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Introduction
I recall as a young pastor a lady who was involved in the children’s work of the
church sharing a problem. Although she knew the Bible stories quite well she
had very little idea of the story-line – the Bible’s overall plot. She knew how
the Bible began and how the story comes to a climax with Jesus, but the bit in
between… Could I recommend something she could read? Since then I have
come to realize that her dilemma is a common one and that the consequences
go far beyond teaching children. Many issues and difficulties arise both at a
personal and church level because we are unclear about the unfolding story
and how we fit into it.
The book I loaned that lady over 40 years ago (which she read with
great profit) was The Tent of God by Marianne Radius. The preface to that
book begins: ‘If I were not afraid of frightening my readers away by so
formidable a term, I might call this an Old Testament biblical theology for
young readers.’1 I know just how she must have felt. Old Testament biblical
theology does sound rather daunting. But it is basically getting a better
understanding of the Old Testament (OT) as it moves towards Jesus. My own
appreciation of the OT has been enriched by many who have written on the
subject. But I realise many Christians may lack either the time or the
inclination to read such books. Most Christians, however, do aspire to read the
Bible regularly. So I am trying to tap into this aspiration by introducing
biblical theology in small doses. The readings will keep on pointing to Jesus
Christ, the one who is ‘the glory of the story’. If it also helps those who teach
God’s word to set OT passages in the context of the whole story this will be a
real bonus.
Of course lots of Christians are finding daily encouragement through
the Scripture and the helps they use, but we must never lose sight of the big
picture. Don Carson issues this timely warning:
Devotional guides tend to offer short, personal readings from the
Bible, sometimes only a verse or two, followed by several paragraphs
1
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of edifying exposition. Doubtless they provide personal help for
believers with private needs, fears, and hopes. But they do not provide
the framework of what the Bible says – the ‘plotline’ or ‘storyline’ – the
big picture that makes sense of all the little bits of the Bible. Wrongly
used, such devotional guides may ultimately engender the profoundly
wrong-headed view that God exists to sort out my problems; they may
foster profoundly mistaken interpretations of some Scriptures, simply
because the handful of passages they treat are no longer placed within
the framework of the big picture, which is gradually fading from
view.2
We are about to embark on a journey that will last for a whole year. So before
we set off we need to be sure why we are travelling and the route we will be
taking. The Introduction that follows is rather lengthy, but it is most
important to read it before embarking on Day 1.
1. Getting into Story-Mode
The Bible is a story
How easy it is to miss the obvious and fail to recognize the form the Bible
takes. It is not arranged as a doctrinal Yellow Pages or an A-Z of moral
guidance. God has chosen to reveal himself in a story. This says something
very important to us even before we look at its contents. It tells us that God
himself is active in history. He has not only inspired the Bible, he is the central
character in the story. This does not mean, of course, that all parts of the Bible
are narrative. God’s love for variety is seen in revelation as well as in creation.
Though most of the Bible is in narrative form there are other types of writing
– laws, prophecies, songs, words of wisdom, parables, letters. But all these
function within the framework of the story. For instance the OT laws and
books of wisdom help to shape the community of Israel which is so crucial to
the storyline. And while the NT letters can hardly be described as narrative
they are fundamental to the story. They give the fullest explanation of its
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meaning. More than this, they provide the information we need about the
future and especially the final part of the story.
The Bible is an immense story
Whichever way we look at the story it is immense. Christians commonly
describe it as the story of redemption and this certainly takes us to the
heart of the Bible’s message. It is the account of God acting in history to
remedy sin and its effects. In the OT he works through his chosen people
Israel, preparing the way for the coming of his Son. The story then continues
in the NT with the early church spreading the good news of what Christ has
achieved. So Jesus stands at the centre of history. He ushers in a new age
culminating in his glorious return. When we speak, as we rightly should, of the
linear movement of this story, we must never forget the explosion at its centre.
It is an explosion of immense love. Paul grapples with its dimensions when he
prays that the Ephesian believers, may have power, together with all the
saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ,
and to know this love that surpasses knowledge (Eph. 3:18-19).
But if the story of redemption is at the heart of the Bible’s message, it is
set within the account of universal history. God is Lord not only of his
people, but of all history. He chose Abraham so that all nations would be
blessed through him. Again and again the OT prophets address the nations.
God has determined the times set for them and the exact places where they
should live. (Acts 17:26) He is bringing all history to its divinely directed goal.
Lesslie Newbigin once wrote:
A learned Hindu friend has several times complained to me that we
Christians have misrepresented the Bible. He has said to me
something like this: ‘As I read the Bible I find in it a quite unique
interpretation of universal history and, therefore, a unique
understanding of the human person as a responsible actor in history.
You Christian missionaries have talked of the Bible as it were simply
another book of religion. We have plenty of these already in India and
we do not need another to add to our supply.’3
3
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In other words the Bible story is a true outline of world history. And what
actually happened to Christ at a particular place and time in history makes it
unique and irrefutable. That Hindu recognized a wonderful truth that we
Christians often miss.
Universal history, however, is set within the context of cosmic
history. The Bible begins with creation and ends with the new creation. It
reveals that this cosmos is radically affected by sin and pictures it waiting
eagerly to be liberated from the bondage to decay (Rom. 8:19-21). And if we
push hard at the perimeter of the cosmic story we find ourselves moving into
the eternal purposes of God, to bring all things in heaven and on earth
together under one head, even Christ. (Eph. 1:9-10)
Finally cosmic history must be seen against the background of the
spirit realm. The story moves beyond this creation to tell of the final defeat
of Satan and all hostile powers. Christians have already come to the heavenly
Jerusalem, the city of the living God … to thousands upon thousands of
angels in joyful assembly … to the spirits of righteous men made perfect
(Heb. 12:22-23). Even while we wait for the final curtain to come down, we on
earth can be united with those in heaven. Truly this is the greatest story ever
told.
We are written into the script
It is possible to unconsciously assume that the Bible story ends with the
completion of Scripture. But of course this is not so. The story that culminates
in Christ continues until he returns. This means we are in the story today. We
are not fully in story-mode until we realize the wonder of this reality. We are
not just reading the story we are involved in it. The story-line looks like this:
Creation ----- Christ - Pentecost ---Us --- New Creation
I remember when this truth first dawned on me. I can only compare it to the
experience of being in an unfamiliar town where a large public map has been
provided. Strangers have difficulty making sense of it until they see the words
YOU ARE HERE. Then they are able to get their bearings and work out their
7

directions. That’s just how I felt. The realization of being in the story gives a
wonderful sense of identity and purpose.
According to the Bible, history is not going round in circles getting
nowhere. It is moving forward and going somewhere, and will come to a
definite end. This perspective is in marked contrast to the prevailing view that
history is meaningless. Today there has been an almost total collapse of any
concept of a meta-narrative (big story), and without a universal storyline there
can be no map and no YOU ARE HERE sign. In the absence of any overarching meaning to life or purpose to history people struggle to find meaning
through their own lesser stories. Life revolves around family or work or
leisure. The daily dose of TV soaps provide an escape from reality. The lottery
is the only real hope for change. But God intends life to make sense! We
literally have a place in history (his story). The fact that God is the central
character, however, acts as a check on our native self-centredness. We come to
Scripture not to impose our own agendas, but to understand our place in
God’s purpose.
This means we do not need to retreat in the face of modern pessimism
about the future. Being clear about the centre of the story – the triumph of the
cross and resurrection – makes us confident that history will come to a
glorious end, culminating in a new creation. As we indwell the story our
seemingly insignificant lives take on fresh meaning and direction. We join
with others in the community of faith and look from a biblical perspective on
the world we inhabit. We challenge the prevailing culture by becoming agents
for change and hope. We know our destination but live by faith in the real
world. Our position is not unlike the trapeze artist who lets go of the security
of one bar to soar through the air to the next. We live between the securities of
Christ’s cross and coming, caught in an act of faith but confident of the
ultimate outcome.
2. Why Bother with the OT
As our years daily readings come primarily from the OT we need to address a
very basic question. Why bother? If the OT is a story waiting for an ending
why bother now that Christ has come? Why go back to the Scripture of the old
covenant now that we live under the new? If we are uncertain about the
8

answer we are hardly going to be motivated to read the OT for a whole year. So
here are five good reasons.
(i) The same God reason
It is gloriously true that Jesus inaugurated a new age and a new covenant.
What is promised in the OT becomes a reality through him. And there are
certainly things that do not continue now that he has come. Such
discontinuities, however, function within an overarching continuity. We are
one with OT believers in the same story. We share the same plight, the same
redemption, the same family, the same destiny, but, above all, the same God.
God’s revelation of himself may be gradual, but all he says is true. Greidanus
sums up our link with the first believers, by which he means OT believers, as
follows:
The continuity between the message for the first hearers and that for
the church today will be readily apparent when we consider that it is
the same God who upholds the world now as well as then, the same
God who provides seedtime and harvest, the same God who acts in
history in redemption and judgment, the same God who desires to
save his people and demands their loyalty. In other words, once we
have caught the theo-centric focus of the text – what it reveals about
God’s acts, God’s promises, God’s will – we have caught hold of the
continuity that allows for meaningful application today in spite of
discontinuity, for the triune God is constant, steadfast, faithful, the
same today as he was in the distant past.4
(ii) The second act reason
The Bible is a single story. The fact that it is divided into the Old and New
Testaments should not divert us from its essential unity. The two testaments
are like the different parts of a two-act play. Neither can stand alone. If we
were to leave the play during the interval we would have no idea how the story
would end. But if we were to arrive during the interval we would have no idea
how it began. Without the New the Old is going nowhere. Without the Old the
New lacks any explanation.
4
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Think, for instance, of the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. John the
Baptist points to Jesus and says ‘Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the
sin of the world!’ (John 1:29) Behind that one expression ‘Lamb of God’ lays a
whole wealth of OT background stretching from Genesis 22, through Exodus
12, to Isaiah 53. Or think of the very first words of Jesus recorded by Mark:
‘The time has come,’ he said, ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe
the good news!’ (Mark 1:15) Jesus announces the kingdom of God, but never
once pauses to define it. Nor did any of his hearers interrupt him and ask him
what he meant. They didn’t need to. It was part of the vocabulary of every Jew
and its roots went deep into Israel’s faith and history. NT concepts, imagery,
and parables sparkle with significance only because we have sat through Act
One.
(iii) The big picture reason
It’s Boxing Day in the Jones’ household. Bruce, a Golden Retriever puppy, is
the latest addition to the family, bought as a Christmas present for the three
children. He is drying under the kitchen table after his walk and on top of the
table is a brand new 2,000 piece jigsaw of a village cricket scene. The pieces
are laid out ready to assemble after tea round the fire. But after tea, guess
what? Bruce has chewed into shreds the box with the picture on. Just imagine:
2000 pieces, over half of them green, and no picture to guide them!
Yet Christians often find themselves trying to fit the pieces of the Bible
together with very little idea of the big picture. And the OT is a vital part of
that picture. Here we have the account of the creation of the world and of man
and woman. Within that creation story we find fundamental principles on
such things as work, marriage and God’s rest. These chapters are crucial for
understanding our rebellion against God and the subsequent story of
redemption. And without the planks of creation and fall it is impossible to
frame a Christian world-view and think in a specifically Christian way. The OT
also shows that God is the Lord of all history – redemptive, universal and
cosmic. He has a concern and plan for the nations of the world and a destiny
for the whole cosmos. Christians who lose the big picture often finish up with
a small God.
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(iv) The primary school reason
Do you remember those days? Lots of pictures, lots of action, but all with the
aim of getting over basic principles of life and learning. In some respects the
OT is like Primary School. Truths brought to us in a more conceptual way in
the NT are introduced in a more colourful and memorable way in the OT. Is
there any greater picture of redemption than the Passover sacrifice? Or is
there any greater warning against idolatry than the story of the Golden Calf?
And because the richness of God’s salvation is revealed gradually we
sometimes need to make sure we have grasped earlier principles.
When I was at college I had a maths lecturer who would often write on
my efforts, ‘show your working.’ I thought that having grasped a few principles
I could move in great leaps towards the solution. He, of course, wanted to
know how I got there and that I understood the steps. Now, if I might put it
reverently, the OT is God showing his working. The Bible is one of those books
with the answers at the back. The answers are always some aspect of Christ’s
person and ministry, his death and resurrection, his community and kingdom,
his return and judgement. But God wants us to know how he got there. We
never outgrow the ‘back-to-basics’ programme which the OT provides.
(v) The before Christ reason
The OT covers that part of the story that comes before Christ. But BC can be
not only an epoch of time, but a state of mind and a way of life. If AD means
‘the year of our Lord’ then, as far as spiritual experience is concerned, anyone
who is not subject to his lordship is BC. In this respect we live in a world
characterized by BC living. Therefore, how relevant is, for example, the gospel
of Isaiah to show people their BC predicament and point them in the direction
of Jesus. But sadly, even as Christians, we sometimes fail to live in the light of
our new covenant privileges. It was a problem the NT church faced, as the
letters to the Galatians, Colossians and Hebrews testify. Thankfully, however,
when we do slip back into ‘shadowland’ we are confronted not only by the NT
writers, but by the likes of Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, pushing us out of our
BC -ishness

towards the riches of our resources in Christ.

So we not merely bother with the OT we delight in it. It is the first of a
two act story of the one true God. It enables us to see the big picture of his
11

great purposes in history. It presents truth in a vivid and memorable way
while always pushing us forward to the climactic events of the new covenant.
3. The Journey to the New Testament
Being in story-mode can help us to understand the Bible story in two
important respects. First, a story anticipates a storyline. The OT has a plot that
moves towards an ending. Second, a story implies an author. Just as human
authors write from the field of their own knowledge and experience and
sometimes in a veiled way about themselves, so does God the divine author of
Scripture. His field of knowledge, however, is infinite and his story is
primarily about himself. The word we use to describe what we learn about
God’s self-disclosure and purposes is ‘theology’ (theos = God and logos = word
or knowledge). So we can say that the OT has a theology-line as well as a
story-line.
A story-line
In the opening chapters of the Bible we are quickly introduced to our human
predicament. We are made for God and yet rebel against him. Just as quickly,
however, God’s rescue plan is revealed. He chooses Abraham and makes
wonderful and multifaceted promises to him which drive the rest of the story.
The promise-plan unfolds gradually. This does not imply, however, that
earlier, more primitive ideas are superseded by later, more developed ones.
Scripture is more like a blurred picture slowly coming into focus. And central
to that picture is a person – Jesus Christ – who constantly points to himself as
the fulfilment of the OT. This means much more than simply fulfilling certain
predictions. His story gathers up and makes sense of all the OT stories. He is
God’s fullest and final word
The Old Testament is an incomplete book, a history with no ending. It
announces a conclusion, but it never arrives at it. It is a book in which
hopes are often dashed, always deferred, at least only partially
realized … It is just this fulfilment of unfulfilled promise, this
completion of incomplete history, that the New Testament is
principally concerned to affirm. It has the boldness to announce that
the long awaited … turning point of all history, has taken place in
12

Jesus Christ; the God who acted in Israel’s history now has acted
decisively in him.5
A theology-line
The OT story is not just a record of what happens in OT times. It is also God’s
commentary on the meaning of what happens. If it helps, we can invent our
own formula, S = H + T, where S stands for story, H for history (the sequence
of events), and T for theology (the significance of events). But whereas we are
familiar with a time-line of events, what about their significance? Is there such
a thing as a theology-line? In a sense there is. It is what is known as Biblical
Theology.
Just as a map gives a birds-eye view (or, today, a satellite-view) of a
country transferred to paper, so Biblical Theology is a God’s-eye view of
events. A map tells us how places are related to each other and how we get
from one to the other. The theology of the story shows how events, people,
places and institutions are related and particularly how we get from one to
another as the story moves on. So Biblical Theology is a kind of verbal map:
the journey is not spatial but theological. To choose one obvious example:
temple in Scripture is used to describe the building Solomon erected, the body
of Jesus, and the church. We need our theology-line to discover how we can
move from one to the other.
However, not every transition from OT to NT is as clear as the example
of the temple. When my grandchildren were small I would sometimes prepare
a treasure hunt for them. It would take the form of a series of clues leading
eventually to the treasure. Clue one in the kitchen would lead to clue two in
the bathroom and so on, until they reached the treasure (usually sweets). Soon
the children would be scurrying around the house picking up the clues,
sometimes with hints from the grown-ups.
We too are embarking on a treasure hunt, but whereas some directions
are clear (especially in the light of the NT) sometimes God simply leaves clues
in the form of events, instructions, pictures etc. One clue leads to another and
patterns begin to emerge. Then God drops hints that these are not ends in
themselves, but ways of anticipating something better. We learn, for example,
5
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to recognize the designed similarities between Israel and Jesus. As the story
moves on, the clues grow in their significance, until finally we discover that
Jesus is indeed the one in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge. (Col. 2:3) Seeing him as the fulfilment of the Law and the
Prophets (Matt. 5:17) makes the OT come alive in a fresh way.
So while we will be following the OT story chronologically, we will regularly
move down our theology line to the Bible’s own interpretation of events,
especially in the NT. Then we will return to the story-line to pick up the events
in their historical sequence. In this way we will discover that the organic
coherence of the Bible is truly stunning, a miracle challenging the unbelief of
our sceptical age.
4. The Journey to the Present Day
When we plan a journey we are usually faced with the choice of two options.
We can take the more direct and quicker route or the longer alternative that
offers some particular advantage. The longer way may be safer or more scenic
or may allow us to break our journey at some favourite spot. In a similar way
there are two options before us when we journey from the OT to today.
The direct route
This means travelling straight from the OT to today. We read our passage,
draw some lessons and apply them to ourselves. What could be simpler? Isn’t
the OT full of interesting characters who have an immediate, human appeal?
But the direct route is neither simple nor safe. Determining what we should
avoid may be relatively clear, but understanding what we ought to copy is not
so easy. All Bible characters are imperfect, so, if the writer makes no moral
judgement, it is we who are left discerning how the passage applies. It doesn’t
follow that because Abraham did something we should – description is not the
same as prescription. And by what standard are we to judge the actions of
others – the OT, the NT, contemporary values? What happens if people reach
different conclusions? The greatest danger of moralizing, however, is that, in
our preoccupation with heroes and villains, we lose sight of what God is doing.
He is always the chief actor in the story. So we cannot travel safely to today’s
14

world by simply putting an equals sign between Jacob and ourselves, Joshua
and ourselves, Moses’ mother and mothers today.
But if moralizing has its danger, so does spiritualizing. By spiritualizing
we mean discarding the earthly, physical reality of a story in order to make
some spiritual application. For instance, in the story of David and Goliath,
David’s five smooth stones have been made to stand for things we need to slay
our giants – prayer, obedience, faith etc. This is to totally abandon the biblical
meaning for our own imagination and replace God’s authority with our own.
In case we are ever tempted down this route let us erect in our minds a bold
‘No Entry’ sign.
The longer route
Testament is another word for covenant. So we are considering how we get
from the Scriptures of the old covenant to our situation today under the new
covenant? Put like this the answer seems more obvious. We must take a longer
route in order to break our journey in the NT and especially to visit Jesus.
Peter Enns in the introduction to his commentary on Exodus writes:
The story of Exodus does not actually end until we come to the cross
and the empty tomb – or even beyond, not until the Second Coming. In
other words, seeing how we as Christians fit into the story must be
seen in light of how Christ completes the story. We do not draw a
straight line from something in Exodus to our lives. We take a part of
the story, we see how it fits into the whole story, which comes to a
conclusion in Christ, and then we begin to see more fully how this
story affects how we look at ourselves and our God.6
This does not mean there are no moral lessons to be drawn from the OT, but
simply that we don’t move straight from the OT to ourselves. We go with the
flow of revelation down our theology-line to Jesus and then to our situation
today. Jesus taught his disciples to see himself as the fulfilment of the Law of
Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms. (Luke 24:44) We take the Law of Moses
to Christ to see what he does with it. We glory in the prophets and their timebound expressions of Israel’s hope, and look to the destination intended by
6
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the Spirit of Christ within them when he predicted the sufferings of Christ
and the glories that would follow. (1 Pet. 1:11) We delight to read and sing the
psalms, but understand them in the light of their fulfilment through Christ
(Col. 3:16). It is this longer route that we will be taking in our readings for the
coming year.
5. Getting Started
Getting to grips with the format
The book is divided into twenty chapters, each chapter being a series of daily
readings. The days are numbered consecutively from 1 to 366. The first two
chapters introduce the whole story and our approach to it and chapters 3-20
cover the OT part of the story. There are five types of daily readings.
Story: Some daily readings provide the essential OT story-line. Each passage
is set in its immediate context, often with a brief comment on its relevance to
the whole story.
Theology: Theology passages take us down the theology-line to see the
Bible’s own interpretation of events. The two main sources for these readings
are the NT and the OT prophets as they point forward to the NT.
Introductory: All the daily readings in chapters 1 and 2 are introductory as
they provide a preamble to the whole story. Chapters 3-20 all begin with an
introductory day. Though no set reading is given for these days, one is
sometimes suggested within the text. The purpose of these introductions is to
make the link with the previous chapter and prepare the way for the current
one.
Focus: Focus days give an overview of a theme rather than consider a single
passage. As a number of Scriptures are listed no specific daily reading is given
for these days.
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Pause: Some daily readings, spaced throughout the year, give opportunity to
pause, reflect and respond in a more personal way.
Getting the most from each day
Certain features have been built into the notes in order to clarify or amplify
them. The additional material is given in two ways:
Each Day ends with a closing thoughts or prayer. Sometimes a suggestion is
given which will require further reflection or study. Occasionally there is an
extra note for issues needing fuller amplification.
Bracketed references within the notes provide:
•

references to other Scriptures which shed light on the passages

•

references to other days which are linked to the same theme

Because we tend to get out of Bible study what we put into it (see Mark 4:2425), try to make the most of this material. Those whose daily time is limited
may be able to set aside a period once a week to ‘catch up’.
We are now ready to start our year’s journey. Let us come to God’s word each
day:
•

like the hungry desert wanderer wanting to live on every word that
comes from the mouth of the LORD (Deut. 8:3)

•

like the culturally-bound Jew needing to be totally set free by the
teaching of Jesus (John 8:31-32)

•

like the newborn baby longing to grow up in our salvation (1 Pet. 2:2)

Almost half the references to the Holy Spirit in the Bible speak of his work of
inspiring, teaching or applying the truth. He is indeed the Spirit of truth. So let
us begin each reading asking for his illumination: ‘Spirit of God my teacher be,
showing the things of Christ to me.’
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Getting into the story
By the second episode of a TV drama, I am usually asking my wife (who is far
better at these things than I am), ‘How is she related to him?’ and ‘Where does
he fit into the story?’ So don’t be surprised if this story takes some getting into.
It spans many centuries and involves many characters. So the first two
chapters are designed to ease us into the story. Chapter 1 sets up the canvas
and, with broad brush strokes, paints The Big Picture. Chapter 2, Living in the
Story, introduces us to an amazing reality. As we get into the story, the story
gets into us. We find ourselves drawn into the plot.
Reading the story changes our lives. But the change may well be
cumulative and long-term rather than immediate. A number of basic truths
about God, his purposes and his people will occur again and again,
strengthening our faith, deepening our love and confirming our hope. But as
we continue we will discover that such realities are precisely what we need for
living today in God’s unfinished story.
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Chapter One: The Big Picture
1. History is his story (Daniel 4:28-37), Day 1
2. History is going somewhere (Revelation 5), Day 2
3. History has a centre (Hebrews 1:1-3; 9:24-28), Day 3
4. The story moves towards the centre (Acts 3:22-26; 1 Peter 1:10-12), Day 4
5. The story continues from the centre (1 Thessalonians 5:1-11), Day 5
6. The story and its validity (John 14:1-7, 15-17), Day 6
7. The story and its theology (Romans 1:1-6; 16:25-27), Day 7
8. The story and its interpretation (Luke 24:13-53), Day 8
9. The story and its application (Hebrews 3:7-4:11), Day 9
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Day 1
1.1 History is his story

Daniel 4:28-37
People can close their ears to God’s voice, but they cannot block out the
dreams he sends. God has already spoken to Nebuchadnezzar through a
dream, but to no lasting effect. Now he sends another. Unless the king of
Babylon renounces his sin, he will be dramatically cut down like the tree he
has dreamt about. A year passes. The king arrogantly boasts: ‘Is not this the
great Babylon I have built … by my mighty power and for the glory of my
majesty?’ (30) God has been patient, but now he strikes. What has already
been decreed (24-26) happens.
Having made himself more than a man, Nebuchadnezzar is now made
less than one - for those who walk in pride he is able to humble (37). After
seven years Nebuchadnezzar’s sanity is restored. It is the fool who says in his
heart there is no God (Ps. 14:1). The sane person honours and glorifies him,
acknowledging that he does as he pleases and that his kingdom is eternal,
universal and enduring (34-35).
The story we are to consider is history – it moves from generation to
generation (34). But more than that; history is his story. God is the chief
actor. In the beginning God created… God commanded Adam… God banished
him from the garden… God sent the flood… God chose Abraham… And so the
story continues. This is well illustrated in the recital of history in Nehemiah 9.
God controls the powers of heaven (angels and demons) and the peoples of the
earth (35).God’s will in terms of his commands can obviously be ignored, but
his will of purpose extending to all ages can never be thwarted. Even sin can
serve to fulfil his ultimate purposes, as demonstrated in the life of Joseph
(Gen. 50:19-20) and, of course, in the cross of Jesus (Acts 2:23; 4:27-28).
The story embraces the whole of cosmic and human history. In the final
book of the Bible the most common way to describe God is the one who sits on
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the throne (it occurs in nearly every chapter). He is the Alpha and Omega
(Rev. 1:8) – the origin and goal of history. He had the first word in creation
and he will have the last word in the new creation. It is his story.
Closing thought:
At your leisure read Extra Note 1.1: God Works to a Plan. The more assured we
are of God’s hand in everything, the more willing we are to leave everything in
his hand.
Extra Note 1.1: God works to a plan
We can only speak of the Bible as a story if there is a storyline. And we can
only speak of the storyline if there is an author who has a plot and works to a
plan. As the story unfolds we shall see what that plan is. Here we simply note
the tremendous truth that there is one. If your time is limited focus on the
Scriptures in bold print.
•

God’s plans are made long before the events take place: Is. 25:1; 37:26;
42:9; 44:6-8; 45:20-21; 46:10-11 (verse 11 is a reference to Cyrus,
king of Persia); 48:3-7; Jer. 29:11; Lam. 2:17; Acts 2:23; 4:27-28.

•

God’s plans will not fail and cannot be thwarted: Num. 23:19; Josh.
21:45; 23:14; Job 42:2; Ps. 33:10-11; Is. 44:24-28; 55:8-11; Acts
13:36; Rom. 9:17. Note: If future events are at the mercy of chance the
future could never be predicted.

•

God’s plans embrace all the nations: Gen. 12:1-3; Is. 2:1-2; 14:2427; Jer. 49:20; 50:45; Matt. 28:18-20; Acts 1:8; 17:26; Rev. 5:9;
22:1-2.

•

God’s plans stretch from eternity to eternity: Rom. 8:28-30; Eph.
1:3-14; Titus 1:1-3.

When wrestling with the extent of God’s sovereignty we must always
remember: If God was small enough to be fully understood, he would not be
big enough to be worshipped.
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Day 2
1.2 History is going somewhere

Revelation 5
Is there an explanation for the whole chain of events we call history? With the
Bible in our hands we can dip into the end of the story, but, and it is a big but,
how can we be sure the story will continue until it reaches that end? John sees
in the right hand of him who sits on the throne a scroll. The scroll contains the
world’s destiny; all God’s purposes in history for blessing and judgment. But
the scroll is sealed. And as long as it is sealed there is no assurance that God’s
purposes will be activated in history. John, together with the whole of heaven,
is appalled at the implications of this (2-4).
There is, however, someone who has done what it takes to break the
seals and open the scroll. His name is Jesus. He has conquered sin and,
through his own obedience to God’s will, earned the right to rule. He is the
Lion-King, David’s descendant, the One who holds the key of David. ‘What he
opens no-one can shut; and what he shuts no-one can open.’ (Rev. 3:7)
When John looks, however, he sees not a lion but a sacrificial lamb,
which, though slain, is still standing. Jesus is risen and exalted. He is complete
in power (seven horns) and perfect in wisdom (seven eyes). He alone has the
right to read the contents of the scroll and the power to execute them. History
is going somewhere. Christians must not pretend to have all the answers, but
to today’s bewildered people we can certainly say, ‘stop crying, start believing;
history is going somewhere.’
The entire universe explodes into a new song; new, because it could not
have been sung before. From now on, the throne is to be known as the throne
of God and of the Lamb (Rev. 22:1, 3). While Israel was looking for a Lion to
break the yoke of its enemies, God sent a Lamb to take away the sin of the
world. The Lamb reminds us that sin is so bad that all must be saved by his
blood (9). The title ‘the Lamb’ is used twenty-eight times in Revelation; and
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the Lamb is on the throne. The universe will not be completely free until all its
aspirations and all its praise converge upon that throne (11-14).
Closing thought
Extra Note 1.2: Views of history
The biblical measurement of time is circular – the regular agricultural ‘round’;
the seasonal variations; the alternation of day and night. The biblical
understanding of time, however, is linear. It has a beginning (Gen. 1:1) and an
end (Rev. 22:20). The seasons may come circling round, but the story marches
on. So there is a storyline that stretches from creation to new creation (more
of that on Day 5). This does not mean, of course, that all parts of Scripture are
history (there are psalms, proverbs, parables etc.), but it does mean that the
whole Bible is set within a historical framework.
In The City of God (written between 413-427), Augustine traces from
creation to eternity the course of two cities or societies, the earthly Babylon
and the heavenly Jerusalem. Citizens are born into the earthly city by nature
and into the heavenly city by grace. History is the movement of events towards
the final city of God. For 1,000 years world history taught in European schools
was based on that vision. Under the influence of the eighteenth century
Enlightenment, however, the view of history became secularized in a doctrine
of inevitable progress. Such optimism prevailed until shattered by the
devastating world wars of the twentieth century. Now ‘it is difficult to find
Europeans who have any belief in a significant future which is worth
working for and investing in.’7 One of the results of this shattered optimism is
a deep distrust of any overarching scheme (metanarrative) that seeks to make
sense of all reality. This applies not only to the Enlightenment faith in science
and rationality, but also to the Christian’s faith in the God of history. With the
loss of any overall plot, people are left to work out their own story as best they
can. This has resulted in today’s ‘me-and-now-generation’.
The Hindu and Buddhist view of history is circular. Human life is seen
in terms of the wheel of nature – an endless cycle of birth, growth, decay,
death and then new birth. ‘Karma’ is the inexorable law of cause and effect
7

Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (SPCK, 1989), p. 90.
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governing the future. Bad actions lead to rebirth in the lower orders, perhaps
as an animal. Good actions lead to rebirth in the higher orders, perhaps as a
priest. The goal of human experience is to escape karma and achieve ‘nirvana’
(nothingness).
Christians today must hold confidently to a biblical understanding of
history. The answer to peoples’ shattered optimism is biblical realism and
hope. And the basis for this is the historical fact of the cross and resurrection
of Christ at the centre of the story (Day 3). The answer to the wheel of nature,
and the despair it can bring, is the promise of eternal life and the goal of a new
creation.
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Day 3
1.3 History has a centre

Hebrews 1:1-3; 9:24-28
Christ is the centre of history in that all God’s purposes in the OT flow towards
him and all God’s purposes afterwards flow from him. He puts his distinctive
mark on the whole of history. That is why we number the years both forward
and backward from his birth.
In Hebrews 1:1-3 the writer speaks of history before Christ. God spoke
through many portions and in may ways through the prophets, but finally
‘spoke in Son’ (lit.) – we might say, ‘in Son-language’. But, because it is the
same God who speaks, there is continuity of purpose. We do not move from
the less true to the more true, but from promise to fulfilment. God’s word in
its final version is couched in a unique person, who is the origin of history
(through whom he made the universe), its goal (heir of all things) and its
centre. For Christ also divides history. The last days (1:2) are not the days
immediately preceding Christ’s return, but those ushered in by his first
coming (cf. Acts 2:14-17). So we live now in the last days. That’s why God has
given his last word. There are no dark and hidden facts withheld from us. He
has revealed all we need to know in his Son.
The three appearances of Christ provide a framework for the history of
the last days:
•

He has appeared … to do away with sin. (9:26)

•

Now to appear for us in God’s presence. (9:24)

•

He will appear … to bring salvation in all its fulness. (9:28)

We wait for Christ (9:28), while he waits for his enemies to be made his
footstool (10:13). In the Second World War the decisive battle (6 June 1944)
came to be known as D-Day and the final victory in Europe (8 May 1945) as
VE Day. In Christian terms we live between D-Day and V-Day. D-Day was the
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first coming of Christ when the enemy (Satan, sin, death) was decidedly
beaten. V-Day is his second coming when the enemy will be completely
destroyed. We wait in the absolute assurance that the outcome, already
guaranteed, will become a reality. So Christ is the full and final answer to the
great problem of sin with which the Bible starts. His three appearances deal
with sin’s penalty, power and ultimately its very presence. Hallelujah, what a
Saviour!
Closing thought:
‘Father, as Jesus is the centre of all history, help me to make him the centre of
my life today, and live as though he was crucified yesterday, risen today and
coming tomorrow.’
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Day 4
1.4 The story moves towards the centre

Acts 3:22-26; 1 Peter 1:10-12
The gist of Peter’s message (spoken and written) is clear. The OT story moves
towards Jesus: all the prophets … foretold these days (Acts 3:24). Peter’s
Jewish hearers, as heirs of the prophets (Acts 3:25), can inherit the blessings
to which they point. This movement towards Jesus takes the form of a series
of epochs, each one coming to a climax and leading to a new stage, rather likes
chapters in a story-book. But the whole story is God’s truth. Progressive
revelation in no way implies progressive inspiration. God is speaking at each
stage of the story until his climactic word in Jesus.
In his first letter Peter shows how the OT prophets searched intently
earlier Scripture and the circumstances of their day, to see whether the Spirit
of Christ in them was pointing to their own or later times. Often it was both.
But always the ultimate fulfilment was the grace that was to come (10) and
the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow (11). While the
prophets used concepts and terms that were understandable to their own day,
they often sensed a bigger meaning and yearned for clearer revelation. The full
meaning only became apparent when Jesus taught his disciples to interpret
the OT in the light of himself (Luke 24:44-45). He embodies all that the
prophets announced. Even the angels, as sinless onlookers, are amazed at how
depraved sinners can be saved and have such a glorious inheritance (12). If
there is a heavenly university for angels the most popular subject must surely
be the church! (cf. Eph. 3:10-11) Surely we, the beneficiaries, should never lose
our sense of wonder.
This is why Peter wants his hearers to listen to Jesus (Acts 3:22). He is
simply underlining what the Father had said at the transfiguration of Jesus
(Matt. 17:5), an event that obviously left a deep impression on Peter (2 Pet.
1:16-18). The appearance of Moses and Elijah with Jesus on that occasion
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probably represents the beginning and end of Israel’s history (cf. Matt. 17:1013). When the cloud envelopes them, leaving only Jesus, a voice says, ‘This is
my Son … Listen to him!’ The implication is that Jesus is the real reason for
Israel’s existence and the true climax of her story.
Closing thought
Extra Note 1.3: 1 Peter 1:10-12 and the fuller sense of Scripture
Sometimes the OT writers did not grasp the full implications of what they
were writing. This meaning beyond the author’s original intention is called the
sensus plenior – the fuller sense. The fuller meaning comes in the light of
God’s fuller revelation. While we must give due weight to the intention of the
human authors at any part of the story, ultimately God is the author of the
whole Scripture and the whole story. It is his intention that exhaustively
determines the meaning of the text. The fuller sense, therefore, must be shown
to be what God intended and not what we have imposed. The following are a
few of the more obvious examples of OT texts that have a fuller meaning in the
light of subsequent development and revelation: Genesis 3:15; 22:8; Psalms
16; 22; 110.
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Day 5
1.5 The story continues from the centre

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11
The message of the whole Bible is: Jesus is coming! OT people did not express
it like that. They were expecting a deliverer whom they called Messiah
(‘anointed One’). But now we know that the whole story involves two comings
of Jesus. So NT believers are also waiting for him.
Paul’s visit to Thessalonica was only brief, and further instruction was
called for regarding the Lord’s return and the position of believers who die
before he comes. The teaching is glorious, hence the strong note of Christian
hope throughout the letter (1:3; 2:19; 4:13; 5:8). The believer’s ultimate
destiny is to be with God (3:13); to be reunited with loved ones (2:19; 4:13-18);
to have a transformed body, no longer limited by the laws of space and gravity
(4:17); and to live in a renewed universe (2 Pet. 3:13).
So with Christ we have the dawning of a new age which takes us on to a
new creation. But the old or present age has not yet come to an end (Gal. 1:4; 1
John 2:8).

