vine receives its life and strength from the vine and as a result, it
produces fruit. If the union is broken, the branch withers and becomes useless. “Apart from Me
you can do nothing” (v. 5). Jesus had earlier made the same sort of comment about His own union
with the Father: “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by Himself” (John 5:19).
That our relationship to Jesus and each other resembles His relationship to the Father boggles the
mind! How do we achieve such an intimate union with the Son of God? We don’t! It is a gift.
God has placed us “in Christ” in our baptism (Galatians 3:26-27). The Holy Spirit establishes that
union between Jesus and believers so that we are now in Christ and He is also in us.
Now we are commanded to remain in Him, to stay connected, or as some translations say, to
abide in Him. How do we do that? Worship, prayer, and Holy Communion certainly cultivate our
connection to the Lord, deepening our experience of Him. Recalling Scripture during the day and
speaking with the Lord frequently, however briefly, fosters an awareness of His presence with us.
Jesus used the word translated “remain” or “abide” ten times in John 15:1-11. In that passage, He
taught us that to remain in Him means instilling His words in our minds (v.7) and keeping His
commands (v.10). Obedience! Letting all Jesus taught govern our thoughts and behavior. Allowing
nothing—no sin, no personal pursuit, no other love—to come between Jesus and us.
What is the “fruit” that results from abiding in Jesus? Jesus mentioned both joy (v.11) and answers
to all our prayers (v.7)—because evidently the more deeply we are abiding in Him, the more likely it
is that we will be praying in harmony with His will. Jesus also promised greater fellowship with God
the Father and with Himself: “If anyone loves Me, he will obey My teaching. My Father will love
him, and We will come to him and make Our home with him” (John 14:23). In the Sermon on the
Mount, Jesus had spoken of good trees producing good fruit (Matthew 7:15-20), clearly referring to
one’s character and righteous living. Similarly, Galatians 5:22-23 names the “fruit” of the Spirit as
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.
Keep in mind that we do not produce such qualities in our own lives ourselves! We do not need to
keep trying harder and harder to become patient or to exercise self-control. We have one task and
one task only: to remain in Jesus, to stay united to the Vine, letting His life in us produce the fruit!
It may take a while—fully ripe fruit does not appear on a tree instantly—but the fruit will come!
Lord, I want to be a branch that produces much fruit! Help me, Holy Spirit, to abide in Jesus!

Week Six: Day 5

John 20:27

“Stop doubting and believe”
At the start of His ministry, Jesus called for people to “believe the good news” (Mark 1:15). One of
His last commands was likewise to believe. John’s Gospel, in fact, was written “that you may
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing, you may have life in His
name.” John wanted us to understand that believing in Jesus is not blind faith. There are
substantive reasons to believe: the signs that Jesus gave and the testimony of those who witnessed
them and saw Jesus after He was raised from the dead (John 20:30-31; 21:24; I John 1:1-3).
To believe, to have faith, is the crux of our relationship with God. To believe is to trust God, to rely
on Him, and to have confidence in Him. It is to accept that Jesus is who He claimed to be and that
all Jesus said is true. It is to know that Jesus is alive! He has risen! He has risen indeed!
Throughout Jesus’ ministry, His disciples often lacked the faith He wanted to see in them. Jesus
even had a nickname for them: oligopistoi. It is generally translated as “you of little faith,” but the
literal meaning is “little faiths.” [See Matthew 6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8; Luke 12:28.] It was a
somewhat tender rebuke, not accusing them of unbelief but of an immature faith, a faith that often
gave way if pressed by adverse circumstances. But after Jesus was raised from the dead, it was
crucial that His disciples knew beyond any doubt that He was alive. They were to be His witnesses.
When Jesus appeared to the disciples on Easter, “They were startled and frightened.” He asked
them, “Why do doubts arise in your minds?” Then He showed them His hands and feet and invited
them to touch Him. When they still did not believe, He ate some fish in their presence (Luke 24:3643). But one of the disciples—Thomas—was not with them that night. The other disciples told
Thomas, “We have seen the Lord!” but he said he would not believe until he saw the nail marks in
Jesus’ hands and touched Him (John 20:25). He wanted the proof Jesus had given to the others, but
Thomas should have accepted their testimony, as we have some 2,000 years later!
We too sometimes struggle to believe. Oligopistoi! Adversity, suffering, or world events give rise to
questions, but we need to bring our questions and doubts to Jesus openly and honestly. The one
thing we must guard against is shutting God out of our lives when we enter a time of doubt. “See to
it, brothers and sisters, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the
living God” (Hebrews 3:12). Stay in the company of other believers as Thomas did. Keep listening
to the Word of God. Put your trust in the Lord and look to Him--especially when you have doubts!
When Jesus did appear a week later to Thomas, He told him to stop doubting and to believe, and he
did! Thomas was the first person to look at Jesus and call Him “my God” (John 20:28). Then Jesus
declared, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (John 20:29). We are
inclined to think the opposite: blessed are those who have seen! Faith, however, is described as
“being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see” (Hebrews 11:1).
The truth is, we are blessed because our trust in the Lord is not dependent on our senses. “We live
by faith, not by sight” (II Corinthians 5:7). Faith can access Jesus any time, any place, knowing He is
with us even though we do not see Him. “Though you have not seen Him, you love Him; and even
though you do not see Him now, you believe in Him” (I Peter 1:8). That was written about us!
Lord, thank You for being patient with me in my doubts. I now choose to put my full trust in You!

