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January 01 --  A vision of the Almighty -- Isaiah 6:1

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord ... -- Isaiah 6:1

King Uzziah pushed and bullied his way into the temple (2 Chronicles 26) to demand an audience with God.  Uzziah's leprosy was a lingering reminder that God declined the interview.

But God showed Himself to Isaiah.  You could say the purpose was to give Isaiah his commission.  But it was more than that.  The words of Isaiah ring out with a kind of clarity that only comes when someone has had a vision of the Almighty.  During Isaiah's lifetime, the boot of Assyria fell on the neck of Israel.  But Isaiah correctly saw beyond decline and defeat -- he saw God, Maker and Ruler of all.

I believe God wants us to see beyond decline and defeat -- our own, and that of others around us.  I believe God wants us to lift up our heads and see the God who never runs out of options, whose well of joy never runs dry, who does His best work when everything seems impossible.

May God enable us to see.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 02 --  God doesn't quit -- Psalm 103:3

[God] forgives all your sins and heals all your diseases.  -- Psalm 103:3

We often focus on the terrible price Jesus paid so that our sins might be forgiven.  This is important, but I think the Lord also wants us to see how much He values His children.  This is the point of the story of the Prodigal Son.  The father puts the best robe on his wayward son and puts a ring of authority on his finger.

God is in the business of reversing the effects of human sin.  All of us have made terrible choices.  But our bad choices are being swept away by the tide of God's grace.  The fall and the curse touch each of us.  But the story doesn't end there.  God is at work.  

When you fall, or when you find a brother who has fallen, don't just look at the sin.  Look at the God who is bigger and smarter and stronger than sin.  And when you suffer, or when a loved one suffers, don't just look at the pain.  Look to Jesus who understands pain and triumphed over it.

It takes a lifetime to understand verses like this, but know this:  God doesn't quit until every one of His children rests in His healing and in His forgiveness.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 03 --  A better life -- Psalm 103:4

[God] redeems your life from the pit and crowns you with love and compassion. -- Psalm 103:4

This, of course, is what we are trying to do with our lives.  We are trying to find some noble purpose, some worthy cause to live and die for.  We are looking for a better life.  

The better life that so often eludes us has not eluded God.  We may be chasing rainbows, but God owns the pot of gold.  

To the person next to you, you might just be another person making widgets or answering the phone.  But to God your life has eternal value.  God doesn't lavish His love on that which is unimportant.  The point of your life may be lost on you, but it isn't lost on God.

Remember that God redeems our life FROM the pit.  He goes down into the pit and pulls us out.  He knows how to find you and how to fix your life.  That is His plan for you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 04 --  What God does with our evil desires -- Psalm 103:5

[God] satisfies your desires with good things so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's. -- Psalm 103:5

A little desire snuck into the back of my mind.  It was an evil desire, but it tasted good to me.  Wanting to be a good Christian, I knew, of course, that I couldn't allow it in my mind.  I tried to ignore it and and move on with other thoughts.

But the Lord stopped me.  "Why did you desire that?" He asked me.

I wanted to squirm out of it.  I was talking and praying with my wife, and to really deal with this, I'd have to admit to her what I was thinking.  Yuck.

But, as you can guess, I didn't squirm away.  I had to lay things out on the table.  So Kim and I prayed about this evil desire and explored what was behind it.  As we were praying through this, we came across a place in my heart where the enemy had some kind of foothold.  We turned that over to the Lord, and, of course, He broke the enemy's power in my life, and that evil desire was replace by the Lord's peace and calm.

There is something driving every evil desire.  God knows what that something is.  He wants to find it and take care of it, so the enemy cannot make us hungry for things we cannot eat.  

This is one big difference between the evil one and God.  The enemy gives us evil desires and doesn't care whether they are fulfilled or not.  God finds all our desires -- good and evil -- and satisfies them with good.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 05 --  Justice -- Psalm 103:6

The LORD works righteousness and justice for all the oppressed. -- Psalm 103:6

I need this verse.  I need to know that God has an answer to the Holocaust.  I need to know that God has an answer for the families of the 100 million Christians who lost their lives for their faith during the 20th Century.  I need to know that God will stand up and make things right for ALL the oppressed, not just the ones who agree with my theology.

How is God going to do this?  

I don't know.  I don't pretend to know.  I just know that the word of God cannot be broken, and God will do what He says He will do.

Some day the prayers of God's saints will be hurled upon this earth.  God has not forgotten the cries of His people who look to Him for righteousness and justice.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 06 --  Ways and deeds -- Psalm 103:7

He made known His ways to Moses, His deeds to the people of Israel. -- Psalm 103:7

God meets us with both ways and deeds -- explanation and with experience.  Both are needed.  Explanation without experience doesn't hold up in the real world.  Wind and waves don't listen to explanations.  Giants don't fall with explanations.  Dead don't rise with explanations.

But experience without explanation invites in every kind of false god and every kind of confusion.  God wants us to know who He really is.

I briefly dated an identical twin when I was in college.  She told me about young men who had called for a date.  When she asked which twin the young man was calling for, he said, "It doesn't matter.  They both look the same."

What an insult!  They knew very well that they were different, and if the young man didn't want to take the time to discover something about their distinct personalities before inviting one of them out, he need not have bothered calling.

God will show up in our experiences, but keep in mind that the enemy will too.  But let them explain themselves and we will discover a world of difference.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 07 --  An open invitation -- Psalm 103:8

The LORD is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love. -- Psalm 103:8

For most of my life, I have not been slow to anger.  If someone insulted me, I have been quick to anger, quick to take offense.  Thankfully, the Lord has been working in me, and His character is more and more taking the place of my old defensiveness.

The LORD is slow to anger.  What does this mean in practical terms?

It means that we can run to God with all our faults.  God's patience is an open invitation for us to receive the renewal that we need.

Do you like to sin?  You can come to God.  He will reason with you.  He will show you a better way -- and you will be convinced deep down inside that what He has to offer is superior, more satisfying, a better deal.

Do you feel so torn up with guilt and shame that you dare not lift your head?  You can come to God.  He will receive you and bring the cleansing that you need.

Is your heart divided?  Are you the double-minded man that James describes?  You can come to a patient God who can gently touch all the different parts of your mind and make you whole.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 08 --  Better things to do -- Psalm 103:9-10

[God] will not always accuse, nor will He harbor His anger forever; He does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. -- Psalm 103:9-10

There are those who will face the eternal wrath of God.  There are those who hate God and devise all sorts of ways to show their hatred toward Him.  

But anger is not God's first choice.  God is not mean, small or calculating.  He has room to look beyond the ledger and see the human being in you that He loves.  

The Bible says that love keeps no record of wrongs.  Why is that?  Because God has better things to do.  

Have you offended God?  Now is the time of amnesty.  Now is the time to go to Him with those offenses and receive His pardon, and to discover how God celebrates the homecoming of any prodigal who comes to Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 09 --  God's love -- Psalm 103:11

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is His love for those who fear Him. -- Psalm 103:11

There's something about a clear night sky.  One Christmas Eve we visited my wife's brother in Ohio.  It was terribly cold out, but we sat in his outside hot tub, the steam forming icicles in our hair, staring up at the sky.  I remember feeling a sense of wonder as I thought about what I saw in the sky.  There is simply no way to comprehend the distance between the stars, the size of our galaxy, the vast, vast expanse of space.  

We can look at the sky, but we cannot comprehend it.  And we can look at the love of God, but we cannot take it all in.  God knows this.  He knows that we have to become something that we were not in order to experience His love.  That is why He chose to make us eternal sons and daughters of God.

If you don't feel loved by God, try jumping up and catching the nearest star.  Then know that God will stoop down and pick you up in His eternal love.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 10 --  Lost and forgotten -- Psalm 103:12

As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us. -- Psalm 103:12

One day I was out walking along a trail out in the country.  Just for the fun of it, I picked up a piece of gravel and threw it far out into a field.  After I had done that, I felt a voice inside me saying, "Go find it."

I knew instantly that finding that rock was impossible.  There was nothing to mark where the stone had fallen -- only marshy grass spread out for dozens of acres in all directions.  

Then I felt the Lord speak to me, "That's what I do with your sin."

God removes our transgressions from us.  He takes away the guilt.  He takes away the shame.  He takes away the power.  He takes away the desire.  He takes all of this away because sin isn't part of a true eternal son or daughter of God.  Sin is just part of the fake self that is passing away.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 11 --  God remembers -- Psalm 103:13-14

As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear Him; for He knows how we are formed, He remembers that we are dust. -- Psalm 103:13-14

I need this verse.  I need to know that God knows my limitations.  I need to know that God knows my weaknesses, my breaking points, how small and fragile I really am.  

We think we need to do so much for God.  But God understands how little we are able to do for Him.  That's why most of what we are trying to do, God has already done for us.  

Remember how Adam was formed.  God formed Adam from the dust of the ground, breathed into Him the breath of life, and Adam became a living soul.  930 years later, the dust fell.  But the living soul -- God's breath -- lived on.  

God has breathed His breath into us.  That breath will overtake everything that is weak and fragile, corrupt and flawed in us.  God's work in us will endure.  Meanwhile, He is gentle with those of us who live in houses of clay.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 12 --  The rule that outlasts all others -- Psalm 103:19

The LORD has established His throne in heaven, and His kingdom rules over all. -- Psalm 103:19

I need this verse also.  I need to know that Someone is in charge.  Chaos does not rule.  God does.  

In 1998, my grandmother passed away.  She was 102 years old.  She saw the rise and fall of the Soviet empire.  She outlived Lenin, Hitler, Stalin.  Her lifetime encompassed Kitty Hawk and Neil Armstrong.  She was seventeen when she saw her first automobile.

She never talked about these things, of course.  Her heart was all about showing kindness in a quiet, unobtrusive way to little people, to obscure and forgotten people in her corner of the world.  

But when I wanted some perspective, I sat down and visited with her.  The Gestapo, the KGB, the Bolsheviks were history, but this tiny quiet woman lived on.

There's a lot of noise in this world.  But God's rule outlasts the noise, and His people will endure.  God will triumph.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 13 --  The gift of faith -- Hebrews 11:1,3

Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. ... By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God's command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible. -- Hebrews 11:1,3

If our five senses could take in the unseen universe, we would be overwhelmed.  We simply couldn't handle it.  But God graciously draws the curtain, and we don't see most of what is out there.

At the same time, God knows that we need to know some of what's on the other side of the curtain.  So He gives us the gift of faith.  

The thing I like about this passage is this:  Faith sounds hard, until God starts explaining it to us.  Then we realize that we use faith all the time.  We know that everything we touch is made out of stuff we can't feel, everything we see is made out of stuff we can't see.

By faith, I knew that I wanted to marry Kim Rohrer.  I had never been married before, so you could argue that I was only guessing -- that I really didn't know at all.  But I was able to make a decision by faith.  I married her and it proved to be the right decision.  

All of us make decisions by the faith God has given us.  In the end, we won't be disappointed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 14 --  Believe and enjoy -- Hebrews 11:2

[Faith] is what the ancients were commended for. -- Hebrews 11:2

Every time I kiss my wife, every time I tell her how beautiful she is, she has a choice.  She can believe and enjoy, or she can question my motives.  Of course I want her to believe and enjoy, but I cannot force her to do so.  That response ultimately is her choice.

I'm glad I'm a husband for many reasons.  One of them is this:  It helps me understand what must be going through God's heart.  He knows how trustworthy He is.  He knows what He has prepared for those who love Him.  When we choose to believe and enjoy it strikes a deep resonance within the One who loves us.

God commends those who believe.  He is excited about those who walked up to the edge with Him -- lions' den and ark, sacrificial son and widow's oil.  Faith:  It brings a smile to the heart of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 15 --  Faith and power  -- Hebrews 11:4

By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did.  By faith he was commended as a righteous man, when God spoke well of his offerings.  And by faith he still speaks, even though he is dead.  -- Hebrews 11:4

Faith gives us the power to find and make good choices.  For example, the blood sacrifice of Abel foreshadowed the Passion of Jesus Christ, while Cain's offering spoke of sullen self righteousness.  

Most of us want to know the will of God.  We learn the will of God by getting our beliefs straightened out so we have the power to choose God and His will in each circumstance.  

If you reread Genesis 4, you'll discover that God was working with Cain.  God wanted to correct his faulty beliefs, but Cain would not open the door of his heart to God.  Instead, he opened the door to murder and destroyed lives.

God grants us faith -- that is the power to believe the truth -- and that faith becomes the compass that shows us the way to righteousness, and the engine that drives us there.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 16 --  Walking away from death -- Hebrews 11:5

By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so that he did not experience death; he could not be found, because God had taken him away.  For before he was taken, he was commended as one who pleased God. -- Hebrews 11:5

Enoch is a man who captured my imagination from the time I was a young boy.  What would it be like to go for a walk with God and end up at His home?  Maybe that's part of the reason I take a walk often and use that time for prayer.

Enoch, of course, is the father of Methuselah, the oldest man recorded in the Bible.  I've been told that the name "Methuselah" means "after him it will come."  If you do the math, you find that Noah's flood came the year Methuselah died.

How did Enoch know?  

By faith we will be taken from this life.  The world will look for us, but we will not be found, because God will take us away.  Enoch lived during a time when violence filled the earth.  Yet he walked with God, he saw the future, and curse of death lost its hold on him.  

I'm glad God works outside the box -- who would have guessed Enoch would walk away from death, and who can guess what God has in store for us!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 17 --  Meeting the Risen Lord -- Hebrews 11:6

And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to Him must believe that He exists and that He rewards those who earnestly seek Him. -- Hebrews 11:6

All relationships are based on trust, and this is where God starts with us.  He doesn't want our money or our talent or all our hard work so much as He wants our trust.  

Does God exist and does He reward?  I think we all believe that in our heads.  The delight of the Christian life is discovering God in all those places in our hearts that don't know God.  

That may seem strange to you, but there are in fact vast regions of our heart that do not yet believe.  The disciples discovered this in the Garden of Gethsemane when they fled into the night bewildered, frightened, overwhelmed with sorrow.  But when the Risen Lord met with them, He planted faith in their lives so deep that martyrdom itself could not drive it away. 

May the Risen Lord meet with you today!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 18 --  Holy fear -- Hebrews 11:7

By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet seen, in holy fear built an ark to save his family.  By his faith he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness that comes by faith. -- Hebrews 11:7

I want to focus in on the words "holy fear."  

Unholy fear usually paralyzes us or causes us to do cowardly things.  But holy fear inspired Noah to buck the crowd, to reject the consensus of evil, to do what no one else understood.  Holy fear energized Noah with courage and with a plan.  

His holy fear kept him afloat when the rest of the world was being washed away.  

Holy fear is a gift from God.  Like all God's gifts, it leads only to good.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 19 --  Enjoying the trip  -- Hebrews 11:8

By faith, Abraham, when called to go to a place when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.  -- Hebrews 11:8

Boy, can I relate to this verse!  

We men are destination centered.  I've discovered that now that I have four children.  My idea of traveling is to drive until we get there.  But that doesn't work, especially with kids who get carsick.  

Anyway, if we can't get there as fast as we possibly can, we at least like to know where we are going.  I almost always check an online map and directions resource before I go anyplace new.  I want to know how to get there.

But God likes to share the journey with us, so He slows things down and doesn't tell us too much about where we're going, except cryptic phrases like, "You'll like it," and "Don't worry, you'll be glad once you're there."  Instead of a road map, He gives us directions for the next block, the next mile, the next turn.  

Thank God for Abraham.  He knew how to relax and enjoy the trip.  Okay, God, I put the navigation in Your hands.  I'll let it rest with You.  What do you have for us right now?

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 20 --  Return of the King -- Hebrews 11:9

Because [Abraham] believed God, he lived like a stranger in the land God promised him. He lived in tents with Isaac and Jacob. They had the same promise he had. -- Hebrews 11:9 WE

Appearances can be deceiving.  In Tolkein's classic novel, Lord of the Rings, the ragged ranger, Strider, is actually Aragorn, the high king of Gondor.  In the same way, some among us who seem odd or unimportant will receive great honor in heaven, while others who seem great won't even make it through the door.

Abraham "lived like a foreigner in the country God promised to give him"  (New Century Version).  He camped out in tents on the land that belonged to him.  When he wanted to bury his wife, he had to buy plot of land.  

Faith teaches us that the world is not what it appears to be.  In its present form it is passing away.  Something new is coming.  The steward of Gondor went mad as the high king approached.  In our world, a much greater High King is coming.  The keepers of this world will be shaken from their thrones.

Jesus had no place to lay His head even though He owned every palace.  It didn't seem to trouble Him or deter Him from His task.  Sometimes we Christians play the role of the scum of the earth.  Faith tells us that not only is Jesus coming back; so are we.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 21 --  The city with foundations -- Hebrews 11:10

For [Abraham] was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God. -- Hebrews 11:10

Where I live you have to dig down about four feet to put in footings if you want to build a house.  If you don't, freezing and thawing will damage your foundation, and your building will eventually crumble.  

Without a good foundation, a building, a city, a life is vulnerable and insecure.  It won't stand up to storms.  

And there is a storm.  The enemy is hurling everything he can think of at the people of God.  This wind is not subsiding; rather it is growing in intensity and in fury.  

But the city of God has foundations.  The storm will not prevail.  In the end, the New Jerusalem comes down out of heaven like a bride beautifully adorned for her husband.  

Abraham lived in a tent and, yes, his tent was fragile.  But the storm could not consume him because his real home was the city with foundations.  The enemy would like us to look at all that is fragile in our lives and cringe before the storm of his making.  But I believe the Lord wants to remind us that our home is the city with foundations.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 22 --  Time and dreams -- Hebrews 11:13

All these people were still living by faith when they died. -- Hebrews 11:13

There's something deeply imprinted inside each of us that says this life is not enough.  Death always seems to rob, to cheat us out of what is supposed to be ours.

I have reached the point where I am most likely more than halfway done with my life here on this earth.  Many of my dreams remain unaccomplished -- so far -- I'm not licensed to fly a plane; I'm not ordained to pastor a church; I'm not a novelist, nor am I a filmmaker, nor am I an artist; I don't know how to play the piano and I don't speak any foreign languages; I haven't seen New Zealand or Banff; and I don't have a house out in the country.  My children's dreams are growing up around me -- horseback riding, tree forts, architecture, caring for animals and going to the mission field.  

Life is too short.  It crowds out so many good possibilities.  Engaged in the daily struggle for survival -- as so many of us are, it seems that much that is lofty and worthy is just out of reach.

And so, God comes along and says, "I know.  I designed you for more than what will fit here.  Don't give up your dreams.  Just build them higher, because your true life was meant to contain and achieve the greatest of dreams."

As an aside, let me say this. I am working on a site that will be a safe place for people to cultivate their God-given dreams. (It will be located at EmpowerGood.com.) Many people walk around with a vision, a passion, a goal, a dream from God stamped in their hearts, but need the help and encouragement of others to bring that God-given dream into the real world. I want EmpowerGood.com to be a place where that can happen. If you can help me bring this site into reality or if you have any thoughts for me, please drop by EmpowerGood.com and send me a note.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 23 --  When God works outside our timetable -- Hebrews 11:13

They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. -- Hebrews 11:13

In this chapter, God honors those who put their faith in Him.  They please Him.  And they believed, even when they did not receive.

There is something to be said for the name it and claim it gospel.  But these heroes of the faith went way beyond that.  They went to claim it and came back empty.  That did not deter them.  They trusted God to meet them with the things promised, even if they had to travel through death to make the meeting.

What is out of reach in your life?  The One who stands on both sides of life and death is trustworthy.  He doesn't forget His promises.  

Remember this: The reason God doesn't meet our timetable is that God's plans for us are way too big to fit inside our tiny schedules.  

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 24 --  Holy logic -- Hebrews 11:19

Abraham reasoned ... -- Hebrews 11:19

Abraham was given an impossible assignment -- to sacrifice his son, Isaac, the child of promise.  After waiting 100 years, Abraham finally had a son -- Isaac -- the name means laughter.  But it appeared that God was going to take all laughter away.

Abraham obeyed.  We all know the story.  He raised the knife to slay his son, and God called to him, "Abraham!  Abraham!  Do not lay a hand on the boy ..."

But before that moment, when Abraham knew nothing but the command and character of God, what did he do?

He reasoned.

Nothing made sense, but somehow God must be true to Himself.  He could not promise and then not fulfill.  Somehow God would find a way, even if it meant bringing Isaac back from the dead.

Abraham's logic didn't predict the future.  But it did make room for his faith.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 25 --  Sorrow turns to hope -- Hebrews 11:21

By faith Jacob, when he was dying, blessed each of Joseph's sons ... -- Hebrews 11:21

I often ponder the life of Jacob.  He starts out conniving, getting his own way by shrewd and tough negotiation.  But then everything goes against him.  He is deprived of the woman he wants as his wife, and is only allowed to marry her in exchange for another seven years of servitude.  Once he has her, she bears him no children, until the end.  Finally, she dies with the birth of her second son.  If that wasn't enough, the sons of his other wife sell the first son of the woman he loved into slavery and tell Jacob that Joseph was torn apart by wild animals.  His daughter is raped.  Famine threatens to wipe out the family.  His sons go to Egypt to buy grain only for his son Simeon to be thrown into prison.

How very sad!  Yet at the end of his life, God seems to say, "Come over here.  Let me show you what is really going on."  Simeon and Joseph are restored to him.  His missing son is revealed as the savior of two nations -- the prophet and ruler that saved countless lives.  Jacob, delivered from the famine, and lives to see his children's children.  

It hurts every time I read of Rachel's death.  I see Jacob lifting up that pillar over her grave, so helpless to get her back, not knowing what else to do.  

But, in the end, his sorrow turns to hope, and his hope turns into faith.  He sees the future with God's eyes.  He knows his descendants will triumph over great adversity and through them all the people of the earth will be blessed.

All of us travel down paths that we would not choose.  May we, like Jacob, find the treasure that eluded us, and see the future through God's eyes.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 26 --  No ordinary child-- Hebrews 11:23

... they saw he was no ordinary child ... -- Hebrews 11:23

The verse speaks of Moses, of his parents' daring defiance of the king's edict that all the baby boys are to be drowned, of their certainty that he was cut out for greatness.

I remember holding each of my newborn children, unable to grasp how it was that we were given the privilege of creating and caring for something so precious as this human life.  I remember holding their hands as they took their first uncertain steps.  I watched them play, without their knowing it, and drank in all over again the wonder of discovery, what it is to be a child when everything is new.

I read this verse and I want to say, "There are no ordinary children."

And I think that is true.  Jesus didn't die for ordinary children.  He looked at each of us and saw something far beyond the ordinary.  He saw joy.  He endured the cross and went seeking the one that was lost.  The ninety-nine don't replace the one.  Jesus seeks the one.

You are that one.  You are the one Jesus seeks.  The ninety-nine will never replace you in His heart.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 27 --  Those who choose -- Hebrews 11:24-25

By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be known as the son of Pharaoh's daughter.  He chose to be mistreated along with the people of God ...  -- Hebrews 11:24-25

There are some things which I admit I do not understand.  Why Peter turned around and walked back into Rome to be crucified.  Why Paul insisted on going to Jerusalem even though he knew prison and hardship awaited him.  How Stephen could ask the Lord to forgive those who were stoning him.  How the Father could stand to see wicked men crucify His only Son.

There are many people who suffer for the gospel.  Many suffer because they have no choice -- some are children taken into slavery, others are arrested without warning.  But there are those who choose to be mistreated along with the people of God.

There are people right now, for example, who are preparing to go into North Korea as missionaries.  If they are discovered, if they are arrested, then death will be a kindness.  They know that they go to suffering and death.  But they choose to go.

The great God who never forgets has a place of honor in His kingdom for those who choose.  No, I don't understand it, but He knows how to turn shame into glory, suffering into triumph.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 28 --  Miracles -- Hebrews 11:29

By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as on dry land; but when the Egyptians tried to do so, they were drowned. -- Hebrews 11:29

The focus is never on the miracle; it is always on the God behind the miracle.  The pagans sometimes saw the supernatural acts of the God of Israel.  But they didn't know the God of Israel and couldn't make His "magic" work for them.  That's why they hauled the ark of the covenant into the temple of Dagon, and that's why their god fell flat on his face before the the Lord's ark.

The unbelieving religionists in Jesus' day demanded a sign, a show of power.  Herod wanted Jesus to entertain him with miracles.  Jesus refused.  They wanted the miracle but despised the Master.

Jesus warns us not to cast our pearls before swine.  In doing so, He tells us something about Himself.  His miracles are not cheap toys to be played with, but rather an expression of His heart.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 29 --  The campaign to set a woman free -- Hebrews 11:31

By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient. -- Hebrews 11:31

God is much more optimistic than most of us are.  How many of us are willing -- even quick -- to write off certain people as hopeless, as beyond our help.  But even as God planned judgment for Jericho, He was also determining how to rescue Rahab.

We think people are hopeless because we forget that the Christian life is a miracle.  It is supernatural.  It cannot occur without the intervention of God.  But when God shows up, all the obstacles that defeat us are torn out of the way.

Many invisible chains were wrapped around Rahab's life, keeping her enslaved.  The campaign that opened the Promised Land, was also a campaign to set a woman free.  It's no mistake that Rahab is mentioned in the ancestry of Christ.  Jesus ignores the religionists and goes straight to work on the hopeless, because He brings hope to every broken heart.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 30 --  Something new -- Hebrews 11:30

By faith the walls of Jericho fell, after the people had marched around them for seven days. -- Hebrews 11:30

How many cities fell because people marched around them?  One. 

How many times did the sun stand still?  One.

How many times did the Red Sea part?  One.

What's the point?  God isn't stuck in yesterday.  He's solidly into today.  He has something new for you this moment.  He doesn't make you gnaw on the crusts of yesterday's leftover revelation.  He gives new illumination from his timeless word every day.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

January 31 --  Now we marvel -- Hebrews 11:30

By faith the walls of Jericho fell, after the people had marched around them for seven days. -- Hebrews 11:30

God always has a plan and it doesn't always make sense ... to us.  It was time to pay taxes and Jesus sent Peter fishing.  It was time to take a city and God sent His people marching.  It was time to save the world, and Jesus told His followers to put away their swords.

All of these things seemed crazy at the time.  But now we marvel.  

I don't know what your life is like, but my life seems crazy right now.  I don't understand it.  But what does that mean?  It means God is cooking up something good.  

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

02-01 --  The finish line -- Hebrews 12:22-24

But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God.  You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven.  You have come to God, the Judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, to Jesus, the Mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. -- Hebrews 12:22-24

On the day your name was written in heaven, you became part of something bigger than you, bigger than life itself.  Hebrews speaks of a race, and there is no way to measure the glory at the finish line.  

Years ago I had a dream that the heavens were beginning to open and I knew at the next moment I would see God.  Was I leaving this life?  I didn't know.  I thought that I would feel fear, but I didn't.  In the place of fear was wonder, an awe which I, the writer, have not found words to describe even though 20 years have passed.

Jesus speaks of true riches.  What are they?  They are the face of Christ, the family of God, and the song of the Father.

I've known people who have visited heaven.  None of them wanted to come back.  I think the Lord wants to encourage us -- it's going to be worth it.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 02 --  Releasing the River -- John 7:38

Whoever believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him. -- John 7:38

Dig deep enough inside, and you will find the indestructible you -- the you created and imagined by the mind of God.  The you that will live forever, strong in the Father’s joy, rich with the Savior’s tears, afraid of nothing, understanding everything.  

How do you find that hero within?  How do you dig through the dirt, wash away the mud to reveal the diamond deep down?  

The old way of trying harder, the shame and frustration gospel only rearranges the clay, but the diamond never comes to the light, the river is not released.  We need a new and different way to submit to the Lordship of Christ.  We need to rediscover the surprisingly Biblical key to connecting with God so that what we once called revival becomes simply ... life.

This journey takes us backwards, not forwards, into what we think are the darkest places in our hearts.  But it is there in the helpless, hopeless, neediest places of our soul that we run smack into the heart of God.  The darkness we so feared is replaced by dazzling light.  Christ our Savior has appeared.  In all our weakness, He has been made strong.  Where we had nothing to offer, the River of His love rushes out to nourish all that is dry and parched within.

The sons and daughters of God are being revealed to this generation.  The River is being released.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 03 --  Interruptions -- Luke 8:45

"Who touched Me?" Jesus asked. -- Luke 8:45

I hate interrupting people. I hate being interrupted.  

Jesus, of course, was interrupted constantly. If you read through the gospels, you'll find that much -- maybe most -- of His ministry was responding to interruptions.

In this passage, Jesus is on a mission:  to heal a dying twelve-year-old girl. I have two daughters so I can imagine how urgent her father's pleas were for Jesus to waste no time and come to his home right away.

Along the way, Jesus was interrupted -- not once, but constantly.  The crowd was jostling Him, throwing questions at Him, making requests, pressing in from every direction.  Jesus ignored all those interruptions, save one.

"Who touched Me?" He asked.

This was the one interruption that Jesus sensed was different.  This interruption merited a stop -- even a stop on the way to heal a dying girl.

Why?

It's a very human story.  A woman's personal physical problem was consuming her life.  All she had was gone and her problem was worse instead of better.  She knows that God will heal her if only she can touch the edge of the Master's robe.

I can so relate to this woman.  She didn't want to interrupt the important Healer.  She just wanted to sneak in, quietly get her miracle, and steal away.  But Jesus said, "Why touched Me?"

In that moment, Jesus validates all of us who are afraid to interrupt.  We are important too.  He calls us out and He wants to hear our story.  He wants to look at us.  He wants to listen to us.  He wants to speak to us.  He wants to send us away with His blessing.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 04 --  Safety – Jude 1:24

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy ... -- Jude 1:24


When my children were little, if they wandered away, where would I go? After them, of course. If I saw them do something that would harm them, what would I do? Intervene. Pull them back. Make them safe. Keep them on the right track.

When I was a little boy first starting school, one of my biggest fears was that I would get on the wrong school bus and never make it home. Now that I'm a man, I find myself often in uncharted territory in relationships, in business, in ministry, in my work on EmpowerGood.com. 

A friend and I were praying about this, and the Lord shared something with me that I want to pass on to you. God is watching over me. He didn't let me get on the wrong bus in Kindergarten, and He isn't going to let me get on the wrong bus now.

If you fear that you have taken the wrong bus, or if you fear that you might, let me reassure you. God is here, redeeming, repairing, rebuilding, restoring, guiding and keeping us safe. He isn't here to let His precious children wander away.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 05 --  Creative solutions -- Matthew 17:27

Take the first fish you catch; open its mouth and you will find a four-drachma coin.  Take it and give it to them for My tax and yours. -- Matthew 17:27

This being tax season here in the US, I thought we'd get the Lord's perspective on taxes.

First of all, nobody seemed to have the money to pay the tax.  Many of us can relate.

Second, Jesus wasn't upset by the lack.  That is encouraging.

Third, God always has a creative solution.  In this case, He sent Peter fishing.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 06 --  The triumph of God-- Proverbs 21:30

There is no wisdom, no insight, no plan that can succeed against the Lord. -- Proverbs 21:30

Life is not so much our heroics as it is the triumph of God.  

History is the record of the failed attempts of the enemy to get the best of God.  The enemy does his worst, and God is not the least bit threatened by it.  For over 4,000 years Satan wanted to get his hands on a fragile God.  He finally got his chance at the cross.  Jesus was crucified in weakness.  But Satan's greatest triumph quickly became his greatest defeat.

There are many fragile people in the world whose names are written in heaven.  They stumble and shake on the outside.  But inside is the indestructible, undefeatable Spirit of God.

Our side wins.  

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 07 --  God's servants -- 1 Kings 22:19

I saw the LORD sitting on His throne with all the host of heaven standing around Him on His right and on His left. -- 1 Kings 22:19

I can't prove this, but I think the group that stood before the Lord was probably good angels and bad.  I think the good angels stood on one side and the bad angels stood on the other side, and the LORD sat and talked to all of them.

If this is true (read the chapter and decide for yourself), then notice that God is in charge.  God was rerouting the sinful plans of evil creatures to accomplish His own purposes.  He listened to suggestions from both sides and opened the door for a lying spirit to spread lies through the prophets of an evil king.

A good prophet comes along and tells the king the truth, but, of course, the king doesn't listen, and pays with his life for his decision.

So we learn two things here.  First, evil collapses upon itself.  Evil only harmed evil.  Second, God created angels to be His servants, and even though some of them fell into sin and chose evil, they do not cease to serve Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 08 --  God's will -- 1 Kings 22:20

One suggested this, and another that. -- 1 Kings 22:20

God's will, it seems, is a collaborative matter.  God solicits ideas, suggestions.

Sometimes I would like God to just "tell me what to do."  But He often puts the ball back in my court.  "What do you want to do?" He asks.  

God manages the smallest details without being a micromanager.  He created creatures with intellect and emotion, and He engages us as He makes decisions.  This is not a boot camp, it is a dance.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 09 --  What do you know to be true? -- Acts 4:28

They did what Your power and will had decided beforehand should happen. -- Acts 4:28

Nobody wins a fight against God.  Herod and Pilate thought they were coming up with original moves on the cosmic chessboard, but they were playing right into God's plan.  

This verse is part of the believer's prayer after the apostles were arrested, threatened and then released.  They prayed for boldness, reminding themselves that they're on the winning side.

Sometimes when I'm praying I just get lost -- I'm not sure what to pray about or how to pray.  That probably never happens to you, but it happens to me.  So I look to God and He often seems to say, "What do you know to be true?"

That's where I pick up the thread.  I may have all sorts of needs, but my God is bigger than all my problems.  I can't figure out where to turn, but He knows the end from the beginning.  He is my Shepherd.  I shall not be in want.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 10 --  The beginning -- Genesis 1:1

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. -- Genesis 1:1

The Bible starts where it should:  in the beginning.  By kicking off the most important book in history with these words, God tells us something:  We need to pay attention to where things started.  God cares about how things began.

Do you have a problem?  If you go to God for the solution, He will probably take you back to where the problem began, there you and He will correct it together. 

Go back far enough, and you will find God.  And, if you need it, you will also find a new beginning.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 11 --  Ready -- Genesis 1:2

Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. -- Genesis 1:2

Four years ago I was getting ready to write a devotional on this verse. My then 12-year old daughter came into my office at that moment and asked if she could help. “Do you have any thoughts on this verse,” I asked. She looked at it and said, "It sounds like somebody's life before they become a Christian.  God is there waiting and ready."

Couldn't have said it better myself.  No matter how messed up things are, God is there, waiting and ready – ready for verse 3 – ready to bring the light.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 12 --  God saw -- Genesis 1:4

God saw that the light was good, and He separated the light from the darkness. -- Genesis 1:4

God "saw" that the light was good.  Didn't He know?  Yes, He knew before He created the light that it would be good.  But He wanted more than knowing.  He wanted to experience it.  So He brought light into being and saw that it was good.

Just as the Bible invites us to "taste and see that God is good," so also God wants to experience us.  He knows us inside and out, but that isn't enough for Him.  He created us, He redeemed us, He pursues us because He wants more than knowing.  

Before I married Kim I knew that she was godly, sweet and beautiful.  So why bother marrying her?  Because what was then just a thought is now every day an experience, a discovery, an enrichment.  

In the same way God desires to share life with you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 13 --  Let them rule ... -- Genesis 1:26

Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule ... " -- Genesis 1:26

God intended for us to rule, to "have dominion."  This point is lost on many people -- and I didn't understand it for many years. 

I always defined my relationship with God by my obedience.  Was I a good boy or a bad boy?  Deep inside I figured God wanted someone to boss around -- and that someone was me, if I was good.

Should we be obedient?  Of course.  

Is God in charge?  Without a doubt.  

But limiting our Christian experience to "trust and obey" bleeds a lot of life out of what is supposed to be a rich relationship with God.  God's plan for us is much broader, deeper and richer than just obeying orders.  God wants us to experience, to desire, to enjoy, to love, to feel loved (the list goes on ...) and to rule.

God wants us in charge of a few things.  He has given us authority -- and when we lost it in the garden, Jesus paid dearly to win it back on the cross.  We are seated with Christ in heavenly places partly because He wants us there, and partly because we are intended for leadership.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 14 --  ... all their vast array -- Genesis 2:1

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. -- Genesis 2:1

For my devotional today, I'm going to refer you to a secular site:

http://micro.magnet.fsu.edu/primer/java/scienceopticsu/powersof10/

God doesn't need the heavens, of course. But we need the heavens and the earth to begin to comprehend who God is. The same God who arranged the galaxies, has a lofty plan that includes us. The God who shaped the earth is shaping our lives. The God who weaved together strands of DNA, is weaving our circumstances with His love. And the God who built protons and neutrons and sent electrons flying around them is the One who cares about the tiniest detail of our lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 15 --  The seventh day -- Genesis 2:2-3

By the seventh day God had finished the work He had been doing; so on the seventh day He rested from all His work. And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it He rested from all the work of creating that He had done. -- Genesis 2:2-3

There's something nice about closure. When the dishes are all washed and put away. When you climb into bed at night with a sense of satisfaction over a job well done. When the storm is over and the air is sweet and clean.

Each of us has been given an assignment of eternal significance. The work we do is meant to last forever. Not making widgets, or answering the phone, or doing power lunches. But rather the power of the presence of God within us. The ripples of our influence are meant to never end.

Because of Who resides within us, there is no way to measure the significance of our work. But, in keeping with God's design, our work will end someday, and we will rest just as God did.

Let me say this to encourage those of you who may feel like you are spinning your wheels and going no where. You are on assignment. Most of what you accomplish will be unseen by men, but never forgotten by God. Hang in there. Your work matters and it will soon be over. The day of rest is coming.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 16 --  God planted a garden -- Genesis 2:7 from the Jubilee Bible

And the LORD God had planted a garden eastward in Eden, and there He put the man whom He had formed. -- Genesis 2:7 from the Jubilee Bible

I want to focus on the words "had planted." God was ready for Adam and He is ready for us. He has planted a "garden" designed just for us.

My wife knows that I love her oatmeal cookies. I've never tasted anything that remotely compares to them. So last night she stayed up late making me oatmeal cookies while I slept. It was a thoughtful act of love, and I felt honored by her consideration.

Who can measure the good that God has stored up for us? Who knows what lies right around the corner for the sons and daughters of God!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 17 --  The first command -- Genesis 2:16

And the LORD God commanded the man, "You are free ... " -- Genesis 2:16

What was he free to do? 

I love watching little children play. The moments come and go with spicy unpredictability -- running barefoot through mud puddles, storing dragon's treasure in the refrigerator, digging up rocks from the garden and purifying them in the bathtub.

"How 'bout this!" is what my kids used to say, just before they make up some new twist to an old game of pretend.

God's first command to the human race starts with His enjoyment of our spontaneity. "You are free," He says. And with a twinkle in our eye and a smile on our face, we reply, "How 'bout this!"

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 18 --  The impossible gift -- Genesis 2:21

So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep ... -- Genesis 2:21

Adam had a big job, naming all the animals. But the harder he worked, the more he realized that there was something he could not do -- he could not come up with a companion that reflected back the image of God. The animals were a work of wonder, but none of them contained the very breath of God.

Nor could Adam fashion this companion himself. Unlike the Almighty, he could not gather together the dust of the ground, and breathe life into art.

This was a task way, way beyond him. 

But look what God did. God put Adam in a deep sleep. And from his position of utter helplessness, Adam awoke to the greatest miracle of creation. Now humanity was complete. Now Adam and his "suitable helper" (the words seem cheap) could bring forth children stamped with the image of God.

Two lessons: First, when we set out to do the impossible, sooner or later God will put us in a deep sleep -- that is, He will get us out of the way so He can do what only He can do. And second, look at the miracle of what God has done -- and celebrate it every time you see a child; God has given us the gift of creation.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 19 --  God hears -- Genesis 4:10

"Your brother's blood cries out to Me from the ground." -- Genesis 4:10

God is the One who listens to the cries of those who have been silenced. 

I am at times angered, horrified, discouraged or numb over the suffering of my brothers and sisters, young and old all over the world. But I keep coming back to God, and here, at the beginning, He declares Himself. Every drop of blood cries out, and God hears those cries.

The world, in its hatred of God, tries in every way to silence the voices of His children. But those voices will be heard, and their cries will never be forgotten.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 20 --  Walking with God -- Genesis 5:22

And after he became the father of Methuselah, Enoch walked with God 300 years and had other sons and daughters. -- Genesis 5:22

I've often wondered about the time from Adam to Noah. What was life like? Think about it. In our world, it takes 1-15 years to become proficient at a profession. To take out 15 years, for example, to become a neurosurgeon, you are committed to that path probably for life. But if you live to be 800 years old, you could learn to be a surgeon, a plumber, an attorney, a writer, an architect -- whatever -- you could be all of those things. And if childbearing years stretched into the centuries, a couple might have over a hundred children. You can see why it says that people built cities. They needed cities to contain the tens of thousands of descendants they would see during their own lifetime. We think of this time as being primitive, but we don't know that. It may very well have been more advanced in many technologies than we are now. 

In the middle of these centuries, a pivotal figure emerges. Enoch, the seventh from Adam. He may have had a hundred children. He may have been a surgeon, an attorney, a prophet, an architect, and who knows what all else rolled up into one. But one thing mattered above everything else: He walked with God.

This is one thing I appreciate about our Father in heaven. There are many things that may be beyond the reach of most of us. But God makes the thing that matters most easy to find. He put it on the lower shelf so all of us can reach it. He opens the door, holds out His hand and says, "Let's take a walk."

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 21 --  Comfort -- Genesis 5:28-29

When Lamech had lived 182 years, he had a son. He named him Noah and said, "He will comfort us in the labor and painful toil of our hands caused by the ground the LORD has cursed." -- Genesis 5:28-29

We look for comfort in strange places. My first response when I read this is to say, "Asking a child to bring comfort to the parents is a laying a heavy burden on a child. Shouldn't it be the other way around?"

It appears that Lamech is saying, "God has cursed the ground. That hurts us. That puts God against us. So we cannot go to God for comfort because God is only interested in our discomfort. We cannot find comfort in ourselves. So the only thing we have left is our children."

Us vs. God. The classic lie. God won't help us so we need to look elsewhere.

I don't know. Maybe Lamech's thoughts were more lofty than I give him credit for. But look at what God did with Lamech's words. Noah did bring comfort, though in a far different way than Lamech must have imagined. Noah brought the human race to the other side of the flood, to a place where violence no longer covered the earth.

There, on the other side of the flood, Noah built an altar to the LORD, replacing murder with worship. And God responded by bringing the comfort that could only come from God. In Genesis 8:21, "The LORD smelled the pleasing aroma and said in His heart: 'Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood.'"

Even when we look elsewhere for our comfort, in the end it will come from God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 22 --  Boundaries -- Genesis 6:3

"My Spirit will not contend with man forever ... " -- Genesis 6:3

Everyone needs boundaries, and even God sets boundaries for Himself. There is a limit to what He will put up with. 

This is a great comfort. The more we learn about what evil exists in this world, the more disgusting and overwhelming it may seem. But the time will come when God says, "Enough is enough."

Like every boundary, there are two sides. On this side of the boundary, God limits Himself. If we open the door, God walks in. If we slam it shut, He stays out. Here God contends with men and women, navigating through the choices made in a fallen world.

But on the other side of the boundary, God stops contending. The die is cast. We are revealed for who we truly are, and eternity awaits. 

Every day I think about our brothers and sisters who suffer persecution because of who they are in Christ. All of us suffer with them; all of us feel their pain. But God has declared that He will not contend forever. Soon comes the freedom of the sons and daughters of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 23 --  Understanding -- Genesis 6:4

The Nephilim were on the earth in those days -- and also afterward -- when the sons of God went to the daughters of men and had children by them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown. -- Genesis 6:4

Okay, okay, what is this verse talking about? Who are the sons of God? Who are the daughters of men? Who are the Nephilim?

I don't know. And I don't think you know either. Were the sons of God angels? demons? men? We can argue about it all day long, but, when the dust settles, we just don't know for sure.

Why does God do this? Why does He put obscure verses in the Bible that we probably won't figure out on this side of glory? 

I get the picture of a child sitting at a dinner table listening to adult conversation. What are these adults talking about? It doesn't make sense!

There is a certain comfort in this. As God's children, we discover He knows all about many things that we don't yet understand. And here is a gentle reminder that we don't need to understand everything. We can release those things we don't understand to God. God knows, and, when we're ready, He will explain everything we need to know.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 24 --  Shelter -- Genesis 7:16

Then the LORD shut him in. -- Genesis 7:16

Was Noah able to close the door on the ark he built? I don't doubt he knew how to close the door. But the LORD shut him in. The writer didn't need to add this little phrase, but he did, because God wanted to underline an important thought.

In this violent world, where righteous men had been murdered, God was preparing two plans: the flood and the ark, devastation and shelter, wrath and mercy. Noah was not just in the ark of his own making. God shut him in. God assured his salvation.

And God has an answer for the little voices that try to pull us out of the ark, the little voices that seek make us inherit the wrath of God. God is the One who shuts us in. God is the one who teaches us who we are, how we found grace in the eyes of the Lord, how we were found righteous in our generation, how the gift of eternal life came to be ours. God is pulling us out of the flood of shame and fear, into the ark of His favor. God is the One who shuts the door.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 25 --  History and experience -- Genesis 8:4

... on the seventeenth day of the seventh month the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat. -- Genesis 8:4

It's easy to forget that what is now history was once experience. We have no record of Noah being informed how he would get out of the ark, of how God would keep the timbers together no matter how high the waves got to be, of how God would prevent the hull from being torn apart by some rock formation, of how the door that was shut would open again.