At the present time the two ages overlap. Unbelievers belong to the old age
and are still in darkness, while Christians are children of the light (4-8). But
the new age is final. The first coming of Jesus is the coming of the end. If we
think of time up to Jesus as a line heading towards the edge of a cliff, then
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with Jesus it has turned and runs along the top of the cliff. We live in the
presence of the end. And the last days will have a last day called the day of the
Lord (2; cf. 2 Pet. 3:10; Day 267). And that, says Paul, is absolutely certain (911).
This means that our position today is no different from Christians in
the first century. True conversion still involves turning from our idols, serving
the living God and waiting for his Son (1:9-10). We work and wait motivated
by a glorious hope.
Closing thought:
Working keeps us from the pessimism which thinks we can do nothing, and
waiting keeps us from the presumption which thinks we can do everything.
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Day 6
1.6 The story and its validity

John 14:1-7, 15-17
We have seen how the Bible tells the story of cosmic and human history
moving towards the goal of a new creation. Christ stands at the centre of the
story in that the OT points to him and a new age dawns with him. So much for
the big picture; now for the big question. Is this the true or only way of looking
at reality? What validates the biblical view of history? In his farewell discourse
to his disciples Jesus makes the staggering claim that he is the exclusive way,
truth and life (6). If this claim is true, it has unique and universal implications
for all of history.
Jesus is the way into the Father’s presence (1-7). The main aim of the
discourse is to explain why he is going to the Father. His departure, via the
cross and resurrection, makes certain his followers reach the end of the story
(3).
Jesus is the truth – God’s fullest revelation and final word. We have much
more to learn, but God has no more to reveal than he has unveiled in his Son.
Christians do not believe the Bible is true simply because it says so – a kind of
circular reasoning. No, Jesus ‘comes from outside’. He was declared with
power to be the Son of God by his resurrection (Rom. 1:4).
The empty tomb cannot be fitted into any understanding of history
except one of which it is the starting point. It is the beginning of a new
creation, as mysterious to human reason as creation itself. But accepted by
faith it leads to a wholly new and consistent way of understanding human
experience. It is Christ who validates and gives meaning to the whole story. He
chose to stamp his authority on the OT and promised the Spirit of truth (17) to
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teach and guide the apostles about the future (John 14:26; cf. 16:13). What is
essential to be known, God as made clear. What is not clear is not essential.
Jesus is the life and giver of eternal life. (John 5:24; 10:27-28; 17:3). Having
received new life, the Christian has a different perspective from that of ‘the
world’ (17). He does not assess truth from the outside as a neutral observer,
but as an insider, participating in the story. And the Spirit of truth gives an
inner certainty (17; cf. Rom. 8:16; 1 Cor. 2:14-16; 1 Thess. 1:5).
Closing thought:
‘Christianity is a statement which, if false, is of no importance, and if true, of
infinite importance. The one thing it cannot be is moderately important.’ (C.S.
Lewis)
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Day 7
1.7 The story and its theology

Romans 1:1-6; 16:25-27
It is important to keep in mind the difference between the chronology and the
theology of the story. The first tells us the sequence of events, the second
shows us their significance. The chronology gives us a kind of birds-eye view
of the story’s history, while the theology is a kind of God’s-eye view of it. It
shows the designed similarities and divine links between events, people,
places and institutions that appear in different parts of the story. As the story
progresses, earlier truths are filled out, until they take their final shape (filled
full or fulfilled) in God’s definitive word and action in Jesus Christ.
Paul’s letter to the Romans is perhaps the supreme example of God’s
truth arriving at its final shape. The opening and closing sentences of the letter
are very similar in their content. They act like a pair of bookends summarizing
the major theme of the letter, namely, the gospel. Its origin – God. Its roots –
the OT. Its substance – Jesus Christ. Its scope – all nations. Its purpose – the
obedience of faith. Its goal – the glory of God. Some reflections:
The gospel is God’s gospel (1:1)
It is not, in the first place, seeking to meet the needs we feel, but the problems
God defines. Everything Paul deals with in this letter, he relates to God. This is
what we must do as we read the Bible.
The gospel is rooted in the OT promises (1:2-3; cf. 3:21)
It is described as a mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and
made known through the prophetic writings (16:25-26). But why is the gospel
a mystery when these Scriptures have been available for centuries? The
answer can only be because God has now revealed a new, Christ-centred way
of understanding the OT. The theology of the story always leads to Christ. The
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mystery, hitherto concealed but now revealed, is Jesus Christ himself in his
fulness (Col. 2:2-3) and especially that he is available for the Gentiles (Eph.
3:6; Col. 1:27).
The gospel displays God’s wisdom (16:27)
His plan allows him to receive sinners without compromising his justice and
holiness. And the plan that so demonstrates his wisdom should surely draw
our praise.
Closing thought:
Today’s subject is so important that it might be worth re-reading the section in
the Introduction headed ‘A theology line’.
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Day 8
8. The story and its interpretation

Luke 24:13-53
‘We had hoped…’ (21) expresses the utter disillusionment of these two
disciples. When Jesus died their hopes died with him. But when the risen Lord
came alongside:
•

their eyes were opened to the shattering fact of the resurrection (31)

•

the Scriptures were opened showing Christ fulfilling the OT (32)

•

their minds were opened to understand the Scripture for themselves
(45)

Given the fact of Christ’s resurrection, the disciples might have expected him
to publicly vindicate himself in some way. But Jesus seems to have had a
different agenda. Luke emphasizes the time he spent privately with his
disciples simply teaching them how to interpret Scripture.
‘How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the
prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things
and then enter his glory?’ And beginning with Moses and all the
Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures
concerning himself … ‘Everything must be fulfilled that is written
about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms’ (25-27,
44).
In fulfilling the Scriptures, Jesus is not merely threading together a number of
proof texts, but drawing the whole of the OT onto himself. All the streams of
truth, Law, Prophets and Psalms, flow to him. Without him the OT makes no
final sense (cf. John 5:39-40). Even their remarkable experience of the risen
Christ will not be enough to sustain these disciples in their worldwide mission.
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They need to be sure about the ‘thread of divine intent’ that runs through the
whole story (46-49).
And what must we learn as interpreters of Scripture? Like reading any
book, we need to know where we are in the story. If we are reading from the
OT we must bring the passage to Jesus before we can bring it to ourselves. But
the story does not finish with his first coming. He will come again at the last
day. So our interpretation of Scripture must be within the framework of his
coming in grace and his coming in glory as the appointed heir of all things
(Heb. 1:2). Such Bible study will not only inform our minds (45), but also
inflame our hearts (32).
Closing thought:
‘I believe in Christianity like I believe in the rising sun. Not because I always
see it, but because by it I can see everything else.’ (C. S. Lewis)
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Day 9
9. The story and its application

Hebrews 3:7-4:11
Though the story is history, we have far more than a historical interest in it.
The Bible is God’s word. We are to feed upon it and live by it. But how does
the Bible apply to us living so long after it was written?
It is very important to remember that once the story has moved beyond
Pentecost we are in an almost identical position to the believers living at that
time. Of course our circumstances may be vastly different, but we share the
same salvation, the same Spirit, the same human nature and the same
struggles, joys, challenges and destiny.
What about our links, however, to the story before Pentecost and more
particularly, before Jesus? These Scriptures are addressed to an ancient
people living under the old covenant. But, though not written to us, in the
context of the whole story, they are still written for us. Our link comes not
through the historical details of a passage as such, but through its theology –
what it tells us about God. What is he like? What are his purposes? How does
he act? What does he promise his people and expect from them? As we saw
yesterday, such truths must always be considered in the light of Jesus before
we can grasp the implications for ourselves.
Our concern in the reading from Hebrews is the way the writer applies
the OT to his day. The people addressed are Jewish Christians tempted to go
back to Judaism. The passage focuses on ‘God’s rest’ and ranges over a wide
selection of Scriptures from the time of creation, Moses, Joshua and David.
Observe:
1. Both David (3:7-11) and the present writer (3:12-15; 4:1-2, 11) take
Israel’s desert experience to warn against spiritual obduracy. Both speak of
their own time as God’s ‘Today’ (3:7, 13, 15; 4:7). And we too are in God’s
‘Today’, because he always requires faith and obedience from his people. In
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the Anglican Book of Common Prayer, Psalm 95 is intended to be read
whenever God’s people gather for morning prayer. It is intended as a daily
reminder of the seriousness of listening to his word. We must diligently
persevere in our walk with him.
2. In the light of the way Jesus completes the story, the rest experienced
under Joshua and David is but a picture and faint token of God’s Sabbath-rest.
We can enter that rest now and enjoy its fulness throughout eternity (4:9-11).
Closing thought
Extra note 1.4: The application and implication of Scripture
When teaching Scripture it is probably more helpful to think in terms of the
implication rather than the application of the passage. Implication, by
definition, always arises from the content, whereas, in practice, application
can sometimes depend on the teacher. For instance, teachers may crystallize
the main lesson from a passage and then apply it in ways that have nothing to
do with the passage itself. For example:
Main lesson: the need for Christians to be faithful.
Application: the importance of faithfulness in (i) marriage (ii)
observing Sunday.
If neither of these applications are implied in the passage, however, the
authority has moved from the word of God to the word of the teacher. A
teacher can only speak with authority when the implication is seen to arise
from the passage itself. It is helpful, therefore, for those who expound
Scripture to ask the following question: If I want to make the point contained
in my application, would I naturally go to this passage to do so?
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Chapter Two: Living in the Story
1. This is my story (Ephesians 1:1-14), Day 10
2. A view from the inside (1 Corinthians 1:18-2:16), Day 11
3. Living with roots (Galatians 3:6-9, 26-29), Day 12
4. Living with hope (Romans 5:1-8), Day 13
5. Living with tension (1 Peter 1:1-9; 2:11-17; 5:8-14), Day 14
6. Living with confidence (2 Corinthians 1:1-11, 18-22), Day 15
7. Living by faith (Hebrews 11:32-12:3), Day 16
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Day 10
2.1 This is my story

Ephesians 1:1-14
Before beginning this chapter it might be helpful to re-read the section in the
Introduction headed: ‘We are written into the script’. Today’s passage is of
such momentous dimensions that imagination and comprehension are pushed
to their very limits and then beyond into the realm of adoring wonder. If we
take this passage as a summary of the story, then the story-line runs from
eternity past (4) to eternity future (14) and its plot embraces all things in
heaven and on earth (10). The drama unfolds in three great acts of the triune
God: election (4-6), redemption (7-8) and sealing (13-14). And after each act
the curtain falls to the praise of his grace and glory (6, 12, 14).
But what about the cast? Who is in the story? It is clear that all who are
‘in Christ’ are included. This is a favourite expression of Paul, occurring nine
times in this passage. It signifies the security of the believer’s position. Paul
naturally includes himself among the Jews in the story (11), but we can almost
hear the gasp of astonishment as the letter is read out: ‘And you [Gentile
believers] also were included’ (13).
What are the implications for today? Our position in Christ determines
both our identity and privilege. He is, if you like, our new address. And we are
blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly realms in Christ (3). The
heavenly realms occurs fives times in this letter and describes our union with
Christ who is in the place of all authority (Eph. 1:20-23). Ponder verse 3:
Where he is, we are; what he has, we share.
This means that instead of directing our own affairs we are written into
the script of a much bigger story (Eph. 2:10). Each day becomes a new chapter
in the ongoing narrative. Being a Christian, therefore, is as much concerned
with how we act as what we profess. And we are in the story with others. We
are part of the community of faith through whom God’s will is done on earth.
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In fact, Paul describes the church of Jew and Gentile as God’s pilot scheme for
the renewed universe of the future (compare 2:14-15; 4:15-16 with 1:9-10).
Wow!
Closing thought:
Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine! O what a foretaste of Glory divine!
This is my story, this is my song, praising my Saviour all the day long.
(Fanny J. Crosby)
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Day 11
2.2 A view from the inside

1 Corinthians 1:18-2:16
If we look at a stained glass window from the outside of a building the colours
are indistinct and the pattern makes little sense. When we step inside,
however, everything changes. The picture comes alive in a mass of colour. We
stand in awe at the beauty of the whole design. So it is with the story. Those
who belong to Christ are in the story and from the inside everything looks
different. Why is this?
In the early part of 1 Corinthians, Paul contrasts God’s wisdom with the
wisdom of this age. The supreme display of God’s wisdom is Christ crucified.
The cross is the only answer to the sin and alienation of the world (1:23-24,
30; 2:1-2). But this can only be understood when revealed to us by God’s Spirit
(2:10). Looked at from the outside the cross is foolishness. Without the Spirit
we will not accept and cannot understand its implications (2:14). Notice, it is a
moral issue before it is an intellectual one (cf. John3:19-20; Rom. 1:18).
But then the gospel comes with power, and by faith we enter the story
(2:4-5). Looked at from the inside the cross sparkles with significance. Its
design is apparent (2:7). It makes sense of the problem of sin. The wonder of
God’s grace deepens as we grow in a loving relationship with him (2:9). All
this comes through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Only a person’s own spirit
really knows what is going on inside him, and likewise only God’s Spirit can
know the deep things of God. The indwelling Spirit puts us on God’s wavelength and tunes us to his thinking (2:10-12).
We dwell in the story as part of the community God has called. For the
most part it is made up, not of the wise, influential and noble of this world, but
the foolish, weak and lowly (1:26-29). We should not be deterred if we are
regarded as of no significance in the world. Christians are looking at events
from a different standpoint. They are able to make right judgments and must
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not allow themselves to be judged by those who are spiritually blind. Through
the Spirit we have the mind of Christ (2:15-16).
Closing thought:
It is only the cross-eyed who can see clearly.
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Day 12
2.3 Living with roots

Galatians 3:6-9, 26-29
Alex Haley was a black American author who traced the origins of his family
through their days of slavery in the old South to their African forebears. Roots
was serialized on TV in 1977 with astounding results. By the end of the series
the programmes commanded 66 percent of the TV audience and thousands of
Americans were scrambling into libraries searching for their family origins.
Knowing our roots clearly gives us a sense of significance.
In these paragraphs Paul shows that being in the story means
Christians have roots. Just as most biographies begin a generation or more
before the birth of the person featured, so all Christians stand in an unbroken
continuity with God’s people stretching back to Abraham. If you belong to
Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed. (29).
Some implications:
1. In the mobile world in which we live, with so many dysfunctional
families, it is a great encouragement to know we have roots. With Abraham as
our father (cf. Rom. 4:16-17), Israel’s history becomes our history and the OT
takes on fresh significance.
2. Read Isaiah 51:1-3. This was written for a faithful remnant of God’s
people who were discouraged by their small numbers and reduced
circumstances. ‘Take heart,’ says Isaiah, ‘remember your roots and your God.
He keeps his promises and is still able to do great things from small
beginnings.’ (2-3; cf. 1 Kgs. 18:36)
3. The gospel for all nations, announced in advance to Abraham (8),
becomes a reality through Christ’s death (14). So if our roots go back to
Abraham, they go down into Christ (Col. 2:6-7). And all who have the same
roots belong to the same family (26-28). This is such a basic truth, yet often
brushed aside in practice. Of course there are differences between Christians,
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but we must make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit while we work
towards a unity of understanding (Eph. 4:3, 13). And this takes time and
effort. It is easier to label others than to love them. But ‘Christ’ is the only label
that matters. All those whom Christ has accepted we must accept (Rom. 15:7).
They are family. ‘Let us assess the health of our faith by the pulse of our love.’
(Thomas Watson)
Closing thought:
We stick labels on jars so we know what’s inside them. But often we stick
labels on people to avoid finding out what’s inside.
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Day 13
2.4 Living with hope

Romans 5:1-8
A sense of hopelessness pervades much of life today. Yet hope is the oxygen of
the soul. It is impossible to live without it. So, in its absence, people make
their own substitutes.
Governments and businesses plan their short and long-term projects
and measure progress by the degree of success in completing them. But what
is the criteria for setting the targets? At one point in Scott’s tragic expedition
to the South Pole conditions were so bad the party kept coming upon their
own tracks. They had simply been going round in circles. So using their
compass they threw snowballs in the direction of true south so they had
something to fix their eyes on. Modern society, however, has little comparable
to Scott’s compass to keep it going in the right direction. And what about hope
at the personal level? Often people have their own wish-list (a lottery win,
meeting Mr Right and so on) which they project into the future to sustain
them in the present. They literally ‘live in hope’.
All these kinds of things, however, are poor substitutes for what Paul
speaks of in today’s passage. Biblical hope is not a ‘hope-so’ kind of hope. It is
a joyful and confident expectation of God’s glory (2) being fully displayed in
his Son (Titus 2:13), his people (2 Thess. 1:10) and his creation (Rom. 8:2021). Knowing the end of the story, we can rejoice in our present sufferings (lit.
‘pressures’ v. 3) because these are, as they were for Christ, the path to glory
(Rom. 8:17). And in the end we will not be left with egg on our faces because
we are certain of God’s love for us. We have experienced it subjectively in our
hearts (5) and seen it supremely demonstrated on the cross (8). Though
mysteries and unresolved questions remain, what most people need in
suffering is not so much an explanation as a fresh sight of God and his
purposes.
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A relief agency sending help to poorer countries packed boxes with food
and medicines and called them ‘containers of hope’. The contents met only a
little of the need, but were significant as symbols of hope to needy people. As
Christians we too can live as symbols of hope in a world where many have lost
their bearings. Hope is listening to the music of the future and faith is dancing
to that music in the present.
Closing thought:
Turn Romans 15:13 into your prayer for today. ‘May the God of hope fill you
with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with
hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.’
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Day 14
2.5 Living with tension

1 Peter 1:1-9; 2:11-17; 5:8-14
Yesterday we saw that the end of the story for Christians is both glorious and
certain. But we are not there yet! Peter writes to mainly Gentiles Christians
whom he describes as God’s elect, sojourners of the dispersion (1:1 lit.; cf.
Jam. 1:1). The dispersion (diaspora) is a technical terms to describe the Jews
forced to live away from their homeland. Peter uses it of Christians away from
the heavenly Jerusalem, their true homeland.
When Peter describes the city of Rome (from which he writes) as
Babylon (5:13), he is continuing the same imagery. Babylon in the OT was the
centre of worldly power in opposition to God’s people. It was the city of exile
where Israel lived as aliens. That is just how the Christian at Rome felt. They
lived in the real world with real tensions. How are these tensions to be
resolved?
1. The tension of being in Christ yet still in this world
Is the world enemy territory? Should we opt out of the responsibilities of life
in its public dimension? Peter takes the same attitude as Jeremiah did when
he wrote to the exiles in Babylon (Jer. 29:4-7). We are to be concerned for the
world without being conformed to it (2:11-17). We are ambassadors as well as
aliens (3:15-16). We must be ready to take our share in the struggles and
anguish of human history.
2. The tension between present and future blessings
We must never forget that salvation has three tenses. We have been saved, are
being saved, but will only be saved fully from sin and all its effects when Christ
returns (1:7, 13). Peter contrasts our glorious inheritance (1:3-5) with the
present reality of suffering, trial and the exercise of faith (1:6-9). Thankfully,

48

there are wonderful foretastes of heaven before we get there (1:9; cf. Heb. 6:5),
bringing inexpressible and glorious joy (1:8). But we are not yet free from sin.
We must not expect now on a regular basis what we will only experience fully
in glory.
When Peter pulls together the threads of his letter (5:8-14), his final
emphasis falls on the enabling grace of God for such tensions. ‘You may feel
you live in a war-zone, but God’s grace is sufficient for you. Any suffering is
only for a little while. God has called you to his eternal glory and he will bring
you there. Stand fast in his grace.’
Closing thought:
The world at its worst needs Christians at their best. ‘Lord, help me this day to
share in the world’s burdens without being drawn into its sin.’
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Day 15
2.6 Living with confidence

2 Corinthians 1:1-11, 18-22
The tensions of Christian experience must not be allowed to undermine our
confidence in the ultimate outcome of God’s purposes. This passage makes it
clear that Paul is no armchair theologian. He is familiar with suffering, even
extraordinary pressure (8-9), but his confidence is in no way dented (10). In
explaining why this is so, Paul uses his change of plans (over his visit to
Corinth) to emphasize that God never changes his plans. That is why Paul is so
confident about the future and why he does not need to change his message
(18-19).
1. God is faithful to all his promises (18-20)
The OT comes to us as a series of promises and these promises converge on a
person. Jesus is God’s great ‘Yes’ to every promise he has ever made. That is
why reading the OT without reference to Jesus is like reading a mystery novel
with the final chapter torn out. So there is no uncertainty or ambiguity with
God. Paul’s confidence in what he believes is in marked contrast to the
ambivalence of many today.
2. God is faithful to all his people (21-22)
Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ (21). God not
only keeps his promise, but keeps his people until all his promises are finally
fulfilled. In the meantime, he has given us the Holy Spirit as a seal and pledge.
The seal is God’s mark of ownership. God has redeemed his people at great
cost and will not let them go. He seals us not by some visible mark, but by the
gift of his Spirit in our hearts. In this way we are sealed for the day of
redemption (Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30).
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The Holy Spirit also functions as a pledge. In Paul’s day this indicated a
deposit guaranteeing the full payment (2 Cor. 5:5). In modern Greek it is the
word used for an engagement ring – the pledge of something greater yet to
come. The Holy Spirit in our hearts assures us that God is our Father and that
as his children we will share in Christ’s glory (Rom. 8:16-17). This is how God
makes us stand firm in Christ (21). And because God works in us, we can work
out our salvation in every area of our lives (Phil. 2:12-13).
Closing thought:
Once we see Jesus as God’s great ‘Yes’ to his promises, we find ourselves
constantly responding ‘Amen’ to the glory of God (20).
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Day 16
2.7 Living by faith

Hebrews 11:32-12:3
Hebrews 11 is a glorious chapter about God’s OT people who lived in the story.
1. They lived in the light of the hope they had. But, though by faith they
obtained promises (33 lit.), they did not ‘obtain the promise’ (39 lit.). They did
not witness the fulfilment of their hopes, for their story and ours will end
together (40) in that better resurrection (35).
2. They certainly lived with tension. ‘They were aliens and strangers on
earth … looking for a country of their own’ (13-14). Notice how the evidence of
faith can sometimes be ambiguous. True faith can be exercised both by victors
(32-35a) and victims (35b-38). By faith one can ‘escape the edge of the sword’
(34) and by faith be ‘put to death by the sword’ (37).
3. Finally, in this chapter we see again and again those who lived with
great confidence concerning the end of the story (e.g. 10, 13-16, 25, 35).
4. In Hebrews 12, however, the focus switches to the Jewish Christians
addressed in the letter. They live with roots. They can say of this great cloud
of witnesses (12:1), ‘these are my people’. These OT believers are not, as it
were, watching from the grandstand (a rather daunting concept), but
testifying that living by faith is worthwhile.
Faith, however, stands in a category of its own. We live with roots, hope,
tension, confidence (and with love, humility and so on). But we live by or
through faith. Notice the refrain by faith running through the whole chapter.
Faith is like the mouth of a baby on the teat. It links us to God and his power
and therefore all other qualities depend on it. And as we live by faith, faith
lives by exercise. That is why it has to be tested. It has to stay the course (1 Pet.
1:6-7).

52

In chapter 12 the Christian life is pictured as a race. To run the race we
must discard ruthlessly all hindrances (these will vary from person to person)
and deal seriously with sin. The OT believers can inspire us, but they cannot
strengthen us. Jesus does both. He inspires us by his example (2) and gives us
the necessary help (cf. 2:18; 4:16). If faith is the key to endurance, fixing our
eyes on Jesus is the key to faith.
Closing thought:
Trust and obey, for there’s no other way to be happy in Jesus.
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Chapter Three: God Creates the
World
1. Introduction, Day 17
2. Before the beginning (John 17:5, 24; Proverbs 8:22-36), Day 18
3. God’s eternal purpose (John 1:1-14), Day 19
4. God creates out of nothing (Genesis 1:1-13), Day 20
5. God creates to a plan (Genesis 1:14-25), Day 21
6. God creates by his word (Psalm 33), Day 22
7. Part of a great choir (Psalm 148), Day 23
8. The creation reconciled (Colossians 1:15-23), Day 24
9. The creation maintained (Psalm 104), Day 25
10. The creation enjoyed (1 Timothy 4:1-8), Day 26
11. The creation renewed (2 Peter 3:10-14), Day 27
12. Why are you so afraid? (Mark 4:35-41), Day 28
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Day 17
3.1 Introduction
Among the restrictions that the government of China seeks to impose on the
church is one relating to teaching. The church must avoid the themes of
creation and the Lord’s return. Such truths clearly undermine the
communists’ views of humanity and history. By banning teaching on how the
world started and how history finishes, the authorities, with great insight, are
effectively banning ‘the story’. They know that if God is the creator he has
every right to be the judge (Acts 17:24, 31).
The true story, however, begins with creation. Well, not quite. We will
first try to delve into eternity past in order to establish the context for God’s
magnificent act of creation. Having considered God’s action, we must then
travel down our theology line because creation itself is soon affected by sin.
We will see how it is included in Christ’s reconciling work and destined for
renewal at his return. Until this happens, however, God will maintain the
earth and we can still enjoy it.
When we consider any portion of the Bible we must try to understand
why and for whom it was first written. Only then can we move to the
implications for us now. With Genesis 1 there is a temptation to forget this
basic rule and jump immediately to today’s world. First we need to stand in
the shoes of the children of Israel in their earliest days in Egypt and as they go
into Canaan.
There, they are surrounded by other nations, other gods and other
creation stories. When they leave Egypt they are familiar with idolatry, pagan
rites, magic and priest-craft. They are aware of myths explaining the origin of
the universe and the hierarchy of gods in the Egyptian pantheon. Pagan gods
had ‘job descriptions’ associated with the sun, moon, earth, sea, vegetation
and so on. But because these areas were ruled by different forces, pagan
religion was unable to explain how everything holds together. Paganism was,
in essence, a commitment to unpredictable forces, and life was characterized
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by uncertainty, superstition and, above all, fear – the fear of getting on the
wrong side of a deity.
Genesis 1 reveals how the God of Israel holds all the forces of nature
together. The sun, moon, stars and sea-monsters were thought to be powerful
deities in the pagan world. In the Genesis account they are merely creatures or
entities that display God’s power and skill. The writer of Genesis is aware of
other cosmologies, but he writes not, as some maintain, in dependence on
them, but in deliberate rejection of them. One scholar describes Genesis 1-11
as ‘a tract for the times, challenging ancient assumptions about the nature of
God, the world and mankind.’ It is an example of apologetics (a reasoned
defence), comparable to Paul’s address at Athens when he finds an altar with
the inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Paul says, ‘what you worship as
something unknown I am going to proclaim to you’ (Acts 17:23). Genesis 1
loudly proclaims that there is no need to live in fear of cosmic forces because
God is the creator of heaven and earth. While we live in a world fascinated by
the ‘How’ question of creation, they lived in a world desperately seeking an
answer to the ‘Who’ question. That’s what Genesis 1 gives us.
This is not to say that the creation account has no significance for
today. Far from it. In some respects we live in a similar world to the
descendants of Israel, a world of superstition, astrology and occultism. A large
percentage of the population regularly read their star column and one third
profess to believe what it says. The Bible begins with a declaration that we are
not at the mercy of unpredictable forces, but in the hands of a sovereign
Creator to whom we are answerable. Nor are we at the mercy of chance. The
probability of life originating by chance is comparable to the probability of a
dictionary resulting from an explosion in a printing works. Yes, we still need
relevant apologetics today. Because God is the God of all truth, some
Christians must grapple with the ‘How’ and ‘When’ questions. But they must
do so understanding that Genesis 1 is more concerned with the ‘Who’ and
‘Why’ questions. The Bible doesn’t speak of creation to satisfy our intellectual
curiosity, but to increase our faith and stimulate our praise. It is far more
important to know the Rock of Ages than the ages of the rocks!
Closing thought:
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Read Jeremiah 10:1-16. Laugh with the prophet at verse 5; shout with him at
verses 11-12; and take verse 16 into this day.
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Day 18
3.2 Before the beginning

John 17:5, 24; Proverbs 8:22-36
Although the Bible starts with In the beginning… that does not mean there
was nothing before that. In John 17 Jesus speaks of his love relationship with
the Father before the creation of the world. And in the wonderful hymn in
praise of wisdom (Prov. 8b), wisdom is seen as God’s companion before the
world began. So vivid and personal is that description, some have seen it as a
direct reference to Christ. In the light of Proverbs 9:1-6, however, where
wisdom is immediately portrayed in another guise (that of a great lady), it is
probably better to understand the personification of wisdom as a preparation
for Christ – a kind of halfway stage between a merely abstract treatment of it
and the supreme disclosure of the Word and Wisdom of God in the flesh.
Such a consideration of what was there ‘before the beginning’ is not,
however, merely something theoretical. Proverbs 8 is a vivid reminder of
wisdom at the planning stage. The imagery of architect and builder give a
picture of a carefully designed creation. The universe is obviously not like a
handful of pebbles thrown randomly into a pool. No wonder Charles Darwin,
towards the end of his life, kept remarking, ‘I cannot believe with my mind
that all this was produced by chance.’
But even more significantly, the world did not begin from something
impersonal. All that exists does so by the will of a personal being (Rev. 4:11).
Part of the dilemma of those who now reject a personal Creator is that, while
recognizing that all human relationships depend upon love and
communication, they can neither explain where these come from, nor
understand their profound importance. The biblical answer, however, is that
before creation the Father, Son and Holy Sprit existed in a relationship of love.
The longing that we have for true love and genuine communication is rooted
in what always has been.
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Proverbs 8:32-36 reminds us that we continually need God’s wisdom to
live in and enjoy his creation. It is a salutary reminder that, though science
and technology can bring many benefits, they cannot teach us how to use the
discoveries we make. Used without reference to God, they can become
dangerous and even self-defeating.
Closing thought:
Reflect on John 17:24 – what began with love in eternity past will end with
love in eternity future.
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Day 19
3.3 God’s eternal purpose

John 1:1-14
John begins his Gospel in a way that reminds his readers of the opening of
Genesis - In the beginning… He reinforces this connection with the common
themes of life, light and word, and by structuring his Gospel around seven
signs and seven ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus. God creates by his powerful word (God
said - runs as a refrain through Genesis 1). In verses 1-3, John describes Jesus
as the Word – eternal (the tense of the verb implies, In the beginning was,
and always has been, the Word), personal (with God), divine (was God)
and powerful (through him all things … without him nothing). So John’s
prologue is a kind of Christian transcript of Genesis 1.
But something tragic has happened. The world Christ created is unable
to recognize him and, even worse, has rejected him (10-11). How can judgment
possibly be averted? Just as a thriller writer might provide a vital clue on the
first page of a novel, so John provides his readers with a massive hint of the
outcome of his story. He contrasts creation and incarnation (God taking
human flesh) to tell us that his Gospel anticipates nothing less than a new
beginning; a new creation (12-13; cf. 2 Cor. 4:6; 5:17). Through him all things
became… (3); The Word became [the same Greek word] flesh… (14). The
mighty Creator becomes a created being. God’s one and only Son comes so
that we might become children of God (11-14). Some truths are arrived at in
stages. We can sometimes stumble at truths two and three because we haven’t
first grasped truth one. For many it can be helpful to come to the truths of
Genesis 1 via the truths of John 1.
John would almost certainly be aware of how Mark had begun his Gospel:
The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ. It is as though John wants to
indicate that the starting point of his Gospel can be traced further back than
that, even before the beginning of creation. So we are driven to a plan of
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salvation conceived in eternity. It is only, of course, as the NT writers look
back and reflect on the whole story that they recognize the wonder of this
plan. Let us reflect and wonder with them.
•

God’s eternal grace… before the beginning of time… 2 Timothy 1:9-10

•

God’s eternal choice… before the creation of the world… Ephesians 1:4

•

God’s eternal promise… before the beginning of time… Titus 1:1-3

•

God’s eternal sacrifice… before the creation of the world… 1 Peter 1:1820

Closing thought:
Well might the sun in darkness hide and shut his glories in
when Christ, the mighty Maker, died for man the creature’s sin. (Isaac Watts)
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Day 20
3.4 God creates out of nothing

Genesis 1:1-13
In the beginning God created (1) is one of the most basic and far-reaching
statements ever made. It tells us of God’s eternity. In Scripture his existence is
never proved; always presupposed. God is not a deduction, but a given. Before
there was anything else – before matter, time or space – there was God: not a
multitude of quarrelling gods, not an impersonal force, not fate or chance, but
a personal God who, by his own will, began to create the world for his own
purpose. And through his creative word came a universe of structure, order
and rhythm. There is no Hebrew word for universe, hence the expression, the
heavens and the earth (1). In the beginning God created challenges every
other belief about God and the cosmos. There is no place for:
•

atheism – there is no God

•

polytheism – there are many gods

•

pantheism – the world is an extension of God

•

materialism – matter is the only substance

•

dualism – the forces of good and evil are equally balanced in the
universe

•

astrology – we are controlled by impersonal forces

Creation out of nothing (Ps. 33:6; John 1:3; Heb. 11:3) means that the
universe, though utterly dependent on God, is fundamentally distinct from
him. Much of New Age thinking, influenced by Hinduism and Buddhism,
obliterates this distinction. But God cannot be known in any personal sense
through nature, only through Christ. What an encouragement it is to know a
God who can make something from nothing. It means that there is no need to
be anxious in that ‘impossible’ situation (Jer. 32:17), or to despair of that
friend in spiritual darkness (2 Cor. 4:6).
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We might wish for a creation account that used more scientific
terminology, but unfortunately it would have to be revised for each new
generation! Instead, Genesis 1, using only seventy-six different word forms, is
suitable for all times of history and all kinds of people. Following a wonderful
poetical pattern (see tomorrow), it tells us all we really need to know
concerning creation. It is the perfect opening to God’s story, adequate for
Hebrew slaves, great thinkers, modern scientists and little children. It is
clearly God’s handiwork.
Closing thought:
Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world,
from everlasting to everlasting you are God. (Ps. 90:2)
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Day 21
3.5 God creates to a plan

Genesis 1:14-25
Genesis 1 gives the creation account from the vantage point of the earth (2; Ps.
115:16). Into the ‘confused emptiness’ (Calvin) God brings order, variety and
beauty. The very style of writing reinforces the sense of plan and structure. It
is not simple prose nor is it Hebrew poetry in the strictest sense. It does,
however, have some of the features of Hebrew poetry – repetition, parallel
statements, carefully balanced phraseology. Some of the key words and
phrases are repeated three, seven or ten times.
Each stage of creation follows a formula (with slight variations): 1. God
said; 2. God’s command; 3. Fulfilment of God’s command; 4. Declaration of
what God created; 5. God’s approval; 6. God’s naming or blessing; 7. Day
number.
In days 1-5 there is no definite article in the Hebrew, focusing the
emphasis on the sixth and the seventh days. Animals and humans are special
creations (NB how God speaks twice on the sixth day - vv.24 and 26) and
God’s rest is the goal of all creation (Day 35). The first six days can be viewed
as God’s answer to an earth that was both ‘formless and empty’ (2).
Form (formless)
Day 1: Light and darkness
Day 2: Sea and Sky
Day 3: Fertile Land
Fulness (empty)
Day 4: Lights of Day and Night
Day 5: Creatures of Sea and Sky
Day 6: Creatures of the Land
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It is this ordered universe that makes scientific enterprise possible (Ps. 111:2).
The so-called ‘laws of nature’ are simply God’s regular way of working. As the
seventeenth century scientist, Johannes Kepler, put it: ‘science is thinking
God’s thoughts after him’. So there can be no final conflict between Scripture
and science. Let us reflect on two features of God’s creation:
1. Its immensity. He also made the stars (16). This almost throwaway statement must inspire awe. Our sun is a star a million times bigger than
the earth and yet is only one in 100 billion stars that make up the Milky Way
Galaxy. And this galaxy is only one of 100 billion galaxies in the universe. Let
us never be so preoccupied with the ‘how’ factor that we lose the ‘wow’ factor.
2. Its diversity. Read again verses 20-23 (Day 5 of creation). The
terms teem, expanse, every, increase, and fill, express something of God’s
extravagant variety (Ps. 19:1). Of the several million living species on earth,
possibly fewer than ten percent have been identified. Wow!
Closing thought
Extra Note 3.1: The days of creation
Three main approaches have been made to understanding the six days of
creation:
1. Literal. The days are twenty-four-hour days. In favour of this view is
the ‘evening and morning’ conclusion to each day.
2. Concordist. The days represent long periods of time and these ages
are in general accord with most current scientific estimates. The word ‘day’
(yôm) in Genesis 1 and 2 has several meanings: (i) a day of a week (ii) less
than twenty-four hours (14) (iii) an eternal day (2:2-3; see Day 35) (iv) an
indefinite period in the past (2:4b is lit. On the day the LORD God made the
earth and heavens). The verb ‘to create’ (bara) does not preclude the use of
pre-existent material, the operation of other agencies and, probably, great
periods of time. Alternatively, the days could be creative days with long
periods of time between them.
3. Literary. The days are ordinary days, but the artistic arrangement of
the passage indicates that the author’s intentions were theological rather than
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scientific. Genesis 1:1-2:4 is thus seen as a panoramic prologue showing how
creation is related to God and its significance for humanity. The use of
figurative language in revelation is in no way inferior to literal language.
What are we to make of these approaches?
1. The creation of sun and stars on the fourth day, after the earth and its
vegetation and after the evening and morning of the first three days, argues
against a chronological sequence of events in an ordinary week.
2. The ordering of creation in Genesis 1 reveals obvious dissimilarities
with current scientific opinion – trees preceding marine organisms; birds
preceding insects. The evidence of God’s two ‘books’ of revelation in nature
and scripture will not be at cross-purposes.
3. Although yôm (‘day’) can be used for long periods of time, the
context usually makes it obvious. Here the context seems to imply twentyfour-hour days.
4. We must respect other believers, who reach different conclusions to
ourselves.
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Day 22
3.6 God creates by his word

Psalm 33
In Genesis 1 the words God said ring out like a peal of bells celebrating God’s
creative word (Heb. 11:3). Nothing could frustrate it. Here the psalmist takes
up the same strain. Read again verses 6-8 and then shout verse 9: for he spoke
and it came to be; he commanded and it stood firm. But this is no mere
display of naked power. His word is an expression of his own righteous and
faithful character (4-5). Such an insight into creation is both liberating (1-3)
and humbling (8). Let us see how the psalm develops.
1.The plans of God stand firm for ever (10-11)
The God who spoke the world into being directs history by his same dynamic
word. His plans, like creation, stand firm (compare verses 9 and 11). The
godless nations may follow their own devices, but ultimately it is God who
writes the script (10). Isaiah 55:10-13 assures us that his creative word has lost
none of its ancient power. God has decreed the return of his people from exile
in Babylon, but this is but a step towards his final purpose of a new creation.
Isaac Watts captures the exuberance we should feel: The voice that rolls the
stars along speaks all the promises.
2.The people of God are blessed for ever (12-19)
The God of the entire universe is peculiarly the God of his own people. The
outcome of history is not determined by military hardware (16-17), but by a
gracious God whose eyes are on his people and will not forsake them in danger
or famine (18-19). Psalm 147 also tells of God who says, ‘Let there be snow’,
‘Let there be hail’ and it is so (15-18). But in the same psalm, God also speaks a
word designed for human ears which comes to us through Israel of old (1920). We are indeed blessed!
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Today’s psalm, closes on the note of hope for the future (20-22). And
what hope! The fact that God's word is, in a sense, an extension of his
personality and therefore utterly reliable, prepares us for the NT disclosure of
Christ the living Word (John 1:1, 14) and faithful witness (Rev. 1:5). It means
we can look forward confidently to the future knowing that the creation
brought into being by God’s word is, by the same word, kept for judgment and
renewal (2 Pet. 3:5-7, 13).
Closing thought:
Reread verses 1-4. Sing… Praise… Sing… and shout… For… What’s stopping
us?
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Day 23
3.7 Part of a great choir – a pause for
reflection

Psalm 148
Today we have our first ‘pause-type’ reading. The way the book of Psalms ends
is a reminder that all experiences of life can ultimately give way to praise. In
this psalm the choir is gathered together; the first part from the heavens (1-6)
and the second from the earth (7-14). Two great reasons for praise are given:
God’s creative power (5) and his glorious splendour (13; cf. Rev. 4:11). Two
thoughts for reflection:
1. Praise unifies
The whole of heaven and earth unite. Human concord is to be found, not in
playing down the distinctions of rank and responsibility (11) or of age and sex
(12), but in standing together around the LORD. A choir doesn’t produce a
beautiful sound if its parts are in competition. Harmony comes when all eyes
are on the conductor. That’s how it is in heaven (Rev. 5:11-14; 7:9-17). That’s
how it should be in the church.
2. Praise purifies
Detox schemes are designed to get rid of the impurities that build up in the
body. Here we see how praise does the same for the soul. The call to angels,
sun, moon and stars to praise the LORD is a corrective to those tempted to
worship created things. And this is a lesson still needed today. Constantly
praising the Creator keeps us from such folly (Rom. 1:25).
And so to action! Praise and rejoice are verbs – something we can do.
Happiness and pleasure are nouns – something we can experience. We can’t
do happiness, but we can praise and rejoice, and this means adopting a
specific attitude. C. H. Spurgeon (the famous Baptist preacher) wrote:
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The old saying is, ‘Go from nature up to nature’s God;’ but it is hard
work going up-hill. The best thing is to go from nature’s God down to
nature; and if you once get to nature’s God, and believe Him, and love
Him, it is surprising how easy it is to hear music in the waves, and
songs in the wild whisperings of the winds, to see God everywhere, in
the stones, in the rocks, in the rippling brooks, and to hear Him
everywhere, in the lowing of the cattle, in the rolling of the thunders,
and in the fury of tempest.8
Closing thought:
Try taking the words, This is the day the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be
glad in it (Ps. 118:24), and for day substitute flower, bird, and so on. As you
look at that tree you have seen a thousand times before, say: ‘This is the tree
that the LORD has made, I will rejoice and be glad in it.’ It will make such a
difference.

8

C. H. Spurgeon, The Early Years (Banner of Truth, 1962), p. 109.
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Day 24
3.8 The creation reconciled

Colossians 1:15-23
It is breathtaking to think that the language found here could be used of Jesus
of Nazareth within three decades of the cross. As far as creation is concerned
all things were created by him and for him (16). The title firstborn over all
creation (15) expresses the primacy of his position (see Extra Note 3.2 below).
This primacy is then worked out in two areas:
•

Christ is the Source, Sustainer and Goal of creation (16-17)

•

Christ is the Source, Sustainer and Goal of the church, the new creation
(18)

Our concern today is with the first of these. Travelling so far down the
theology line so early in the story, means leaping over the truths of God’s care
of creation (chap. 5) and his covenant with it (chap. 6). Suffice to say, at this
point, that creation itself has been radically disrupted by sin. Christ’s
reconciling work, however, is so comprehensive that it deals not only with our
individual alienation from God (21), but with all things in earth and heaven
(20; cf. Eph. 1:9-10).
How is this achieved? Paul directs us to one specific place on earth and
one single moment in history when Christ’s blood was shed on the cross. It
was a moment of pure grace. No wonder there was an immediate response in
the physical world (Matt. 27:51, 54). Christ is indeed worthy of that supreme
place as the ruler of God’s creation (Rev. 3:14).
We might well ask, where then is this harmony in creation? Nature
remains ‘red in tooth and claw’. Gardens still have to be weeded! The answer
is that, just as the Christian is reconciled to God, but still conscious of sin and
suffering, so the reconciled creation remains aware of frustration and decay.
And just as the Christian longs for the resurrection of the body, so the creation

71

anticipates its renewal (Rom. 8:20-21). At present we do not see everything
subject to Christ (Heb. 2:8), but one day we will (Phil. 2:9-11). Revelation 5:13
gives us an insight into that day. In the meantime, we must not be so
preoccupied with ourselves as individuals that we forget our responsibility to
creation. If Christ died for this creation we should at least care for it.
Closing thought:
Re-read verses 15-20 emphasizing the word ‘all’.
Extra Note 3.2: Christ, the firstborn over all creation
Firstborn signifies priority of both time and rank. Christ is before all creation
in time and over all creation in rank and dignity. There is no implication that
Christ is a creature as Jehovah’s Witnesses argue. He is not created, but the
Creator of all things (16). The major emphasis, however, seems to fall on the
idea of supremacy, hence the translation firstborn over all creation (NIV). The
firstborn was given special gifts and privileges in the family. In Exodus 4:22
God’s description of Israel as his firstborn denotes privilege rather than
temporal priority – there were many nations before Israel. Romans 8:29 also
picks up the concept of family. The firstborn was the father’s heir and so the
writer of Hebrews, speaking of God’s relation to his Son, can say, whom he
appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe (Heb.
1:2). To the firstborn son was committed the management of the household
and so Christ is Lord over all God’s creation (cf. Ps. 89:27; Rev. 1:5).
Extra Note 3.3: Creation in Christ
‘Finally, there is the unsurpassable biblical idea of creation in Christ. How
often is that note sounded in the New Testament! Remember John 1:3: “All
things were made by him; and without him was not anything made that was
made”; and Hebrews 1:2: “through whom also he made the universe”. A world
was made by Christ! One that has impressed upon it all His characteristics:
His wisdom, His truth and His love. We love it because He made it. But there
is something even greater: the world made in Christ. Creation is Christshaped. The space-time curve is Christ-shaped. It is built on the Lamb of God,
expressing the same heart as broke on Calvary. This helps us understand how,
72

in the incarnation, God can come into such intimate union with His creation.
He identifies with created spirit in the mind of Christ. He identifies with
created matter in the body of Christ. That, surely, is the glory of the matter:
that God saw fit to take it to Himself, and even to become it, in the body of His
Son.’ (Donald Macleod)9

9

Donald Macleod, A Faith to Live By (Mentor, 1998), pp. 64-65.
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Day 25
3.9 The creation maintained

Psalm 104
This psalm is patterned on the six creative days in Genesis 1, taking each stage
of creation as a starting point for praise. The psalm is full of energy and vivid
description; as different from Genesis 1 as an artist’s coloured painting differs
from an architect’s line drawing. It is written from the perspective of creation
as it is now, with seas that have ships and years that have seasons, with birds
making nests and people cultivating plants. So we are given an insight into
God’s on-going relationship with the universe he has made.
The creation is not like a clock wound up and left to run by itself.
Though God is distinct from it, he is in no way remote from it. He maintains
his creation, delighting in it. He makes springs pour water down ravines,
satisfying the thirst of the animals, causing trees to grow and birds to nest in
their branches. He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for human
consumption (10-14). The lions and the sea creatures seek their food from him
(21, 25-27). The same Spirit that hovered over the original creation renews it
(30). So we conclude that the God who created is still creating. He who gives
life sustains it (Neh. 9:6; Is. 40:26).
But though creation is maintained in a powerful and orderly way, verse
35 introduces a jarring note. This world is not only the ‘theatre of God’s glory’
(Calvin), it is also the scene of a mutiny (Rom. 1:21-23). Thankfully, from a NT
perspective, sin can be made to vanish while sinners can be spared. But
because of the effect of sin, the cosmos itself will require a final creative act:
‘Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth …’ (Is. 65:17-18; see Day
27). And the basis for this is found in yesterday’s reading. Until then, however,
this psalm teaches God’s continuous, creative care and renewal of his creation
(cf. Job 38-39; Matt. 6:28-30; Acts 14:17). Christ is the glue that holds all
things together (Col. 1:17). He sustains all things by his powerful word (Heb.
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1:3). It is a solemn fact that, were he to withdraw his sustaining word, creation
would tumble back into nothingness and cease to exist. In this profound sense
we all live every moment by his grace (cf. Acts 17:25, 28).
Closing thought:
The only fitting response today is praise. Of all God’s creatures, we alone can
sing to him with a song that has real content (33).
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Day 26
3.10 The creation enjoyed

1 Timothy 4:1-8
Even though there is now sin in the world, the material creation is still good in
God’s sight and we should view it in the same way. This will keep us from a
false asceticism that sees the enjoyment of the material creation as wrong.
Such an error can have many expressions (e.g. Col. 2:20-23) and will be with
us until Christ returns. Behind it is Satan himself (1). It comes when we
mistakenly draw a line between the God of creation and the God of
redemption. Salvation then comes through escaping from the material – in
this passage through forsaking marriage and abstaining from certain foods.
Those who believe and know the truth (3) recognize that such bogus
asceticism is wrong and dangerous. It rejects God’s good gifts, divides the
church into higher and lower Christians, and puts an unnecessary barrier
between Christians and their non-Christian neighbours.
God’s creation is good and nothing is to be regarded as taboo (4). As C.
S. Lewis put it: ‘God likes matter; he invented it.’ Everything God created is to
be received with thanksgiving because it is consecrated by the word of God
and prayer (5). The word of God probably refers to God’s original
pronouncement that creation was very good (Gen. 1:31), plus the teaching in
the rest of Scripture on how to use it aright. The prayer would be one of
thanksgiving, particularly for food (3), but extending beyond the meal table to
all aspects of God’s creation. Here are some practical implications:
1. Let us delight in God’s works and ponder them (Ps. 111:2). Let us
study the flowers, watch the birds and go to the rock pools and worship God.
2. Let us be creative ourselves through painting, music, gardening,
flower arranging. We have a world-affirming faith not a world-denying one (1
Tim. 6:17).
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3. Let us be good stewards of God’s creation (Ps. 115:16), preserving it
for others to enjoy. We are tenants on this earth and our possessions are
leasehold not freehold.
4. Let us continually thank God for his creation. Not only is he worthy
of our praise, but praise, like the applause after a musical performance,
enhances and completes our own pleasure. Praising ‘chance plus time’ does
not have quite the same effect!
Closing thought:
True godliness means the Christian has the best of both worlds (8).
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Day 27
3.11 The creation renewed

2 Peter 3:10-14
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth… The
Bible, having begun in this way, then focuses on what happens here on earth.
Even in the new order foretold in Revelation 21, the earth is still the centre of
activity. Earth does not go up to heaven; heaven comes down to earth (Rev.
21:2). Peter says this cosmos is reserved for fire (7) until the day of judgment
when Jesus returns. Then everything in it will be laid bare (10) – open to
view – like the shell of a building that has been ravaged by fire. But in keeping
with his promise [e.g. Is. 65:17] we are looking forward to a new heaven and
a new earth (13).
The fire of judgment, however, is not to destroy the earth, but to purify
it so that it can be the home of righteousness (13). It is a vivid picture of the
earth cleansed from sin and all its effects. It is this creation that has been
cursed (Gen. 3:17) and this creation that waits in eager expectation (Rom.
8:19) to reach its full potential. Its destruction would mean that the devil
would have won a great victory. This cannot be. The same cross that defeats
Satan, delivers creation. This is not a throw-away planet (cf. Matt. 19:28).
In Revelation 22:1-2 this earth is pictured as a restored Eden where
everything will co-exist in perfect harmony. It will be ours to enjoy and
explore for all eternity. It is difficult for us to get behind the biblical imagery
and feel the wonder of a renewed earth. One of G. K. Chesterton’s characters
tries:
Shall I tell you the secret of the world? We see everything from behind
and it looks brutal. That is not a tree, but the back of a tree. That is not a
cloud, but the back of cloud. Cannot you see that everything is stooping and
hiding its face? If only we could get round in front. 10
10

G. K. Chesterton, The Man Who Was Thursday (Dent, 1908), p, 176.
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But we will then. Now it is as though creation blushes and hides its face
because of the curse. But then… ! Peter writes, however, not to encourage
speculation, but to stimulate hope and godly living (11, 14).
Closing thought:
A Christian with such a sublime hope cannot surely go around with a sad
heart.