Week Six: Day 6

Matthew 28:19

“Make disciples”
“Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given unto Me.
Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.
And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age’” (Matthew 28:18-20).
Jesus gave this “Great Commission” to His disciples as they gathered on a mountain in Galilee after
Easter. This is probably the event when Jesus appeared to 500 believers at one time (I Cor. 15:6).
The word “Go” is often the command we hear in the Great Commission, and accordingly, we
assume Jesus only meant that the Church must send missionaries to foreign lands to bring them the
Gospel, while the rest of us pray for them and give money to support their work. While missionary
work is crucial, that is not all that Jesus meant. The word “Go” is not the command. Here in the
Greek, it is not an imperative, but a participle, i.e. “going.” It is one of three participles: going,
baptizing, and teaching. There is only one command in the Commission and that is “make
disciples,” or literally, “disciple the nations.” “Go, therefore” simply reads more smoothly in English.
The Commission is given to everyone who is a disciple of Jesus, not only to missionaries. It reads,
“Going, make disciples…” or “As you go, make disciples…” As we go about our daily lives, wherever
we go, we are disciple-making witnesses of Jesus Christ. As we go to school, as we go to the office,
as we go to the mall, as we go to our bridge club, as we go on the Internet and Facebook, as we go
to the golf course—in all of our activities, we go as witnesses for Jesus Christ.
A man whom Jesus had delivered from demonic powers begged Jesus to go with Him, but Jesus
said, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you…” (Mark 5:19).
For most of us, home and job and neighborhood are the places where our witness takes place. Our
stories of what the Lord has done and is doing for us comprise our witness. Witnessing also takes
place when we send a card with a Christian message, invite an unchurched friend to church, offer to
pray for an unbelieving neighbor, or direct someone seeking answers to a Christian website.
On Easter, Jesus first appeared to the women who had followed Him. They were commissioned to
go and tell His disciples that Jesus was alive (Matthew 28:7, 10; John 20:17). The testimony of
women in Jesus’ day was not admissible in Jewish courts, so why were the women the first ones
sent as witnesses? The Bible is making it clear that every believer can “go and tell.” We have no
excuses, especially since Jesus, who has all power and authority, promised to be with us always!
The Commission is personal—it is Jesus’ command to each one of us. It is also corporate, i.e. given
to the whole Church. None of us works alone! The Church together baptizes and teaches those
new to faith, helping them to mature in Christ (Ephesians 4:11-16). Together we send missionaries
to the nations. Our actions as a congregation can give a bold united witness to the world of who
Jesus is and of His power to transform lives. Together, we are that city on a hill (Matthew 5:14)!
Lord Jesus, grant me courage and wisdom so that I might be a faithful and bold witness for You.
[See Appendix A for a confidence-building account of what a word spoken for Jesus can do!]