Many of us find ourselves in the same "boat." We don't know how we are going to get out, we just know that God is responsible for our deliverance. 

If you are looking around, like I have, saying, "This is impossible!" then I have good news for both of us. God has it all figured out. Someday we will be able to look at a calendar, point to the date, and say, "On this day, my problem came to rest. This was the day of my deliverance."

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 26 --  A sense of security -- Genesis 8:22

As long as the earth edures, 

seedtime and harvest, 

cold and heat, 

summer and winter, 

day and night 

will never cease. 

-- Genesis 8:22

I love the spring. May is one of my favorite months. Two of my children were born in May. And May always signifies to me the end of winter and the beginning of summer.

God has built into our lives certain rhythms. They give us a sense of security. A sense of knowing what to expect. Although I find beauty in winter, my enthusiasm for cold, snow and ice isn't what it was 35 years ago. But every year I look forward to Christmas, so I can overlook the cold until Christmas comes. Then, on January 15th, I tell myself and everyone else who wants to know that it's all downhill from here -- winter in Wisconsin is on it's way out. (With La Nina giving us record snowfalls and almost unrelenting cold here in Wisconsin this year, I've needed to tell myself that more than once! It finally got up to  20F (-7C) Saturday. With the sunshine it felt like summer!)

What's the point?

The point is this: We have storms in our lives. We have winters, some of them harder than others. But spring is coming. The tide is changing. Dawn is approaching. Harvest will come. God has built rhythms deep in our experience that teach us He will bring us out, and we will be okay.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 27 --  God remembered -- Genesis 8:1

God remembered Noah ... -- Genesis 8:1

Wait a second! Hadn't God been thinking about Noah all along? How could God "remember" Noah?

On the surface it looks like God was preoccupied with something else, and then the kitchen timer went off, and God looked up and said, "Oh, yeah, that guy in the boat. I'd better do something about him."

Let me suggest another passage that might help explain this one: Psalm 78:65: "Then the Lord awoke as from sleep, as a man wakes from the stupor of wine." 

Did God really wake up? Was God really asleep? 

Of course not. But God knows that it seems that way to us sometimes. It probably seemed to Noah like God was preoccupied with something else. It may seem that way to you and to me. 

At the right moment, God's intervention will be there. In our minds, it will seem like God "awoke," like God "remembered" us. But He isn't sleeping, and He has us in mind even as you read these words.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 28 --  Gain eclipses pain -- Genesis 12:1

The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you." -- Genesis 12:1

God was up front with Abram about the cost. It would cost him citizenship. It would cost him things familiar. It would cost him relationships. 

God asks us to pay a price.

For ten years I lived a sleep deprived life. My four kids were a big part of the reason. It took them a long time to get used to the idea of getting to sleep and staying that way until morning. Kim did a lot of night time duty and so did I. And I paid for it. Many times I was driving down the road and I'd catch myself dreaming, and I'd realize I was asleep and driving and I needed to wake up. 

But I don't resent the lost sleep. I was happy to hold my children, to talk to them, to share life with them. Love has no value until we pay the price.

God brought us into an eternal love relationship. As Christ's disciples, we take up our cross and follow Him. Why? Because God cares enough about us to ensure that we understand the value of what we have in Him.

But when it's over, we won't think about what we gave up. We will look into the face of God, just as I look into the faces of my children, and only think about what we have gained.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

February 29 --  The LORD appears -- Genesis 12:7

The LORD appeared to Abram ... -- Genesis 12:7

I wonder how many times Abram felt like turning back. Clearly he felt vulnerable; he felt the need to lie about his wife to protect his own skin. The years were going by and the promise that he would be made into a great nation hadn't even resulted in a single child. Every day he was reminded that he was a stranger, a guest, a pilgrim in a land he did not own -- a land where shepherds fought over grazing rights and watering holes, and if you lost the fight you might not survive.

Despite whatever fears, disappointments and struggles he faced, Abram traveled through the land.

And then the LORD appeared to him.

Many times I have prayed with people who have said, "The Lord will never speak to me." Yet before we were done praying, the Lord did speak soothing words of comfort and healing. 

I knew He would, because at the right moment, the LORD will always appear. I don't know what form that will take for you. But I do know that the LORD is watching over our journey. He knows when we get tired and discouraged. He knows when we run out of hope and help. He knows when we have nothing left.

Then He will appear, and we will discover that everything we need is in Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 01 --  God works with what He has -- Genesis 12:17

But the LORD inflicted serious diseases on Pharaoh and his household because of Abram's wife Sarai. -- Genesis 12:17

Abram succumbs to fear and tells his wife to tell everyone that she is Abram's sister. In that culture, that gets Abram off the hook (they won't kill him to get his wife), but leaves Sarai in a vulnerable spot. Along comes Pharaoh. Sarai is beautiful, Pharaoh is impressed, and she gets added to the harem.

This whole scenario reminds me of a television soap opera. What a mess! Abram is getting rich on his own lies, but he's lost his wife. Sarai is beautiful but trapped. And nobody can muster the courage to tell Mr. Powerful the truth.

Think about all the ways God could have responded to this. He could have abandoned Abram and started over with someone who had the guts to tell the truth. He could have insisted that Abram go and confront Pharaoh and give back all the wealth he gained as "payment" for Sarai. 

But God takes a different approach. He Himself confronts Pharaoh. He sends a very clear message to Mr. Powerful -- Pharaoh has made a mistake and he will pay dearly for it if he doesn't make things right.

What's the lesson? God works with what He has. While He has a right to demand whatever He wants from any of us, He doesn't wait until we are perfect before He intervenes on our behalf. We may have created a total mess, but He knows how to cut through it and set us free.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 02 --  The solution to quarrels -- Genesis 13:8

So Abram said to Lot, "Let's not have any quarreling between you and me ... for we are brothers." -- Genesis 13:8

God wants to be the solution to our quarrels. 

Kim and I argued for years and years about the same old things, and we never got anywhere. We were just mad at each other, until one of us got around to finding the humility to apologize. No matter the issue, it was always the other person's fault.

Then we started taking our anger to the Lord. We each made a startling discovery. My anger had almost nothing to do with Kim. Her anger had almost nothing to do with me. The anger came from someplace else.

No wonder the Lord didn't want us to quarrel. But God isn't asking us to just sit quiet and fume. His solution is not silent frustration. Instead, when we bring our anger to God, own it, recognize it, look at its source and give it to God, He gives us what we need to replace anger with peace, joy and confidence.

Does Kim still stir up anger in me? Sometimes. But, by comparison, hardly ever. Now, when I go to the place in my heart where the anger used to be, I find Jesus there, loving me.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 03 --  Real estate -- Genesis 13:18

"So Abram moved his tents and went to live near the great trees of Mamre at Hebron, where he built an altar to the Lord." -- Genesis 13:18

The man of faith has just been edged out of the best portion, and asked to take the leftovers, the hand-me-downs, the dry crust, the worthless land. So what does he do? 

I don't see any sign of resentment, whining, or complaining. Abram just moves on and sets up shop. And notice how he sets up shop: Abram builds an altar to the LORD.

Things are not what they appear. Abram knows that abundance and prosperity are where God is. The land chosen by his nephew, Lot, soon becomes a desolate waste, and Lot ends up a lonely old man living in a cave. Abram, however, prospers where he is at because he measures the value of real estate by its proximity to God, not by its location next to the wealth of the world.

We might not have the finest cars or the fanciest houses. But if our tent is pitched near the altar, we have genuine wealth.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 04 --  A look into the heavens -- Genesis 15:5

He [God] took him [Abram] outside and said, "Look up at the heavens and count the stars -- if indeed you can count them." Then He said to him, "So shall your offspring be." -- Genesis 15:5

God always has a plan, and it's always bigger than we are able to imagine. Who can understand the stars? The more we know, the more we realize how much we don't know. No one can count the stars. No one knows how big the universe is. 

In the middle of Abram's doubt and discouragement, God came to him with the encouraging truth: Look up, see the incomprehensible, and know that I have a plan for you.

In our times of doubt and discouragement, I believe God takes us outside for a look into the heavens. There we see that He hasn't forgotten us. His plan for us is far greater than anything we could construct on our own.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 05 --  How can I know? -- Genesis 15:6,8

Abram believed the LORD ... but Abram said, "O Sovereign LORD, how can I know ...?" -- Genesis 15:6,8

How can I know? 

God is not offended by this question. Abram believed up to a point. Then he reached the limits of his faith. This would put many Christians at an impasse. But Abram, the father of faith, turns his doubts over to God. 

How can I know?  

We are all a mixture of doubt and faith, of truth and lies, of darkness and light. Deep inside every Christian is truth, faith and light, because we are born of God. But somewhere between the core of who we are and the part of us who lives day to day, trust in God wavers, and this is where we need God. 

How can I know?

God will answer that question a bit differently for each person. For Abram, He gave him a dream inside a ceremony that made sense in his culture. For you and me, He will find some other way to speak with us. How does our faith grow? God grows it inside us when He answers our heartfelt question, "How can I know?"

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 06 --  God and our human plans -- Genesis 16:7

The angel of the LORD found Hagar ... -- Genesis 16:7

Hagar was in a mess. She was deeply embroiled in a human plan that went bad. Pregnant with Abram's first son, she made the mistake of getting snooty with Sarai, and Sarai was furious. Jealous, no doubt. Blaming. Even vindictive. Abram threw up his hands, hoping the problem would go away if he just stayed out of it.

The problem didn't go away, but Hagar did. 

I suspect all of us have been here. We want God's plan, it doesn't seem to be happening, so we try to jump start it with a plan of our own. Our own plans go awry, and suddenly we have more trouble than we know what to do with.

What will God do? Will He be like Abram? Will He just stay out of it? Will He be like Sarai? Will He become furious with us for doing the wrong thing?

Neither. He comes looking for us. He finds us. When He does, He will have a word for us that puts us back on the path of favor.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 07 --  Seeing the plan of God -- Genesis 17:5

No longer will you be called Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made you a father of many nations. -- Genesis 17:5

When Abram was 99 years old, God gave him a new name. 

Why a new name?

Sometimes we get stuck. We get as far as we can, and can't go any further until God steps in and does the impossible. And such was the condition of Abram. His human plan had run its course. Ishmael was almost a teenager, but Sarai was barren, and the child of promise had not yet been conceived. The plan of God had not yet been released.

From a human perspective, it looked like things were going nowhere.

But God doesn't see things the way we do. 

One day I was making bread in the bread machine. I mixed in all the ingredients with my six year old helping out. Then I turned it on and watched it start to mix and knead. Everything was working just the way I wanted it to. But my then six year old couldn't see what was happening until I picked her up high enough to see into the machine.

Sometimes God picks us up and gives us a look. He gave Abram a new name so that every time someone spoke to him, he would see the plan of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 08 --  Steering the ship -- Genesis 17:18

"If only Ishmael might live under Your blessing!" -- Genesis 17:18

Question: How do you steer an ocean liner? 

Answer: Give it time and space to turn. I've read that when you turn the wheel on the largest ships they keep going straight for as much as two miles before they finally start to turn. I don't know if that's true or not, but I do know that you won't be parallel parking an aircraft carrier in downtown Manhattan.

God is weaning Abraham from the human plan, so that he can move to the Divine plan. Although Ishmael was a valuable human being, and though God had a plan for Ishmael's life, Isaac, not Ishmael, was the child of promise. When you read the story, you see that Abraham hears God say this, Abraham repeats it, he appears to understand it, but he doesn't. 

Sometimes God tells us something, but we just don't get it. We think we're tracking with God, but we're still lost in our own human plans. God knows that it takes time and space for us to get His plan in our heads. So He meets us where we are and steers us in the direction we are to go.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 09 --  The space between -- Genesis 18:33

When the LORD had finished speaking with Abraham, He left, and Abraham returned home. -- Genesis 18:33

What an awesome privilege Abraham had -- to make a meal for God Himself. And he made quite a production of it -- bringing water to wash their feet, baking the equivalent of about 35 loaves of bread. This 99 year old man ran to the herd, to select the best calf he owned to butcher for these men. Then Abraham stood before the LORD and pleaded for the people of Sodom.

And then the visit was over. God left, and Abraham returned home.

I'm amazed at how much space God gives us. I'm a meddling firstborn; I like to have my mitts on everything. If I were God, I wouldn't just visit -- I'd move in, so I could personally supervise every detail of their lives. But God is wiser than I am. He gives us space to be us.

We love our encounters with God. But the space between those encounters is also a gift from God. It is the gift of open handed love.

Be encouraged!

Dwight

***

March 10 --  Don't look back! -- Genesis 19:17

"Don't look back ...!" -- Genesis 19:17

Here is a lesson on value. Lot misjudged value. He didn't understand the value of real estate -- he pitched his tent toward Sodom. He didn't understand value in people -- when he tried to reason with the young men he had chosen to marry his daughters, they thought he was joking. Now he was given a final choice: the mountains or Sodom. 

Lot still struggled with this. He couldn't see that camping out with God was far better than sharing the finest hotel with the devil. 

Even in warnings, even in crises, God is teaching, guiding and holding out hope for His children. Lot lost much, but God was at work to ensure that he kept what was most important.

If the Lord is trimming the world out of your life, don't look back. What lies ahead is better; God will give you the best.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 11 --  Laughter -- Genesis 21:6

Sarah said, "God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with me." -- Genesis 21:6

There are many different kinds of laughter. Some laugh to be cruel, mocking the pain of others. There is the laughter of surprise, the sudden release when we get to the punch line of a good joke. Some laugh in amazement, others in disbelief or cynicism.

Sarah laughed the laughter of joy, of a long-awaited promise come true. If you read between the lines, it seems that the barrenness of her womb had been matched by a bleak emptiness in her soul. Now color had come back into her world.

The Lord reproved Sarah for her laughter of disbelief in chapter 18. But now the Lord has given her the gift of laughter, a rich return to the goodness of life.

God chose the name Isaac for the child of promise, the name that means laughter. This is His gift to all who believe. Through whatever path He is leading you, He will bring you to the laughter of joy.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 12 --  Test time -- Genesis 22:1

"Some time later, God tested Abraham." -- Genesis 22:1

Why does God test us? Because He expects to find something good.

This is, by the way, exactly the opposite reason why Satan tempts us. Satan expects to find something bad.

But even if our weaknesses are revealed by the test, God expects to use that as an opportunity for good. Peter's fears were revealed in the courtyard. But God used that as an opportunity to get Peter honest with himself about His need for God, and it led to Peter's restoration. In the years that followed, Peter was tested many times, but those fears were erased and the tests revealed courage instead.

What does a test from God mean? It means that He is working with us, and His work inside us will be revealed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 13 --  You are an answer -- Genesis 24:19

"I'll draw water for your camels too ... " -- Genesis 24:19

So much rested on finding the right wife for Isaac. The future of God's promises to Abraham would be fulfilled, in part, through Rebekah. She would shape the character of a nation. 

Just as Abraham ran to the herd (Genesis 18:7) to provide the best in hospitality, so also Rebekah goes the extra mile and keeps on going to provide the best in hospitality. She didn't know that she was an answer to prayer and the fulfillment of Abraham's prophecy. She didn't know that she was about to get the reward of a lifetime. This was her character -- doing what she could to honor and bless those around her.

Today you are an answer to someone's prayer. You are a gift beyond measure because the character of Christ is inside you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 14 --  I am with you -- Genesis 26:23

"Do not be afraid, for I am with you." -- Genesis 26:23

Isaac is on the run -- the Philistines are crowding him out of the land, filling up his wells, telling him to move on. Isaac, like Abraham before him, was ripped off by the inhabitants of the land. They took advantage of him, but Isaac kept a level head, and didn't do anything stupid.

Then the LORD appeared to him to put it all in perspective. 

Do not be afraid, God says to us. Every command carries a promise, a truth meant to be anchored deep inside our hearts. God is here. He wants us to understand that His presence will make everything okay.

What does it mean when God is with us? It means that there is some purpose to all this running. God would not put us on the run if it didn't fulfill a good purpose. It means that God takes note of our pursuers and will deal with them. It means that God's plans will unfold, even if they seem fragile and weak. They are, in reality, indestructible in the hands of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 15 --  Joy and grief -- 1 Peter 1:6

In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief ... -- 1 Peter 1:6

On the surface, this seems contradictory. Joy and grief? How can they coexist? If joy is the opposite of grief, then wouldn't you need to get rid of all grief in order to have joy?

Not so. 

When we were mourning the loss of a loved one, I made an amazing discovery. Underneath are the everlasting arms. While others grieved without hope, falling through emptiness in a bottomless pit of sorrow, we were buoyed up by something far bigger than us or our pain. The sorrow passed, but the joy remained.

One day I received an email from the husband of a woman who could feel no love. Like so many others, she was the adult survivor of childhood sexual abuse. There simply is no way to measure the devastation caused by this childhood trauma. Yet her approach was to shut it down, to never "go there." Of course. Who would want to "go there"? Yet, by shutting down the grief, she also lost the joy. She became unable to feel.

Joy is greater than grief. But sometimes the path to joy, takes us through grief. There in our place of sorrow, Jesus meets us, and sorrow is exchanged for joy.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 16 --  The lesson of the still small voice -- 1 Kings 19:12

... after the fire [came] a still small voice. -- 1 Kings 19:12

Sometimes we underestimate the power of the "still small voice."

After Elijah's great victory on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18), the enemy cut through Elijah's defenses and found the same lies that plague many of us: "My life is defined by the enemy's threats." "I'm all alone." "There's something wrong with me or I wouldn't be in this mess."

God sent fireworks on Mount Carmel. And He could have sent fire down from heaven to consume Jezebel, but He didn't. Instead, he taught Elijah the lesson of the still small voice.

We may have major problems in life. When we do, we like fireworks. We want miracles with flash and pizzazz that wipe away our difficulties. Quite often, however, God leaves us in our place of difficulty until He finishes teaching us the lesson of the still small voice.

What did the gentle whisper from God do for Elijah? God's quiet voice brought the calming truth back into the core of Elijah's being. Elijah wasn't alone. God had preserved a remnant. He had plans to eliminate the worship of false gods, and Elijah would have a role in setting those plans in motion. It was Jezebel, not Elijah, who was truly in danger.

Again and again, God's still small voice has come to me, teaching me the truth about Him, about myself, about life. Sometimes the whisper is so quiet, I catch myself wondering, "Is this really You, God?" But then I look at the fruit. Even when my circumstances get worse and worse, I feel more and more peace. My cares seem lighter and lighter, because Jesus takes them from me with a gentle whisper.

May the Lord's still small voice be with you today.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 17 --  Less than perfect  -- Genesis 27:19

Jacob said to his father, "I am Esau, your firstborn...."  -- Genesis 27:19

God's plan, man's way.  Several things about this whole story trouble me.  Each parent had a favorite.  Isaac and Rebekah were miles apart.  Isaac didn't seem to perceive the will of God.  Jacob was a cheat.  And yet Jacob was God's choice.

I contrast Jacob and David in my mind.  What made David such a great man of God?  He didn't force God's hand.  He could have killed Saul, but he didn't.  He suffered persecution he didn't deserve from a king who didn't deserve to be a king, and he did nothing to change the situation, except obey God.

But Jacob listened to Rebekah, and followed her scheme to get the will of God past her husband Isaac.  

I don't know about you, but it was a painful lesson for me to discover that my heroes weren't perfect.  I came close to losing my faith, to be honest.  I got so cynical and so bitter because Christian leaders were so flawed.

But the Lord showed what I needed to mend my heart.  The same God who put these leaders in their office of leadership knows how to work around all their faults, just like He knows how to work around mine.  God didn't choose Jacob because he was perfect.  Instead, God custom designed Jacob's life to show us all that He knows how to lead and to purify us flawed human beings.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 18 --  Connected to heaven -- Genesis 28:12-13a

[Jacob] had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.  There above it stood the LORD ... -- Genesis 28:12-13a

Jacob's deception was beginning to backfire.  He had won his father's blessing but lost his father.  In place of blessing, he was a fugitive, running for his life.  Yes, he had a cover story -- he was looking for a wife.  But the real motivation for the trip was to escape Esau's revenge.  And while Jacob did gain a wife, he seems to have lost his mother; she is never mentioned again.

The road ahead for Jacob would not be easy.  He would learn what it was like to be on the business end of a scam.  He would spend years working to build up his household only to see his family and wealth almost taken away first by Laban, then by Esau.  His dear Rachel would die in childbirth.  Dinah would be raped.  Bilhah would be defiled by Reuben.  Simeon and Levi would nearly get them all killed.  Judah's sons would die.  Joseph would disappear.  Simeon would be taken prisoner.  Benjamin would almost become a slave while famine gnawed away at their wealth and threatened their very lives.

But central to Jacob's life is not deception, nor is it tragedy and loss.  Central to Jacob's life is his connection with heaven.  All his troubles would have no meaning apart from his connection to the One who stands above the stairway.  

And what are all these angels doing -- ministering to those who will inherit salvation?  The God who seems so remote and far away in our times of trouble is near, and busy with His angels keeping us connected to heaven, giving all our troubles a depth of meaning they would otherwise never have.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 19 --  Finding love  -- Genesis 29:25

"When morning came, there was Leah!"  -- Genesis 29:25

In the dirty tricks department, this has to rank as one the cruelest deceptions in the Bible.  I've often thought about Jacob's dismay, but today I'm thinking about Leah.  What pain she must have suffered!  Her wedding night should have been one of the happiest moments in her life.  Instead, she was trapped in her father's deception, forced to receive the affections and attention that she knew were intended for someone else.

And so began a lifetime of misery, knowing that she was unloved, that she would always live in the shadow of her younger sister, never measuring up.

God gave Leah six sons and a daughter.  Without her husband's love, it seems that her children were all she had.  The last time Leah is mentioned, she and her children are being used as a human shield to protect Rachel and Joseph from Esau.  Like so many other people, Leah lived a broken life.

Where do we find happiness when our dreams are dashed to the ground like broken pottery?  

I catch a hint of the answer in 29:31, "When the LORD saw that Leah was not loved, He opened her womb, but Rachel was barren."  

Perhaps Jacob didn't have enough sense to love Leah at first -- or maybe at all -- but the LORD loved her.  

We sing this little song:  "Jesus loves me, this I know."  

How do we know?  We know God's love with our logical minds because the Bible tells us so.  But we need to know deep inside, so we have something big enough and strong enough to carry us through the deep hurts of life.  How?  There is only one way.  We must bring all of those unloved places in our hearts to God, and let Him love us back to peace and joy.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 20 --  Unreasonable demands  -- Genesis 30:1

"Give me children, or I'll die!"  -- Genesis 30:1

Forced to compete with each other for love and status, Rachel and Leah were both in a lose-lose situation.  As Leah bore Jacob son after son, Rachel's exasperation over her own childlessness expressed itself in blame.  Read between the lines.  "It's your fault, Jacob," she is saying.  "You are the cause of my unhappiness."

In one form or another, I think almost every marriage weathers this kind of storm.  The spouse that was supposed to bring so much happiness fails, and the finger of blame is pointed.  

And every spouse will fail.  The most beautiful, the most handsome, the most romantic, the most godly, the richest, the strongest -- they will all fail.  No other person can bring us what we need deep inside.

I love and I like my wife.  She loves and she likes me.  But here's the amazing thing:  The less I need my wife to make me happy, the more I enjoy her.  There is a great freedom in letting God meet these impossible needs.  God's love never fails.  It reaches into the neediest places in our hearts and fills up all of the void.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 21 --  Making requests  -- Genesis 30:24

"May the LORD add to me another son."  -- Genesis 30:24

Rachel seems to have grown up a little bit.  She seems to understand that God is the One who gives us what we want.

Now the question is this:  Do we really know what we want?

Rachel thought she wanted another son.  But, if she had known in advance that she would die in childbirth with that second son, what would have happened to her request?

It seems very obvious to us what it will take to make us happy.  We bring our requests to God and try to get Him to see the wisdom in our petitions.  "Dear God," we pray, "if only you give me what I want, then I will truly be happy forever."

How does God deal with these requests?  Does He scold us for presumption?  Does He grant our requests and then laugh at us as we deal with the fallout of our own stupidity?  No, instead He sends Someone to pray for us, Someone who can make intercession for us according to the will of God.

We can't outdo God in coming up with a plan that will make us eternally happy.  That's why He delays or ignores some of our urgent requests, to make room for something far, far better.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 22 --  A little bit extra  -- Genesis 31:19

When Laban had gone to shear his sheep, Rachel stole her father's household gods.  -- Genesis 31:19

Sometimes you just wonder.  What was Rachel thinking?  I guess she thought she needed all the luck she could get.  

I have a little rhyme I used to say to my son, "Two plus two equals four, seldom less, sometimes more."  Here is a situation where addition doesn't work.  You can't add to God and get more.  You only get less.

When we add our efforts to God's, we don't end up ahead, we end up behind.  God quietly steps out of the way until our own efforts run their doomed course.

As Abram stepped out into the unknown, God stepped out with him.  He wanted to do the same for Rachel, and He wants to do the same for us.  Whatever "rabbit's foot" we bring along for extra security only puts a hole in our defenses.

The Bible doesn't say, but it may be that Rachel clung to these gods for another ten to fifteen years until the slaughter at Shechem (Genesis 34 &  35) threatened to wipe out Jacob's entire family.  There, with danger all around, she may have finally learned that security only comes from the one true God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 23 --  Deferring judgment to God  -- Genesis 31:53

"May the God of Abraham and the God of Nahor, the God of their father, judge between us."  -- Genesis 31:53

The differences between Jacob and Laban are irreconcilable because they are based on lies.  Jacob thinks his family is being falsely accused of stealing Laban's household gods.  Jacob is wrong.  Laban discounts Jacob's twenty years of labor and looks at his wives, children and flocks as his own possession, taken away by Jacob.  Laban is wrong.

It's election year here in the USA, and every time there's a Presidential election, I get angry.  I'm angry because lies are told about the candidates -- and I know there are people out there who believe them.  They aren't so much lies of fact as they are lies of nuance, lies of emphasis, subtle and sophisticated lies designed to color and skew everyone's perspective.

For being so mixed up about so many things, I think Laban makes a prudent move here.  He defers all judgment to God.  God really is the only One who sees clearly.  Jacob and Laban were both mistaken, but God is not.  There is no such thing as an objective journalist, but God is objective, trustworthy and true.

Every conflict whether between spouses or between nations will ultimately be decided by God.  He knows what the real issues are.  Some day we will stand in awe before Him, at the unraveling of all things, and we will rejoice because God is Judge.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 24 --  Wrestling  -- Genesis 32:24

So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak.  -- Genesis 32:24

If ever Jacob needed a word of encouragement, now was the time.  His brother Esau was coming to meet him with 400 men.  That could mean only one thing, Jacob was in great danger.  Everything he had worked for in the last twenty years could be gone in a few hours.  His wives and his children could be taken from him, and he would be powerless to prevent it.

My two boys – then ages 8 and 11 -- were fighting one day.  There were angry words and tears and more angry words.  I suppose I could have sat them down and said, "Now, boys, this is how you should be nice to each other."  But, somehow, I didn't think that would work.

So I told them both to come here, that I was going to beat some sense into them.  (Of course I didn't actually beat them.  I just wrestled with them a bit.)  Then the three of us sat down on the couch - one on each side of me - and we looked at a book I got from the library on military aircraft.  There we sat for fifteen minutes or so looking at Tomcats and Harriers and cargo planes.  At first they were both pretty sullen, but it wasn't long before all three of us got lost in figuring out how big these planes were, how fast they flew, what they carried and who flew them.

After fifteen (or was it twenty-five?) minutes, I looked at them and asked, "If I let you guys go, do you think you can figure out how to get along with each other?"

The younger one got up and hugged the older one.  Then the older one stood up and hugged the younger one.  Then they both walked back into their world.

I honestly don't know if that's good parenting or not.  It just seemed like the right thing to do.

And here God meets with Jacob, but he doesn't say a word.  All He does is wrestle with him.  What must have been going through Jacob's mind?  Everything Jacob had was on the line -- his own survival was a major question mark.  And now this.

Yet, at the end of the night, something changed.  Jacob discovered something about God he could find out no other way.  And God gave him a new name to show him that you can wrestle with God and with men and prevail.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 25 --  Esau's face  -- Genesis 33:10

For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favorably.  -- Genesis 33:10

How is the face of Esau like the face of God?

For twenty years Jacob lived a fugitive.  Sure, he was working.  He was raising a family and building a career.  But in the back of his mind was one nagging thought that wouldn't go away:  Esau.  Somewhere there was a man who wanted Jacob dead.  With the passage of time, would he calm down and forget about it?  Or would he show up in Jacob's tent some night in the middle of the night with a sword in his hand?

For years Jacob waited for the word that never came.  His mother promised to send word when Esau calmed down.  But Esau didn't calm down.  Instead, with revenge on his heart, he built an army of 400 men.

Jacob lived as a fugitive.

And so do we sometimes.  

On the day I originally wrote this devotional,  I wrestled with temptations.  Thoughts in my mind that I didn't want to be there, but I couldn't seem to drive them away.  No matter what I did, the thoughts came back like a swarm of hungry mosquitoes.  When it was time to write this devotional, I thought to myself, "How can I possibly do this?  What do I have to offer anybody?  Why am I writing these devotionals anyway?  What made me think I could do this?"

Deep in my heart I felt that I was not a child of God "seated with Christ in heavenly places," but rather a sinner, on the run, a fugitive, hoping God wouldn't find me with His sword of exposure and disapproval.

I was running, but as so often happens I wasn't really looking where I was going and I ran into the arms of God.  No, I don't suppose that I myself have much to share, but here from this place where God's arms are wrapped around me, I write to you and say that Esau's face was like the face of God.  In the place of wrath, we found mercy and tears of reconciliation.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 26 --  God's answer  -- Genesis 35:1

Then God said to Jacob, "Go up to Bethel and settle there, and build an altar there to God, who appeared to you when you were fleeing from your brother Esau."  -- Genesis 35:1

Things fell apart for Jacob.  His daughter went out to find some female friends.  The most eligible bachelor in the area found her, and turned her into a piece of property.  Her brothers were, of course, enraged, so they cooked up a scheme to kill him and all the men in the city, claiming all their women and children for themselves.  It doesn't take a Philadelphia lawyer to figure out that Jacob and family quickly became Public Enemy Number One in the eyes of the other inhabitants of the land.

When wisdom is absent, problems have a way of escalating until they are entirely out of control.  Simeon and Levi, Jacob's violent sons, seem to have a short memory.  They have forgotten the stories of how God delivered their great-grandmother back to her husband not once, but twice, without a shot being fired.

Enter God.  God is pragmatic.  He knows what He's dealing with.  In this case, He knew that the fuse was short, the match was near, and this whole thing could explode.  So He gave the direction of wisdom:  "Start over somewhere else."

I don't know what your situation is, but whatever it is, God has the solution for you.  It might mean moving and starting over.  It might not.  His solution will involve the practical things you can do (Jacob and his family moved), and the supernatural things that only God can do (the terror of the Lord fell upon the surrounding people as Jacob set out).

No problem is too complicated for God to solve.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 27 --  Looking forward  -- Genesis 35:18

As [Rachel] breathed her last -- for she was dying -- she named [her newborn son] Ben-Oni.  But his father named him Benjamin.  -- Genesis 35:18

I always feel a great sense of sorrow when I read this passage.  I imagine a man, first on the run because of his brother, now later on the run because of his sons, with no permanent home.  Here, on the way, he pauses to watch his wife die.

What can he do?  He has no permanent home, so all he can do is bury her on the way, pile up some stones, and walk away to probably never see his wife's grave again.

Sixteen years ago, Kim and I were homeless -- for eight months we stayed in a friend's basement some of the time, in my parents' house some of the time, a little bit here and a little bit there.  And sixteen years ago this summer my wife experienced her second of several miscarriages.  

I remember standing at the bottom of the basement steps, looking at my wife, afraid to spend too much time in this family's one bathroom, feeling so desolate and so alone. To be honest, life seemed bitter and cruel that day, and I think part of my heart closed to keep out the pain.

"Son of my sorrow" or "son of my right hand."  

Jacob stood there at the great divide looking at the end of one life and the beginning of another and made the decision to look forward.  He changed his son's name to reflect the future, not the past.

Even in our sorrow, God has a great store of hope, and He is not sparing with His children.

Kim and I have four children here on earth and that many in heaven.  I often think about them.  What will I learn from them?  I know they are beautiful and I can't wait to meet them.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 28 --  Your dream -- Genesis 37:5

Joseph had a dream ... -- Genesis 37:5

Why does God give us dreams?  To let us know that everything that doesn't make sense is headed someplace.  Someplace good.

There was much about Joseph's life that didn't make sense.  His brothers hated him.  He lost his freedom.  He lost his reputation.  He lost his chance.  He was forgotten, ignored, marginalized, underrated.

My life and my world often hasn't made sense either.  If I could call all the shots, it would look very different.  But God has given me a dream, just like He has given you a dream.

In that dream God tells us something about who we really are.  Joseph was the ruler of the land.  Everyone bowed before him.  But nobody knew that when he was thrown into prison for a crime he didn't commit.  Only God and Joseph knew.  And Joseph was probably tempted to forget.

The bigger your dream, the more God needs to empty you from it, so He can step in and fill it.  When God had removed all hope of Joseph ever becoming what his dream prescribed, then God stepped in and worked the miracle.

God has not forgotten the dream that He has given to you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 29 --  Setbacks and opportunities  -- Genesis 37:19

"Come now, let's kill [Joseph] and throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him.  Then we'll see what comes of his dreams."  -- Genesis 37:19

God is so smart.  He knows that the enemy schemes to destroy you and to destroy me.  God could, of course, just stop every one of those schemes before it starts -- and, no doubt, He often does.  But look here, God uses the very schemes of the enemy to bring about the triumph of God's people.

We see it here.  God adjusts the plans of the jealous brothers, and Joseph is sent off to Egypt where he will become the ruler to whom they will bow.  We see it in the evil plan of Caiaphas who said, "... it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish" (John 11:50).  

We can look at all of our setbacks as attacks from the devil that need to be fought off.  And they may be.  But they are also opportunities for God to run circles around his foes.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 30 --  The robe of favor -- Genesis 37:23

So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe -- the richly ornamented robe he was wearing ... -- Genesis 37:23

Each of us has been given a robe, for each of us is a favorite of the Father. 

What is this robe? It is the favor, the attention, the undisguised devotion of the Father. 

These are robes. They are not uniforms. I cannot wear yours, nor can you wear mine. It wouldn't fit. It wouldn't look right. Your robe is for you alone.

Joseph's brothers believed the lie that they were not loved. They simply could not see into the future ages to understand the honor that was theirs. They tried to suck their brother into their small world, where favor was measured in grudging spoonfuls rather than in buckets overflowing. Joseph owed them a debt, they reasoned. He received too much love and most of it needed to be taken away from him.

The Bible says that we love because God first loved us. Soaking up the Father's love is a wonderful thing because it releases the love of God inside us for others. When we know the truth that God loves us, we are free to love one another.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

March 31 --  When our reputations are broken -- Genesis 39:16-18

[Potiphar's wife] kept his cloak beside her until his master came home. Then she told him this story: "That Hebrew slave you brought us came to me to make sport of me. But as soon as I screamed for help, he left his cloak beside me and ran out of the house." -- Genesis 39:16-18

I'm glad this story is in the Bible, because we need it. Who among us hasn't been falsely accused! My wife was once accused of stealing fifty dollars from the cash register where she worked. She didn't take the money, but even now, over thirty years later, I'm not sure the owner believes her.

I know of two people who have been accused of sexual harassment and/or assault. In both cases, I have strong reason to believe that the charges are false. Nevertheless, the accusations are tearing their lives apart. They have lost money, ministry, trust, friends, and more. Even if they are exonerated, the damage cannot be undone.

There are powerful lessons here: The prudent see danger and take refuge. That woman (or man) who seems so inviting can be a death trap. The fly thinks the spider is harmless until he is caught in her web. Some people will happily destroy the life of another for fun or for financial gain. 

Most importantly, the success of Potiphar's wife was short lived. God weaved her treachery into His plan and brought His servant out as the ruler of the land. Our reputations are precious, yet fragile. But if they are broken, God will see to it that we are honored once again.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 01 --  It's Who you know that counts -- Genesis 39:20-21

But while Joseph was there in the prison, the LORD was with him; He showed him kindness and granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden. -- Genesis 39:20-21

What makes heaven what it is? According to John 17:3, eternal life is knowing (experiencing) God. God's presence makes heaven heavenly. 

Some time after my grandmother died, our family went through her little home to get it ready for sale. I was astounded at what I experienced on that hot summer day. Her cottage which seemed so full of warmth and life and love when she was alive, now seemed empty. The things that seemed to be treasures when she was with us, now seemed like worthless junk. Her house was an empty shell, filled with papers and trinkets that we now needed to box up or throw away.

If God could somehow be removed from heaven, it too would seem hollow by comparison. So heaven really isn't streets of gold, or white robes, or beautiful music. It is the presence of God.

We need this so badly in our lives, because we are sometimes stationed in drab, hollow, empty places. Joseph was in prison. Perhaps you are in a place that seems bleak and desolate.  But God is here. And here is where we will experience Him. So heaven really isn't a location at all, but rather a deep drink from the Water of Life.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 02 --  God's perspective -- Genesis 40:8

"Do not interpretations belong to God?" -- Genesis 40:8

Dreams aren't the only things that need to be interpreted. Throughout life -- from the very beginning to our last breath on earth -- we are confronted with a bewildering array of events that need interpretation. 

Apart from God we will not interpret these events correctly. We will fail to take into account God's presence, His restraining hand, His care, His empathy, His ingenuity, His ability to literally take all things and turn them around for good for His children. We need God to see things from God's perspective. We must remember that God is the only objective Person in the universe.

This is good news for those of us who can't make sense of our circumstances. God, open up our eyes, our ears, our hearts to know the warm smile of Your approval, the gentle hand of Your correction, the tears of Your compassion, the laughter of Your sure and joyous triumph in our lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 03 --  Quickly -- Genesis 41:14

So Pharaoh sent for Joseph and he was quickly brought from the dungeon. -- Genesis 41:14

I want to focus on the word "quickly." At the right time, God's deliverance will come. And when it comes, it will not dilly dally. 

At exactly the right moment, Joseph was brought quickly from the dungeon. At exactly the right moment, the walls of Jericho fell. At the right moment, fire fell from heaven and consumed Elijah's sacrifice. At the right moment, the trumpet will sound, the graves will be opened, and we will step into eternity.

In our book, Amazing Faith, Tom Shaw and I tell the story of Ruth Senter who compared her trials to carrot cake. The ingredients for the most part are unpleasant. The heat seems unbearable. But the result is fragrant and delicious. God does not go on baking this cake forever. That would harm and damage. Instead, at the right moment, he brings us out, and He will not hesitate, not even for a second.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 04 --  Forgetting the past -- Genesis 41:51

Joseph named his firstborn Manasseh and said, "It is because God has made me forget all my trouble and all my father's household." -- Genesis 41:51

There are two ways to forget the past. One is to deny it, to pretend it never happened, to pack it away and never "go there." That would be fine, if it worked. The problem is -- it doesn't. We may try to forget the past this way, but the past doesn't forget us. It comes back to haunt us.

The second way to forget the past is go there with God, face all the "demons" of the past with Jesus so that He can put it rest forever. Once the power of the past is broken, then it no longer can control any part of your life. 

God made Joseph forget. How? He met him in all his troubles. In the place of his suffering, God revealed to Joseph who He really is. Once Joseph received from God, the past troubles could torment him no longer.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 05 --  Fruitful in suffering -- Genesis 41:52

The second son [Joseph] named Ephraim and said, "It is because God has made me fruitful in the land of my suffering." -- Genesis 41:52

All of us want to bear fruit in our Christian lives. We want to deeply touch other people so that their lives are enriched and their eternal destiny is changed for the better. 

I always tried to convince God that I was smart, gifted and talented. That He could really use someone like me. That the world needed me. 

Of course, you can guess how far that went with God, and with anybody else. It wasn't until I suffered that I began to bear fruit. When I suffered, I discovered that all my gifts, talents and intelligence didn't help me. So I needed to put them aside and find out what did. 

When I suffered, I began to hear the cries of others who felt the same pain I did. If I hadn't suffered, my ears would not have opened to their cries. When Jesus comforted me in my times of trouble, I began to see that I don't offer people the cup -- I offer them the water that is inside the cup. Likewise, I don't offer people my smarts or talents -- I'm just the cup. What I offer is the Jesus inside me. I don't have any answers; but He is the Answer.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 06 --  Punishment -- Genesis 42:21

They said to one another, "Surely we are being punished ... " -- Genesis 42:21

Joseph's ten brothers didn't understand what was going on. They thought this would be a simple trip: Go to Egypt; buy grain. But suddenly they were caught in the middle of something that didn't make sense. They were accused of a capital offense. They were thrown in jail. Now one of them was to be held long term as a hostage.

They reasoned that they were being punished. How can you account for it any other way?

But were they being punished?

No. They were being rescued. 

It isn't hard to see that they were being rescued from seven years of famine. That was why God sent Joseph to Egypt -- to rescue his father's family from starvation. 

But there was more. They were being rescued from the envy that caused them to sell their brother, and from the hard heartedness that closed their ears to his cries. 

The brothers thought they would get rid of favoritism when they sold Joseph into slavery. But they did not. Benjamin quickly took Joseph's place as the favorite in the family. Was that fair? No. Was that right? No. But God was putting the question to them, how were they going to handle it?

Now that they were in Egypt, God was setting up a test for the brothers through Joseph. God would soon arrange for it to be within their power for them to leave Benjamin behind in Egypt. They could get rid of another "favorite," and blame it on someone else. What would they do?

We all know the story. The test revealed that God had done some important work in the hearts of these brothers. They weren't the same men who sold their brother into slavery. 

Look around you. All around, you will find people struggling with every kind of test. It's very easy to assume that they are being punished. But let me suggest a different possibility. Could it be that these tests are meant to reveal the work of God?

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 07 --  A test for Jacob -- Genesis 42:38

But Jacob said, "My son [Benjamin] will not go down there with you; his brother is dead and he is the only one left. If harm comes to him on the journey you are taking, you will bring my gray head down to the grave in sorrow." -- Genesis 42:38

Jacob lost his favorite wife. He lost his favorite son. Now it looked like he might lose Benjamin as well.

Abraham offered Isaac on the altar to God. As you know, Abraham received his son back unharmed. But he had no way of knowing how that sacrifice would play out when he and his son hiked to the top of Mount Moriah.

As circumstances he could not control descended upon him, Jacob was being asked to give away the last precious connection he had with his beloved Rachel, his remaining son from that marriage. 

He refused to do it. He delayed. He stalled. But, in the end, he had no choice. He stood at the entrance to his tent and watched Benjamin slowly walk away until he was nothing but a speck on the horizon under the midmorning sun. No doubt years of sorrow welled up in his heart, and anxious thoughts flooded his mind. 

But this is the miracle of the Christian life. Only when we give away what we cannot keep, does God give us the blessing that we thought we would never have.

Jacob had no way of knowing that he would get back not only Benjamin, but his long lost Joseph. And now, he would have what he never had before, twelve sons who respected and honored one another.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 08 --  It will make sense-- Genesis 46:1-4

So Israel set out with all that was his, and when he reached Beersheba, he offered sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac.  And God spoke to Israel in a vision at night and said, "Jacob! Jacob!"

"Here I am," he replied.

"I am God, the God of your father," He said.  "Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there.  I will go down to Egypt with you, and I will surely bring you back again. And Joseph's own hand will close your eyes." -- Genesis 46:1-4

Every time I return to this passage, I am struck with the silence of God.  For at least twenty-two years, God knew that Joseph was alive and well in Egypt.  He could have revealed that to Jacob at any time, but, instead, silence.

God said nothing to one of His most trusted servants, to the patriarch that became the father of His chosen people, Israel.  God could have rescued Jacob from his grief and from his anxiety at any time.  But He waited 22 years until this night in Beersheba.

God's word to Jacob brought Jacob's life's story to a close.  He would be reunited with his lost son.  He would die in peace with his family restored.  God's word also began to show Jacob how his life fit into God's bigger plans for His chosen nation.

Some of us are in the period of silence.  Our lives don't make much sense, and God isn't offering any explanation.  I want to encourage you.  A Beersheba word is coming.  God does not create lives that make no sense.  Your life will be complete and it will make sense.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 09 --  The family name -- Genesis 48:16

May they be called by my name, and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac ... -- Genesis 48:16

Jacob blesses the sons of Joseph and gives them the highest gift, his own name and the name of his fathers. 

I was a school bus driver when my wife was pregnant with our first son.  We knew it was a boy, but we were having trouble deciding on a name.  But one day as I was driving around in my school bus, with nobody on board, it came to me that our son should be named after his great-greatgrandfather Hans Burt who came to the United States from Norway in the middle 1800s.  As an immigrant child in a single-parent family in the 1800s, our ancestor overcame much to become a man of God.

Our second son received my name. 

By giving these boys their names, I am doing two things.  I am looking into their future and calling into their lives everything that is good and wholesome and true about their family.  And I am looking to God for the grace to pass on a name of honor.  I am also taking a risk.  I hope and believe that my boys will grow into honorable men, but I can't guarantee that they will.  What will they do with the family name?  Ultimately, I don't know.