79

Day 28
3.12 Why are you so afraid? A pause for
reflection

Mark 4:35-41
It had been a busy day, so Jesus suggests to his disciples that they leave the
crowd and cross the lake. So they took him, just as he was, in the boat (36).
Suddenly a furious storm whips up. Jesus is asleep on a cushion and the
disciples wake him. ‘Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?’, they say (38).
Jesus rebuked the wind and said to the waves, ‘Quiet! Be Still!’ and there is
complete calm (39). The disciples, who had been frightened by the storm, are
now awestruck by his presence: ‘Who is this? Even the wind and the waves
obey him!’ (41).
Mark follows a series of parables with a series of miracles that reveal
the authority of Jesus over nature, demons (the ‘storm-tossed’ man), disease
and death. The miracles, however, are not just a demonstration of his power.
They are also a clue to his identity: ‘Who is this?’ He is clearly a real man who
could feel weariness, sorrow and pain. And, yes, he does care. Though he
sleeps through all the commotion of the storm, he immediately wakens to
their need. He shows that he has power over the sea, something in the OT
attributed only to God (e.g. Pss. 89:8-9; 93:3-4; 104:5-7; 107:23-30). Jesus is
both real man and mighty God. Though the laws of physics are his usual way
of working, this miracle reminds us that he can go beyond the usual way of
working for his own specific purposes.
No wonder, therefore, Jesus, having rebuked the storm, rebukes his
disciples. ‘Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?’, he asks them
(40). The back-up question clearly implies that faith is the answer to fear. It
still is. Listen to this legacy of our mighty, compassionate Saviour: ‘Peace I
leave with you; my peace I give you … Do not let your hearts be troubled and
do not be afraid.’ (John 14:27) We have a Saviour who does care and who is
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able. Jesus is no security against life’s storms, but he is our perfect security in
them. Trusting him in every situation spells the end of anxiety. Peter, who was
probably the major source for Mark’s Gospel, develops his own ‘storm
theology’ for those who did not know Jesus in the flesh. You can read it in 1
Peter 1:6-9.
Closing thought:
Be gone, unbelief! My Saviour is near
and for my relief will surely appear:
by prayer let me wrestle and he will perform;
with Christ in the vessel, I smile at the storm. (John Newton)
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Chapter Four: God’s ImageBearers
1. Introduction, Day 29
2. Made in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-31), Day 30
3. Crowned with glory and honour (Psalm 8), Day 31
4. Fulfilment through the true Man (Hebrews 2:5-13), Day 32
5. The image of God renewed (2 Corinthians 3:18-4:6), Day 33
6. Since we are God’s offspring (Acts 17:16-34), Day 34
7. God’s triumphant rest (Genesis 1:31-2:3; John 5:16-19), Day 35
8. Rest for the people of God (Hebrews 4:1-13), Day 36
9. Location, location, location (Genesis 2:4-15), Day 37
10. Relation, relation, relation (Genesis 2:15-17; Ezekiel 28:1-19), Day 38
11. A suitable helper (Genesis 2:18-25), Day 39
12. The image of God – a synopsis, Day 40
13. Wonderfully made – and kept (Psalm 139), Day 41
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Day 29
4.1 Introduction
When scientists study a subject they often look for an ‘organizing principle’ to
control their enquiry; something that will bring together the parts of their
research and perhaps suggest new lines of discovery. When it comes to our
relationship with God, creation in his image is such an organizing principle.
This is the way we are approaching God’s creation of man and woman, and the
threads of our research will be pulled together in our first focus-type day (Day
40).
But although this theme dominates the chapter, actually defining the
image is not easy. Approaches have been made that place the emphasis on:
•

qualities – such as rationality (in contrast to the animals) or holiness
(working back from the renewed image in Eph. 4:24)

•

function – the mandate to rule over creation (Gen. 1:26, 28)

•

relations – the ability to relate to God and other people or even to
function together as male and female (Gen. 1:27)

Because ‘image and likeness’ means simply ‘being like God’, it is perhaps best
to let the rest of Scripture, especially Genesis 2, fill out what this does and
does not mean. God’s image certainly includes having dominion over creation,
and we consider this by regarding Psalm 8 as part of the story (albeit a musical
version) and following its lead to Christ in Hebrews 2. God’s image in people,
though now distorted by sin, is not totally lost and is renewed as we are
transformed into Christ’s likeness by the Holy Spirit. A trip to Athens with
Paul (Acts 17) shows how the truth of God’s image can be used in evangelism.
The glorious theme of God’s triumphant rest brings the creation week to its
ultimate goal.
It is misleading to suggest that Genesis 2 is a second, even
contradictory, account of creation. Rather Genesis 1 is supplemented and
completed in the details of Genesis 2. The record moves from the cosmic
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perspective to the local setting of the garden, where profound events are to
take place. We see how God creates Adam, provides a wonderful partner for
him, marries them and gives them a home in Eden – a wedding present fit for
a king and queen! In these most favourable surroundings they have the
opportunity to establish a true relationship with God – a theme which will
dominate Chapter 5.

84

Day 30
4.2 Made in the image of God

Genesis 1:26-31
For six days God has been creating many wonderful things. Now the whole
world stands, as it were, on tiptoe wondering who is going to live in this
splendid new home. The final moment has come. There is a pause in the flow
of the story as we are invited into the mind of God (26). The pinnacle of God’s
creation is to be a creature who can rise above the dull level of reflex and
instinct, and be capable of representing God on earth. And with that
possibility comes the risk that the creation might become a competitor, even a
rival, to the Creator. No wonder the pregnant pause.
The animals are made according to their kinds, but man is made in
God’s image. He is not, therefore, the result of the chance variation of a
chimpanzee gene. Likeness, meaning ‘to resemble’, spells out the implication
of image. Just as Seth (Gen. 5:3) would have been like Adam in many respects,
but not identical to him, so the rest of Scripture controls our understanding of
how men and women are like God.
God’s image certainly includes our capacity to:
•

Reason – evaluating and thinking logically as rational beings. So
Asaph deplores the fact that he has sunk to the level of a brute beast
(Ps. 73:22 cf. Ps. 49:20).

•

Rule – having dominion over God’s earthly creation as his co-regent.

•

Relate – communicating and responding to God as his counterpart,
and able to have significant relationships with other people.

•

Reflect – mirroring God’s glory on earth as his proxy. Though an
amazing privilege, this also acts as a check on our arrogance. An image
is not the original, nor is it anything without the original.

85

What dignity is ours. What responsibility! But let us not lose heart. Our
human story was birthed in blessing (28) and approval (31). Blessing, a
central theme in Genesis, is never a casual wish, but an act of directing and
empowerment. To be truly human is to fulfil the purpose for which we have
been created. People often excuse their actions with the disclaimer ‘I’m only
human’. There is nothing ‘only’ about being human. Our shortcomings are not
the result of being human, but of the sinful nature that has tarnished true
humanity. And the Bible is the wonderful story of how that defaced image can
be renewed through Christ.
Closing thought
Extra note 4.1: The image of God after the Fall
Though all our faculties are affected by sin, God’s image after the Fall is not
completely destroyed. Vestiges of the original remain. People still have some
innate awareness of deity and sense of eternity (Eccl. 3:11). The faculty of
conscience remains as does the longing for love and communion. The fact has
important implications for:
1. Our attitude to people. We must not kill (Gen. 9:6) or curse (Jas. 3:910) those made in the image of God. Put positively we must show proper
respect to everyone (1 Pet. 2:17). A coin bearing the king’s image may be
defaced without being devalued. Robert Burns, while walking with a nobleman
in Edinburgh, met an old friend from Ayr. The nobleman grew restless as he
waited for them to finish their conversation and then rebuked Burns for
talking to a man with ‘so bad a coat’. Burns replied: ‘ I wasn’t talking to the
coat; I was taking to the man!’
2. Our evangelism. People are sinners who face God’s judgment and
need a Saviour. But some today can also feel insignificant and without selfworth. Such people need to know that, though all of us at all times are
unworthy of God’s favour, none of us at any time is worthless. The Puritan
Joseph Alleine said, ‘an unconverted person is like a choice instrument that
has every string broken or out of tune.’ But still a choice instrument! We need
to discover how the truth of God’s image can provide a bridge for the gospel
(Day 34).
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Day 31
4.3 Crowned with glory and honour

Psalm 8
Today’s reading is a reflection on Genesis 1: 26-28 set to music. We are to
rule over God’s creation (6), a word used elsewhere of the dominion of an
earthly king (1 Kgs. 4:21; Ps. 72:8). The Psalm indicates how we can fulfil such
a high calling as servant-kings in a spirit of humility and dependence.
If someone was to take a picture of us from the top of a fifty storey
building we would look like mere ants crawling over the ground. But if we
were photographed standing on the roof, the picture would show us towering
over the other buildings with the city under our feet. Everything depends on
the angle of the camera. Psalm 8 looks at people from both camera positions
so that we can understand:
1. Our smallness (1-4)
When seen against the majesty of God and the immensity of the universe, how
puny we are. If we arrogantly strut about as though we own the place we will
be silenced by the praise of the simple-hearted and dependent (2; cf. Matt.
21:14-16). What indeed is man when we consider the heavens and the vast
array of stars? These are simply the work of God’s fingers – a delicate rather
than a back-breaking work! (see Day 21).
2. Our significance (5-9)
When seen as created and crowned by God how special we are. The translation
heavenly beings (5) may have been prompted by modesty. The word ‘God’
(NIV margin) is almost certainly correct and probably alludes to our being
made in his image. But man has also been crowned as God’s vice-regent to
rule over creation. We cannot fulfil our role, however, if we ignore our
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relationship to him. Any age which denies God will inevitably fail to
understand its environment.
Our mandate means that we must discover the potential of creation,
share its resources and tackle its problems. If we do not depend upon God and
his revelation, however, instead of stewards we will become slaves to what has
been entrusted to us – slaves to selfishness, to greed, to materialism. Our
outlook, like that of David in this psalm, must begin and end with God.
Closing thought:
This immense universe does not mean that God is remote or that we are
nothing, but rather that God, being so great, is able to care for each one of us
(4).
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Day 32
4.4 Fulfilment through the true Man

Hebrews 2:5-13
We must now move from divine intention to historical reality; from man the
servant-king to man the selfish exploiter. In fact there are some who blame the
Christian teaching on human dominion for the ecological problems now facing
humanity. So to get the full picture we need to travel down our theology line to
today’s passage.
The world to come (5) is the new world-order inaugurated by the
enthronement of Christ (cf. 1:13). For though Psalm 8 was God’s original
purpose for humanity, something has gone horribly wrong. As a result of the
Fall we live in a cursed world, battling with weeds, pests and diseases. And
because of our rebellious nature we abuse our privileges and plunder our
resources. We are not able to control our world because we are not able to
control ourselves.
In the OT when someone fails to accomplish their divine purpose God
raises up another to do so. But who can take the place of Adam? Our author
applies Psalm 8 to Christ, the one whom Luther called ‘the proper Man’ (cf. 1
Cor. 15:25-27; Eph. 1:22). Only he can undo the awful effects of sin and head
up a new creation (7-8). The glory of the first Adam is realized through the
final Adam.
Though at present we do not see paradise regained, we see Jesus
crowned with glory and honour. And this is because he was God’s totally
obedient and unselfish servant (9). Jesus is the Trailblazer (lit. meaning of
Pioneer) through the jungle of our misery, bringing many sons to glory (10).
He acts for us and we share in the benefits he has gained; hence the terms
family, brothers and children (11-13).
Two implications:
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1. Christianity is not the cause of our ecological problems, but the
answer to them. It is only through Christ that we can fulfil our God-given role
in the world today.
2. We are being brought to glory, and part of that glory will be a
renewed creation (Day 27). The meek, however, will inherit the earth (Matt.
5:5) not merely to be keepers of immense gardens and vast zoos, but to reign
with Christ and worship him. Then we will be truly crowned with glory and
honour. What a prospect! How appropriate the earlier warning of verse 3.
Closing thought:
The head that once was crowded with thorns
is crowned with glory now. (Thomas Kelly)
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Day 33
4.5 The image of God renewed

2 Corinthians 3:18-4:6
Because of sin the image of God in people is distorted but not lost (see Extra
Note 4.1 after Day 30). Adam had a son in his own image (Gen. 5:3), i.e. a
sinner like himself, and from then on we can sum up the history of humanity
in the words ‘etc., etc., etc’. Does this mean that throughout history there has
never been a single one who could relate to God as his counterpart and reflect
his glory on this earth? Paul knows the answer. God’s glory is seen in the face
of Christ (6), who is the image of God (4). He is confident that as he sets forth
the truth, God could dispel the darkness from peoples’ hearts and bring about
a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17).
God’s great purpose in our salvation is to make us more like his Son
(Rom. 8:29). Reni’s famous fresco, Phoebus and the Hours Preceded by
Aurora, is painted on a ceiling of a palace in Rome. Because of its great height
people initially experienced discomfort and dizziness as they tried to view it.
So a large mirror was positioned to enable people to sit and gaze at the
wonders of this amazing work.
The invisible God is clearly mirrored for us in Jesus (John 1:18; 14:9;
Col. 1:15). The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation
of his being (Heb. 1:3). In him we see a beautiful balance and blend of
emotions – love; anger; sorrow – and a wonderful range of activities – praying
and teaching; going to weddings and parties; warring with the devil and
relaxing with friends. In Jesus, we see Christianity with a human face; what it
means to be authentically human and holy.
Through the Holy Spirit we are being transformed into Christ’s
likeness [lit. ‘image’] with ever increasing glory (3:18). It is a process. We
might say that Jesus is the only true human being and we are only human
becomings! But we have a part to play by putting off the old self and putting
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on the new (Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:9-10). This gradual process has, however, a
glorious and certain prospect. Look up 1 John 3:2 and notice the ringing
certainty of 1 Corinthians 15:47-49.
Closing thought:
Here is a verse to take into this day: And just as we have borne the likeness of
the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven. (1 Cor.
15:49)
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Day 34
4.6 Since we are God’s offspring

Acts 17:16-34
Paul at Athens shows the implications of creation for a Gentile audience.
Deeply distressed by the rampant idolatry of the city, he preaches the gospel of
Jesus and the resurrection (18). Having begun, as it were, in the middle of the
story, he then sketches the big picture from creation to judgment. He does not
try to prove these truths; he simply proclaims them (18, 23). As people made
in God’s image, he appeals to the Athenians as:
1. Religious beings (22-27)
All the objects of worship in the city prove this to be so. Paul knows that,
though their religious instincts are distorted, it is impossible for them to be
completely eradicated. People cannot exist with just the material realm. Life
must have some spiritual dimension. Suppressing God’s plain truth (Rom.
1:18-20) is rather like pressing a perfectly formed jelly: it emerges in other
strange shapes (Rom. 1:21-23). Then it was altars and idols; now it may be
occultism or the New Age movement.
But substitutes can never satisfy. Being made by God means we are
designed for him to be at the centre of our lives. And as well as the sense of
God within us (22-23) we have the evidence of God around us (24-25). Even
though he does not need us (25) he graciously desires us. He has made the
world and all the turning points of history in order that people would seek him
(26-27).
2. Rational beings (28-29)
Paul quotes from two of their poets: ‘For in him we live and move and have
our being’ (Epimenides) and ‘We are his offspring.’ (Aratus) If this is so, what
folly to make idols of metal or stone. If we are persons, God must be personal.

93

Can the river rise above its source? Paul is saying: ‘Think logically; look at
yourselves, fearfully and wonderfully made (Ps. 139:14); there must be a
personal Creator!’
3. Moral beings (30-31)
Paul knows that God’s image-bearers are moral beings, accountable to him
(Rom. 2:12-16). God has overlooked past ignorance, but now (in the light of
Jesus) he commands all to repent, for he has set a future day (the Judgment
Day), appointed a judge (Jesus Christ), and given proof that this will happen
(Christ’s resurrection). All who have come from the first Adam (26) will be
judged by the last Adam.
Closing thought:
Think about the implications of this passage for evangelism today.
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Day 35
4.7 God’s triumphant rest

Genesis 1:31-2:3; John 5:16-19
The creation account has two peaks. Humankind is the crown of God’s
creative work, but God’s rest is its goal. God saw all that he had made was
very good (1:31) and he rested from all his work. (2:2) It was not the rest of
inactivity, for he continued to uphold his creation, but the rest of achievement,
delight and anticipation.
God blesses and separates the seventh day, for the goal has been
reached – he and his creation can rest in the security of his rule and the
fellowship of his love. Significantly the closing formula that rounded off the six
days, there was morning and there was evening, is absent from the seventh
day. It is an open-ended day, introducing an infinite perspective.
But soon we will discover how Adam and Eve forfeit this blessing.
Instead of rest they will know estrangement from God and tension between
each other. Work will be characterized by painful toil and sweat. Life will be
lived under the shadow of death. Into this tragic situation God goes to work
again, but now to prepare a rest for his fallen creatures.
This is probably what lay behind Jesus’ remarks in John 5. He justifies
his saving activity on the Jewish Sabbath on the grounds that he is imitating
his Father, whose work on behalf of his creatures tolerates no interruption –
not even a Jewish Sabbath (17). The Father has been working until now and
Jesus fits into the divine timetable, guaranteeing the final outcome. He shares
a work that the Jews believed only God himself could do – giving life now and
in the future (note esp. John 5:25-30). A time is coming (25, 28) when the
Father and the Son will complete their work of salvation and God’s perfect rest
will be ushered in.
Genesis 2:2-3 serves as an eloquent reminder that the climax of
creation is an eternal rest. The goal of human life is not dominion over
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creation; not productivity or acquisition. No, the goal of life is fellowship with
the living God, resting and delighting in his presence. How tragic if a higher
hand has to write in life’s margin: ‘missed the point’ or ‘lost the plot’.
Closing thought
Extra note 4.2: Creation and the Sabbath day
God’s seventh day rest is pregnant with a hope and anticipation that
progressively unfolds in the remainder of the story (Day 36, Day 168, Day
169). The view that Genesis 2:1-3 establishes the Sabbath day as a creation
ordinance, perpetually binding on all people, misses the glorious thrust of
these verses. Notice:
1. There is no mention of the Sabbath here, nor of rest, only of God
ceasing from his work (the word ‘Sabbath’ first appears in Exod. 16:23).
2. Nothing is required of humans. We are simply told what God did
without any mention of the bearing this day has on his creation.
3. There is no example of anyone keeping a weekly Sabbath in the many
centuries covered by Genesis. The OT always speaks of the origin of the
Sabbath day as being at Sinai (Neh. 9:13-14). The word remember introducing
the fourth commandment (Exod. 20:8) simply means ‘observe’ (cf. Deut.
5:12).
It is somewhat precarious, therefore, to call the Sabbath day a creation
ordinance when the word is not used, nothing is ordained, the day is openended and no-one observed it. It seems better to conclude that in Genesis God
is not instituting a day of rest, but introducing an eternal rest.
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Day 36
4.8 Rest for the people of God

Hebrews 4:1-13
Following on from yesterday, we have a passage that takes us to the climax of
the whole story. The theme is still God’s rest and the writer is urging
Christians to persevere lest they miss it: ‘Don’t be like that faithless generation
who perished in the desert and never reached Canaan’ (3:7-19). The promised
land, a symbol of rest, is being used as a pointer to the ultimate fulfilment. The
promise of entering God’s rest is not exhausted by the earthly Canaan (1-2).
What exactly is this rest? The writer again quotes from Psalm 95 (cf.
3:7-11, 15) and links it to God’s rest of Genesis 2 (4). It is important to grasp
that my rest (3, 5) is not merely the rest God gives, but the rest he himself
enjoys (3-5). Such a rest is still open to the people of God centuries later, for
David applies it to his contemporaries saying Today… (6-8). But what about
the writer’s contempories? Can they know this rest? There remains, then, a
Sabbath-rest for the people of God (9).
1. This rest is the final goal of the Christian (11).
2. But it is also a present reality for anyone who ceases from his own
works (10) and believes the gospel (3). The heavenly rest is like the heavenly
city which is known as a present reality even though it is still to come
(compare Heb.12:22 with 13:14). How can this be? Because faith makes real in
the present that which is future, unseen and heavenly (Heb. 11:1).
The use of the word Sabbath-rest (9) suggests that Israel’s weekly
Sabbath also points forward to God’s true rest. This means that both the
Sabbath day and the promised land prefigure it. We today share in that rest
when we cease from our own efforts and trust in Christ. But it will only be
enjoyed fully when the goal of this creation is realized in the new creation.
Finally the writer gives two incentives to make every effort to enter
that rest – the word of God to us and the eye of God on us (12-13). We must
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not treat God’s word of promise as though it is a dead letter (cf. 1-2). It is
living and incisive. And nothing is hidden from God’s sight. Far better to let
his word examine and expose us now than simply wait for the post-mortem!
Closing thought:
In this present restless world, how precious is the invitation of Jesus in
Matthew 11:28-30.
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Day 37
4.9 Location, location, location

Genesis 2:4-15
The narrative now moves outwards from Adam to his environment. The
primeval waste, however, is shown waiting for him (5), clearly indicating that
God intends the world to be a place for humanity’s diligence and delight. The
creation of man (7) compliments the description given in chapter 1:27. Made
on the same day and from the same material as the simply spoke the rest of
creation into being. The term LORD God (Yahweh Elohim) used twenty times
in Gen. 2-3, though noticeably absent in 3:1-5, expresses the conviction that
God is both man’s covenant partner (Yahweh) and the God of all creation
(Elohim). See Day 123.
The forming of man expresses the sovereignty and skill of a craftsman
– the choreographer of our DNA, who, breathing into man the breath of life,
expresses the intimacy (face to face) and vitality of a parent. Truly in him we
live and move and have our being. (Acts 17:28) When he takes away his
breath his creatures die and return to the dust (Ps. 104:29; Eccl. 12:7). The
tree of life (9) speaks of life from God that is constantly renewed so that his
other gifts can be enjoyed (Rev. 2:7; 22:1-2).
Estate agents and house-hunters often claim that ‘location is
everything’. As we shall see tomorrow, that was not the case in Eden.
Nevertheless, the concept of a garden, especially one in such a wonderful
setting, helps us to grasp something of God’s purpose for human life on this
earth. The LORD God had planted a garden … and there he put the man he
had formed … to work it and take care of it. (8, 15) The earth, like this garden,
is to be:
1. Worked. God provides the resources (9), but man is expected to
work. Paradise was not a life of leisured unemployment.
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2. Enjoyed. The garden is pleasing to the eye (9), a place to relax and
express creativity. The name says it all: Eden means ‘delight’. Cultural
development is possibly hinted at in the mention of the rich resources outside
of Eden (10-14).
3. Maintained. The garden has to be kept and cared for (15). It must
not be exploited or spoiled for future generations. Significantly the two verbs
of verse 15 are regularly used of serving God in the tabernacle (e.g. Num. 3:78) – a wonderful incentive to get on with the gardening!
Closing thought:
Let us be absolutely clear, work is not a consequence of the Fall, but a
consequence of creation in God’s image.
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Day 38
4.10 Relation, relation, relation

Genesis 2:15-17; Ezekiel 28:1-19
The tree of the knowledge of good and evil teaches what we all know deep
down: location is not everything. What is crucial to us as human beings is our
relation to God, and the basis for that relationship is made clear in the garden
where Adam is required to do three things:
1. Trust God’s goodness
What a splendid figure Adam is. Formed by God and made like him;
appointed as the estate manager of a garden teeming with variety (2:9); free to
enjoy its beauty and, best of all, able to commune with God (Gen. 3:8). And if
he had done God’s will he would have experienced all that the tree of life
symbolized.
Adam may, like the animals, have passed through death (God alone is
immortal; 1.Tim. 6:16). But he would not have experienced death as the wages
of sin; not with uncertainty and anguish. It would have been more like a
promotion. The translation of Enoch may illustrate what God had prepared
for Adam (Gen. 5:24; Heb. 11:5). How foolish he is, therefore, not to trust God.
2. Accept God’s authority
Adam is free to eat from any tree in the garden. What bountiful provision!
There is just one with fruit marked FORBIDDEN. It is the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil in the centre of the garden (17). It probably represents the
pursuit of wisdom without reference to God, particularly in the moral realm
(Gen. 3:6). Adam is free to eat from any (emphatic) other tree. What a
bountiful provision! But as the Creator, God preserves for himself the
prerogative to decide what is good and evil. Adam must reject any illusion of
autonomy.
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Ezekiel 28, though not part of the Genesis story, helps us to understand
it. The prophet uses the early chapters of Genesis metaphorically to taunt the
king of Tyre concerning the height from which he would fall. He was
forgetting he was a man and not a god (2) and was thrown out of Eden (1317).
3. Obey God’s word
God’s authority is conveyed through his word. Here it takes the form of a clear
command with a clear outcome. So Adam has freedom within bounds. Total
liberty can so easily become destructive licence. The goldfish liberated from its
water will not survive long in its newly-found freedom. The freedom to be a
goldfish depends on respecting the appropriate context for its life. So it is with
humans. We live within the bounds of God’s word. That is our appropriate
context. Such obedience allows us to walk in freedom (Ps. 119:45).
Closing thought
Extra Note 4.3: History and symbolism in Genesis 2-3
In considering the nature of the literature in Genesis 2-3, we need to assert
immediately that it is history. Note the following:
1. The opening of the section, This is the account [or history] of, is the
first of ten such refrains which divide the Genesis story into historical
sections.
2. The geographical setting of Eden and the genealogies that follow it
root the story in history.
3. The witness of Jesus in Matthew 19:4-6 and his genealogy (going
back to Adam) in Luke 3:23-38.
4. The witness of Paul in Acts 17:26; Romans 5:12-19 and 1 Corinthians
15:20-22,45-49.
These all treat the Fall as a historical reality and Adam as distinct an
individual as Moses or Jesus.
There are, however, two ways of understanding the history of these chapters.
The first is to see it as a literal, straightforward account that contains a tree
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that gives life, a serpent that talks, a God who makes tunics and a sword that
flashes back and forth. The second is to see it as history that contains symbolic
elements. In favour of the second view is:
1. The comparison with Genesis 1, with its symbolic use of numbers –
four phrases that occur ten times, two phrases that occur seven times, and
three phrases that occur three times. In addition the word ‘earth’ and ‘God’ are
both mentioned twenty-one times (three times seven).
2. The references to the tree of life in Proverbs 3:18; 11:30; 13:12 and
more significantly in Revelation 2:7; 22:1-5, all of which are clearly symbolic.
3. The use of serpent as a symbol for Satan in Revelation 12:9; 20:2 (cf.
Luke 10:18-19 where the expression snake and scorpions is most probably a
figurative description of the dominion of Satan).
4. The many Scriptures describing historical events which contain
symbolic elements. For example, the Parable of the Tenants (Matt. 21:33-41);
the Sheep and the Goats (Matt. 25:31-46) and Nathan’s rebuke of David (2
Sam. 12:1-10). 2 Samuel 12 is significant in its immediate context. In 2 Samuel
11 we have the historical account of David’s fall and in chapter 12 the
account of David’s historical fall – but portrayed in parable form.
If this second approach is adopted, then in Genesis 2-3 (which came
down to Moses long after the events) God has used some timeless symbols to
convey profound historical realities.
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Day 39
4.11 A suitable helper

Genesis 2:18-25
We come now to the only part of creation pronounced not good – the solitude
of man. In naming the animals, Adam begins to exercise his rule over creation,
but when he looks for companionship, no animal is adequate for one created
in God’s image.
The suitable helper is not an animal or another man, but a woman.
Helper in no way implies inferiority, for the Bible most frequently uses the
word for the help only God can give (e.g. 1 Sam. 7:12; Ps. 121:2; Hos. 13:9).
Suitable means ‘matching’, ‘corresponding to’ or ‘opposite’. She complements
the man, providing what he lacks on his own.
Adam is put to sleep. God’s mysterious and miraculous creating
permits no watching. The woman is formed from him, as he was formed from
the dust, and God brings her to Adam as a father brings forward the bride. ‘At
last!’ Adam explained. ‘She is part of my own flesh and bone! She will be
called “woman” [Ishshah] because she was taken out of a man. [Ish]’ (23 NLT)
At last, here is another human being bearing God’s image. God’s provision
exactly fits his need – they are made for each other! As Matthew Henry
delightfully expressed it:
God did not make the woman out of his head to rule over him, nor out
of his feet to be trampled on by him, but out of his side to be equal with him,
under his arm to be protected, and near to his heart to be beloved.11
The keynote is mutuality. Her life derives from him as his would derive
from her in future generations. Our author now applies the principles of this
first union to every marriage (24). Marriage involves:
1. Leaving – the marriage relationship takes precedence over all other
human relationships and establishes a new family unit.
11

Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible Vol. 1 (MacDonald), p. 20.
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2. Uniting – literally ‘sticking’ – a word suggesting both passion and
permanence.
3. Becoming – in creation God made two from one; in marriage one
from two. One flesh implies union with each other at all levels, expressed and
deepened through sexual intercourse. Such is the unity and openness of the
first couple, that it is neither spoiled by lust nor hampered by shame (25) – a
situation that becomes an immediate casualty of the Fall (Gen. 3:7).
Closing thought:
In God’s purpose ‘singleness’ is also a reality, whether from circumstance,
choice or calling. What implications does this have for the church as God’s
family?
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Day 40
4.12 The image of God – an overview
1. The image described
Male and female are a unique creation, distinct from the animals. We alone
have the capacity to reason, rule over creation, relate to God and other people,
and reflect God’s glory.
Genesis 2 reinforces and fills out Genesis 1:26-28. God’s image bearers
are:
•

spiritual beings (7)

•

moral beings (9, 16-17) – in this respect, the renewed image of true
righteousness and holiness (Eph. 4:24) gives us an insight into the
original image.

•

sexual beings (21-25) – neither male nor female is intended to
function alone.

2. The image distorted
(See Extra Note 4.1 after Day 30.)
After the Fall, God’s image is not obliterated, but defaced and distorted (Gen.
9:6; Jas. 3:9-10). The distorted image still provides a basis for gospel
persuasion (Acts 17:16-34).
3. The image exemplified
Question: What ought God’s image to look like in a human being?
Answer: Jesus (2 Cor. 4:4-6; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3).
Jesus shows us what it means to be authentically human and holy.
4. The image renewed
It is God’s eternal purpose that we should be conformed to the likeness of his
Son (Rom. 8:28-29). Union with Christ is the start of a new creation (2 Cor.
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5:17). The Christian life is a process of being transformed into God’s image (2
Cor. 3:18; Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:9-10; 2 Pet. 1:3-4).
5. The image restored
The restoration of God’s image in his people is absolutely certain (1 Cor. 15:4749). The process has a completion date – the return of God’s Son, for when he
appears we shall be like him (1 John 3:2).
Closing thought:
As you reflect on your own life, hold together the challenge of Ephesians 4:2224 and the encouragement of 2 Peter 1:3-4.
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Day 41
4.13 Wonderfully made and kept – a pause
for reflection

Psalm 139
David was filled with wonder and confidence as he reflected on his own
creation and role in life. This was because he viewed them in the light of his
relationship with God who knew him comprehensively (1-6) and surrounded
him completely (7-12). Let us pause and reflect today on verses 13-18.
1. Our development in the womb (13-16a)
It is God who creates our inmost self, our essential personality (13). He is
responsible for the embryo in the womb; the depths of the earth (15) being
used figuratively of the darkness of the womb. The bone structures of the
human frame and the intricate interlacing of nerves, veins and muscles are all
under his control.
Unformed (16) is literally ‘rolled together’ like a ball and so aptly
describes the foetus. It is as though David is saying: ‘LORD, if ever there was a
time when I was out of your sight, then surely it was during that prenatal
period. But is was precisely there that I was most conspicuously the recipient
of your care and attention.’ Truly, your works are wonderful, I know that full
well. (14)
2. Our significance in the world (16b-18)
What responsibilities have been placed upon us as God’s image-bearers. But
God’s knowledge of us is not only wonderful (6), but precious (17), since it
carries with it the assurance of his infinite commitment (Ps. 138:8). Even
death cannot obliterate God’s presence (7-12) – when I awake (18) is probably
a glimpse of the final resurrection (Ps. 17:15). So all the days (16) stretch from
conception to resurrection. Let us try to grasp this:
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•

all the days – good days and bad days; days of vigour and days of
decline

•

ordained for me – mapped out ahead, in circumstances tailor-made
for my life; not necessarily for my ease or pleasure, but always for my
good (Rom. 8:28-29)

•

were written in your book – they are definite, for his words cannot
fail

I also know that my little life is part of a much bigger plan and greater scroll
(see Day 2). I am one piece in an immense and many-splendid jigsaw which
will be seen in its beauty and completeness at the end of time. Then I will
discover how all my days were planned before one of them came to be. Have a
good day!
Closing thought:
Praise God as you read Extra Note 4.4: The wonder of the human body
Extra Note 4.4: The wonder of the human body
Few of us feel able to grapple with the immensity and complexity of the
universe, but all of us carry around with us the evidence of God’s creative
power in our own bodies. We each have:
The world’s greatest camera – the eye. The lens of this camera is held
in position by ring-shaped muscles that adjust automatically to focus clearly
on different distances and in varying light conditions. The light that falls on
the retina of the eye sends messages to the brain along more than 300,000
separate ‘telephone lines.’ These nerve impulses are developed into a picture.
In order to do this, each retina has a mass of tiny cones to enable us to
distinguish colours, and rods that enable us to see in poor light. How many are
there? 6.5 million cones which can produce 35,000 colour sensations, and 120
millions rods!
The world greatest computer – the brain. The brain contains more
than 100 billion neurons which enable it to receive, process and transmit
nerve impulses. These messages travel electronically to and from the muscles,
organs and glands of the body along a network of ‘telephone lines’. For
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instance, there are 10,000 taste buds on the surface of the tongue and our
sense of smell enables us to detect more than 10,000 odours. At the same time
as sorting out this incoming information, the brain is able to send messages to
the different parts of the body so that it can make the co-coordinated
movements necessary, for instance, to ride a bicycle. And just as a computer
has a memory bank so does the brain. It is positioned in the front of the
forehead and has short-term and long-term departments. How much does this
wonderful computer weigh? 1.4 kilograms!
The world’s greatest pump – the heart. The heart that pumps the blood
round the body is like the headquarters of a road transport system. The blood
vessels are the roads along which the blood travels – arteries for the outwards
routes and veins for the return journey (so there are no traffic jams!). The
blood carries food and oxygen to feed, not a million or a billion, but a trillion
cells. It then picks up carbon dioxide, a waste product, which is taken back to
the lungs and expelled as we breathe out. So the heart and lungs work
together. In the heart and arteries are lots of small valves which keep the
blood flowing smoothly. The heart beats about seventy times each minute or
over 100,000 times a day, pumping the body’s total volume of blood (about
five litres) around the entire body once a minute (about 7,200 litres per day).
If the blood vessels were stretched out they would measure thousands of
miles. And this pump, the size of a person’s fist, functions year after year so
that by the age of seventy it will have pumped 3,000 million times and usually
done so without any repairs!
Can there be anything more amazing than our own bodies? Yes; the fact
that today so many believe they have simply developed by chance.
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Chapter Five: The Fall into Sin
1. Introduction, Day 42
2. The first sin (Genesis 3:1-6), Day 43
3. Dislocation, dislocation, dislocation (Genesis 3:7-13), Day 44
4. God passes sentence (Genesis 3:14-19), Day 45
5. A story of conflict, Day 46
6. Paradise lost (Genesis 3:20-24), Day 47
7. Humanity’s declaration of independence (Romans 1:16-32), Day 48
8. Universal corruption (Romans 3:9-20), Day 49
9. Death reigns (Romans 5:12-21), Day 50
10. The obedient Son (Luke 4:1-14), Day 51
11. Grace reigns (Romans 5:12-21), Day 52
12. The story of two sons, Day 53
13. Hope for the cursed creation (Romans 8:18-25), Day 54
14. Our great high priest (Hebrews 2:14-18; 4:14-16), Day 55
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Day 42
5.1 Introduction
This chapter describes what we quite rightly call ‘The Fall’. Though the story is
covered in just one Bible chapter, Genesis 3, the implications, both negative
and positive, are immense. As a result of the Fall creation becomes like that
favourite DVD that has a scratch right across it. You can still hear beautiful
music, but the flaw runs all the way through. How sin came into God’s good
creation is, of course, a mystery. Since God created beings with freedom of
choice - and love, particularly, must be freely given - he also created beings
with freedom to rebel.
Though Satan is not mentioned by name in the account, it is clear from
the rest of Scripture that he is using the serpent (Rev. 12:9; 20:2). Little more
can be said on the origin of evil and we do well to heed John Newton’s answer
when asked what he thought on the matter: I never think of it. I know there is
such a thing as moral evil, and I know there is a remedy for it; and there my
knowledge begins, and there it ends.12
Just as a nuclear explosion leads to nuclear fall-out, so the fall into sin
leads to a fall-out from sin. To grasp these far-reaching consequences we will
make four trips down the theology line to Romans. This will enable us to
appreciate the rest of the Bible story and understand life as it is today. The
essence of the first sin, the parent of all others, is putting ourselves rather than
God at the centre of life. Hence Williams of Sens confessed in Dorothy Sayer’s
play, The Zeal of Thy House, that he has been struck down ‘by the eldest sin of
all’ – the pride that thinks it can play God. The consequence of the Fall,
however, is not merely dysfunctional people, but a dysfunctional planet. The
abnormal becomes normal. Suffering and sorrow abound. Human rebellion
alters the very structure of reality. Death reigns.
But there is also a gracious and comprehensive answer to sin that has
its roots in Genesis 3. Our Creator does not walk away from Eden, shrugging
12

Cited in The Autobiography of William Jay (Banner of Truth, 1974), p. 272.
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his shoulders and muttering, ‘Some you win, some you lose’. No, he is the
stubborn God who writes conflict into the script of the story, and sets creation
ablaze with holy war in order to have a people for himself. It is not, however,
until we come to Jesus, the obedient Son, that we see the full blossoming of
God’s promise in Genesis 3:15. John Milton’s instinct was surely correct when
he begins ‘Paradise Regained’ with the account of the temptation of Jesus in
the desert:
I who erewhile the happy Garden sung,
By one man's disobedience lost, now sing
Recovered Paradise to all mankind,
By one man's firm obedience fully tried
Through all temptation, and the Tempter foiled
In all his wiles, defeated and repulsed,
And Eden raised in the waste Wilderness.13
Geerhardus Vos, speaking of the temptation of Jesus, rightly says:
Our failure to gauge correctly the significance of the event springs to
no small extent from the inclination and habit of finding in it an
analogy primarily to our own temptation.14
That there are lessons for us to learn for ourselves is not in dispute. But our
first concern must be to understand what the temptation of Jesus teaches
about himself and his mission. Jesus is the obedient Son committing himself
to reversing Adam’s fall.
The temptation in the desert also introduces us to a ministry of Jesus
which will be developed later in the story. The nation of Israel (also called
God’s son) is raised up with a specific role and moral responsibility in a fallen
world. As God’s covenant people they are to obey God and so display the
goodness of his rule. Like Adam they fail miserably. So in the desert Jesus is
also taking to himself the responsibilities of Israel. He must succeed where
Israel fails. And he does succeed! He introduces a glorious new reign – the
reign of grace to replace the reign of death. What is more, because the creation
13

John Milton, Poetical Works (OUP, 1966), p. 464.