FINAL COMMANDS

Week Six

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION AND/OR PERSONAL REFLECTION
Open in prayer
Get-acquainted time
In one or two sentences, tell the group about something good that has
happened in your life in the last few weeks.
Group discussion/Personal reflection questions
1. Of the six devotions for the week, which one caught your interest the most? Why that one?
2. Day 1. In looking at the miracle that is Holy Communion, we might echo the question
Nicodemus asked Jesus regarding new birth: “How can this be?” (John 3:9).
Given we live in a culture grounded in science and the scientific method, how easy or
difficult is it for you to acknowledge spiritual realities, like the presence of Jesus in the Bread
and Wine? Explain your answer to the group.
3. Day 1. Some Christians engage in certain personal practices that enhance their Communion
experience. Some examples are fasting prior to receiving the Sacrament, using a special
prayer before or after partaking, and/or focusing their mind on a specific thought or picture.
If you have any specific discipline that you practice in regard to Communion, share it with
the group.
4. Day 2.

“To live above with saints we love will certainly be glory.
To live below with saints we know – well, that’s another story.”
(Wiersbe, page 52. See “Sources Used”)

Every church has experienced the exit of members who are angry or disappointed about one
thing or another. Why is it that we sometimes have such a hard time getting along with each
other? What steps could we take to grow in our love for each other?
5. Day 3. How does it make you feel to realize that Jesus was sometimes “troubled in spirit”?
How is it possible that one can be “troubled in spirit” and at peace at the same time as Jesus
apparently was?
Share with the group, if you can, a time when you experienced the peace of Jesus while you
were troubled about something.
6. Day 3. One of the most amazing promises in the Bible are Jesus’ words in John 14:3 – “I will
come back and take you to be with Me that you also may be where I am.”
Although we do not yet know a lot about life eternal, what are two of the features of life in
the Father’s house that you are looking forward to experiencing?

7. Day 4. God made all of us different. We each have our own personalities and ways of
responding to Jesus. Some people are very matter-of-fact and other people are much more
emotional. Some tend toward mysticism while others are practically-minded. Some are able
to spend lengthy times in prayer while others prefer working at the food bank. And yet each
believer is united to Jesus as the branch is to the vine.
What do you do to cultivate your own relationship to Jesus, to keep you abiding in Him?
8. Day 4. Note the nine “fruit of the Spirit” (Galatians 5:22-23). They are also listed in Day 4’s
devotion toward the bottom of the page. All of them are important, and some are more
apparent in our lives than others.
Which of these nine do you want to ask the Holy Spirit to produce in greater measure in your
life? Why that one?
9. Day 5. If you are willing, share some of the struggles you have had (or are having) with
doubt. If you have come through a period of doubt with a stronger faith, share with the
group what helped you.
10. Day 5. While some people insist that “seeing is believing,” Christians are often told that
“believing is seeing.” In other words, instead of “I’ll believe it when I see it,” for followers of
Jesus, it is the opposite: “You will see it when you believe it.”
What do you think that means? Do you agree? Why or why not?
11. Day 6. Have you ever really considered before that the Great Commission was given to you?
Now that you see that it is given to you, what do you think you will do about it?
If you have been engaged as a witness for Jesus Christ, share with the group some of the
ways in which you have reached out to others in Jesus’ name.
12. Choose one of this week’s six commands and decide on one specific action that you could
take to put it into practice. Share your “plan of action” with the group.
Write your plan down.
Prayer requests
Share with the group any needs for which you would like prayer and any
answers to prayer for which you want to thank the Lord.

Since this is the last meeting of your group…discuss whether you would like to meet for a reunion
after Easter or later this spring. If so, make the appropriate decisions regarding when and where
and choose a contact person.
Close in prayer
Since this is your last session together, you might include a time of thanking
God for any insights you have gained and also for your fellow group members.