One of the last things Jesus did before He departed was to give us His name.  Carrying His name we are Jesus to this world.  God risks the name of His Son on us so that He can call everything good about Jesus into our lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 10 --  A bigger plan -- Genesis 50:4

"... speak to Pharaoh for me ..." -- Genesis 50:4

Twenty-six years have passed since Joseph was "put in charge of the entire land of Egypt."  The famine was now a memory, and it appears that Joseph's influence was beginning to recede.  Joseph was 56, about halfway through his 110 years.  By the end of the chapter -- and the end of his life, he isn't sending messages to Pharaoh at all.  Instead, he is promising his brothers that God would come to their aid and bring them up out of Egypt.

I've lived long enough now to see that new stars rise.  Old leaders are sometimes put out to pasture to make room for the young.  Sometimes the stars of yesterday are forgotten in the fireworks of today.

All of this would be terribly unfair, if God didn't have much bigger plans for all of us.  Joseph's rule in Egypt came about to preserve a nation and a family.  That was the plan of God. 

But what is the lesson of the last half of Joseph's life?  Here's the lesson.  God doesn't need bright lights and cameras to make your life significant.  You may die in utter obscurity.  You may say goodbye to the living by telling them to hope for better days.  But God hasn't used up your usefulness.  God's plan for you is too big to fit inside 70 years or 110 years or 1,000 years.  It's too big for a little kingdom like Egypt to contain. 

Soon after Joseph was made ruler of the land, a runner ran before his chariot to say, "Make way! The ruler is coming.  Step aside."  But now there weren't enough chariots in Egypt to carry, nor enough voices along the Nile to announce the plan of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 11 --  Treasure -- Mark 10:21, John 10:10, Exodus 20:3

"Go, sell everything you have ... " -- Mark 10:21

"The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy ... " -- John 10:10

"You shall have no other gods before Me." -- Exodus 20:3

Our treasures will destroy us until we give them to God. In fact, as I look around, I see the enemy unleashed in the lives of people to take what they love and to ruin their lives with it.

In The Lord of the Rings, "the precious" consumed Smeagol until he became Gollum, a ruined caricature of his former self. Likewise, the enemy has access only to the part of our lives that is not hidden with Christ in God (Colossians 3:3). People love bad things and people love good things, but all things get in the way when they aren't given to God.

The blessing was unleashed after Isaac was placed on the altar.

How do we discover the love of God? By releasing our other loves. Kim became my wife when she chose to forsake all others. 

God cannot give us greater and more secure treasure, until we trust Him with the treasure we now possess.

So this is our invitation. God wants to give us what the enemy cannot touch and what can never be taken away. 

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 12 --  God will make it right -- Psalm 103:6

The LORD works righteousness and justice for all the oppressed. -- Psalm 103:6

We must understand that what is true in the short run can be, and often is, false in the long run.

For example, many people are eager to teach their children that life isn't fair. This is a short term truth. Many times life isn't fair. Horrible things are done to people for no good reason. This is not fair. It is not good. It is not right. 

But I would like to suggest to you that life is fair because God will make it fair. There is no injustice that He will not make right.

How does He do this? I don't know.

When will He do this? I don't know.

All I know is no one will be able to look God in the eye and say that the life He gave was unfair, because God will make it right.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 13 --  Friend of sinners -- Mark 2:16

When the teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw [Jesus] eating with the sinners and tax collectors, they asked His disciples: "Why does He eat with tax collectors and sinners?" -- Mark 2:16

Let's start with this question: Why didn't the teachers of the law eat with sinners? Why did they object? 

I think they were afraid. Afraid of being contaminated, no doubt. But also, perhaps, afraid of being exposed. Once you remove the religious facade, was there any substance to their lives? Was there any real power to their message, apart from the ecclesiastical power that they found in the title "teacher"? And why were they afraid of being contaminated? Was it because they were afraid they might discover that these sinners had something better, more enticing, more delicious than what the teachers possessed?

It's a strange paradox. The more Jesus accomplishes in us, the more comfortable we are with sinners. On one hand their behavior doesn't shock us any more. On the other, it doesn't tempt us either. We become comfortable with ourselves, secure in who we are in Christ. We find that we can listen to them without scrambling to shore up our own defenses.

I think it's all part of God's plan. Salt is useless while still in the shaker.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 14 --  They can't bite -- James 1:2

... the testing of your faith develops perseverance. -- James 1:2

I like to walk out in nature. That's my way of connecting with God. For walkers, here in Wisconsin we have three seasons: one month of yellow jackets followed by seven months of cold followed by four months of mosquitoes. Sometimes in the summer months, the marsh where I like to walk is filled with angry, biting, hungry, swarming insects. Years ago I would take a quick walk, swatting madly at the bugs feeding on my flesh, and race back to the car, miserable and defeated. Sometimes I went the chemical route, but I'm not sure DEET is much better than the mosquitoes.

Then one day I met a fellow who was wearing a mosquito net outfit. While I was trying to kill deer flies and mosquitoes before they bit me, he was calmly enjoying his walk. So I made a decision. I didn't care whether it looked cool or not, I decided to buy a bug net.

After I bought the net, I went for a walk. It didn't take long for the mosquitoes to find me. At first there were two or three, but it wasn't long before there must have been fifty or more. And, yes, I did get a couple bites -- one or two on my hand, and one or two when a mosquito found her way (only the females bite) under my bug net. But, for the most part, I walked along slightly distracted but fully protected.

It strikes me that God's grace is like the bug net. And my troubles are like mosquitoes. Before God brought truth to the inner parts (Psalm 51:6), every little annoyance and irritation "drew blood" so to speak. But as God's grace covers more and more of my life, even when troubles swarm around me, they can't bite any more. Yes, they are there. But God doesn't allow them to land.

So what is perseverance? Perseverance is the miraculous, God-given grace to walk through troubles, look around and realize that they no longer bite.

Be encouraged!

Dwight

***

April 15 --  Is God unfair? -- Exodus 20:5

.. punishing the children for the sin of the fathers ... -- Exodus 20:5

For a God who says He loves justice, this seemed awfully unfair to me.

So I asked Him about it. Remember, when God doesn't make sense, pursue Him. Don't run away from Him, run after Him. Tug on His sleeve, and don't let go, just like my kids do with me.

Anyway, I asked God. And He pointed out to me that the verse doesn't say that God punishes children because their fathers sin. Instead, God punishes the next generation because, although they decry the faults of their elders, they don't learn from their mistakes. They don't go to God, renounce the sins of the previous generation, and obtain from their Heavenly Father a new family identity. This is why the teen who rebels against his parents grows up to look just like His parents.

The good news is this: We followers of Jesus Christ have a new Father and He doesn't sin. When we bring Him into the dark places of our lives, the sins of our earthly fathers lose their grip on us. We are set free from their downward pull.

Be encouraged!

Dwight

***

April 17 --  God's wisdom -- 2 Timothy 2:24

And the Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. -- 2 Timothy 2:24

I am overwhelmed by the wisdom of God. One day someone wrote me with a criticism that initially came across to me as sarcastic and rude. The email stung, and my first desire was to lash back with some clever reply of my own.

But the Lord impressed me with the need to bring my hurt and anger to Him, to let Him minister to me in the place where this criticism "got to me." So I just lingered there before the Lord until I felt the freedom to reply with measured words. On one hand, I don't think the Lord wanted me to be a doormat, but, on the other, I believe He wanted me to write words of encouragement and wisdom.

So I wrote a reply, and got a reply in return. It turns out that the sender was a ministry leader many years my senior. (I didn't know this before.) I am so glad that I didn't respond harshly. This was a brother, precious to the Lord, deserving of honor, regardless of whether I agreed with him on this specific issue.

The church can family or it can be a battleground. God, in His wisdom, keeps us family.

Be encouraged!

Dwight

***

April 18 --  What God wants to give -- Psalm 103:5

[The LORD] satisfies your desires with good things so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's. -- Psalm 103:5

This is one of my favorite passages in all scripture. All of us have dreams, hopes, desires. Some of them are lofty and noble. Some of them may be secret and shameful. But we all have desires, and it seems to each of us that if we only got what we desired (a certain marriage partner, a certain job, a dream home, a certain sum of money, whatever), then we would be truly happy.

But this passage teaches us that those things are illusions. God is the one who satisfies our deepest desire. Do we wish to be in ministry? God, not ministry, will fully satisfy that desire. Do we wish to engage in an illicit affair? God, not the affair, will fully satisfy that desire.

No matter what you want, bring the desire to God. He will give you something far, far better. He will give you Himself.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 19 --  Freedom -- 2 Corinthians 3:17

... where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. -- 2 Corinthians 3:17

Freedom is the heritage of the sons and daughters of God.

When God leaves, freedom leaves. The ungodly cannot be free, because freedom becomes for them a license to do evil, and then layer upon layer of laws must be passed to keep a nation of evildoers from destroying itself.

But God is free and freedom is His gift to us who believe.

We think of God as giving restraint. But in reality, God removes the need for restraint. God's work in us purifies our desires, so that our desires may be set free. When I no longer covet my neighbor's wife, his car, his house, his job, and instead desire only things that are wholesome and honorable, I am free. God will satisfy those desires with good things.

I am deeply grateful for the freedoms we have in my country. And I know that there is much cruelty, bondage and oppression in this world. But when God shows up, His people are free. That is His gift, and no one can take it away.

Be encouraged!

Dwight

***

April 20 --  What Jesus knows -- Revelation 2:2

"I know your deeds..." -- Revelation 2:2

Here is where we start. Jesus knows our deeds.

This is a great comfort. Because Jesus knows our deeds, we don't need to hide. The One who knows our deeds knows how helpless we are to do anything good apart from Him. So we always rush to Him, whether our deeds are good or bad. On one level, it makes little difference. Have we sinned? We cling to Jesus. Have we done well? We cling to Jesus. That becomes our instinct, our reflex, our automatic response to everything. "Jesus, here I am, helpless without You. Give me, please, what I need for this moment."

There is no secret formula for the Christian life. There is only living our lives in the plain sight of our Savior, and rushing to Him because we know He sees us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 21 --  The measure of a life -- Revelation 2:2

"I know your deeds..." -- Revelation 2:2

Jesus knows our deeds.  They are measured and they have value.  In the book of Revelation, we learn that the prayers of the saints are stored in jars in heaven.  At the right moment, they will be poured out over the earth.  

If you look at the great heroes of the Bible, they all had seasons in their lives where they lived in obscurity and were occupied with the tedious, the mundane, the monotonous.  Joseph supervised prisoners, Moses and David watched sheep, Paul lived in the desert.  Even Jesus worked a trade far from the public eye.

Why these seasons?  Is it possible that the measure of a life is more than wealth and fame?  The measure of a life is found in the smile of God.  

Jesus knows your deeds.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 22 --  The door to eternity -- Revelation 1:17

"Do not be afraid... " -- Revelation 1:17

I don't know about you, but I can think of plenty of reasons to be afraid when I read the book of Revelation.  If ever there was a book that takes you out of your comfort zone, this is it.  On one hand, when God shows up in all His glory, we forget all our theology and join John face down on the earth, pale and trembling.  On the other hand, we live in a world gone mad, a world populated with those who hate God, and, since they can't take a swing at God personally, they do the next best thing (in their minds) and take it out on us.  In between all of this, we have plagues falling left and right.

I will probably get some emails informing me that the rapture will leave me high and dry, and maybe it will.  I don't know.  I'm not as smart about those things as I used to be.  But even if I'm whisked away, I fear for those left behind.  I pray for them or us.

Yet Jesus says, "Do not be afraid."  As we stand here on the threshold of eternity, those are His words to us.

The Bible says that God is shaking everything that can be shaken, so what cannot be shaken will remain (Hebrews 12:27).  It seems that everything in us that can be shaken will be shaken also, and only what cannot be shaken will remain.

I was terrified of going to Junior High School.  There's a long story behind that, but I'll shorten it up:  The moment came; I boarded the bus; and I survived.  I'm not sure what the door to eternity will look like for you and for me.  But I know this:  Jesus put His hand on John.  And His hand will be on you and me.  He will bring us through.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 23 --  The gift of seeing -- Luke 1:51

He has performed mighty deeds with His arm; He has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.  -- Luke 1:51

An unbeliever would scoff at Mary's song.  The boot of the Roman empire was on the neck of the Jewish nation.  Mighty deeds were measured in columns of marching Roman soldiers.  The great miracles of deliverance for Israel were history -- ancient history it seemed.  The people of Israel lived and died under the watchful eye of the Roman state.

But God gives a great gift to His children.  He enables us to see what others cannot see.  The unbeliever may look at our lives and see financial calamity, terminal illness, pain of every kind, addiction, hypocrisy and failure.  But we look up and see the Shepherd bringing us to quiet waters.  We see the Father opening His arms to us.  We see our Defender demolishing the schemes of the enemy.  We see our Savior holding our hands in His own, looking us in the eye and telling us that we belong to Him.

We look up and see the truth.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 24 --  What God shows us  -- Revelation 1:1

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants what must soon take place.  -- Revelation 1:1

It's a big world out there.  And things get bigger, much bigger, when God steps in to bring history to a screeching halt.  Like a great wave, humanity's hatred of God rushes in, but, like any other wave, it breaks on the shore of eternity and it is no more.

The day of evil is coming to an end.  

How do we wrap our minds around the enormity of God's plan?  How do we find room in our hearts to contain the majesty, the wrath, the holiness of God?  I'm not sure that we can.

Yet God chooses to share His plans with us.  

I remember sitting in my brother-in-law's hot tub on a cold December night looking up into a clear starry sky trying to comprehend the magnitude of what I saw.  

The book of Revelation is a gift to God's servants.  It is a gift to know that God has seen everything, and now He responds.  It is a gift to know that that the full power of evil has no more ability to stop God's plans than a blade of grass has the power to stop my Suburban.  It is a gift to know that our prayers matter, that our suffering counts, that our deeds are measured.  And it is a gift to know that we are -- all of us -- children before the One who towers over the earth like the stars on a clear December night.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 25 --  No words to describe -- Revelation 4:2

... there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it ... -- Revelation 4:2

Why does the apostle John not fill in the blanks?  Why does he not name the Person on heaven's throne?  

In 1 John 3:2, we discover that we shall become like Jesus when we see Him as He is.  Encountering the Living God is so life changing, that we don't even have words to describe it.  

It needs to be that way.  We have, all of us, been deeply touched by the pain and corruption of the fall.  But now God is pulling us out of this world and doing a deeper work in us than the work of sin and destruction.  

Right now we encounter God selectively, a little bit at a time.  Here in our world, God gives us the right to say "yes" to Him in increments.  We invite Him into the secret places of our hearts one door at a time.

But on that great day, all the doors fly open.  All the secrets are laid bare.  This is more than any of us can contain as we are.  The result is transformation for eternity.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 26 --  Overwhelmed -- Revelation 4:8

Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings.  Day and night they never stop saying:  "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come."  -- Revelation 4:8

This is the center of the book of Revelation.  An unchanging God, fully in charge of the church, the pagans, the spirits, the devils, the angels, the dead and the living -- takes His place as King of the universe, under the constant inspection of these super intelligent and powerful creatures.

And they are in awe.  

"Why all the eyes?" I ask our Father.  "Is it so they can see You, or so You can look them in the eye, and see inside their spirits?"

And then I realize they see it all.  They see six thousand years of rebellion -- or more.  Billions of evil men and women, legions of demons, inflicting horror on those God loves.  They see the church with all its beauty and all its flaws.  And they see God.

Though they've seen the depths of evil, they are overwhelmed, not with what's wrong with us or with unbelievers or with demons, but rather with what's right with God.  Triumphant, holy, unchanging, sovereign God.

It's a ray of light in our dark world.  If we could see enough, we too would be overwhelmed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 27 --  No more judgment -- Revelation 5:5

Then one of the elders said to me, "Do not weep!  See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed.  He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals."  -- Revelation 5:5

What happens when you open the scroll?  Judgment comes.  History ends.  Eternity begins.

Why can't anybody open the scroll?  Because too much is at stake.  Every precious person that God loves has no defense against judgment until he or she is hidden in Christ.  

What is the message?  God is protecting His children from judgment.  We may have troubles, but the judgment of God does not fall on us.   There is a very important difference.  In judgment, God is letting the wicked man know what He thinks of sin.  In our troubles, God removes impurities so He can reveal what is beautiful inside us and inside God.  

Do you have troubles?  If you are a believer, your troubles are not a report card on your performance.  Your troubles are an opportunity for God.  

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 28 --  Our one power  -- Revelation 3:20

If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in ... -- Revelation 3:20

We human beings really have only one power:  to say "yes" or "no" to God.  If we are righteous, why are we righteous?  Not because we did righteous things, but because we said "yes" to God.  If we are unrighteous, look around inside.  Somewhere we closed the door in God's face.  Somewhere we said "no."  

We like to use Revelation 3:20 as a salvation verse.  Open the door of your heart and let Jesus in.  But it is also a Christian life verse.  Once Jesus comes in the front door, He starts knocking at the other doors inside our hearts.  There are many closets in our hearts that Jesus wants to clean out.  Either we say "yes" or we say "no."

It's very important to understand that we don't clean out the closet first and then open the door.  Many sad and discouraged people are trying to do this.  We can't do this.  We don't have the power to do this.  All we have the power to do is to say "yes" or "no" to God.

This is bad news for the self righteous, but it is wonderful news for the desperate among us who realize that we have no hope unless God comes in and cleans us up.  And that is exactly what He will do, one "yes" at a time.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 29 --  Trouble and the will of God -- Judges 20:18

The Israelites went up to Bethel and inquired of God. -- Judges 20:18

Today I want to take on the myth that if you do God's will, everything will go smoothly.  Sorry, folks, it just doesn't always happen that way.

Judges 19-21 tells the sad story of a violent crime and a quest for justice.  Evil men were shielded by the tribe of Benjamin, and the rest of the Israelites went to war with them.

Is this a good time to seek the Lord?  You bet.  Why do you inquire of God before a battle?  Because you want to make sure you're doing the right thing.  Because you don't want to get killed or wounded.  Because you want to win.

Those seeking justice inquired of God.  God said go for it.  They went for it and lost.  So they inquired of God again.  Again God said, "Go up against them."  (Pretty clear answer if you ask me.)  Again they lost.

Now 40,000 men are dead.  And the men still alive and gloating over their victory are the very men who committed the crime.

I bring this up because some of you may have inquired of the Lord, got His direction, ran with it, and now everything is going wrong.  Those around you are saying, "See, there's something wrong with you.  You didn't get it right."  And inside there are voices that say, "I must be a fool.  I must have thought I heard from God, but I didn't."

Not necessarily.  David followed God and went from the frying pan into the fire.  Moses did what God told him to do and things only got worse for the people of God.  

We all want the will of God to make us healthy, wealthy and wise.  But sometimes it doesn't, at least not at first.  Sometimes the will of God takes us on difficult paths that we would not choose for ourselves.

It's easy to jump to conclusions when we see people in trouble and assume that they've missed God.  But that isn't always the case.  Sometimes they are in the exact center of God's will.

God does straighten it all out in the end.  The Israelites triumphed on the third try.  David became king.  Moses brought his people out of Egypt.  Jesus rose from the dead.  And so will you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

April 30 --  The secret of contentment -- Philippians 4:12-13

I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty.  I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do everything through Him who gives me strength.  -- Philippians 4:12-13

The deeper you get into situations you don't like, the more you discover that Jesus is already there.  Where did I find joy?  When I was grieving the death of someone I loved.  Where did I find peace?  At the center of my anxieties.  Where do I find contentment?  As things I want are taken away from me.

Richard Wurmbrand who wrote Tortured for Christ speaks of his solitary prison cell walls turning into a million glittering diamonds.  He speaks of leaping for joy in prison.  How did he get to that point?  He found Jesus in the place where he didn't want to go.

I have no advice for those of you who are going through trouble.  What good is my advice?  But I know that Jesus really is our Savior.  That means He shows up when we need Him.  I don't know how He turns grief into joy, suffering into triumph, poverty into wealth.  

I just know that our life is defined not by our circumstances, but by our Savior.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 01 --  Treasure -- Revelation 5:8

[The elders] were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. -- Revelation 5:8

How are our prayers treated?  With special honor in heaven.  I often feel like my prayers are little more than babble, yet here they are in heaven, treated as treasure.  

If you study the prayers of the saints in Revelation, you discover two things:  (1) they are always sweet to God, and (2) they usually are bad news for the evildoers left on earth.

God remembers the slander and persecution His children endure.  He has heard their cry, and He treats that cry as a fragile, precious gem. 

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 02 --  Life -- Revelation 11:11

But after the three and a half days a breath of life from God entered them, and they stood on their feet, and terror struck those who saw them. -- Revelation 11:11

The #1 evil man on earth kills God's two witnesses and refuses them burial.  The whole world celebrates, but nobody counted on the power of God.  God makes it abundantly clear that life and death belong to God, not to the beast.  

God could have let them lie and resurrected them along with everyone else later on.  But He doesn't.  He sends a clear message:  Even though the world has gone mad, God is still in control.

Sometimes nothing in our world makes sense, and it seems that evil has really triumphed.  But God still knows how to bring life where it is needed, hope where it is lacking, and power to those who have no strength.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 03 --  Worth -- Luke 17:10, John 15:15

"So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, 'We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.' " -- Luke 17:10

"I no longer call you servants..." -- John 15:15

Unworthy does not mean worthless.  Jesus did not die for junk.  He died to redeem the diamonds that were covered in the mud of sin.  For the joy set before Him, He endured the cross.

What was that joy?  It wasn't the Father -- He already had communion with the Father.  It wasn't the angels, He had communion with the elect angels.  I don't think it was even mainly triumph over wickedness, though He did accomplish that through His death.  The joy was us, His children -- enjoying us for all eternity.

Are we unworthy?  Yes.  Do we deserve redemption?  No.  

But Jesus found us in our unworthiness and saw beyond what we can see.  He looked into the far reaches of eternity and said, "I will give My Life for you."  He looked ahead and saw joy, value and worth.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 04 --  No more sorrow -- Revelation 7:17

And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. -- Revelation 7:17

How does God take away our sorrows?  

Here's a partial list.

He meets the needs someone else should have met but didn't.

He walks with us through life's painful events and enables us to see them from His perspective.

He allows us to trade in short term pain for eternal pleasure.  Romans 8:18, Psalm 16:11

He satisfies our desires with good things.

Everything intended for evil in our lives gets placed in His hands.  There even the most disgusting injustice becomes an opportunity for God to bring good to us.  Romans 8:28

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 05 --  Secret dreams -- 2 Kings 4:28

"Didn't I tell you, 'Don't raise my hopes'?" -- 2 Kings 4:28

In the years before her son was born, this woman's hope to be a mother had quietly slipped away. She had resigned herself to something less than God's plan for her. She was cautious, not daring to dream any more.

When she was asked what she wanted from God, she dared not even voice her secret desire. No. She would live her life childless and then slip away into eternity.

But the Lord pulled this desire from the deep recesses of her soul. He found her secret dream and He fulfilled it.

But now her son was dead.

How cruel this seemed. How tragic. That God would give her what she dared not ask for, and then suddenly take it away.

This passage and this devotional are not mainly about children; they are mainly about those secret dreams that are quietly dying inside. God puts the question to us: Will we dance with Him? Will we take the plunge? Will we open up our hearts so wide that maybe we will lose part of ourselves to God?

God has a wonderful sense of adventure. There will be moments when all seems dark. Jesus led the disciples out into the stormy sea because only in the storm could He reveal Himself to them.

We all know the story. The woman's son was raised to life. So also, your most fragile and precious dreams are eternally safe with God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 06 --  A better meal -- Revelation 3:20

Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with Me. -- Revelation 3:20

Jesus stands at the door and knocks. Why does He knock at the doors of our hearts? The Bible says that He wants to come in and dine with us. Let me suggest something. Jesus is bringing the meal with Him. 

One day I drove by a homeless man who was climbing into a dumpster to find a meal. He was hungry and he was scavenging for the best food he could find.

The more we invite Jesus in, the more we feed on what He brings to the table, the more dumpster food looks, smells and tastes like dumpster food. 

It makes little sense to criticize a homeless man for eating from the garbage. After all, that's all he has. Instead, we may offer him something better.

We must understand that sin is the best food that most people can find. Most don't know that Jesus offers something better. Even many Christians secretly want to sin because they are still feeding on leftover scraps from yesterday's Jesus or somebody else's Jesus, instead of hosting Him at the table right now, today.

All of this is wonderful news because we don't need to wait. This moment was created for you and Jesus.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 07 --  Overcoming -- Revelation 12:7-8, 12:11

And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven. -- Revelation 12:7-8

They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony; they did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death. -- Revelation 12:11

Some people think that God and Satan are locked in some kind of cosmic duel, each vying for supremacy in the universe.

Wrong! 

If God fought with Satan even for an instant, Satan would be utterly destroyed in every possible sense of the word. 

While Satan has always been fully responsible for each one of his evil choices, God has always used Satan to accomplish His own good purposes. 

God sends his servants -- angels and humans -- out to overcome the devil. In Revelation 12, the devil loses his place in heaven and he loses his grip on the children of God. Angels toss him out, and our brothers and sisters in Christ finish the job.

Who are these overcomers? Let me suggest that they are ordinary people, just like you and me, living life in the grip an extraordinary God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 08 --  Harvest -- Revelation 14:16

So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested. -- Revelation 14:16

In the middle of the Great Depression, my grandfather, with borrowed money, bought a farm. It was a useless tract of land on the bluffs overlooking the Mississippi River. In town they called him a fool. $500 was an outrageous price to pay for 385 acres that would never produce a crop.

"Barker, you're going to lose that farm," they told him.

His eyes always twinkled when he told me that story. 

When I came to live on the farm 28 years later, it was a paradise. 

I don't know what the angels thought when God undertook to redeem the fallen human race, but now God's day has come. The fields are ripe. Harvest has come. 

And I believe, somewhere, there is a twinkle in God's eyes.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 09 --  We are not God's laundry -- Revelation 20:4

I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. -- Revelation 20:4

For many years, I figured God's only interest in me was convicting me of all my sins and generally making me feel miserable because I was such a rotten guy. I would never have expressed it that way, but deep down, that's how I usually felt.

But read the Bible! We are not God's laundry. God has bigger plans for us than just washing us, so He can set us on the shelf and look at us. God is looking for ways to pull us into big roles. He is looking for people through whom He can unleash big dreams. When God fills our lives, He doesn't get smaller. Our lives get bigger.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 10 --  Do not be afraid -- Revelation 2:10

Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. -- Revelation 2:10

I admit to you that I have a problem with suffering. It is much on my mind that my brothers and sisters suffer pain beyond description and beyond belief. I hate pain, and I hurt for them. It bugs me that so little is said about the suffering of God's children. Perhaps others are thinking about it just as I am, but, like me, don't exactly have the words to talk about the struggle they feel inside.

I can't quite get my mind and my heart around the evil that exists that brings so much pain. When I try, it seems inside that this evil eclipses the light of God's goodness.

Suffering is one of those areas where we can't go it alone. Apart from Christ, suffering will destroy us.

But here in this passage, the Lord speaks. He speaks with authority I do not have. He speaks as One who has suffered. He speaks as the One who walks with each child of God who suffers. He speaks as the One who has seen the other side, who shares His home with those whose suffering has ended. He speaks as One who sees what we cannot see.

The One who has triumphed over suffering is extending peace to His people. How does that work? In prison, in beatings, in the cancer ward, I don't know. I haven't been there. In other places of pain and sorrow and humiliation, I do know, because I have been there. Every time it's the same. When you reach the place you don't want to go, Jesus is there. Did the pain go away? Not always, but somehow it just doesn't feel the same. One greater than pain is here.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 11 --  Truth -- Revelation 20:7-8

When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations ... -- Revelation 20:7-8

Adolph Hitler said, "If you tell a lie to a hundred people a hundred times, a hundred and one people will believe it." I guess he should know.

Why does Satan deceive? It's simple, really. He deceives, because if we knew the truth, deep inside, who would want what he has to offer?

Who wants to be a slave, when you can be free? So Satan will try to fool you into believing that you will have more power if you are a slave. Many will believe him, and offer their hands and feet to the chains. 

We live in a world darkened with layer upon layer of lies. But, the longer I live, the better truth tastes to me. 

Deep inside we need to know the truth about ourselves and the truth about our God. Once we do, nothing will sway us. Today I am thankful that Jesus came to be the Truth in our lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 12 --  In His name -- Matthew 1:21

She will give birth to a Son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus, because He will save His people from their sins. -- Matthew 1:21

Our condition and our solution are both wrapped up in the name of Jesus. Jesus didn't come down to earth hoping to find righteous people. He didn't have any illusions of finding suitable folks to fellowship with. He knew what He would find. 

Yet, He came. He came in the full power and anointing of God, knowing that His life and death and life again carried the eternal solution to everything that has ever been wrong with us.

We want to clean up, but we can't. That is the secret. Jesus came to make us holy -- not to teach us how, but to do it Himself -- give us the touch that transforms us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 13 --  Preparing the way -- Matthew 3:6

Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. -- Matthew 3:6

What can we do with sin? Absolutely nothing except this one thing: We can agree with God that we hate it. 

Beyond that it's all God.

John prepared the way for Christ. That's all he could do. John had no answer for sin. All he could do was gather people together who were sick of what sin was doing to their lives. They -- and we -- all stand and wait for the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 14 --  Getting real -- Matthew 5:29-30

If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell. -- Matthew 5:29-30

First of all, do hands and eyes really cause people to sin? No. Your hand and your eye is a servant to your mind and your heart. Jesus doesn't want all his children to be blind amputees. He wants us to wake up and get real about what is in our hearts.

Getting real doesn't mean "Straighten up." We can't straighten up. We don't have the ability to do so.

Getting real doesn't mean "Try harder." We've been trying harder all our lives. It doesn't work.

Getting real means we all need to admit that there are places in our hearts where Jesus needs to do surgery. Getting real means waking up and realizing that you can't perform open heart surgery on yourself, you need Jesus to do it for you.

Things that cause us to sin are buried inside each of us. There is no such thing as a person who doesn't have issues in his or her life that need a touch from Jesus. 

We can be offended or we can be comforted. Our deepest, darkest secrets are safe with Jesus. We can open our soul to Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 15 --  What Jesus gives -- Matthew 9:2

"Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven." -- Matthew 9:2

Isn't the need healing? Hasn't this man spent his whole life paralyzed? Haven't his friends just lowered him through a hole in the roof? (Mark 2, Luke 5) Why is Jesus talking about sins?

Three lessons:

(1) Jesus is economical. He not only heals, but uses the occasion to show His authority to forgive sins.

(2) Jesus is the solution to all our problems. Stop and think of the three things that are bugging you the most right now. Jesus is the solution to all of them.

(3) Jesus always gives us more than what we ask for. The paralytic asked for healing. Jesus gave him eternal health.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 16 --  Weeding out -- Matthew 13:41

The Son of Man will send out His angels, and they will weed out of His kingdom everything that causes sin and all who do evil. -- Matthew 13:41

What causes sin? Why are we tempted to sin every day here, and what will happen so that we will lose all desire to sin and we won't even consider sinning for all eternity.

I mean it really is us who are going to heaven, isn't it? You know, you and me. If you know your own faults like I know mine, doesn't this seem amazing to you?

Sin is rooted in deception. Satan arrives on the scene in Genesis 3, twisting the truth. In Revelation, he is described as the one who deceives the nations. And Jesus refers to him as the father of lies. 

Clearly the angels are going to lay their hands on those who reject Christ and cling to wickedness. But there is more here, I believe. Jesus and His angels are going to turn on the light of truth and drive deception out of our lives forever.

Sin won't seem attractive because, in truth, it isn't attractive. 

This will happen in a blazing moment in history. But it is also happening, quietly, in the hearts of Christ's followers all over the world, as each of us experiences Him who is truth in the darkened places of deception in our souls.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 17 --  Like those who dreamed -- Psalm 126:1

When the LORD brought back the captives to Zion, we were like men who dreamed. -- Psalm 126:1

All of us walk through valleys. Sometimes the valley seems so deep and so dark that we will remain there forever. But we won't.

All of our secret dreams go with us into the valley, and there -- sequestered from all hope -- they burrow deep inside our souls until even we forget they are there. 

But one giddy, hilarious morning, Jesus unlocks those dreams, and brings them up out of their dungeons. We breathe the fresh air of hope and splash in the river of life.

Though we descend into the valley -- and we must, for we cannot know our Savior without sharing some of His sorrows -- we will come out of the valley again -- changed, renewed, finding to our surprise the fulfillment of all our hidden dreams.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 18 --  Jesus, the realist -- Matthew 18:7

Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to sin! Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom they come! -- Matthew 18:7

When we are tempted, there are all kinds of dynamics at work. Usually some kind of deception is present. Usually some kind of pain is screaming for a solution or some desire is begging to be indulged. Temptations can be, and often are orchestrated by the enemy. And other people sometimes have a more or less conscious role in creating temptations for us.

Jesus is the ultimate realist. He knows how real temptations are for us. He knows how strong they are. He knows where they come from and how they enter our lives.

But Jesus pulls us back and offers an eternal perspective. Yes, there are those who bring powerful temptations into our lives simply because they want to see us fall. Yes, that creates trouble for us. But God will not forget. That trouble will be repaid.

Meanwhile, when we bring all our temptations to Jesus, His truth clears up the cloud of deception, His love soothes away our pain, His care satisfies our desires with good things. And He can outmaneuver the enemy any day of the week.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 19 --  Responding to sin -- Matthew 18:15

If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. -- Matthew 18:15

When we sin, what is uppermost in the mind of Jesus? Restoration. And notice how He wants it done. Quietly. Privately. Winsomely (if there is such a word). 

Jesus never ignores or condones sin, but He always uses it as an opportunity to build people and to build relationships. What the enemy means for evil, the Lord will turn around for good.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 20 --  Forgiveness -- Matthew 18:21

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?" -- Matthew 18:21

Peter is speaking from the viewpoint that most of us share: forgiving someone benefits the offender, but taxes the offended.

The truth is quite different. Forgiving an offense empowers the offended. It is to a man's glory to overlook an offense. (Proverbs) Forgiving frees us from the kind of bitterness that saps away our energy and turns our whole world a muddy gray.

Yes, forgiving benefits the offender, but only because it forces the offender to deal directly with God. No longer are you and I standing between God and the offender. Now God can deal with that person and use all of His ingenuity to turn that life around.

One more thing. Forgiveness is not stupidity. Forgiveness is not opening the door to further abuse or mistreatment. Forgiveness does not remove boundaries. Forgiveness is not an upside down way of condoning sin. Instead, forgiveness is a gift from God to us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 21 --  What Jesus offers -- Matthew 26:28

This is My blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. -- Matthew 26:28

I'm struck here by the intimacy of what Jesus is sharing with us. He passes the cup to us and says, "This is My very life. I'm offering it to you." 

We just arrived at the table. But God set this table in eternity past, knowing that we could bring nothing to it. He set each place knowing the cost. Yet without the cost, without the debt being paid, no forgiveness is possible -- by God or by men.

How reckless! How God spends Himself for us -- with no assurance that we will love Him back.

People tell me that I am a risk taker. But I don't understand this kind of risk. God gave what was most precious, most personal, most vulnerable -- He gave it freely, and here we stand, overwhelmed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 22 --  Running to God -- Luke 5:8

When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus' knees and said, "Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!" -- Luke 5:8

Simon Peter reflects what I suspect is in all of us -- the kind of shame that says, "Lord, go away, and please don't come back until I figure out some way to clean myself up."

Running to God, rather than hiding from God, is counter-intuitive and has been ever since Adam and Eve took the forbidden fruit. 

Yet this counter-intuitive choice is what God longs for and what the church and all humanity desperately need. Running to God with all our inadequacies, sins and imperfections frees us from trying to do what we cannot do, and it frees God to do what only He can do.

Only God can clean us up. Only God can give us a pure heart and a willing spirit. Only God can untangle the mess we find ourselves in.

Do you want to know the difference between success and failure in the Christian life? It boils down to one thing: which direction we run.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 23 --  The silence of Jesus -- Matthew 15:23

Jesus did not answer a word. -- Matthew 15:23

This is where some of us are. We cry out to Jesus, "Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me!" And what is Jesus' answer? Nothing. Nada. Not a word.

Soon after, the ever-helpful disciples come along and suggest that the woman in this story be tossed into the scrap heap so the great ship of their comfort can sail forward on a clear sea.

Again, some of us have been there. Laugh with me.

What is going on? Why doesn't Jesus answer? And when He does, why does He appear to push her aside?

Read the rest of the story. It's clear that Jesus was setting her up for more than just a miracle. He had bigger plans for her. He was drawing out her expression of faith so that it could be recorded and never forgotten. Twenty centuries later, it comes into our hands and whispers an encouraging word into our ears:

"Go ahead. Ask the Lord for the impossible. Dare to believe. Dare to dream. Dare to receive."

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 24 --  Supernatural lives -- Luke 6:32

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners love those who love them. -- Luke 6:32

Jesus brought a life changing gospel to this earth. He fully expected the gospel to make such a profound change in our lives that no one could point to human effort to account for the difference. 

If you set good goals, work hard, and remain disciplined you will achieve what the pagans achieve. You will live an admirable life.

But Jesus isn't about creating admirable lives. He is about creating supernatural lives. 

What gives the gospel its power? The gospel is powerful because it plugs Jesus into our lives. Wherever Jesus is connected to life where we live it, the supernatural takes place. 

This verse talks about cranky people. Do you have people in your life who are impossible to love? Stop trying to love them. You can't. Instead bring your anger to Jesus and let Him do what He longs to do in you: the supernatural.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 25 --  There is a way back -- Luke 7:37-38

When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee's house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, and as she stood behind Him at His feet weeping, she began to wet His feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them. -- Luke 7:37-38

I don't think this woman was stupid. I think she knew very well that she would be scorned by the Pharisee. She didn't expect welcome, but something compelled her to break through the crowd, and risk being thrown out, in order to fall at Jesus' feet, weeping.

She lived a sinful life. In her flight from pain and her search for happiness, she made choices that offended God, hurt herself and created pain for others. There was no easy road back. The religious leaders had her typecast; she was pariah. 

But now Someone arrived with a different message. There is a way back. No, there is something better than a way back. There is a redeemer who can start new and build a whole new life. A life free from shame, from fear, from sin, from alienation. 

Was it too good to be true? She had to find out. And there at the feet of Jesus she found her answer. There at the feet of Jesus, she, and you, and I are transformed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 26 --  Faith -- Luke 7:50

Jesus said to the woman, "Your faith has saved you; go in peace." -- Luke 7:50

Why did Jesus say this? Why didn't He say, "My love has saved you," or "My grace has saved you," or "My atoning sacrificial death on the cross will save you"?

Clearly, without these things, she wouldn't be saved. She would be forever an enemy of God. But Jesus calls attention not to these things, but rather to her faith.

Several thoughts come into my mind. This may have been the first sincere compliment she had ever received. In the place of flattery that just wanted something out of her, here was Someone who found something good.

Or perhaps Jesus was calling attention to her reckless abandon that pursued God at the risk of rejection and embarrassment. She forgot herself and stopped caring if she looked like a fool in front of everyone else. What a refreshing contrast to the religionists who lived in the comfort of their own cliquish snobbery!

Or maybe Jesus wanted to once again let the human race know how much God values this delicate thing we call faith. I don't know about you, but someday I will be happy to stand in line and honor those who held on to their faith even when the enemy did everything in his power to rip it from their very being. It will be my great privilege to honor them.

I'm not sure if I've found the reason or not. But I do know this. God sees your faith; it is not forgotten -- it mixes with God's love and becomes life changing.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 27 --  Discovery -- Psalm 34:2

... let the afflicted hear and rejoice. -- Psalm 34:2

There are three kinds of trials. Those that bring us directly into the everlasting presence of God (martyrdom, death). Those where we experience God's intervention immediately. And those where we have to wait.

Sometimes all we know in a trial is pain; we can't find God anywhere. Only later do we come back to those painful places and discover that God was there all along. 

From God's point of view, He would never allow pain in our lives if it didn't accomplish some good that we will both agree is far greater than the pain we experienced (Romans 8:18). 

What is that good?

I remember one day in September almost 27 years ago that I went to a church meeting with a group of friends. We were all college students, and as we got back to campus our large group scattered until there were only two of us, Kim Rohrer and Dwight Clough. I meant to say good night and go back to my dorm room, but something kept me there, under the arch in Chicago's Moody Bible Institute. 

This girl, this young woman, Kim, started telling me the story of her life -- her year in the Philadelphia ghetto, her trip to Israel, her experiences as a lifeguard. All of a sudden I realized that I was spellbound. 

I don't remember how the conversation ended or how I got back to my dorm room. I just remember lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling with a smile on my face that wouldn't go away.

I had discovered the love of my life. 

Now I already knew Kim. I met her a year earlier. I even went grocery shopping with her once. But somehow that evening I discovered someone I never knew was there.

So why can the afflicted rejoice? Because we are about to discover Someone we never knew was there.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 28 --  The Father's surprise -- Matthew 24:36

No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. -- Matthew 24:36

This is one of the most incredible passages in all of scripture. In some way that I cannot explain, the Father knows something that no one else in the universe knows. Not even the Son.

As I was contemplating this passage today, a thought came to me, and I want to share it with you. The Father is preparing a gift for His Son and for His Son's bride. The Father, who knows your mind and mine, who knows the mind of the Son, has planned something for all of us.

I can't prove, of course, that this is why the Son doesn't know. But it makes sense to me. 

My dad loved Christmas. He always stuffed our stockings and spent money he didn't have to buy us things he thought would make us happy. I sense a similar kind of excitement on the part of the Father, as He gets ready to welcome His children into their eternal home.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 29 --  An offering of thanks -- Psalm 50:22-23

Consider this, you who forget God, or I will tear you to pieces with none to rescue. He who sacrifices thank offerings honors Me and he prepares the way so that I may show him the salvation of God. -- Psalm 50:22-23

I love the 50th Psalm. It is so reassuring to know that God is fully in command of the universe. It is so reassuring to know that He loves justice and He hates evil. 

Some day we each stand before God. The good and the bad. The fake and the authentic. The great and the small. That is the focal point of our whole existence. Everything we do today, tomorrow, and throughout our lives prepares us for that moment.

And here the Lord tells us how to prepare. With thanksgiving. So, if you don't mind, I'll just go ahead and start and you can add in your own offerings of thanks. 

God in heaven, thank You. From the bottom of my heart I thank You for life -- my life. It is such a wild ride. I am enjoying it. Thank You for outsmarting the enemy in my life, for running circles around him. Thank You for not abandoning me when I played with sin, but instead rescuing me. Thank You for saving me from my own stupidity. Thank You for giving me eternal gifts that no one can take away. Thank You for calming the frightened little boy in me and for teaching me how to be a man. Thank You that all my bullies answer to You. Thank You for Your math which somehow has given us enough to survive month after month when there was no logical explanation for it. It is such a roller coaster ride to hang out with You. I wouldn't trade it. I love it, God, I love it.

Thank You for all those precious eyes that look into mine ... family, friends, brothers and sisters, and, someday, Yours.

Thank You.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 30 --  The rescue operation -- Galatians 1:4

[The Lord Jesus Christ] gave Himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age, according to the will of God and Father ... -- Galatians 1:4

This is an interesting twist. Did you catch it? The verse doesn't say that Jesus came to rescue us from a future in hell. Rather it says that He came to rescue us from the present evil age. 

We've had over 6,000 years to construct our paradise here on earth. How are we doing?

People who aren't in trouble don't need to be rescued. But the Father sees where we are, and says, "You don't belong here." 

We belong to a different age, a different world, a different standard. The rescue operation initiated by the Father, carried out by the Son, began deep in our hearts and isn't over until we're outta here.

My old college roommate was rescued from a sinking ship in treacherous waters near the tip of South America. What's it like to be rescued? It's crazy from his account. It's the middle of the night. The ship is tipping over. The lifeboats are hanging in midair, suspended a couple dozen feet over swift and icy waters, broken by rocks you could hear but couldn't see. Possessions you leave behind. There's no time to play around. In his case, he had a wife and a little baby to get off that boat, out of those waters into safety.

And so it should come as no surprise that our lives here are going to be a little crazy at times. We are being rescued. We are being brought to safety, home where we belong.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

May 31 --  Look inside -- Galatians 3:2-3

This is the only thing I want to find out from you: did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law, or by hearing with faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh? -- Galatians 3:2-3 NASB

Let me put this question to you: How did your new life begin? Was it by working your heads off to please God? Or was it by responding to God's Message to you? Are you going to continue this craziness? For only crazy people would think they could complete by their own efforts what was begun by God. If you weren't smart enough or strong enough to begin it, how do you suppose you could perfect it? Galatians 3:2-3 The Message

The average Joe walking down the street has no clue that there is a huge difference between the gospel and religion. Here in these verses are the main components.

Religion: the law plus the flesh. Doomed to failure. Constant striving. Never achieving. Crazy!

The gospel: the Spirit plus faith. We hear the good news and we open the door. God comes and lives inside us. He lives through us.

Guess what? Does God need a set of rules in order for Him to figure out what to do? Stop and think about it. Rules are righteous if and only if they reflect God's heart. If God's heart is alive in you, don't you have something better than rules?

Remember Golding's book, The Lord of the Flies? Remember at the beginning the stranded boys said they would have rules, lots of them, and if anybody stepped out of line, watch out! They started with rules and ended in flames.

Is God tired? After forgiving our sins and assuring us a place in heaven, did He run out of energy? Is it all up to us now? Did the Spirit of God fall asleep after He entered our hearts? 