14

Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology (Eerdmans, 1948), p. 358.
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itself shares in God’s judgment on sin, it will also share in God’s redemption.
When Christians are finally redeemed the creation will be completely
renewed.
Closing thought:
Ponder James 1:13-18. ‘Father, keep me this day from taking your place at the
centre. May no forbidden fruit blind me to the whole forest of your goodness.
Help me to continually praise you, the giver of every good and perfect gift.’
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Day 43
5.2 The first sin

Genesis 3:1-6
A true relationship with God is built on his goodness, authority and word (Day
38). The Fall describes the disruption of this relationship. Eve’s temptation,
coming as it does through a subordinate creature, ought quickly to have been
dismissed. She should have responded: ‘Haven’t I seen you before? Oh yes, I
remember now, my husband named you yesterday!’ But the crafty serpent
represents a crafty master. He comes with questions and insinuations rather
than reasons, and presents himself as one concerned for her best interests. We
need to recognize Satan’s schemes for he tends to use repeat prescriptions (2
Cor. 2:11). The temptation is to:
1. Doubt God’s goodness (1-3)
‘Did God really say, “You must not eat from any tree in the garden?”’ ‘How
very restrictive. Has he really got your best interests at heart?’ Once Eve is
thinking negatively about God, she becomes preoccupied with one tree and
forgets the rest. She magnifies his strictness by adding the words must not
touch. How the devil loves us to think of God as a cosmic kill-joy. We must
never, ever doubt God’s goodness, for then it is only a short step to
questioning his authority.
2. Deny God’s authority (4-5)
Knowing good and evil is not referring to knowing the difference between
right and wrong, but deciding what is right and wrong. God, as Creator, has a
right to set the standards and the sanctions (4). The very essence of sin is
usurping his authority – not just breaking the rules, but making the rules;
running our lives in our own way. Once we live on some basis other than
revelation, all knowledge becomes, in some measure, skewed. We see it here.
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God’s goodness is presented as restrictive, our obedience as servility and loss
of innocence as real life.
3. Disobey God’s word (6)
Step by step Eve moves from temptation to sin. She listens, looks, desires,
takes, eats and then shares the fruit with Adam. Their conduct is no longer
based on God’s word, but their own desire. They do what God has forbidden
and sin enters into human experience. We can fall in something seemingly
small (one piece of fruit), yet independence in one area spoils our whole
relationship with God. We pray lead us not into temptation rather than ‘out of
temptation’ because once we are near forbidden fruit curiosity is often stirred
and passion aroused.
Closing thought:
Satan shows the bait, but hides the hook.
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Day 44
5.3 Dislocation, dislocation, dislocation

Genesis 3:7-13
It can be heart breaking to walk through ones local town and see people who
once had loving homes and good jobs reduced to begging and drink. That is
how we ought to feel as we move through Genesis 3. Here is privileged
humanity sinking to a shadow of its former self. There really was a Fall! From
a glorious location (Day 37) and an intimate relation (Day 38), we now see
only dislocation – within (7), with God (8-11) and with each other (12-13).
Their eyes are indeed opened, but everything looks different through
fallen eyes. The relaxed intimacy of the man and the woman (2:25) now turns
to embarrassment and shame (the proper fruit of sin; cf. 21). Conscience, very
sensitive at this stage of the story, begins to operate. The pathetic attempts to
cover their nakedness arise from their sense of moral nudity. Feeling exposed
before God, they try to cover their shame. As Mark Twain once said: ‘Man is
the only animal that blushes – and that needs to.’
The sound of the LORD God walking in the garden, instead of becoming
an opportunity for fellowship, becomes a source of embarrassment. The very
trees that are pleasing to the eye (2:9) and the context of their freedom (2:16),
now become their hiding place. Instead of intimacy with God, there is fear.
And the game of passing the buck begins and sullies the marital relationship.
Adam is given a clear opportunity to confess his sin, but instead blames Eve
and then ultimately God himself: The woman you put here with me (12).
Notice how Adam’s excuse later becomes a ground for his condemnation (17).
Eve, wanting to justify herself, blames the serpent (13).
God asks Adam, ‘where are you?’ (9). The pathetic answer to that
question sets the agenda for the rest of the story. The crown of God’s creation
is hiding among the trees – rebellious, guilty, ashamed, afraid. What an
exposure! Few have the honesty and perception to echo G. K. Chesterton’s
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famous letter to The Times, when correspondents were raging over what was
wrong with the world. He wrote simply, ‘Sir, I am, yours faithfully, G. K.
Chesterton.’ And only as we are aware of the gravity of our need will we make
much of a seeking Saviour (Luke 15:4; 19:10).
Closing thought:
Blaise Pascal commenting on the mystery of original sin writes: ‘If the mystery
is unintelligible, man is even more unintelligible without that mystery.’ We do
indeed have free will. That is our problem! Our wills are free, but not freed.
They are free to act, but enslaved to sin and self, and only act accordingly.
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Day 45
5.4 God passes sentence

Genesis 3:14-19
For God’s oracle of judgment on the serpent, Eve and Adam, the language of
prose now gives way to rhythmic speech. The serpent crawling and eating dust
(14) becomes a later symbol of abject humiliation (Is. 65:25; Mic. 7:17). There
is good NT authority for seeing in verse 15 the first glimpse of the gospel (see
Extra Note 1.3 after Day 4). God puts enmity between two groups of people
which narrow to two individual figures. The NT unmasks the figure of Satan
behind the serpent (John 8:44; Rom. 16:20; Rev. 12:9) and Jesus behind the
seed of the woman (Matt. 1:23; Gal. 3:16). Satan receives a mortal blow – ‘he
will crush your head’; while Jesus suffers, but is not defeated – ‘you will
strike his heel’ (Col. 2:15; Heb. 2:14; 1 John 3:8). How wonderful is the timing
of this announcement. As soon as Adam and Eve sin, when they are hiding
from God and excusing themselves, God promises deliverance. It is an act of
pure grace.
God’s judgment on the human pair is striking. The pain of childbearing
and disorder in marriage (16) bring disruption to the first creation
assignment, namely, to be fruitful and increase in number (Gen. 1:28). This
is clearly not a divine prescription of what should happen in marriage, but a
description of reality in a fallen world. Rule when used of men in the OT
usually comes in a context of harsh subjugation. The desire of the woman is
perhaps best understood in the light of Genesis 4:7, namely, as the desire to
control or manipulate her husband. So the marriage union, which should have
been one of co-operation and mutuality, becomes an arena for competition
and conflict.
The reality of painful toil, a disordered ecology and certain death (1719) bring disruption to the second creation assignment, namely, to
rule over creation and live in harmony with it (Gen. 1:28-30). Adam, unable to
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subdue himself, cannot subdue the earth; the thorns and thistles bearing
eloquent testimony to the fact. Pain, sweat and dust bring a quick end to the
fantasy of being like God. Because Adam has disobeyed God’s prohibition (17),
the attached sanction now applies (Gen. 2:17). Shaped from the dust, to dust
he must return. Death, however, means more than the physical cessation of
life. It indicates a change of relation to God. From the blessing, freedom and
fellowship of the garden, come the curse, bondage and alienation experienced
outside it.
Closing thought:
A smart naval officer interrupted an open-air speaker: ‘If there’s a God why is
he making such a mess of running the world?’ The Christian replied: ‘How
would you run your ship with a mutiny on board?’
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Day 46
5.5 The story of a conflict – an overview
Today we focus on the conflict which God has written into the script of the
story in Genesis 3:15: ‘And I will put enmity between you and the woman,
and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will
strike his heel.’ In the OT Satan is not an overtly predominant player in the
narrative, but this certainly does not mean he is inactive. He works through
‘the world’ (unredeemed humanity) in opposition to the seed of the woman.
The seed represents God’s people (those who share his enmity with Satan) and
ultimately Christ himself. Revelation 12 provides a symbolic picture of this
conflict. The child is Christ (4-5); the woman represents the people of God,
from whom is traced the human ancestry of Christ (1-2; cf. Rom. 9:5); and the
dragon symbolizes Satan (3-4; cf. Rev. 20:2).
Here are some notable scenes from the shadow side of the Genesis 3:15
promise (i.e. the conflict). They often occur at those critical moments in the
story where God’s promise seems to hang by a thread.
1. Pharaoh issues an edict that all infant boys born to Hebrew women
should be killed (Exod. 1:16).
2. Queen Athaliah attempts to kill all David’s family (2 Kgs. 11:1), thus
ending any hope of a Messiah descending from David.
3. Israel and Syria threaten to blot out Judah and therefore David’s
descendants (Is. 7:1-14). The LORD’s sign of a virgin with child is a coded way
of saying, ‘Judah will not be obliterated; God’s purposes will stand.’
4. Haman the Agagite decrees that all the Jews throughout the vast
Persian empire are to be annihilated (Est. 3:13). Agag was the king of the
Amalakites, an ancient enemy of the Jews (Deut. 25:17-19).
5. Herod massacres the infant boys of Bethlehem (Matt. 2:13-16).
6. Satan attacks Jesus in the desert (Matt. 4:1-11) and contrives his
opposition throughout the ministry of Jesus, using even Peter (Matt. 16:23)
and Judas (John 13:27), until the final hour of darkness arrives (Luke
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22:53).The conflict comes to its climax on the cross where Satan is defeated
(John 12:31-33; Col. 2:15), though not yet finally destroyed.
7. Unable to touch the exalted Lord, Satan turns his venom towards
God’s people (Rev. 12:17), but they now share in Christ’s victory (Rev. 12:11;
Jas. 4:7; 1 John 5:18). We, as part of this amazing story, have every grounds
for confidence as we face the future.
Closing thought:
Reflect on, and rejoice in, Revelation 12:10-11.
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Day 47
5.6 Paradise lost

Genesis 3:20-24
The creation story which began with such potential grinds to a sad close with
every realm – personal, spiritual and physical – invaded by sin. God’s
judgment reaches its climax in the banishment of Adam from the garden. Yet
even here glimmers of hope shine through. Today’s passage can be summed
up in three words.
1. Separation
Man in his disobedience acted from himself and for himself – i.e. like God. In
this sense, what the serpent promised was true (3:5). But it is an illusory
autonomy, for the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 9:10).
And it is a pseudo-divinity, for everything depends ultimately on God. Adam’s
geographical removal from Eden is an expression of that spiritual separation
from God which sin always brings (Is. 59:2).
2. Condemnation
Adam is driven from the garden. The flaming sword (symbolizing judgment)
flashes back and forth, actively excluding the sinner from the tree of life. And,
just as figures of cherubim will be used to guard the holy of holies in the
tabernacle and temple (Exod. 36:35; 37:7-9; 1 Kgs. 6:23-29), so the cherubim
camped on the path to Eden (24) indicate God’s power to prevent Adam’s
return. Humanity has chosen the way of death and that decision, humanly
speaking, is irrevocable. Apart from the grace of God the return route is not
merely difficult, but impossible.

123

3. Anticipation
Verse 22, however, implies that God is not only banishing Adam in judgment,
but also in mercy. God does not want him to eat of the tree of life and live for
ever in his present state. In the narrator’s inspired comment that Eve would
become the mother of all the living (20; a fact implied in Gen. 3:15) there is
hope that God will not abandon his creation.
After the bombing of New York’s twin towers there was only one
adequate symbol that could stand in the rubble at Ground Zero. It was a sign
consisting of two pieces of metal forming the shape of a cross. Likewise, from
the rubble of Eden with all its alienation, we can move in hope to the final
Adam and the supreme alienation of the cross. We now know the answer to
that cry, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Matt. 27:46). He
was forsaken that we might never be.
Closing thought:
No condemnation now I dread;
Jesus, and all in him, is mine!
Alive in him, my living head,
and clothed in righteousness divine,
bold I approach the eternal throne,
and claim the crown through Christ, my own. (Charles Wesley)

124

Day 48
5.7 Humanity’s declaration of
independence

Romans 1:16-32
I love the recording of Louis Armstrong’s ‘What a wonderful world’, sung with
that delightful gravely voice: ‘I see trees of green and skies of blue…’ Yes, it is a
wonderful world and the technological developments over the last few decades
have been stunning. And yet… We know only too well that all around us and at
every level there are horrendous tensions, problems and injustices. We read
verses 29-32 and the world does not seem at all wonderful. What is the
explanation of this contradiction?
1. We reject God
Paul is here showing that the Gentiles are without any excuse for their godless
behaviour. Our world of infinite complexity and glorious beauty clearly shows
God’s eternal power and divine nature (20). This knowledge is sufficient for
people to recognize that there is a God, and that they should honour and thank
him (21). But that truth is suppressed (18).
People live in God’s world as though he does not exist and instead
become arbiters of their own affairs. But far from acquiring wisdom by their
self-centred speculation, they show themselves to be basically stupid (22). It is
like a continuous re-run of the Adam and Eve story! And, according to Paul,
this declaration of independence is the epitome of sin.
2. We replace God
The problem is that our intrinsically religious nature will never allow us to
worshipping. If we do not put God first then we will make created things the
orientation of our worship. Rejecting the Creator, humanity engages in a
threefold exchange: idols for God (23); a lie for the truth (25); and unnatural
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relations for natural ones (26). And because sin is against God, God is against
sin.
Judgment and salvation are not only future; they are also present though neither of them is fully present. Humanity’s act of exchanging is
matched by God’s threefold act of giving over (24, 26, 28). The result of sin is
more sin. God removes his restraining hand and allows license to bring about
its own disastrous consequences.
The revelation of God’s wrath (18), however, sets into relief the
revelation of his righteousness. And that is the heart of the gospel (17).
Thankfully, this is not the last time in Romans that we read of God giving
over. He did not spare his own Son, but gave him up [same Greek word] for
us all (Rom. 8:32).
Closing thought:
We sometimes complain about ‘the high cost of living,’ but today let us reflect
on the high cost of sinning and the high cost of loving.
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Day 49
5.8 Universal corruption

Romans 3:9-20
If yesterday’s reading described the essence of sin, today’s describes the extent
of it. Before Paul deals with God’s provision for sinners, he first proves that
everyone, Jew and Gentile, stands in need of this provision. His conclusions
are devastating (11-17):
Everyone is corrupted by sin
•

no-one is righteous (11)

•

no-one understands (11)

•

no-one seeks God (11)

•

no-one does good (12)

Every part of everyone is affected
•

understanding (11)

•

will (11)

•

speech (13-14)

•

behaviour (15-17)

All are under sin (9) – under its constraining power. David traces this corrupt
nature as far back as the moment of conception (Ps. 51:5).
Is this picture true to reality? Certainly society is structured on the
assumption of its truth. Promises are not enough; contracts are needed. Doors
are not enough; locks are needed. Payment of fares is not enough; ticket
inspectors are needed. All this is a terrible indictment of human nature. Of
course, human beings are capable of much kindness and sacrifice. When
Christians speak of ‘total depravity’, the ‘totality’ describes not the degree of
our corruption, but its extent. Every part of us is tainted by sin, but no-one is
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as bad as he or she might be. The constraints of law, the expectations of
family, the convictions of conscience and the examples of godliness, can all
provide a restraining influence.
Paul’s most telling statements, however, concern the dethronement of
God himself: there is … no-one who seeks God (11); there is no fear of God
before their eyes (18). What is the significance of this? Imagine a group of
pirates on the high-sea. They may be honest and generous among themselves
and may even do some things that the government requires. But, all the time
they continue in their rebellion, nothing they do commends them to any
government. Even such actions as eating and sailing merely enable them to
continue in their piracy. In a similar way, people may do many things that are
not positively sinful, but, denying God’s rightful authority and glory, are sinful
by default. It is only when our boastings and excuses are silenced (19) that we
are able to hear the news of God’s solution to our corruption.
Closing thought:
‘Unconverted man is like a choice instrument with every string broken or out
of tune.’ (Joseph Alleine)
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Day 50
5.9 Death reigns

Romans 5:12-21
1. The reason for death’s reign
Our third passage from Romans gives another aspect of the fall-out from sin,
namely, death. Here Paul compares and contrasts Adam, the head of the
natural family, with Christ, the head of the spiritual family, – the sin-bringing
Adam with the sin-bearing Adam. We will be returning to this passage on Day
52. Though Adam’s sin did not immediately bring physical death, that became
his certain destiny (Gen. 2:17; 3:19). But he died immediately in a spiritual
sense (i.e. in his relation to God), a reality symbolized by his expulsion from
Eden.
So Adam was the door through which sin and death came and, because
of the solidarity of the human race, we share in that ruin (12, 17, 19; cf. Rom.
6:23). That was why death reigned even before God’s law was specifically spelt
out at Sinai (13-14). Death, therefore, not merely awaits us at the end of life. It
casts its shadow over the whole of life. It reigns (14, 17, 21).
2. The result of death’s reign
Because the abnormal has become normal, we do not always recognize the
result of death’s reign. We live our lives in lost (forfeited) time as it moves
inexorably to its close. All our plans and dreams are bracketed by mortality.
We become obsessed with clocks and calendars. We grasp at the tangible
world of the senses in an effort to cast an anchor into the relentless stream of
time. But we have to die and leave behind everything we have made and loved
and perhaps idolized. This is all part of the reign of death. Some try to leave
memorials in a desperate attempt to prolong their image beyond the grave.
But death confronts us with our insignificance and weakness. It exposes the
folly of our pretensions to greatness. Living under the burden of mortality
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reminds us that we are not like God after all. He alone is immortal (1 Tim.
6:16).
Jesus, at the tomb of Lazarus, is outraged in spirit (John 11:33, 38). In
Mary’s distress he is conscious of the evil of death: its intrusion, its
unnaturalness, its ‘violent tyranny’ (Calvin). He burns with rage against him
who holds the power of death and whom he has come to destroy (Heb. 2:1415). If, when a loved one dies, we feel surprised at the intensity of our
emotions (anger as well as grief) let us remember we are in good company.
Closing thought:
In Ephesians 5:15-20, Paul reveals how we are to live in ‘lost time’.
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Day 51
5.10 The obedient Son

Luke 4:1-14
Our remaining readings in this chapter focus on God’s answer to the Fall. The
temptation of Jesus in the desert (this was no Garden of Eden!) has to be seen
as a crucial event in the story of redemption. Luke purposely takes his
genealogy of Jesus back to Adam, the son of God (3:38), and then immediately
introduces Jesus, the final Adam and perfect Son (4:3, 9; cf. 3:22).
But not only is Adam called God’s son, Israel is also (Exod. 4:22-23).
The Israelites are tested in the desert to see whether they would keep the
Father’s commands (Deut. 8:2), and this is the essence of Christ’s temptation.
All his answers to the devil come from Israel’s forty-year-period in the desert
(Deut. 8:3; 6:13, 16). This is clearly on his mind: his forty days paralleling
their forty years (2). Notice how God takes the initiative in the temptation of
Jesus: He was led by the Spirit (1) and returned … in the power of the Spirit
(14) as victor (4:18). In God’s purpose Jesus is the obedient Son, reversing
Adam’s fall and fulfilling Israel’s role. In the light of Day 43, notice how Jesus:
1. Trusts God’s goodness (1-4)
The devil taunts Jesus: ‘be like God’ (we’re back in Eden!). But this Son does
not consider equality with God something to be grasped (Phil. 2:6). He trusts
his Father whatever the cost.
2. Accepts God’s authority (5-8)
The devil shows Jesus all the kingdoms of the world, saying, in effect, ‘this is
what you have come to gain’. But the crucial issue is, how? Jesus rejects the
devil’s short cut, and submits to God’s way of suffering and death (cf. Matt.
16:22-23).
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3. Obeys God’s word (9-12)
The focus moves to Jerusalem and the temple where God can surely be
trusted. Jesus is tempted to repeat Israel’s sin at Massah (testing) where she
demanded miraculous provision (Exod. 17:7). But Jesus knows that the whole
tenor of Psalm 91 (quoted by the devil) is that God keeps those who trust him,
not those who test him (see Ps. 91:1-2, 9-10). He could have at his disposal
more than twelve legions of angels. But how then would the Scriptures be
fulfilled? (Matt. 26:53-54) Only by his obedience to the Father’s will (Matt.
26:39, 42).
Closing thought:
Jesus does not leap from the temple and gain the help of angels; rather he
gains their help in the path of duty (Mark 1:13).
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Day 52
5.11 Grace reigns

Romans 5:12-21
Jesus, at the beginning of his ministry, resists the devil’s short-cuts and
determines to obey his Father’s will whatever the cost. And the cost is great:
he became obedient to death – even death on a cross (Phil. 2:8). Now we can
return to Romans 5 (cf. Day 50) and see how Christ’s obedience overcomes
Adam’s disobedience. Paul does not merely say that Christ restores what
Adam lost. Grace finds us beggars and leaves us debtors. Christ’s achievement
introduces a new reign – the reign of grace(21).
Grace is God acting graciously and powerfully towards us for Christ’s
sake.
GRACE = God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.
No wonder when Paul speaks of God’s grace he bubbles over with expressions
of abundance and profusion: how much more did God’s grace … overflow
(15); how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision
of grace (17); grace increased all the more (20). What does it mean for
us as Christians to live in the reign of grace?
1. We are justified (16)
We are not merely restored to Adam’s original state of innocence, but are
pronounced righteous through Christ (18-19). Therefore, there is now no
condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus (Rom. 8:1).
2. We reign in life (17)
Our champion is exalted and we share in his victory (Eph. 1:20-23; 2:6). When
we take our stand on God’s grace the devil loses his bridgehead and everything
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is changed. What resources are available to meet our needs. Everything
belongs to you, and you belong to Christ (1 Cor. 3:22 NLT).
3. We are confident about the future (21)
The reign of death is over and death itself will finally be destroyed. We are
certain of the final outcome because of two earlier how much more statements
(Rom. 5:9-10).
If you and I, as Christian people, give the impression that we are very
poor and needy, and that we are having a difficult and a miserable
time, what unworthy representatives we are of ‘the God of all grace’.
Grace gives with a super-abounding munificence; and if we are not
receiving it and enjoying it – shame on us! … It is a sin to live as a
pauper when you are meant to be enjoying the life of a prince. We are
never meant to walk about in penury; we are ‘children of the
Heavenly King’.15
Closing thought:
Read again the how much more statements in Romans 5:9, 10, 13, 17 and live
today out of God’s abundance.

15

D. M. Lloyd-Jones, Romans Chapter 5 (Banner of Truth, 1971), pp. 358, 239.
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Day 53
5.12 The story of two sons – an overview
What are we made for? To know God.
What aim should we set ourselves? To know God.
What is the “eternal life” that Jesus gives? Knowledge of God (John
17:3).
What is the best thing in life, bringing more joy, delight and
contentment than anything else? Knowledge of God (Jer. 9:23-24).16
Our crucial relationship with God finally comes down to a story of two sons
who are both representative figures. Adam is the head of humanity and Jesus
the head of a new humanity. Adam is tested and fails, and our relationship
with God is ruined. Jesus is tempted and triumphs so that the relationship can
be restored. In order that we do not lose the thread of such a vital subject let
us retrace the story of Day 38, Day 43, Day 47, Day 50, Day 51 and Day 52.
The First Son
Adam tested (Gen. 2:15-17)
•

to trust God’s goodness

•

to accept God’s authority

•

to obey God’s word

and failed (Gen. 3:1-6)
•

he doubted God’s goodness

•

he denied God’s authority

•

he disobeyed God’s word

The relationship with God is ruined (Gen. 3:20-24) leadings to
condemnation by God and separation from God.
16

J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Hodder and Stoughton, 1973), p. 29.
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The Second Son
Jesus tempted and triumphed (Luke 4:1-14)
•

he trusted God’s goodness

•

he accepted God’s authority

•

he obeyed God’s word

The relationship with God is restored (Rom. 5:12-21). The obedience of
Jesus in his life and sacrificial death introduces a new reign. The reign of sin
and death gives way to the reign of grace and life, where there is no
condemnation (Rom. 8:1-4) and no separation (Rom 8:35-39). Through Adam
we lost the way to God, the truth of God and the life of God. Jesus is the way,
the truth and the life (John 14:6). Hallelujah!
Closing thought:
‘Lord, thank you for going to such great lengths to restore us to yourself. As I
continue through the story may my first concern be to develop a closer and
warmer relationship with you.’
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Day 54
5.13 Hope for the cursed creation

Romans 8:18-25
Why does Paul, when considering the blessings of the individual Christian,
suddenly refer to creation? Because the story will end, as it began, with a close
harmony between creation and humanity. When Christians share in Christ’s
glory (17) the curse on creation will be lifted. God retains for Christians the
habitat they are used to, only changed and beautified to harmonize with their
glorified state.
1. Creation waits in eager expectation [‘on tiptoe’ as J. B. Philips
puts it] for the sons of God to be revealed (19). Their investiture with glory
will be the signal for creation’s renewal. It is now frustrated in reaching its
potential, locked into an unending cycle of birth and growth followed by
decline, decay, death and decomposition. And humanity in sin fails in
stewarding, often with disastrous consequences for creation. This
disjointedness of creation makes the present world an appropriate setting for
humanity at odds with its Creator.
2. Creation groans as in the pains of childbirth (22). The groans are
birth pains not death pangs. The resurrection of the body when Christ returns
is paralleled by the renewal of creation.
Between the cross of Jesus and the return of Jesus:
The creation groans (19)
•

experiencing frustration and bondage to decay

•

waiting for the renewal of creation

The Christian groans (23, 25)
•

experiencing fragile bodies and indwelling sin

•

waiting for the resurrection of the body
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While the new creation is beyond our present comprehension, the
resurrection of the body may provide hints of what it will be like for a creation
no longer at the mercy of sin, deterioration or death (1 Cor. 15:42-44). What is
clear is that we look forward to a new creation not a disembodied spirit world!
Closing thought:
The Christian experiencing the first fruits of the [indwelling] Spirit groans
inwardly, eagerly anticipating the harvest of a resurrection body (23; cf. 8:11)
and therefore of a new creation. Notice we are to wait both eagerly (23) and
patiently (25). Not so eagerly that we lose our patiently and not so patiently
that we lose our excitement!
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Day 55
5.14 Our great high priest – a pause for
reflection

Hebrews 2:14-18; 4:14-16
Our present chapter has brought us face to face with the realities of death and
temptation. So today we reflect on two great paragraphs from Hebrews
dealing with:
1. The fear of death (2:14-18)
Because as sinners we get the wages we have earned (i.e. death; Rom. 6:23),
the devil can intimidate us. But Jesus came to deliver us from these threats.
His atoning death as our high priest frees us from the fear of judgment and
leaves the devil no grounds to accuse us. When once I had a delivery job I
became very conscious of dogs! Some were quite terrifying. But if I knew they
were chained and could not reach me, I lost my fear and learned to ignore
their aggression. It is like this with the devil. He might have a long chain, but
he is held by a strong stake! At the cross he was rendered powerless and will
finally be destroyed. And, though we might still be apprehensive about the
process of dying, we are not alone even in the valley of the shadow of death
(Ps. 23:4). Shadows may frighten, but they cannot harm us.
2. The fact of temptation (4:14-16)
Our great high priest has gone through the heavens into heaven itself for us
(Heb. 9:24) and is now seated in triumph (Heb. 10:12). Before Jesus went
through the heavens, however, he had passed through the depths. He was
tempted, just as we are, but did not sin. Oscar Wilde once said that the surest
way to get rid of temptation is to give into it. We often do; he never did.
Consequently he felt the full force of temptation (Heb. 2:18; 5:7-8) and can
therefore sympathize with our weakness and, even better, can help us.
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And that help is only a prayer away. We are invited to a throne of grace
and can come with confidence. We rejoice that when Jesus came to this world,
grace and truth came (John 1:17). But now, as a result of his saving work,
grace reigns (Rom. 5:21). To receive mercy and find grace to help us
incorporates all we need to live each day – mercy to cover our sins and grace
to meet our needs. Mercy always comes first, for we are always sinners, but
mercy opens the way for grace – God’s favour expressed in tangible help (1
Cor. 10:13; 2 Cor. 9:8; 12:9).
Closing thought:
You are coming to a king; large petitions with you bring,
for his grace and power are such, none can ever ask too much. (John Newton)
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Chapter Six: Judgment and Grace
1. Introduction, Day 56
2. Cain and Abel (Genesis 4:1-16), Day 57
3. Two humanities (1 John 3:7-18), Day 58
4. Cainite civilization (Genesis 4:17-5:27), Day 59
5. Humanity ripe for judgment (Genesis 5:28-6:10), Day 60
6. The Flood (Genesis 6:11-7:24), Day 61
7. A fresh start (Genesis 8:13-9:7), Day 62
8. God delays his judgment (Matthew 24:36-44; 2 Peter 3:3-10), Day 63
9. God provides an ark (1 Peter 3:13-22), Day 64
10. God’s covenant with Noah (Genesis 9:8-17), Day 65
11. From Noah to Abram (Genesis 9:18-10:32; 11:10-26), Day 66
12. The Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9), Day 67
13. Babel reversed, Day 68
14. Babylon exposed, Day 69
15. A new centre (Philippians 3:4-11), Day 70
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Day 56
6.1 Introduction
If God’s word can be described as pure spiritual milk (1 Pet. 2:2) then Genesis
1-11 is of the condensed variety! Each detail, coming as it does at the beginning
of the story, has a significance out of all proportion to the space given to it. So
we would be making a great mistake if, in our desire to get to Abraham, we
skip quickly over chapters 4-11.
The Book of Genesis is shaped around the ten occurrences of the phrase
this is the account of (lit. ‘these are the generations of’). Five of these occur in
Genesis 1:1-11:26 (2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10), each one forming an important
link in the story of redemption. Our chapter introduces us to life outside of
Eden and the solidarity of the human race in sin. It links Adam and Abraham.
And what a contrast there is between Eden and Babel – the rule of God and
the rule of humanity; unity and division; order and confusion; blessing and
judgment. As in the earlier chapters of Genesis, the story-line develops around
the three recurring themes of sin, judgment and grace.
•

Adam and Eve sin and are driven out of Eden, but God promises
redemption.

•

Cain murders Abel and is destined to be a restless wanderer, but God
grants Eve another son, Seth.

•

Wickedness intensifies on the earth and God sends the flood, but Noah
finds favour.

•

Ham’s unfilial act has serious repercussions in his family, but God’s
purposes move forward through Shem.

•

People defy God at Babel and are scattered, but God calls Abram.

So while God punishes, at the same time he preserves. This is seen supremely
in the flood and the first time the word ‘covenant’ is used in Scripture. God
commits himself to the preservation of the first creation until the fulfilment of
his purposes in a new creation. We should not be surprised, therefore, to find
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ourselves travelling down the theology line picking up themes all the way to
the end-times. In order to get a sense of time and eternity read Psalm 90 – a
prayer of Moses, the man of God. Here we see the grandeur and eternity of
God over against the frailty of humans, who live out their short span and
return to the dust.
Closing thought:
Knowing the grace of God, turn the closing verses of Psalm 90 into your own
prayer.
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Day 57
6.2 Cain and Abel

Genesis 4:1-16
Genesis 4 introduces us to life outside of Eden and shows the solidarity of
humanity in Adam’s sin. Sin now arises from within the human heart without
an external tempter and what, in the garden, was expressed in personal terms
is now shown to have social implications. If the devil is described in chapter 3,
the world, the flesh (and the twenty-first century) now come into view.
The story revolves around the LORD’s acceptance of Abel’s sacrifice over
against Cain’s. No reason is given for this, but the basis seems to be Abel’s
integrity of heart (Heb. 11:4) rather than the nature of his offering, though fat
and firstborn seem to imply that he brings the pick of his flock (4; cf. 2 Sam.
24:24; Mal. 1:13-14). Cain’s subsequent behaviour shows there is something
deeply wrong in his attitude – the clear implication of verses 6 and 7 (cf. Prov.
15:8; 21:27).
God gives him the opportunity to change and warns him that sin is like
a wild beast lying in wait for its prey. If he fails to master it, then it will master
him. But, while Eve had been talked into her sin, Cain will not allow even God
to talk him out of his. And so he is indeed devoured – by anger, jealousy,
resentment, deceit and murder.
God’s personal question to Adam, ‘Where are you?’ (Gen. 3:9), now
reappears as a social question to Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’ (9;
brother occurs six times in verses 8-11). His truculent reply suggests a
hardening of sin. We speak of wrongs that ‘cry out’ to be righted; Abel’s blood
screams (10; the same word is used in Deut. 22:27) to God to be avenged (cf.
Heb. 12:24).
Cain is doomed to become a restless wanderer. When he looks
upwards, heaven is silent; when he looks downwards, the earth that has
supported him cries for vengeance; when he looks around him, he is filled
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with fear and anxiety. However, God’s gracious mark on Cain (15) assures him
of protection against retaliation. It is a warning to anyone tempted to imitate
his murderous behaviour. The location of Nod (= wandering) east of Eden (=
delight) makes a final forceful statement about life lived away from God (16).
Aspects of Cain’s homesickness and restlessness are all too evident today.
Closing thought:
Abel is an early biblical reminder that innocent people are sometimes
murdered and therefore ultimate justice requires a final judgment day.
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Day 58
6.3 Two humanities

1 John 3:7-18
In today’s passage, John gives an insight into two distinct humanities that
emerge from the Fall and continue today. He shows how Jesus Christ reverses
the effects of the Fall.
1. The reversal of Genesis 3 (7-10)
This comes through the fulfilment of the promise made in Genesis 3:15. The
seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman narrow to two individual
figures, the devil and God’s Son. If the characteristic work of the devil is to sin,
the characteristic work of the Son is to save (8). He appears on earth to
destroy the devil’s work. Through his ministry, the prince of this world is
overpowered (Luke 11:21-22) and driven out (John 12:31), and a kingdom of
light and love brought into being (2:8-11).
There is a marked difference between the children of God and of the
devil. Those born of God have his seed within them and cannot go on sinning
(9). John is not saying that it is impossible for a Christian to sin, but that it is
inconsistent to do so. It goes against the whole flow of the inward
transformation that comes through the new birth.
2. The reversal of Genesis 4 (11-18)
Here is the answer to sin in its social dimension. The thrust of the passage is
that Cain not only belonged to the evil one, especially in his hatred and
murder (cf. John 8:44), but that he was also a prototype of the world – human
life organized without regard for God. So we should not be surprised if the
world hates Christians today (13; cf. John 15:18-19; 17:14). But the mark of
those who have passed from death to life is brotherly love (14; cf. 4:7, 11-12).
This has been the teaching of the apostles from the beginning (11; cf. 2:7).
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So the ultimate answer to Cain’s hatred is Christ’s love displayed in the
church. Hatred (mental murder) is taking life from others. Love is laying down
one’s life for others. It is seeking their good to the point of self-sacrifice (16).
Such love is both particular and practical. It is directed to the particular
brother or sister near at hand (17), and is demonstrated in practical actions
not mere words (17-18). In the new humanity, let us seek to be more
imaginative and inventive in showing our love for each other.
Closing thought:
Loving everybody in general may be an excuse for loving nobody in particular.
‘Lord, open my eyes and hands to love the one nearby me today.’
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Day 59
6.4 Cainite civilization

Genesis 4:17-5:27
The beginnings of life in community show the potential for good and evil that
will characterize all future civilizations. Different skills develop along family
lines. The nomadic cattle breeders, the musicians, the artisans and metal
workers, all bear witness to the gifts of the Creator, even in those who do not
acknowledge him. The phrase he was the father of those who… (4:20-21)
shows the Christian’s indebtedness to secular enterprise.
But this is not the whole story, nor where the emphasis falls. Here we
have the first taste of a self-sufficient society which is the essence of what the
NT calls ‘the world’. Cain, in naming his city after his son, Enoch, seems to be
making the sort of bid for notoriety which climaxes in the Tower of Babel
(11:4). Lamech thinks he can master the world, but cannot master himself. His
polygamy sets a disastrous precedent (4:19) and taking revenge now becomes
part of family loyalty (4:23-24). Whereas Cain had succumbed to revenge,
Lamech exults in it, proclaiming a seventy-sevenfold vengeance (cf. Matt.
18:21-22). Sadly, the last century, like this one, has shown that technological
progress can simply consolidate society in its sin.
God, however, still has the last word. To Adam and Eve he grants
another child (4:25; lit. ‘offspring’ – the same word as the one used in the
promise of 3:15) and people begin to call upon the name of the LORD. In the
story of redemption, the family of Cain becomes irrelevant. The genealogy of
Genesis 5 shows how the line of Seth the appointed (his name means
‘appointing’) leads to Noah the deliverer. It demonstrates how, in the biblical
view of time and history, people matter and make a difference in the world.
Again we see God’s judgment and grace co-existing. In the insistent
refrain and then he died, that runs through chapter 5, we are brought face to
face with the reality of death as God’s judgment on sin. Nevertheless there is a
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bright exception. In contrast to Adam’s other nine descendants who are
simply said to have lived, we meet a second Enoch (cf. 4:17) who walked with
God (5:22; cf. 6:9), living by faith (Heb. 11:5-6). Such a relationship brings
true life. God took him away as a vivid demonstration of his power over death
(5:24; cf. 2 Kgs. 2:11).
Closing thought
Extra Note 6.1: The genealogies in Genesis 1-11
1. Their features
The genealogies in chapters 5 and 11 provide a framework for the story from
Adam to Abraham, broken by the Table of Nations in chapter 10. Both contain
ten genealogies and both end with three sons, one of whom is chosen to be the
link in the on-going story.
•

Chapter 5: Adam to Shem (ten generations) ! Shem, Ham and
Japheth

•

Chapter 11:10-32: Shem to Abram (ten generations) ! Abram, Nahor
and Haran

The ten names act as landmarks rather than continuous links, which mean the
genealogies should not be taken as chronologies. We cannot simply add up the
ages for dating purposes. It is common for there to be gaps in biblical
genealogies. For example, Ezra, though a scribe, omitted six names from his
record when compared with the Chronicler (Ezra 7:1-5; 1 Chron. 6:3-14). This
can be done because the Hebrew word used for ‘son’ can also mean ‘grandson’
or ‘descendant’. After Abraham, biblical history can be correlated with secular
history, but prior to Abraham, secular records are insufficient to do this.
2. Their significance
(i) The genealogies show that the Bible story is rooted in history. Bible stories
are not ‘Once upon a time…’ stories which have no connection with real
history. While the genealogies may not be chronologies, there is clearly a
sequence of real people which place the original readers (and ourselves) on the
same story-line. Their significance (and ours) is in belonging to a story that
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moves towards a glorious destiny. Their smallness (and ours) is in being such
tiny links in such a huge chain.
(ii) The genealogies serve a theological purpose. It is precisely the fact
that the genealogies are not chronologies that encourages us to discover the
writer’s theological purpose. In Genesis 1-11 it is clearly to show that, in the
context of severe judgment, God is carrying through his gracious purposes.
The movement from Adam through Seth to Noah, shows God’s determination
to provide a new beginning. The movement from Noah through Shem to
Abraham, shows God’s determination to bless the nations that spread out
over the earth after the flood. (10:32; cf. 12:1-3)
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Day 60
6.5 Humanity ripe for judgment

Genesis 5:28-6:10
Sin in society is never static. It has an ugly dynamic. There can hardly be a
greater contrast between God’s good creation of Genesis 1 and the rampant
evil described in Genesis 6 – its magnitude, inwardness, comprehensiveness,
continuity and monotony. Pause for a moment to reflect on 6:5, 11-12. The
record of unnatural sex (6:1-4) is to be seen as the culminating sin in a series
which began in Eden and intensified with Cain and Lamech.
The sons of God (6:2) are probably best understood as the lowest order
of angelic beings. The daughters of men are earthly humans. This intersection
of the divine and human to develop some sort of super race (6:4) is but
another attempt to become like God (cf. 3:5). The flood wipes out this
possibility. The fallen angels are reserved for judgment (2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6)
and the human life span is reduced to 120 years. Humanity is to remain
mortal. God’s life-giving Spirit will not remain forever in men and women
(6:3).
The Nephilim (6:4) are mighty men, some of whom are the offspring of
these illicit unions (cf. Num. 13:33). God has clearly set moral and physical
boundaries for human life and here these boundaries are being breached. So
he acts decisively to stop things spiralling out of control. He is going to press
the rewind button and return his created order to the watery chaos out of
which it had been formed (6:7). But, whereas in other ancient flood stories the
gods are in conflict with each others, here the conflict is within God himself –
it broke his heart (6:6 NLT). He is never remote and impassive in judgment,
but always deeply moved by the world’s tragedy.
So the curtain is about to fall on his creation. Or is it? Are all God’s
purposes to come to nothing? No; the potter can still refashion the clay to
make another vessel (cf. Jer. 18:4). Even before judgment begins he is
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preparing for the future (5:29). Lamech, the father of Noah, prophetically
announces an antidote to the judgment of Genesis 3:17. The name Noah (=
rest) sounds like the Hebrew for comfort. So Noah finds favour or grace (6:8),
which in reality means grace finds Noah. And as a result humanity finds a
future. Judgment is not God’s final word.
Closing thought
Extra Note 6.2: Sons of God in Genesis 6:2
There are three main ways of understanding the sons of God in Genesis 6:1-4:
1. Angelic beings
This is how it is interpreted on Day 60 and is the normal meaning in the OT
(Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Ps. 29:1 – mighty ones). This view should not be rejected
merely because it defies normal experience. Elsewhere angels appear in
human form, dressed as men, eat, drink, walk and are capable of having sex
(Gen. 18:1-2, 8; 19:1, 5). It seems to be confirmed by Jude 6.
2. Male descendants of Seth
Their sin is marrying women from the ungodly line of Cain and multiplying
wives just because of their physical attraction. Against such an interpretation
is:
•

The need to give different meanings to men in verse 1 (mankind) and
verse 2 (the Cainites). Daughters of men (4) in the context must surely
signify any female (cf. Gen. 5:4).

•

The supposition that only the daughters of the line of Cain were
beautiful.

•

The problem of why the Nephilim should be born into ordinary families
of mixed marriage. If this is not the case, we have the difficulty of a
statement with no apparent relation to the context.