APPENDIX A

BOLD AND BRAVE
By Eric Mejia, senior pastor of Austin Foursquare Church in Cedar Park, Texas

Twenty-seven years ago, I was a lost teenager wondering if life just consisted of waking up, working,
going to bed and repeating that every day. My life seemed empty, pointless, hopeless, and without
peace. I couldn’t understand how everyone was living like this.
That all changed one day when I met a German girl named Yuli.
I was working in a little taco joint at the time. In our first conversation, she asked if I knew Jesus. I
didn’t feel offended when she asked; instead it opened my heart and mind. Yuli didn’t have all the
answers, but I could tell she really believed what she was saying. That one conversation led to
transformation in the life of a young man who now serves God full-time. I never forgot how brave
Yuli was to share Jesus with me.
It's easy to think we already act bravely every Sunday as we stand on a stage and share an
important message from the Lord. But I’ve found that the one-on-one, intimate, sometimes scary
conversations are the ones where I have seen Jesus show up and begin to transform people’s lives.
I think that kind of brave conversation is what the Great Commission is telling us to do (Matthew
28:18-20). We all have been given an assignment to tell people of the transforming love of Jesus.
We must be brave about sharing—not worried about what someone will think, not worried about
what they might say, just excited that this conversation might change their life forever.
I really believe Yuli understood that, and that’s why I want to share my transformation with
everyone I meet. Please join with me and pray that the Lord would break our hearts for the lost and
help us fulfill His Great Commission.

Used by permission from The Foursquare Church. This devotional was originally published at
foursquare.tools, September 21, 2020.

APPENDIX B

A PERSONAL NOTE
As I was writing Week Three of this devotional study (Golden Rule Commands), I experienced an
unwelcome emotion, a blend of discouragement and defeatism. “I give up. What’s the use?” This
mood came as I was becoming more and more aware of just how far short I fell from measuring up
to the commands Jesus had given.
Honestly, most believers at some point conclude that Jesus’ commands are beyond our efforts to
obey. That leads some Christians to conclude that Jesus was merely setting forth an ideal, and it is
not realistic to think we could actually obey them. Unfortunately, that attitude in turn leads many
Christians to not take His commands seriously.
Jesus, however, was not a philosopher who set forth an unreachable standard to which we can only
aspire. Surely Jesus meant what He said when He gave those commands; surely He fully expected
us to obey them. “If you love Me, you will obey what I command” (John 14:15). How???
I had to remind myself, first of all, that we are not saved by obeying any of Jesus’ commands.
Nothing we do can save us. We are saved by grace. Sola gratia—the Lutheran Reformation slogan:
grace alone! Whatever needed to happen in order that we might be saved, made children of God,
and granted eternal life, Jesus has already done. Now we simply receive salvation as a gift. We
believe God’s promises and accept what He generously offers to us.
Secondly, Jesus’ commands are not rules and regulations that we need to struggle to keep. Rather,
Jesus’ commands set forth the way of discipleship. The commands describe the lifestyle of His
followers. Because we love Jesus, of course we want to obey them! We want to please Jesus!
“Whoever has My commands and obeys them is the one who loves Me” (John 14:21). And we
discover that obedience brings its own rewards. As we obey Jesus, we experience the peace and
the joy that He has for us (John 15:9-11).
Thirdly, the lifestyle of a disciple centers on one thing: staying connected to Jesus. [See Week Six,
Day 4’s devotion.] It is the life of Jesus in us that will bring about a personal transformation. We
will begin to bear fruit! Trying harder and harder to be all Jesus asks us to be never works.
Remaining, abiding in Jesus, does. Obedience becomes a way of life.
Lastly, it is the power of the Holy Spirit within us who is making us into the likeness of Jesus
(Romans 8:9, 29). That’s called sanctification. Just like we cannot achieve our own salvation, we
cannot accomplish our own sanctification either (Galatians 3:2-3). This, too, is a gift, and we simply
need to cooperate with the Holy Spirit to make that transformation a reality.
“When we walk with the Lord in the light of His Word, What a glory He sheds on our way!
While we do His good will He abides with us still, And with all who will trust and obey.
Chorus: “Trust and obey, for there’s no other way To be happy in Jesus, But to trust and obey.
“Not a shadow can rise, not a cloud in the skies, But His smile quickly drives it away;
Not a doubt nor a fear, not a sigh nor a tear, Can abide while we trust and obey.”
Trust and Obey, words by John H. Sammis. In common domain.
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