The word "gospel" means "good message" or "good news." Let me suggest to you that there is lots and lots of good news. Yes, God forgives us through the atoning sacrifice of Christ and that is good news. But there is more, much more. God is alive and well in you. When you handed your life over to Christ, He handed His life over to you. What sin, what trial, what problem can possibly overcome the eternal life of Christ in us? If you are looking for success, look inside. He's already there.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 01 --  The successful self-righteous -- Luke 18:11

The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: 'God, I thank you that I am not like other men-robbers, evildoers, adulterers-or even like this tax collector." -- Luke 18:11

I have been doing a lot of thinking lately about the successful self-righteous, and it occurs to me that the enemy probably wants some people to be good. There are some people who are disciplined enough to pray regularly, avoid all kinds of sin, and live an exemplary life. 

Why would the enemy want self-made good Christians in our churches? Very simple. So they can offer the wrong prescription to everybody else.

In the passage we looked at yesterday, the apostle Paul asks us, "After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort?"

Some will answer, "Yes, and I'm doing very nicely, thank you." 

Meanwhile, the rest of us are forced to say, "I try and try and everything I try doesn't work."

But here is the beautiful thing: When we finally realize that everything we try doesn't work, God has us right where He wants us. We have no where else to turn but to Him. None of us can boast about ourselves, but rather we can boast that our God knows what to do with those of us who have no power to do good on our own.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 02 --  Fear -- Mark 11:18

The chief priests and the teachers of the law ... began looking for a way to kill [Jesus], for they feared Him. -- Mark 11:18

The chief priests and teachers of the law were educated, sophisticated, religious, successful and influential people in the mainstream of their mixed up world. They were not psychotic or schizophrenic. But they were crazy nonetheless. They were out of touch with Reality.

If you've ever wondered why people do some of the wacky things they do or why men believe the outlandish things they believe, let me suggest that something like fear is probably to blame.

Fear is a funny thing. It takes root deep inside and it begins to warp our minds. It keeps us from getting a true read on God and His intentions.

Fear is a tool of deception in the hands of the enemy. This is why God is on a mission to deliver us from all our fears. Perfect love casts out fear. 

Fear does not come with an uninstall option. Time doesn't remove fear. Logic doesn't remove fear. But when God (Perfect Love) comes in to occupy those places haunted by fear, this stubborn enemy within cannot survive.

Fear may have taken up residence in many rooms in our hearts. But God is tossing him out, one open door at a time.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 03 --  Freedom -- Galatians 5:1

It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. -- Galatians 5:1

Prisons come in many forms. Many people do the responsible thing because they know they must. They are trapped. Caught between their own evil desires and their sense of duty.

Jesus came to make desire and duty one. He came to make us whole. He came so that we too could delight in doing the will of God, so that we could consider it our highest joy.

God doesn't want us to pretend to enjoy Him. He wants to get His hands on the reasons we don't. Jesus came into our hearts as a Liberator, not as an oppressor. Everywhere He goes He spreads the delicious experience of freedom.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 04 --  Spirit of freedom -- Galatians 5:13, 16

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather serve one another in love. ... live by the Spirit and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. -- Galatians 5:13, 16

There are certain places you don't want to be. You don't want to be standing in the middle of highway in the path of a semi truck heading toward you at 70 mph. You don't want to be outside in your swimming suit when it's twenty below zero. The don't want to climb into the polar bear's cage at the zoo.

You get the point, I'm sure.

Freedom has boundaries, just like we have boundaries. The moat between you and the polar bear is a very nice boundary. If the polar bear is hungry, he won't have you for lunch because of the moat. In the same way, as soon as we disconnect from the Spirit, we are no longer free.

Let's put it another way. Why is the Spirit here? He's here to keep you free. He's here to keep you on the right side of the moat. God cares so much about our freedom that He send His Spirit to keep us in the wide open places of freedom.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 05 --  The vacuum principle - part one -- Galatians 6:1

Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. -- Galatians 6:1

If you take away sin, what is left?

Think about it. I think this is a very important question that most people haven't considered, yet it is the reason so many people have so many problems.

I think most Christians would say that if you take away sin you are left with righteousness or obedience or goodness. But I disagree. If you take away sin, you are left with a vacuum. You are left with an emptiness that longs to be filled and will be filled quickly with something. It might be filled again with the same sin. People who wrestle with addictions understand this. They try to stop, and they can't. Or this vacuum might be filled with self righteousness. Often it is, and this is why people get such a bad taste in their mouths for what they believe to be Christianity.

Jesus made it clear that if you drive out an evil spirit, that it will come back, and finding the house unoccupied, rounds up seven worse spirits and re-enters the house. It's the vacuum principle.

You can bet those evil spirits wouldn't be at all interested in returning if they knocked on the front door and Jesus answered.

(More tomorrow.)

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 06 --  The vacuum principle - part two -- Galatians 6:1

Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. -- Galatians 6:1

I like chocolate. It has become a joke among those who know me well. I contend that chocolate is a great weight loss food because if you're hungry for chocolate and you eat something else, you'll eat and eat and eat and never get full.

If I'm hungry for chocolate, I'll sometimes dip pretty low. I'll even eat generic kids snack chocolate that tastes more like plastic than the real thing. But give me a choice, and I'll walk away from kids chocolate, milk chocolate, coffee-flavored chocolate, white chocolate -- I'll leave it far behind for what I truly like: dark, semisweet chocolate - like what you'd find in a Mounds bar or in a Hershey's Special Dark.

You can't simply get rid of sin. But you can trade it in for something better. The reason we can restore our brothers and sisters gently is this: We have the same vacuum inside -- the same cravings that only Jesus can deeply satisfy. 

If we want to restore people, let's find out what need they are trying to meet with their sin. At the core, we have the same needs. Now let's find a way for Jesus to meet that need.

Many Christians just want to get people converted and scratch their heads when that doesn't settle everything. But Jesus wants to find His way deep into our hearts so that He fills all the vacuums left when we give our sins to Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 07 --  New creation -- Galatians 6:16

Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new creation. -- Galatians 6:16

The work of God is deep inside our hearts. 

A new creation is what we are. Who does the creating? God does. What is the result? The result is you are uniquely you and I am uniquely me; and God, you and I can all celebrate that. While, yes, sin is sin, God does an amazing thing in this verse. He liberates us from cookie-cutter righteousness. Righteous you and righteous I look totally different, just like each of my four kids looks totally different. There's a family look, yeah, but that's where the similarity ends.

God is reckless compared to man. People try to get everybody to line up and wear the same "this-is-how-you-should-live" uniform. But God creates us each wildly different than the other, and celebrates it all.

This, by the way, is one reason we can all learn from each other. Each of us reflects something from the Master that isn't caught quite the same way by anybody else.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 08 --  Truth and lies -- 2 Samuel 15:3

Absalom would say to him, "Look, your claims are valid and proper, but there is no representative of the king to hear you." -- 2 Samuel 15:3

The most dangerous lie you can tell is one that you believe yourself. 

This is one of the most instructive passages in the Bible if you want to know how the devil manages to be so successful. Years earlier, the enemy laid a trap for an entire nation by getting the crown prince to rape his half sister. Without going into all the dynamics, that violation took years to set up, but it happened. King David was caught in a hard place. Not only was he dealing with his own family, but if he punished the crown prince, he would condemn himself for his earlier actions with Bathsheba. So he appeared to take the "let's-do-nothing-and-hope-this-problem-goes-away" approach.

But it didn't go away. Absalom hated the crown prince for what he did to Absalom's sister. So, since King David wasn't punishing the crime, Absalom decided to take it upon himself to do so. He murdered the crown prince, Amnon.

After a five year cooling off period, David decided to normalize relations with his son, Absalom. But Absalom was a time bomb. Unrepentant for his murder and convinced that his father had lost his ability to administer justice, Absalom schemes to seize the throne.

All he has to do is convince the nation what Absalom already believes: With David there is no justice. Four years of campaigning, and Absalom is ready to overthrow the king.

Jesus tells us that the truth sets us free. The genius of God is this: He knows exactly what truth is needed where. If Absalom had taken his pain to God instead of using it to justify sin, he would have found the truth, and he may have become king of the land. As it turned out, he ended up hanging in an oak tree with three javelins plunged into his heart.

If you want to know how God outmaneuvers the enemy, here it is, in part: He knows where to deliver the truth.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 09 --  A time for everything -- Ecclesiastes 3:1,2

There is a time for everything ... a time to be born and a time to die ... -- Ecclesiastes 3:1,2

My dad passed away in 1999. My mom was recovering from surgery. She felt up to taking a little drive, so my dad drove her around in the country. It was a hot summer day, and when they got home, she went inside while he finished up a little project in the yard.

When he walked in, he didn't look right and he didn't feel right. "Could I have a glass of water?" he asked. As my mom went to get it, she asked, "Do you feel okay?" 

"No," he said, "I'm having trouble breathing." Then he collapsed on the floor.

We figure he was dead before the ambulance arrived. 

I think about my dad's passing every so often. So sudden and so unexpected. I wonder what my own death will be like. Will I live to be an old man, or will I die suddenly, in mid-sentence with the loose ends of my life all around me? I don't know, of course.

I once had a dream -- I think I shared this before -- about heaven opening. From that dream, I came to realize that Jesus comes back for each one of us. One moment we are immersed in the things of this life, and the next we look up and see Him standing there.

I think we'll discover that He's always there, exactly on time.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 10 --  Knowing -- 1 Kings 17:24

“Now I know ...” -- 1 Kings 17:24

What is the difference between the person who knows and the person who doesn't? They say the same words. They confess the same creeds. They attend the same church. They may eat at the same table.

But one knows and another does not.

In this case, the woman who spoke these words watched her son gradually lose his life. When he finally stopped breathing, she blurted out what she thought she knew. "What do you have against me, man of God? Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?"

There in her loss she spoke what she thought was the truth: God was her adversary, her sin was on display, and anything precious to her was fair game.

Sooner or later, this happens to all of us. Our real beliefs are revealed. Circumstances squeeze us until we cannot hide behind our creeds any more; we are forced to lay our cards on the table.

Then God showed up. I don't know and cannot predict how God will show up for you. In this woman's case, He raised her son from the dead -- unheard of, unprecedented, miraculous. 

Then she knew. God is on a mission to plant His truth deep inside you and me. That is part of what is behind the bewildering circumstances you may be walking through. Once you know, then the serpent's lies cannot shake you ever again.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 11 --  The anatomy of awe -- Ecclesiastes 5:7

Therefore stand in awe of God. -- Ecclesiastes 5:7

I sit at my desk wondering how to convey this. Do I tell you about a June morning in 1977 when I stood shivering at the top of a cliff and looked down at people picking apples a mile below me in ninety-degree heat while off in the distance a blizzard was raging in the high Cascades? Do I try to describe what it was like to lie back in my brother-in-law's hot tub on a cold December night and look straight up with nothing between me and stars so far away there is no way the human mind can comprehend the distance?

One day I stopped on a nature trail, transfixed by what I cannot describe. A couple walked by -- I believe these were people who like to categorize and name plants and animals. They asked me what I was looking at. 

"The glory of God," I said.

Okay, it was a lunatic response. I admit it. But I can't reduce everything to something I can name or explain. I can't reduce everything, but some things reduce me.

Remember the Challenger disaster? Remember after the space shuttle exploded a voice continued to report the progress of the craft as though nothing had happened? Remember how incongruent that voice seemed in the weight of that terrible moment?

As I look at my life, I have to smile. It's been a wild ride, but I wouldn't trade it.

A wild ride. That's what's it's like to hang out with God. Everything He does is so beyond us. With Him, we walk right up to the face of death. There He takes off death's mask, and we discover life beyond measure.

No, there aren't any words to convey this. But maybe that's the way it's supposed to be.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 12 --  Overrighteous? -- Ecclesiastes 7:16


Do not be overrighteous; neither be overwise -- why destroy yourself? -- Ecclesiastes 7:16

We get some crazy ideas. I used to think if unchurched was bad, and churched was good, then more churched must be better, right? I figured if you knew how to sweat when you prayed, stomp when you preached, and "amen" when you sat in the pew, then that made you a mighty fine guy. I knew how to put on my church face, shake hands and act like I was in a continuous state of revival.

Are you getting sick yet?

When I was in college I worked one summer as window trim painter in a prefab building manufacturing plant. The guy who drove me to work was a fellow churchman. One day he said to me, "Dwight, when I saw you in church, I guess you were in your element, and, to tell you the truth, I was a little afraid of you. But now that I see you here at work I realize that you're just like everybody else."

It was an offhand remark, but, to be honest, it rocked my little world. I felt like I had been found out. I didn't want to be like everybody else. I wanted to be better. I wanted to be the best there was. But, deep down inside, the truth gnawed at me. I really was just like everybody else. If anything, I was worse.

What kind of kids does God want? 

Real ones. Heaven is not populated with religious fakes. In fact, we must lose all our religious fakery before we get through the door. Inflated religious egos can't squeeze through the narrow gate to eternal life.

I've learned the truth. I really am just like everybody else. All of us are in need of God's grace. And only when we get real with God, with ourselves and with each other, does that grace pour out into our lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 13 --  Pearls -- Ecclesiastes 7:28

... while I was still searching but not finding -- I found one upright man among a thousand, but not one upright woman among them all. -- Ecclesiastes 7:28

There are a few verses in the Bible that are just plain provocative and this is one of them. I cringe and wonder, "How did this get in here?"

But there it is.

And if ever there was a verse that didn't square with my experience, this is one of them. I know many godly women who love the Lord with all their hearts, and, honestly, not as many men. 

So let's see if we can figure this out.

If Solomon was the author of Ecclesiastes then we know that he had so many wives that I doubt he even remembered their names. No wonder he had a jaded view of women. (Yet, how did he manage to write Song of Solomon? I'm stumped on that one.) 

Now, I have a confession to make. When I started writing this devotional, I had no idea how to answer the questions that this verse raises. I walked into this one blind as a bat.

But I think perhaps the Lord just gave me the answer. It's found in Matthew 7:6: "Do not throw your pearls to pigs."

Let me explain. 

What could be more precious to the Lord than one of His daughters who dearly loves Him? Here in Ecclesiastes we have a madman -- mad in the sense that he temporarily abandons God and tries to find wisdom apart from Him. Why would God give what is precious to a man like that? Remember the "anatomy of awe" devotional a couple days ago? A woman who loves God cannot be reduced to a premise in a philosophy book. She will elude this man and his search until he stops searching and starts finding God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 14 --  The One who understands -- Ecclesiastes 8:17, 9:17

No one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. -- Ecclesiastes 8:17

The quiet words of the wise are more to be heeded than the shouts of a ruler of fools. -- Ecclesiastes 9:17

I don't care how good a Christian you are, you will eventually come face to face with things in life that you cannot understand. Tamara White who runs an inner city ministry for teen "throw aways" told me stories of little children who trusted Jesus as their Savior and were molested the same night. How do you explain that? I cannot. Pat answers like: "We live in a fallen world," or "This is not the Lord's doing, this is the work of the enemy," just don't cut it for me. My little heart cannot contain the shrapnel of a world gone mad.

So what makes any of us wise? Is it that we understand these things? No, I don't think any of us do. 

So where does wisdom come from? I think of Jesus. He stood next to the tomb of Lazarus and wept -- He wept even though He knew full well He was about to raise him from the dead. I think of Jesus rejoicing because what was important was hidden by the Father from the wise and learned, and revealed instead to little children. And I think of Jesus, trembling in the garden, saying, "... nevertheless, not My will but Thine be done."

By the will of God, we, along with Jesus, weep, rejoice and surrender. This is the stuff of our lives. So wisdom comes, not because we can explain our world, but rather because we have been with Him who understands.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 15 --  Jesus is here, right now -- John 1:11

[Jesus] came unto His own ... -- John 1:11

God is not satisfied until He enters our world. Jesus didn't make phone calls from heaven to inquire about the condition of the human race. God is not a voice from the past that we can only know through His writings. 

I'm speaking to the 20 year old me and to anyone else who might rise up early to pour over the scriptures, to sing hymns, to pray through a long, long list, but never feel like he connected with God. 

We don't connect with God by sending radio signals out into space and hoping they will be intercepted and not ignored by the Almighty. We don't connect by dressing up in our Sunday best.

Jesus has entered your world. He is here, right now. 

When Jesus entered this world, He came on a mission; He came to die on the cross and to rise again for the salvation of mankind. It was the last thing anyone expected.

When Jesus entered your world, He came on a mission. He is here, right now, for a reason. And that reason may well be the last thing you expect. But one thing is clear: In your place of greatest pain -- when Jesus is finished -- you will find your greatest joy.

Jesus is here to turn things upside down.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 16 --  Bread -- Ecclesiastes 11:1

Cast your bread upon the waters, for after many days you will find it again. -- Ecclesiastes 11:1

Why would we cast our bread upon the waters? Pretty simple: You can't keep it. It molds; it spoils; it dries out. Who wants stale bread? Better to give away what we have when we still have strength to give.

It's a reckless thing, really. Giving. Giving away. Giving up. Letting go. 

Upon the waters, we cast our bread. The bread is soon gone. It disappears and we cannot bring it back.

That is the beauty of all of this. When we give our lives away, we cannot go and retrieve what we have surrendered. Everything we give away is now in Other Hands.

The verse says, "many days." You may have given, and given, and given. I suspect you probably now have forgotten most of what you've given away. But there is Someone who remembers.

How can bread cast upon waters come back to us? We all know the answer. It cannot. It's impossible. It would take a miracle.

But then again, that's what you and I signed up for. 

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 17 --  We matter to Him -- Ecclesiastes 12:7

... the spirit returns to God who gave it. -- Ecclesiastes 12:7

Here we have the single most important fact of our existence. 

When I scan back through my own life, I see snapshots -- walking down Chicago Avenue at night and seeing a million lights reflected in the rain, sitting on the bathroom floor next to my wife in agony during her first miscarriage, driving past the palm trees at Fort Fisher and seeing the result of my dad's trimming efforts -- one leaf sticking straight up. I see myself holding my newborn babies, and watch them close the coffin on my dad. 

Does it matter that my dad nearly murdered the palm trees? Does it matter that our little girl is in heaven? Does it matter that I married the most beautiful woman in the world? 

If it matters to God, it matters. That is why He calls us back to Himself. Because we matter to Him. All of this stuff of our lives matters to Him. What you are doing right now matters to Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 18 --  Prayers and problems -- John 11:3

"Lord, the one You love is sick." -- John 11:3

It's a simple prayer. Many times the more desperate we are, the more needy we are, the more simple our prayers become. "Help!" I remember times when I was so sick that all I could pray was, "O God! O God! O God!" over and over again because my brain couldn't contain anything more. There was no theology, just raw need and a Father in heaven.

This is also a prayer of expectation. Mary and Martha knew where they stood with the Lord. Jesus could do what He wanted, and they knew He wanted the best for their brother, Lazarus. They knew that Jesus cared deeply about him. The implication is clear. They expected Jesus to clear His schedule, and bring Lazarus back from the brink of death.

God chose this prayer to something extra, something far beyond what anyone imagined would happen. He chose this prayer as an opportunity to show us that no problem is ever too big for God to solve.

How did He do that? He let the problem get worse. I mention this because this is where many of us are right now. We have a problem. We've asked God to take it away. And He has responded by letting it get worse.

What is God doing? I don't know. I just know that when everything we hoped for dies, God is planning a resurrection. He is able, and He will bring it about for you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 19 --  The delay -- John 11:6

Yet when [Jesus] heard that Lazarus was sick, He stayed where He was two more days. -- John 11:6

Do the math. When Jesus got to Bethany, Lazarus had been in the grave for four days. Even if Jesus had left as soon as He got the message that Lazarus was ill, He still would have been two days late to prevent the death of His friend.

The delay of Jesus established a couple of important things: First, Jesus knew exactly what was going on. The death of Lazarus did not take Him by surprise. Second, Jesus was completely in charge. This wasn't a matter of Jesus running frantically from one need to another, never quite able to keep up. No, He had a mission, and He would fulfill it.

We can talk about these delays all day long. But until we experience one, it's hard to understand what's on the other side. But let me ask this: How do you imagine Mary, Martha and Lazarus were different after Lazarus was raised from the dead? Sometimes, life's most transformational experiences will not happen without a delay.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 20 --  Fear and danger -- Proverbs 27:12

The prudent see danger and take refuge, but the simple keep going and suffer for it. -- Proverbs 27:12

There are different kinds of fear, and fear is used in different ways by God and by the enemy. 

Fear from the enemy paralyzes. Fear from God motivates.

Fear from the enemy is based on lies. Fear from God is based on truth.

Fear from the enemy pushes us into sin. Fear from God pushes us away from sin.

All my life I have heard Christians trying to explain what "the fear of the Lord" is. Some say it is "reverent awe." Others say it is "dread." Others say it is "abject terror."

I would like to suggest that what it is depends on where you are. Let me use an illustration I've used before. When I'm inside my brother-in-law's semi truck going 70 mph down the highway, I'm very comfortable. But I am afraid to stand out in the road in front of it. I know that I don't have the ability to stop 40,000 pounds of metal moving at 70 mph. I would get squashed.

So, inside the semi, I am completely at peace. Outside the semi, I have a healthy respect for it. In the path of the semi, I would be scared like crazy unless and until I got out of the way. Same fear, different location.

So the fear of the Lord must not be mistaken for a desire on God's part to terrorize His children. Instead, it is an invitation to come inside at be at peace.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 21 --  Little choices -- 2 Timothy 2:24-26

And the Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will. -- 2 Timothy 2:24-26

There is a great partnership here, between the Lord and His people. Our job is to break the way of righteousness down into little steps, small choices. God's work is to grant repentance. And what is repentance? It is a change of mind, and change of belief.

For example, if I believe that I am shameful, then I will make choices in accordance with that belief. I will make choices that distance me from God. For example, I might figure that my life is a mess anyway, so why not abuse drugs or commit immorality?

Enter the well-meaning Christian. "Repent!" he cries. And what he means is: "Make different choices and cry a lot while you are making the change."

On the surface, that sounds very spiritual. No one wants to be soft on sin. No one wants to peddle easy believe-ism. 

But the Lord's servant is always on the lookout for the small choice that gives God room to change those underlying beliefs. He asks gentle questions. "Have you considered the possibility that the Lord might care about you?" "Would you be willing to hear what Jesus might have to say to you about who you really are or about what you mean to Him?"

Sin will go away as Jesus transforms a life. None of us has the ability to take it away from ourselves or from anybody else. That prerogative is reserved for the Lamb of God. All we do is find the little choices that open the doors to let Jesus in.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 22 --  Painful lessons -- Numbers 12:8

"Why then were you not afraid ...?" -- Numbers 12:8

In almost every case, when the Lord speaks to us about fear, He says, "Do not be afraid." But here, we have a different story. The Lord was so angry with his servants for speaking against their leader that He temporarily struck Miriam with leprosy. 

"Why were you not afraid?" It almost seems that God is incredulous. 

When I was a little boy I loved collecting insects in jars with nail holes in the lids. One day I decided to create the mother of all insect collections. I had a huge glass jar. With a small glass jar I collected everything ... grasshoppers, beetles, flies, spiders, bees ... you name it. Then I transferred each acquisition to my insect zoo in the big glass jar.

Once I had something of everything I could find, I decided it would be a neat idea to take my huge jar and climb to the top of my grandfather's John Deere tractor.

"That's not a good idea," an adult voice warned.

I kept on climbing.

"You're liable to drop your jar; it will break and you'll lose everything."

I didn't believe it and I didn't heed the warning. So the adults let me climb. I got to the top with a feeling of exultation. I set my jar down and then I noticed something. The top of the tractor wasn't level. The jar started to slide. I reached for it, but I was too late.

Broken glass, free bugs and lots of little boy tears.

Painful lessons -- for Miriam and for me. 

But painful lessons are also an opportunity for God. Sometimes a lesson learned in a moment of pain prevents a lifetime of suffering. Remember the illustration of the semi truck? When we are outside and are startled by the blast of the horn, it helps us remember how safe and comfortable it is inside the cab.

Even in painful lessons, God cannot help but to love, for that is Who He is.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 23 --  Boasting -- Ephesians 2:8-9

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith -- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God -- not by works, so that no one can boast. -- Ephesians 2:8-9

There's two different kinds of boasting. There's the "look-at-me" kind of boasting that says "I did it all." And then there's the "look-at-God" kind of boasting that says God is doing a wonderful work in the lives of His children.

How liberating it is to find that distinction! God is doing a fantastic work in us -- in you and in me. He's put us exactly where He wants us in history. He is making an end run around the devil's agenda for our lives, by using all the damage and sin as opportunities for repair and repentance. (Repentance, remember, is a gift from God - 2 Timothy 2:25.) Here we are with trials that we can't figure out, and God is taking all our pain and bewilderment and using them to bring out the indestructible you and me buried deep inside. You and I each have something of incredible value to offer one another and to offer our world. 

It is true that we have this treasure in jars of clay. But where is our focus going to be -- on the treasure or on the clay?

No, we can't boast about the clay. But who would want to? We have much bigger and better things to brag about.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 24 --  Chocolate -- Ephesians 1:16

I have not stopped giving thanks for you ... -- Ephesians 1:16

I like chocolate. Brownies, chocolate cake, chocolate chocolate-chunk ice cream, chocolate chip cookies, Hershey's Special Dark, Mounds, Nestle's Crunch -- all favorites of mine.

Heaven would be a wonderful place if it was just you and God. You could spend all eternity exploring the heart of God and never get tired. But God means to multiply the enjoyment by sharing with us something He enjoys ... His children.

One time someone gave me a hundred candy bars. Do you know what I liked best about that gift? I was able to turn around and give away chocolate! It was so nice to share the treat with others. I could have kept all 100 candy bars and gobbled them up myself. But the enjoyment entered a new dimension when I shared them with others.

In this verse, Paul is giving thanks. Whenever someone is giving thanks, look around and see what God is giving away. In this case, it's relationships. God has given us each other -- brothers and sisters in Christ. We can laugh together, cry together, work together and rejoice together. It is a precious gift. Thank you!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 25 --  When eyes are opened -- Luke 24:31

Then their eyes were opened. -- Luke 24:31

The disciples were walking through sorrow like none they had ever experienced before. Their Lord was dead, and no explanation could account for it, no theology could soothe their aching hearts.

Pouring out their grief to a stranger as they walked along the road to Emmaus, they wrestled with their world gone mad. Nothing made sense. All their hopes were shattered. 

Then their eyes were opened. 

So it is with us. There are no answers, no reasons to account for all that has gone wrong in our lives. Each of us has walked through bewildering times when it seems that our Lord has left us all alone. But then, as we pour out our sorrows to the One who seems a stranger, our eyes are opened. Then we learn the truth. We discover that He was there all along, walking with us, comforting us, telling us the truth, responding to our invitation for Him to enter our lives and make His home with us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 26 --  Reasoning with God -- Isaiah 1:18

"Come now, let us reason together," says the LORD. -- Isaiah 1:18

Where does this invitation come from? It comes from our God. 

What do we learn here?

1. Our God is reasonable. His demands are reasonable. He may demand everything, but our thimbleful of everything cannot be compared to the ocean of what He gives back in love.

2. Our God listens. You can't reason with someone without listening to them. God will listen to all our fears, apprehensions, difficulties, objections -- if we are willing to listen to His reply to them. He is gentle and shows us the picture we were never able to see before.

3. Our God wants to deal with us directly. Do we have a problem? God wants to hear about it from us, and He wants us to hear His reply. You can walk away disappointed from a meeting with man, but God will never disappoint you.

I want to thank my good friend, Missionary Bill Sutter, for pointing me to this verse -- an excellent word for all of us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 27 --  Fishers of men -- Matthew 4:19

"Come, follow Me," Jesus said, "and I will make you fishers of men." -- Matthew 4:19

Jesus is so efficient. In His very call, He has already given His first lesson. If we want to win people, if we want to set people free, we must enter their world and speak their language. 

Why do we know almost nothing about the first 30 years of Jesus' life? Because He invested that time immersing Himself in our world, learning our language. He wasn't drawing attention to Himself. 

Who are the most powerful people in the Kingdom? Those who listen well. They may be invisible to us, but they are not invisible to God. 

When we hang out with Jesus, we learn His ways. We begin to understand what He values. People are drawn to us because the caring, listening heart of Jesus is revealed in us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 28 --  Making room for God -- Proverbs 21:31

The horse is made ready for the day of battle, but victory rests with the LORD. -- Proverbs 21:31

Even David had five smooth stones and a sling. Sometimes we need to look at the weapons we fight with and the tools build with. Do we walk into battle wearing Saul's armor? Do we build kitchen cabinets with a sledge hammer and a chainsaw? 

David's sling and stone were useless without the presence of God. Our programs, approaches, techniques, weapons, tools, insights and whatever else we may have do nothing unless energized by the powerful presence of God.

The widow had oil, God supplied the overflowing abundance. The boy had bread and fish, Jesus multiplied them. David had a sling and stone, God made the giant fall.

How do we know if we have the best approach? When we are ready to make room for God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 29 --  God's remedy -- Ephesians 6:10-11

... in His mighty power ... put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil's schemes. -- Ephesians 6:10-11

Let's look at the devil's schemes and God's remedy:

Scheme #1: lies, deeply implanted painful lies

God's Remedy: the belt of truth -- truth in our gut, deep inside where we need it most

Scheme #2: sin -- counterfeit solutions to painful lies

God's Remedy: the breastplate of righteousness -- our new identity in Christ, a brand new heart transferred by God to us in response to our faith

Scheme #3: bad news, anxiety, unrest

God's Remedy: boots of peace from a ready gospel -- enduring good news from a God and a Kingdom that cannot be shaken

Scheme #4: doubt

God's Remedy: the shield of faith -- faith is the truth coming alive in our souls -- it's the light bulb turning on -- once faith is built deep inside it will extinguish every flaming arrow of doubt

Scheme #5: destruction

God's Remedy: the helmet of salvation -- though we may feel fragile, everything important about us is now indestructible in Christ

Scheme #6: temptation

God's Remedy: the sword of the Spirit which is the (spoken) word of God -- God speaks and we are transformed, temptation loses its grip on us

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

June 30 --  God's work -- Philippians 1:6 Jubilee Bible

... being confident of this very thing, that he who has begun a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Jesus Christ. -- Philippians 1:6 Jubilee Bible

God is at work. 

Sometimes it helps to stop and consider Who is working. This is God. He took you on, and He took me on knowing all our faults, all our false beliefs, all our apathy and stubbornness. Evidently, all the wrong inside us doesn't scare God away.

Years ago when my heart had grown cold toward the Lord, I wanted to come back, but I didn't know how. It was at this time that I rediscovered this verse. Every time I thought about how I had failed, I spoke this verse aloud. As time went on, I began to see that the Christian life wasn't about what a great guy I am. Instead, it's all about what a great Father God is. Am I lazy or proud or stubborn or rebellious? If I am, these things are secondary to something that is far more important: God is at work in me. 

And God is at work in you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 01 --  What kind of Man? -- Matthew 8:27

“What kind of Man is this?” -- Matthew 8:27

The disciples had theology before they got out on the lake. They were familiar with Jesus -- more than any of us are. But something happened to them as the storm grew calm, and sea grew smooth. They discovered the Savior they thought they knew was far more than anything they had yet understood.

My goal in writing these little devotionals is to get my words out of the way so that you and I can experience the Man who is far more than anything we have yet understood. You and I go through our storms -- and all our comfortable beliefs are challenged, and when our survival is threatened, everything that can be shaken crumbles. 

But then the sun comes out, the sea grows calm, and we stand back in wonder. What kind of Man is this? He is and He does what we never imagined could be possible.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 02 --  Where Jesus is revealed -- Matthew 4:16

“... the people living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.” -- Matthew 4:16

Where is the land of darkness? It is inside us.

Read the verse, study the chapter and consider: The darkness is within. There wasn't some fog over Galilee any more than there is some special fog over the place you live or the place I live. Whenever there is darkness, it is within.

So where does Jesus need to be revealed? He needs to be revealed inside each of us. 

For me the landscape has often been financial. Again and again over the years I've been brought to the place of having nothing. (Not that I planned it that way!) But from that place where my manhood felt insulted, my self sufficiency turned to shame, my intelligence and hard work mocked, God showed up. Many times we've been in need, and at the last moment, somehow, miraculously the money was there.

In some ways I hesitate to even mention these things because I don't want to send the wrong message that God doesn't want us to be wise with our finances, diligent with our labor. Of course He does. 

But I do want to point out that when we bring our worries and fears into the presence of God, something changes inside us. Darkness turns to light.

That is my message to you today. Jesus is to be revealed in you. What you know with your mind, Jesus means for you to know with your life.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 03 --  Wealth from poverty -- Matthew 5:3

Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. -- Matthew 5:3

We have our treasure in earthen vessels -- clay pots. If we fill our clay pots with clay, how much room is there for treasure? The poor in spirit empty out the clay. Ceramics look nice, but who wants clay when you can have gold, silver and precious stones? 

Those who have the least to offer God have the most to gain. It's not the quantity that God cares about, it's the percentage. Jesus asked the rich young ruler for everything he had because that was the only way He could get all of him. That's the mystery of the children of God: When we no longer “own” anything we possess everything.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 04 --  God's comfort -- Matthew 5:4

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. -- Matthew 5:4

Who hasn't mourned? All of us have felt grief and loss, sorrow and pain. Here we have God's heart response to our pain: comfort. The other day my little girl came into my office with a scarcely visible scratch on her foot. For me, it was a delight to pick her up and comfort her and let her know how much I care about her.

Do you want to find the heart of God? I don't wish on you any new pain, but you may need to feel the pain that is already there to find the comforting heart of God. Our pain may seem like a great forest fire, but, when compared to the comfort of God, it is a smoldering wick falling into the ocean of God's love.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 05 --  Hiding places -- 1 Samuel 10:22

And the Lord said, "Yes, he has hidden himself among the baggage." -- 1 Samuel 10:22

God knows our hiding places. In this passage, Samuel was introducing Saul to the nation of Israel as their king. As a way of confirming the anointing Saul had already received, Saul was selected by lot when all the tribes of Israel gathered at Mizpah. But, instead of stepping up to the plate, Saul hides.

I wonder how God felt to see the king He had chosen hiding. Saul's response is very different than Mary's ("I am the Lord's servant; let it be unto me according to your word.") or Isaiah's ("Here am I; send me."). 

Why do we hide? Because we know too much of ourselves and not enough of our God. God is calling us out of hiding, to be clothed and covered by the good work He is doing in our lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 06 --  A gift for the meek -- Matthew 5:5

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. -- Matthew 5:5

I remember Pastor Warren Wiersbe thirty years ago telling us, "Meekness is not weakness; it is power under control." I don't know if that's original with him, but I like it.

A day is coming when the Lord will tear the earth away from the arrogant and the oppressors. Then it will be parceled up among those who never used their power to bring fear or grief to others. This is a statement about the meek, but it is a bigger statement about our God. He sees, He knows, He understands.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 07 --  Hungry no more -- Matthew 5:6

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. -- Matthew 5:6

This is good news for all of us who grew up knowing we were sinners. We want to please God. We don't know how. We don't have the ability to. We fail in all sorts of ways. But wait! God has a promise for us. 

The accent is on the second half of the sentence. They will be filled. 

All around us we have the "what" of Christianity. You should be kind. You should be loving. You should be generous. Etc. Etc. But Jesus is the "how." When He fills us, the "what" happens automatically.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 08 --  Mercy -- Matthew 5:7

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. -- Matthew 5:7

Where does mercy come from? Doesn't it come from a heart that has been touched by God? 

The saint and the sinner are made out of the same clay. The saint knows this, and this is why he holds out hope for the sinner. 

We forgive because Christ has paid the debt the offender cannot pay. (Not just our debt, the other guy's debt!) We show mercy because we are sons and daughters of the King. 

God recognizes the heart that has created margin for others. He will not be stingy with that man or woman. 

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 09 --  Seeing God -- Matthew 5:8

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. -- Matthew 5:8

Okay, either this is impossible, or it is not. Can any of us be pure in heart? Not without the touch of God. 

Who scrubs our souls clean? Who removes the lies that fester within? Jesus touches us and we are made pure. We don't come to the table clean. We come as we are, and along the way Jesus makes us clean.

Why can't the impure see God? Because their vision is distorted and darkened. They cannot know the truth because their very eyes lie to them. But with those whom God has cleansed it is a different story. They look up and discover that God was there all along.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 10 --  Making peace -- Matthew 5:9

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God. -- Matthew 5:9

Where do fights and quarrels come from? They come from corrupted desires that battle within. Good desires gone bad, tainted with lies, food for the enemy. 

Peacemakers see things as they truly are.

I remember sitting down with a fellow who was trapped in a life of hate. His very speech was inflammatory. But as his story unfolded, I found a little boy inside who never had his father's love, who always played second fiddle to the father's favorite children. 

We are peacemakers. We bring Jesus to those hurting little boys and little girls and watch Him remove the lies, purify the desires and remove the hate.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 11 --  Persecution -- Matthew 5:10

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. -- Matthew 5:10

Okay, let's face it: Do any of us really want to be persecuted? I don't. 

Persecution, rooted in lies, is the natural result of God visiting this earth. Those who cannot see God because their hearts are impure, are stirred up by their corrupted desires, and make war against God by attacking His children.

But here God reminds us that persecutors don't get the last word. God has already measured the full force of persecution. He has lined it up against the Kingdom that is to come, and it doesn't register as liability, it registers as an asset. 

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 12 --  Comfort remains -- 2 Corinthians 1:6

If we are distressed, it is for your comfort ... -- 2 Corinthians 1:6

Rape

Alcoholism

Bankruptcy

Affairs

Sexual abuse

Homelessness

Emotional abuse

Rejection

Failure

Cancer

Death

When I make a list of things that have deeply hurt me and touched my life, I feel a profound sense of peace, like the clean calm after the storm. 

Many of these stories I can't tell you, for I must protect the privacy of people that I love. But I can tell you the story of comfort. I have been hurt, but I have also been comforted by God. 

In the middle of your distress you will find the soothing comfort of God. As it is broken open in your life, it will flow from you to all those around you who are hurting. 

If you are in distress, I speak from experience: The hurt goes away, but God's comfort remains.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 13 --  Comfort is the answer-- 2 Corinthians 1:4

... so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God. -- 2 Corinthians 1:4

I want to focus on the word "any." Why can we comfort those in "any" trouble? Because we have tasted and seen that the Lord is good. Because now that we are comforted, we no longer need to rush in with all the answers. We don't have all the answers. Let's face it: We don't have most of the answers. But we do have this: Comfort that shows up every time we are in distress.

Here's why we don't give out answers any more: Answers are cheap. Instead we give comfort. We bring people straight to Jesus for soothing, healing comfort.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 14 --  A sliver of revelation -- 2 Corinthians 2:14

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of Him. -- 2 Corinthians 2:14

Where are we in life? Are we troubled? Are we discouraged? Are we pressed far beyond our ability to endure (2 Corinthians 1:8-9)? Are we bored? Are we distracted?

Only one thing will cut cross ways through all that commands our attention and allegiance. Only one thing will free us when everything else puts us under the sentence of death. 

That one thing is the knowledge of God. 

Knowing God is not the same as knowing theology. Knowing God is not the same as knowing the Bible. 

Since we mortal beings living imperfect lives in a fallen world cannot bear the full revelation of God, we only get a sliver. The sliver designed for you and the sliver designed for me.

For Richard Wurmbrand it was the sliver that made his solitary prison cell glitter like a million diamonds. For the disciples on the stormy sea, it was the sliver that said "Peace, be still."

When God reveals Himself to you in your moment of pain or loss or drudgery, everything will be transformed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 15 --  The forgotten people -- Isaiah 1:15-17

When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide My eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are full of blood; wash and make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of My sight! Stop doing wrong, learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow. -- Isaiah 1:15-17

In the end, God Himself will rise up on behalf of the defenseless. Meanwhile, He offers us the opportunity to do His work. Hidden in this rebuke of a nation gone mad is God's heart for those who have no strength. 

Have you lost your influence? Is your voice no longer heard? Are you poor and insignificant in the eyes of this world? Then you are close to the heart of God. All day long, God is watching. He sees how you are treated and He cares. No one can blind God's eyes by parading religion in front of His face. God knows. He remembers.

Who is at the top of God's list? Those who are left off the world's list. Widows, single moms, kids with no dad, the outcasts, the homeless, the sick and the confused. No matter how small you are, you matter so much to God that He will judge a nation by how the forgotten people are treated.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 16 --  Sleeping in church -- Acts 20:9

Seated in a window was a young man named Eutychus, who was sinking into a deep sleep as Paul talked on and on. When He was sound asleep, he fell to the ground from the third story and was picked up dead. -- Acts 20:9

I'm glad the Lord included this story in the book of Acts. Notice how the inspired word of God includes several details. It was the middle of the night. Paul was talking "on and on." Several lamps were burning, robbing the room of invigorating oxygen. And Eutychus was young. Was the Lord making allowances for this sleeper?

The story doesn't end with verse nine. Eutychus was raised from the dead. 

Suppose God took the position that Eutychus was less than spiritual, that falling asleep in church was a no-no -- no matter how inconvenient the circumstances, that it's too bad he died, but, hey, that's the price of less than 100% commitment.

But God is not an exacting tyrant just waiting for us to mess up.  Grace is part of who God is. 

So here is the word for today: God shows up for people who sleep in church, for the less than perfect, for the fully human, for regular people like you and me. God is not ready to pounce, but He is ready to love.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 17 --  People, power and perspective -- Isaiah 2:22 The Message

Quit scraping and fawning over mere humans, so full of themselves, so full of hot air! Can't you see there's nothing to them? -- Isaiah 2:22 The Message

I used to say that I didn't care what people thought about me. Of course, I was lying to myself. I cared a great deal. I wanted everyone to like me. I wanted everyone to approve of me. When someone criticized me or insulted me, I might not have shown it on the outside, but inwardly I was crushed.

One day someone in a place of authority in my life told me that I was being "completely unprofessional." In the past, a comment like that might have ruined my day. I would have stewed on it all day long, defending myself in my mind. But not this time. In fact, I didn't even notice my response until a few minutes after she said it. 

Then I realized it: Wow! That didn't bother me. Not even a little bit. I was completely at peace before I heard it and completely at peace after I heard it. In fact, now that I think about it, I heard this on the phone while some other people were busy being angry with me, and, you know what, that didn't bother me either. This supervisor thought I was being unprofessional. That was her opinion. She might be right. She might be wrong. Either way, it didn't bother me at all. 

I'm not saying that I didn't listen or that I didn't care or that I'm not teachable. I'm just saying that the old panic, the old embarrassment, the old need for approval is gone. 

Peace and courage are byproducts of the presence of God. As God begins to fill up the broken places in our hearts, people start to fall into perspective. We still love them and care about them. But they lose their godlike power in our lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 18 --  The God who reasons -- Isaiah 1:18

"Come now, let us reason together," says the LORD. -- Isaiah 1:18

God is reasonable. 

Years ago I went off to Bible college unprepared for what would meet me there. I thought I would become a pastor or an evangelist, but when I finished school, I was so disillusioned that I barely kept my faith. 

I drifted. I was afraid to let go of God altogether, but I was disappointed in what I saw in the church and I wanted out, somehow.

I probably would have stayed on the fringes forever, but God reasoned with me. He listened to all my objections even when no one else would. I see now that I was wrong on several points, and I didn't fully understand what was going on. God knew that, of course. But He didn't scream at me like some irate Drill Sergeant from Heaven. No, He reasoned with me.

When He saw me drifting into sin, He put up fences and stopped me from ruining my life. In the end, He found all my hiding places. He sat patiently while I unloaded all my frustration and anger, and then He reasoned with me.

And when I heard His reasons, my whole world changed. I found my place in His heart and nothing since has been the same.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 19 --  Relevant righteousness – Romans 3:22

This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference ... -- Romans 3:22

Why do we sin? 

There may be many reasons, but I think one reason is this: Deep inside, we are convinced that God is irrelevant. God doesn't know about my desires. He doesn't care about my hurts. He is too big and holy and religious to have any interest in where my heart is right now.

All of these thoughts are lies, of course. But they all create a vacuum inside. Because of these lies, there is a place in my heart where God is not. Where God is absent, idols abound. 

Righteousness comes through faith in Christ. This is a foundational Christian tenant. But it is also an everyday practical reality. When we gain faith the believe in the real Jesus, the relevant Jesus, the Jesus who knows and cares about you right now – no matter what may be going on inside – then idols flee and righteousness is the only choice that makes any sense.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 20 --  Our comforting God -- 2 Corinthians 1:3-4

... the God of all comfort ... comforts us in all our troubles so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God. -- 2 Corinthians 1:3-4

Human suffering provokes a whole range of responses. Job's "comforters" added to his torment by assigning blame where it didn't belong. They thought they were helping, but disapproval should never be mistaken for a solution.

Some sympathy is merely thinly veiled contempt. Some "comforters" want to feel better about themselves by pretending to care about others. Some people empathize -- they feel pain with the sufferer, usually because they've experienced pain themselves. 

But God goes way beyond all of this. Yes, God listens. And, yes, He cares. He does feel our pain. Jesus was a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. But when the listening is done and the empathizing is over, God has more for us. He has comfort.

What is comfort? It is peace in the place of panic. It is joy in the place of grief. It is settled contentment in the place of great loss. It is the God-given ability to look trouble in the face and laugh. It is the realization that "those things" don't bother us any more.