3. Divine kings (cf. Ps. 82:6-7)
Sons of God is taken as an ancient designation of kings who were honoured as
divine rulers. The sin of these despots was polygamy. Verse 4 could be fitted
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into such a view, but the main problem is to understand why matters as
familiar as kingship and polygamy should be expressed so indirectly.
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Day 61
6.6 The flood

Genesis 6:11-7:24
Judgment day finally arrives. God’s grief over his creation (6:6-7) culminates
in an act of de-creation. On the second and third days of creation the waters
were separated above and below the world and dry ground appeared (Gen.
1:6-10). In others words, the Creator set bounds for the waters. But now that
order is revoked and the springs of the great deep and the floodgates of the
heavens (7:11) are unleashed from below and above. In the graphic description
of the inexorable rise of the waters and the total destruction that follows (7:1723), God is also reversing his work of the fifth and sixth days of creation.
Such acts of decreation in Scripture are portents of the final end of the
present world. In our self-sufficiency it is easy to forget that we live in a world
of natural forces so enormous that when storms, winds, earthquakes or
eruptions take place no human power can control them. Only the Creator
sustains the balance between order and chaos. Without him we perish.
But the waters that mean judgment for the world mean salvation for
God’s family. In judgment there is mercy; in decreation there is recreation.
Noah’s close walk with God makes it fitting that he should be taken into his
master’s confidence (6:13; cf. 18:17). But Noah is not a boat engineer.
Everything depends, not for the last time, on one man’s obedience to God’s
instructions (6:22; 7:5). Significantly, in the entire flood account there is no
recorded word from Noah. By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet
seen, in holy fear built an ark to save his family. (Heb. 11:7)
Noah builds the ark under the blazing desert sun at a time when he has
possibly not even experienced rain (cf. Gen. 2:5-6). And as he builds he
preaches to his contemporaries who go on living heedless of his warnings
(Matt. 24:38; 2 Pet. 2:5). Faith is willing to go out on a limb for God. It is not a
leap in the dark or a denial of rationality. Faith is sitting in a boat in the

154

middle of the desert believing that God will be true to his word. ‘Lord, increase
my faith.’
Closing thought:
If you want to pursue the relationship between God’s creation and judgment
throughout the story, Day 128 develops this theme.
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Day 62
6.7 A fresh start

Genesis 8:13-9:7
During the long months of chaos and confinement Noah must have often
wondered how it would all end. But God remembered Noah (8:1; cf. 19:29;
30:22; Exod. 2:24). And Noah, on leaving the ark, remembers God in a
sacrifice of thanksgiving and atonement (8:20 cf. Lev. 1:4). He might have
been excused if he had attended first to the elementary needs of spring water,
food and shelter. But before he even builds a shelter, he builds an altar. For
Noah, fellowship with God is his elementary need – the most basic and
important thing in life. It still is for the Christian today (Mat. 6:33; Luke
10:41-42). And the LORD smells the pleasing aroma and says: ‘Never again
will I curse … never again will I destroy … day and night will never cease.’
(8:21-22)
God’s attitude to humanity here stands in marked contrast to Genesis
6:5. If it is the sacrifice that prompts the promise (8:21), it is God who
anticipates the sacrifice (8:20; cf. 7:2). We now learn how sinners can exist
without being destroyed. If sin is answered solely by judgment there would be
no hope, for, as Calvin pertinently remarks, God would have to punish with
daily floods.
Noah’s offering was a prototype of Israel’s sacrifices, which in turn
point to Christ’s final sacrifice (Rom. 3:25-26). For our author, the flood is the
last judgment. It is a check on the spread of sin and a revelation that God is on
our side. Such a disruption to the regular rhythms of life will never happen
again (8:22), for this earth will be the arena of God’s salvation (cf. Day 65;
John 3:16-17).
When Noah steps out of the ark it is a giant leap for mankind. The
command to be fruitful and fill the earth, made here three times (8:17; 9:1, 7),
deliberately echoes the charge given to Adam (1:28). So Noah steps forth as a
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new Adam – but this time into a fallen world. Men and women still bear God’s
image and are still responsible to fill the earth. So often, however, we choose
to live and let die – to live in excess while many die in need, even though there
is sufficient to meet the needs of all. Three times God says he will demand an
accounting for human life (9:5), for when God has promised to preserve life
we must seek to respect it.
Closing thought:
Genesis 9:6 (like verse 4) must be viewed today through the prism of the NT.
Do you think it implies capital punishment for murder?
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Day 63
6.8 God delays his judgment

Matthew 24:36-44; 2 Peter 3:3-10
Peter follows Jesus in linking the flood with the final judgment when Christ
returns. Jesus teaches: (i) we don’t know when it will be; (ii) the majority
don’t care; (iii) it will be unexpected; (iv) believers must be ready.
By the time Peter writes, there are false teachers who pour scorn on
Christ’s return (3-4) in order to justify their indulgent behaviour (2:14, 17-19).
They are saying, in effect, ‘Things go on as they always have done since the
creation – Jesus hasn’t changed anything.’ Or, in today’s terms, ‘Our world is a
closed system which leaves no room for divine intervention.’ But, says Peter,
they deliberately forget the flood. God does relate to this world and does so by
his powerful word. Through God’s word, creation was brought into existence
(5; cf. Ps. 33:6; Heb. 11:3), is preserved for judgment (7), and is assured of
renewal (13). We must never doubt this.
Christians now live in delayed time – the time between the first and
second comings of Christ, called the last days (3). In contrast to those who
deliberately forget, we must deliberately remember three things:
(i) God’s timescale (8). God deals with us in our time span, but is
himself outside of it (Ps. 90:2-4). He can stretch out a day to a 1,000 years,
giving infinite attention to details. But he also sees the broad sweep of history
in a moment. Short-sighted scoffers who bank everything on the here and now
need to move to God’s timescale. After all, Christ came to this earth only a
couple of days ago!
(ii) God’s purpose (9). Delayed judgment is not a denial of God’s
purpose, but an expression of his patience – not wanting anyone to perish,
but everyone to come to repentance. (cf. 15) This implies that Christians
should give a high priority to gospel ministry.
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(iii) God’s judgment (10). Read this verse emphasizing the word
will (four times). Just as the flood came so will the final day. Many are in for
an unpleasant shock, for no-one likes being burgled. The elements (stars,
planets, galaxies) will be destroyed and planet earth laid bare (exposed to the
Judge’s eye). So like Noah we must hold fast to God’s reliable word in spite of
the indifference and derision of those around us.
Closing thought:
If God is our Creator, we are responsible to him and he has every right to be
our Judge. This is one reason why the truth of creation will always come under
attack.
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Day 64
6.9 God provides an ark

1 Peter 3:13-22
Christians living in ‘delayed time’ are obliged to share their hope with others
in spite of scoffing and persecution. Peter is writing to persecuted Christians
and encourages them through the ‘suffering-followed-by-glory’ theme which
runs through the whole letter (1:3-7, 11; 2:12; 3:9; 4:13; 5:1, 10). Today’s
passage is part of that theme. Read again verses 13-17. As people of hope,
Christians must be ready to give their reason for it, even when slandered.
Christ set the pattern (2:20-23). His sufferings were unjustified, but after
death came resurrection glory (18).
The identity of the spirits in prison (19) is difficult, but may refer to the
angels that fell at the time of Noah (see Day 60). This would fit the ‘sufferingfollowed-by-glory’ pattern as Christ triumphantly announces his victory over
the powers of evil (preach here means announce).
The link with Noah and the flood leads Peter to remind his readers of
their baptism. Just as the ark went into the waters of judgment and death, and
came through (20), so God sent his son into the judgment of Calvary and
through to glory. In his death and resurrection, however, Christ represented
all who would become united to him through faith. If we are Christians, God
saw us ‘in Christ’ at Calvary. Though now we may be sitting at home, we are
also seated with Christ in the heavenly realms (Eph. 2:6). It is this union with
Christ that is pictured in baptism (Rom. 6:3-5).
But we must not muddle the symbol with the reality. We are saved not
by the outward cleansing, but by the inward change – the pledge of a good
conscience (cf. Heb. 9:13-14); not by the act of baptism, but by the
resurrection of Jesus Christ (21). And this union is glorious, for we are linked
to the one who has all power and authority (22; cf. Eph. 1:20-23).
Being in the ark provides a wonderful picture of being in Christ. The
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ark was God’s provision; so is Christ (John 3:16). Noah entered the ark by
faith (Heb. 11:7); so we enter (into union with) Christ by faith. God shut Noah
in (Gen. 7:16); so we are absolutely secure in Christ (Col. 3:3-4). The ark came
through the flood to safety; so we will come safely through the final judgment
(1 John 4:17). Hallelujah!
Closing thought:
The ark had just one door, but there were many routes to it. So there are many
ways to Christ, but he alone is the gate for the sheep (John 10:7). Have you
entered?
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Day 65
6.10 God’s covenant with Noah

Genesis 9:8-17
The word ‘covenant’ occurs for the first time in the Bible in connection with
Noah. It implies a solemn bond between two parties and will feature
significantly in the unfolding story (see Extra Note 6:3 below). The most
important aspects of this covenant are:
1. Its gracious nature
Whenever one of the covenant parties is God then the arrangement is
obviously gracious in nature. This is very clear from the fact that the first use
of the word covenant occurs in the context of judgement. God says,
‘Everything on earth will perish. But I will establish my covenant with you’
(6:17-18). The rainbow sign pictures the light of God’s grace shining over the
threatening clouds of his wrath. But, strange as it may seem, the sign is
predominately to remind God not Noah (15-16). This daring and gracious way
of speaking is intended to bring absolute certainty to Noah (and to us) of
God’s goodwill towards the earth.
2. Its remarkable breadth
We have seen how Noah steps from the ark as a new Adam with a renewed
mandate for a reprieved creation. So God’s covenant is not only with Noah and
his descendants (9), but with every living creature (10) and with the earth
itself (13). God pledges to maintain life on planet earth. Why? Because he had
determined that this planet will be the stage on which the future drama of
redemption will be played out. This is the place his Son will visit! So God’s
covenant with the earth is a statement of his saving intent.
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3. Its permanent duration
The expressions all generations (12) and everlasting covenant (16) indicate
that the covenant will last as long as the earth endures (8:22). But for this,
every future deluge may well have been a threat to Noah. That unconditional
never again (11) is ‘God’s indestructible “Yes” to his creation’ (Jürgen
Moltmann). It is also his resounding ‘No’ to every form of cosmic fatalism; for
this covenant continues until the new creation. It is this earth that groans for
its deliverance (Day 54) and that will be renewed (Day 27). This earth will be
the arena of God’s eternal purpose for redeemed humanity (Rev. 21:1-3). So
Isaiah can use the symbolism of the rainbow to show that God’s wrath
(displayed in the exile) will never again break like a flood upon his true people.
Closing thought:
Read Isaiah 54:7-10 and give thanks for God’s deep compassion, everlasting
kingdom and unfailing love.
Extra Note 6.3: Covenant
The concept of covenant is seen in such things as mortgage agreements or
marriage vows, though the word itself is not often used today. At a wedding
service a couple enter into a covenant of marriage by making promises and
exchanging rings. In the Bible story, however, the covenants that concern us
are those where God himself is one of the parties. In each case he takes the
initiative, makes promises and requires a response. The story unfolds in a
series of such covenants: first of all with Abraham, then Israel and David, and
finally in the promise of a new covenant. We will explore each of these
covenant arrangements as we meet them in the story and discover how they
relate to each other.
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Day 66
6.11 From Noah to Abram

Genesis 9:18-10:32; 11:10-26
Today’s big passage is to help us get the big picture. Chapter 9 begins with
God blessing Noah and his sons and commanding them to fill the earth.
Chapter 12 begins with God promising to bless Abram and through him all
peoples. The linking chapters record the fulfilment of the former in the
territorial spread of the nations (9:19; 10:32) and prepares for the latter by
channelling the story towards Abram and the nation of Israel.
The Table of Nations in chapter 10 lists individuals who become the
founders of their respective clans, distinguishing these clans by race,
geography and language (10:5, 20, 31). It is not intended to be comprehensive,
the total of seventy being a numerical symbol of fulness
(cf. Exod. 1:5). In a few words we are given a view of the world repopulated by
Noah’s descendants: the Japhethites in the northern Mediterranean areas; the
Hamites in North Africa; the Semitic races east of the Mediterranean; and the
land of Canaan as a meeting point for all three.
Noah’s drunkenness is recounted, without moral comment on his part
in the scandal, to explain how Ham’s flagrantly unfilial act will have
repercussions in one of his sons (9:25). Ham probably sets a pattern for his
family, the Canaanite branch of which becomes notorious for nature worship
and fertility rites, abusing God’s gift of sex in the name of religion. The
subjugation of the Canaanites to Israel is seen in Joshua 9:22-27 and 1 Kings
9:20-21, making the story of Matthew 15:21-29 all the more remarkable.
Noah blessing the LORD, the God of Shem (9:26) is the first intimation
that God’s purpose will move forward through Shem. The families of Japheth
and Ham are dealt with first to clear the field for the history of the Semites.
Shem was the ancestor of the sons of Eber (10:21 – the root of the name
‘Hebrew’) and in chapter 11 the ten generations from Shem to Abram quickly
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narrow to the chosen line of Eber (11:14; cf. 1 Chr. 1:1-27).
So what is the big picture?
1. God rules over all nations.
2. Israel and the nations have a common heritage. They are all
descended from Adam (Acts 17:26) and all share the covenant promise to
Noah. This common origin and dignity undercuts all hostility based on
nationality and race.
3. Abram and Israel are chosen for the sake of the nations.
Closing thought:
The community of the church is likened to a new nation where all previous
racial distinctions are superseded (1 Pet. 2:9-10; Col. 3:11).
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Day 67
6.12 The Tower of Babel

Genesis 11:1-9
If the Bible is God’s oratorio of world history, chapters 1-11 are the overture
introducing the major themes of sin, judgment and grace. We have heard
them in the Fall and the flood and now hear them again at Babel. God’s
purpose is for people to fill the earth and subdue it; to discover and develop its
resources, and to do so as his representatives.
Babel and its temple-tower, however, are an expression of humanity’s
aim to develop civilization apart from God. The people’s resolute ‘let us…’ ;
their desire to reach the heavens; their determination to make a name for
themselves; their fear of being scattered over the face of the whole earth; all
bring out their intention to resist God’s will (3-4). Society no longer revolves
around God, but around itself and its achievements. So after the Table of
Nations, we are given an insight into life when a whole community steps
outside the ways of God.
Though the seeds of disintegration are present in their pride and fear,
the people are still united by a common language (1). Unity, however, is no
virtue if it is simply an expression of collective apostasy. So God scatters them.
He confuses their language and without communication they are be unable to
co-operate commercially or socially. The city and its tower, intended as a
symbol of human achievement, are left half-built and become instead a
monument to human arrogance (8). We should not miss the irony of verse 5.
From the real heaven, this giant ziggurat is too small for God to see. He needs
to make a site-inspection. The One enthroned in heaven laughs; the LORD
scoffs at them. (Ps. 2:4) But their scattering is a merciful judgment, shot
through with grace:
1. It puts a restraint on sin and prevents things getting worse (6).
2. It makes sure the earth is replenished.
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3. It makes it possible for one nation (Israel) to be set aside and kept
distinct from the others (Deut. 32:8-9). Abraham’s descendants are to be a
light to the nations, God’s bridgehead where his rule can again be established
and demonstrated until …
For this we must wait until tomorrow!
Closing thought:
What has Babel to say today to those who regard science and technology as the
new gods, and scientists as the new priests?
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Day 68
6.13 Babel reversed – an overview
Will the LORD leave the nations, the fruit of his blessing on Noah, scattered,
confused and separated? How can his purpose for them be accomplished? The
rest of Scripture provides the answer. It is the story of the reversal of Babel.
1. Anticipated through Abraham – Genesis 12:1-3; Hebrews 11:8-10
Citizens of Babel
•

tried to make a name for themselves

•

sought security in a city

•

were all judged

Abraham
•

was promised his name would be great (Gen. 12:2)

•

looked forward to a city whose builder is God (Heb. 11:10)

•

was promised that through him all peoples would be blessed (Gen.
12:3)

In Babel we see sin in community. In Abraham we see grace in the beginnings
of a new community (cf. Zeph. 3:9-10).
2. Realized at Pentecost – Acts 2:1-11
At Babel God confuses the language and scattered the nations. At Pentecost,
Jews from every nations under heaven hear the wonders of God in their own
language. There is comprehension instead of confusion. The gift of tongues is
an ideal sign of the reversal of Babel. The two other occasions where it occurs
in Acts both concern groups of people who might well have doubted their
inclusion in the church - the Gentiles (10:44-48) and an isolated group at
Ephesus (19:1-7). This must have been a wonderful confirmation of their
acceptance. In Acts, speaking in tongues always came unsought and on entire
groups.
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3. Enjoyed in the church – Galatians 3:8-9, 28-29; Ephesians 2:1922; 4:3-6
Humanity’s endeavour for unity at Babel is experienced in the multinational
church of Jesus Christ.
4. Completed in glory – Revelation 5:9-10; 7:9-10; 21:1-3
Instead of a tower rising to the heavens, the Holy City comes down from
heaven. Here God’s people are focused on a new centre – the Lamb on the
throne.
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Day 69
6.14 Babylon exposed – an overview
Babylon was located in Shinar (southern Mesopotamia) – Genesis 10:10; 11:2.
The Babylonians understood Babel to mean ‘the gate of God’, but in reality it
was the place of confusion (Babel sounds like the Hebrew for ‘confusion’ – like
our ‘blah blah blah’). In Scripture, however, it is not only a place, but a
symbol. Babylon stands for the embodiment of human pride and godlessness
attracting God’s judgment.
1. Babylon under judgment
Read Isaiah 47:5-11. Though God uses Babylon to judge his people, she is still
held accountable for her inhumanity. She is especially condemned for her
heartless treatment of the elderly (6) and for her presumption, arrogating to
herself words appropriate only to God himself (8; cf.14:12-15). Judgment will
suddenly overtake her and all her renowned magic and divination will be
unable to help her (9). Daniel chapters 1-5 give a vivid picture of the outlook of
Babylon’s kings and God’s judgment on them. For example, Daniel 4:20-22,
29-31; 5:25-30.
Babylon continues through Scripture as a symbol of this world. Peter’s
readers clearly understood Babylon as a shorthand for pretentious Rome (1
Pet. 5:13). She is sometimes contrasted with Jerusalem, the city of God. This is
seen vividly at the end of the story where Babylon is depicted as the prostitute
and Jerusalem as the Holy City representing the bride of Christ (Rev. 21:9-10).
Read Revelation 18:1-8 and 19:1-9.
2. Babylon today
God’s people are in constant danger of imbibing the spirit of this world. The
captives in Babylon are exhorted to leave Babylon (Is. 48:20). Of course they
cannot do so physically before Cyrus comes to power and allows them to
return home. But they are always to consider themselves as belonging to
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Jerusalem not Babylon. That exhortation continues until the end-times. Come
our of her, my people so that you will not share in her sins. (Rev. 18:4; cf. 2
Cor. 6:14-7:1). As we live in the world today, let us not be diverted by the
glitter of godlessness and forget our true citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 3:20).
Compare, however, Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles (Jer. 29:1-14; Day 289).
Closing thought:
Saviour, if of Zion’s city I, through grace, a member am,
let the world deride or pity, I will glory in your name.
Fading is the worldling’s pleasure, all his boasted pomp and show,
solid joys and lasting treasure none but Zion’s children know. (John Newton)
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Day 70
6.15 A new centre – a pause for reflection

Philippians 3:4-11
The people of Babel, having banished God from their midst, suffered what
might be described as the ‘loss of a centre’; something that bound them
together. They felt insecure, sensing the presence of centrifugal forces that
would disperse them. So the tower became their substitute centre. And ever
since Babel, societies, even churches, have struggled in this fallen world to
hold people’s loyalties around inadequate centres – programmes, manifestos,
self-interest, outside threats and so on. But with the new covenant comes not
only a new community, but a new centre – Christ himself. This is superbly
demonstrated in Colossians 1:15-20, but worked out at a more personal level
in today’s passage.
Paul had two lives of about the same length. First, ‘for to me, to live is
Saul’ (4b-6) and then, ‘for to me, to live is Christ’ (1:21). For the Christian, life
revolves around Christ. This certainly does not mean we have to narrow our
interests, for Christ is the Creator, Sustainer and Goal of all things! He unifies
the various strands of life. Nothing is unrelated to him.
To be truly Christ-centred means being able to say with Paul:
1. ‘Christ is my passion’ (8). I must consider as rubbish anything
that makes me too cool, too cautious or too preoccupied to be an enthusiast
for Christ. Only lovers understand what it means to know someone intimately,
yet still desire to win that person. In chapter 4:10-13 every situation in life is
sandwiched between two glorious realities. In plenty I can rejoice in Christ
(not merely in the provision); in need I can rely on him.
2. ‘Christ is my righteousness’ (9). Wherever I am, I am found in
him, with his righteousness reckoned to me. Being found in him, I am in the
place of safety and sufficiency.
3. ‘Christ is my destiny’ (10-11). I need the power of Christ’s
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resurrection to embrace the way of the cross. In verse 11 Paul is not expressing
uncertainty about the destination, but about the journey – the intervening
events (cf. 1:22-23). But because he can say: For to me, to live is Christ, he can
confidently add and to die is gain’ (1:20-21). He really is in a ‘win-win’
situation.
Closing thought:
‘Father, help me in the ordinary and hum-drum of this day to sense the
presence of Jesus and do all to please him.’
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1. Introduction, Day 71
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31. The death of Sarah and Abraham (Genesis 23:1-6; 25:1-11), Day 101
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33. Living by faith today (Hebrews 11:8-19), Day 103
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Day 71
7.1 Introduction
The first eleven chapters of Genesis pose questions to which the rest of the
story provides the answer. What hope is there for a world as beautiful yet as
ugly as this one; as structured and yet as chaotic? What hope is there for
people with such potential for care and creativity and yet with such a
propensity for hatred and destruction? After the amazingly compressed detail
of Genesis 1-11, a leisureliness and a wealth of incidental information come
into the narrative as the drama of God’s rescue-plan takes shape.
1. God’s promises to Abraham
God makes a fourfold promise to Abram at Harem (Gen. 12:1-3).
•

Land - the land of Canaan

•

Descendants - his offspring or seed who would become a great nation

•

Personal blessing - his protection and prosperity

•

Blessing to the nations

The repeated, ‘I will’ – ‘I will show’; ‘I will make’; ‘I will bless’ – make it clear
that God is behind all that is going to happen. The whole direction of the story
has its genesis in God.
2. God’s covenant with Abraham
The promises are confirmed to Abraham in a covenant (see Extra Note 6.3
after Day 65)
Chapter 15: The covenant is made
Chapter 17: The covenant is affirmed and the sign of circumcision given
Chapter 22: The covenant is confirmed by God’s oath.
All the promises made to Abraham are repeated to Isaac and Jacob.
God is known, indeed chooses to be known, as the God of Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob or Israel (e.g. 1 Kgs. 18:36; 1 Chron. 16:14-18), that is, the God of
promise and fulfilment. Whenever God addresses the patriarchs in Genesis he
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refers to these promises, very often amplifying them or making them more
specific. For example, the land (Gen. 12:1) becomes this land (Gen. 12:7), all
the land you see… forever (Gen. 13:15), the whole land of Canaan… as an
everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you (Gen. 17:8).
This growth in clarity and certainty is seen as the patriarchs respond in faith
and obedience. So the promises dominate the story of Genesis and as we read
we must ask of every incident: how does this contribute to their fulfilment?
3. God’s promise-plan and the rest of the story
The promises to Abraham have significance far beyond Genesis. If we
compare the total story to a model railway, then the tracks are the promises
along which the story moves to Christ and to the ultimate destination of a new
creation. And Abraham is the point where the train is placed on the tracks.
The covenant with Abraham is the basis for all God’s future covenantal
dealings with his people - with Israel, with David and finally with his new
covenant people. By using the picture of tracks, however, we must not imagine
the story moves forward smoothly and without hindrances. As early as
Genesis 11:30 we are introduced to a major obstacle Sarai was barren. The
promise of a son dominates chapters 12-20, with Abraham hovering between
faith and expediency. Even by the end of Genesis, Abraham’s descendants
number only seventy (46:27) and have migrated to Egypt, while the only part
of the land he possesses is a burial place bought with his own money.
As the story continues, however, the greatest obstacle to the fulfilment
of God’s promise-plan is the unbelief of the nation of Israel. Does this mean
that God is no longer obliged to keep his side of the covenant? That would
indeed have been a tragedy! The biblical answer is that those who sinfully
reject God’s grace personally forfeit their participation in the covenant. But
God’s overall purpose remains; his word stands forever. Just as the LORD gives
Abraham a son, at the very time God had promised him (Gen. 21:2), so he will
bring to fulfilment all his covenant promises at the appropriate time. That
time begins with Jesus. But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son ...
for no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘yes’ in Christ
(Gal. 4:4; 2 Cor. 1:20).
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Understanding the fulfilment of the promises through Christ paves the way
for:
•

numerous trips down the theology-line into the New Testament.
Abraham is crucial to our understanding of how the Bible fits together
and what the gospel really is.

•

a number of Focus Days (Day 79, Days 81-82, Days 98-99) when we
will see the significance for ourselves of each of the promises.

Closing thought:
‘Father, in the coming month, please clarify my understanding of the
unfolding story. As I ponder the life of your servant Abraham, simplify and
strengthen my faith to live in the story today’.
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Day 72
7.2 The story is promise-shaped

Genesis 11:27-12:8
Nothing so highlights the amazing rescue act of God in history as the
pathetically fragile beginnings of the story. Excavations have revealed Ur of
the Chaldees, Abram’s home, to have been part of a prosperous but corrupt
civilisation (Josh. 24:2-3). When God’s call comes to Abram at Haran, all that
remains in the world of true religion is the faint memory in his heart of a time
when people knew the one true God. This God is now going to teach this
family about himself and carve out for Abram a pivotal role in the story.
The challenge at the personal level is immense - to leave country,
people and father’s household (NB the growth in emotional intensity). It is
counterbalanced, however, by immense promises (12:1-3). The dimensions of
these promises and the piling up of ‘I wills’ direct us to the future. These
promises set the agenda for the rest of the Bible story. Yes, they are as
significant as that!
1. The land I will show you. This becomes known as the promised
land and Abram’s tour (12:6-8; cf. 13:17) is a symbolic possession of it.
2. I will make you into a great nation. Abram’s descendants will
become as numerous as the dust of the earth, the stars in the sky and the sand
of the seashore (Gen. 13:16; 15:5; 22:17). And remember Sarai is barren!
(11:30).
3. I will bless you. The promised blessing aligns Abram with Adam
(Gen. 1:26) and Noah (Gen. 9:1) and begins to answer the earlier curses of
Genesis (3:14,17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25).
4. In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed (12:3
ESV). This is clearly a response to the multitudes listed in chapter 10 and is

one of the great missionary statements of Scripture. It foreshadows the
notable ‘alls’ of the New Testament (Matt. 28:19; 1 Cor. 9:22; 1 Tim. 2:3-6).
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Abram’s parish, as well as John Wesley’s, is the world. But the attitude of the
nations to him and his descendants is the touchstone by which these nations
will be measured (12:3a).
These promises develop and expand as the story progresses and come
to us in their rich fulness through Christ (2 Cor.1:20). Our aim in this chapter
is to discover their significance for us, so that we can live in faith and
obedience as true children of Abraham.
Closing thought:
God is no man’s debtor. Ponder the challenge and promise of Mark 10:29-30.
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Day 73
7.3 The story points to Jesus

Matthew 1:1-17
Sometimes the coming of Jesus is presented as God’s last, desperate attempt
to rescue a situation that has got out of control. Matthew makes it clear that
nothing could be further from the truth. The OT story has always pointed to
Jesus. As the son of Abraham (1) he is the heir to the promise made to
Abraham that all nations would be blessed through him. Jesus now comes to
make this promise a reality.
In his genealogy we have more than a hint of this universal blessing by
the inclusion of four Gentile mothers in a very long list of Jewish fathers (3-6).
Tamar and Rahab are Canaanites, Ruth a Moabitess and Bathsheba probably a
Hittite like her husband. Jesus, the Jew, has Gentile blood! Nor is this global
emphasis in any way diminished by Jesus being identified as the son of David
(1:1). It is precisely through being the heir of David that the promise of
blessing to the nations will be fulfilled (Ps. 2:7-8; 72:17; Is. 55:3-5). So the
beginning of Matthew’s Gospel is preparing us for its ending and the
command of Jesus to make disciples of all nations (Matt. 28:19).
In verse 17 Matthew deliberately groups the generations into three sets
of fourteen to highlight key stages in Israel’s history. He is fond of threes and
sevens in his Gospel, both of which are symbolic of completeness or
perfection. So three, double-sevens certainly emphasizes completeness! The
preparation is over. Jesus is the end of the story.
But Jesus is also a new beginning. Matthew’s opening words A record
of the genesis [lit.] of Jesus Christ, is the same formula that divides up the
book of Genesis (see Day 56). So with Jesus, Matthew is heralding a new
beginning, the final stage of history. Jesus is not only the end of the beginning,
he is also the beginning of the end.
How grateful we should be for the wonderful interplay between the two
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testaments. Jesus lights up the meaning of the OT and the OT lights up the
ministry of Jesus. As Christians we connect with the OT story through our
relationship with the crucified and risen Christ to whom it points.
Closing thought:
The Old Testament is like a room, well furnished but dimly lit. (B. B. Warfield)
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Day 74
7.4 People who miss the point

Acts 6:8–7:19
The story points to Jesus, but some people miss the point. Stephen’s accusers
illustrate a recurring problem, namely, people’s failure to keep in step with the
living God as he moves history on to its climax (7:51-53). Stephen is answering
the specific charges of blasphemy, speaking against the temple and law, and
introducing teachings of Jesus which are contrary to Moses (6:11-14). The gist
of Stephen’s reply is:
‘You accuse me and the gospel of changing things, but the OT is marked
by change. It is the story of God moving through history to the coming of his
Son. But it is also the story of faithful men who kept in step and moved with
him (unlike you!). God has now arrived at the summit of revelation in his Son
and it is impossible for the new wine of the gospel to be contained in the old
wine-skins of Judaism. We Christians are the proper heirs of the OT because
we have moved with God. You have resisted change and missed the blessing!’
The speech in chapter 7 (it was not a defence to secure a release)
divides history into three parts:
(i) Abraham and Joseph (1-16). God’s glory caused Abraham’s
disenchantment with Babylonian culture and his obedience loosed him from
it. His faith focused on God’s promise (2-5). There was certainly nothing to
see! This promise controlled the story: - As the time drew near for God to
fulfil his promise to Abraham... things got far worse, leading to bondage in
Egypt (17-18).
(ii) Moses (17-43). Abraham, Joseph and Moses all knew God’s
blessing in foreign lands (7:2, 9-10, 30-33). Note how Moses pointed forward
to Jesus (37; cf. Deut. 18:15, Day 188).
(iii) The Temple (44-50). Don’t miss the significant however (48).
God can never be bottled up in a building.
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What a contrast between Stephen who is full of the Holy Spirit and his
hearers who resist the Spirit (6:3, 10; 7:51). The Holy Spirit enables Christians
to apply Scripture relevantly to their own day and so keeps them in step with
God’s purposes. How important this is for us; for error as well as truth, can be
reinforced by time. We may think we are being faithful when in fact we are
being irrelevant or simply old-fashioned.
Closing thought:
God is the living God who still refuses to be domesticated, confined or
stereotyped. In what ways might we try to do this today?
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Day 75
7.5 Land of hope and famine

Genesis 12:10-13:18
Today’s passage introduces us to the realities of famine and feuding in the
land of promise . How will Abram react? His migration to Egypt in a time of
famine is not wrong in itself, but the transition from faith in God to fear of
man certainly is. Though Sarai is technically Abram’s half-sister (Gen. 20:12),
his half-truth brings a stinging rebuke from Pharaoh. Instead of families being
blessed through Abram, Pharaoh is cursed (12:17). Yet, mercifully, Abram
escapes from Egypt greatly enriched, but one can only imagine the shame with
which he makes his return journey.
The inability of the land to support the increased flocks of both Abram
and Lot in one place means they must separate. Abram, as the senior and the
one to whom the land is promised, should have the choice location. But
recognizing any dispute is before the heathen and between brothers (13:8), he
magnanimously gives way to Lot. His experience in Egypt must have taught
him the folly of trying to manipulate situations for his own advantage.
Abram’s return to his first altar (13:3-4) seems to have rekindled his first faith
when he had staked everything on God’s promise.
Lot chooses the fertile plain of Jordan for himself (13:11; cf. Gen. 11:4),
even though he knows what Sodom is like (13:13). This is not the last time that
urban prosperity will dazzle a simple countryman. Of course, if God leads
people to Sodom (or Soho) he will keep them, as he kept Joseph in Egypt and
Daniel in Babylon. But those who leave spiritual privilege for material gain
expose themselves to great dangers . Lot finishes up with nothing (cf. Gen.
14:11-12; 19:17).
Let us beware of such danger. ‘To forsake Christ for the world, is to
leave a treasure for a trifle, eternity for a moment, reality for a shadow, all
things for nothing’ (William Jenkyn). Abram, on the other hand, refuses to
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walk by sight and is rewarded by God’s, ‘lift up your eyes’ (13:14). The
promises of land and descendants are reiterated and made, at least in token,
more tangible (13:15-17). The hardships encountered in the land, however,
force him to look ultimately beyond Canaan to the city with foundations (Heb.
11:8-10).
Closing thought:
Reflect on the words of Jesus in Matthew 6:31-34. Are we prepared to risk
everything on the promise of verse 33?
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Day 76
7.6 Abram rescues Lot

Genesis 14
The comfortable affluence of Lot is disturbed when Kedorlaomer and the petty
kings aligned with him attack Sodom and Gomorrah and carry off
considerable plunder. Such kings fit authentically into the secular records of
this period of history. Abram, with 318 of his men is able to defeat these
foreign armies, rescue Lot and his family, and return the pillaged property.
Though we may admire his effective action and God’s blessing on it
(20), his encounter with the kings of Salem and Sodom is the focal point of the
story. The attitudes of the two kings are deliberately contrasted, and illustrate
the blessing and dishonouring spoken of in Genesis 12:3 ESV.
1. The king of Salem blesses Abram (18-20)
Melchizedek (meaning king of righteousness) is the Canaanite king of Salem
(meaning peace) and priest of God Most High (18). Abram is not the only
person on earth who retains a knowledge of the living God. The king offers
Abram a simple provision and blesses him and God (19-20). In response,
Abram honours him as his spiritual superior by giving him a tenth of
everything. Tomorrow we will see how God subsequently honours
Melchizedek.
2. The king of Sodom dishonours Abram (21-24)
In contrast to Melchizedek, the king of Sodom, who has most to be grateful
for, offers no thanks, but brusquely demands the return of his people. This
incident illustrates the sinful nature of Sodom and its king and fits on a line
which starts at Genesis 13:13 and finishes with God’s curse on Sodom in
Genesis 19.
Abram’s response stems from his complete dependence on God (22-
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23). Here we see the dignity of faith. Abram relinquishes his right, out of
jealousy for God’s honour (cf. Ezra 8:21-23). He wants to avoid any
appearance that the king of Sodom has made him rich. ‘The Creator of heaven
and earth can surely provide for his servants!’ (Matthew Henry). Look up
Psalm 146:1-7, for another example of trust in the Maker of heaven and earth
over against trust in doubtful allies. It seems that Abram has quietly settled
this issue beforehand, and the oath he makes helps him to carry through his
resolve. Can we learn from this? Notice that, although Abram restricts his own
liberty, he does not impose the same restraints on the liberty of others (24).
Closing thought:
‘My God, you are the Maker of heaven and earth; help me to trust you as such
today’.
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Day 77
7.7 A priest in the order of Melchizedek

Hebrews 7:1-17
The mysterious figure of Melchizedek takes us into distant and profound
developments in the story. He appears for three verses in Genesis, disappears
for 1000 years until Psalm 110, and finally reappears another 1000 years later
in Hebrews. Clearly his memory is venerated over this long span of time as
one who foreshadows Christ. So he is honoured (see yesterday) by the way he
fits into the big picture. Jesus is not descended from him, but rather is in the
order of Melchizedek (Heb. 5:6; 6:20; 7:11, 17). Melchizedek shows the
inadequacies of the Levitical priesthood by picturing four ways in which
Christ’s priesthood is superior to theirs. Christ has:
1. A royal priesthood (1-2)
In Israel there is a system of checks and balances whereby the royal and
priestly offices are kept apart, but in Melchizedek and Christ they are
combined. We need a priest who makes atonement and a king who protects
and rules over us. Righteousness and peace are his gifts which we may receive,
but never earn (Is. 32:17; Rom. 5:1).
2. An eternal priesthood (3)
Genesis is absolutely silent about both ends of Melchizedek’s life, which is all
the more remarkable in a book abounding in genealogies. So in the silences as
well as in the statements of scripture, he is portrayed like Christ who truly has
no beginning or end.
3. A universal priesthood (4-10)
Melchizedek is shown to be greater than Abraham and, therefore, greater than
Abraham’s descendant Levi. To begin to get the big picture of Christ’s
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priesthood, we have to leap over the institutions of Israel and go back to one
earlier than Levi and greater than Abraham, to a Canaanite priest who is
eminently suited to foreshadow Christ’s universal priesthood.
4. A permanent priesthood (11-17)
In Psalm 110 God, through David, announces that the Levitical priesthood will
be superseded by a priest in the order of Melchizedek. Christ’s priesthood is
based not on physical descent but on the power of an indestructible life (16).
Hence it is not subject to change or death and will last forever (17). Because
Jesus lives forever he has a permanent priesthood. Therefore, he is able to
save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives
to intercede for them. (Heb. 7: 24-25)
Closing thought:
Melchizedek teaches us that in the OT story God sometimes has far longer
ends in view than our own limited understanding can grasp.