Comfort is a great treasure. It is buried in the middle of trouble. It eludes many. But when we bring Jesus into our places of pain, He will find it for us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 21 --  Rewards -- Isaiah 3:10 The Message

Reassure the righteous that their good living will pay off. -- Isaiah 3:10 The Message

From Genesis to Revelation, this message permeates the scripture. To Cain, God says, "If you do what is right, will you not be accepted?" At the conclusion of the Bible, Jesus declares, "My reward is with Me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done." 

Why repeat it here in Isaiah? 

This verse is like a fish swimming upstream. All around it are pronouncements of woe and judgment, of God's wrath poured out on a nation gone mad with sin. But as God cries out His warning against those who ignore and defy Him, He stops briefly to speak to the bewildered righteous.

"These judgments aren't about you. Hang in there. I haven't forgotten you. I won't abandon you. At the right time, you will find your reward."

Give Him time. God will make sense out of your life. Nothing is wasted; nothing is lost. God remembers all that you do, and He will reward every good done from a heart of faith.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 22 --  Dignity for the poor -- Isaiah 10:1-2

Doom to you who legislate evil, who make laws that make victims -- Laws that make misery for the poor, that rob my destitute people of dignity ... -- Isaiah 10:1-2

One thing I have discovered in life is this: Fortunes can quickly change. We may think that security comes in the form of a good job, a late model car and a nice home in the suburbs. But those things can quickly disappear.

I'm struck by this passage in Isaiah because of what God wants for the poor and for the destitute. He wants justice and dignity. I think God knows better than any of us how very fragile our existence is. It comes as a great shock to us, but not to Him, to learn how very vulnerable we are.

But when we make that discovery, where is God? Guarding our dignity. Preserving what matters most -- the value He has given us as sons and daughters of the King.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 23 --  On the winning team -- Isaiah 14:24

Exactly as I planned, it will happen. Following My blueprints, it will take shape. -- Isaiah 14:24

Confidence. When I was a high school student, I took a class in competitive debate. At first I thought, "What have I gotten myself into?" I hated it! I was so, so bad at it. 

Back in those days we would research a topic and write quotes from experts that we thought might support our position on index cards. Well, in the beginning, I got up, read my pile of index cards and sat down. I'm sure some people in the room had to bite their tongues to keep from laughing out loud -- or from falling asleep. 

The only person who had any confidence in me whatsoever was my dear mother. She kept telling me what a great job I was doing. It was a lie. But she believed it. And, after a while, I believed it. I got up and I started to really believe that I was good enough to win.

Guess what? I started to win. I went from being the worst of the worst my Freshman year to being one of the top ten debaters in the state by the end of my Sophomore year. My sights were set on winning the national high school debate tournament before I left for college. (That's another story.)

It's a great feeling to be on the winning team. And that's what we are. We are on the winning team. God doesn't have any doubts about His ability to turn everything in your life and in mine into triumph.

It gives our little failings and temptations and lapses a little different spin, doesn't it? God is going to win. And because we are His children, we will win with Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 24 --  Bullies -- Isaiah 14:16-17 The Message

Can this be the one who terrorized earth and its kingdoms, turned earth to a moonscape, wasted its cities, shut up his prisoners to a living death? -- Isaiah 14:16-17 The Message

I have a strong distaste for bullies. It probably comes from having been on the receiving end of a certain amount of bullying all the while I was growing up. 

When I entered 7th grade, there was a practice among boys at Sunset Junior High School called initiation. The concept involved an 8th grade boy walloping a 7th grade boy in a place where he would rather not get hit, if you catch my drift. Before or after this fun little exercise, the 7th grader would get a free haircut compliments of the initiator. 

The adults were concerned, I believe, and, true to form, responded in the most ridiculous way imaginable. In 6th grade, the gym teacher gathered us boys together and told us that we shouldn't do this. "The way some of you guys swing," he said, "somebody's going to get hurt."

I was completely bewildered. Did the gym teacher actually think we would enter Junior High and try to initiate the 8th grade boys?

Anyway, dread and fear took hold of me as I contemplated starting school. Once school started, I was constantly on guard. I made a beeline from the school bus to my class. Since nobody told me who my initiators were or what they looked like, my enemy could be anywhere. But after a few weeks of looking over my shoulder, I started to relax. Maybe I had been passed over. Maybe I would make it through 7th grade without the dreaded event occurring. Maybe I was on the home stretch to 8th grade and safety.

I started to take risks. There was a nice plaza in front of the school. I slowed down as I stepped off the bus. I stopped to enjoy the morning air. As I got more and more foolhardy, I even risked sitting down on one of the benches for a few minutes.

Then, from out of nowhere, he appeared. I knew he was one of Them. He looked at me with a sinister smile and pulled a pair of scissors from his pocket. I was trapped. I took chances and now fate had caught up with me.

Like a scared rabbit before a hungry fox, I stared at my tormentor, not knowing what to do. Then I heard an adult voice behind me.

"Young man!"

My enemy looked up. "Yes, sir," he mumbled.

"What are you planning to do with those scissors?" the adult asked. I turned and got a good look at my savior. It was a man I had never seen before. Was he a teacher? I didn't know.

The initiator fumbled with his scissors, clumsily trying to stuff them back in his shirt pocket.

"That's right," said the commanding adult voice. "You are doing nothing with those scissors. Don't you have someplace you need to be right now?"

My tormentor needed no further encouragement. He turned and double stepped it into the school. I watched him disappear. He was just a kid, like me. Just a scared little kid.

I turned to thank my rescuer, but he was gone.

I think about that when I read this verse. We have an enemy who looks pretty scary sometimes. But when our Savior shows up, we will see the enemy for what he really is. Nothing compared to our God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 25 --  Repentance  -- Isaiah 19:20-22

When [the Egyptians] cry out to the LORD because of their oppressors, He will send them a savior and defender, and he will rescue them.  So the LORD will make Himself known to the Egyptians, and in that day they will acknowledge the LORD.  They will worship ... they will make vows to the LORD and keep them.  The LORD will strike Egypt with a plague; He will strike them and heal them.  They will turn to the LORD, and He will respond to their pleas and heal them.  -- Isaiah 19:20-22

There is a pattern in human history.  Sin and rebellion followed by judgment and pain.  Pain ends arrogance and awakens humility and dependence.  Then God sends repentance.  But notice the path it takes:  God makes Himself known.

We need to stop here.  If God doesn't make Himself known, then nothing good will follow.  You cannot worship One you do not know.  You will not serve One you do not worship.  

We want sinners to repent, and we sometimes think that means they must stop sinning and start doing good.  Sorry, folks, that isn't going to happen.  Repentance comes when God is revealed to us in a way we can experience.  (Taste and see that the LORD is good.)  Our hearts are purified by the truth of who God is and who we are.  When we encounter Him who is Truth, sin doesn't make sense any more.  It loses its luster because we have embraced far better.

Abraham Lincoln said, "If I had eight hours to chop down a tree, I'd spend seven sharpening my ax."  The discovery of God sharpens the ax.  After that, the impossible becomes easy.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 26 --  God's eternal plans -- Isaiah 25:6 The Message

But here on this mountain, GOD-of-the-Angel-Armies will throw a feast for all the people of the world ... -- Isaiah 25:6 The Message

Remember the end of William Golding's novel, Lord of the Flies?  The ship shows up, and suddenly everything changes.  The boys cease to be savages and, once again, are merely school boys.  Someone else is in charge.  Order is restored.  The tragedy is over, real life resumes.

God is on a mission to bring things back to normal.  Our sin-infested planet, with all its attendant pain, injustice, deceit and darkness is not normal.  

We must remember some important things.  God's purposes outlast the mess man makes.  As Tennyson wrote, "our little systems have their day, they have their day and cease to be."  

God is showing up to make things right.  Yes, this will happen at Judgment Day, but don't think it isn't happening today.  

When I originally wrote this devotional, three people in my life were battling cancer.  One of them pulled me aside and whispered in my ear.  "Pray for me," was the message, "I'm fighting for my life."  

In the face of cancer, what can I do?  Yet, I glance upward.  How easily God spreads a banquet for the whole earth!  How easily He dismisses death!  How easily He welcomes us to eternal life.

This is a God who can do anything.  His angels who have stood in His presence for thousands of years, remain amazed and overwhelmed.  Every day heaven and earth are filled with new riches as God unfolds the wonder of His eternal plans.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 27 --  Makeover from God -- Isaiah 25:8

And GOD will wipe tears from every face.  -- Isaiah 25:8

When do our sorrows end?  They end when we come into the presence of God.

I'm not a TV watcher, but I do enjoy one show:  Extreme Makeover: Home Edition.  On this program, a family with a need allows a team of designers and contractors to remodel their home while the family goes on an all-expense-paid vacation.  Here's the deal -- you hand over the keys to the house and seven days later, the team hands you back a totally different house.

One week the show was about a single mom with two twelve year old boys.  She borrowed money to remodel her tiny home in New York City.  The contractor took the money, tore her home apart and vanished.  She was left with an uninhabitable house and a huge loan to repay.  About a hundred people converged on this small house to give her home a dream makeover ten times better than anything she ever could have afforded.  The contractor's heart was touched by this family's plight and he chipped in to pay for full college scholarships for both the boys.

When she discovered what was going to be done for her, she fell on her knees and gave thanks to God.  

I like this show not because I think you need to have a beautiful house to be happy.  I like it because it so much reflects the heart of God.  He finds us in a desperate, hopeless condition.  He custom designs a beautiful eternal home for us far better than anything we could ask or imagine.  Not satisfied with that, He lavishes more gifts on us to show us the magnitude of His loving heart.

We come to God.  We open the door of our life to Him.  Inside we see where evil has torn everything to pieces.  All that we paid is used up and nothing is left to show for it but damage and destruction.  But Jesus comes in.  We give Him our losses and He gives back far more than we ever hoped we could regain.  He studies us and figures out what will take away every tear and fill our hearts with joy.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 28 --  Waiting for God -- Isaiah 25:9 The Message

Also, at that time, people will say, “Look at what's happened! This is our God! We waited for Him and He showed up and saved us!” -- Isaiah 25:9 The Message

Why does God make us wait? I think it has something to do with value. Some of our brothers and sisters are suffering -- some of them suffering beyond our comprehension. I wish I could free them from their suffering now, today, this very moment. But I cannot. Some are experiencing what the world would call a string of bad luck. Nothing seems to go right. Things go from bad to worse. Why does God make them wait for their day of deliverance?

I believe long ago God measured all the pain and all the hardship we would experience. Not sloppily or haphazardly, but carefully God measured our pain. This is something only God can do. He understands suffering. He understands the long, slow wait of bleak desolation -- of dreams unfulfilled, of hopes fading away, of relentless pain. Only He can look at it all and not be overwhelmed, nor become discouraged.

When God who sees the end from the beginning measured our pain, I believe He came to two conclusions: It will be worth it. And, the second: We will agree that it was worth it.

I am not a woman, so I cannot speak from experience on the topic of labor. But I was present when all four of our children were born, and I know that it wasn't easy. However, I don't think my wife would trade away any of our kids just to have that labor erased. 

We wait through difficult times. But our sights are set on something bigger and better than all our troubles. God shows up. And nothing will be the same.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 29 --  Ask Me for a sign -- Isaiah 7:9-11

“... If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.” Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, “Ask the LORD your God for a sign, whether in the deepest depths or in the highest heights.” -- Isaiah 7:9-11

King Ahaz was a wicked king (see 2 Chronicles 28). War was brewing and he had reason to be afraid. His kingdom was being beat up right and left. He looted the LORD's treasuries to forge an alliance with Assyria. But Assyria took the loot and bullied Ahaz. In the midst of all this turmoil, the LORD reaches out to Ahaz and offers him encouragement and a chance to come in out of the rain. 

God tells him to stand firm in his faith. But he doesn't leave it there. He offers him a sign. 

Ahaz gets an opportunity that very few people have ever had. God hands him a blank check. “Here you go,” He says, “you need reassurance -- write this out any way you want to.”

Ahaz turns Him down. In a fit of upside down piety, the king declares that he won't put God to the test. (In essence, Ahaz is assigning evil motives to God's offer.)

Here's the point. God knows about the turmoil in our lives. He knows when our faith is wavering. And He knows what it will take to enable us to stand firm in Him.

God might not give you the same offer He gave Ahaz. But He will come through with what you need so that you can overcome.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 30 --  God's free will -- 2 Chronicles 26:19 The Message

... even as they quarreled, a skin disease appeared on his forehead. -- 2 Chronicles 26:19 The Message

King Uzziah obeyed God. He became powerful. His country became powerful. Then pride carried him away, and he entered the temple to burn incense -- something strictly forbidden to anyone except God's priests.

The priests confronted him. He became enraged. God judged, and Uzziah spent the rest of his life leprous.

This passage caught my attention because it reminded me that God always has a million options at His disposal. I recently was in a discussion with someone about the free will of man and all the trouble it gets us into. 

That may be. But make no mistake: The free will of man doesn't get God into any trouble. He never runs into a situation He doesn't know how to handle. God remains compassionate, wise, just, and good. No one can twist God's arm. No one can corrupt Him.

This is important because we are God's children. We are connected to God. Our destiny is wrapped up in His plans, not in the evil plans of some corrupted human being. If you get backed into a corner, turn around and you will find the open arms of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

July 31 --  God's fund of victory -- Isaiah 40:21-24 The Message

Have you not been paying attention?

Have you not been listening?

Haven't you heard these stories all your life?

Don't you understand the foundation of all things?

God sits high above the round ball of earth.

The people look like mere ants.

He stretches out the skies like a canvas --

yes, like a tent canvas to live under.

He ignores what all the princes say and do.

The rulers of the earth count for nothing.

Princes and rulers don't amount to much.

Like seeds barely rooted, just sprouted,

They shrivel when God blows on them.

Like flecks of chaff, they're gone with the wind.

-- Isaiah 40:21-24 The Message

Any way you slice it, Isaiah 40 paints one of the grandest pictures of God in all the Bible. It has long been one of my favorite chapters. 

The crazy thing is this: It was written by a man who lived through turbulent times. Here was a country 1/50th the size of the USA that endured a disaster 50 times bigger than 9-11. In Isaiah's time, there were days when you didn't know if you'd live to see tomorrow.

What I want to get at here is this: How can Isaiah say that the rulers and princes don't amount to much? After all, they made the poor decisions that resulted in tragedy for millions!

I think what Isaiah is saying is this: Every decision, every tragedy, every triumph -- everything -- it all plays into God's hands. This does not mean that God is remote, callous, or unfeeling. It just means that He cannot be overwhelmed by our sorrows. His fund of joy and peace, comfort and healing, justice and victory will not be exhausted by all our troubles. 

Jesus put it this way: In the world you have trouble, but, hey, cheer up, I have overcome the world.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 01 --  The most important thing -- Psalm 23:6 The Message

Your beauty and love chase after me every day of my life. -- Psalm 23:6 The Message

I remember falling in love with my wife. It caught me by surprise. A group of us went to a church service. Back on campus everyone started to go their separate ways until it was just her and me. I could have completely missed the moment. I was thinking about getting back to my room, but her she was talking to me and suddenly I was mesmerized. 

I stayed mesmerized. I couldn't get enough of her. A year later we were married. 

I bring this up because sometimes we almost let God slip by, not realizing that the moment has come that will change our lives forever. But God starts talking and suddenly everything is different. 

I stubbornly disagree with self-help Christianity, try-harder religion and programmed spirituality. That misses the whole point. God is chasing me. God is paying attention to me. The wonder of Who God is fills my heart. The truth of what God says rebuilds my soul. 

Am I obedient? Have I repented? Do I love Jesus? Don't misunderstand me -- these things are important. But they are nothing compared to the ocean of love Jesus has for me. That is what captures me. Who am I? But Jesus loves me.

That's all that matters.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 02 --  Limits -- 2 Chronicles 28:14-15 The Message

So the soldiers turned over both the captives and the plunder to the leaders and the people. Personally designated men gathered the captives together, dressed the ones who were naked using clothing from the stores of plunder, put shoes on their feet, gave them all a square meal, provided first aid to the injured, put the weak ones on donkeys, and then escorted them to Jericho, the City of Palms, restoring them to their families. -- 2 Chronicles 28:14-15 The Message

On more than one occasion in the Bible, the conquering army was told to go easy on the captives. This is one of them. The defeated nation was being punished for the sins of the king and of the people. But the conquering nation went too far. A prophet met the victors and said, in essence, "God gave you the victory. But, if you rub it in, you're next in line for trouble."

The attacks of September 11, 2001 were terrible tragedies. But they could have been much, much worse. In New York, those two towers are normally occupied by about 50,000 people, and depending on how the towers fell, the death toll could have been close to 100,000. Each one of the 2,752 people who perished is of incalculable value. But it was the hand of God that kept the number as small as it was.

It is God Himself who puts boundaries on judgments and disasters. This is important. God has not ceased to be in control, just because things go terribly wrong. In wrath, God does remember mercy. And in a fallen world, God does put up barriers to halt a mudslide of evil.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 03 --  False teachers -- Jude 12-13

These men are blemishes at your love feasts, eating with you without the slightest qualm -- shepherds who feed only themselves. They are clouds without rain, blown along by the wind; autumn trees, without fruit and uprooted -- twice dead. They are wild waves of the sea, foaming up their shame; wandering stars, for whom blackest darkness has been reserved forever. -- Jude 12-13

One of the purposes of the Judgment, I believe, is to give us some understanding of the wrath of God. Part of God's salvation is His wrath. In the end, when God's salvation is made complete, He separates us from His enemies (human and demonic), and executes vengeance on His foes. 

I used to believe that false teachers were sincere people who were mistaken in their theology. Yes, some people are mistaken in their beliefs. But I think this passages is talking about a different group. These false teachers are those who teach lies about God by how they treat the most defenseless among us. In public they are pious. In private, they brand the souls of the vulnerable with deceit and cruelty. They etch lies into the deeply buried places in a person's heart, far away from the place that could be touched by an open discussion of doctrine.

The gift of eternal life is the gift of knowing God. We cannot know and embrace God without knowing that He is angry, that His anger is fully justified, and His retribution will be precisely measured.

We share God's heart. We don't want any to perish. We plead with our neighbors, no matter how evil they may be, to open their hearts to the Lord. We hurt for what is precious and was intended for eternal life. 

But we also rejoice that God will not let evil continue forever. He will put an end to it; His justice will be displayed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 04 --  About my dad -- Exodus 20:12

Honor your father ... -- Exodus 20:12

I don't know about you, but I had to grow into this command of honoring my father. I was terrified of him as a child. I could never understand other kids who wanted to spend more time with their dads -- I wanted to avoid mine at all costs. For four and a half years spread out over three occasions during my childhood, my dad was away from home on military assignments. Those times gave me space to breathe. At least then I only needed to be afraid when I was at school. I hated my dad, but I needed him, because he was the only one in my world strong enough to protect me from everything else I was terrified of. It was a strange relationship. 

When I was in my twenties, I worked up the courage to tell my dad that I grew up afraid of him. He was stunned. He had no idea. He saw our childhood as idyllic. And, compared to his, it was.

It took a long time before I began to put together the pieces of the puzzle. My dad was flawed -- yes. But as life unfolded, I began to see many of his flaws in myself. And I began to recognize my dad's extraordinary courage. Nobody ever gave my dad any coaching, mentoring or encouragement. He had to stand alone, and that's how he learned to live his whole life. He did what he thought was right even when he had to buck the crowd to do it. 

My dad made some terrible mistakes that left pain in other lives. But, especially toward the end, he began to mellow. I saw him cry -- not once, but many times, hurting for his family and for his own very deep wounds. I saw a gentle side to him that I never knew was there. One day we were talking, and he said to me, "Just a minute; I need to do something." He stepped away from me to help an elderly woman in a wheelchair. 

In the last few days of his life, he taught me how to pray. My mom had cancer and I was trying to come up with the best prayer I could for her. But when it came his turn, no words came out. Only sobs from a broken heart.

Now that he's been gone for nine years, I compare myself to my dad and come up short. As a provider, as a generous man, as a sacrificial giver of time and money, as a man who stood unshakable no matter which way the wind blew, I stand in his shadow. 

So folks, I'm still figuring this out. But I want to pause and honor my dad, and the God who had the wisdom to put him in my life.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 05 --  Why we are safe -- Psalm 91:3 The Message

That's right -- [God] rescues you from hidden traps ... -- Psalm 91:3 The Message

I think most of the time we don't even know it. We go happily through life (or unhappily, as the case may be), without comprehending the dangers all around us.

I keep coming back to my children in parking lots when they were small. They strained and pulled in every direction, but I never let go. It wasn't important that they fully understood the danger. It was just important that I never let go.

That's how God is with you and me; He never lets go.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 06 --  We have far more -- John 5:39

You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about Me ... -- John 5:39

What gives the word of God its power? Its connection to God. Remember that Satan quoted the scriptures. But in Satan's hands the word did not bring life. It only brought temptation -- a design for destruction. 

I say this because there are many good things in the Christian life, but none of them will take the place of Jesus. Good friends, wonderful Christian leaders, Bible studies, this devotional, Psalms and Proverbs and prophecies -- none of those things give life. Jesus gives life. Sometimes Jesus enters your life through these good things, but I cannot -- nor can anyone or anything else -- impart life apart from Jesus.

The touch of Jesus is unmistakable. Where there was darkness, now there is light. Where there was turmoil, now there is peace. Where lies painfully twisted the fibers of our hearts, Jesus brings soothing, life-giving truth. Where there was death, now there is life.

When we minister to each other and to others, it's always tempting to leave someone with a verse or a good idea or an encouraging word. Those things are nice, but since we have far more -- let's offer it. Let's bring Jesus to our world.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 07 --  Finding the right door -- Luke 18:22-23

When Jesus heard this, he said to him, "You still lack one thing. Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me." When he heard this, he became very sad, because he was a man of great wealth. -- Luke 18:22-23

Jesus unerringly finds the door to our heart that must be opened for Him to be our true Lord and Savior. In almost every case, that door is over our most protected pain. The rich young ruler was no exception. His problem was insecurity.

I didn't catch that for a long time. I thought his problem was money or greed. But money was his solution, not his problem. 

Jesus stood at the door of his heart and said, "Abandon your solution. Choose Me instead. I will be your security."

As we carry out the Great Commission, Jesus assures us of His ongoing presence with us. That is not an idle or irrelevant promise. We can never ask anyone to abandon his solution if we cannot offer Jesus in its place. But when we bring Jesus to the right door, we will see lives transformed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 08 --  The power of the Great Commission -- Mark 16:15-20

[Jesus] said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned. And these signs will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; and when they drink deadly poison, it will not hurt them at all; they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well." After the Lord Jesus had spoken to them, He was taken up into heaven and He sat at the right hand of God. Then the disciples went out and preached everywhere, and the Lord worked with them and confirmed His word by the signs that accompanied it. -- Mark 16:15-20

God's work is supernatural. No, this passage is not about Charismatic vs. Non-Charismatic issues. This passage is about the power of proclaiming and believing the good news. 

Notice the word "all." There are places in the heart where the gospel will take root and flourish -- places that will surprise you. 

From God's right hand, Jesus looks upon all us unlikely people (you and me) proclaiming the good news. From this position of great authority and majesty, He touches our words so they have electrifying power. The power to bring eternal transformation. Why is that? 

Because Jesus speaks through us, and beyond us to those who believe. This is the genius of God. He uses the broken, the humble, the poor to fix, to transform, to enrich many lives. Even a smile can have eternal benefit when it comes from Jesus through us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 09 --  Jesus is here -- Matthew 28:16-20

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 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, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age." -- Matthew 28:16-20

Jesus is here. Everything else flows from that. Jesus is the only One who can deliver truth with the power to change doubt into faith. His presence gives us the authority to bring life-changing transformation to one person after another until the nations themselves are changed. Who can obey without Jesus within transforming the dreary demands of the law into the delightful freedom of the children of God? 

We carry Jesus to our world. He's here to stay. And He has given us the power to serve the eviction notice on the enemy and see the presence of God fill lives wherever we go.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 10 --  A bigger vision -- Acts 1:4-9

On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit." So when they met together, they asked him, "Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?" He said to them: "It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. -- Acts 1:4-9

Why do we need power? Because God's vision is so much greater than our own. The disciples hoped for a restoration of Israel's sovereignty and preeminence among the nations. God was way, way beyond them. He was here to transform an entire world. He was looking through the generations at a redeemed people numbering in the hundreds of millions. 

We are God's witnesses. Does a witness need special power to testify about what he has seen? No. But God's witnesses bring light into places of darkness. Power is needed to break the domain of darkness and usher in the Kingdom of God's Dear Son. 

We cannot change the fact that we are connected to something bigger than us, bigger than our plans, bigger than our imagination. Get used to it. This is your place as a son or daughter of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 11 --  Building the Kingdom with our stories -- Acts 1:8

... you will be My witnesses. -- Acts 1:8

What does a witness do? He tells what he saw -- or, more likely, what he experienced. As we head into our world, we carry with us a powerful Kingdom building tool, the story of what we have experienced.

God means to be experienced. That's one reason why life is so full of adventure. The waves rise. The thunder rolls. We sit in the bow of our little boat and start sliding down into the trough. Then we notice the hole in the hull. From there things go from bad to worse as we discover that the life jackets have been blown overboard. And (did I mention?) we don't know how to swim.

Adventure, of course, is just a fancy word for problems. Every time we get another problem, God is writing another story in our lives. We are His witnesses. We tell our world what we have experienced -- how God showed up in the midst of our problems.

Like Jesus said, if we don't do it, the rocks will cry out.

No matter how obscure you feel, or how mundane you feel your difficulties are, God is fashioning in your life a story that will touch someone else for eternity.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 12 --  Thanksgiving -- 1 Thessalonians 5:18

... give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus. -- 1 Thessalonians 5:18

Why would God ask us to do such a difficult thing? 

About four years ago I shared with you the story of an atheist who fell into a crevasse in the ice when he and his partner were overtaken by a blizzard while mountain climbing. About 60 feet below the surface, he came to rest on a ledge. With a broken leg and no way to climb up, no way to call for help, he started climbing down, into the depths of this glacier. Each step down was irrevocable, but he had no other choice. To remain was to die. When he finally reached the bottom, he discovered, to his complete surprise, a light. There was an opening in the ice. There was a light at the end of the tunnel.

Thanksgiving is like this. It is a light in a dark place -- not because it is, in itself, some kind of magical incantation, but rather because it brings God near, and He is our way of escape.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 13 --  Means of conveyance -- 2 Kings 2:11

As they were walking along and talking together, suddenly a chariot of fire and horses of fire appeared and separated the two of them, and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. -- 2 Kings 2:11

I had an interesting dream one night. I dreamed that Kim and I took hold of the hands of our children, and, as a family of six, we stepped off the porch and walked through the sky heaven bound. One thing that struck me was this: How very calm it felt, how perfectly normal to be skating through the sky on our way to meet Jesus.

Enoch walked into heaven. Elijah rode. I don't know how you will get there. In a Porsche perhaps. Or an F-16. 

The most important thing about heaven, of course, is that God is there. The Inventor of Fun. The Designer of Us. The One who brings together in perfect harmony everything that is wild and wacky, soothing and beautiful, peaceful and delicious, awesome, serious, fun and holy. 

But, of course, God isn't just in heaven. He's also here. That's why, once in a while, even though you didn't quite plan on it, a bit of heaven breaks through and grabs our hearts and points us toward eternity.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 14 --  Better than a buzz -- Ephesians 5:18

Do not get drunk ... Instead, be filled with the Spirit. -- Ephesians 5:18

God has a better alternative. 

Why do people drink? I'm not a drinker, but, from what I've observed, alcohol erases fear, shame and worries. It provides a kind of freedom and courage. It creates a bond between drinking buddies that probably wouldn't be there otherwise.

But, of course, we all know what happens when the alcohol is gone. Drinkers wake up to discover more things to worry about and more transgressions to be ashamed of. So the urge to escape into the fantasy world of alcohol becomes even stronger.

God has a better idea. Be filled with the Spirit. He didn't say, "Straighten up," or "Quit drinking," or "Act your age." He said, "I know you are empty inside, so let Me fill that emptiness."

For many years I went around asking people what it meant to be filled with the Spirit. I never really got an answer that satisfied me. So let me give you the answer I finally came up with. We are filled with the Spirit to the extent that we have welcomed the Spirit of Christ into every part of our lives. That means if God wants to enter our places of fear, shame and emptiness, we throw the door wide open and say, "Come on in!"

Guess what happens when God enters our places of fear, shame and worry? That pain is erased. Courage and freedom are granted. We don't have to worry that we will wake up to discover we've done something wrong, because we are more awake with the Spirit of God filling us than we ever were before.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 15 --  Responding to bad news -- Isaiah 37:14 The Message

Then [King Hezekiah] went into the sanctuary of GOD and spread the letter out before GOD. -- Isaiah 37:14 The Message

The invading army mocked the God of Israel. They wrote down their threats and predicted they would soon reduce Jerusalem to rubble, it's people to slavery. "Your God cannot stop us," they claimed. 

But they tangled with the wrong God. A few verses later 185,000 Assyrian soldiers were dead, and the rest were running for their lives. The invading king went home to face disgrace and assassination.

Have you received bad news? 

God will read your mail if you let Him. And He will also answer it.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 16 --  Triumph-- Isaiah 37:22-29,35

"The Virgin Daughter of Zion

despises and mocks you.

The Daughter of Jerusalem

tosses her head as you flee.

Who is it you have insulted and blasphemed?

Against whom have you raised your voice

and lifted your eyes in pride?

Against the Holy One of Israel!

By your messengers

you have heaped insults on the Lord.

And you have said,

'With my many chariots

I have ascended the heights of the mountains,

the utmost heights of Lebanon.

I have cut down its tallest cedars,

the choicest of its pines.

I have reached its remotest heights,

the finest of its forests.

I have dug wells in foreign lands 

and drunk the water there.

With the soles of my feet

I have dried up all the streams of Egypt.'

"Have you not heard?

Long ago I ordained it.

In days of old I planned it;

now I have brought it to pass,

that you have turned fortified cities

into piles of stone.

Their people, drained of power,

are dismayed and put to shame.

They are like plants in the field,

like tender green shoots,

like grass sprouting on the roof,

scorched before it grows up.

"But I know where you stay

and when you come and go

and how you rage against me.

Because you rage against me

and because your insolence has reached my ears,

I will put my hook in your nose

and my bit in your mouth,

and I will make you return

by the way you came.

"I will defend this city and save it,

for my sake and for the sake of David my servant!" 

-- Isaiah 37:22-29,35

This is a long passage of scripture, but it's so good I really couldn't find any place to cut it down. 

The other day I was talking with a friend and we were observing how God often teaches us in our poverty. When we have no money, He teaches us that He is our Provider. When we are in grief, He teaches us that He is our joy. When we have no strength, He teaches us that He is God Almighty.

When Assyria invaded Judah, it was like a professional boxer picking a fight with a Kindergarten kid. Assyria took city after city until the only survivors were a frightened few behind the walls of Jerusalem. Here in this place of desperation, God shows up.

Notice what God does. He not only teaches us about Himself, i.e., He will save the city. But He also shows us what He wants us to know about ourselves. "The Daughter of Jerusalem tosses her head as you flee." Even in our place of great weakness, we are the victors. We are triumphant. 

I believe this may be the Lord's word to you today. Life's troubles may have overwhelmed you, but you will stand and look in triumph over all your foes.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 17 --  God's cry of comfort -- Isaiah 40:1

"Comfort, comfort my people," says your God. -- Isaiah 40:1

The voice of God carries through the centuries, through the generations and reaches us where we are. God knows the comfort that we need.

This is not a frivolous thing that God does for you and me. Let me speak to those who might believe that the mature (or the macho) among us don't need any of this silly little comfort: We do.

We need the comfort of God more than we need almost anything else. God's comfort takes all of the unsettledness out of our souls and brings us peace. There is no strength in denying that we need to be comforted, but there is great strength in receiving that comfort from God.

When the tender, hurting places of our lives are given into God's hands, there they are safe -- and then we are safe. Remember how Jesus wept over Jerusalem. He longed to bring comfort, but its people would not receive His comfort. And so they were given over to their enemies.

Likewise, God is here to comfort us and to grant us great peace.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 18 --  The case for comfort -- Isaiah 40:1

“Comfort, comfort My people,” says your God. -- Isaiah 40:1

The key to transforming lives is 

... NOT repentance (at least the way it is commonly understood)

... NOT salvation (the way it is commonly approached)

... NOT Bible knowledge

... NOT word of faith

... NOT trying harder, praying more, speaking in tongues or almost anything else that is commonly proposed.

Lest you think I'm a heretic, let me reassure you: I believe in salvation. I believe in the Bible. I believe in repentance and faith and prayer.

But these things do not typically transform people's lives. Saved people still get drunk and depressed. Bible scholars commit adultery. And so on.

The key to transforming lives is allowing the presence of Christ through the locked doors of our souls. Everybody has doors that are locked. Everybody has rooms in their souls with big "KEEP OUT" signs on the door. 

What do these locked doors look like? They typically are NOT what you would think. They typically are NOT, "I'll never go to Africa," or "I'll never give up my gambling." But rather these locked doors are hurting, painful places that we want to close off to God, to ourselves and to everyone else.

These hurting places are the fulcrum of the soul. If we want Christ to have the leverage that He needs to grant us real love, joy, peace, patience and so on, He needs to bring His soothing, comforting presence into these places inside that have been off limits for so long.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 19 --  Supernatural -- Psalm 34:8

Taste and see that the LORD is good. -- Psalm 34:8

I keep coming back to this verse. I just finished reading the testimony of a man who wanted to become a Christian, but he didn't want a religion that was only a lot of talk. He wanted something supernatural, something he could experience, something he could taste. But all he could find was Christian talk, so he followed an Eastern guru and got detoured several years into demonic experiences.

I want to say this: It doesn't matter whether you are a Charismatic or not, whether you are mystic or not, or whatever label you might attach to your faith. What matters is that you and I serve a supernatural God who is not content to wait until we get to heaven before He begins sharing life with us.

When the God of the universe enters your life, the supernatural will occur. It will be the norm, not the exception. I don't know what form it will take. It may be very quiet or it may be flashy -- that is God's business to determine, not mine.

Look around. Open the door as wide as you can. God is here.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 20 --  God's compassion -- Psalm 145:9

The LORD is good to all; He has compassion on all He has made. -- Psalm 145:9

To be honest with you, I have often puzzled over how God will judge the world. After all, so many people are products of deception. How can they be made to pay the full price for their own gullibility? I don't know the answer to that. But I know this: God has compassion on all He has made. 

God's compassion rises above pain. Jesus met His persecutor, Saul, on the road to Damascus. The Risen Lord could have easily killed this fanatic who led men, women and children away to slaughter. But, instead, Jesus turned Saul's (Paul's) whole life into a testimony of the compassion of God.

How will God's compassion factor into His judgment on the Last Day? I don't know. I just know that it will, and yet it won't keep God from being 100% just and righteous.

And the more God works on me, the more I have compassion on others. More and more, I see sinners less as rotten people, and more as precious people who have been marred within just like me. As Christ's ambassadors we carry the compassion of God into our world.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 21 --  New paradigms -- Mark 2:21

No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If he does, the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse. -- Mark 2:21

We live life through our paradigms -- that is, our way of seeing things. Within our paradigms we make small steps of growth. But then something happens to change our whole way of seeing things, and our life undergoes a transformation.

For example, for many years I thought my relationship with God was all about my obedience. That was my paradigm. But then God shattered that paradigm. He showed me that if He wanted an obedience robot, He could have made one. Instead, He wanted me. He wasn't as interested in the sum total of all the things I did right as He was in me. Wow. I never knew He cared. Deep down inside, I didn't have a clue.

Part of sharing life with our supernatural God is this: He will shatter our paradigms and replace them with new ways of looking at things. We cannot really grow until we break out of the straight jacket of viewpoints that confine and limit the work of God in our lives. 

I'm not sure if that sounds scary or exciting to you, but it is a trip (if I can use a sixties word). Moments will come when we think we are looking at the same old stuff and suddenly discover that we have been transported into a whole new world.

Let it come, Lord Jesus. It's a wonderful life.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 22 --  God and desire -- Psalm 145:16

You open Your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing. -- Psalm 145:16

Desire is basic to who we are. Without desires we wouldn't be human. God created us to want affection, approval, nourishment, love, sex, fulfillment and so on. The One who loves us and the one who hates us contend for our desires.

The enemy promises shortcuts to satisfy our desires, but leaves us empty, hungry for more. The food he brings can only carry the illusion of satisfying while it creates more and more pain that twists our hearts. Ultimately, he wants to put us in such a state that nothing can satisfy our desires.

I think of the sexual abuse survivor who desperately needs to be loved, but overtures of love are interpreted as carrying ulterior and destructive motives, and so love sometimes cannot be received ... without the Lord's healing.

On the other hand, the Lord fulfills your longings. Sometimes God is characterized as only meeting needs, as not really caring about your wants or desires. I'm not sure how we came up with that idea. The Lord is intensely interested in all of your desires -- even the frivolous ones -- even the bad ones. He will satisfy all of them, but not always when and how you expect. 

God isn't mainly a "drink-your-castor-oil," "I-only-do-this-for-your-own-good" God. God created you with your own unique collection of desires. Yes, some of those desires have been corrupted, and God will take you through a process of purifying your heart so that He can satisfy all your desires with good things.

If you want to get to know God, talk to Him about your desires and His. You might discover something new about His great love for you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 23 --  Maturity and God's work -- Psalm 37:4

Delight yourself in the LORD and He will give you the desires of your heart. -- Psalm 37:4

At the beginning, we are not mature. On the surface, that seems obvious, but sometimes it's easy to forget.

As we start out in life as little babies, we don't even know that other people exist, much less that we should love them even if that means personal sacrifice. That is a lesson that we learn much, much later.

God's plan is for parents to nurture their little children so that they can take the steps of growth toward maturity. But parents aren't perfect, of course, and all of us suffer collateral damage living in a fallen world no matter how wonderful our parents may be.

If early needs are never met, then the person gets stuck. They grow up on the outside, but stay little on the inside. Then God comes along and meets those unmet needs inside to release us to grow.

This is why the "go and sin no more" always follows a life-changing encounter with Jesus. 

When our desires are corrupted, God satisfies them by giving us what we really need deep down inside instead of what we think we need. 

As we mature, our desires mature. As our hearts are purified, our desires begin to look like God's desires. What we want and what we delight in become a testimony to God's work in our life. 

God is not out to make us into self-indulgent brats. Rather, He satisfies our desires to release us from self indulgence and allow us to grow.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 24 --  The LORD is near -- Psalm 145:14

The LORD upholds all those who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down. -- Psalm 145:14

How many of us have been humbled by a sin we thought we had defeated? How many of us have walked through humiliating circumstances -- the loss of wealth or health or reputation? 

A down-and-out person has very few friends. Sure, there are people who will "minister" to them, but there is a huge difference between ministry and friendship.

For me, it has been cleaning toilets for a living over the years. Losing my job, going bankrupt, being homeless and trying one business idea after another only to see them all fail -- and then, once again cleaning toilets and mopping floors to survive. Of course, there is nothing dishonorable about cleaning, but it just was so different than what I had hoped for. I've sat with others who have lost everything, fallen into affairs, addictions or whatever.

Most of us know what it's like to fall. I want you to know that you do have a Friend when you fall. When no one else understands, and no one else cares -- when everyone else is busy pointing their fingers at you and labeling your fall your own fault, there is One who upholds those who fall.

He is near and He will not desert you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 25 --  The hope of vindication -- Job 22:5, Psalm 37:6

Is not your wickedness great? Are not your sins endless? [Eliphaz to Job] -- Job 22:5

[God] will make your righteousness shine like the dawn, the justice of your cause like the noonday sun. -- Psalm 37:6

Here we have the search for sin and the promise of vindication. In the guise of religion, some are eager to search out every hidden sin. They call for repentance because they delight in exposing sin, and their world won't work without a constant reminder of how very evil we are.

On the other hand, God is eager to reveal His work in us. As long as the evil one is free to stir up his lies in human hearts, we Christians will be lied about, slandered, misjudged, framed and misunderstood. But God will not allow this work of accusation to stand, because His work of redemption is greater. 

I think righteousness is sort of like fingerprints. Yes, fingerprints look like fingerprints. But if you examine them closely, no two are alike. So also God's righteousness gets expressed uniquely in each one of us. It's all righteousness -- it all looks alike. The standard doesn't change, only the expression. 

On display, for all the universe to see, is God's great work inside us. This is our hope, and this is God's promise.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 26 --  He has the answer -- John 21:3

... but that night they caught nothing. -- John 21:3

Sometimes you come up empty. We all do. In my office, I keep a framed copy of a Calvin & Hobbes comic strip. Calvin says to Hobbes, "I thought I had a great idea, but it never really took off. ... In fact, it didn't even get on the runway. ... I guess you could say it exploded in the hangar." 

I can relate. 

Peter thought it would be a good idea to go out fishing, but an all night effort yielded nothing. His best effort was barren.

I don't think Peter expected to see Jesus on the shore. In fact, I'm sure he didn't. But this is when the Lord shows up. When we're ready to give up, to admit defeat, He has the answer.

Throw your net on the right side of the boat. It was so simple. It was there all along. But we will never see it, until the Lord comes along and fills our nets to overflowing.

He will show you the way.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 27 --  God has a better idea -- Ephesians 4:26

In your anger, do not sin ... -- Ephesians 4:26

(I originally wrote this devotional four years ago. As I look back, I can see that while I still get angry, it's not as often and not as easily. Why is that? Is it because I've implemented some great self-control program? Not at all. This is purely the work of God, filling up the damaged places in my soul.)

I blew it today. I was crabby and grouchy most of the day. I sent a couple of emails that reflected my hostile mood, and now I'm back peddling and doing damage control and feeling like a fool.

Three times today I brought my anger to the Lord. The third time, I asked my wife to pray with me. I wanted to figure out why I was angry so the Lord could deal with the real reasons instead of every little irritation that triggered me all day long. 

The Lord did meet with me. He comforted the hurt little boy. He forgave the sinful way I mismanaged my anger. He took my anger. He gave me a couple of constructive ideas to deal with some of the present day issues that were bothering me. (My wife also chimed in with a good idea.) And He left me with peace.

No matter what the Lord asks of us, He is there to deliver it for us. Without the Lord's intervention, I would remain angry until I found some way to stuff it and pretend that I wasn't. But God, of course, has a better idea.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 28 --  Anger, an opportunity ... -- Ephesians 4:26

In your anger, do not sin ... -- Ephesians 4:26

(Another snapshot from four years ago ... )

"Why does Hans hate me?" my thirteen-year-old daughter cried to me about her eleven-year-old brother. 

I don't know about you other parents, but I seem to spend an inordinate amount of time refereeing fights between siblings. 

So I decided to make up a checklist -- things you gotta do before you bring your fight to Dad. Things like listen to the other person and restate their position and their feelings in your own words, etc. 

I thought I could get away with just handing the checklist to them, but my daughter wisely suggested they give it a try in my presence. I'm so glad she did that. We started off with a round of anger -- they were so angry with each other. But as they started listening to each other, they made an amazing discovery. Underneath that anger was another feeling -- a tender hurting feeling. They both were hurting deeply for exactly the same reason.

What started out as a fight became a discovery that connected them on a deeper level so they could empathize with and respect one another. 

Of course, we spent time connecting with the Lord on these issues and emotions as well. But it seemed like the main thing the Lord wanted to do was to teach these two something about each other.

Getting angry is always an opportunity. It can, of course, be an opportunity for evil. But it can also be an opportunity for God. Imagine the good God can do in our lives every time He gets His hands on our anger!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 29 --  The marks of Jesus -- Galatians 6:17

Finally, let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the marks of Jesus. -- Galatians 6:17

Everybody has their heroes. Let me tell you who mine are. My heroes are people who have suffered for their faith. People like Noble Alexander who spent 22 years in the Cuban gulag. Pastor Wally who turned down wealth and privilege to endure torture and an order for his execution. Tran Mai whose daughters were summoned to the police station and interrogated while he sat in a Vietnamese prison. Pastor Lamb whose wife died during his long incarceration.

I stand in awe of these men and women, to be honest with you. These forgotten heroes.

Many are enamored by sports stars, famous musicians or Hollywood celebrities, by business tycoons or political brokers of power. Many of these big names have worthy qualities, no doubt. Even so, they just haven't captured my imagination.

None of us wants to step into the fiery furnace of persecution. But these men and women were willing to do it. I stand in awe of them, and I stand in awe of the God who lives inside them. I'm sure that deep inside they are just like me. They have fears. They get tired. They just want to quit and go home. They want a hug and some encouraging words. They probably have days when they feel like complaining. When they get hurt, they feel pain, just like I do.

But somehow God has overcome all those fears in them, their anger, their discouragement and has given them His overcoming Spirit and grace. This is something I don't quite understand.

Forty-two years ago, when I was a little boy, my dad was studying electronics in the Air Force. He used to let me crawl up onto his lap and there he would read his electronics books to me. You might consider that a bit odd -- reading electronics books to a five year old. But I loved it. I didn't understand it, but I loved it nevertheless.

I get the same feeling now. I don't understand God's great work. But I do love to crawl up onto His lap and listen to what He has to say.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 30 --  Sin and solutions -- Psalm 51:6

"Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place." -- Psalm 51:6

Why do good Christians fall? Why do some surveys put pornography use among Christian men as high as 61%? Why is the incidence of moral failure as high (or higher) among pastors as it is among parishioners? Why are so many Christians trapped in Romans 7, in a sin-confess-sin-confess cycle that won't let them go?

Some time ago I met with a man -- I'll call him Jim -- who had been trapped in an adulterous affair. Jim had been a good Christian husband and father. He was a leader in his church and in his community. But he fell into sin. 