190

Day 78
7.8 Justification by faith

Genesis 15:1-6
When Abram was possibly fearing retaliation from the four kings (Day 76)
God graciously comes to him in a vision and says, in effect, ‘I am your shield
and will protect you. You might have refused the king of Sodom’s offer, but I
am your very great reward.’ Nevertheless, despite God’s promises, Abram still
does not have any children or own any land. So in the remainder of Genesis 15
the promise of offspring and land are confirmed.
Abram speaks openly about his childless state, first with frankness (2)
and then with bluntness (3), virtually saying, ‘LORD you have not lived up to
your word.’ He is assured that he will have a descendant of his own, even
though he will have to wait for some twenty-five years (and we, for six
chapters!). Finally, God gives Abram a ‘visible word’, ‘Look up at the heavens,
and count the stars … so shall your offspring be.’ (5)
Abram might have retorted ‘promises, promises,’ but instead he
believes the LORD. He turns from the hopelessness of his own physical
situation to simply trust God’s promise. And God credited it to him as
righteousness (6). This is one of the most earth-shaking, far-reaching
statements in Scripture. No other OT words have had a more compelling
influence on the N T. They are quoted in Romans 4:3; Galatians 3:6 and
James 2:23. God always demands righteousness of his image bearers, so what
hope can there be seeing that all have sinned? The answer: sinners can be
justified in God’s sight through faith. And, says Paul, if this is the only
solution, Jesus is the only explanation (Rom. 3:21-22; 2 Cor. 5:21).
But what precisely does Abram believe? He believes the LORD and the
promise he has just made. This much is clear. He also knows, however, that
God promises to bless all families on earth through him, and the NT implies
that he possibly perceives that this would come through one of his
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descendants (Gal. 3:8). There is finally the saying of Jesus: ‘Abraham rejoiced
at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad’ (John 8:56). If this
is the case, we can say that Abram believes in the promise, the Promiser and,
to some extent, the Promised One. Now that Jesus has come, however, our
faith is not in God’s promise but his provision.
Closing thought:
We aren’t right with God because we have accomplished something; we are
right with him through faith in Jesus who has accomplished everything.
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Day 79
7.9 Promised descendants – an overview
Abraham’s descendants (offspring, seed) can be expressed collectively in
terms of what they would become: a nation, a community of peoples (Gen.
28:3; 48:4). The Hebrew word gôy nation (Gen. 12:2), denotes people
inhabiting a specific geographical location and forming a political unit. The
promise concerning Abraham’s descendants is fulfilled in three ways. It might
be helpful to keep referring to the diagram in Extra Note 7.1 below.
1. Abraham’s immediate descendants
In Genesis the promises given to Abraham are confirmed to Isaac (26:3-4) and
Jacob (e.g. 28:13-14). His other offspring (a son, Ishmael [16:15] and Jacob’s
brother, Esau [25:21-26]) are not included in God’s covenant promises (Rom.
9:6-13).
2. The nation of Israel
Abraham's descendants through Jacob (renamed Israel) make up ethnic
Israel, but not all the nation shares Abraham’s faith. The condition for
entering and remaining in the land is obedience to God (Deut. 28:62-63). This
obedience, however, is in short supply (Dan. 9:11). By the time of Jesus, John
the Baptist could speak of ‘the axe is already at the root of the trees’ (Matt.
3:10). If the nation does not repent and produce good fruit it will be cut down,
but the majority remain hardened in unbelief (see esp. John 8:31-41). Jesus
brings the Parable of the Tenants (Matt. 21:33-44) to a devastating
conclusion: ‘the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a
people who will produce its fruit.’ (43)
3. The church of Christ
Throughout the OT, God had always preserved a faithful remnant, such as
Caleb and Joshua (Num. 14: 30) and the 7000 in the time of Elijah (1 Kgs.
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19:18; Rom. 11:1-5). The remnant was an important theme of the OT prophets
and is demonstrated at the beginning of the NT by the likes of Simeon and
Anna (Luke 2:25-38). On the cross, however, God’s purposes focus on one
seed of Abraham, Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:16). But the cross is followed by the
resurrection, Pentecost and 3000 Jewish believers – the first fruits of a great
harvest.
Now all who share Abraham’s faith are united in one nation (Eph. 2:1122; 3:6). This union of Jew and Gentile in one body is not some afterthought,
but God’s eternal purpose. Abraham is the father of us all (Rom. 4:16-17).
Where Jesus and Paul need to make a distinction between the physical and
spiritual descendants of Abraham they use two different words, ‘descendants’
or ‘offspring’ (Gr. sperma) and ‘children’ (Gr. tekna).
Closing thought
Extra Note 7.1: Abraham’s descendants

The diagram illustrates the story of the people of God. Abraham was chosen by
God to be the father of a new people – a people who would know God. He
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became the father of the nation of Israel. But not all within the nation of Israel
shared Abraham’s faith in the promise of God. National Israel was a wider
group than spiritual Israel. As Paul puts it: Not all who are descended from
Israel are Israel. (Rom. 9:6) Gentiles could join the nation of Israel through
the rite of circumcision, but it was by faith in the promise that they became
part of the spiritual Israel – the true people of God. As the nation slipped into
apostasy, the number of true believers dwindled until it was little more than a
faithful remnant preserved by God. Finally that faithful remnant came down
to one man – Jesus Christ.
Jesus is the faithful One through whom all those who share the faith of
Abraham become part of the true people of God. Through him the blessing of
membership in the people of God flows to all nations. Just as national Israel
was wider than the true spiritual Israel, so there are those within the
institution of the church who, lacking true faith in Jesus, are not truly part of
the people of God. Christians are called Jews of the new covenant (Rom. 2:2829); the children of Abraham (Gal. 3:7); Abraham’s seed (Gal. 3:29); the Israel
of God (Gal. 6:16); citizens of Israel (Eph. 2:12-13, 19); the circumcision (Phil.
3:3); the twelve tribes (Jas. 1:1); a holy nation (1 Pet. 2:9). In other words, the
true people of God are no longer national Israel, but all those who have faith
in Jesus Christ.
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Day 80
7.10 The covenant with Abram

Genesis 15:7-21
The promise of descendants for Abram is now followed by a further promise
concerning the land. When Abram seeks for reassurance of the promise (8)
God gives it in the form of a specific covenant. The awesome setting (12)
indicates that the covenant will be carried through in the teeth of opposition
(11) and by means of great judgements (13-14).
In ancient times the parties of a covenant would walk between the
pieces of the slaughtered animals signifying a self-maledictary oath: ‘May it be
so done to me if I do not keep my oath’ (see Jer. 34:18-19). The fact that the
LORD alone walks between the pieces (17) is a remarkably vivid way of
showing his commitment to the covenant. Observe three things this passage
teaches us about God:
1. God’s presence with his people
Central to his covenant commitment is his promise to walk among his people
(17; cf. Lev. 26:12; Rev. 2:1). The LORD, who appears as a smoking fire pot
passing between the severed animals, will appear at Horeb in a burning bush
(Exod. 3:2-6), at Mount Sinai in a consuming fire (Exod.19:18) and
throughout the desert wanderings as a pillar of fire (Exod. 3:21).
2. God’s justice in world affairs
The Amorites represent all the inhabitants of Canaan, and Israel’s conquest of
Canaan cannot take place until the Amorite’s sin reaches its full measure (16).
So the promise could only be fulfilled when it coincided with perfect justice.
God’s people have to wait for God’s time, even if it costs them centuries of
hardship. This sheds significant light on OT warfare (dealt with more fully on
Day 185).
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3. God’s timescale of events
Abram is losing patience because nothing has happened for ten years. God,
however, is thinking in terms of 400 years! Sometimes it is difficult to fit our
sense of urgency into God’s timescale. God doesn’t rebuke Abram when he
genuinely sought assurance (nor does he rebuke us), but instead he gently
shows him the bigger picture. Within God’s timescale, Abram is encouraged to
look forward to his old age and then embrace death confident that God will
keep his promise (15). We too must learn to serve God’s purpose in our own
generation (cf. David; Acts 13:36). It can be quite a relief to realize we are not
indispensable!
Closing thought:
Notice how this covenant (12, 17), the Sinai covenant (Exod. 19:16-18) and the
new covenant (Matt. 27:45, 51-53) are all inaugurated in awesome
circumstances.
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Day 81
7.11 Promised Land: territory – an overview
1. The extent of the land
The land of promise was to the west of the river Jordan, extending from the
Negev in the south to the Euphrates in the north, and occupied by the
descendants of Canaan. The land, referred to repeatedly by Moses (e.g. Deut.
1:8, 21, 25, 35-36; 2:31; 3:18-20), is entered in the time of Joshua and
extended during the reign of David and Solomon to the borders mentioned in
Genesis 15:18-21 (cf. 1 Kgs. 4:21).
2. The terms of its possession
The land is God’s gift to his redeemed people (Exod. 6:6-8). The relationship
between God and his people is paramount. If the relationship is broken the
blessing is forfeited. Put in contractual terms, the tenure of the land is
leasehold not freehold (Lev. 25:23). Israel is God’s tenant and has to obey the
terms of tenancy or be evicted (e.g. Lev. 18:1-5, 28; Deut. 30:15-18; 1 Kgs.9:67). And this of course happened in the captivities of Israel in Assyria and
Judah in Babylon. We do well to remember that God keeps his threats as well
as his promises.
3. The land in the New Testament
When we move into the NT we are met with a deafening silence concerning
the land. The most we can say of the land as territory is that it fits into the
broader theme of God’s commitment to the earth (Day 27) seen in the
covenant with Noah (Day 65). There are two hints of this in the New
Testament:
(i) Psalm 37:11 the meek will inherit the land becomes in Matthew 5:5
the earth.
(ii) In Romans 4:13 Abraham and his offspring are to become heirs not
of the land, but of the world (Gk. kosmos); a promise that receives its ultimate
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fulfilment in the new heavens and the new earth (2 Pet. 3:10, 13).
Glorious as this is, there is a more immediate application of the land to
the Christian already anticipated in the OT. The promised descendants,
blessing and land form a package deal. If the descendants (Day 79) and the
blessing (Days 98-99) have a present, Christ-centred fulfilment, we would
expect that of the land also (2 Cor. 1:20). That fulfilment emerges once we
recognize that the land in the OT is intended to signify more than mere
territory. In particular it implies two things that are brought together in
Deuteronomy 12:8-10.
Closing thought:
Read Deuteronomy 12:8-10 in preparation for tomorrow.

199

Day 82
7.12 Promised Land: inheritance and rest –
an overview
Read again Deuteronomy 12:8-10.
1. The land as an inheritance
Canaan is Israel’s earthly inheritance, but significantly one tribe has no share
in it. The inheritance of the priestly tribe of Levi is God himself (Deut. 18:1-2;
Josh. 13:33). What are the people to think as they see their representatives
disinherited in earthly terms? After all, the nation is intended to be a kingdom
of priests (Exod. 19:6). They should conclude that their ultimate inheritance is
not fields and houses, but God.
Though Israel as a whole fails to penetrate the spiritual reality behind
the physical gift, some do. Read Psalm 73:25-26 (cf. Pss. 16:5 ESV; 119:57;
142:5). God is described as the psalmist’s portion because the land has been
divided into portions for each tribe (Num. 26:52-56). He is their portion now
and for ever. Consequently, like their forefathers, they are to be aliens and
strangers on earth … longing for a better country - a heavenly one (Heb.
11:13-16). Similarly, Peter writes to strangers … scattered (a word used for
Jews dispersed from their homeland), but who have been given a new birth
into an inheritance (1 Pet. 1:1-4).
2. The land as a resting place
Canaan is for the Israelites the land of rest from their wanderings and warfare,
and Joshua is to lead them into this rest (see esp. Josh. 11:23; 21:43-44).
These two facts are brought together in Hebrews 3:7-4:11,where Joshua is
actually the Greek word for Jesus (4:8). The OT ‘Jesus’, who leads God’s
people into the earthly Canaan, points to Jesus, God’s Son, who leads believers
into the promised rest (see Day 36).
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What Joshua did not secure in any ultimate sense, Jesus gives today
(NB the emphasis on today 3:7, 13, 15; 4:7); and not only gives now, but
guarantees for eternity. We have come to share in Christ (3:14). We live in
him; he is our new location. Jesus says, ‘come to me, all you who are weary
and burdened, and I will give you rest.’ (Matt. 11:28) In John 4 the
Samaritan woman reasons that physical location is all important for true
worship (19-20). Jesus answers, in effect: ‘Not so; relationship is all
important’ (21-24). And we now enjoy a new relation with God because of our
new spiritual location in Christ.
Closing thought:
God is our inheritance; Christ is our rest. Read Psalm 73:23-24 and rejoice in
the realities the psalmist enjoys - grasped, guided, glorified.
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Day 83
7.13 Sidetracked

Genesis 16
Abram and Sarai, desperate for a child to fulfil God’s promise, finally resort to
customary but shady means. Abram has a child through Sarai’s maidservant,
Hagar. Not surprisingly no-one comes out well from this story, but it impinges
on the big picture in two significant ways.
1. God will fulfil his promise in his own way and time
Sarai lacks faith in God’s ability to keep his promise (2) and Abram succumbs
to reason and the voice of his wife (2-4). When the outcome gets messy, Sarai
tries to shift the blame to Abram who, in turn, assumes a position of benign
neutrality (5-6). There is little point, however, in holding a post-mortem once
they have left the highway of God’s promise. It is easy to understand their
pent-up emotions and twisted motives because it is all so utterly human - so
utterly Genesis 3 (cf. Gen. 3: 6, 17).
Paul, with inspired insight, sees the Ishmael incident as typical of those
who trust in their own efforts rather than God’s provision (Gal. 4:21-31). As
for Abram, Sarai and Hagar, God picks up the pieces just as he had done
earlier in Egypt. Again, there is no rebuke, only silent shame.
As so often in Scripture, what seems to be a relatively trifling incident
has far-reaching consequences. With Ishmael we have the beginning of the
Arab peoples (Gen. 17:20; 21:13) who have frequently found themselves locked
in hostility with Israel, the results of which are all too evident to this day (NB
v.12).
2. God is not committed exclusively to his chosen people
Although Hagar is the victim of the story (3), in showing contempt for Sarai
(5), she too is guilty. God, however, still seeks and finds her (7; cf. 21:14-19)
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and she becomes the only OT woman whom he directly addresses by name.
His comfort is bracing rather than soothing, drawing her mind away from past
injustices to things ahead.
So at the inception of Israel’s history God displays his concern for
despised and outcast, people who are not organically connected with the
promised line. That concern will eventually be expressed in the NT for
Samaritans, Gentiles (Acts 1:8; Eph. 2:12) and finally for us.
Closing thought:
Let me cast my needs aside, all that feeds my knowing pride,
Not to man, but God submit; lay my reasonings at his feet. (C. Wesley)
Let us be always ready to use our minds, but equally ready to lay our
reasonings at God’s feet.
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Day 84
7.14 The angel of the LORD – an overview
Genesis 16:7 is the first of several OT passages which speak of the angel of the
LORD in a way that suggests that God himself is taking on human form to
appear briefly to people. The majority of these appearances occur in the early
part of the story where God commonly manifests himself in forms more
tangible to the human senses.
1. The angel’s identity
1. The angel is distinct from God (e.g. Gen. 21:17; Exod. 23:23; Num. 22:31; 1
Chron. 21:11-12).
2. The angel is identified with God (e.g. Gen. 16:13; Exod. 3:2-6; Judg. 2:1;
13:17-22).
3. He is a representation of God rather than a mere representative of God.
Whenever he appears, he immediately takes centre stage, even accepting
worship (Judg. 13:17-22; contrast Rev. 22:8-9).
4. Malachi identifies him as the messenger [angel] of the covenant (Mal. 3:1),
whose coming is preceded by that of John the Baptist. His appearances,
therefore, can only be appreciated when understood as manifestations of
Jesus before his incarnation.
2. The angel’s ministry
The angel of the LORD ministers to God’s people at crucial points in the story.
•

The testing of Abraham (Genesis 22:15-18), ministry: assuring

•

The renaming of Jacob (Genesis 32:26-28; Hos. 12:4-5) , ministry:
purifying

•

The call of Moses (Exodus 2:23-3:10), ministry: rescuing

•

The Exodus from Egypt (Exodus 14:19-20; 23:20-23), ministry:
protecting

•

The call of Gideon (Judges 6:11-21), ministry: predicting
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•

The birth of Samson (Judges 13:2-3), ministry: enabling

•

The flight of Elijah (1 Kings 19:5-9), ministry: restoring

3. The angel’s significance
His appearances assure us of the intimate concern and involvement of the Son
of God at every stage of the story. Though his ministry is primarily one of
mercy, it is also one of judgement (Judg. 2:1-3; 1 Chron. 21:16; Ps. 35:5-6; Is.
37:36), preparing us for the sterner side of Christ’s ministry. What privilege is
ours to live in the full blaze of revelation that came through Jesus.
Closing thought:
If the angel is consistently a reference to Jesus before his incarnation, reflect
on the pathos of Genesis 22:9-14.
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Day 85
7.15 The covenant affirmed

Genesis 17
Thirteen long years have passed since Ishmael was born and Abram, now
ninety-nine, is in great need of reassurance. Has God written him off after his
folly over Hager? God appears to him, confirms the covenant and introduces
the sign of circumcision. He speaks with a new name, God Almighty (El
Shaddai), a name always associated with God’s provision of children (Gen.
28:3; 35:11; 48:3). God says, in effect, ‘I can deal with impossible situations
and I don’t need your misguided efforts to help me!’ And he brings a new
challenge, ‘walk before me and be blameless’ (2) i.e. ‘live in the light of who I
am’.
Observe the following perspectives:
1. As for me… (4). Whereas Genesis 15 revolved around the
‘descendants’ and ‘land’ components of the promise-plan, the focus here falls
on God’s blessing for all the nations. Abram will not merely become a great
nation, but be the father of many nations. This is not because these nations
are his natural descendants, but because he will be the channel of God’s
blessing to them. As a pledge of this, his name is changed from Abram
(exalted father) to Abraham (father of many). The promise of such fruitfulness
(2, 6) looks back to Adam and Noah and represents another fresh start for
humanity (Gen.1:26; 9:1). It also looks forward to the period in Egypt (Exod.
1:7) and even beyond when ‘kings will come from you.’ (6) The essence of the
covenant, however, is personal. Like the ‘I will’ of marriage, the pledge ‘I will
be your God’ (7-8) far outstrips all other benefits.
2. As for you… (9). With the amplification of the promises comes a
demand in the form of circumcision (tomorrow’s focus), which becomes the
key ‘identity and marker’ for Israel. Abraham obeys promptly and completely
(26-27).
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3. As for Sarai… (15). Her change of name is unique among the
women of the Bible and she is fully included in the same sweeping promises
made to Abraham. But God’s confident affirmation of the future (the word
‘will’ rings out six times in vv.15-16) is countered by a bewildered but
worshipping Abraham (with two ‘wills’ of his own) - ‘Will a son be born?’;
‘Will Sarah bear a child?’ (17) His questions are followed by yet another
attempt to steer God into a more reasonable path (18).
4. As for Ishmael… (20). There were honours for him suited to his
capacity, but the history of the covenant people continues through Isaac (1921).
Closing thought:
God’s patient reply to Abraham’s questions (19) shows that he is never hard on
genuine struggles of faith.
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Day 86
7.16 Circumcision – an overview
1. The sign of the covenant
Circumcision was widespread in ancient times, but whereas it generally
marked the threshold of manhood (as among modern Arabs), for Abraham
and his descendants it becomes the mark of the covenant. Without it, a male
would be cut off from the people of God (Gen. 17:14; cf. Exod. 12:48). Genesis
17:26-27 shows the diversity of men in age, status and spiritual experience
who were gathered within the one covenant.
2. The significance of the sign
Circumcision was never merely a physical act. The Israelites were to
circumcise their hearts as a spiritual response to God’s choice of them as his
people. What does this imply? Read Deuteronomy 10:12-16 (cf. Deut. 30:6;
Jer. 4:4; 9:25-26). So while circumcision gave the Jews a sense of national
identity, the physical act had to be accompanied by wholehearted love of the
LORD and obedience to his commandments.
3. The fulfilment of the sign
As the old covenant gave way to the new, circumcision became a divisive issue
in the early church. Some Jewish Christians argued that Gentile believers
must be circumcised (Acts
11:1-3; 15:5-11).
•

Peter’s response: Acts 10:44-48; 11:15-18; 15:7-11

•

Paul’s response: Romans 4:9-12; Galatians 5:2-6

Since Christ, baptism has become the sign of initiation into the church, and
circumcision points to baptism - but only indirectly. Circumcision had an
ethnic and spiritual significance. In the multi-national community of the
church only the spiritual significance continues. Paul puts it like this: A man is
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not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward
and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is
circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit… (Rom. 2:28-29; cf. Gal. 3:26-29).
This is how Paul moves from circumcision to baptism in Colossians
2:9-12. Whereas circumcision is a minor, physical operation which removes
only a portion of the body, in spiritual circumcision the whole sinful nature is
put off like a garment and laid aside. Such radical surgery can only be done by
Christ (11), and it is our union with Christ (10) which is so beautifully pictured
in baptism (12).
Closing thought:
We need to remember that, though religious symbols have enormous potential
for strengthening faith, they can lose their vitality and become emptied of
meaning. That frequently happened with circumcision (e.g. Acts 7:51); it can
happen with baptism.
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Day 87
7.17 The birth of Isaac

Genesis 18:1-15; 21:1-7
The name of Isaac, meaning ‘he laughs’, was given by God a whole year before
the child was born (17:19). His amazing birth is the story of how the
incredulous laughter, first of Abraham (17:17) and then of Sarah (18:12), is
turned to joyous laughter. But do notice that we are expected to learn with
them and join in the laughter (21:6).
1. Incredulous laughter (18:1-15)
In Abraham’s deferential attitude towards his three visitors, one of whom is
the LORD himself, an atmosphere of great anticipation is created. Then comes
an announcement. Though Sarah is past the age of childbearing, she will have
a son. And, so this might really sink in, a precise time is given - next year! For
Sarah, embarrassed and afraid, laughter seems to be her way of coping. Now
comes the crucial question, ‘Is anything too hard for the LORD?’ (14) Though
intended to refute the protests of the bemused couple, it is an open question
which we all need to answer. Do I live in a closed universe, stable, predictable,
but hopeless; or do I allow God to be God? Is my future expectation limited by
my past experience? Am I guilty of incredulous laughter?
2. Joyous Laughter (21:1-7)
Two things stand out in this passage:
(i) Humanly speaking everything is hopeless. The promise has been
made to a couple who are regarded as good as dead (Rom. 4:19; Heb. 11:1112). No wonder in the exhilarating moment when Sarah presses her son to her
breast, all her bitterness and doubt evaporate and she bursts into joyous
laughter (6).
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(ii) Everything happens in accordance with God’s word - as he had said
(1); what he had promised (1); at the very time God had promised (2); as God
commanded (4).
What are the implications for us?
Faith doesn’t make every desirable thing possible. What is possible for us is
only what is promised by God, but everything is possible that corresponds to
his good purpose - everything we need for life and godliness (2 Pet. 1:3-4);
everything that makes us more like Jesus (Rom. 8:28-30). Nothing is too hard
for God when it comes to fulfilling these purposes in his people (Rom. 8:3739). Then surely we must yield ourselves to his gracious and wise control and
join in the joyous laughter. It is a perfectly fitting response to blessings that
are beyond our comprehension and certainly beyond our deserving (cf.
Ps.126:1-3).
Closing thought:
To those who believe in God, a miracle needs no explanation; to those who
don’t, no explanation will satisfy.
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Day 88
7.18 Is anything too hard for the LORD? A
pause for reflection
The essence of yesterday’s question is repeated through scripture in a number
of seemingly impossible situations where God’s people must take God’s power
seriously. We are in the same story today, with the same God still working out
his purposes. ‘Lord grant us greater faith and more joyous laughter.’
1. Genesis 18:14 - no promise is too hard for the Lord to keep
See Extra Note 7.2 God’s promises (below).
2. Numbers 11:21-23 - no provision is too hard for the Lord to make
Israel in the desert keeps moaning about their manna menu and God
miraculously gives them their request for meat (18-20, 31-32). So, if God in his
anger can provide for two million people in the desert, can he not, in his love,
provide for me and my family? And if he does not provide as I would wish, are
not his denials wiser than such provision? It’s surely a no lose situation.
3. Jeremiah 32:16-17 - no purpose is too hard for the Lord to fulfil
Judah’s captivity in Babylon is imminent, yet the LORD commands Jeremiah
to buy his cousin’s field. Though it seems a hopeless investment, the
transaction is completed in the belief that God’s people will return to the land
(15, 24-28, 37-41; NB the ‘I wills’). And Christ has said, ‘ I will build my
church’ (Matt. 16:18). Nothing can hinder the great purposes of the gospel.
4. Matthew 19:23-25 - no person is too hard for the Lord to save
A rich, young man comes to Jesus enquiring about eternal life. Jesus, seeing
the man’s wealth as a stumbling block, tells him to sell all and follow him. The
man goes away sad and the disciples, believing riches are a reward for
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goodness, ask ‘ who then can be saved?’ And do we not mentally ‘write off’
some of our friends? But with God all things are possible (26). People can
ignore an invitation and change a conversation, but they cannot escape the
inward pressure of the Spirit.
5. Luke 1:29-37 - no problem is too hard for the Lord to resolve
How can Israel, who for 600 years has been a mere province to a super power,
have her own king? (32-33) And how can a virgin have a baby? (34) But
nothing is impossible with God (37). God’s Son will have a kingdom that will
never end, and what is physically impossible for Mary is no problem for the
power of the Most High (35). Hallelujah!
Closing thought:
Reflect on the words of Jesus to his Father in Mark 14:36, ‘everything is
possible for you’ - except one thing. God cannot save us and circumvent the
suffering of the cross. ‘Thank you Jesus.’
Extra Note 7.2: God’s promises
‘No promise is too hard for the LORD to keep,’ is a statement that is open to
abuse and needs clarification. God’s great purposes of redemption move
forward as God keeps his promises to Abraham. Genesis 18:14 is but one such
pledge. Such promises are ultimately fulfilled in Christ (2 Cor. 1:20). God has
kept his word and will continue to do so as his sovereign purposes are worked
out in history.
But what are to we to make of promises made to the people of Israel
concerning physical and material blessings? These are made to the nation as a
whole (e.g. the blessings of Deut. 28:1-14). If they are applied to the church
today we can finish up with a ‘health and wealth gospel’ and a ‘name it and
claim it’ approach to them.
But Christians are not like the nation of Israel – a political entity, in a
specific area of land, under a covenant of blessings and cursings. The
Christian belongs to a multinational community, blessed … in the heavenly
realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. (Eph. 1:3) To us are given very
great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in
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the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil
desires. (2 Pet. 1:4) Such promises are not given to make us comfortable, but
to make us holy. They are scattered throughout the NT and are ours to feed on
and stand on. God will keep his word.
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Day 89
7.19 All according to plan

Acts 3:11-26
For the next few days we are leaving the OT story to explore the NT
significance of our recent readings. The healing of a crippled beggar outside
the Jerusalem temple draws an astonished crowd. Peter, seizing the
opportunity, quickly moves their focus from the man to Jesus, and from the
particular incident to the big picture. This picture stretches from Abraham to
the new creation and sets Jesus at the centre. He fulfils what was foretold in
the OT and guarantees what is promised for the future. The name (occurring
over thirty times in Acts e.g. 4:7, 10, 12, 17, 18, 30) of Jesus (6, 16) is a kind of
shorthand for the explosive power of Jesus. The healing is just a sample of
what he can do!
But Jesus is the very one whom they have recently handed over,
disowned and killed (13-15). Though they are ignorant of the awfulness of
their sin (17), this does not mean they aren’t guilty. It means that just as there
was provision in the OT for sins committed in ignorance (Lev. 5:17-18), so
they too can be pardoned. In fact their ignorance fulfils God’s purpose (18). If
the Jews didn’t know what they were doing, God did! Everything is according
to plan (cf. Acts 2:23; 4:27-28).
Peter now calls the crowd to repent and experience through Jesus:
(i) a fresh start (19). The record of sins against them may be wiped
out at a stroke, so that they might experience times from the Lord (short or
long) of his particular nearness and love.
(ii) a future hope (20-21). Though at present we do not see
everything subject to Christ (Heb. 2:8), the Christian has a certain hope. At
God’s appointed time Jesus will return and God will make a new heaven and
earth (Matt. 19:28; 2 Pet. 3:13) as he promised long ago through his holy
prophets (21).
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(iii) a final standard (22-26). Peter, quoting from Deuteronomy
18:15, 19, establishes Jesus as the final version of God’s truth. ‘If you want to
be faithful to Moses,’ he says, ‘ listen to Jesus [cf. Matt. 17:3-5]. If you don’t
you will be cut off from God’s people’. For not only Moses, but all the prophets
foretold these days (24). And what has come to the Jew first (26), applies now
to all people, for through Abraham’s offspring [Jesus] all people on earth will
be blessed (25). What a privilege to have God’s final standard of truth. Let us
resolve afresh to listen to Jesus and obey him (Matt. 7:24; 28:20).
Closing thought:
It is clear that the God who called Abraham and who promised and sent Jesus,
keeps his word. So we can be sure that Jesus will come again and God will
renew all things.
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Day 90
7.20 Abraham, justified by faith alone

Romans 4:1-12
Why does Paul in his letter to Rome put so much emphasis on Abraham?
First, because Abraham was held in such high esteem by orthodox
Jews. He was the founding father of Israel. Abraham was perfect in all his
deeds with the Lord, and well-pleasing in righteousness all the days of his life
(Book of Jubilees c. 100 BC). It was taken for granted that he was justified by
his works of righteousness.
Secondly, Paul, in chapter 3, has shown that justification by faith is
rooted in the OT Scriptures (21-26), and does not depend on keeping the law
(28) or circumcision (29-30). What better way, therefore, to consolidate his
case than to call Abraham into the witness box?
1. Abraham was not justified by works (1-8)
It is a great mistake to think that in the OT people are saved by works and in
the NT by faith. The relationship between God and Abraham is not an
employer/employee relationship, so talk of work, wages or obligation is
entirely inappropriate (4). However, to the man who does not work but trusts
God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness. (5)
Abraham wasn’t credited with merit points but with righteousness. He wasn’t
saved for believing, but by believing.
But how can God justify the wicked when such an action is something
he detests? (Prov. 17:15) It would certainly be immoral apart from the cross.
The only reason God can justify the wicked is that Christ died for them (Rom.
5:6). Consequently, he is able justly to justify the unjust! No wonder when
Paul wants to emphasize the blessedness of such an experience, he turns to
David’s testimony after he had fallen into great sin (6-8). But is this blessing
only for the circumcised? (9)
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2. Abraham was not justified by circumcision (9-12)
For Abraham, circumcision is the sign of God’s gift of righteousness, not its
cause. It confirms a righteousness which had already been credited fourteen
years earlier. This means that Abraham’s fatherhood does not apply to
unbelieving Jews, but does extend to believing Gentiles. He is not the father of
the Jews simply because they are circumcised. This isn’t just a clever
argument by Paul to make his Gentile ministry acceptable. God counts
Abraham’s children not by their Jewish heritage, but by their faith. Anyone
who counts differently doesn’t understand God’s unfolding story of salvation.
Closing thought:
Read Luke 18:9-14. Seeking to be justified by your own righteousness is like
washing your face with muddy water.
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Day 91
7.21 Abraham, father of us all

Romans 4:13-25
Abraham was not justified by works or circumcision (see yesterday).
3. Abraham was not justified by law-keeping (13-17a)
God’s promise that Abraham’s descendants would be as numerous as the stars
(Gen. 15: 5) comes without any requirements attached, i.e. as promise not law.
Abraham simply believes God and is justified. Law and promise move in
different circles:
•

Law, obedience, transgression and wrath belong together.

•

Promise, faith, grace and blessing belong together.

God didn’t say to Abraham, ‘obey the law and I will bless you’, but ‘I will bless
you; believe my promise’. In this way the promise could be guaranteed to all
Abraham’s offspring, i.e. to all believing Jews and Gentiles (16), and Abraham
become the father of many nations. (17) This is why he is heir not merely of
the land, but of the world (13).
4. Abraham was justified by faith (17b-22)
His faith comes first; works, circumcision, the law (cf. Gal. 3:17), all come
later. And this faith is based on God’s trustworthiness. In verse 17 Paul
highlights two major manifestations of God’s power:
•

Resurrection power: the God who gives life to the dead (cf. Eph. 1:1920)

•

Creation power: God calls things that are not as though they were (cf.
Jer. 32:17)

Abraham doesn’t shy away from the stark realities of his situation, but faces
the fact that his body was as good as dead (19). The birth of a son would
require something on a par with creation and resurrection! Faith is not
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burying our heads in the sand or screwing ourselves up to believe what we
know isn’t true. It is a reasoning trust based on God’s character and promises.
Abraham gave glory to God by letting God be God, and his faith was credited
to him as righteousness. (20-22)
5. Abraham’s faith and ours (23-25)
Paul now shows the implications of Abraham’s faith for his readers. God will
credit righteousness to us also if we believe. The God we trust is not only the
God of Abraham, but the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who was
delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our
justification.(25) Jesus did not merely die; he was delivered over to death. It
was God’s action; part of his set purpose (Acts 2:23; Rom. 8:32). And the
resurrection is the Father’s ‘Amen’ to all that Jesus accomplished on the cross.
Like Abraham, we believe in the God who gives life to the dead (17, 24; cf.
Rom. 10:9).
Closing thought:
God meets with sinners today not at the end of their religious pilgrimages, but
at the foot of the cross. C. H. Spurgeon rightly warns us: ‘Be not proud of race,
face, place or grace.’
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Day 92
7.22 Abraham’s bogus children

John 8:31-47
Today and tomorrow we explore what it does and does not mean to be
Abraham’s children. Today’s passage describes a sharp exchange between
Jesus and certain Jews who have believed him, but find his teaching on
bondage and freedom offensive.
1. Their deceptive claim: ‘We are Abraham’s descendants’ (33).
Claiming to be Abraham’s children (33, 39), these Jews repudiate any
suggestion that they are in bondage and need to be freed. Jesus, however, is
speaking of freedom from the bondage of sin. In this matter the distinction
between Jew and Gentile no longer holds, for universal sin has brought
universal bondage (34; see Day 49). The fact that Jesus’ hearers are religious,
reveals how subtle and strong sin’s bondage is. The refusal of Jesus to
recognize them as children of Abraham or of God can be applied to any who
claim a relationship with God based on national, family or church
connections.
2. Their true lineage: ‘You belong to your father, the devil’ (44).
These Jews must recognize there is a lineage that can be traced either to God
or the devil. How can they know which it is? A son is a reflection of his father
and Jesus perfectly represents his (38, 42). His hearers, however, may be
descended physically from Abraham, but they are certainly not like him.
Abraham was sensitive to God’s voice and obedient to his word (39; cf. Gen.
26:5).
Their parentage can be traced to the devil who, from the beginning,
showed himself to be a murderer and a liar (44). Satan brought death to Adam
and his descendants by his subtle twisting of the truth. Likewise, their
murderous intentions towards Jesus (37, 40; cf. 59) indicate to whom they
really belong. If God is their father they would love Jesus (42) and listen to
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him (43). He tells the truth, but they refuse to believe him. Clearly they do not
belong to God (45-47).
3. Their present predicament: ‘You are unable to hear what I say’
(43). Their kosher, Israelite pedigree has made them impervious to the gospel.
Unaware of their need, they cannot grasp what Jesus is offering (cf. 2 Cor.
4:4). Only Jesus, as the unique Son of God, can liberate people so they no
longer live as slaves under sin’s dominion. The personal liberation of the Son
brings a permanent place in the family (35-36). Often those immersed from
childhood in religious half-truths have to unlearn error as well as embrace
truth (31-32).
Closing thought:
We can never have Jesus as an addition to out natural pedigree and
attainments - one who merely makes up for our deficiencies (cf. Phil. 3:4b-7).
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Day 93
7.23 Abraham’s true children

Galatians 3:1-14, 26-29
The Galatian Christians are adrift in no man’s land. They have abandoned the
gods and religious practices of the temples, but are not welcomed in the
Jewish synagogues. Without a clear sense of identity they are vulnerable to the
persuasion of certain Jewish Christians to acquire a Jewish identity by
obeying the law. Then they would truly belong to God’s people! Paul rebukes
them for their foolish confusion of law and gospel. He reminds them of the
things Abraham’s true children have in common with their father. But each of
these is lifted to a new level because of Jesus.
1. They share Abraham’s faith (1-7)
Consider Abraham: He believed God … those who believe are children of
Abraham. (6-7) But now the focus of faith is Jesus Christ, in whom the
promise has come to its fulness (26; cf. Luke 19:9). This is why the crucified
Christ was portrayed (placarded) before them (1). Having begun by faith in
him, they must resist any temptation to go back to observing the Mosaic Law
(2-5), or supplementing it with circumcision (Gal. 5:3, 6; 6:15).
2. They inherit Abraham’s blessing (8-14)
Paul says that those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham and this
includes Gentiles (8-9). This blessing does not come through law-keeping; on
the contrary, all who rely on obeying the law are under a curse (10-12). But
Christ redeems from the curse of the law. Why? He redeemed us in order that
the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ
Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. (14)
Abraham had been blessed through experiencing God’s help and
protection. But now God’s presence becomes a permanent reality through
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the indwelling Spirit (more of this on Day 98). Christ redeems us so that we
might have the Spirit. And the Spirit is received not by observing the law, but
by believing (2-3). Read the glorious words of Galatians 4:4-6.
3. They enter Abraham’s family (26-29)
Belonging to Christ means being Abraham’s seed - the family God provided to
Abraham (29). The law created barriers because it highlighted religious
privilege and individual achievement. But now the distinctions of race, social
status and gender are all transcended in Christ. You are all children … you
are all one in Christ Jesus.(26 NLT, 28)
Closing thought:
Jewish men thanked God daily that they were not Gentiles, slaves or women.
Let us thank him that all barriers are broken down in Christ.
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Day 94
7.24 Abraham pleads for Sodom

Genesis 18:16-33
Today we return to the Genesis story and the conversation between Abraham
and God over Sodom. This dialogue is to be understood in the light of the
divine soliloquy (17-21) which, no doubt, is intended for Abraham’s ears.
Having recently confirmed his promise of a people (14; Day 87),God now
repeats his promise of blessing to the nations through Abraham (18). So the
whole passage provides a wonderful insight into the meaning of covenant
partnership; first for Abraham and then for us as Abraham’s children under
the new covenant. This partnership is characterized by:
1. Intimacy. God treats Abraham as a trusted friend and reveals his
intentions to him (17). Jesus does the same for his friends (John 15:15).
2. Purpose. In the context of a world going the way of Sodom, God
wants a community characterized by the way of the LORD, through whom he
can achieve his purposes. This is why God chose Abraham (19) - and us as his
children (John 15:16; Eph. 1:4; 1 Pet. 1:2).
3. Candour. At the heart of Abraham’s concern is not only the fate of
Sodom, but the character of God. If God’s people are to do what is right and
just (19), is it fair for God to consign two cities to wholesale destruction?
Abraham is exercising his freedom as a covenant partner. He is not haggling
with God, but exploring the depths of his mercy and justice. We need never
fear to bring our questions and doubts to God. Abraham discovers that God
will not destroy the righteous with the wicked and may even spare the wicked
for the sake of the righteous. Ever since Abraham, God’s people have been able
to say, even in the most bewildering situations: ‘the Judge of all the earth will
do right’ (25).
4. Boldness. Being certain of God’s justice means that Abraham,
though never forgetting he is but dust and ashes (27), could reason boldly
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with God. To share in God’s plan for the nations is to share in the pain of their
judgement (cf. 19:27-28) - though significantly Lot is delivered for Abraham’s
sake (19:29; cf. Jas. 5:16b). As God’s children today, desiring the good of the
nations, it is our privilege and responsibility to intercede for them (1 Tim. 2:14). They should be regularly in our prayers.
Closing thought:
Abraham’s dilemma is not resolved until the cross. There God’s justice is met
in full, and yet, for the sake of one righteous man, the wicked (you and me) are
spared (1 Pet. 3:18).
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Day 95
7.25 God will provide

Genesis 22:1-14
God’s harrowing command to sacrifice Isaac is the last great test of Abraham’s
faith, comparable to his original call to leave home and family. This story can
hardly be matched in the OT, either for its drama or significance. Although the
reader knows it is a test, for Abraham it is totally real. It is appalling both
emotionally -‘Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love’ (2) and
rationally, for the future of God’s promises depend for their fulfilment on this
miracle child.
The tension inside Abraham must have been unbearable. God’s
promise concerning Isaac is clear, ‘it is through Isaac that your offspring will
be reckoned.’ (Gen. 21:12) But the command is equally clear; ‘take your son …
sacrifice him … as a burnt offering’ (2). How can he hold together the bright
promise and the dark command? Abraham rises early and obeys, in the
conviction that the apparent ‘foolishness of God’ must be unperceived wisdom
(cf. Is. 55:8-9; 1 Cor. 1:23-25).
On the third day of the journey, Abraham and Isaac leave the servants
and complete their travels together. ‘We will come back to you’ (5), was no
empty farewell to the servants. The writer to the Hebrews, reflecting on this
story understands Abraham as reasoning that God could raise the dead (Heb.
11:17-19). Abraham loads the wood on to Isaac while he carries the fire and the
knife. He and his son walk up the hill Moriah, executioner and victim,
together (6, 8). Note the poignancy in the repetition of your son, his son, my
son, throughout the story.
But how can Abraham answer his son’s question, ‘ where is the lamb
for the burnt offering’? (7) His only recourse is in God: ‘God himself will
provide’ (8). And so it is proves. The angel of the LORD intervenes, Isaac is
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spared and a substitute ram is sacrificed in his place. Abraham has clearly
proved that he loves and fears God above all others (12).
God tests his people to discover their true character and priorities
(Deut. 8:2, 16; 1 Pet. 1:6-7). Abraham’s complete trust in God concerning the
outcome makes ‘ God will provide’ a model attitude in any time of testing.
Commit your way to the LORD; trust in him, and he will act. (Ps. 37:5 ESV)
Closing thought:
God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But
when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand
up under it. (1 Cor. 10:13)

228

Day 96
7.26 God has provided – an overview
Abraham’s words, ‘ God himself will provide the lamb’ are considered
sufficiently significant to be preserved in the name of the place, and in the
proverb: ‘On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided.’ (Gen. 22:8, 14) In
the context of the whole story, Abraham speaks much better than he
understands (cf. Caiaphas in John 11:49-53). God would provide not only a
substitute ram for Isaac, but a substitute lamb for the sins of the world (John
1:29).
Moriah is the mountain in Jerusalem where the temple would be erected and
therefore the vicinity where Jesus was crucified (2 Chron. 3:1). Thus,
Abraham’s sacrifice of a burnt offering foreshadows both the animal sacrifices
in the temple and the supreme sacrifice of Calvary. But Genesis 22 also gives
an insight into the cost involved in this provision.
1. The love of the Father
Abraham’s surrender of his son mirrors God’s still greater love. The reference
to only son and the son whom you love is strikingly similar to language used
of Jesus in relation to his Father (Mark 1:11; 9:7). But there is also a striking
difference - Isaac is spared, Jesus isn’t. The Father did not spare his own Son,
but gave him up for us all (Rom. 8:32). And how does Christ’s death show the
Father’s love? The NT would point us back to the scene on Moriah. There we
can feel the wrench of the Father’s heart in giving his one and only Son (John
3:16).
2. The submission of the Son
Isaac’s submission is no less remarkable than Abraham’s obedience. In fact, in
the repeated refrain, the two of them went on together (Gen. 22:6, 8) we have
the foreshadowing of an even greater Father-Son partnership (cf. John 8:56).
Isaac’s submission to his father in allowing himself to be bound and laid on
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the altar is truly amazing and finds an echo in the Son who prayed, ‘Father ...
not my will, but yours be done.’ (Luke 22:42) Yes, the LORD has indeed
provided, but oh the cost!
Closing thought:
The missionary Hudson Taylor describes the parting from his mother when he
sailed for China in 1853, with no expectation of their meeting again on earth:
‘Never shall I forget the cry of anguish wrung from that mother’s heart. It went
through me like a knife. I never knew so fully, until then, what “God so loved
the world” meant.’ 17

17

Dr and Mrs H. Taylor, The Growth of a Soul (CIM, 1911), p. 187
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Day 97
7.27 The heirs of the promise

Genesis 22:15-18; Hebrews 6:13-20
The final test of Abraham’s faith (Day 95) presents a similar challenge to that
of his initial call and so is accompanied by similar words of promise (Gen.
22:15-18; cf. 12:1-3). But this time the promises are even more lavish and are
accompanied by a divine oath (16). The best commentary on God’s oath is the
passage in Hebrews 6, on which we now focus. Of course God’s word is
sufficient to guarantee the outcome. He resorts to an oath not to make his
word more certain, but his people more confident. It is a concession to human
weakness.
The original heirs of the promise rested on two unchangeable certainties,
God’s word and God’s oath. But when we come to the ultimate heirs of the
promise, those who have fled to Jesus (18), God gives even greater
confirmation, namely, their union with Jesus. Verses 19 and 20 must be read
in the light of Hebrews 7:20-22. There we are told that God also endorsed the
high-priesthood of Jesus with an oath. Jesus has, therefore, become the
guarantee of a better covenant (7:22), and a high priest forever, in the order
of Melchizedek. (20; see Day 77)
The inner sanctuary of the tabernacle (and later the temple) represents the
presence of God with his people on earth. But Jesus who went before us (lit.
our forerunner) has opened the way into the heavenly sanctuary where God is
enthroned (20). We can approach him with confidence right now (Heb. 4:1416; 10:19-22). Our future destiny, however, is to actually go where our
forerunner has gone. Thus, the heavenly sanctuary is another way of
describing the world to come (2:5), the Sabbath rest (4:9) and the heavenly
country or city (11:16; 12:22-24; 13:14).
These Hebrew Christians are in danger of spiritual apostasy. The antidote is
patient perseverance (15) and renewed hope - certainty concerning their
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ultimate destination. Such hope is an anchor for the soul, firm and
secure.(19) Since God’s saving promises have already been fulfilled through
Jesus, we can be greatly encouraged (18) even in the most difficult
circumstances. As Priscilla J. Owens has expressed it:
We have an anchor that keeps the soul
steadfast and sure while the billows roll,
Fastened to the Rock which cannot move,
grounded firm and deep in the Saviour’s love!
The time will come when, as heirs, we will enjoy our capital, but even now we
can enjoy a great rate of interest!
Closing thought:
Our hope is not dependent on our experience, feelings or circumstances. That
would be like casting the anchor inside the boat instead of into the Rock.
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Day 98
7.28 Promised blessing: personal – an
overview
We may feel that ‘bless’ is a rather overworked word today, but biblically it is
rich in significance. God’s promise to Abraham, ‘I will bless you’ (Gen. 12:2) is
renewed to Isaac and Jacob as heads of the next generations (the patriarchs).
1. The blessing described
(i) The gift of righteousness Genesis 15:6 (Day 78). David also speaks of
the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works
(Rom. 4:6 ESV). There is no greater blessing than the assurance that our sins
will not be counted against us ( Rom. 3:21-22; 4:1-8).
(ii) The presence of God. ‘Blessing’ is a kind of catchall for the various
ways God is present and involved in the lives of the patriarchs (Isaac - Gen.
26:3; Jacob - Gen. 28:15; 31:3; 46:4) and also Joseph, who plays such a key
role in Israel’s survival (Gen. 39:2; 48:21). This can be seen most notably in
their:
•

Protection Genesis 12:14-20; 20:1-7; 21:22-23; 26:28-29

•

Prosperity Genesis 20:14-15; 24:35; 31:42; 33:11; 39:1-6, 23; 41:39-40

As we shall discover God’s presence with his people is a key feature of the
remainder of the OT. But with the coming of Jesus, his presence is
experienced as never before (John 1:14). And Jesus promises to remain with
his disciples through the indwelling Spirit (John 14:16-18). God’s presence,
however, will be experienced most magnificently and intimately in the new
heaven and new earth, when he will dwell with all his people for ever (Rev.
21:3-4).
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2. The blessing enjoyed today
In Galatians 3 Paul opens God’s treasure house and shows how the blessing
given to Abraham (14) has come in rich profusion to the Gentiles.
•

The gift of righteousness through Christ (6-9, 13)

•

The presence of God through the Spirit (1-5, 14)

Here is all we need to cover our past sin and present need. Through the Holy
Spirit the infinite God can give all of himself to each of his children. And
because the Holy Spirit is a deposit guaranteeing our full inheritance (Eph.
1:14), the blessing also covers our future hope. The promised Spirit indwells us
as the Spirit of promise! We are indeed blessed with every spiritual blessing
in Christ (Eph. 1:3). As an heir of the promise to Abraham, visit God’s treasure
house and revel in your inheritance. It is stunningly summarized in Galatians
4:4-7.
Closing thought:
Thank You, O my Father, for giving us Your Son,
And leaving Your Spirit till the work on earth is done. (Melody Green)
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Day 99
7.28 Promised blessing: to the nations – an
overview
Abraham enters the story only after an extensive introduction to the rebellion
of the human race in Genesis 1-11. When the focus moves to him, God is not
forgetting the needs of the nations. On the contrary, it is his way of bringing
blessing to them. The promise of blessing to the nations made to Abraham in
Genesis 12:3 is repeated to Isaac (26:4) and Jacob (28:14).
All God’s dealing with Israel are to be seen as the pursuit of his
unfinished business with the nations. Israel is chosen to be God’s priesthood
in their midst; a holy nation bringing the saving knowledge of God to the
world (Exod. 19:5-6). But Israel betrays her calling. She allows her specialnation status to degenerate into an inward-looking nationalism.
When Jesus comes, however, the stage is set for God’s blessing to
spread to all nations. Tragically, Israel, in spite of her privileges, is unready to
receive the blessing even for herself (John 1:11; Acts 3:25-26). But Christ, the
Saviour of the world, destroys the dividing wall of hostility between Jew and
Gentile (Eph. 2:14). Paul tells the Gentiles that their salvation is so clearly
what God intends, that the disclosure of this promise-plan to Abraham is
announcing the gospel in advance (Gal. 3:8). He concludes that, if you belong
to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.
(Gal. 3:29)
God still has unfinished business with the nations. And this is the
business of the church! If the promise of blessing for all peoples on earth is to
be realized, Christians need to obey Christ’s command: ‘go and make disciples
of all nations’ (Matt. 28:19) and follow Paul’s example; I have become all
things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. (1 Cor.
9:22) Such outreach is anticipated in the heavenly celebration of those
purchased for God ‘from every tribe and language and people and nation.’
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(Rev. 5:9) This is where God’s blessing to the nation reaches its ultimate
fulfilment. Abraham’s parish is the world. How big is ours?
Closing thought:
Read Romans 15:7-13. Jesus came to demonstrate God’s faithfulness to the
Jews (8) and his mercy to the Gentiles (9). This mercy was always God’s
purpose (9-12), therefore we may overflow with hope concerning the future
(13).
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Day 100
7.30 Faith and actions working together

James 2:14-24
James, like Paul, knows the value of using Abraham to illustrate his teaching.
This passage shows that vital faith will be seen in righteous action. So
Abraham’s readiness to sacrifice Isaac fulfils the Scripture, Abraham believed
God and it was credited to him as righteousness (23). The problem is, Paul
twice uses the same Scripture to prove justification by faith apart from works
(Rom. 4:3; Gal. 3:6). They are, however, responding to different situations:
•

Paul is addressing those who think that people can be saved by their
works.