Now everybody around him was busy telling him how rotten he was. "You are a sex addict." "You are in denial." "You need to take responsibility for your actions." "You can't be trusted." And so on.

As Jim told me about this, I suspected that these admonitions, while well meaning, were only aggravating the real problem. 

When I met with Jim, I took a different approach. I asked him, "How did it feel when these Christian leaders told you that you couldn't be trusted?" It wasn't long before we got to feelings of shame and fear. (Yes, there was true guilt about his sin, but that had been dealt with. The leftover feeling was false shame.)

Why did I ask him how he felt? 

Many people believe that feelings are irrelevant. But if you are ignoring feelings in your ministry, you are missing huge opportunities for God. Emotions reveal deep-down, gut-level beliefs. Emotions are not a reliable guide to right and wrong; the right thing to do is the right thing to do whether we feel like it or not. But emotions are a reliable guide to what is going on inside us. And if we want to change, we need to get real about what's inside.

I asked Jim how long these feelings had been a part of his life. Pretty soon he was in memories of the abuse he received at the hands of his father. 

Why bother with memories? 

Because memories are an important part of who we are. Most of the lies we believe deep down are connected to memories where these lies were implanted.

We kept inviting Jesus into all of this: the adultery, the shame, the fear, the memories. As we did this, sometimes there were sins to confess. Sometimes there was anger to give to the Lord. Sometimes there were offenses against Jim that needed to be forgiven. But mostly, Jim just needed to experience the love of Christ. He often sat in my office for fifteen, twenty minutes at a time, just basking in the love of Christ, communicated directly from God's Spirit to the damaged places in Jim's soul.

What was the outcome? The "other woman" lost her attraction in Jim's life. Jim had new compassion, respect and love for his wife, as well as for the "counselors" who had berated him. Although it took time to restore Jim's marriage and his life, God met with him in these few one-hour prayer sessions and repaired damage in his heart.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

August 31 --  Truth in our heads vs. truth in our hearts  -- Psalm 51:6

"Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place."  -- Psalm 51:6

Jim's story (yesterday's devotional) illustrates several important, but often misunderstood, dynamics about sin and temptation. 

Why did Jim fall into sin? 

Jim was a church-going, Bible-believing Christian for over 30 years. Jim knew the truth. He had bucketfuls of truth stored in his head. And Jesus declared that the truth will set us free (John 8:32). But, when the right combination of circumstances came along, Jim discovered that he wasn't free at all.

Why?

Because truth in our heads won't change lies in our hearts. This is why you can pump all kinds of truth into your head and still sin.

David, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, clarifies the real need in Psalm 51:6: "Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place."

How do you get truth to the inner parts?

You open the door to Jesus. In Revelation 3:20, Jesus tells us that He stands at the door knocking, waiting for us to open the door to Him. We like to use this verse as a salvation text. But I believe it is also a guide to the Christian life. Yes, we open the front door of our hearts to Christ at the moment of conversion. But throughout our lives, Christ is knocking at the doors inside our hearts. In every place where our hearts harbor pain-causing lies, Jesus wants to bring soothing, encouraging truth.

Put another way, there is simply no substitute for experiencing God. There are no shortcuts. God doesn't want us to just know about Him; He wants us to know Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 01 --  Big Idea #1 -- Mark 14:29

Peter declared, “Even if all fall away, I will not.” -- Mark 14:29

One day when I was quite discouraged, I was pouring out my complaints to the Lord. In response, I sensed that He wanted me to write down the ten most important ideas that I want to communicate to my world before I die. I hope these aren't just ideas that Dwight dreamed up, but rather scripturally valid principles that the Lord has been teaching me and has been using to change my life and the lives of many other people.

Here's the first one: You and I are in the same boat: We both need God.

Years ago, I went off to Bible college as a naive 17-year-old who believed he would find perfection in the form of teachers, staff and students at this Christian institution. I was mistaken, of course. The people around me were about as perfect as I was: not very. Nobody explained to me that Christian leaders are made out of clay. Of course, in those days, it was a little more difficult because vulnerability and authenticity among leaders was not in style. They were the "authority" and if I challenged them I was "sinning" and "in rebellion." So, I kept my rebellion inside where it turned to bitterness. When I shared my heart with others, most often I was rebuked for my bad attitude.

For a young man with no mentors and no real understanding of what was going on, this was very confusing. Three decades later, I see all kinds of dynamics that I didn't see then. Yes, I was sinning. Yes, I was selectively interpreting what was going on around me and seeing it through the grid of deeply embedded lies that I believed. Yes, there were problems with the leadership style. And, yes, all of this could have easily been prevented.

In our passage today, Peter is bragging about his loyalty to Jesus. He made the same mistake that most of us make sooner or later. He was mistaking the treasure for the clay pot that holds the treasure. 

Fortunately for Peter (and for us), God was kind enough to help him distinguish the difference. Peter's loyalty was not his asset. His Savior was his asset. And he was about to discover that there is a world of difference.

Some people have a track record of faithfulness and credibility. But on one level we are all the same -- from Billy Graham and Mother Theresa (or whoever you want to substitute) all the way to the most vile sinner -- we all need Jesus. Apart from Him, we can do nothing. In our absolute neediness, our total dependence, we stand side by side, no different from one another.

And in our place of neediness we will find strength from Him who meets every need.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 02 --  Big Idea #2 -- John 9:3

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned," said Jesus, "but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.” -- John 9:3

Big Idea #2: God's goodness is more important than our badness.

This is the foundation upon which this devotional rests. We will be further ahead if we put our focus on what God is doing right instead of what man is doing wrong.

This is one of the many lessons I learned the hard way. Years ago all I could see was the wrong -- the wrong in me and the wrong in everyone else. I thought this was a mark of spirituality -- recognizing sin and false doctrine, finding the faults from which we needed to repent. And, of course, there is a place for that. But I didn't comprehend that there was anything more to the Christian life.

You would think that all this attention to sin would cause me to purify my life and get rid of all known sins. But, in reality, the opposite happened. The more I focused on everything that was wrong, the more bitter, impure, and cynical my thoughts became. I finally came to the point where I gave up on myself. 

The verse that “saved” me was Philippians 1:6: "...being confident of this, that He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus." No longer was Dwight Clough going to accomplish anything great for God. No longer was Dwight Clough some kind of man of God. I knew better. But I began to realize that there was something greater than my apathy, my rebellion, my impurity, my anger, my fears. I began to realize that I was in the hands of God. God's work in me was the thing to celebrate, not my work for Him. I might blow it. But God doesn't blow it. He never makes any mistakes.

God is so much older and smarter than we are. He runs circles around our enemy. He knows exactly how to deliver us from all our sins and problems. Stop and think about it. He's been doing this for a long, long time. He's very, very good at what He does. God is not so weak that He ran out of energy after He figured out a way to save us from hell. He has all kinds of energy and ingenuity left over to save us from anything else that might be going wrong. 

God is doing a great work inside you. Do you know that God's work inside you will be on display for all eternity? The seraphim knew that the whole earth is filled with God's glory. How did they know? Because His glory is being revealed in the people He redeemed.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 03 --  Big Idea #3 -- John 15:5

“... apart from Me, you can do nothing.” -- John 15:5

Big Idea #3. God expects the impossible ... but He doesn't expect it to be achieved without Him.

We are instructed to carry the life transforming presence of Jesus Christ into our world. It is expected that we will touch people's lives and their cowardice will be turned to courage, their trembling fear into perfect peace, their anger into love, their shame into radiant joy and purity, their death into life. That's a tall order.

In the meanwhile, we are expected to rejoice in the middle of trouble and suffering. We are to live a righteous life which, among other things, means delighting in doing right and detesting doing evil. I could go on with the list, but I think we all understand the point: The Christian life is impossible. Nobody can live it. You don't have to read any further than the Sermon on the Mount to know that Jesus expects the impossible.

To top it off, when God wants something -- shall we say -- out of the ordinary done, He usually calls on us to do it. (Read Exodus 4 for starters.) 

I think there comes a point in every Christian's life when it finally dawns on us that God is asking us to do something that cannot be done. There comes a point where we throw up our hands and say, "God, this is impossible!"

Then He smiles and says, “I knew you'd figure that out, sooner or later. Congratulations! You're learning.”

My friend, Tom, and I have a joke between us. We describe our situation in life as "brilliance obscured by inadequacy." Well, that inadequacy is there for a reason. Without our inadequacy, there would be no room for God.

Josh McDowell, the famous Christian apologist, describes himself as a stuttering guy who can't think on his feet. Yet, he successfully debates atheists on college campuses all over the world. Why? Because he knows the secret. He can't do it, but there is Someone near who can.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 04 --  Big Idea #4 -- Revelation 3:20

“Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with Me.” -- Revelation 3:20

Big Idea #4. If you want God to transform your life, find the door where Jesus is knocking.

Nothing of any importance happens until Jesus shows up. We can do religious things but they won't help anybody -- they will just clutter up the space God needs to work in. 

What are we trying to do or to be? Are we trying to win someone to the Lord? Invite Jesus in. Are we trying to deal with illness or loss? Invite Jesus in. Not sure what to do? Invite Jesus in. 

Now here's the trick. We need to find the door where Jesus is knocking. 

The rich young ruler had trouble with this. He thought Jesus was knocking on the door of his achievements. He thought Jesus wanted to come in and affirm what a wonderful guy he was for doing so many things right. Or perhaps Jesus would give him one more goal he could discipline himself to achieve.

But Jesus was knocking at a different door. He was knocking on the door of his security. "You've put your faith in all you've achieved and all you possess," Jesus told him, "but these things will not save you. You need to let them go so you can put your faith in the only One who can save you."

In the same way, don't be surprised if Jesus finds a door that turns your world upside down. He is in the business of transforming us. But, behind that door that we may be afraid to open, lies life beyond all that we could ask or imagine.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 05 --  Big Idea #5 -- John 8:10-11

“Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 

“No one, Sir,” she said.

“Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.”

 -- John 8:10-11

Big Idea #5. Find the pain... and you will find the door.

The more I meditate on this passage, the more wisdom I see in the approach Jesus used. As the story opens, a woman caught in the act of adultery, is thrown down before Jesus to see if Jesus will take a hard line on sin and insist that she be stoned according to the law of Moses. 

She had been exposed. She had nothing to cover herself with except guilt and shame. 

The opponents of Jesus thought this would be an ingenious way to trap Jesus, but God uses all the enemy's traps as opportunities for His glory. 

There in her place of shame, Jesus had exactly what He needed to transform her life. Why do people end up in extramarital affairs? Contrary to all the hype about marriage and sex and romance, people are unfaithful because they are searching for solutions to their own neediness, their own internal pain.

Jesus was right there, dealing with the root cause -- internal pain and shame. 

This, by the way, is the reason so many approaches to curing moral impurity don't work. They don't work because they magnify shame instead of correctly removing it. They leave the root cause intact.

But, with one sweep, Jesus takes out lifelong shame. “Neither do I condemn you.” Jesus doesn't condone her sin -- he calls it what it is -- but He demonstrates to her in her place of exposed pain that His pardon is greater than all her sin. She is free. The shame is gone. The Master does not condemn her -- the pain is gone. She is free to leave her life of sin because nothing now is holding her to it.

The places we protect the most are the places where we need Jesus the most. If we don't let the Physician treat the wound, we cannot get better. The deeper the pain, the more powerful will be the transformation that Jesus brings.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 06 --  Big Idea #6 -- 2 Timothy 2:24-26

And the Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading to a knowledge of the truth, and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will. -- 2 Timothy 2:24-26

Big Idea #6. Break it down to baby steps; almost everybody has a place where they can say "yes" to God.

This is a wonderful discovery. You don't have to open all the doors at once. 

In World War II, the outcome of the war was determined by a little piece of real estate called Normandy. Likewise, in our lives, the decisive battle is often over one pivotal place in our souls. There will be other battles, of course. But this is the one that turns the tide.

I do prayer ministry with people from time to time. People come to us facing fears or problems or loneliness or whatever. So we pray with them and invite Jesus into the hurting places in their hearts. At first this was nerve-wracking for me. But then I learned a little secret: Everything revolves around belief and choice.

If someone cannot make the choice to allow Jesus in, there is a reason. That reason is a belief. The belief is false. Who corrects false beliefs? The One who is the Truth!

Example: Okay, you don't want to give your anger to Jesus. What do you believe would happen if you gave your anger to Jesus? [answer] Okay, Jesus, what about that? Is that true? 

Pretty soon, all the reasons for the wrong choice are gone. 

Sometimes we want people to do things they cannot do. No one can leave a life of sin unless and until we get Jesus plugged into those places in the heart that were being served by sin. So our work is sometimes slow, but always a joy, because little by little Jesus is being revealed in us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 07 --  Big Idea #7 -- John 4:48

“Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders,” Jesus told him, “you will never believe.” -- John 4:48

Big Idea #7. Every "no" has a reason; let Jesus deal with the reasons.

When people say "no" to God, this should not surprise us. Deep inside we all wonder, “Can we really trust this Guy who runs the universe?" and "What is He going to do with my dreams, my marriage, my kids, my plans, my fears?”

And everybody has objections. If you and I are honest with ourselves and with God, there are places inside where we have objections. (“God, do anything you want with me, but please just don't let my kids suffer.” Or whatever.)

There's only one way to navigate past any of these sticking points: Turn them over to Jesus. I don't know how to reassure you that God knows what He's doing. I don't even know how to reassure myself. But I do know that I can take all my objections to Jesus. Bringing us to the place of belief is the supernatural work of God.

Remember that the serpent came to Eve in the Garden and told her all kinds of twisted half truths about God. What is the difference between the one who stands and the one who falls? The one who stands takes the doubts, the objections back to God. What about this, Father? What do I need to know?

Every time Jesus deals with another reason behind a "no," we are strengthened. I used to pray, “God, make me slippery, so the enemy can't get a grip on me.” When Jesus takes away the lies, he takes away the leverage of the enemy.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 08 --  Big Idea #8 -- Psalm 103:5

[God] satisfies your desires with good things. -- Psalm 103:5

Big Idea #8. Every desire -- good, bad and ugly -- will take you to God if you allow it.

What do you do with your evil desires? Take them to God! 

This is one of the most powerful lessons I have ever learned. All of us are tempted. We pray to avoid temptation, but when it comes, let it be an opportunity for God.

God delights in satisfying our desires. Not to make us self-indulgent, spoiled little brats. Not at all. But rather so that we might drink deep the truth of His love for us. Now, obviously, He will not fulfill an evil desire in its evil form. But, He will take that desire and untangle all that is twisted in it, and satisfy the unspoken need behind it -- breaking forever the power of that evil desire.

Which brings us to the reason God satisfies our desires. He satisfies them to make us whole again. 

Sometimes there is an element of delayed gratification. Yes, God gives us what we want, but not right away. And there is value to that. The person who can buy anything he wants has nothing of value -- everything is a trinket and a toy. But the person who sacrifices for what he wants learns to value the things that are important. If part of that sacrifice involves coming back to God day after day with what we desire, the fellowship with God will eventually eclipse the pursuit of the desire.

Then we find that we have gained something far greater than we anything we knew how to ask for.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 09 --  Big Idea #9 -- Hebrews 4:13

Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. -- Hebrews 4:13

Big Idea #9. Be honest ... with yourself ... with God ... with your neighbor.

I don't know if everybody needs to learn this the hard way, but I sure did. I wanted so badly to please God, just as a child I had wanted so badly to please my parents. But I believed, deep down, that God would only be pleased with me if I did everything right. Of course, I didn't know how to do everything right. I couldn't do everything right.

Logically, there is a simple conclusion here: I must do everything right to please God. I can't do everything right. Therefore, I cannot please God.

But emotionally and spiritually, it isn't that simple. To come to the conclusion that God would never be happy with me was too much to bear. So I needed to pretend. I needed to pretend to myself, to my world and to my God. I needed to put on a show. I needed to act spiritual even when I didn't feel spiritual inside. 

Of course, this is schizophrenic. It is widespread. It is commonly practiced among Christians. And it is schizophrenic. On one hand we have the illusion -- the saint who acts religious. On the other hand, we have the reality -- the sinner that we try to hide from others, from God and from ourselves.

I don't remember what all brought me to the point of honesty. But I think part of it was learning that I couldn't hide even if I tried. If I was angry at God, He already knew. If I was thinking lustful thoughts, He already knew. If I didn't feel like witnessing or going to church or whatever, He already knew.

So I decided to take the Big Risk. I decided to start telling God and myself the truth. I didn't know what would happen, but I thought I would risk it and find out.

As you can see, I didn't get struck with lightning. I didn't get paddled for telling the truth. Instead, I ran into something I never expected.

Unconditional love.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 10 --  Big Idea #10 -- John 11:44

“Loose him and let him go.” -- John 11:44

Big Idea #10. God doesn't like a straight jacket any more than we do.

One of the proudest moments of my life was in May of 1978 when I was chosen as the male graduating class speaker at Moody Bible Institute. This was my text: John 11:44. It was an ambitious text for a twenty-year old college about-to-be graduate -- ambitious because I didn't know what it meant, and I knew that I didn't know.

But I spoke on it anyway and it has become a theme for my life. Loose him and let him go. I see now that deep inside I believed that there was something more to the Christian life than play-acting religion. I believed that if you somehow found out how to connect with God that you would be free -- really free inside.

I didn't know back then what freedom would look like or taste like. I just knew that I wanted it, whatever it was.

It seems hard to believe that thirty years have gone by since that day I stood at the podium in Torrey-Gray Auditorium. In these years that have gone by, I have visited many of the prisons inside my own soul -- prisons that kept me confined. And, just like with Peter, God has sent His angel to wake me up, to loose my chains, to open the door and to show me the way to freedom.

But a funny thing happened here that I didn't expect. The more free God makes me, the more free God Himself is. Free to do what He wants. Free to do it the way He wants to. Free to change my paradigms and let me see things a different way. People call it taking God out of the box. Well, that can be a scary thing, until we experience the freeing presence of God. Then we discover that freedom -- true freedom -- is how we -- and God -- are meant to be.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 11 --  Life -- John 1:4

In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. -- John 1:4

I've read several books on the Soviet Gulag. They aren't pleasant, but I read them because I want to know what went wrong with that culture so that I can think clearly about what kind of citizen I want to be. And, within that reason, I want to know the truth about my world so that my faith isn't candy-coated nonsense, but rather real.

The truth is: We live in a messed up world. The reality is sometimes worse than our worst nightmares. Into this darkened world, Jesus was born. He grew up with hardship and Roman oppression. He tasted hunger, thirst, fatigue, weakness, pain, torture and death. 

He was somehow fragile and indestructible at the same time. He went ahead of us to show us that there is no place from which God cannot deliver us. 

When Jesus' battered body was laid in the cold grave, everything that we understood told us that His life was over. He was finished; a courageous man taken down by a world gone mad. But in Him was life, and no Roman cross could take that life away from Him.

Now we look at the unstoppable life of God in Christ and we begin to see the truth: The world has been trying to crucify the Body of Christ for 2,000 years, but it will never succeed. His life is in us, and it will draw us out from the darkest hour into His everlasting joy.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 12 --  The secret of contentment -- Deuteronomy 5:21

You shall not covet your neighbor's wife. -- Deuteronomy 5:21

What is the secret of contentment in marriage? 

I think my answer will surprise you.

We need to receive love from outside the marriage.

No, I'm not advocating an affair. Not at all!

Instead, I am suggesting that working on our marriages is the wrong place to start if we want to be happily married. Rather, we need to work on opening our hearts to the Lord.

I am married to a good woman. My wife is godly. She is patient. (She needs to be, living with me!) She is wise. (Every good idea I ever came up with was something Kim told me to do six months earlier.) She is a wonderful mother to our four children. She understands and cares about what is important. She's unpretentious. I could go on, but you get the idea.

My wife is sort of like Mary Poppins: practically perfect in every way.

But my wife does not have the power to prevent me from having an affair. Even if she were 100% perfect, she still couldn't stop me from desiring and pursuing someone else.

This is where God comes in. A man who chases another woman is looking for a solution that only God can provide. 

If you are married, I don't know what your spouse is like. He or she might be great, and then again, there might be a great need for improvement. But your spouse cannot fulfill the great longings of your soul. And neither can anyone else. That's why adultery doesn't work. But Jesus does.

Work on your marriage -- by all means, yes! But don't start or stop there. Open every hurt to the Lord. He will soothe. He will comfort. He will protect. And as His love is poured out in our hearts, we realize that we never really wanted the other woman (or man) -- it was Jesus we wanted all along.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 13 --  Giving thanks - 1 Thessalonians 5:18

... give thanks in all circumstances ... - 1 Thessalonians 5:18

I want to speak to those who are unhappy in their marriages. 

Kim and I have been married for 30 years, and we have gone through seasons of unhappiness. There have been times when I really didn't know what drug induced me to say, "I do."

Jesus knows all about this, yet He says, "Give thanks."

Why would He ask us to do such a thing? Is He trying to wring some last bit of holiness out of us even when He knows we are miserable?

I don't think so. I think rather He is saying, "Yes, I know you are in the middle of a difficult time. But I want you to come up here, sit beside Me, and see things from My perspective for a while."

And what is God's perspective? 

Eternity. God, who never wastes pain, sees an ocean of joy ahead, even when you are trudging through a desert of gloom. He has a plan for your spouse. And, more to the point, He has a plan for you. 

God is God. Some days He dances with you. Some days He puts His arm around your shoulders. Some days He steps back and gives you space to sort things out by yourself. And some days He carries you. All of this is part of God's eternal plan to bring you fully into the experience of your identity as His son or daughter. You are loved, and He will spare no expense to enable you to experience that love -- all the way to the core of your soul.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 14 --  Taught by grace -- Titus 2:11-12

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say "no" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age ... -- Titus 2:11-12

This is one of my favorite passages. 

I am encouraged, first of all, to know that the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. I'm not sure, exactly, how that can be, but it tells me that God has a plan to reach every person who has ever drawn a breath of air. Yes, we get to partner with that - wow - what a privilege! Nobody is left out. No one is denied an opportunity to find the loving arms of Jesus. Again, I cannot tell you how, but when God says it is so, nothing in heaven or on earth can stand in His way.

I am happy that the grace of God teaches us. We need to be taught. 

But how do we learn to say "no"? When the temptation loses its appeal.

This is the work of the grace of God in our lives. It isn't a white-knuckled obedience where all enjoyment has been drained from our lives. But rather, it is a grace that fills our hearts with good things from God, so that the devil's dessert tray looks like donuts left in the middle of a busy intersection.

We've been talking this week about faithfulness in marriage. Faithfulness is a joy when our hearts are open to receive every good and perfect gift that comes down from Above.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 15 --  Protection -- Acts 20:29

"I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock." -- Acts 20:29 

I am amazed at the number of Christians with problems who are not part of a local church. I bring this up, because we are sheep, the Lord is our shepherd, and He is not stupid. He has placed under shepherds among the flock -- in plain language, pastors of local churches. 

Now, how do wolves operate? Do they take on the whole flock? No, they scatter. They divide. They seek out the straggler, the one separated from the flock, the one who is weak and all alone.

Let's get real. It's just about impossible to be part of a local church for longer than a month, and not find something to complain about. Like Charlie Brown said, "I love humanity - it's people I can't stand." Pastors are human. They will disappoint you. Get used to it. And the rest of the church is just as imperfect as you and I are.

Yet, somehow, in this jumbled up mess, there is strength. Even though we are all stumbling and bumbling at times, God puts us together in a local church, and there we find protection from temptations and troubles the enemy likes to bring.

I know this passage is primarily about false teachers, false pastors, false prophets and the like. But it illustrates something about how the enemy operates. Divide and conquer. The devil is scared of Christian unity because He has no defense against it.

We may see the problems with our church. But God sees the protection that it provides, and He wants that protection for each of us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 16 --  A note to pastors – Ephesians 4:12

to prepare God's people for works of service ... -- Ephesians 4:12

I don't often do this, but today I would like to address pastors and leaders. 

Imagine this: Somewhere, locked up in your church, is a chest containing diamonds, rubies, gold coins, precious gems – a treasure of incalculable value. Suppose the Lord said to you, “I want you to find this treasure chest, and use its contents for the furtherance of My kingdom.” Imagine how excited you would be to find that chest, to open it, to get the best price for the treasure within, and to use that money to accomplish much good.

Now I would like to suggest to you that the treasure chest does exist. It is hidden. It is locked up. But you have the key.

The treasure chest, of course, is your people. And the jewels inside are their dreams. 

God puts within each Christian a unique desire to build His kingdom, to make this world a better place, to create a better tomorrow. Those dreams take many forms, but it is your privilege as a pastor or leader to mine those dreams, to cultivate them, to release them for the advancement of God's kingdom.

I'm not a pastor, and probably never will be. But, if I were, I think the first thing I would do is sit down with each of my people and ask: What are your dreams? How do you want to make your world a better place? What can I do to help make that happen? I would seek to become a volunteer in their ministry before I asked them to become a volunteer in mine.

For the past several months I've been working on a whole process to help pastors and churches do this – and it will be a few months before these tools are ready. But, meanwhile, I do have a list of questions that I think would be helpful in identifying dreams and evaluating how ready someone is to move forward with those dreams. If you'd like, I'd be happy to send it to you. Just ask.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 17 --  Stop and think about it -- Ephesians 4:11

It was He who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers ... -- Ephesians 4:11

God seems to specialize in using bungling human beings, individually and in groups, to accomplish His great purposes. Stop and think about it. What could be more precious than the little baby Jesus? Priceless is too cheap a word. He should have been surrounded by strong armed angels with great flaming swords at all times. Yet God gave baby Jesus with all his human vulnerability into the hands of a sixteen year old girl and a carpenter on a road trip. 

Thirty-three years later, Jesus steps off this planet with less than 1% of its inhabitants even knowing that He exists. Who does He trust to spread the word? A coward who runs at the first sign of trouble. A couple of fishermen who argue over who's the greatest. Eleven men who don't get it when He says He's going to rise from the dead. And when He wants to recruit more help, He goes for the biggest, meanest persecutor of all, Saul of Tarsus. 

I could go on and talk about scaredy-cat Moses and lying Abraham and conniving Jacob, but, ultimately, what we find here is ourselves. Why would God be so crazy as to tell us to assemble together. Nonsense! Why would God make us into apostles and prophets and evangelists and pastors and teachers? Doesn't He know who He's dealing with? It blows my mind that God is so trusting. Is He crazy?

Or is He really very, very smart?

Stop and think about it.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 18 --  What we have in common -- John 8:7

"If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her." -- John 8:7

I come back to this passage, because I think we should understand that all of us face a choice: are we going to get our needs met in God, or in something else -- something like a second chocolate bar, or a promotion at work, or a few drinks at the bar, or church appointment, or a fling with someone we aren't married to.

I don't know exactly why some people are wired to be susceptible to one temptation, while others are susceptible to other temptations. But I do know this: When we sin, we are most likely looking for some kind of solution. 

A while back, someone reluctantly admitted to me that he was entangled in an affair. After telling me, he cringed and said, "What do you think of me now?"

I simply said, "I think you're a guy looking for a solution, just like all the rest of us."

I say this not to minimize or excuse adultery. It is a terrible sin, disrupting lives and destroying marriages. But I say it so we can understand those who get caught in this trap.

Inside, they are in pain, and they are looking frantically for a solution.

When we begin to understand what we all have in common, then we can find a compassion that preserves respect for those who have stumbled. Yes, they have fallen, and so have we. We are all in this together. We all need the gracious hand of God.

And He is here, ready to restore.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 19 --  Comfort and respect -- Matthew 5:32 

But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery. -- Matthew 5:32 

What about the wronged party? For the past several days we've been focusing on those who commit adultery. But what about those who have been sinned against?

I have two words for those who have been sinned against. The first is comfort. God wants to comfort you. He wants to soothe the deep, deep hurt in your heart. He wants to take the anger, the confusion, the invalidation, the betrayal, the shock and replace it with peace.

This is not something that just happens automatically. You have to take these broken places in your heart to Jesus. You probably will need help -- we all need each other, and this is one of those times when we need help.

My second word is respect. We have already talked about compassion mingled with respect, but now I want to focus on respect for the one who has been sinned against. You are not a doormat. You are a holy son or daughter of Almighty God. The more you have peace in your heart, peace gained from the Lord, the more you will be able to understand where the boundaries need to be. Relationships are based on trust, and the one who has sinned needs to be on a program to regain your trust if the marriage is to survive.

In this passage, the Lord points out that enough is enough. He set an escape clause for marriage, not because He wants marriages to fail, but because both parties must earn trust and respect for the marriage to succeed.

If you have been struggling with the issues that we've talked about the last several days, please know that our prayers are with you. May the Lord encourage you, give you wisdom, and grant you peace.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 20 --  Older and wiser -- Revelation 4:4

Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads. -- Revelation 4:4

We don't know a whole lot about these twenty-four elders. Where did they come from? Are they some form of angels? How did they get here? What is their job? What are they thinking? What do they see? If we could spend a day with one of them, what would we learn?

There's a lot going on that we don't know anything about. 

I am a half century old. Most of the human race on earth is younger than I am. But in real terms, we are only children.

Last evening I walked downtown with our youngest child. As we crossed the street, I took her hand. 

That's how it is with us. Someone older and wiser is here; He sees things we don't; He knows things we don't. And when we need it, He takes our hand.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 21 --  Two servants -- 2 Kings 5:13,20

Naaman's servants went to him and said, "My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more, then, when he tells you, 'Wash and be cleansed'!" ... Gehazi, the servant of Elisha, the man of God, said to himself, "My master was too easy on Naaman, this Aramean, by not accepting from him what he brought. As surely as the LORD lives, I will run after him and get something from him." -- 2 Kings 5:13,20

Here we have two different kinds of servants. The servants of Naaman were bound to a pagan - an Aramean. They had probably lived all their lives in a pagan culture, far from the presence of God. But the servant of Elisha was employed by the shining star of righteousness in his generation, the godly prophet who was revered by kings and by common men. 

Which job would you rather have?

But let's look at it a different way: Who brought about good and who brought about evil? The servants of the pagan brought the plan of God forward. The servant of the prophet brought harm to the work of God.

The point? I'll quote Galadriel from The Lord of the Rings: Even the smallest person can change the course of the future. You might not be where you want to be. You might be in a lowly place of insignificance where nobody even knows your name, but from that small place, God will give you leverage to accomplish great good.

Never underestimate the ability of God to put you where He wants you. In an unexpected moment, you could change history, and bring good into many lives.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 22 --  The wrong advertisement -- Galatians 2:17

If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ promotes sin? Absolutely not! -- Galatians 2:17

I wish Christians were always a good advertisement for Christianity, but, as you and I both know, that is not the case. Gandhi was turned away from Christ by a man who was supposed to be an ambassador for Christ, but he was an ambassador for racial prejudice instead. Many evil things have been done in the name of Jesus -- I go through a catalog of stories in my mind -- things people have shared with me, things that have touched my life, things I have experienced -- I page through this, close the cover, and choose not to share any of these stories with you. You probably have your own catalog.

In the middle of all the disgust, confusion, pain and disappointment that this causes is a simple invitation. It is found in Psalm 34:8: Taste and see that the LORD is good.

Jesus will clear the confusion, ease the pain, heal the hurt. As He does, an amazing thing will happen. We will see these people who have done wrong in a whole new light, and discover Christ's love for them inside ourselves.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 23 --  Is God happy? -- Hebrews 12:2

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus ... who for the joy set before him endured the cross ... -- Hebrews 12:2

Is God happy? 

At the end of the movie, Schindler's List, Schindler looks around at his remaining possessions and suddenly realizes what they truly cost in terms of human life. He spent money on a car, for example, and, as a result, that money could not be used to ransom people from the Holocaust.

We Christians struggle with the same feelings. No matter how much we give, no matter how much we serve, deeply hurting and desperately needy people remain. For a few more pennies we could buy an antibiotic injection and save a life somewhere. How do we cope with overwhelming pain all around us? To be honest, I think most of us have shut down our ability to feel the hurt of others -- that's our way of coping.

But God doesn't shut down anything. His heart is wide open to feel the hurt and pain of a whole world. Not only does he feel our pain, but He experiences the pain of sin, of rejection, of eternal loss. He gave His best, only to see most people walk away. Broad is the road that leads to destruction.

"Are you happy, God?" I asked Him. 

"Supremely happy," He seemed to say. 

How can that be possible? How can God feel so much pain, and yet be happy?

... continued tomorrow ...

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 24 --  Indestructible joy -- Hebrews 12:2

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus ... who for the joy set before him endured the cross ... -- Hebrews 12:2

... continued from yesterday ...

Why is it that Richard Wurmbrand's prison cell would glitter to him like a thousand diamonds? Why would another brother who was tortured with boiling oil see the glory of God? Why was the broken, raspy voice of a fellow prisoner singing the most beautiful song in the world?

Isn't it because in their pain they connected with the One who found joy? 

Jesus descended into pain, but rose into joy. And so, He holds joy as His eternal possession. My little pleasures can quickly and easily be taken away from me. But God's pleasure, God's happiness, is made out of stronger stuff. It stands up to abuse. It towers above all the suffering of all the ages.

There is a King James Version scripture that reads: "Enter thou into the joy of thy Lord." At some point, we enter into the indestructible happiness of God. Heaven wouldn't be heaven if God wasn't happy. 

I talk about treasures in jars of clay. Well, this jar of clay has very little to offer those who are suffering. But the Treasure inside has everything to offer: Indestructible joy.

... a final thought tomorrow ...

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 25 --  Smaller hearts -- 1 John 3:17

If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? -- 1 John 3:17

God knows that our hearts are smaller than His. He knows that there is only so much room for grief, for empathy, for love. And our money, which is really just an expression of our hearts, is also limited.

That's why God speaks to us. Some of us cry for single moms, others cry for children who are abused, still others cry for the "people of heaven" who live and die in North Korea's slave labor camps. And our pocketbooks tend to follow our tears.

It is no sin to be emotional. It just becomes a problem when we try to make the next person cry for the same things we do. God is the One who shares a portion of His heart with each one of us.

A couple days ago I wrote about Schindler realizing the horrible cost of his material possessions. But I'd like to turn that around. Think about the great good God does every day through the pocketbooks of His people.

There is a wonderful freedom in all of this. I am not the world's messiah. I just bring the Messiah to my little world.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 26 --  The role of the past -- Psalm 22:10

From birth I was cast upon you; from my mother's womb you have been my God. -- Psalm 22:10

The past is part of you. If you've read my book, The Gift of Transformation, you know that I spent years trying to divorce myself from my past. I tried to ignore it, to overcome it, to forget it, to pretend it didn't happen. But none of those things worked.

I finally realized the truth: You can try to forget the past, but the past doesn't forget you.

You are that three year old, that sixteen year old. They are part of you. Everything in the present flows out of the past. 

Some people, driven by a faulty interpretation of Philippians 3:13, think we are to forget the hurts of the past. But this is not so. This verse refers to setting aside past self-righteous accomplishments so we can focus on something worthwhile: knowing Christ. 

What do we do with past hurts? For one thing, we are to forgive the offenses of the past. This, of course, is impossible, like everything else in the Christian life, and cannot be done without God's intervention. But, beyond that, on a grander scale, every one of those hurts becomes an opportunity to get to know Christ. Here's a place to start: Okay, it hurt then and it still hurts now, but what, Lord Jesus, do you want me to understand about You in this hurt? How do You want me to experience You here?

God wants us whole, not split up into parts. Once I understood the connection between my past and the present, I started on a journey toward wholeness and into a discovery of a healing God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 27 --  Make room -- 2 Kings 4:3

"Don't ask for just a few." -- 2 Kings 4:3

Did you ever stop to think of things from God's point of view. Here He is, limitless love, wanting to pour Himself out into our lives. There's only one problem: our limited capacity to receive. So what does God do? He increases our capacity. He wants to give us more.

In this story, a woman was in a panic. Her sons were about to sold into slavery to cover her late husband's debt. She had nothing -- no money, no power, and very little hope. But God said, "I can turn this around for you and give you more than could ask or imagine. But, to do that, we need to increase your capacity to receive." (No, you won't find those words in this passage, but I'm reading between the lines.) The prophet told her to go and ask her neighbors for empty jars. She needed something to contain the miracle. A lot of something.

This is what God does. He turns things around. And when He does, He does it in a big way. Make room for God's love -- make lots of room.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 28 --  Everything we want -- Psalm 63:1

O God, You are my God, earnestly I seek You; my soul thirsts for You, my body longs for You, in a dry and weary land where there is no water. -- Psalm 63:1

I've felt a bit intimidated by this passage, to tell you the truth. My desire for God seems pretty weak by comparison. How much energy do I put into seeking God? By comparison, I feel casual, almost shallow. The author, David, must be in a whole different league of spirituality than me. 

Or so I thought.

What is the difference between the "spiritual" and the not so "spiritual"? In many ways, it boils down to this: God reveals to us what we're really hungry for.

All of us are hungry. All of us are thirsty. All of us are longing. All of us desire deeply. But we don't always know what we want. Like Edmund of Narnia, we think it's Turkish Delight, until we wake up and discover that what this world offers doesn't nourish the longings of our soul.

All our desires, even those that were corrupted, point heavenward. We are all hungry for God. This cry expresses everything we want.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 29 --  Song of contentment -- Psalm 63:5

My soul will be satisfied as with the richest of foods; with singing lips my mouth will praise you. -- Psalm 63:5

One of the delights of being a father is listening to my children sing. I'm not talking so much about scheduled song -- as in a church service. I'm talking about spontaneous expression of joy and peace and security. I don't know, exactly, how they learn it. They seem somehow to be born with it, because without any prompting on our part, sometimes they just sing, even when they are very small.

It isn't a show. It isn't a performance. I don't suspect they are even aware than anyone is listening. It just wells up from a contented soul.

Just as all our desires point heavenward, so also, God is the satisfaction that we seek. Everything we need, everything we want, everything we scarcely dare dream for is found in Him. 

I'm not sure what rises up from your soul when you are contented, when the Lord has met with you and given you peace. For me, not much of a singer, it's pure gratitude. That's my song. But whatever your song is, I know the Lord is listening with a smile.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

September 30 --  Making sense of God -- 1 Kings 20:35-36

By the word of the LORD one of the sons of the prophets said to his companion, "Strike me with your weapon," but the man refused. So the prophet said, "Because you have not obeyed the LORD, as soon as you leave me a lion will kill you." And after the man went away, a lion found him and killed him. -- 1 Kings 20:35-36

The man refused to obey. "No," he said, "clearly you are made in the image of God, and you have done nothing wrong, and I have no right to assault you, and my hands will not draw innocent blood." 

All of this was very true, very logical, very right for all of us, and very wrong for the man who disobeyed. The Bible says that the fool has said in his heart, "No, God." People say "no" to God because they think they know better than God what is right for them.

I try to give my children the moral reason behind the instructions I give them. But sometimes, especially when they were young, I realized that they wouldn't understand the reason. I just had to say, "Daddy knows best."

We are not more righteous than God. Every word from His mouth is like silver purified seven times in a furnace. Read the context of this passage. God had a purpose in this command. He was trying to get the attention of a wicked king, hoping to turn around an entire nation.

God's words will always make sense in the end.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 01 --  God's first word -- Genesis 1:3, Matthew 3:15

And God said, "Let ..." -- Genesis 1:3

Jesus replied, "Let ..." -- Matthew 3:15

In the Bible, God's first word is "let." Permit. Allow. Give room for. Break free. God, the One who is so often characterized as the narrow-minded maker of restrictions, opens the universe with the word "let." God permits His plans to unfold. He allows His creation to take shape. He gives room for free moral agents to come into being, some to choose Him and others to reject Him forever.

In the Bible, Jesus' first word is also "let." "Let it be so now ..." Allow things to unfold as God intends. Creator God speaks into empty darkness and light breaks free. God the Son speaks into the created order and begins the process of restoring all things to Himself.

God is often measured by what He restricts, but I sense He also wants to be known by what He allows.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 02 --  Someone is praying for you -- Job 16:20

My intercessor is my friend. -- Job 16:20

To me, one of the most comforting promises in the Bible is that the Holy Spirit and Jesus pray for us (Romans 8:26-27, Hebrews 7:25). If you heard some of my prayers, you would know why that's a comfort! 

Many times I don't have a clue how to pray. I just know that the situation is beyond my ability to figure out or to do anything about it. But I rejoice that Someone knows how to pray for me and He knows how to pray for others who are in much bigger messes than I'm in. I count on that.

That doesn't, of course, excuse me from praying. On the contrary, I can pray much more freely because my Intercessor is my Friend. He sees all the holes in my prayers and He plugs them with prayers of His own. When I ask for things that aren't good for me or good for others, He turns my foolish requests into requests for good things. Many people go to crusades to get big name evangelists to lay hands on them and pray for them. That isn't a bad thing, but we have something even better. The Spirit of God prays for us.

How could God the Father possibly turn down a request from His Son? Jesus can ask for the nations and God will hand them over (Psalm 2:8). That same Jesus is praying for me. He's praying for you. And He likes us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 03 --  Benefit to God -- Job 22:2

Can a man be of benefit to God? -- Job 22:2

Yes. The answer is yes. Eliphaz assumes the answer is no, and structures his argument around it. But he is wrong.

As this conversation between Job and his three friends continues, they seem to become more and more disconnected with who Job really is and who God really is. Eliphaz paints a picture of a stern God aloof from human existence, intervening only to provide swift and terrible justice. 

Pastor Cho of South Korea said, "Most people think God has no needs. They are wrong. God is love. Because He is love, He has a tremendous need for fellowship."

We can be of benefit to God. Not that He is somehow incomplete or inadequate without us. But rather, we each have a place in God's heart, and each of us adds a unique flavor to God's eternal celebration.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 04 --  The Father who wasn't listening -- Luke 15:22 The Message

But the father wasn't listening. -- Luke 15:22 The Message

To me, this is one of the most moving moments in all of scripture. The prodigal son had ruined his life. He was returning home, a failure for all to see. When he met his father, he was begging not for his rights as son to be restored -- he knew he could never dare ask for that -- but rather that he might be taken on as a hired hand.

But the father wasn't listening. 

Eugene Peterson in his paraphrase The Message, captures the spirit of this verse so well with this phrase: "But the father wasn't listening." 

The Father had better plans, and, even today, He has better plans for you and for me. "Quick! Bring clean clothes. Bring the family ring. Identify this man as My son. Celebrate!" 

This is one of those great paradoxes in life. When we begin to see how unworthy we are, the Lord begins to show us how much He treasures us. It is true that we don't deserve, but all the while we tell the Father that, He isn't listening. Instead, He is calling for celebration.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 05 --  God will make it right -- Psalm 103:6

The LORD works righteousness and justice for all the oppressed. -- Psalm 103:6

We must understand that what is true in the short run can be, and often is, false in the long run.

For example, many people are eager to teach their children that life isn't fair. This is a short term truth. Many times life isn't fair. Horrible things are done to people for no good reason. This is not fair. It is not good. It is not right. 

But I would like to suggest to you that life is fair because God will make it fair. There is no injustice that He will not make right.

How does He do this? I don't know.

When will He do this? I don't know.

All I know is no one will be able to look God in the eye and say that the life He gave was unfair, because God will make it right.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 06 --  A life of daily miracles -- Deuteronomy 7:22

The LORD your God will drive out those nations before you, little by little. You will not be allowed to eliminate them all at once, or the wild animals will multiply around you. -- Deuteronomy 7:22

There are all kinds of miracles, and all kinds of situations leading up to them. But let me focus on two of them. First, there is the back-against-the-wall, I-need-You-now kind of situation that results in the parting of the Red Sea, the raising of Lazarus from the dead, the deliverance of the three Hebrew children.

Second, there is the conquest of Canaan. God could have wiped out all the evil inhabitants of the land in an instant, and held the door wide open for the people of Israel to occupy. But He refused to do it that way. Instead, He promised to drive out the evil inhabitants little by little.

God required them to depend on daily miracles - not a once-for-all-time miracle. Daily they needed supernatural strength and wisdom to win and not lose. Everything was at stake.

In the same way, God could easily wipe out everything that holds us back in the Christian life. But don't hold your breath - it isn't going to happen. The Christian life is like the conquest of Canaan, God wants to grant you new grace for new victories day by day.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 07 --  Becoming whole -- James 1:15

... after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin ... -- James 1:15

Now how does God satisfying our desires enable us to live a supernatural Christian life? Think about it for a moment. Where do sins come from? Don't they come from our own evil desires?

In fact, I'm going to throw out an alternative definition of sin: Any time we use something other than God's provision to satisfy our desires. I'm not sure that covers every instance of sin, but it covers a lot.

When we go to God with our desires -- the good, the bad and the ugly -- then He can untangle them, untwist them, un-corrupt them, satisfy them and make us whole.

Some time ago I exchanged a few emails with a woman who was struggling with lesbian desires. Here's a desire that isn't going to go away simply by wishing it away. She needed something more powerful than a wish. This was her Canaan. And the only way the walls of Jericho are going to fall for her is when she takes those desires to God. Only Jesus can satisfy those desires with good things.

There are, of course, many other ways of receiving the grace of God for everyday supernatural Christian living. One of them is to take our hurts to God. Living in a fallen world, we expend tremendous energy managing and avoiding emotional pain. It's hard to stay in step with the Spirit when we are continually dodging the arrows of the enemy because our shield of faith is full of holes. But, when God heals the hurts with soothing Truth, the shield gets patched and the arrows don't sting anymore.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 08 --  The power of God -- Romans 1:16

I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God ... -- Romans 1:16

Never sell your faith short. The same power that raised Christ from the dead is at work in you. What is impossible with men is possible with God. 