•

James is addressing those who think that people can be saved without
them.

James is teaching:
1. Faith and deeds cannot be separated (14-17)
Faith without deeds is an empty claim (14). It is dead (17). Our talk and our
walk must correspond (15-16). Paul agrees (Eph. 2:8-10; Titus 1:16; 2:14; 3:8,
14).
2. Faith without deeds cannot be seen (18-21)
Now someone may argue, ‘Some people have faith; others have good deeds’.
I say, ‘I can’t see your faith if you don’t have good deeds, but I will show you
my faith through my good deeds’ (18 NLT). Faith must get beyond mere
intellectual assent (even demons can give that) into the visible world of
attitude and action (19-20). James rightly sees Abraham’s obedience in
offering Isaac (21) as evidence of genuine faith, evidence that is essential for
our final justification on Judgement Day (cf. 2 Cor. 5:10). Thus Abraham is an
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ideal illustration for James. Paul, on the other hand, in Romans and Galatians
is focusing on a persons initial justification (the final verdict brought forward
in time).
3. Abraham’s faith and actions were working together (22a)
Like the two oars of a boat, faith and action when used together, moved
Abraham towards the goal of pleasing God.
4. Abraham’s faith was made complete by what he did (22b; cf.
John 8:39)
His faith in God brought him into a relationship of trust and obedience, and
his actions flowed from that relationship. They were not like decorations hung
on a tree, but like fruit growing from a tree. On Judgement Day it will be clear
that Abraham was justified by faith, and his faith was justified by his actions.
Faith of Abrahamic dimensions takes risks, feeds the hungry, clothes the
naked, goes beyond words and mere confession to loving commitment (14-17).
Do we still claim to be his children?
Closing thought:
We are saved by faith alone, but not by faith that is alone. A. W. Tozer
observes: ‘To escape the error of salvation by works we have fallen into the
opposite error of salvation without obedience.’
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Day 101
7.31 The death of Sarah and Abraham

Genesis 23:1-6;25:1-11
The story of Abraham and Sarah is shaped around the promises given when
God first called Abraham. He lives a full and rich life and then dies an old man
and full of years (25:8) - but he doesn’t see these promises fulfilled in his
lifetime. He is promised a land, but when Sarah dies Abraham has to make a
request from the Hittites: ‘I am an alien and a stranger among you. Sell me
some property for a burial site’ (23:4). Eventually the only land he has is a
cave purchased with his own money (Gen. 23:7-20).
And he certainly dies a long way from nationhood and from being a
blessing to the nations. Nevertheless, the burial plot in Canaan (not Ur or
Haran) is a testimony to his confidence that God would one day give the land
to his descendants. And the delayed fulfilment nudges his faith forward to
eternal realities. Ponder Hebrews 11:13-16. Notice that even the terms of
Abraham’s will are dictated by God’s promise (25:5-6; cf. 21:12). Our faith
tends to grow faster at funerals than weddings, for there we are forced to face
the issues of life, death and eternity.
Abraham’s death leaves us with two questions:
1. What is true progress?
How do we measure the passage of time - from year to year, job to job, place to
place? Abraham had a different marker. He moved from altar to altar (12:7, 8;
13:3-4, 18) and even his grave, near Mamre (23:17) was the location of a
significant earlier altar (13:18). The Christian’s true progress can only be
measured in terms of our walk with God (cf. Gen. 17:1).
2. What is real estate?
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It is strange how we refer to land we own as ‘real estate’. Abraham’s only piece
of real estate is a graveyard! The satisfaction of ownership may well be one of
the nicest pleasures God gives, but we must not overrate it. The only ‘real’, real
estate is the city with foundations (Heb. 11:10).
Along the banks of the Congo River in Africa, overgrown by the jungle,
are the graves of pioneer missionaries who faced the hazards of rampant
tropical diseases and as a result died in comparative youth. But alongside the
same river living churches have resulted from their sacrifice: Like Abraham
they died in faith, but not in vain (cf. 1 Cor. 15:58).
Closing thought:
God’s promises are the only real, long-term investments worth considering.
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Day 102
7.32 The covenants of the promise – an
overview

Ephesians 2:12
We have seen how God’s promises to Abraham only reach the climax of their
fulfilment with the coming of Jesus. So how did the story move from Abraham
to Jesus? The promise-plan was driven forward by a series of covenants - first
with Abraham, then with the nation of Israel, next with King David and,
finally, in a new and eternal covenant mediated by Christ himself.
Understanding the relationship of the covenants to God’s promise is crucial to
understanding the story. We will discover more about each covenant as the
story progresses.
Paul, looking back over the OT, speaks of the Gentiles as foreigners to
the covenants of the promise (Eph. 2:12). This short statement serves as a key
to unlock a vast storehouse of truth. He speaks of covenants (plural) of the
promise (singular). In the dock before King Agrippa, Paul affirms: ‘And now I
stand here on trial because of my hope in the promise made by God to our
fathers, to which our twelve tribes hope.’ (Acts 26:6-7 ESV) His hope rests on
a single promise-plan to bless one man and through him the whole world.
Because the promise to Abraham is really a cluster of promises it is
occasionally referred to in the plural form (e.g. Gal. 3:16, 21; Heb. 7:6; 11:17).
But more frequently it is singular (e.g. Acts 7:17; 13:32 lit. the promise made
to the fathers; 26:6-7; Rom. 4:13, 14 ,16, 20; Gal. 3:17-19, 29; Eph. 2:12; 3:6;
Heb. 6:13; 11:9, 11).
Observe two important conclusions:
1. The covenants serve the promise
They show God’s commitment to his promise-plan and his determination to
bring it to fruition in the new covenant. Each preceding covenant has its part
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to play in the redemptive story, giving a framework of law and kingly rule for
the nation of Israel. The law that comes in alongside the promise acts as a
guardian to supervise God’s people until they finally inherit the promise (Gal.
3:15-29).
2. The promise is fulfilled in Jesus (Eph. 2:13)
Through the blood of Christ (the blood of the new covenant) the age-long
barrier between Jew and Gentile is broken down. A new age has arrived.
Reconciliation, peace, access, fellowship and the gift of the Spirit open up to
all, like spring flowers after a long winter.
Closing thought:
Read and revel in Ephesians 2:11-13.
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Day 103
7.33 Living by faith today – a pause for
reflection

Hebrews 11:8-19
If Hebrews 11 is God’s portrait gallery of OT faithfuls, then pride of place
(about a third of the space) is given to Abraham. The writer selects the three
greatest incidents from the story; his call, the birth of Isaac, and the sacrifice
of Isaac, beginning each section with, By faith Abraham… (8, 11, 17). Abraham
trusts when he didn’t know where, how or why. What then is the basis for
such faith?
1. Not sight, but the promise of God (8-10)
Abraham did not know where he was going (8; cf. Gen. 12:1 –‘the land I will
show you’). But he did know with whom he was travelling, and he had his
promise (see Extra Note 7.2 after Day 88). Faith does not need to see the
distant scene, only the next step (cf. Ps. 119:105).
So often our faith is stifled by ease and security. We ‘settle in’ to a new
situation and then ‘settle down’ in it. Sometimes, the Lord has to say ‘up and
out’. But when he pushes us out of the nest, he is always there to catch us
(Deut. 32:9-12). We never finish up being losers.
2. Not reason, but the character of God (11-12)
Abraham was asked to believe something utterly unreasonable, but considered
him faithful who had made the promise (11). Looking into that night sky
didn’t merely reveal how numerous the stars were, but how great his God was
(cf. Ps. 147:4-5; Is. 40:26).
A promise depends on the character of the one who promises. We need
to reflect often on God’s faithfulness and power. As we use our minds, let us
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never forget we have a God who is able to do immeasurably more than all we
ask or imagine (Eph. 3:20).
3. Not feeling, but the command of God (17-19)
After Isaac was born Abraham didn’t need to lean on God in quite the same
way. So God gave him this horrendous test. Let us be clear; what God wanted
was not Isaac’s life, but Abraham’s heart. And the command to sacrifice his
one and only son is totally contrary to all the feelings of a father’s heart. Yet
something rises above his emotions - the clear command of the God he trusts,
and so Abraham lays his feelings, as well as his reasonings, at Gods feet (19).
We know only too well how, like a child sucking his thumb, we can be
controlled by our feelings. How thankful we should be for the bracing effect of
God’s commands.
Closing thought:
‘Lord help me to walk day by day in the magnetic field of your promises,
character and commands.’
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Chapter Eight: Jacob
1. Introduction, Day 104
2. The older will serve the younger (Genesis 25:19-34), Day 105
3. The last will be first, Day 106
4. Jacob gets Isaac’s blessing (Genesis 26:34-28:9), Day 107
5. The line of blessing, Day 108
6. Stairway to heaven (Genesis 28:10-22), Day 109
7. Jesus, the meeting point (John 1:43-51), Day 110
8. Jacob renamed Israel (Genesis 32), Day 111
9. Jacob the prototype of Israel (Hosea 11:12-12:6), Day 112
10. Joseph the dreamer (Genesis 37), Day 113
11. God’s mysterious ways (Genesis 39; 45:1-11), Day 114
12. Jacob’s son, Judah, Day 115
13. Joseph’s final days (Genesis 50:15-26), Day 116
14. Remember, remember (Psalm 105:1-23), Day 117
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Day 104
8.1 Introduction
Chapter 8 takes us through the second half of Genesis from the birth of Jacob
to his arrival in Egypt. In omitting any reading on Isaac, we need to note an
interesting feature of the divisions in the Genesis account. The introductory
formula, this is the account of (see Day 56), tends to focus not on the person
mentioned, but on his family. So the account of Terah (11:27) focuses on
Abraham; of Isaac (25:19) on Jacob and Esau; and of Jacob (37:2) on his sons,
especially Joseph. There is no division beginning ‘this is the account of
Abraham’ and relatively little emphasis on the more passive Isaac.
Our chapter begins in Genesis 25 with the crucial, story-shaping
prophecy given to Rebekah, ‘the older [Esau] will serve the younger’ [Jacob].
Jacob’s story then follows a similar pattern to that of Abraham. Both have an
early encounter with the LORD, followed by struggles which call for the
exercise of faith and which involve long periods of waiting. While Abraham’s
story revolves around the promise of a son, Jacob’s revolves around the
promise of God’s presence and protection. After his encounter with God at
Bethel come twenty long years of service for Laban’s daughters (31:41). Then
follows his life-changing experience at Peniel. Jacob is renamed ‘Israel’ and
finally reconciled to Esau.
Another thirty years pass before the family moves to Egypt and Jacob is
reunited with his favourite son, Joseph. It is a period of human frailty, evident
in favouritism, sibling rivalry, hatred and murder. But it is also a time of God’s
gracious providence working despite, and sometimes through, such frailties. It
is, of course, God’s intention to bring the chosen family under foreign
domination until Canaan is ripe for possession (Gen. 15:13-16). So this present
chapter leaves us marvelling at the overarching sovereignty of God.
But what about the longer term future? In Genesis 12 God begins to
forge a chain of redemption, the last link of which is Jesus (Matt. 1:1-17).
According to Matthew the first three links in the chain are Abraham, Isaac and
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Jacob. We might have expected the fourth would be Joseph, but surprisingly
(to us) the covenant line continues through his brother, Judah.
Closing thought:
Take heart from the fact that when Jacob thinks everything is against him
(Gen. 42:36), everything is in fact, working for his good (Rom. 8:28).
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Day 105
8.2 The older will serve the younger

Genesis 25:19-34
After twenty years of marriage Rebekah finally conceives, but has a difficult
twin-pregnancy. The antenatal in-fighting of the babies (22) foreshadows the
life-long conflict that is to follow. Even as they are born there is no let up. The
second baby comes out clutching his brother’s heel and is named Jacob,
signifying ‘grasper’, ‘deceiver’. Though twins, their characters develop quite
differently. Jacob is a stay-at-home of quiet disposition, while Esau is a man of
the open country and a skilful hunter. The prophecy given to Rebekah is the
fulcrum for their story: ‘Two nations are in your womb ... and the older will
serve the younger.’ (23)
The LORD warns that the usual conventions of society are going to be
overturned. In this case the younger twin, Jacob, would continue the line of
God’s purposes, with the implied opposition of the stronger son, Esau. This
would lead eventually to the separate nations of Israel and Edom. The way
Isaac and Esau disregard God’s word for their own preferences governs how
the story develops.
One day when Esau is famished he requests of his brother, ‘Quick, let
me have some of that red stew!’ Jacob replies ‘First sell me your birthright’ –
your status as head of the family (30-31). Jacob may have been prompted by a
belief that there is a significant future for him in God’s purpose. If so, his
acceptance of God’s role is commendable, even if the means he uses leaves
much to be desired.
Esau, on the other hand, fecklessly embraces the present and the
tangible at any cost. He goes through with the choice (33) and walks away
unconcerned (34) - clearly no where near to death! (32) The narrator’s final
comment is not ‘Jacob cheated his brother,’ but ‘Esau despised his birthright.’
Esau is saying, in effect, ‘If clinging to my inheritance rights means present
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hunger and pain you can have the lot, Jacob!’
The letter to the Hebrews is written to Jewish Christians who, facing
persecution and social ostracism, are being tempted to revert to Judaism.
They are exhorted not to be like Esau and forego their spiritual inheritance in
favour of their present comforts (Heb. 12:16). It is an exhortation that is
always relevant.
Closing thought:
Read Hebrews 10:32-39. We can live through great difficulties when we are
sure about the ultimate outcome.
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Day 106
8.3 The last will be first – an overview
The law of primogeniture establishes the right of succession to the first-born
child. It is a very ancient and fundamental conviction in the world of Isaac and
Rebekah (Deut. 21:15-17; cf. Gen. 25:5). It is something you don’t tamper with!
So ‘the older will serve the younger’ (see yesterday) is a revolutionary
announcement. It not only challenges the conventions of the day but sets a
pattern for the rest of the story. It is essentially a disclosure about God himself
and his dealings with us.
1. He is a sovereign God
God gives no explanation for his choice of Jacob over Esau (cf. Gen. 48:14; 1
Sam. 16:11-12). He declares the freedom of his will over every human
convention and definition of propriety. Paul refers to Jacob’s election to argue
that God, though faithful to Israel, never promises to save every single Jew. He
will have mercy on whom he will have mercy (Rom. 9:6-16).
2. He is a subversive God
God’s overturning of conventional power arrangements anticipates:
•

God’s frequent alignment with the ‘younger ones’ in Israel - the
widows, orphans and aliens (Deut. 10:18; 14:28-29; 26:12).

•

The gospel declaration that the first will be last and the last first (Matt.
19:30; 20:16; Mark 9:35; Luke 13:30).

•

Jesus’ identification with tax-collectors and sinners (Matt. 9:10-13;
11:19; 21:32).

•

Jesus’ description of those belongings to God’s kingdom. Read
Matthew 5:3-5.

•

Jesus’ call to servanthood (Matt. 20:20-28; 23:8-11)

•

Paul’s critique of this world’s wisdom. The God who chose ‘the younger’
is the same God who makes foolish the wisdom of this world through
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the cross ( 1 Cor. 1:18-31).
3. He is a gracious God
Those who find the truth of God’s election difficult, even scandalous, might
reflect on the fact that God almost invariably chooses ‘younger sons’- the
outcasts, the helpless and hopeless, the unworthy and unvalued (1 Cor. 1:26).
He violates the world’s notions of wisdom and power and is gracious to those
who have no merit of their own. In the Parable of the Lost Sons (Luke 15:1132), the older son rests on his rights and virtues. The younger son, from the
point of weakness, trusts himself fully to the mercy of a gracious father. The
story finishes with the younger, not the older, brother inside the family home.
Such inversions remind us that salvation is all of grace.
Closing thought:
Is the western Church today guilty of assuming it has culturally bestowed
rights and privileges?
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Day 107
8.4 Jacob gets Isaac’s blessing

Genesis 26:34-28:9
This is a gripping story - high in drama, but low in morality. When the tension
subsides it is clear that all four characters are flawed.
Isaac shows favouritism to Esau, but gives him no guidance concerning
marriage. In preparing to bless Esau he is openly ignoring God’s birth-oracle
(25:23).
Esau shows a total disregard for the covenant promises by marrying outside
the covenant community (26:34-35).
Rebekah, like Sarah before her, could not wait for God to fulfil his word and
resorts to guile to make sure of her own way.
Jacob eventually goes along with his mother’s deceitful scheme and lies to his
father.
As a result of their sin and folly all are adversely affected.
Isaac is left with an embittered son and numerous Canaanite daughters-inlaw (28:6-9).
Esau and his descendants Edom are given the freedom of the profane - to live
unblessed and untamed (27:39-40).
Rebekah never sees her beloved Jacob again or her grandchildren by him.
Jacob gets a life-long dose of his own medicine. First he is deceived on his
wedding night when his uncle Laban substitutes Leah for Rachel (Gen. 29:2130). Then, like his mother, he spends his later years mourning a favoured
child (Joseph) taken from him by the deception of his own sons (Gen. 37:3135).
But the central figure in the story is God himself, and the greatest
drama is the interplay of the divine and human wills. Significantly, no
comment is made on the morality of the characters. All are in the wrong, but
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God’s purpose comes to pass in spite of what everyone does either to sabotage
or help it.
Isaac’s word concerning Jacob ‘indeed he will be blessed!’ (27:33),
expresses more than a mere belief that God’s word must come to pass. He
knows that he has been fighting against God and accepts defeat, a recognition
confirmed in his later blessing of Jacob (28:3-4; cf. Num. 23:19-20). Just as
the blessing of Abraham came to Isaac, so it must come to Jacob. Such is the
mystery of God’s dealings with humanity that, while people freely do their
own thing, he sovereignly works out his own purpose.
Closing thought:
The interplay of God’s will and human sin is vividly seen in the story of Joseph
(Gen. 50:20), but supremely in the cross of Jesus (Acts 2:23). Let us bow in
adoring wonder.
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Day 108
8.5 The line of blessing – an overview
The passing of blessing from father to son may appear to us not only strange,
but suspicious. It seems a rather arbitrary procedure that carries overtones of
magic. So we need to step back and see how the concept of blessing fits into
the overall picture stretching from creation to new creation.
1. Blessing in the book of Genesis
Though God blessed man and woman at creation (Gen. 1:28), the curse due to
sin dominated primeval history (Gen. 3:14, 17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25). The five-fold
curse of Genesis 1-11 is mirrored in the five references to blessing at the call of
Abraham (Gen. 12:2-3). This was a fresh start and indicated God’s
determination to bless (protect and prosper) his people (see Day 98). From
Abraham to the formation of Israel, the covenant blessing passes down the
line of promise - from Abraham to Isaac (not Ishmael; Gen. 17:19-21; 21:12)
and from Isaac to Jacob (not Esau; Gen. 27:33). The blessing may seem
automatic, but God is actually being invoked to act (Gen. 28:3-4) and the
promise serves to motivate an appropriate lifestyle (Gen. 18:19).
2. Blessing in the nation of Israel
Jacob’s twelve sons (tribes) eventually form the nation of Israel. God enters
into a covenant relationship with Israel, governed by the blessings for
obedience and the curses for disobedience recorded in Deuteronomy 28.
Problems arise when Israel assumes God’s blessing is automatic and neglect
their relationship with him. From Israel’s failure and eventual exile emerges
the promise of a new covenant.
3. Blessing under the new covenant
Under the new covenant, the blessing promised to Abraham comes to Jews
and Gentiles through Christ who redeems us from the curse of the law (Gal.
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3:8-14). The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is now revealed as the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us ... with every spiritual
blessing in Christ (Eph. 1:3). Some of these blessings are received immediately
and once-for-all at conversion (e.g. forgiveness, justification, adoption).
Others are potentially ours in Christ but experienced only through humility,
hunger, holiness and hostility (Matt. 5:3-10).
4. Blessing throughout eternity
Only when Jesus returns will sin’s curse be finally removed (Rev. 22:3) and
God’s people be fully blessed (Rev. 14:13; 19:9; 22:14). With new bodies on a
new earth we will know God personally (Rev. 21:3-4), see Christ and be like
him (1 John 3:2). Wow!
Closing thought:
What are we asking when we pray for God to bless people? Ponder Ephesians
1:3 (see Day 10).
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Day 109
8.6 Stairway to heaven

Genesis 28:10-22
Jacob leaves home, ostensibly to seek for a wife (28:1-2), in reality to flee for
his life
(27:42-44). He certainly isn’t seeking God, but God has not forgotten him. In
order to be shown the depths of his own need and appreciate God’s
sufficiency, Jacob needs to be eased out of his emotionally claustrophobic
family with its possessive mother, embittered father and murderous brother.
Observe how:
1. God renews his promise (13-14)
When God speaks there is no word of reproach or demand; only a renewal of
the promises to Abraham and Isaac. They meet all the needs of Jacob’s
solitary, homeless and precarious condition. That the God of Abraham and
Isaac should now reveal himself as the God of Jacob the con-man, from whom
you wouldn’t buy a used camel, demonstrates just how scandalous grace is.
2. God assures his presence (15)
‘Behold, I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring
you back to this land. For I will not leave you until I have done what I have
promised you.’ (ESV) This additional promise, particularly suited to Jacob, is
underlined in the dream of a stairway resting on earth and reaching to heaven.
The fugitive has not been abandoned. Heaven has come to a particular spot on
earth and Jacob, like Elisha’s servant, is privileged to see heaven’s resources
(2 Kgs. 6:15-17). Just as God’s choice of Jacob caused a conflict that would
follow him through the rest of his life, so God’s commitment to him would
endure and bring him safely home (cf. Phil. 1:6).
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3. Jacob makes a vow (16-22)
Jacob’s response is sometimes regarded as just another example of his
wheeler-dealing. But this seems unfair. He expresses profound awe in God’s
presence, calling the place Bethel, meaning house of God (16-17; cf. 35:14-15).
Jacob is made aware, as Abraham was, of another dimension; a heavenly one.
Though his vow (20-21) may seem like bargain-hunting, it is only because God
has offered such wonderful bargains! Just as any prayer request is based on
God’s promises (cf. Matt. 6:10-11, 31-34), Jacob is claiming precisely what God
has promises.
Closing thought:
Psalm 23 is the musical version of Jacob’s vow without the ‘if’. Here is a
summary of God’s best promises to his children. Rest and revel in them again
today.
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Day 110
8.7 Jesus, the meeting point

John 1:43-51
The proud builders of Babel planned a tower that reaches to the heavens
(Gen. 11:4); the same wording used to describe the stairway of Jacob’s dream
(Gen. 28:12). Of course they couldn’t bridge the gap, and God came in
judgement upon them. Now we have God’s answer to Babel. Heaven comes to
earth. God comes in mercy to needy Jacob and promises, ‘I will never leave
you.’ It is a promise repeated to the whole community called Jacob in the
desperate place of exile (Is. 43:1-2). At a personal level, the deepest yearnings
for God’s presence are kept alive in, for example, Psalms 23 and 121. Let us
now press the FF button.
1. The story fast-forwarded to Jesus (43-50)
Jesus is calling his disciples. Seeing Nathaniel he says, ‘Behold, an Israelite
indeed, in whom there is no deceit.’ (47 ESV) In the light of what follows this is
an obvious contrast with deceitful Jacob, the first Israelite. Jesus’ miraculous
knowledge of Nathaniel evokes the confession, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of
God; you are the King of Israel.’ (49) Jesus assures Nathaniel there is a much
stronger basis for faith soon to be disclosed (50).
2. The story finally-fulfilled through Jesus (51)
What Jacob’s dream symbolizes is being re-enacted before their eyes (‘you’ in
verse 51 is plural). God is tearing heaven open again and coming to earth - in
the baptism of Jesus (heaven … torn open - Mark 1:10); in the signs and
sayings of Jesus; in his death, resurrection and exaltation to heaven.
Jesus, as the Word-of-God-become-flesh, now tabernacles on earth
(John 1:14). He is the new intersection point between heaven and earth. He is
Immanuel, God with us (Matt 1:23). He is the new Bethel, meaning house of
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God; the place where we can meet God and hear his word. As the LORD said to
Jacob, ‘I will never leave you’, so the Lord Jesus tells his disciples: ‘I will be
with you always, to the very end of the age.’ (Matt. 28:20)
His presence is now a reality for every Christian through the ministry of
the Holy Spirit (John 14: 16-18; Rom. 8:9-10; Eph. 3:16-17). Each new day a
Christian can say, ‘the LORD is in this place … this is the gate of heaven!’ (Gen.
28:16-17)
Closing thought:
Seek to live each part of today aware of the presence of Jesus and the nearness
of heaven (cf. Heb. 12:22).
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Day 111
8.8 Jacob renamed Israel

Genesis 32
Since Jacob’s dream at Bethel he has spent twenty years working for his uncle,
Laban (31:41). They now agree to live apart setting up a stone that neither can
cross (31:52). Jacob cannot go back. But ahead of him is Esau with 400 men.
Terrified, he prays, claiming God’s covenant promises (9-12). He sends his
family across the Jabbok river (marking the edge of the land of blessing Deut. 3:16) while he remains alone.
During the night an anonymous man (who is none other than God
himself) comes and wrestles with him. With just a touch he cripples Jacob at
the hip. But Jacob has spent his whole life struggling for blessing and is not
going to stop now. By daybreak he has acquired not only God’s blessing, but a
limp and the new name, Israel - probably meaning ‘God fights’ or ‘God rules’.
What are we to make of this?
1. Jacob maimed
This conflict brings to a head the battling and grasping of a lifetime. Jacob
discovers that it is against God, not Esau or Laban, that he has been pitting his
strength. God wants all of Jacob’s desire to win and acquire, but purged of his
self-sufficiency. His faith triumphs once he clings to God alone. He does not
let go because he could not. He emerges broken but blessed, his limp a lasting
proof of the reality of the struggle.
2. Jacob named
Before God blesses Jacob he asks him his name (names in the Bible often
reveal a person’s character). Jacob is forced into an act of confession. ‘I am
grasper, deceiver.’ But now Jacob becomes Israel meaning he struggles with
God. As he stands on the edge of the promised land he is given a name which,
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instead of expressing his guilt, expresses God’s grace towards him. Every time
Jacob’s descendants hear the name ‘Israel’ it should remind them of this story
and the assurance of God’s help. In all their trials, even when God seems to be
fighting against them, he is ultimately on their side.
‘What was once exhibited under a visible form to our father Jacob, is
daily fulfilled in the individual members of the Church’ (Calvin). God fights
against us in our self-sufficiency (1 Pet. 5:5-6) to reveal what poor and
helpless people we are, and to teach us that our strength lies in recognizing
our weakness (2 Cor. 12: 9-10). Like Jacob, we are simply cripples who have
been blessed.
Closing thought:
Calvin says we should think of all the servants of God in this world as
wrestlers. Might the term Quiet Time for daily prayer lead to an unhealthy
quietism?
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Day 112
8.9 Jacob the prototype of Israel

Hosea 11:12-12:6
In today’s passage God rebukes both Israel (also called Ephraim) and Judah
for pretending loyalty to him while living deep in deceit and idolatry. In
seeking national prosperity while disregarding him, they are striving for the
unattainable; pursuing the wind (1; cf. Eccles. 2:11). This is seen in their
deceitful foreign policy. Instead of depending on God they are receiving help
from Assyria, while at the same time trying to buy the support of Assyria’s
enemy, Egypt (1). So Hosea reminds them of their roots in three incidents
from the life of Jacob (3-4) – not in chronological order:
(i) At birth Jacob grasped his brother’s heel, an action which turned
out to be prophetic of his attitude to life. So he was chosen despite weakness of
character.
(ii) At Peniel Jacob humbled himself, begged for God’s favour and
was renamed Israel.
(iii) At Bethel Jacob was overwhelmed by God’s grace. As a runaway
from Esau (and God), God ‘found him … and talked with him there’.
Hosea is showing that Jacob the man is a kind of prototype of Israel the
nation (cf. Day 184). Like Jacob, they have nothing to commend themselves
(cf. Deut. 32:9-12). Israel was born when Jacob finally abandoned his own
agenda (deliverance from Esau) and his own resources, and clung in
desperation to God. Peniel was where they received the name ‘Israel’ and the
eating custom associated with it (Gen. 32:32). No Israelite was intended to
forget his roots. Israel’s tragedy, however, was that she always inclined to be
Jacob and use God for her own ends.
This is the paradox at the heart of the nation’s life. They are both Jacob
and Israel, and God is both their Saviour striving to bless them and their
enemy fighting against them (Is.63: 9-10). Jacob has passed his unsavoury
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characteristics to his descendants. But if they turn from their Jacob-like
duplicity and self-sufficiency, God will deliver them as he did Jacob (6). He is
still the God of Bethel, the God of power and graciousness and the LORD is his
name of renown (5), his covenant name (Exod. 3:14; see Day 123). And
because God does not change, the descendants of Jacob are not destroyed
(Mal. 3:6).
Closing thought:
The continuing use of the name Jacob as well as Israel throughout the OT can
be compared to that of Simon in the NT (compare John1:42 with Luke 22:31).
What can we as Christians learn from this?
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Day 113
8.10 Joseph the dreamer

Genesis 37
1. Joseph’s dreams (1-11)
Just as there had been jealousy between Jacob’s wives, Leah and Rachel, now
there is hatred from Leah’s sons towards Rachel’s son, Joseph(4-5, 8). This
strong feeling is aggravated by Jacob who transfers his special love for Rachel
to Joseph and makes no attempt to hide the fact. His gift of a beautiful robe
has the effect of elevating Joseph above his brothers. It is Joseph’s dreams,
however, that not only inflame the present situation, but set the whole course
of future events - the brothers’ malice; Jacob’s grief; his own suffering and
elevation; and the migration of the family to Egypt.
The first dream implies that Joseph’s brothers would bow down to him
and the second that Jacob and Leah would do so. According to Genesis 41:32
duplicate dreams imply certainty and prompt fulfilment. While Jacob is
irritated by the dreams he knows firsthand how amazing God’s ways can be
and sensibly keeps an open mind (11). Notice how the dreams have thrown the
spotlight on God as the main character in the drama. Neither the indiscretion
of Joseph nor the murderous intent of his brothers will thwart God’s purposes.
2. God’s providence (12-36)
The ill-feeling of the brothers comes to a head at Dothan. The sight of Joseph
so far from home leads to a murderous plot and a plausible explanation: ‘a
ferocious animal devoured him.’ (20) Reuben’s plan only gains a reprieve
until Judah proposes the sale of his brother to a passing caravan of
Ishmaelites, the descendants of Ishmael, the son of Abram and Hagar (25-27).
Ishmaelite was an overlapping term with Midianite (28; cf. Judg. 8:2224).When the news of Joseph’s apparent death reaches Jacob he is totally
devastated and refuses to be comforted (34-35). It is surely a poignant irony
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that it was by the use of a goat (31) that Jacob had earlier deceived his father
(Gen. 27:16, 23).
At the last moment in the story our eyes are lifted from a bereft Jacob
to Egypt (36). In the sovereignty of God’s providence, Israel’s nomadic cousins
become the means of Joseph’s survival. His transfer to Egypt makes possible
the ultimate preservation of Jacob’s whole family. Though Joseph is reduced
to a slave, God has not abandoned the dreamer or his dream.
Closing thought:
Let us renew our trust in a God whose goals are always certain even though his
ways are often mysterious.
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Day 114
8.11 God’s mysterious ways

Genesis 39; 45:1-11
Today’s first portion illustrates the ups and downs of Joseph’s thirteen years
in prison, while the second gives his assessment of all that has happened to
him. The LORD was with Joseph is stated twice at the beginning of Chapter 39
(2-3) and twice at the end (21-23). The matching of these verses point for
point shows that, in spite of all that intervenes (a period of about ten years),
God is in control and Joseph’s faith is quietly victorious. Observe:
1. God is sovereign
He is a purposeful God who works in spite of Joseph’s brothers and Potiphar’s
wife, and even through the dreams of the butler and baker (45:5-8). His
purposes, though often beyond our understanding (Is. 55:8-9), are not vague
and ethereal, but concrete and historical (cf. Gal. 4:4). He does not merely
intrude to make everything right, nor is he one who ‘has no hands but our
hands’ do to his work. He works sovereignly in and through people and events,
bringing order and light from chaos and darkness.
2. God is hidden
He does not make his presence obvious by speaking or appearing. The story
simply hints and implies. All we are told is, the LORD was with Joseph and
only late in the story are God’s purposes made explicit (45:7-11). But if Joseph
had not been Egypt’s prisoner, he would not have been Egypt’s governor.
Sometimes it is only as we look back that we can discern God’s hand in events.
3. God is gracious
‘God sent me ahead of you … to save your lives by a great deliverance.’ (45:7)
What the mighty Egyptian empire cannot do for itself (41:8), this Hebrew
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slave does for it. This is another incredible reversal, for the Hebrews are a
scorned class (39:17; cf. Day 106). The story of Joseph clearly anticipates the
Exodus, when Egypt will be defeated and hopeless slaves will sing victoriously
(Exod. 15:1-18).
4. God’s people are to act responsibly
Joseph never allows his circumstances to become an excuse to sin, for sin is
always against God (39:9-10). But he also knows that God has overruled the
sin of his brothers for good (45:5). Though that did not excuse them, this
liberating perspective on God’s sovereignty and hiddenness (cf. Rom. 8:28)
saves Joseph (and can save us) from sinking into resentment at what can
sometimes seem like the cruel hand of fate.
Closing thought:
Joseph’s faithfulness in small things over many years prepared him for
authority in great things. See Matthew 25:23.
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Day 115
8.12 Jacob’s son, Judah – an overview
1. Jacob’s prophecy
Read Genesis 49:8-10. In tracing the history of Jacob and his family we need
to understand the special role Judah, the fourth son, plays in the total story.
Jacob prophesies on his deathbed that Judah will be praised by his brothers
and from him will come one whose right it is to rule. We might have expected
Joseph the experienced governor and morally upright son to succeed as clan
head, but it is to Judah, not Joseph, that Jacob sees his sons bowing (8).
2. The nation of Judah
The tribe of Judah is given the leading role as the tribes march through the
desert (Num. 2:9; 10:14). When, in later history, the ten northern tribes revolt
and establish their own monarchy (1 Kgs. 12:16-17), Benjamin joins the small
nation of Judah, and Jerusalem remains the capital city ruled by the dynasty
of David. The nation continues until 586 BC when Judah is invaded by
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon and most of the citizens taken into exile. Never
again does a human descendant of David sit on an earthly throne.
3. Judah and the Messiah
Jacob’s prophecy, however, looks beyond the nation of Judah to a ruler to
whom the nations will give their obedience (10). No doubt Jacob’s faith is
quickened by all that God has achieved through putting Joseph on the throne
of Egypt. As we will discover, God’s promise and purpose come to focus on the
royal line of David from the tribe of Judah.
Just as David will be born in Bethlehem, so will the coming Christ (Mic.
5:2). Jesus is born in Bethlehem of Judea (Matt 2:1), a descendant of David
and of the tribe of Judah (Luke 2:4, 11; Rom. 1:3). As the term ‘Jew’ was
commonly used to refer to the people of Judah (Jer. 52:27b-30), this may shed
light on the words of Jesus to the Samaritan woman, ‘salvation is from the
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Jews’ (John 4:22).
4. Judah and the future
Judah is the lion of the tribes (9) and so Jesus is fitly styled the Lion of the
tribe of Judah (Rev. 5:5). But he displays a finer strength than that of the lion,
for he is also the slain lamb (Rev. 5:6). He, and he alone, is able to open the
scroll so that all God’s purposes in history can be unfolded (see Day 2).
Closing thought:
With a truly thankful heart, read again Genesis 49:10.
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Day 116
8.13 Joseph’s final days

Genesis 50:15-26
1. Joseph comes to terms with the past (15-21)
When their father dies, Joseph’s brothers fear Joseph might unleash his
resentment upon them. It is a further testimony to the fear resulting from
their guilty consciences (42:21-22, 28). They decide to make a candid plea for
forgiveness and fall down before Joseph. So his earlier dream is unwittingly
fulfilled and a dramatic arc cast over the whole story from chapters 37 to 50.
Each part of Joseph’s reply provides a model for similar situations.
Verse 19 - He leaves the righting of wrongs to God (cf. Rom.
12:19; 1 Thess. 5:15; 1 Pet. 2:23). The brothers, of course, must look to God as
well as to Joseph for forgiveness.
Verse 20 - He sees God’s providence in his brothers’ malice.
When God works out his purposes using other people, often their intentions
are the opposite of his. But God’s purposes prevail (cf. Is. 10:5-7; 45:1-6; Acts
2:23).
Verse 21 - He repays evil with good. Joseph both acts and speaks
kindly. Broken spirits need to be treated gently and fearful souls assured (cf.
Luke 6: 27-28; Rom. 12:21; Gal. 6:1; 1 Pet. 3:9).
2. Joseph comes to terms with the future (22-26)
Joseph has already made it clear that his future was with Israel not Egypt by
having his two sons formally adopted by Jacob (48:1-6). Ephraim and
Manasseh become two of the largest tribes of Israel. Joseph lives to see his
great-grand-children by both sons (22-23). He directs his family concerning
his death (cf. Jacob’s instructions 49:29-32), with a strong anticipation of a
future exodus from Egypt: ‘God will surely come to your aid and take you up
out of this land to the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and
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Jacob.’ (24) The instruction about his bones is a gesture of faith (Heb. 11:22)
which would not be frustrated (Exod. 13:19; Josh. 24:32). So the prime
minister does not die reminiscing on past glory, but looking forward to a new
beginning. Genesis ends by pointing beyond its own story.
It will be 400 years before Joseph’s coffin is carried towards the land of
promise, a stark reminder of how short-range our view of life and events often
are. God’s purposes ripen as generations pass. We also are to live in hope, but
our hope, like Joseph’s, is a long-term investment. The certain outcome,
however, determines the way we conduct our lives now.
Closing thought:
Don’t ask, ‘When am I going to get out of these troubles?’ Ask, ‘What am I
going to get out of these troubles?’
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Day 117
8.14 Remember, remember – a pause for
reflection