If something isn't working, it only means we haven't yet learned how to get out of the way so God can work. Maybe there's still too much of us, just like Gideon had too many soldiers. The enemy didn't trouble God at all. It was Gideon's soldiers that were in the way. When most of the army went home, then God had room to work.

Expect the miraculous. Expect the supernatural. Expect to look inside and see a brand new you, because, hey, God is at work in you.

I don't know what battle you are fighting or what mountain you are climbing. I don't know what challenge you face. But I do know this: If it's merely difficult, then you don't need anything I'm saying. Keep going until it becomes impossible. Then remember, there is a God in heaven who delights in doing the impossible. He will walk with you, and together you will conquer your Canaan.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 09 --  Living water -- John 4:10

Jesus answered her, "If you knew the gift of God and Who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked Him and He would have given you living water." -- John 4:10

The question has come up - How can we take evil desires to a holy God? Specifically, the other day, when I suggested that a lesbian take her desires to Jesus, am I sending the wrong message?

To deal with this question, let's look at John, chapters 3 and 4. In chapter 4, we find the woman at the well. She was at the bottom of the heap - a Samaritan, and a woman living in sin. She had turned the institution of marriage on its head. If ever there was a person who needed a lesson on the holiness of God, it was her. 

Or so it seemed. 

But Jesus didn't start there. He started by offering to satisfy her desires. She came to the well. She was thirsty. He said, "I can give you something better than any water you can draw from this well."

Contrast this with Nicodemus, the religionist, who comes to Jesus by night. Here is someone who is well schooled in the holiness of God. He is a teacher of the law, and he seemed to imagine that he was missing only one small piece of the puzzle, and then he would have it all.

But Jesus told him that he wasn't even drawing puzzle pieces from the right box. He didn't need an add-on to his religion. He needed total transformation. He needed to be born again.

In another case, the rich young ruler would have sat on any church board today. But Jesus told him that he needed to throw away everything that his life consisted of and start over.

How is it that holy God in the flesh was labeled a friend of prostitutes and sinners? I think it's because He heard the cry of their hearts when no one else was listening. 

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 10 --  Why we need the wrath of God -- Romans 1:18-19

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. -- Romans 1:18-19

Here the apostle Paul embarks on a profound journey through the realities that govern the universe. There is a holy God. There are moral absolutes. All have fallen short. All are without excuse. All of us were enemies of God. Yet while we were still God's enemies, Jesus entered our world, endured ridicule, scorn and death for us. Now, by faith, in Christ, we walk in the Spirit, apart from any condemnation. Christ has triumphed, and, in Christ, we are more than conquerors.

There is a place for God's wrath. Those who inhabit heaven know this well. Remember that the souls of those who gave their lives for the gospel cried out to God to avenge their blood. (Revelation 6:9-11) And, though vengeance does not belong to us, it does belong to God. (Romans 12:19)

In fact, without God's wrath, there would be no salvation. There would be no vehicle to purge sin from our world and bring us into the New Jerusalem. God's wrath will be fully expressed.

By returning to the wrath of God, we remember that we have a God who cares. He cares about children who are neglected or abused. He cares about those who have been violated. He cares about those who have been deceived. He cares about those who have been traumatized or mistreated. There is almost no way to overstate the depth of his caring.

He cares so much about you that He is at war with everything that corrupts you. And you - whether you love God as His child or hate Him with all your heart - you will experience the totality of His victory.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 11 --  Spiritual math -- 2 Corinthians 3:18

And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into His likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit. -- 2 Corinthians 3:18

Let's do some spiritual math.

real Jesus + real you = real change

real Jesus + false you = performance without transformation

false Jesus + real you = deception and misery

false Jesus + false you = deep deception

What can we conclude from these formulas?

1. It doesn't pay to hide from God.

2. Sometimes, the most spiritual thing you can do is get honest with yourself.

3. When it comes to Jesus, it pays to learn to discern.

When Jesus died on the cross, God tore the curtain in the temple from top to bottom. The real God is here to meet the real you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 12 --  The line in our hearts -- Mark 9:7 NIV 

Then a cloud appeared and enveloped them, and a voice came from the cloud: "This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!" -- Mark 9:7 NIV 

Every Christian has a line inside his or her heart. On one side of the line we have said "yes" to Jesus. On the other side, we haven't yet said "yes." This is good news, because that means that every day will be an adventure with God.

Why haven't we said "yes"? Because we believe something bad will happen if we do. In it's classic form, we have, "God, you can do anything with my life, but don't send me into the jungle where I'll be eaten by ants and cannibals." There's the line.

But, for most of us, the line is not in our calling, but in the hidden places in our hearts. It comes in forms like these: I don't want to face how angry I really am inside. If I give up my anger, then I won't have it any more to protect me. If I really own how frightened (hopeless, abandoned, shameful, trapped, etc.) I feel, then Jesus won't love me, I won't be safe, I'll look like a fool, and so on.

So why is the line there? Because of our faulty beliefs.

This is also good news, because Jesus specializes in correcting faulty beliefs. All we have to do is listen to Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 13 --  A bigger place -- John 14:2

I go to prepare a place for you ... -- John 14:2

Jesus tells us that He is preparing a place for us. But I would like to suggest that He is also preparing a place for Himself.

Most of us would like a bigger house. We sure would. It seems like our house can barely contain our family of six, our school, work and ministry. 

We may imagine heaven as the bigger, fancier house that we want. And we may be right in part. But let me suggest another possibility.

Heaven is a bigger house for God.

Where does God live? He lives inside you. As Pastor Cho said, "His address is your address." 

God desires to fill us with His Spirit. We usually think of this from our point of view. We ask questions like: What will that look like? Or, How do we know that we are filled with God's Spirit?

But think of it, for a moment, from God's point of view. How do we get a great big God inside a little tiny person? Doesn't it get cramped in there? Does He have any room at all to move around?

God needs room. So He fills our lives with experiences - many of them designed to give Him more room. Yesterday, I spoke of the line in our hearts. Why is God so intent on moving that line? Could it be that He wants more room - more room for Him to enjoy you, and more room for you to enjoy Him?

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 14 --  Let's be reasonable -- Isaiah 1:18

"Come now, let us reason together," says the LORD. "Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow." -- Isaiah 1:18

God may be absolutely holy, but don't make the mistake of thinking that holiness is unreasonable. It is not. 

God is seeking you. 

Even if Jesus is your Lord and Savior, God is still seeking you. A good husband doesn't stop courting his wife even after they say, "I do." 

God is seeking you, and He has an offer for you that is perfectly reasonable. The next step in your journey with God is a step just right for your feet of faith to take. 

"Reason together." God wants to engage you. Do you have objections? He wants to hear them.

Through this process of reasoning with God, what is false falls away so what is true may remain. As all our pretensions are stripped away, and the compelling sweetness of God's offer becomes clear, we are changed. Our many sins become unsatisfying and irrelevant to our new life in Christ. They, too, drop away as the reasonableness of God takes hold.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 15 --  Built to last -- Isaiah 61:3

... and provide for those who grieve in Zion -- to bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. They will be called oaks of righteousness, a planting of the LORD for the display of His splendor. -- Isaiah 61:3

My favorite wildflower is the Black-Eyed Susan. It reminds me, in a way, of a young woman, dressed in a scarf and plain clothes, hard at work on the farm, yet radiating the kind of quiet beauty that makes a young man think of all the heroics he could do to win her heart. In the same way, the Black-Eyed Susan is unassuming and unpretentious, yet her beauty makes me forget about everything else on the prairie.

Every summer the Black-Eyed Susan makes its appearance here in Wisconsin. It's here for a little while, then it wilts away. 

But when God makes people beautiful, he follows a different path. He plants oaks of righteousness. What is an oak? An oak stands strong year after year. It weathers every kind of storm. 

I did some research on the web and discovered that a 1998 storm felled a 373 year old oak in Ohio -- considered the oldest tree in the U.S. east of the Mississippi River. And, according to one article, there are oaks in Israel that are thought to be 800 years old. God expects His work in us to last!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 16 --  Real success -- Psalm 20:4-5

May He give you the desire of your heart and make all your plans succeed. We will shout for joy when you are victorious and will lift up our banners in the name of our God. May the LORD grant all your requests. -- Psalm 20:4-5

I love Psalm 20:1-5. I sign my books with this blessing because I believe it so much reflects the heart of God. 

But this passage does raise questions. If God is so interested in our success, why does success seem to elude so many people? 

I would like to suggest to you that God does not fail. God gives us desires because He wants us to have them, and He wants to satisfy them. When those desires get corrupted, He purifies them. God is the One who gives us dreams and plans and goals. Like Him, we imagine the future, and in step with Him, we experience the joy of realizing our dreams. 

But sometimes we have to trade up. We need to exchange what we have for something better, because what we have won't work. If my early plans had succeeded, I would long ago have become a millionaire Ph.D. with a worldwide following. I also would be arrogant and worthless -- worthless to God and to anyone else. So, instead, God sent me to a school where I could really learn something -- and in this school I cleaned other people's bathrooms, and drove an old car that kept breaking down -- sometimes leaving me stranded and afraid. In those low moments, I learned life's real lessons and got an education that no certificate on a wall can match.

I keep on having dreams and plans and hopes -- and God keeps on unfolding His plan in my life, and in yours. It gets better and better, because, as His plans become our plans, there is no power that can keep us from success.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 17 --  He has what He needs -- 1 Kings 17:1

Now Elijah the Tishbite, from Tishbe in Gilead said to [King] Ahab, "As the LORD, the God of Israel, lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word." -- 1 Kings 17:1

I have always admired Elijah. He had guts. I imagine that Elijah made this announcement on an afternoon dark with clouds, that his words were punctuated with thunder and lightning, and that everyone laughed as Ahab dismissed him as a crackpot who somehow got by the palace guard. I don't know, of course, but that's what I picture. And I suppose that after the storm blew over without leaving any moisture, people began to wonder at the coincidence.

Elijah appeared out of nowhere. We don't know anything about his parents, his teachers, his mentors -- if he had any. As far as we know, he wasn't even a blip on the radar screen until the nation started feeling the truth of his words. He acted alone, and the story later reveals that he felt all alone.

But God had a plan. He sent Elijah, this obscure, unknown prophet, to King Ahab because God would not stand idly by and watch the people He loved drift farther and farther away. God always has a plan. It may look like He has run out of resources, but He hasn't. 

Tucked away somewhere God has exactly what He needs to let the people He loves know that He is alive and well and is wooing them back to Himself.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 18 --  Discovering God one step at a time. -- 1 Kings 17:2-3a

Then the word of the LORD came to Elijah: "Leave here ..." -- 1 Kings 17:2-3a

This is how we discover God: He tells us to do something that makes no sense to the flesh (the part of us that still embraces sin or lies), we do it, and then He shows us the next step. Elijah needed to deliver his message to Ahab before he would learn any further details about the plan of God, and, ultimately, about God Himself.

God reveals Himself to us in steps. He invites us to take His hand, we take it, and He leads us through the adventure of life. The adventure is meant to be fun. God didn't send Goliath to Israel because He wanted to terrify His people. God sent Goliath to Israel because He meant for His people to look up and see the God who towers over Goliath.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 19 --  God is practical -- 1 Kings 17:3

"Leave here, turn eastward and hide in the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan." -- 1 Kings 17:3

God is practical. He steps into our lives as they really are. The stuff of God's leading consists of parking places and apple pies, of budget line items and a walk along the beach. In this passage, God's leading to Elijah consisted of directions and a destination, of protection and a plan.

God's leading in the practical matters of this life give us reasonable hope that He will continue to be the same God who leads us into all His promises that we cannot yet see.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 20 --  Creative alternatives -- 1 Kings 17:4

"You will drink from the brook, and I have ordered the ravens to feed you there." -- 1 Kings 17:4

God never runs out of options. When our backs are up against the wall, He has wonderful creative alternatives. Stop and think about it. How many times in history have ravens brought meals to hungry people? As far as I know, it only happened once. Another time when people were hungry, God rained down manna and quail. Another time, He split open loaves and fish. Another time he made the flour and oil jars bottomless. And then, I know of stories of groceries being left on doorsteps, of money miraculously appearing in mailboxes -- well, hey, I've experienced those things myself.

One bitterly cold day I was walking along a river just downstream from a dam in Ohio. It was so cold that I was wearing two pairs of gloves and an insulated jumpsuit - and I was still shivering. The whole world was frozen, except for the rapid water flowing downstream from the dam. I thought for sure I would be the only person crazy enough to be out on day like this, but I was wrong. I came across a man wearing waders, knee deep in the river, fly fishing. As I trudged by, I mumbled some comment about us being crazy to be out on such a cold day.

He laughed. "It's a wonderful day," he said, and his eyes sparkled when he said it.

I've thought about that encounter many times since, because his response reminds me so much of God. Even though everybody else is complaining, God is having the time of His life.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 21 --  A few steps at a time -- 1 Kings 17:5

So [Elijah] did what the Lord told him. -- 1 Kings 17:5

Did you ever watch ants? The ants around here have a distinctive way of walking. (I don't know if this is true worldwide -- maybe our readers on other continents can let me know.) But, around here, ants take a few steps and then they stop. 

I pointed this out to my children. I explained to them, "This is how you live the Christian life. God gives you direction, you follow it as far as you can, and then you get more direction. And He usually only gives you a few steps at a time."

I'm deeply impressed with Elijah. Yet the bulk of his life was a very simple partnership with God. God came up with a great idea, Elijah did it, and, when he was finished, God had another great idea waiting for him.

God's ideas for you are custom designed for you and for the times in which you live. Yes, they are all based on God's unchangeable character revealed in His word, but they find fresh expression every day in your life and mine.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 22 --  A new chapter -- 1 Kings 17:7

Some time later the brook dried up because there had been no rain in the land. -- 1 Kings 17:7

What do you do when the brook dries up? God's blessings have ended, His protection is gone, all is bleak ... or so it seems.

This is what writers call the end of a chapter. It's a cliffhanger. The hero was trying to solve a problem and got himself into bigger trouble instead. Trouble has escalated ... now things aren't just difficult, they're impossible.

I don't know what Elijah was doing. Except I do know this: He was listening. 

Sometimes life pushes us into a corner or takes us by surprise and we don't have any idea what to do. 

If that has happened to you, I want to encourage you. Life isn't over. Only the chapter is over. A new chapter is about to begin. God is ready to do something new, something better, something more wonderful than you have ever experienced before.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 23 --  Asking the impossible -- 1 Kings 17:9

Go at once to Zarephath of Sidon and stay there. I have commanded a widow in that place to supply you with food. -- 1 Kings 17:9

Isn't something backwards here? A Gentile widow is providing for an Israelite man. Shouldn't it be the other way around?

And why would God command a widow to supply someone's needs? Widows, at least in Bible times, were often destitute ... they had nothing. In a couple of verses we find out that this particular widow was just that ... destitute. She, herself, was on the brink of starvation.

God was asking ... no, He was commanding this widow to do the impossible. 

Why would God do such a thing? Isn't that terribly unfair?

We will probably never understand the Christian life until we begin to see that God's commands are just that ... impossible. He hasn't asked His people to do the easy, or the difficult, the challenging or that which may be done with great human effort. He wants us to do the impossible.

Why?

Because only when we set out to do the impossible do we discover where our resources end and God's begin. The Christian life was meant to be a display -- not of our own achievements -- but instead of God's inexhaustible resources.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 24 --  The narrow way -- 1 Kings 17:15

She went away and did as Elijah had told her. -- 1 Kings 17:15

Faith comes in many different colors and styles. But one of the most powerful forms of faith is doing what God tells you to do, even when it doesn't make any sense.

It didn't make sense for this widow to give most of her last meal to a traveling prophet, but she did it anyway. It didn't make sense for the widow in Jesus' day to give to the temple everything she had to live on. But she did it anyway. 

Jesus said that the gate to eternal life is narrow. The Christian life will sometimes squeeze us, and force us to choose a painful path we would rather avoid. But God knows that we cannot haul our own self-sufficiency through those narrow doors. We give up. We give away. And then we enter into God's abundance.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 25 --  The way out -- 1 Kings 17:12

I am gathering a few sticks to take home and make a meal for myself and my son, that we may eat it -- and die. -- 1 Kings 17:12

Notice how God builds faith in us. He starts by bringing us to the end of our own resources. That's how we learn the difference between us and Him. When we know that we have nothing, then we know that whatever is given us comes from God.

When all hope dies and we cannot see any way out, then God shows us a way. He shows us a door that we didn't know was there. In the case of this widow and her son, the way out came in the form of doing something reckless -- making a meal for a prophet. 

The point is that God is in charge of our education. He has each of us in the school of faith. He has a plan for each of us.

Like one of my children said when she was five: "Did you know that the only way out of this world is up?"

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 26 --  The difficult assignments -- 1 Kings 17:13

But first make a small cake of bread for me. -- 1 Kings 17:13

Elijah asked the destitute widow to feed him first. He had heard her belief system: "I am gathering a few sticks to take home and make a meal for myself and my son, that we may eat it -- and die." And now he flatly contradicted it.

Her perception: We are about to die. The truth: You are about to live.

Her perception: We have nothing. The truth: You have abundance.

Elijah didn't stand around arguing with her about her mixed up perceptions. Instead, he invited her to experience the difference that God makes. 

On the surface, Elijah's request seems callous and hard -- to require a starving woman and her son to give up half of their last meal. It seems self-centered and cruel. The Bible doesn't record the struggle that went on in her mind between hope and fear, faith and doubt. But we see it played out all over the world between those who curse the church for touching their precious pocketbooks and those who give up everything and experience our supernatural God.

Between the widow and Elijah, I think Elijah had the more difficult assignment ... to ask someone else to sacrifice. But, if we listen to God, we will discover even in the difficult assignments that He has given us the wonderful privilege of opening up a whole new world to those around us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 27 --  Don't be afraid -- 1 Kings 17:13

Elijah said to her, "Don't be afraid." -- 1 Kings 17:13

I like reading books on World War II. In a great war there are many fronts, and battles take place in many arenas. In WWII, some were assigned to breaking codes, others to bombing bridges, others to storming beaches, others to getting civilians into bomb shelters, and so on.

In the war between good and evil, there are many fronts. The battle is played out in many ways. Truth vs. lies. Kindness vs. cruelty. Humility vs. pride. And so on. But one of the most important battle lines in this whole war is that battle line of fear.

I haven't done the math on this, but I'm told that the command that appears most often in the Bible is: "Fear not" or "Do not be afraid." Clearly this is something that God is passionate about.

What is God getting at? Here are some thoughts:

1. What we fear moves us. It controls us. It forces us to change our behavior. If we fear only God and nothing else, then the enemy is robbed of much of his power to mess up our lives.

2. God knows the end of the story. He keeps the eternal perspective in view and wants us to also.

3. God knows His own character. He knows the love He has for us. He knows that we will never be forgotten or abandoned, even if it looks and feels like we are. 

4. We are God's sons and daughters; He wants us to live like the royalty we are.

These are a few of the reasons God is so hard at work in our lives to eradicate our fears. I have many fears ... a big part of my prayer life is handing my fears over to God so He can replace them with courage, faith and peace. And God is doing that, one fear at a time. He is at work, making each of us strong.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 28 --  Exposed by God -- 1 Kings 17:17-18

Some time later the son of the woman who owned the house became ill. He grew worse and worse, and finally stopped breathing. She said to Elijah, "What do you have against me, man of God? Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?" -- 1 Kings 17:17-18

There's nothing like a disaster to reveal our real belief system. Here was hers: God could not truly forgive. The sin she had been trying to minimize or forget was making God more and more angry. God had already taken her husband away. Now He was back. He had sent a messenger to punish her with the deepest hurt she could imagine.

I'm not going to focus on what was wrong with her beliefs. Instead I want to ask a question:

Why does God do this? Why does He take steps to expose our real beliefs? Is it to show us and the whole world what rotten sinners we are? Is it so that He and His buddies can ridicule us for the lies we believe?

I think not. I believe that God brings these vulnerable moments into our lives so that whatever little corner of sanity left in our souls can cry out, "Jesus, I need You!" Then Jesus can stand up, speak to the storm and say, "Peace, be still!"

Jesus means to be experienced in our storms. When He enters those vulnerable places, everything changes.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 29 --  Now I know ... -- 1 Kings 17:24

Then the woman said to Elijah, "Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD from your mouth is the truth." -- 1 Kings 17:24

The word I want you to notice in this passage is the word "Now." 

When this widow gave part of her last meal to Elijah, all the food she needed was given back to her. When her son died, she gave him to the prophet Elijah. Again, by giving away, she gained back. Her son was raised to life.

There are some things that we cannot learn in the classroom. We only learn by experience. Like driving, for example. I took driver's education in school. But I didn't know driving until I sat behind the wheel of a car.

I like to explain it like this: Imagine a smaller circle inside a larger one. In the outer ring are all our theologies, our doctrinal statements, our arguments, our positions on controversial issues and so on. But in the inner circle are all our deeply buried beliefs about God usually based on our early, early experience with life. We can spend forever wrangling about what's in the outer ring, but it isn't going to change until Jesus enters the inner circle and corrects our experience with God. The more we experience the true Lord Jesus, the less we need to wrangle about the content of our faith. When we know God, knowing about Him falls into place.

"Now, I know ... "

The widow experienced God. Now she could clearly see.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 30 --  Where is heaven? -- Revelation 21:3

Now the dwelling of God is with men ... -- Revelation 21:3

We think of heaven as a destination - you die and go to heaven. We think of it as a place or a location - streets of gold, the celestial city. We think of it as relief from all our troubles - no more sickness, no more grief, sadness, suffering or pain.

All of these things are true, of course. But at its essence heaven is the presence of God. This is one reason why the unrighteous are not permitted in heaven; they wouldn't like it. They could not bear the presence of God.

This is why heaven is eagerly desired, not just by us, but also by God. He wants to be with us. He wants His place in our lives to grow and expand until every part of our heart is touched by the presence of God.

This is why we don't hide from God. Whatever we hide from God cannot be filled with His Spirit, His presence. 

Is there a heaven on earth? Yes, there is. Whatever part of our lives contains the presence of God; that is heaven on earth.

Years ago I asked the Lord what heaven will be like. Here's what I sensed He said in reply: "I'll be there and you'll be there. That's what really matters." And that is what matters in this life -- the presence of God, filling us up, and spilling over on everyone around us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

October 31 --  The invitation -- Psalm 34:8

Taste and see that the LORD is good ... -- Psalm 34:8

Why does the Lord invite us to taste? Why does He not say, for example, "Take it by faith: The LORD is good."? Why doesn't He structure this verse as a promise: "Someday you'll find out that the LORD is good."? Or a conditional promise: "If you obey, you will someday find out that the LORD is good."?

Notice also, that God does not say: "Comprehend My goodness." There will always be things about God that we cannot comprehend or explain. This is why we need eternal life -- it takes all of eternity to know God.

No. Our God presents us with an invitation. He wants us to taste. He wants us to experience His goodness and His love.

This is a different kind of faith. This is not a faith that springs from the acceptance of a creed or a Bible verse. This is a faith that springs from experience. How will we know that God is good? The Lord invites us to taste and see.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 01 --  Carrot cake -- Psalm 34:8

Taste and see that the LORD is good ... -- Psalm 34:8

Some of you have tasted and seen that life is bad. Life is cruel. Life is unfair. But the Lord extends an invitation to experience something bigger than life. Taste and see that the LORD is good.

In our book, Amazing Faith, my coauthor Thomas Shaw tells the story of a woman who experienced one bad thing after another until finally she was flat on her back with a broken back and in great pain. A Christian radio station was on, but instead of bringing her comfort, it only brought her irritation. She longed to get up to turn it off, but she didn't have the strength to do so. So she was stuck listening to a crazy story about a woman making a carrot cake.

Carrot cake: The ingredients, by themselves, were disgusting. But, combined and baked, the product was delicious.

In her pain, this woman suddenly realized that the Lord was speaking to her. Her mouth was clamped down on one of the distasteful ingredients of life - and there was no room for her to taste the love of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 02 --  The way out -- Psalm 34:8

Taste and see that the LORD is good ... -- Psalm 34:8

How do we taste and see that the Lord is good? Sometimes our mouths are full of the disgusting, distasteful ingredients of life. Sometimes we are so intent on these things that we don't realize that we have a choice. 

We can hold up to God all that is bitter and sour in our lives. In fact, we must. If we don't, we will never be able to taste and see that He is good. We will be stuck in a double bind: trying to create a paradise we cannot create or blaming God for a hell here on earth that He did not create.

As a race, we humans overestimate our own abilities and underestimate the abilities of God. 

All of us believe lies about the character of God. That is part of the human condition. We don't shed these lies by deleting them from our doctrinal statements. We are released from them when we feel their apparent truth and go to God to taste the difference.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 03 --  Courage and authority -- 1 Kings 18:18-19

"I have not made trouble for Israel," Elijah replied. "But you and your father's family have. You have abandoned the LORD's commands and have followed the Baals. Now summon the people from all over Israel to meet me on Mount Carmel. And bring the four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and the four hundred prophets of Asherah, who eat at Jezebel's table." -- 1 Kings 18:18-19

Where does Elijah get his courage? He flatly contradicts King Ahab. He sets the record straight. He accuses Ahab of ruining the country. And then he issues an order to the king, and fully expects him to obey it.

Jesus said, "Apart from Me, you can do nothing." Elijah here certainly could have done nothing without the LORD granting him authority. You don't just go up to the highest authority in the land and start issuing orders unless and until you represent something or Someone bigger than yourself.

One of the ways God manages a fallen world is through successive layers of authority. In any case, whether governments, families or fallen angels, Jesus is always at the top of the organizational chart. 

When I was 20 years old, I became a parole and probation officer. At first, it seemed very strange to issue instructions to hardened criminals who were twice my age. But I came to understand that it wasn't me issuing the orders. The State of Ohio issued those orders. I was just the spokesman for the state. 

When God wants something accomplished, He will grant us all the authority we need to get the job done. Courage will come as God enables us to understand the assignment and the authority He has granted each of us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 04 --  True theology will follow -- 1 Kings 18:21

Elijah went before the people and said, "How long will you waver between two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow Him; but if Baal is God, follow him." But the people said nothing. -- 1 Kings 18:21

There is a limit to what theology can do. Nobody in his right mind is going to give away his life for a creed. Nobody is going to die for a doctrinal statement.

The people said nothing. On one hand they have King Ahab and Queen Jezebel. They have made it politically incorrect to follow the LORD. No, they've made it downright dangerous to follow the LORD. Follow Him and you might die. On the other hand, they have Elijah who seems be running this show, who is following the LORD, and who is claiming that Baal is phony baloney. 

Not enough data. Any choice was risky. Better play it cool. -- This was how they were thinking.

God knew this. He knew that reclaiming His place in their lives would require them to experience God in a fresh new way. And He was ready.

This is one of the reasons, by the way, that God allows Christians to suffer for their faith. Most people can't relate to a picture of a Jesus on a cross, an event removed by 2,000 years. But they do understand a neighbor, a coworker, a family member who suffers for Christ and by so doing extends to them the depth of God's love for them.

God invites us to taste and see that He is good. He wants to meet us in the realm of our experience. As we shall see in a few verses, when we experience the real God, true theology will follow.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 05 --  The sin of Jeroboam -- 1 Kings 13:34

This was the sin of the house of Jeroboam that led to its downfall and to its destruction from the face of the earth. -- 1 Kings 13:34

Twenty-five times in scripture we come back to the sin of Jeroboam. I don't think any other name in the Bible is more often associated with sin than his. The sin of Jeroboam led to the fall of nine successive dynasties and the destruction of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. Eight kings were assassinated; the sin of Jeroboam was a factor in every one.

Again and again, the LORD sent prophets to warn these kings to turn away from the sin of Jeroboam, but all of these warnings were ignored. In hindsight, it seems incredible, tragic, immeasurable folly and a vast loss of what could have been so good.

On the surface, it seems like the sin of Jeroboam is idolatry -- the worship of golden calves at Bethel and Dan. But when we look below the surface, we discover some things that I think can help us understand how to uproot sin in our own lives.

If you read 1 Kings 12, you discover that Jeroboam had a problem. He was looking for a way to consolidate his power. Worship in Israel centered around visiting Solomon's magnificent temple in Jerusalem three times a year. To allow his subjects to travel into his rival's territory to worship seemed dangerous to him. It seemed more than dangerous; it felt suicidal. He needed a way to keep them out of his rival's country. So he devised a solution. He created regional shrines. He needed something that would rival the glory of Solomon's temple, so he created idols of gold. 

The very thing that was designed to save his dynasty destroyed it. Jeroboam's solution became his problem.

This is sin at its essence. A solution that becomes a problem. Finding an alternative to God. Building a house of cards with a foundation of lies.

What would cure the sin of Jeroboam? Taking his problem to God. Letting God tell him the truth - did he need the idols? Not once in all the Bible do we read of any king of Israel asking God how to maintain the kingdom without the golden calves. They had prophets. They had a way of asking. But somehow, they couldn't bring themselves to do so.

If you struggle with a sin in your life, how do you get rid of it? You can fight the sin all day long, but if you don't let yourself discover the reason the sin is in your life, you probably won't accomplish much. What is the sin doing for you? Is it possible that God could do for you what you think the sin will do? Is it possible that God can provide the validation, the security, the sense of belonging, the vindication or whatever it is that you need?

I believe this is what God longs to do in your life and mine. He wants to be our solution. And He will be as we allow.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 06 --  Pixie dust -- Luke 12:20

... who will get what you have prepared for yourself? -- Luke 12:20

In the Disney version of Peter Pan, Peter is puzzled because Wendy cannot fly. He cannot figure it out, until it dawns on him that she was never sprinkled with pixie dust.

Like Wendy before pixie dust, money keeps us earthbound until it is given to God. Like tentacles reaching up from the grave, so also the lies we believe about money twist and tangle around us, until we cannot escape their gravitational pull without God mercifully hacking us free. 

What do we truly believe? Money is the meter that reveals the content of our hearts. What are we, for example, without stylish clothing, a newer car or a nice house in the suburbs? What damage will we sustain if those things are taken away from us?

(I realize that our readers come from many countries and many cultures, so you may have to substitute something that makes more sense for your culture.)

Where exactly is the fear line in your heart? I know where mine is. And why does God sometimes pull us across it?

Let me suggest that He wants to show us the truth we never quite grasped before: He is on the other side. Our fears seem so real, but they are illusions. God is the reality.

It seems like we will plunge into the recklessness of giving all alone. But we are not alone. He is there to catch us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 07 --  Take heart -- Habakkuk 3:19 The Message

Counting on GOD's Rule to prevail, I take heart and gain strength. -- Habakkuk 3:19 The Message

There are a few truths we need to come back to, and this is one of them. God's work isn't finished. Justice may seem like a joke, but sooner or later everyone comes face to face with God. The rope may be long, but it will hang the evildoer in the end. 

Many things in life seem true, but aren't. It may seem that God doesn't care, that He is on vacation, that we are all alone. But even though those things may seem horribly real, they are passing illusions that will be replaced with earth shaking reality of the God who loves justice.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 08 --  The vacuum principle - part one -- Galatians 6:1

Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. -- Galatians 6:1

If you take away sin, what is left?

Think about it. I think this is a very important question that most people haven't considered, yet it is the reason so many people have so many problems.

I think most Christians would say that if you take away sin you are left with righteousness or obedience or goodness. But I disagree. If you take away sin, you are left with a vacuum. You are left with an emptiness that longs to be filled and will be filled quickly with something. It might be filled again with the same sin. People who wrestle with addictions understand this. They try to stop, and they can't. Or this vacuum might be filled with self righteousness. Often it is, and this is why people get such a bad taste in their mouths for what they believe to be Christianity.

Jesus made it clear that if you drive out an evil spirit, that it will come back, and finding the house unoccupied, rounds up seven worse spirits and re-enters the house. It's the vacuum principle.

You can bet those evil spirits wouldn't be at all interested in returning if they knocked on the front door and Jesus answered.

(More tomorrow.)

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 09 --  The vacuum principle - part two -- Galatians 6:1

Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. -- Galatians 6:1

I like chocolate. It has become a joke among those who know me well. I contend that chocolate is a great weight loss food because if you're hungry for chocolate and you eat something else, you'll eat and eat and eat and never get full.

If I'm hungry for chocolate, I'll sometimes dip pretty low. I'll even eat generic kids snack chocolate that tastes more like plastic than the real thing. But give me a choice, and I'll walk away from kids chocolate, milk chocolate, coffee-flavored chocolate, white chocolate -- I'll leave it far behind for what I truly like: dark, semisweet chocolate - like what you'd find in a Mounds bar or in a Hershey's Special Dark.

You can't simply get rid of sin. But you can trade it in for something better. The reason we can restore our brothers and sisters gently is this: We have the same vacuum inside -- the same cravings that only Jesus can deeply satisfy. 

If we want to restore people, let's find out what need they are trying to meet with their sin. At the core, we have the same needs. Now let's find a way for Jesus to meet that need.

Many Christians just want to get people converted and scratch their heads when that doesn't settle everything. But Jesus wants to find His way deep into our hearts so that He fills all the vacuums left when we give our sins to Him.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 10 --  New creation -- Galatians 6:16

Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new creation. -- Galatians 6:16

The work of God is deep inside our hearts. 

A new creation is what we are. Who does the creating? God does. What is the result? The result is you are uniquely you and I am uniquely me; and God, you and I can all celebrate that. While, yes, sin is sin, God does an amazing thing in this verse. He liberates us from cookie-cutter righteousness. Righteous you and righteous I look totally different, just like each of my four kids looks totally different. There's a family look, yeah, but that's where the similarity ends.

God is reckless compared to man. People try to get everybody to line up and wear the same "this-is-how-you-should-live" uniform. But God creates us each wildly different than the other, and celebrates it all.

This, by the way, is one reason we can all learn from each other. Each of us reflects something from the Master that isn't caught quite the same way by anybody else.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 11 --  The fire of God -- 1 Kings 18:38

Then the fire of the LORD fell ... -- 1 Kings 18:38

There's so much that I like about this chapter: Elijah standing up to King Ahab, Elijah provoking a contest with Baal and challenging the people to choose the true God, Elijah taunting the false prophets, Elijah soaking his sacrifice with precious water, and Elijah's brief but powerful prayer. But this is the moment that makes everything else so special: God showed up.

This is the central fact of human history, the main truth of the Bible: At the right time, God shows up.

Notice how God works. He first gets our attention. Though many people probably ignored Elijah's prediction of no rain, everybody felt the reality of its fulfillment. As human resources drain away, God narrows our options until, in the end, we have only two choices: God or Baal. When we still cannot choose, He makes it abundantly clear: There is no one in heaven or on earth like the LORD.

The fire of God fell. And it falls today, to burn up our doubts and fears, and to make our choices clear.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 12 --  Acting on orders -- 1 Kings 18:43

"Go and look toward the sea," [Elijah] said to his servant. And he went up and looked.

"There is nothing there," he said.

Seven times Elijah said, "Go back."

 -- 1 Kings 18:43

Sometimes we go to the cupboard looking for answered prayer, and there's nothing there. 

A pastor I knew was an air traffic controller in Korea during the Korean War. One night he was faced with a terrible dilemma. A North Korean bomber was flying around the hills trying to find their base and bomb it. Everything was blacked out, so the bomber was dropping bombs harmlessly in a deserted valley nearby. But an American plane was returning to base. The sophisticated navigational systems that we now take for granted were not available then. The only way the pilot could safely land was to see the runway. The only way to see the runway was to turn on the lights. But if he turned on the lights, the bomber would find the base and bomb it.

In the tower with the controller was a friend of the American pilot. He demanded that the controller turn on the lights. The controller refused, citing his orders to keep the base in a blackout while an enemy bomber was in the vicinity. Eventually, the American plane ran out of fuel and crashed into the side of a mountain, killing the pilot.

There was an investigation. Why did the young air traffic controller refuse to turn on the lights? His actions led to the death of an American pilot and the loss of an American plane. How could he explain himself?

The General conducting the investigation looked at the air traffic controller. But after hearing ten words, he dismissed the case against him.

"Sir," the air traffic controller said, "I was acting on the last orders I received."

Sometimes in life, we need to move forward on the last orders we received. God has given us an instruction, He hasn't given us any updates or changes, so we move ahead on the instruction we have unless and until God chooses to change it.

God honored Elijah's persistence, and the seventh time, He sent the promised rain.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 13 --  Lasting authority -- 1 Kings 19:1-3

Now [King] Ahab told [Queen] Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he had killed all the [false] prophets with the sword. So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah to say, "May the gods deal with me, be it ever so severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like that of one of them."

Elijah was afraid and ran for his life ... -- 1 Kings 19:1-3

In the showdown between the LORD and Baal, the LORD clearly won -- fire fell, the people were convinced, rain came, and Elijah ran ahead of Ahab back to Jezreel. 

But, if Elijah was expecting a hero's welcome, he was in for a big disappointment. The main infection of Baalism remained in the form of Queen Jezebel. She was unmoved by God's display of power and remained determined to spread her poison to the people through her weak and vacillating husband, King Ahab.

Jezebel had a history of killing people who disagreed with her. No doubt she fully intended to kill Elijah, but, when she got him to run away, she accomplished much of what she wanted: She left no doubt about who was really in charge of Israel. She was.

Yet Jezebel's power was far more limited than she realized. Jesus understood this when He spoke to Pilate. "Do you refuse to speak to me?" Pilate said. "Don't you realize I have power either to free you or to crucify you?" Jesus answered, "You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above." (John 19:10-11) Jezebel thought she could kill Elijah, but she couldn't. Rather, she herself was executed by a ruler (Jehu) who was appointed by one of Elijah's servant's servants. 

Jezebel's threat seemed so real. But it proved to be an illusion. She had no lasting power over the people of God. Enduring power belongs to the Son of God, and we are seated in heavenly places with Him. No monster of this age can take that away, and God will have the last word.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 14 --  Into the light -- Genesis 3:9

But the LORD God called to the man, "Where are you?" -- Genesis 3:9

Here we have God's basic question after the fall, and man's biggest problem. What we bring out into the open before God, God can fix. What we hide in the shadows, festers and infects, and keeps us unclean.

So much of life is God wooing us out of the shadows. Not violating us by dragging us into the light, but gently awakening us to the truth: Jesus is willing; He will touch us and we will be clean.

God knows all the secret corners of our hearts. What we may want so much to hide from Him, He knows about already. Jesus is not here to condemn, but here to restore the sons and daughters of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 15 --  Hugs -- Matthew 23:37 The Message

Jerusalem! Jerusalem! ... How often I've ached to embrace your children ... -- Matthew 23:37 The Message

A few years ago, a bumper sticker appeared on the back of police cars, minivans, family cars -- for a while it was part of the fabric of American culture. It read, "Have you hugged your kid today?"

I would like to turn this little saying around, and ask it a different way: "Have you let God hug His kid today?"

Who is His kid? You are!

Did you know that the best thing you can do for your world is let yourself be loved by God? 

It may seem selfish, but it is not. In this verse, Jesus is describing a longing, an ache that He feels to embrace those He loves. To embrace you. To love you. It is not selfish to permit God to love you, His child. 

It may seem impractical, but it is not. When you have opened your heart to the love of God, then God enters your life with fresh power, creativity, possibility, and anointing. 

I don't know exactly how God wants to show His love to you. But God knows. And if you will open the door today - every day - God will find a way to come in.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 16 --  Good news -- Mark 16:15

He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. -- Mark 16:15

There is a shortage of good news in our world. 

Imagine what it would be like if you turned on the TV and instead of hearing about wars and disasters, about crime and political scandals, you heard a report that went like this: "The president has just announced that he is going to pay off everybody's debt. If you owe anybody anything, just send the bill to the president and he has agreed to pay it out of his own private funds."

Now that would be good news!

We bring good news into our world. That is our role. 

Deep down, people know they are messed up. When a person finally feels safe enough to muster the courage to take an honest look at himself, he knows, immediately, that something is wrong. Most people cannot be bullied into this kind of honesty. Bullying doesn't work because people hide from bullies or retaliate.

But our job is to preach good news. 

What is the good news? Jesus will fix everything that's wrong with you and with your world if you will let Him. Jesus is the Solution.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 17 --  The right Medicine -- John 15:5

... apart from Me, you can do nothing. -- John 15:5

Most of us would agree that Jesus is the Solution. But what exactly does that mean?

It means that we need to prescribe the right Medicine to a sick world. 

Sometimes we get confused about that. We prescribe all sorts of things that cannot cure. Faith, by itself, cannot cure. Religion, in my view, has done more harm than good. Repentance is not the Solution. Obedience heals nothing. Character is not the Cure. Hard work won't help. All our crafty step-by-step solutions to a better life are meaningless.

I realize I'm bashing things most of us hold sacred. But understand what I'm saying. These things are nice, but they are not the Solution this world needs. They are not the Solution you need, I need. 

Jesus is the Solution. 

Either we bring Jesus to our hurting world or we are not preaching good news. When we walk with Jesus into those messed up places in our lives, then faith will come. Repentance will follow and disobedience will no longer make any sense. Character will grow. But the cart can't pull the horse. The solution is never "Jesus AND." It is simply Jesus. He will make it right and everything good will follow.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 18 --  Offering the Solution -- John 15:5

... apart from Me, you can do nothing. -- John 15:5

Are we prescribing problems or solutions?

Let me give you an example. Suppose a man comes to us and says, "I hate my father." (This is a pretty common discovery once people start getting honest with themselves.) 

Suppose we say, "You need to forgive your father."

Have we offered a solution?

No. We have simply restated the problem. He hates his father. He is holding on to the anger and cannot release his father from his father's offenses (real or imaginary). 

But suppose we help this man find his anger, figure out why he is angry, and figure out what why he is unwilling to give that anger to Jesus. Suppose we hold all of that up to Jesus in our honest helplessness to do anything apart from Him.

Now we have offered the Solution. We have brought Jesus to the place of need. There is a reason why this man cannot let go of his anger, and Jesus knows what to do with that reason. 

Is forgiveness the solution? No. Jesus is the Solution. Forgiveness is just the outcome. By the way, the forgiveness that comes when Jesus is applied to the problem is far different than the teeth-clenching, hand-wringing, "I-just-gotta-forgive-him-whether-I-feel-like-it-or-not" forgiveness that comes when people mistakenly think that obedience is a solution. When Jesus is the Solution, forgiveness is a delight, because our hearts have been transformed to look like His heart.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 19 --  A miracle waiting to happen -- John 9:1-3

As [Jesus] went along, He saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?"

"Neither this man nor his parents sinned," said Jesus, "but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life." -- John 9:1-3

Every person is a miracle waiting to happen. 

Notice the players here in this little story. There is the man blind from birth. He has given up. He knows he will never see. He doesn't even know what seeing is. He is helpless and there is no hope.

Along comes average Joe Christian - the disciples. In their sin-centered world, they wanted to turn this man's misery into a theology lesson. 

Then Jesus arrives on the scene. He is the only One who sees the situation for what it really is: an opportunity for God.

Every one of us has problems that aren't going away. It's part of the human condition. It might be a problem with health or money or marriage or addiction or whatever. But, if we have the guts to be honest, we have stubborn problems - and, apart from God, there's no solution.

In fact, I will suggest that we need these kinds of problems if we are ever to learn something about who we are and who God is. Not that we go looking for them. No, they will come to us.

To add insult to injury, we all will have people in our lives who will delight to point out our faults and failings, who will try to convince us that our problems are a result of some sin or shortcoming that we could have avoided.

Then there is God. He sees the problem for what it is: an opportunity for God to show us who He is.

Some of us will discover God as our Healer. Some will discover Him as the One who mends broken hearts. Some of us will find Him as the One who makes a way when there is no way. Some of us will discover God as the One who sets us free.

All of these discoveries started out as people with problems. But then the problem fades and the treasure remains.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 20 --  Fear not -- Isaiah 41:10 

So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with My righteous right hand. -- Isaiah 41:10 

What we fear controls us. 

On one side of the fear line we are willing and obedient, ready to serve God and do whatever He commands. On the other side, we say, "God, I cannot do that. It's too scary."

Some time ago, a missionary told this story. A group of militant anti-Christians shouting angry accusations surrounded and broke into a Christian compound. When the leader of the compound went out to reason with the crowd, he was mercilessly beaten.

This man had a little child - she was barely old enough to begin speaking a few words clearly. She had never spoken a complete sentence before. While her father was being beaten, she walked out toward the angry mob. Someone from the mob saw the little girl and intended to bring harm to her. One of the women of the compound saw what was about to take place, she ran as fast as she could, scooped up the little one, and ran into a women's dormitory. She barely had time to bolt the door before the angry crowd caught up with her.

The surrounded the dormitory attempting to knock down the door or break through the windows. When that failed, they doused the building with kerosene and tried to start it on fire.

Inside, the women were terrified. They were screaming and crying, but all of a sudden, something arrested their attention.

The little child, who had never before spoken a sentence, said this: "Why are you so afraid? Don't you know that you are the apple of My eye?"

From that point forward, the women stood in awe of God. The angry crowd tried again and again to set the house on fire, but could not. They finally dispersed and went home.

The point of my story? God will meet you in your fears. He will show you that He has not abandoned you. He will show you what kind of God He is, that His strength is enough even for you.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 21 --  Let the little children -- Mark 10:14

When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. -- Mark 10:14 

Behavior is a barometer. Transformation is the thermostat.

By this I mean that our behavior reveals what is in our hearts. Transformation changes what is in our hearts. 

For me, one of the things that grieves me most is the mistreatment of children. I have mourned my own mistakes and failings with my own children; many times I have cried out to God over this. While I was in Mississippi in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the thing that grieved me the most was the times I was in homes in which parents were unkind to their own children. Homes can be rebuilt. Possessions can be restored. Even mourning for lost loved ones runs its course. But the mistreatment of a child can hurt for a lifetime and replicate itself into future generations.

One of the things I love about Jesus is this: He welcomes, loves and defends those who have no power or status in this world. Jesus has always been the Champion of little people, the powerless and the invisible. 

Do you want to measure God's work in your life? Here's one way you can do it -- look for the love and care He has placed in you for little ones who have no strength of their own.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 22 --  God's work in us -- Job 1:8

“Have you considered my servant Job?” -- Job 1:8

The LORD initiates a dialogue with Satan, and He brings up the topic of Job's righteousness.  What can we learn from that?

First of all, consider this:  God doesn't lose.  He went into this exchange fully knowing that He would win Satan's challenge.  God was very willing to put one of us (i.e., Job) on display, fully knowing that He (God) would emerge triumphant and would bring us along with Him.

Satan would like us to believe that Job was righteous because he was well paid to be righteous.  But God took this opportunity to show the whole universe that His righteousness runs far deeper than that.  Throughout history, men and women of faith have clung to their love for God even when it appeared that God had forgotten and abandoned them.  

This faithfulness is God's work in us.  The roots of this faithfulness run deep, far too deep for the enemy's claws to reach.  

What will sustain us in our hour of need?  God's work in us.  God is the Victor, even when the war is waged in a fallible human heart.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 23 --  What we see and what God sees -- Psalm 51:3

“For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.” -- Psalm 51:3

Sometimes it seems that God's eyesight has gone bad.  Doesn't He see what a rotten sinner I am?  Why would He want to hang around me?

In this passage, David has fallen from great heights to horrible depths.  Others have gone lower, but they started lower.  Few in history have fallen the distance David fell.  

It took him by surprise, as sin often does.  He had no idea what was in his heart, until he was trapped by the inescapable reality of what he had done.

For most of us, finding the courage to look at who we really are, and where we are really at, doesn't come until we are forced to do so by the consequences of our own terrible choices.  The alcoholic never predicts where that first time drink will lead.

Here's the good news.  God knows everything about you and me.  Everything that haunts us, everything we try to hide - He knows it all.  Yet He still loves us with a love that can be measured by the blood of His own Son.

Can you see nothing but your own failings?  Then run blindly into the arms of God.  He will make you clean.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 24 --  Teach us to pray -- Luke 11:1

... teach us to pray ... -- Luke 11:1

Real prayer requires two things:

1. The real God

2. The real you

If we really knew God - if we went to heaven and saw Him and experienced Him in all His glory, nothing would ever frighten us again. No one could threaten or do anything to us that would ever scare us, no matter how mean or cruel they might be. I say that because connecting with the real God is more than just connecting with the theologically correct God (although that, too, is important). We seek after the God who is there.

Pretense and performance never work in the presence of God. He knows us. So we must make the journey of honesty and courage and admit to God (and to ourselves) who we really are and what is really going on inside. 

The good news is this: The real God plus the real you equals real change. Jesus touched the leper and made him clean. 

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 25 --  A quick lesson in prayer -- 1 Thessalonians 5:25

Brothers, pray for us. -- 1 Thessalonians 5:25

One of the outcomes of encountering God in prayer is love. We love because He first loved us. Another is wisdom. Another is transformation. One day I was praying for a ministry that was experiencing some problems. As I went to pray, I felt God speak to me and say, "Don't pray for ministries. Pray for people." That was an important lesson for me. Ministries are temporary. People are eternal.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 26 --  Releasing others to God -- Acts 20:32

Now I commit you to God and to the word of His grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified. -- Acts 20:32

You will have, from time to time, those in your life who depend on you to provide what they need - physically, financially, emotionally, spiritually. While that may be okay and appropriate for a season, the time will come when you need to transfer their dependence to God, whether they are ready for it or not.

When Jesus walked this earth, He healed many people. But He also left many more people unhealed. Why? He committed them to God and to the word of His grace.

Do you have any idea of the power of God's word? With a word God can create worlds, shatter kingdoms, rebuild the fallen, restore the heartbroken, bring peace like gentle rain. With a word, God opened up the skies and delivered bread from heaven to the Israelites for forty years. With a word God froze the heavens in their place while Joshua and his armies fought the Lord's battles.

With a word, God will build you up, and give you what you cannot earn.

Right now I have people in my life who are looking to me to be something more than God wants me to be for them. I commit them to God; I release them. Not to abdicate my responsibilities, because I am very willing to give, to help. But I release them because God can give far more than I could ever hope to provide.

Please don't misunderstand. When God directs us to help, we help. When God directs us to give, we give. When God directs us to lay down our lives, we lay them down.

But the moment comes when it's no longer about us. It's about a God who is much, much bigger than us, who can handle all the problems we mistakenly took as our own.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 27 --  Thanksgiving -- 1 Thessalonians 5:18

... give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus. -- 1 Thessalonians 5:18

Why would God ask us to do such a difficult thing? 

Some time ago I shared the story of an mountain climber who fell into a crevasse during a blizzard and was given up as dead. Trapped, with no way to climb up and out, he started to climb down. When he got to the bottom of the crevasse, he discovered, to his complete surprise, a light. There was an opening in the ice. There was a light at the end of the tunnel.

Thanksgiving is like this. It is a light in a dark place -- not because it is, in itself, some kind of magical incantation, but rather because it brings God near, and He is our way of escape.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 28 --  Into the light -- Luke 8:42-48

As Jesus was on his way, the crowds almost crushed Him. And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years, and she had spent all she had on doctors, but no one could heal her. She came up behind Him and touched the edge of His cloak, and immediately her bleeding stopped.

"Who touched Me?" Jesus asked.

When they all denied it, Peter said, "Master, the people are crowding and pressing against You."

But Jesus said, "Someone touched Me; I know that power has gone out from Me."

Then the woman, seeing that she could not go unnoticed, came trembling and fell at His feet. In the presence of all the people, she told why she had touched Him and how she had been instantly healed. Then He said to her, "Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace." 

-- Luke 8:42-48

This is so important. Consider this woman. Ponder what her life was like and you have a picture of nearly everyone who sits beside you in church, and, most likely, of yourself. 

Nearly all of us have problems that we cannot talk about. Problems that keep us in the shadows. As we scramble from "solution" to "solution," our hope fades, and our desperation intensifies. 

If only Jesus would quietly, unobtrusively, secretly heal us, we pray. But a secret healing is not to be. Jesus brings it out into the light.

"Who touched Me?" He asks.

We want to deny it, but Jesus keeps looking at us until we step out into the light.

"Yes," we acknowledge. "Yes, I had problems that I could not solve on my own. Yes, I appeared all together on the outside, but deep inside I was hurting. You have healed me."

The rest of us take note. So, there is someone else, like myself. So, Jesus does care about my secret need. Maybe Jesus will heal even me.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 29 --  A new name -- Revelation 2:17

I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it. -- Revelation 2:17

The movie, The Bourne Identity, opens with a man with gunshot wounds floating on the Mediterranean Sea. The crew of a fishing boat picks him up and nurses him back to health. He regains his strength, but has lost his memory. There are many things he can remember, like how to speak several languages. But he cannot remember who he is.

His only possession was a bank account number corresponding to a safety deposit box in a Swiss bank. He goes to the bank and discovers a passport with his photo on it bearing the name Jason Bourne. But, as he searches further, he finds a dozen other passports, each with his photo, but issued by different countries, each giving him a different identity.

He spends the rest of the movie trying to figure out who he really is. [By the way, I'm not recommending The Bourne Identity as the perfect family movie. I only bring it up because it illustrates a point.]

In a way, Bourne's problem is our problem. We have forgotten who we really are, and spend most of our lives trying to deal with that problem.

I would like to spend the next few days looking at three of our identities:

1. The identity we give ourselves.

2. The identity we were given by a fallen world.

3. The identity we are given by God.

The good news is this: Once God shows us who we really are, we are able to approach any problem from a position of strength.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

November 30 --  Our outward identity -- Matthew 6:1

“Be careful not to do your 'acts of righteousness' before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.” -- Matthew 6:1

Who are we really? As we search to uncover who we really are, we often start with the identity we give ourselves.

This first identity is who we pretend to be - the persona we project that we hope everyone else will buy. The image we try to portray to others usually reflects how we see ourselves and/or how we want others to see us. It controls many of our choices, from the clothes we wear to the car we drive to our hobbies, the courtesies we show, and so on.

For example, we create an appearance for ourselves - choosing or avoiding certain types of clothing, shoes, hats, makeup, jewelry, piercings, tattoos, hairstyles and so on. Why? Because these things create an illusion about who we want others to believe that we are. This is why there are books on the subject of dressing for success. 

This identity is enormously important. Without it, there would be no civilization in a fallen world. We may feel like punching someone in the nose, but that would be inconsistent with the identity we project, so our courtesies tell us to walk away. We may feel like looking for romance from someone outside our marriage partner, but our sense of "character" tells us no.

Unfortunately, most of Christianity as it is practiced is contained within this identity. In church, we carefully hide our deeper identities from each other and from ourselves. Instead of "coming clean" with each other, we expend an enormous amount of energy rearranging our image by working on various Christian behavior modification programs. As a result, Christianity is viewed as one more self help program, and a restrictive one at that.

The good news is this: God's grace goes far deeper than behavior modification. God's grace creates an entirely new identity for us. But, that identity does us little practical good until we come face to face with our ugliest identity, the one the fallen world gives to us.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 01 --  The plank in our own eye -- Matthew 7:3

“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?” -- Matthew 7:3

Most people underestimate the damage done by the fall. As Kim and I have resolved to be honest with ourselves, with God and with each other about what is really inside, we find layer after layer of damage. Even so, I know that I am still blind to many of my own faults, because I keep on discovering more faults in me that were there all along.

Our second identity is the identity we deny, we suppress, we pretend doesn't exist, we minimize, we rationalize, we excuse in ourselves but see plainly in others. Like a treacherous ocean undertow, this second identity forms a powerful undercurrent of false and painful messages in our minds.

“You are all alone.” “God will never love you.” “It's your fault.” “God will never make you happy; you need to find happiness on your own.” “You will never amount to anything.” “It's hopeless.” “You are not safe.” And so on.

Below the surface of our civilized veneer, this powerful second identity dominates how we experience life. At every opportunity it throws fears and doubts, temptations and anger into the center stage of our minds. With great effort we wrestle to control these things. Sometimes we succeed. Sometimes we fail.

This is our ugly self. It is the self we don't want to look at. But, if we are to grow as Christians into the place God wants us to be, we must look at it. But here's the good news: If Daniel had never entered the lion's den, there would be no story of deliverance. Once we face the ugly reality of who we are, we will find a deeper truth - the truth that sets us free.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 02 --  Finding ourselves -- Ephesians 2:6

And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus ... -- Ephesians 2:6

Discovering our deepest identity is as simple as opening the Bible. Experiencing it, however, requires a miracle from God.

The real you - the you conceived by God and redeemed by the blood of Christ - lives all of life from a position of strength. The real you is beyond safe - you're indestructible, designed to live forever. The powers of darkness move out of the way for the real you. Sin has no appeal to the real you, because you already have something far better than anything sin can offer. The real you doesn't need to inquire, “What would Jesus do?” because His desires are your desires, you want what He wants.

It's no coincidence that the Bible tells us that we are transformed by “the renewing of our minds.” Our minds need to be renewed for us to comprehend who we really are, because our experience has led us to believe something else. 

This is why the process of Christian growth takes us through all three identities. We become a Christian and want to behave correctly (our first identity - how we appear to others). But something is getting in the way and making it difficult (our second identity - from the fallen world). As we explore what is getting in the way and hold it up to Jesus, He exposes it as a lie, and replaces it with the truth of who we really are (our third identity - the one given us by God). 

Years ago people talked about “finding themselves.” The phrase became a cliché, almost a joke. But it is a good description of the Christian life. God wants us to find ourselves, our true selves, and, as we do, we will be delighted with what we discover.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 03 --  The way of love -- John 1:14

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. -- John 1:14

The way of love is to enter the world of the person you wish to love. 

In the summer of 2002 I interviewed Tamara White who has a ministry to gangs, street people and “throw-aways” in Denver, Colorado. I have enormous respect for Tamara, because, at great risk to herself, she goes where the people are, where the need is, and there she makes her dwelling. She has been stalked. She has been shot at with Uzi submachine guns. Tamara has done things that, frankly, I would be scared to do. She has lived in places I wouldn't want my daughters to even visit. But she cares, so she goes, and she makes a difference.

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. What a risk taker God is! How courageous He is to humble Himself. To become one of us. To get lost in the mass of insignificant humanity. To mingle with us on our own turf.

God pioneered the way of love. He entered the world of the ones He wanted to love. Now we know that we matter to Him.

You can read about Tamara White in our book, Amazing Faith. http://www.dwightclough.com/books.php

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 04 --  Discovering God -- John 1:18

No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made Him known. -- John 1:18

How do you squeeze the universe small enough so you can hold it in your hand? How do you put all the oceans of the world in a single bottle? 

If it were left up to us to find God, we would be in big trouble. How could we hope to know anything about Him in a year, in 70 years, in 6,000 years? It would be like counting the fish in the Pacific ocean, one by one, hoping we didn't miss any. 

That's why we learn the truth: No one has ever seen God. Our eyes aren't big enough. Our heart isn't pure enough. Our life isn't enduring enough to see God, unless God wants to be seen.

But God wants to be seen. He wants to be known. He wants to fill our little hearts with the knowledge of Him. And He knows you can't pour the ocean into a teacup. So He gives us a drink instead from the Water of Life.

What amazes me is how effortless, how automatic, how easy Jesus makes it seem -- every moment of His life was a miracle as He declared to us: This is who God is.

God is not at the end of our quest; we are at the end of His quest. We didn't find Him; He found us. One night my son was looking for something. He was getting quite frustrated because he had no idea where it was. My wife walked in the room, and started laughing.

“What is it? Why are you laughing?” my son wanted to know. But then he started laughing. What he was looking for was right in front of him all the time.

So it is with God. Jesus has placed the unknowable right in front of us. God means to be discovered.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 05 --  Life in review -- Matthew 1:2

Abraham was the father of Isaac ... -- Matthew 1:2

Matthew begins his gospel by reminding us that Jesus didn't get here by accident. He arrived as the culmination of a series of miracles and divinely-appointed “coincidences.” It took the impossible to get Jesus onto this earth, and God was up to the task. Abraham and Sarah have a child about 70 years later than most couples do. Isaac wrestled in prayer for God to grant his barren wife a child. Jacob accidentally married the wrong woman. Judah, well ... you can read that story for yourself.

As you read down the list, you see that babies keep arriving under unusual circumstances. In Jesse's family, even after seven boys, it took one more baby to get the child God wanted for His royal line (now there's a mom with raw courage!). 

Even today, the path to Jesus' arrival is paved with miracles, with improbabilities, with the unusual and the unexpected. In my own life, who would have guessed that my dad's assignment to a radar post on the North Carolina coast would result in an eternal change of direction for us all! It seems so random on the surface. It seemed so unfair at the time -- it wasn't the transfer my parents wanted. But now I look back at that mixture of dirt roads, alligators, dogs tipping over trash cans, copperheads and childhood bullies, sand, heat, sweat, songs, testimonies, missionaries, meals and love with gratitude in my heart.

And that may be the lesson. Life doesn't always make sense in “play” mode. Sometimes you gotta push rewind before you start smiling and realizing what an ingenious plan God had all along.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 06 --  New plans -- Matthew 1:18

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. -- Matthew 1:18

Mary and Joseph had big plans. They were looking forward to sharing life together. But suddenly they come to an unexpected intersection and collide with the plans of God. It was not a head-on collision. They weren't going in the wrong direction. They just didn't have the whole picture.

God came along and made their plans much bigger and better. 

In the movie, Amadeus, composer Antonio Salieri writes a musical composition to welcome the younger, but greater composer, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. After performing the piece, Salieri offers a copy of the score to Mozart. But Mozart waves it aside. Mozart has heard it once; therefore, it is locked in memory. Instead of accepting the composer's work, Mozart sits down to the keyboard and begins rewriting the piece. “Did you think of this?” he asks Salieri who stands shrinking beside him. “How about this?” he says as he plays new variations, each one clearly superior to anything Salieri could have written.

While Mozart is tactless and rude, he is also a genius. He could take any composition and turn it into a masterpiece.

Our best plans may seem big and bright to us. But they are awkward until we allow God to rewrite them. He comes up with variations that turn our lives into masterpieces. Jesus enters our world, and nothing thereafter is the same.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 07 --  Refunds and exchanges -- Matthew 1:19

Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. -- Matthew 1:19

As we unwrap the package of life, sometimes we panic, look for the receipt, and try to find a way to take it back to the store for refund or exchange. 

Let's face it: Sometimes God's will doesn't make any sense to us. We want smooth waters, but God sends a storm. Joseph was bewildered. He felt betrayed. His world was crashing down, and he was looking for a way out.

But we need to keep in mind that God's will takes into account all the elements, even our bewilderment. Joseph here had the good sense not to make a public scene, and, in so doing, he left room for God to work. 

God sees your confusion and mine. He knows that His ways often make no sense to us. Let the plan of God unfold -- there is more to come, and it will all make sense in the end.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 08 --  Unnecessary? -- Matthew 1:20

But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife ...” -- Matthew 1:20

Why Joseph? Wasn't he unnecessary? He wasn't part of the conception. God was perfectly able to provide for and protect Mary and Jesus. And certainly no human could be a better father than God Himself.

I have grown up in a world that has tried to dispense with men. The feminist who said, “A woman without a man is like a fish without a bicycle,” found the blade that cut deep into the fabric of our society. The survivors are often emasculated, androgynous or alienated. 

That's why I'm glad Joseph gets a visit from an angel as well. Joseph has a role. He has an important place in the story.

Yes, God could do everything you are doing better, faster, sweeter. But He invites you in. It is no mistake that you are you. You have a role in God's plan that only you can fulfill.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 09 --  Chosen by lot -- Luke 1:9

... [Zechariah] was chosen by lot ... -- Luke 1:9

In our lives, many things are uncertain and beyond our control. From a human point of view, life seems like a lottery -- by chance you are born to parents who are good or evil, rich or poor, healthy or sick. By chance, you find good opportunities and live a blessed life, or, by chance, your life seems cursed. By chance you live in a prosperous and powerful nation or in a nation that is not prosperous or powerful. By chance you live now in this generation.

As Christians, we are taught not to assign our misfortunes to “bad luck.” We may be confused on how to explain them, but we want to affirm that a good God is in charge of the universe and nothing happens by chance. 

Let me suggest to you that God knows what to do with the chances that we have and the chances that we've lost. God can turn any hand into a winning hand. Even now, He is orchestrating the next step in His good plan for you through something that may appear as uncertain as a chance.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 10 --  An answer to your prayer -- Luke 1:13

But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard....” -- Luke 1:13

Sometimes our lives are defined by a single prayer. It may be a prayer for a child, as was the case with Zechariah and Elizabeth. It may be a prayer for healing or deliverance. It may be a prayer for blessing, as was the case with Jabez. 

I want you to think about your prayer. Look at what the Lord did. Zechariah and Elizabeth could no longer have what they longed for. They were too old. Their dream had died. It may be that you can no longer lift your face heavenward. Maybe your dream has died.

Think about your prayer. There were so many years of silence. Pleading with God. Faithfully obeying His commandments, yet moving through life with a silent cry of anguish. No response. Nothing. Where was God?

Think about your prayer. Who can understand the ways of God? Zechariah is chosen to enter the Most Holy Place and burn incense before the Lord. A great privilege, but a weighty responsibility. The assembled worshipers were praying outside. Zechariah went in with ropes tied to his ankles, so that if he or they did anything to displease God, Zechariah's dead body could be pulled from the temple without anyone violating God's sacred space.

In this moment of great fear, God's silence is broken. “Yes, I have heard your prayer.”

“Yes.” God is preparing an answer to your prayer.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 11 --  The kingdom within -- Luke 17:21

“... the kingdom of God is within you.” -- Luke 17:21

On Christmas Day the presents are wrapped with care. Some have beautiful bows and ribbons, some are plainly wrapped. But the beauty of the outward package does not always predict the delight that will be produced by what is inside.

So also is the work of God. His most important work is hidden deep inside us. We look at each other and see the wrapping, and, most of the time, we can only guess what is inside. The scriptures tell us that the sons (the children) of God will be revealed. What does that mean? That means that the great work of God inside you and inside me will someday put on display. Our sins, our shame, our mistakes, our inadequacy will be swept aside by the wonder of His love, and who we truly are will be revealed.

To me this is a comfort. I'm sometimes misunderstood. More often I stumble, sin and make stupid mistakes. But the kingdom of God is within me. And His kingdom shall prevail.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 12 --  Light for every man -- John 1:9

The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. -- John 1:9

How much light does it take to see? Not much. At night, I move around the house with only a dim night light. I've walked outside with only the light of the moon and a few stars. 

I like plenty of light. Especially when I'm trying to clean; I mean you have to be able to see the dirt to remove it. But, to survive, you don't need much light.

What am I saying?

It's very clear that not everybody gets the same amount of light. Some people are bathed in the knowledge of the glory of God. Some live in deep darkness. But, to each person, some light is given. This verse tells us that.

Though many people are extraordinarily evil, and though darkness seems to go from bad to worse, that God still somehow seems to navigate through all of that and bring some light to every man. Wherever sin is at work, grace is also at work.

People are troubled by the question, “What about those who have never heard the gospel?” That is a troubling question, because God wants people to hear. The church has paid with blood so that people can hear. But God is not without resources. To each one, some light has been given. Even those who have never heard the name of Jesus are illuminated by the light of His entrance into our world. 

The point is, God is not stuck with a problem He can't solve. Whether through opposition or neglect, some will never hear the gospel. Their lives are not evidence of some flaw in God's plan or of some inadequacy in His management of the universe. Rather, God has worked out every contingency so we can leave this troubling question with Him, and turn back to the task of winning our world for Christ.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 13 --  Need and gifts -- 2 Corinthians 9:15

Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift! -- 2 Corinthians 9:15

[Note: I wrote this years ago, when we were going through a particularly rough time financially.]


Do any of us really want to be needy? I don't. I want to have a bumper crop of health and prosperity so I have plenty to give and plenty to keep.

But all of us will be needy at different times. As we fall through successive layers of need, what is really in our hearts comes to the surface. 

Here's what was in mine:

Self-doubt. Dwight, have you been a fool? You say you've been hearing from God, but if you were really hearing from God you wouldn't be in such a mess.

Pride and shame. What's wrong with my contribution to my world? I'm a man. I'm a smart man. I don't want anybody paying my way. I want to pay my own way.

God doubt. Okay, God, where are You? I keep telling people You are going to show up. Where are You? Deep down inside, are You really aloof and cruel? Do You really enjoy seeing Your children squirm?

Then, like a spring day when you walk outside and flowers are suddenly in bloom, expressions of God's heart show up. Someone shows up at the door with bag after bag of groceries. I get a call to stop by the church because someone has left a box of Christmas presents for our children, cash for our family. Someone else sends an anonymous money order. Another writes a check. Still another trades in his Christmas gift to give us the money to make our annual trip to Ohio to see my wife's family.

But it really hit me when I was in the Dollar store last night with my four kids. I went there because I wanted them to each be able to buy a gift for their mother. But I felt like God was saying, “Let them each buy a gift for every member of the family. It will be okay, you'll see.” So I let them do it, even though I didn't have enough money with me to pay for all that. While I was there, I ran into an old friend. We chatted for a few minutes and then she went back to her shopping. As I was standing in the checkout line, she walked by, quickly pressed a couple folded bills into my hand, and disappeared. I know that she doesn't have a lot of money. But there it was, enough money to pay for everything in my cart. 

I think it was at this point that I finally began to understand the heart of God. We are neither friendless nor alone.  The sacrifice and kindness of others made God's heart real to me -- His heart full of kindness, good humor and care. For those who gave, I thank you, if you are reading this, and I pray that all you gave will return to you a thousand times. But I know that whenever we give, we are instantly richer, because we have entered into the heart of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 14 --  New identity -- Matthew 1:21

She will give birth to a son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus, because He will save His people from their sins. -- Matthew 1:21

Years ago, a dear friend was battling cancer. It was so distressing because how do you fight something that's inside you? Many of our readers have faced cancer and you may be one of them. If that is your struggle now, please know that my prayers are with you.

Anyway, I didn't know what to do, so I photocopied every passage in the Bible where Jesus healed someone, and pasted them into a scrapbook along with pictures that I had cut out of catalogs and brochures. I called it a healing book, and I gave it to our friend.

Although she eventually died, her cancer did go into remission and she was given another year and a half of life. 

Cancer can destroy your body, but sin can destroy your soul and rob your spirit of life. Until the birth and death of Jesus, there was no lasting defense against sin. It was enmeshed in our hearts, intertwined with who we were. To remove sin was to remove us. But Jesus came to do the impossible, to save us from our sins. 

To do that, Jesus had to create a new identity for us. We had to be born again. Keep in mind that the work of God is far greater than just convincing us to reform and become a follower of Christ. The work of God transforms us from within so that the cancer of sin loses its grip on us. We become the incorruptible, indestructible children of God.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 15 --  Moving ahead with God's plans -- Matthew 1:22

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet. -- Matthew 1:22

Think about it! How many are trying to disrupt the plans and purposes of God? Satan and all his fallen angels, and, with them, billions of disgruntled and deceived people. Yet, here we are, in the middle of Roman oppression, of sometimes corrupt religion, of weak and miserably misinformed people, but God is going merrily along with His plans as though there was no opposition at all.

Only God can do this. He announces what He's going to do and gives the whole universe a fair chance to fight it if that is what is wished. Then without violating anybody's will, He just shows up and does exactly what He said He was going to do all along.

This gives me hope. I have plenty of impossible conundrums in my life, but I also have a God who waltzes through them with ease. He's going to do exactly what He said He would do. Yes, it is impossible.  And yes, He will find a way.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 16 --  God with us -- Matthew 1:23

“The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” -- which means, “God with us.” -- Matthew 1:23

This is a switch. In Exodus 19, God makes it clear that we are allowed only so close. If anybody set foot on the mountain God was visiting, they were to be stoned or shot with arrows. But here in Matthew, God chooses to do more than just visit. He chooses to move in with us, to hang out where we hang out, to live among us common folk.

I had a professor in college who was like that. He brought his wife and kids to class one day. Then he invited any of us who wished to come over to his house. So I went, along with a few other students. Wow! They were nice. They were regular people, so much unlike those who showed up for class and then disappeared into that mysterious world of the rest of their lives.

Why did God move in with us? The answer is clear. He wanted to be close. He didn't want to go on being God at a distance. And so He did what it took to shorten the distance between us and Him. He remains God, beyond our understanding, beyond us in every category, yet Christ shows up as our elder Brother, as Family, as our Friend.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 17 --  The journey to Bethlehem -- Matthew 2:1-2

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the One who has been born King of the Jews? We saw His star in the east and have come to worship Him.” -- Matthew 2:1-2

Why is it that some can recognize the presence of Christ, while others miss it entirely?

All my life I have been fascinated by the “Wise Men,” the Magi. Who were they? How far did they travel? And how did they know? How did they know that this was no ordinary king? How did they know that the star signified more than just a new regime, but rather a king who needed to be worshiped?

There was a star. Surely other people saw it. Yet no one else followed the star so far as we know. Why?

These kings or astrologers or whatever they were arrived at city that was clueless. The greatest events of history were happening in nearby Bethlehem, but nobody seemed to know anything about it. It took someone from the outside to point it out.

I don't know the answers to most of these questions. I'm not sure God provides answers to them. 

But I do know that the One who was born under the star still wants to be found. He wants to be found by every part of us, including the parts that forgot to look. He wants to be found not only by the religious part of us, but also by the scared part, the tempted part, the angry part, the apathetic part, the hopeful part. Let's take the journey to Bethlehem. Let's find the One who came to put us back together.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 18 --  Disturbed by the news -- Matthew 2:3

When King Herod heard this, he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. -- Matthew 2:3

The world is full of people who are disturbed by the news that a King has been born. 

Herod is so crazed with power that when he finds out the news that the Messiah has been born, his first response is to try to find him and kill him. The people of Jerusalem also somehow seem to know that this Messiah came to save them from their sins, and they wanted no such salvation.

Why do we resist letting Christ be King? I suggest it's because we believe a lie. Herod believed the lie that he could hold on to power and that power would protect him. But he died, just like everyone else, and all his power was stripped from him. 

Where are we unwilling to let Christ reign? In our fears? In our lusts? In our pride? In our greed? 

We all have a line someplace in our souls. On one side we say “yes” to Christ; on the other side we say “no.” In between is the lie. That is our spiritual journey. Follow the “yes's” until we get to the lie. Then let Jesus tell us the truth, so that another “no” can be turned to a “yes.”

I'm not saying this is easy. It requires great courage to find the border of our faith -- but that is where Christ takes us -- out into the deep. But it is out in the deep that we let down our nets and discover what we never dreamed was there.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 19 --  Join the adventure

... the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” He said, “take the child and His mother and escape ...” -- Matthew 2:13

I like to play chess with my brother, even though he is a much better player than I am. I plan out how I'm going to trap him, and sometimes he plays along. He lets me trap him. But what I don't realize is that when the trap is over, his pieces will be exactly where he wants them to be and his position will be stronger than ever.

Herod tries to trap God's Messiah. Sometimes you wonder how people can get these ideas in their heads. Herod genuinely thought he could eliminate God's Son?

God brings the Magi along to finance a trip to Egypt. He lets Herod spring his trap, and the outcome puts everything exactly where God wants it to be. 

How much notice did Joseph get? About 20 minutes. Joseph didn't need to know any sooner. Sometimes it will be the same with us. God has a plan, but He might not tell us what it is until He's ready for us to do something. God has already done the hard work. He's figured out the winning strategy. All we have to do is join the adventure when He taps us on the shoulder.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 20 --  The carnival -- Luke 2:1

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree ... -- Luke 2:1

You never know how God is going to use an event in your life. When I was a high school student, I was consumed with the idea of winning the national high school debate tournament. I spent every spare moment working on debate, researching the topic for that year, combing through books from the University Law Library that would put any normal person fast asleep in six minutes flat. 

My mother decided I needed some balance in my life, so, one hot summer day, she hauled me off to the East Side Businessmen's Carnival. It was terrible -- noise, and rides, and junk food -- and, well, maybe it wasn't so bad, even if I was kicking and screaming the whole way.

On the way out I walked through a large tent. A woman was passing out literature. She looked at me. I looked at her. We both hesitated. 

I had no idea that the rest of my life hung in that moment of hesitation. 

Okay, I decided. I'll take your tract. 

We talked. That conversation got our family into a different church. That church got me to attend Moody Bible Institute, where I met my wife. And everything in my life has flowed from that.

What are senseless, arbitrary and random events to God? They are an opportunity to intervene for good.

God is here!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 21 --  Our brightest hopes --Matthew 1:25

... she gave birth to a son ... --Matthew 1:25

This has become a special day for me because thirteen years ago my son Alan was born. It was the shortest day of the year, but one of the longest days of my life. I woke up early, went to work, drove to Chicago and back (over 300 miles), got permanently laid off from my job, came home, drove my wife to the hospital, and, by the end of the day, my namesake, Dwight Alan Clough, Jr., was a little baby wrapped up in a blanket.

He seemed so fragile and small. During labor my wife's blood pressure spiked at 197/127 then dropped to 60/40. Meanwhile, I had lost my job on the darkest cold day of the year.

But that little six pound baby somehow hung on and grew. The doctor said my wife could never safely deliver another child, but two and a half years later God gave us our little Sally. My job was gone. Unemployment paid me for a month and then refused to pay any more. But God provided a living and we made it through.

Alan has my name, but he has much more than I could ever give him. He has a people savvy that can only be a gift from God because he certainly didn't get it from me. He is naturally street wise and sizes up situations better than some people twice his age. We call him our future millionaire because at age five he was watching the Nightly Business Report, and he told us his goal was to own fifty Taco Bell restaurants.

What's the point? The point is that good life sometimes flourishes on doubtful soil. The point is that God specializes in taking our darkest hours and drawing out of them our brightest hopes. Who could have guessed that the hope of the whole world could be found wrapped in cloth lying in a box over a bed of hay!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 22 --  Childbirth  -- Luke 2:3

And everyone went to his own town to register. -- Luke 2:3

Not long after I got married, I was initiated into the world of childbirth stories. You women have probably heard them all your lives, but this was a new thing for me, as a man. One of our friends described the whole ordeal -- getting packed, timing the contractions, driving to the hospital, trying to remember how to breathe. The contractions got worse, it was the middle of the night, and she was tired. Finally, she said to her husband, “I don't want to do this any more. Let's go home.”

In Luke chapter 2, the people of God are sent scurrying around to get counted and taxed. Yet another unwelcome Roman intrusion into their lives. Like our friend, they probably just wanted to go home. But they couldn't. Whether they realized it or not, the whole nation was in labor, about to give birth to their Messiah.

It seems to me that labor has begun once again. God is getting us ready for something new.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 23 --  Always on the move -- Luke 2:4

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem... -- Luke 2:4

Like migrant workers, Joseph and Mary seem always on the move. Mary travels to Judea, stays with Elizabeth, then returns to Galilee. The Romans tell Joseph that he and very expectant Mary must make a difficult journey. They try to settle down in Bethlehem, but a power-mad king drives them away to Egypt. Yet Egypt isn't home, so they head back to Judea, and change their destination mid-route - ending up in Galilee. When the story picks up again, Jesus is twelve, and, once again, they are traveling.

Roman oppression and gossipy prejudice accounted for most of these migrations. These relocations could seem arbitrary, but they aren't. Every time, without realizing it, they hit the bullseye of God's perfect plan.

When we seem in the grip of forces we cannot control, let's remember that stronger arms are at work, and God will not let something so small as a power-mad king -- or, for that matter, all the legions of hell -- meddle with His perfectly crafted plan.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 24 --  God remembers -- Luke 2:4

... he [Joseph] belonged to the house and line of David. -- Luke 2:4

God promised David that his dynasty would last forever. Four centuries later, the last remnants of David's kingdom were torn from the hands of Zedekiah by Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. By the time Joseph and Mary appear on the scene, David is nothing more than a forgotten folk hero of an oppressed minority group. He is extinct as far as the ruling Romans are concerned.

It seemed like God's promises had failed.

But God has a better memory than you or I have. Even after we have forgotten all of God's promises, He still remembers. What seems dead or dormant is still very much alive to Him.

God hasn't forgotten His promises and He hasn't forgotten you!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 25 --  Merry Christmas! -- Luke 2:10

But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy ...” -- Luke 2:10

This story has become a Discoveries Christmas tradition. Enjoy and Merry Christmas!

I remember my first Santa Claus doubts. How could a fat man get down a skinny chimney, not just at our house, but at the houses of little boys and girls all over the world? I mean there must be hundreds.

Then came the fateful day when I learned the Truth. Two truths, in fact. My mother was cleaning something in the living room and she said, “You know the Easter Bunny is just make believe.”

That didn't bother me. The Easter Bunny always hid the baskets behind the TV. He was expendable.

Then she added, “You know, make believe, just like Santa Claus.”

I nodded like I had known all along. But inside this revelation hurt. I wanted to believe that somewhere there was someone who cared enough about me to find out just what I wanted and to risk getting stuck in the chimney to bring it to me.

I missed Santa Claus. He had been a good friend.

I think my dad missed Santa Claus too. Now he had to take the place of the man from the North Pole. And my dad's sack of toys wasn't as big as he wanted it to be. Every December he sat us down and delivered the sad news. “I'm afraid there won't be much of a Christmas this year,” he told us. “We just don't have the money.”

I felt for him. I wanted to tell him it was okay.

“We don't have the money,” he said and so my brother and I prepared ourselves to face the sparse holiday my father had predicted. Yet, on the morning of the 25th, we came downstairs to find our stockings stuffed and the floor beneath the tree littered with presents.

Santa slipped out of my life, and, as I grew older, a chilling realization slipped in -- one that haunts me even to this day. In every city and scattered across the country, little ones, with hearts full of hope, hang up their stockings with care. But the man in red flies by their homes without stopping. In the morning their stockings look no different than they did the night before.

These children don't need to be told that there is no Santa Claus. They find out quite on their own.

Now I'm a dad. My little girl never heard of Santa Claus until one of the neighbors told her. And, at bedtime, she doesn't ask me to tell her about a man with toys and eight reindeer. Instead she says, “Tell me about when Jesus was born.”

She knows the story well, but she asks me to tell it to her just the same.

I start with the decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed. I tell her that Joseph and Mary had to walk a long time. And when they got to Bethlehem, no place was found for them to stay.

My daughter and I ponder that in the silence of our own thoughts. I suppose she thinks of how it would be to never find a McDonald's with a Playland and how it would be to ride on a donkey without a car seat. But I think of Joseph. There he was, pushed out of his home by a senseless decree from a Roman emperor. He comes to the town that is rightfully his own, but no one greets him. No one takes him in. Worried, he asks around for a midwife and a dry, warm, comfortable bed for Mary. “Sorry,” people say. “Sorry, we can't help you.” In the end, he takes shelter in a barn. And all he can offer the one he loves is a wool blanket and some straw.

I feel for him.

Then my mind goes back to my dad. I see him there at the kitchen table, sifting through a stack of bills, wondering where he will get the money to buy toys for his children. And for the little ones everywhere whose stockings are empty, I hurt. I wish I could shower gifts on them all. And I wonder, Where is the outrage from heaven?

My daughter tugs at my arm. “Tell me the rest of the story, Daddy.”

We switch to the hills around Bethlehem. “On the night Jesus was born,” I tell her, “in the hills, the sheep were sleeping -- sleeping away. 'Baaa. Baaaa.' They were dreaming sheep dreams. The shepherds were there, watching over their sheep.

“All of a sudden, an angel appeared to the shepherds! They were afraid.

“But the angel said, 'Do not be afraid.'”

My daughter always smiles when I tell her this.

“The angel said, 'I bring you good news of great joy. For tonight unto you in the city of David is born a Savior, who is Christ, the Lord. And this will be a sign unto you: You will find the baby lying in a manger.'

“And suddenly, all across the sky, the night was bright with angels. And they were singing, 'Glory to God in the highest. And on earth peace, goodwill to men.'”

My little girl's eyes get big as we look at the bedroom ceiling together. And I wonder to myself, Can she see what my eyes cannot? Can she see the heavens filled with angels?

What would it be like to see the heavens open? I ask myself. But, though I try, I can see no vision of angels. Instead of angels, I see a man. But he's not in a shepherd's field; he's in a hospital room. And he's not singing. He's dancing, holding his newborn daughter in his arms, filled with emotions he could never put into words. I see him there, spinning and twirling, and I realize that man is me.

“Daddy, tell me the rest of the story.”

The reason for the angels' visit begins to make sense. So, tonight, I change the story. “What do you suppose those shepherds saw when they came to the barn where Jesus was born? Do you think they saw Joseph out in front, dancing under the stars?”

“Daddy, you are silly. They saw the baby Jesus lying in a manger.”

Oh, yes. I sit there for a long time while my daughter falls asleep and dreams of angels. I sit there and think about those words from heaven: “Do not be afraid.”

And, suddenly, I want to rush back through the years and talk to a little boy who grew up to be a daddy himself and say, “Have you seen the angels? Have you heard their song? Did you know that Jesus is here?”

And then I want to stop at a kitchen table and speak to my tired and discouraged dad. “Do not be afraid. What you cannot give has been given for you.”

And I want to swoop down chimneys everywhere with angels at my side and bring the good news to every little one whose heart was filled with hope. “Do not be afraid. The heavens have opened for you. The angels are here for you. Immanuel has come. Do not be afraid.”

If I could, I'd bear presents to them all. Not because I think the trinkets I can give will satisfy Christmas needs. Instead, I'd bring gifts as tokens of a giving, caring God. And I'd pray that when the children finally unwrapped the paper, they'd find not a doll nor a toy truck, but rather a tiny baby, wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.

The next morning, my wife and I are busy in the kitchen. Company is coming. Our little girl is talking to her dollies and her stuffed animals, saying this and that. We don't pay much attention, glad to have a few minutes to straighten the house and make a meal. All at once we are arrested by her words:

“Do not be afraid. For I bring you good news of great joy.”

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 26 --  You never know -- Luke 2:5

He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. -- Luke 2:5

I never noticed this before, but I have a question for you: Did Mary need to make the trip? Were they officially married? Could she have stayed home with her parents? Or, now that she was pregnant, did she get kicked out of her home? What kind of rejection did she put up with? Was Joseph the only one who would take her in? They didn't seem to be in any hurry to return to Nazareth -- it looks like they spent the next two years in Bethlehem and then they took off to Egypt.

Here's the point. Look around you. You and I never know what kind of struggles other people are wrestling with. How many people around us are putting on a brave face, but inside are in turmoil?

May the God who has accepted us grant us the heart we need to accept others around us, even the “fringe” people whose eccentricities may make us feel uncomfortable. And rejoice with me! God knows all about us, and yet He calls us family.

I'm glad you are part of our family, my brothers and sisters!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 27 --  Quietness -- Luke 2:6-7

While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. -- Luke 2:6-7

In the 2002 movie, The Count of Monte Cristo, the count makes a spectacular appearance to the elite social circle of his day. He arrives in a hot air balloon, complete with fireworks, dancers, dozens of servants -- all the fanfare you could imagine.

By contrast, the first appearance of Jesus seems like an entry of stealth. Tucked away in a Judean village, in a cave or a stable, a traveling Jewish woman stops to give birth to a baby. It seems out of place.

But Jesus' birth became a metaphor for His whole life. Years later, Pilate couldn't understand why Jesus didn't vigorously defend Himself. It didn't occur to Jesus to bother. He knew that He had no lasting place in this world, until He returns to take possession of everything that is rightfully His.

Today Jesus is being born into the lives of people all over the world. Again, His entry is mostly unpublished, unrecognized, quiet. Quiet. Sort of like the Joshua's first six trips around Jericho.

Someday the trumpet will sound!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 28 --  Center stage -- Luke 2:7

... there was no room for them in the inn. -- Luke 2:7

In our high school, the National Honor Society picked the graduating class speaker. I went to the meeting confident that I had a good chance of being elected. I was one of the best debaters and competitive public speakers in the state, and I was well known in student government.

I walked into the room confident. But from the middle of the room boomed the voice of one of my fellow students. “Dwight Clough,” she said, “I don't like the way you speak.”

All eyes turned to me, but I was caught completely off guard. I was speechless.

The ploy worked. I was defeated, and her candidate was quickly elected.

We live in a world where most people try to elbow their way to the front of the line. This same world tried to throw Jesus away before He was even born. But He arrived anyway. I'm struck by how unobtrusive Jesus is. I think of my grandmother who loved to put a tray of cake and coffee in the lap of her guests, and then fade into the background, letting someone else take center stage.

Like my grandmother, Jesus won't take center stage, unless we give it to Him. 

May He have center stage in our lives today!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 29 --  Do not be afraid -- Luke 2:8-10

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid...” -- Luke 2:8-10

I don't know about you, but I think I would have been terrified also.

Without too much trouble, an angel put to death 185,000 Assyrian soldiers one night when a king got a little too uppity about the God of Judah. I heard a story once about an angel, sword in hand, who showed up in a bar down in Mexico to inform a certain man that he needed to give a certain widow the money he owed her. That would sober me up.

We may have all kinds of reasons to be afraid, but here in this shepherd's pasture, God skips over them, and assures us that terrifying us is not on His agenda.

One night I had a dream that heaven was opening, and I knew at any moment I would see God. I thought I would be scared witless. But I wasn't. Instead, I was filled with an awe I cannot describe. It would be something like seeing a thousand Grand Canyons all in one moment.

I hang on to stuff like this. To me, one of God's greatest gifts has been the words, “Do not be afraid ...”

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 30 --  The manger -- Luke 2:7

She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. -- Luke 2:7

They didn't have a cradle. They didn't have a crib. They didn't have expensive baby clothes. But what they did have, they gave.

What is a manger? It is nothing by itself. Yet, given to Christ, it has become a powerful message that has rocked every generation for centuries.

God transforms plain things into works of wonder. A picnic lunch became a miracle meal. A jar of oil became an investment property. 

What do we have? Our homes might not be spotless, our cars might not be fancy. It may seem like we have nothing to give but the plainest of gifts. But let's not hold back! Let us give what we have to Christ. Our plain gifts, every one of them, is an opportunity for God to work wonders.

Who knows what He might do!

May He show up for you!

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

December 31 --  Treasures -- Luke 2:19

But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. -- Luke 2:19

What are you treasuring? What is buried deep in your soul? 

I think about a four year old boy, sitting in a farmhouse kitchen, warming up near the cook stove, eating homemade toast with a thick layer of sugar on the top, while Grandma rolled out lefse and prayed in Norwegian. I think of a young man, a bit shy, posing for a snapshot next to a young woman with a beautiful smile. I think of five words written on a yellow piece of paper folded over, carried in a wallet, unfolded and read again and again: “I love you very much.” I think of a new baby girl being carried by her daddy for the first time, looking up with wide eyes, wondering, I suppose, what sort of daddy he would be.

I try to tell God how very grateful I am for life. I don't exactly know how to do it, but I try.

Be encouraged!

Dwight 

***