Psalm 105:1-23
Today’s psalm surveys the sweep of events from Abraham to the entry into the
promised land. Though it covers many years it paints one picture: a promisemaking, promise-keeping God, mysterious in his ways, but always mindful of
his people. The first fifteen verses (plus most of Psalm 96) are from David’s
prayer of thanksgiving when the ark was brought to Jerusalem (1 Chron. 16:736). Possibly it was recited on each anniversary of this event and made the
occasion for covenant renewal. In this way the saving acts of God became
present realities for each successive generation (8; cf. Ps. 78:4-8).
1. God remembers (8-23)
He remembers his covenant (8)
He remembers it not merely by calling it to mind, but by acting on what he
promised (cf. Gen. 8:1; 19:29; 30:22). His covenant is the word he
commanded (8); and not one of the LORD’s good promises fail (Josh. 21:45;
23:14). Contrast: ‘I remembered your birthday. I didn’t do anything about it,
but I did remember it!’
Verses 12-15 describe the three generations of Abraham’s family (cf.
Heb. 11:8-9) living as nomadic strangers in the land (cf. Gen 20:7).
Verses 16-23 describe the circumstances that led them to migrate to
Egypt. He called down famine … he sent a man before them… (16-17). This is
far more than a history lesson; it is a record of God’s grace and faithfulness.
2. We remember (1-7)
Remember the wonders he has done (5)
We have seen how every Christian belongs to this family (Day 93) and so we
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view its miraculous beginnings with more than a spectator interest. These are
the early chapters of our own story! Granted that 'a thousand generations' (8)
is a figure of speech - by its own terms it represents 30,000 years! - it still
indicates how Scripture views the reach of God’s covenant dealings. What
must our response be?
Give thanks (1-3). Give thanks … call on his name … sing praise to
him … glory in his holy name … rejoice. Here is doxology. This is not only our
story; this is our song!
Make known (1-2). Make known among the nations what he has
done … tell of all his wonderful acts. How can we keep silent? (cf. Acts 4:20).
Seek his face (4). All that God has done is with a view to having an
obedient people (42-45). Without godliness, praise is only religious noise (cf.
Amos 5:23-24).
Remember (5). Reflect on God’s wonders, miracles and judgements
(the dark side of his saving miracles). This is the God in whom we live and
move and have our being, and through whom we experience an even greater
redemption than those who lived under the old covenant.
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Chapter Nine: Israel in Egypt
1. Introduction, Day 118
2. Pharaoh opposes the Israelites (Exodus 1), Day 119
3. The birth of Moses (Exodus 2:1-10), Day 120
4. The exodus of Moses (Exodus 2:11-25), Day 121
5. Moses and the burning bush (Exodus 3), Day 122
6. God’s name of Yahweh, Day 123
7. Moses returns to Egypt (Exodus 4), Day 124
8. Israel, God’s son, Day 125
9. Jesus, God’s son (Matthew 2:13-15; 3:13-4:4), Day 126
10. Signs and wonders in Egypt (Psalm 105:23-38; Exodus 7:14-24), Day 127
11. The role of creation in God’s judgement, Day 128
12. Pharaoh’s hard heart (Exodus 7:1-5; 9:27-10:2), Day 129
13 .When we nearly lose our foothold (Psalm 73), Day 130

274

Day 118
9.1 Introduction
Today we are beginning not only a new chapter but also a new book of the
Bible. Exodus, however, does not stand on its own. It continues the account of
Genesis and provides the doorway into the rest of the story. It indicates the
length to which God is willing to go to create a people through whom his plan
of universal blessing will be realized. The first verse of the book picks up
Genesis 46:8, thus heralding the continuation of the story. But the
circumstances of the Israelites have changed radically. From their popularity
in Egypt because of Joseph, the Israelites have become despised and
persecuted, subject to harsh working conditions. Their cry goes up to God and
he remembers his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (2:23-25; 3:16-17).
God has set his love not on the more numerous or powerful nations of that
time, but on the enslaved sons of Jacob (Deut. 7:6-8).
Our present chapter takes us to the eve of the Exodus and introduces
another key figure in the story, namely, Moses. He is uniquely the servant of
God, by whom God triumphs over the power of Egypt and constitutes Israel as
his people. The immense significance of Moses is seen in the context of the
whole Bible story, especially in the way he points forward to Jesus. Key dates:
Joseph 1750-1640
Israel in Egypt c 1700-1280
Moses c 1350-1230
Exodus is not an exhaustive, journalistic account of Israel’s release from
Egypt. Its approach is theological; looking at events from God’s standpoint. As
such its contribution to the whole story is massive, as seen from its basic
structure:
The Exodus from Egypt: Chapters 1-18
The Covenant with Israel: Chapters 19-24
The building of the Tabernacle: Chapters 25-40
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In spite of four centuries of silence, the theology of the story has hardly missed
a beat. The writer tells the Israelites that they must understand who they are
now in the light of who has come before them; their present oppression in the
light of the larger canvas of God’s purpose. If he has brought them into Egypt
he will bring them out again. It is this perspective that enables us today, who
also groan (Rom. 8:23), to get a proper understanding of our circumstances
and our place in the story. For Christians too can feel the sense of the absence
of God and some can experience the inhumane treatment of governments, but,
as in Egypt, the LORD rules despite appearances. It took forty years for Moses
to become a somebody and another forty years for God to make him a nobody.
Then God used him.
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Day 119
9.2. Pharaoh opposes the Israelites

Exodus 1
Genesis ends looking forwards and Exodus begins looking back. Nine of the
ten books which follow Genesis begin with the Hebrew word for ‘And’
(Deuteronomy being the exception). So Exodus is part of a continuous story.
This is important for our understanding of its message. The book may have
lessons about tyranny and freedom in general, but it can only be rightly
understood as part of the whole liberation story in which Jesus is the central
character.
After Joseph’s generation dies, Egypt’s new king sees the growing
Israelite people as a threat to the country’s internal security and determines to
act. Having failed to curb their growth through forced labour (11-14), he
commands the midwives to kill all baby boys (15-16; ‘boys’ lit. ‘sons’, a word
more expressive of the personal anguish involved). The surviving girls would
eventually be forced to seek Egyptian husbands and Israel would lose its
distinctiveness as a nation.
Pharaoh, however, met a greater force than his own in the midwives
who feared God (17) and acted accordingly. And God countered these
attempts to restrict the Israelites by giving them growth bordering on the
miraculous (12, 20) - from around seventy to over two million in ten
generations (cf. Exod. 12:37). Such growth, of course, is just what God had
promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 17:2, 6; 22:17;
26:4; 28:14; note esp. 35:11; 46:3-4; 48:4). Finally, Pharaoh decrees that all
Israelite boys should be thrown into the Nile at birth. The Nile was regarded
as one of Egypt’s powerful gods, but even here God triumphs. The edict
becomes the means of preserving Moses, the very one who would become
Israel’s future deliverer!
Pharaoh’s oppression does not take God by surprise. It is part of the
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struggle he himself initiated in Genesis 3:15 (Day 46) and specifically foretold
in Genesis 15:13. Times of trouble do not mean God has abdicated his throne
(cf. Acts 4:27-28; 7:17-22, 36). He never leaves his people at the mercy of
events, but often as they come to an end of their own resources they discover
the manifold wisdom of God (Eph. 3:10). The word ‘manifold’ means
variegated, multifaceted. Just as the many faces of a diamond reflect its
beauty, so God, working out his purposes in complex situations, displays his
multifarious wisdom. And we his people learn to trust.
Closing thought:
‘Father, I thank you that in each complex, many-sided problem I can rely on
your detailed, multifaceted wisdom.’
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Day 120
9.3 The birth of Moses

Exodus 2:1-10
1. Moses heralds a new beginning
Exodus chapters 1 and 2 cover a period of 400 years of bondage. With the
birth of Moses comes the first dawning of a new day. Often the OT surges
forward with the striking birth of a significant player in the story. For example
Isaac, the child of covenant promise (Gen. 17:19); Samson, the mighty
deliverer (Judg. 13); Obed, the grandfather of David (Ruth 4:17); and Samuel,
the priest-leader (1 Sam. 1). All are born to mothers who, in the normal course
of events, would have remained childless. All (including Moses) push the story
forward to the Christ-child, in whom their roles find their fullest expression.
The account contains two strong hints that this birth heralds a new
beginning:
(i) When Jochebed looks at her son she saw that he was good (2 lit.).
This is probably intended to echo Genesis 1 where God saw what he had
created was ‘good’ (same word). In other words, this is a fresh start.
(ii) The word for basket (3) is literally ‘ark’, linking the story with the
Genesis flood, the only other place in the OT where this word is used. Noah
and Moses are both placed in arks treated with bitumen and carried to safety
on the very waters that brought destruction to others. So both are harbingers
of a new beginning. Moses’ redemption as an infant will later be replayed
when Israel is brought safely through the Sea of Reeds.
2. God works quietly behind the scenes
When Pharaoh’s cruelty reaches its height the deliverer is born, though he
doesn’t emerge as such until many years later. God is always one step ahead of
his enemies. Here God works out his purpose using natural factors - a
mother’s love, a sister’s curiosity, a child’s tears, and a woman’s pity. What is
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the outcome?
The very Nile, intended as the means of destruction, becomes the
means of bringing this baby into Pharaoh’s household and making the king
the adoptive grandfather of Israel’s liberator! And that’s not all. Moses’
mother is paid by the princess to nurse her own child who is educated, all
expenses paid, by the very regime he is later called to undermine (Acts 7:22).
The One enthroned in heaven laughs (Ps. 2:4). When Satan roars like a lion (1
Pet. 5:8) we need not be intimidated. The battle is not won by noise.
Closing thought:
The faith of Moses’ parents banished their fear (Heb. 11:23). Take Psalm 56:34 into this day.
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Day 121
9.4 The exodus of Moses

Exodus 2:11-25
Moses grows up with a profound sense of his identity with his own people
(Heb. 11:24). Our passage portrays him as a man with a keen sense of justice,
ready to spring to the defence of the weaker party. First he kills an Egyptian
who is beating a Hebrew (11-12). Then he intervenes in a fight between two
Hebrews and reprimands the one in the wrong (13-14). Finally, he comes to
the rescue of the daughters of Reuel (16-19). When, however, his murder of
the Egyptian becomes public knowledge, Moses has to flee for his life to
Midian in the Sinai Peninsula, thus foreshadowing the later Exodus of Israel.
We might wonder why God doesn’t use Moses to emancipate his people
when he is still a young man, full of zeal and energy. But God’s ways are not
ours. By killing the Egyptian Moses shows that there are aspects of his
character needing to be refined and developed. So after forty years of life in
the palace come forty years of life in the desert (Acts 7:23, 30). The somebody
becomes a nobody. By the time Moses is eighty (Exod. 7:8) he is no longer a
fiery visionary, but one whom God has to cajole into action. In this way it
becomes apparent to all that the Exodus from Egypt is not due to the genius of
Moses. It is brought about by God himself; at his time, by his means, and for
his glory. Notice the shift in emphasis from Moses (11) to God (25).
In Midian Moses marries Zipporah and they have a son whom they
name Gershom, meaning an alien there (22). The name reflects Moses’ own
experience as an alien and his fellow-feeling with the suffering of the Israelites
in Egypt. But more significantly, their cries (lit. shrieks) for help and their
groaning under repression do not go unheard by God. God hears,
remembers, sees and cares (24-25).
He remembers his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. His
concern is not a fleeting pang of sympathy, but a steadfast, covenant
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commitment. God ‘remembers’, does not imply that he suffers from occasional
‘senior moments’, but that he is determined to implement his promise. And at
the heart of the covenant is the promise of the land of Canaan. Prayer brings
almighty power to bear on super powers. The time for deliverance has come.
Closing thought:
What NT lessons are illustrated in today’s passage concerning the way God
prepares his people for service?
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Day 122
9.5 Moses and the burning bush

Exodus 3
1. God makes himself known to Moses (1-10)
Moses, tending the flock of Jethro (also called Reuel 2:18), comes to Horeb,
the mountain of God (also called Sinai); the same location to which he will
later shepherd the Israelites. His attention is caught by a bush that is burning
but not consumed and from which God speaks. Before God makes his plans
known, he first makes himself known:
He is holy (5). As Moses investigates the strange sight God informs
him he is on holy ground and reverence not curiosity is appropriate.
He is unchanging (6). He is the God of Moses’ father Amram and of
their ancient ancestors. He is the God of the past, the present and, according
to Jesus (referring to this incident in Luke 20:37-38), the God of the future
also.
He is compassionate (7-10). He is deeply concerned about the
suffering of his people and about to bring them into a spacious and good land.
But now comes the sting in the tail: ‘So now, go. I am sending you to
Pharaoh’ (10).
2. God promises to be with Moses (11-22)
Conscious of his own inadequacy, Moses responds, ‘Who am I?’ (11; cf. 1 Sam.
18:18). God replies tersely, ‘I will be with you’ (12). In other words, ‘Don’t ask
who you are; remember who I am!’ Tomorrow we will see how the revelation
of God’s name confirms this. God is saying ‘I will be dynamically with you in
the very situation to which I am sending you’ (cf. Jer. 1:6-8). This promise has
already occurred fourteen times in Genesis and runs like a golden thread
through the rest of Scripture. It doesn’t answer all our questions; the when or
how or where or why. But it covers the one essential; the Who. The assurance
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of his presence is all we need. It is God’s trump card and should sustain any
Christian in any situation. Those who are weak in themselves can do
wonderful things through his strength (Phil. 4:13).
Moses is to assemble Israel’s elders and tell them that the time has
come for God to fulfil his rescue plan. Pharaoh will resist, but (using a
delightful pun) God will ‘let go’ (stretch out NIV) the plagues and Pharaoh will
‘let go’ the people (20). The Egyptians will be so favourably disposed towards
Israel that the physically weaker members of the population will carry away
the plunder (22; cf. Gen 15:14).
Closing thought:
Whatever our present circumstances, ‘I will be with you’ is sufficient. Here are
a few examples from that golden thread through Scripture: Genesis 28:15;
Joshua 1:5; Psalm 23:4; Isaiah 43:2; Acts 18:9-10.
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Day 123
9.6 God’s name of Yahweh – an overview

Exodus 3:13-14
1. Its origin
Moses’ request for God’s name arises from Israel’s belief that a name often
reflects some feature of an individual’s character. In Genesis the names used
for God highlight different aspects of his nature e.g.
El Elyon, God Most High (14:18-20)
El Roi, God who sees me (16:13)
El Shaddai, God Almighty (17:1)
El Olam, God Everlasting (21:33)
In Exodus 3:14 God introduces himself as YHWH, translated LORD a name
closely related to the phrase I am who I am. Unlike previous names, YHWH
does not limit God’s nature to any particular characteristic. He is who he is,
and so Moses can only say, ‘I AM has sent me’ .
At some point in Israel’s history, the sacred name, made up of the four
Hebrew letters YHWH, ceased to be used. It was substituted by another name,
usually Adonai (my Lord), which was read in its place. By combining the
vowels of Adonai with the consonants of YHWH the hybrid Yahweh was
created. This has come into English via the Latinized form Jehovah.
2. Its significance
The name itself is not new to Moses or his forefathers, but rather indicates
some new phase in God’s relationship to his people. Its significance is found in
its link with Israel’s redemption from Egypt. Yahweh is the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob (the past) and of generations yet to come (Exod. 3:15; the
future). His name is the ironclad guarantee that he is wholly committed to the
redemption of his people and will fulfil his promises to them (Exod. 6:6-8).
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The covenant setting explains why God could say that he did not make
himself known to the patriarchs by his name the LORD (Exod. 6:3). We use the
names husband and wife as labels, but only when a couple enter the
relationship of marriage do they know the meaning of these names. Similarly,
the Israelites did not really know God as Yahweh until they tasted his
covenant faithfulness and experienced his redemption.
This name Yahweh, the great I AM, teaches us that our God is eternal,
completely independent and sovereign. He is who he is. And he is
unchangeable. What he was to his ancient people so he will always be; true to
his covenant and faithful to his people. When Jesus refers to himself as I am
(see esp. John 8:24, 28, 58; 13:19), he clearly intends to identify himself with
Yahweh. Feel afresh the wonder of this today.
Closing thought:
Jesus! The name high over all, in hell or earth or sky;
angels and men before it fall and devils fear and fly. (Charles Wesley)
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Day 124
9.7 Moses returns to Egypt

Exodus 4
1. God’s reluctant servant (1-17)
In spite of God’s assurance, Moses continues to drag his feet with a series of
objections to returning for his people:
(i) What if they do not believe me? (1-9). God provides Moses
with three signs involving miraculous transformations: his staff would become
a snake; his hand would become leprous; water from the Nile would become
blood. This final sign is regarded as being the most convincing because it
shows that Egypt’s mighty god, the Nile, is under the control of Yahweh.
(ii) What about my lack of eloquence? (10-12). This refers to
Moses’ slowness to find the right words to overcome the objections of others
(though he doesn’t seem to have any problem in arguing with God!). Will not
God who creates the mouth give the words?
(iii) Why not find someone else? (13-17). Moses’ natural
reluctance has become stubbornness and God, understandably, is angry. In a
final gesture of patience God promises Moses that Aaron will act as his
mouthpiece. Nothing defines more intimately the relation between God and
his prophets than verse 16 (cf. Exod. 7:1). Notice that God doesn’t contradict
any of Moses’ objections. He is saying, in effect, ‘Of course I know what you
are like, but I can use weak, feeble people to achieve my purposes’.
2. Moses returns to Egypt (18-31)
Moses finally sets out for Egypt. The fact that he does not reveal to his fatherin-law the true reason for his departure, possibly suggests that he remains
unconvinced of God’s ability to redeem Israel. At a lodging place en route the
LORD met Moses and was about to kill him (24). God’s covenant with
Abraham was the basis for the deliverance of the Israelites and Moses has
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neglected the rite which was an integral part of that covenant (Gen. 17:10-14).
His life is spared only after his wife Zipporah intervenes by circumcising their
son, Gershom. This incident shows how important it is to take God and his
word seriously (see Day 86).
The reunion of Moses and Aaron after forty years must have been a
moving experience. Contrary to what Moses expects he receives a believing
response from the elders of Israel who, hearing of God’s concern for them,
bow down in worship. Everything looks set for a successful mission.
Closing thought:
Silence is not always golden, sometimes it is just plain yellow!
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Day 125
9.8 Israel, God’s son – an overview
Yesterday’s passage introduced a key OT concept: Israel as Yahweh’s firstborn
son (Exod. 4:22). ‘Firstborn’ does not refer to chronological order, for Jacob
(renamed Israel) was actually born after his twin Esau. Here God means ‘first
in rank’, with all the rights, privileges and responsibilities of a firstborn son.
Ironically, Pharaoh’s refusal to acknowledge Israel as God’s son will result in
the death of his own firstborn son (Exod. 4:23).
1. Israel’s privilege
Israel’s sonship takes us to the heart of the nation’s relationship with Yahweh,
a relationship which shapes the rest of the OT story. Paul, speaking of Israel’s
privilege in Romans 9:4, says theirs is the sonship. Though this is usually
translated theirs is the adoption as sons (NIV), ‘adoption’ is not a word used
concerning Israel in the OT. Israel is not God’s family in an adopted sense, but
owes its very existence to Yahweh. He brought Israel into being as a nation: Is
he not your Father, your Creator, who made you and formed you?… In a
desert land he found him [Jacob]… he guarded him as the apple of his eye
(Deut. 32:6-12; cf. Exod. 19:4).
God’s parental relationship with Israel is the reason given why he
disciplines his people in the desert (Deut. 8:1-5). Christians, however, are
God’s children by adoption. It is significant in Romans 8:14-17 that both men
and women receive the Spirit of sonship (adoption) for only sons had a claim
on the inheritance.
2. Israel’s responsibility
Being God’s son means not only privilege but responsibility. Israel ought to
show respect and gratitude. They should aspire to be holy like Yahweh (Lev.
19:2) and behave like obedient children. But in this respect they fail miserably.
The fact that Yahweh has raised Israel with the tender love of a father makes
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their infidelity all the more painful and incomprehensible (Deut. 32:15-18; Is.
1:2-3; Hos. 11:1-4).
Jeremiah is one prophet who has to deal head-on with Israel as
rebellious sons (Jer. 3:19). They will be carried into exile in Babylon, but their
punishment will not be permanent. God’s love will not let go of them. He will
restore again the father-son relationship. ‘They will come with weeping; they
will pray as I bring them back … because I am Israel’s father, and Ephraim
[standing for Israel] is my firstborn son … Is not Ephraim my dear son, the
child in whom I delight?’ (Jer. 31:9, 20; cf. Hos. 11:5-11)
Closing thought:
How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called
children of God! And that is what we are! (1 John 3:1)
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Day 126
9.9 Jesus, God’s son

Matthew 2:13-15; 3:13-4:4
1. The escape to Egypt (2:13-15)
Today we travel down our theology line to discover the connection between
God’s son Israel and God’s Son Jesus. To escape from Herod, Joseph and his
family flee to Egypt. Eventually word comes that it is safe to return home and
this, says Matthew, fulfils Hosea’s prophecy, ‘Out of Egypt I called my son.’
But Hosea’s original words (Hos. 11:1), rather than foretell the future, simply
record the past, the Exodus from Egypt,
So is Matthew bending Scripture? No, he is showing that Jesus is the
true Israel, the ultimate embodiment of the Father-Son relationship. In order
to make the connection clear there are designed similarities between the
histories of Israel and Jesus, namely, the murderous intentions of Pharaoh
and Herod and God’s protection of Israel and Jesus.
2. The baptism of Jesus (3:13-17)
We must not, however, lose sight of the context of Hosea 11. Israel, God’s
rebellious son, is threatened with exile, yet is graciously promised forgiveness
and restoration (Hos. 11:8-11). On the other hand, Jesus, God’s sinless Son,
comes to absorb the full brunt of God’s wrath. Nowhere is this contrast more
starkly drawn than in the baptism of Jesus. Israel flocks to Jordan convicted
of her sin and Jesus, in an astounding act of identification, stands in the
crowd. And a voice from heaven (combining OT words from Ps. 2:7 and Is.
42:1) declares that this is pleasing to the Father, for it fulfils his righteous
plan.
3. The temptation of Jesus (4:1-4)
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil (1).
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The temptations are attempts to distort the vocation of Jesus, and the first two
play on the very encouragement he has just received. ‘Surely, if you are the
Son of God, you needn’t go hungry!’ Jesus, like Israel crossing the Red Sea,
has come through the waters of baptism (cf. 1 Cor. 10:1-2). He now faces in
forty days the equivalent of Israel’s forty years in the desert. But whereas
Israel fails again and again, Jesus triumphs (see Day 51).
All the Scriptures Jesus uses to meet the tempter are taken from
Israel’s period in the desert. Matthew is telling us that here, at last, is a true
Israelite, one who lives on every word that comes from the mouth of God (4).
Hallelujah, what a Saviour!
Closing thought:
Jesus is not simply the Father’s firstborn Son, he is the firstborn among many
brothers (Rom. 8:29 cf. Col. 1:15, 18). The church now shares in his sonship.
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Day 127
9.10 Signs and wonders in Egypt

Psalm 105:23-38; Exodus 7:14-24
1. Signs and wonders in the Bible
In our first passage the plagues God sent on the Egyptians are listed in a
poetic form - neither chronological nor complete. Though the Bible uses the
word ‘plagues’ and recognizes them as mighty acts of judgement (Exod. 7:4),
it puts much greater emphasis upon them as miraculous signs and wonders
(27; cf. Exod. 7:3; Deut. 4:34; 6:22; 7:19; 34:11; Neh. 9:10; Ps. 135:9; Jer. 32:
20-21; Acts 7:36). The Psalmist records them to create a profound effect on
each subsequent generation - and that includes us (read verses 1-7). As we
read Scripture we must never lose the ‘wow’ factor. Who else but the supreme
judge of the universe can make all creation do his bidding?
In the Bible miraculous signs cluster in two main places; around the
Exodus from Egypt and around the ministry of Jesus and his apostles. This
strongly suggests they are linked to crucial stages in the one story of
redemption. In order that we do not miss their significance, these signs are
accompanied by a word from God himself. He makes it clear that the plagues
carry a message:
To Israel they demonstrate Yahweh’s loving concern for his people.
My people is his characteristic description of the Israelites in Egypt, and the
plagues reinforce his repeated command to Pharaoh to ‘let my people go’
(Exod. 5:1; 7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13, 17; 10:3). God has promised to keep his
people, and he will keep his promise.
To Egypt they display God’s outstretched arm and mighty acts of
judgement. They show that Pharaoh and the Egyptian gods are powerless
before him (Exod. 6:6).
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2. The plague of blood (Exod. 7:14-24)
In the first plague Moses confronts Pharaoh as he makes his morning visit to
the Nile. When Pharaoh refuses to listen Moses strikes the water with his staff
and the Nile dramatically changes into blood. This provides a link with Exodus
chapter 1. The Nile that has been used for the destruction of Israel’s sons, now,
so to speak, turns against the Egyptians. The river, deified and worshipped as
the god Hapi, is the very source of Egypt’s life and so any attack on it was an
attack on Egypt itself. Although the Egyptian magicians can initially duplicate
the miraculous signs of Moses and Aaron they soon reach the limit of their
powers and admit to Pharaoh, ‘This is the finger of God’ (Exod. 8:19). When
the king consistently refuses to yield, Yahweh’s power is unleashed with
increasing severity.
Closing thought
Extra Note 9.1: The plagues and the gods of Egypt
In Exodus 12:12 the LORD tells Moses, ‘I will bring judgement on all the gods
of Egypt; I am the LORD’ (cf. 15:11; 18:11). We must bear in mind that the
Israelites have just spent over 400 years immersed in a world of polytheism
(belief in many gods). So the background to the plagues is the battle between
the God of Israel and the so-called gods of the Egyptians. It is not surprising,
therefore, that a connection can be made between most of the plagues and the
deities of Egypt.
Plague 1. Hapi, the god of the Nile, was worshipped as the bringer of fertility.
Plague 2. Heq was the frog-headed goddess of fruitfulness.
Plague 5. Many of the Egyptian gods were depicted as animals.
Plague 7. Nut was the sky goddess.
Plague 8. Seraphia was the protector against locusts.
Plague 9. Re was the sun-god and Pharaoh was believed to be his incarnation.
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Day 128
9.11 The role of creation in God’s
judgement – an overview
Throughout Scripture there is a close link between creation and both salvation
and judgement (see Day 27 and Day 54). God’s salvation is often expressed in
terms of re-creation i.e. people experiencing new birth (John 1:12-13; 2 Cor.
5:17); the cosmos anticipating renewal (Matt. 19:28 renewal is lit.
‘regeneration’). By the same token, God’s judgement is sometimes expressed
in terms of de-creation i.e. creation put into reverse.
1. The Flood
See Day 61.
2. The Exodus
God could have rescued his people from Egypt using angelic beings or foreign
armies, but the Exodus, being the supreme picture of redemption in the OT, is
given a significant place by a series of creation reversals. The life-giving water
of the Nile becomes a source of death; animals harm rather than serve
humanity; light ceases and darkness takes over. The plagues, however, do not
run rampant. Each cessation of a plague is also a display of God’s power.
3. God’s judgements in history
These are often patterned on specific plagues in Egypt; the hail (e.g. Josh.
10:11), the locusts (e.g. Joel 1:4), the darkness (e.g. Is. 13:9-11; Amos 8:9-10).
Clearly the powers God displays in the Exodus are a foretaste of the forces he
will use throughout history. This is apparent in the Book of Revelation. For
instance in the seven bowls of God’s wrath (Rev. 16), sores break out; the sea,
rivers and springs turns to blood; the water of the Euphrates dries up; evil
spirits appear looking like frogs; thunder and lightening herald a terrible
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storm of hailstones. Imagery of course, but is the reality less terrifying? Every
knee that has not bowed to Jesus should tremble.
4. The death of Jesus
At the cross, darkness descends at noon, the earth shakes and the rocks split
(Matt. 27:45-53). Creation signals both judgement and salvation. Here,
however, the judgement falls on Jesus, hence the darkness. But death itself is
also judged. God has control over the most intractable law of the universe
which says death is the end. The opening of the tombs and the resurrection of
a representative number of God’s people, point to the ultimate creation
reversal; life from the dead.
Closing thought:
Christ … will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious
body. (Phil. 3:20-21)
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Day 129
9.12 Pharaoh’s hard heart

Exodus 7:1-5; 9:27-10:2
God’s intention to bring his people out of Egypt is repeatedly resisted by
Pharaoh despite increasingly spectacular miracles. The theme of the
hardening of Pharaoh’s heart occurs twenty times between Exodus chapters 4
and 14.
1. God predicts he will harden Pharaoh’s heart (4:21-23; 7:3-5).
These two predictions have specific ends in view:
Firstly, the plagues will culminate in the death of the firstborn (4:2123) - a crucial element in the story of redemption.
Second, ‘the Egyptians will know that I am the LORD’ (7:5). Pharaoh
has a place on the stage of history so that God’s power might be proclaimed in
all the earth (9:16 cf. Rom.9:17-18).
2. Pharaoh hardens his own heart (7:13-14, 22; 8:15, 19, 32; 9:7, 3435). These all occur during the first five plagues.
3. God hardens Pharaoh’s heart (9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8,
17). This happens during the later plagues and the Exodus. It appears that by
this stage Pharaoh has reached the limit of his circumscribed freedom.
Pharaoh is not a morally neutral man simply being used for God’s ends. He is
a wicked man who has defiantly enslaved God’s covenant people. Nowhere
does the Bible imply that God hardens someone who has not first hardened
him or herself to God and his word.
4. Scenarios two and three both occur during the fifth plague (9:7,
12). This plague forms the transition from Pharaoh’s defiance to God’s
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judgement.
After the plague of hail Pharaoh admits ‘I have sinned’, though he
prefaces his confession with the face-saving qualifier, ‘this time’ (9:27). Moses’
reply was generous and confident. He would return to his own people and
pray that the hail and thunder would stop ‘so that you may know that the
earth is the LORD’s’ (9:29). But what Moses anticipates turns out to be true.
Once the plague ceases, Pharaoh and his officials repent of their repentance
(9:33-34) - a scenario that has often been repeated in human experience.
‘Though true repentance is never too late, late repentance is seldom true.’
(Thomas Brooks)
We must not leave Pharaoh and his hard heart without reading the
warning of Hebrews 3:12-15. Hearts harden gradually like a freezing pond on a
frosty night. Sin’s deceitfulness comes from constantly hearing God’s word
without responding to it. This leads to an unbelieving heart that turns away
from the living God. Let us examine ourselves and encourage one another
daily.
Closing thought:
The Bible has only one death-bed repentance – one, so that no one should
despair; only one so that no one should presume.
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Day 130
9.13 When we nearly lose our foothold – a
pause for reflection

Psalm 73
The Egyptian bondage illustrates how God’s people can pass through
extremely hard times: The Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out
(Exod. 2:23). They must have been aware of the great gulf between God’s
promises and their experience. As generation after generation passed it
became extremely difficult for them to see their lives within God’s time-scale.
One can imagine their questions: Where are you God? What are we gaining
from your covenant with our fathers? Such questions are not uncommon in
the Bible. Job asks them. They come in many of the psalms. Perhaps you are
feeling discouraged as you struggle to fit into God’s programme of events. This
world can seem like the sum of reality.
In Psalm 73 Asaph, reflecting on his own experience, admits, I had
nearly lost my foothold (2). He begins with his conclusion (1) and then
describes his journey to it. His problem, putting it bluntly, is this: What is the
point of knowing God when the ungodly seem to be far better off? He doesn’t
want to speak in these terms to God’s children, lest his doubts and
disillusionment spills over to them (15). So he bottles up his feelings until
(looking back) he is able to record them with transparent honesty. The turning
point comes when, alone before God (17), two great truths dawn upon him.
1. The ungodly are heading for destruction (16-22)
Then I understood their final destiny (17). Asaph realizes he has been judging
everything by its present showing and losing sight of the eternal dimension.
The ungodly and their prosperity will end suddenly and completely (19). How
senseless and ignorant he has been; like a brute beast governed only by the
herd instinct (22).
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2. God’s people have the best of both worlds (23-28)
Yet … (23; Nevertheless … AV) – suddenly, God’s amazing grace strikes home:
In the present – you hold me (23; cf. with v. 2 and Ps. 37:23-24) and
you guide me with your counsel ( 24a). How different things appear when we
are taught by God (cf. Phil. 4:12-13).
In the future – you will take me into glory (24b). Asaph now faces
the present in the light of God’s grace: Whom have I in heaven but you? And
being with you, I desire nothing on earth. My flesh and my heart may fail,
but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever (25-26). This is
the ultimate answer to all that this world either offers to us, or throws at us.
Closing thought:
Against me earth and hell combine;
But on my side is power divine;
Jesus is all and he is mine. (John Newton)
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Day 131
10.1 Introduction
In this chapter we focus on just two events - the Passover (Days 2-6) and the
Exodus (Days 7-12). To see how these events relate to the promise made to
Abraham it would be helpful to read Exodus 6:6-8. We cannot overstate the
importance of this chapter for the rest of the story. Though the great story of
redemption has been unfolding for many centuries the Passover is the event
that resets the Jewish clock (Exod. 12:2). The Exodus now becomes the
primary model of what redemption means in the Bible and what is signified
when we call God our Redeemer.
Throughout the Old Testament possession of the land is presented as a
shadow of the future reality of living as God’s people in his kingdom. But it
provided no vivid pattern of the necessary route by which any child of God
enters the kingdom. For this some graphic and unmistakable experience of
redemption from an alien power was necessary. Remember that all mankind
has been outside Eden since the rebellion of Adam and Eve. Any revelation of
the kingdom of God within the historical framework of the chosen people
must take account of the fact that even the elect are sinners needing
redemption.18
The Exodus brings out the three crucial elements of this redemption:
(i) people in desperate need – the bondage in Egypt.
(ii) help coming from outside – God, the Redeemer
(iii) the payment of a price – the Passover Lamb.
As we move down our theology line, the events of the Passover and
Exodus bring us to the climax of history. The Passover, instituted, observed
and explained throughout Israel’s history, is converted by Jesus into the
Lord’s Supper and celebrated by Christians until he comes (1 Cor. 11:26). The
Exodus takes us eventually to the song of Moses and the Lamb in Revelation

18

Graeme Goldsworthy According to Plan (IVP, 1991) p. 168
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15. Together they bring out the wonderful unity of Scripture. If the OT is a
room, richly furnished but dimly lit, then the NT brings that illumination.
So dominant is the Exodus motif in the rest of Scripture we will be
returning to it in a number of later chapters. But for now read Psalm 77. It
shows how reflecting on God’s mighty works can lift us out of a dark mood.
Notice how, the ‘I’ and ‘my’ which pervade the first half of the psalm give way
to ‘you’ and ‘your’ in the second part.
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Day 132
10.2 The final plague

Exodus 10:27-11:10;12:29-42
When Pharaoh threatens Moses with death if he ever darkens his presence
again (10:28) God brings the plagues to a climax. He assures Moses, ‘I will
bring one more plague on Pharaoh and on Egypt. After that, he will let
you go’ (11:1). None of the earlier plagues have actually touched the Israelites,
but now they, as well as the whole Egyptian nation, are drawn into the final
stroke, ‘for every firstborn son in Egypt will die’ (11:5). And, as we shall see
tomorrow, Israel’s involvement is an important part of the bigger story of
redemption.
This is the final blow to which the other plagues have been moving
(Exod. 4:22-23), the only plague for which there is no reversal. Yet in spite of
all that has happened Pharaoh still refuses to listen - surely an indication that
we should never be surprised at the incredulity of many who hear the gospel
(cf. Luke 16:31; John 12:37). Then Moses, hot with anger, left Pharaoh (11:8).
When God withdraws his ambassador he offers no rebuke against Moses’
anger, for it is clearly a reflection of his own. ‘Hallowed be your name’, should
always be the first request on the lips of God’s people.
In chapter 12:29-36 we see all that God has promised earlier (11:1-3)
happening exactly as he said it would. The writer doesn’t want us to miss the
point. God’s word stands and no one gains by disputing it. When midnight
strikes, the LORD struck down all the firstborn in Egypt. While previous
plagues may have involved some natural working of creation, the tenth plague
is attributed solely to the LORD (Exod. 12:23, 29). Egypt learns what a dreadful
thing it is to fall into the hands of the living God (Heb.10:31).
The departing Israelites ask for silver, gold and clothing and the LORD
made the Egyptians favourably disposed towards the people (12:36; cf. Gen.
15:14). They march out of Egypt with dignity - through the front door, as it
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were, not like dogs crawling through the back fence. One of the reasons for the
display of God’s power in Egypt is to prove that there is no one like the LORD
(7:5; 8:10; 9:14, 16, 29). Significantly, many other people leave Egypt with the
Israelites (12:38) - a further fulfilment of the promise to Abraham that
blessing would come to all nations (Gen. 12:3)
Closing thought:
What, according to Paul in Galatians 1:3-5, are the three elements of our
redemption (see yesterday’s note).
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Day 133
10.3 Preparing for the Passover

Exodus 12:1-13
Passover night redefines Israel’s problems. Hitherto the people have lived
under the threat of a genocidal king. But now another king is on his way, even
more to be feared than Pharaoh. He is coming in judgement and the ensuing
death of the firstborn shows how real the threat is And with this king there is
no negotiation.
The greater problem Israel faces, and which the book of Exodus sets
out to resolve, is how sinners can fellowship with a God of holiness. God’s
holiness, symbolized by fire, frames the Exodus story (3:1-5; 19:18). But while
Yahweh does not negotiate with sinners, he does make provision for them. See
Extra Note 10.1 below.
Each household must choose a year-old male lamb or goat without any
defect (5). It will take the place of Israel’s firstborn males who are fresh with
the vigour of life. The lamb is to be kept for four days before slaughter,
probably to focus the family’s attention on the cost of their redemption. On
the fourteenth day of the month it is to be killed, some of its blood (the symbol
of life laid down) put on the door-frames and its flesh roasted to provide a
banquet for the family. God is providing protection from his own judgement.
All who shelter in the blood-marked houses will be safe from the destroyer
(23). The meal is to be eaten with an air of haste and expectancy – bread made
without yeast; robes tucked into their belts; sandals on their feet; staffs in
their hands. The Passover anticipates a journey and a new start for Israel.
Imagine the eldest son of a family waking the morning after the
Passover. He hears loud wailing from every Egyptian household. And then he
sees the bones of the Passover lamb. How it must have come home to him:
‘that lamb died in my place’. And the Passover points forward to the NT, for
God is coming again in judgement. No palace or home or hut will be missed.
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But judgement will ‘passover’ all those trusting in the Lamb of God who takes
away the sin of the world (John 1:29). Just as the Passover is marked by a
calendar change (2), so is its fulfilment through Jesus. BC gives way to AD. A
new and climactic redemption has been achieved (1 Pet. 1:18-19).
Closing thought:
Your work alone O Christ, can ease this weight of sin;
Your blood alone, O Lamb of God, can give me peace within. (Horatius Bonar)
Extra Note 10.1: The unique nature of the tenth plague
1. Its outcome is announced beforehand (Exod.11:1). The first nine plagues are
all probationary. With the tenth, however, the trial period is over and the
outcome is certain. This raises the question: why the Passover? The narrative
makes good chronological sense without its inclusion (i.e. with Exod.12:1-28
omitted). This leads to the second unique aspect.
2. God works without human mediation. Previously Moses and Aaron
have been involved in the plagues (e.g. Exod. 7:19; 9:8), now they are mere
spectators. God comes personally to Egypt in judgement (Exod. 11:4). What
message does God want to bring? This brings us to the third aspect.
3. Israel is included in the consequences. Ever since the fourth plague
Israel has been distinguished from the Egyptians and excluded from the
consequences (Exod. 8:22; 9:4, 7, 11, 26; 10:6, 23). Before the tenth plague,
however, Israel is included in the consequences and therefore commanded to
mark their houses with blood (Exod. 12:7). This is a significant moment in the
story. God is revealing his gracious provision for sinners. Israel must take her
stand as the people under the blood of the lamb (Exod. 12:13).
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Day 134
10.4 Commemorating the Passover

Exodus 12:14-28
1. Its importance
The Passover is not only the climax of the ten plagues, but the beginning of a
new nation. It is not only the end of slavery, but the start of a journey. This is
clearly God’s intention outlined in his manifesto statement in Exodus 6: 6-8: ‘I
will free you from being slaves… I will take you as my own people, and I will
be your God… I will bring you to the land.’ The blood of sacrifice delivers
from slavery and creates a new community with a new destiny. And so the
Israelites are not merely to commemorate the Passover, but to celebrate it ...
for the generations to come (14).
Apart from verses 21-23, today’s passage looks forward to the future
with the lasting ordinance of the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread in
the promised land (17, 24-25). So crucial is this ordinance for the rest of the
Bible story that it is to be explained to the children so that it becomes
impressed on the collective consciousness of Israel (26-27; cf. 13:14; Deut.
6:20-23). They are to keep vigil to honour the LORD so that each generation in
turn identifies personally with those who were brought out of Egypt (42).
2. Its observance
For seven days they are to eat bread made without yeast. This is to recall
Israel’s haste in leaving Egypt (39) and to underscore that impurity and
corruption (which yeast often symbolizes) must have no place in their lives.
The observance anticipates the inclusion of aliens who leave Egypt with Israel,
and other Gentiles who will identify with them in the future (19; cf. 48-49).
3. Its significance today (1 Cor. 5:6-8)
Paul urges the Corinthian believers to get rid of flagrant immorality from the
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church community and the yeast of malice and wickedness from their own
lives. The Christian life should be a perpetual feast (lit. let us keep festival)
and a Christian should be characterized by sincerity and truth. Paul gives two
great incentives for this in verse 7:
•

You already have new life through Christ, let this become a reality.

•

Whereas the Israelites removed the yeast in order to keep the Passover,
Christ our Passover has already been sacrificed. It is, therefore, more
than time for Christians to deal with sin!

Closing thought:
Commemoration, celebration (14), explanation (26-27), keeping vigil (42) can these help us in our approach to the Lord’s Supper?
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Day 135
10.5 The Last Supper

Luke 22:7-20
On Thursday the fourteenth of Nissan Jesus sends Peter and John to prepare
for the Passover meal. Just after sunset he and his disciples recline around the
table in an upper room to celebrate Israel’s Exodus from Egypt. The meal’s
main items are the Passover lamb (sacrificed earlier that day in the temple
forecourts and now roasted whole), unleavened bread, and four cups of wine
(the four formal drinkings are a reminder of the four promises of Exodus 6:67). Also on the table would be a bowl of salt water and a collection of bitter
herbs to symbolize the bitterness of Israel’s slavery.
The host would normally retell the story of Israel’s deliverance and
explain the meaning of the symbols before them. Jesus, of course, was the host
on this occasion. But he does something quite breathtaking. He draws the
meaning of the whole meal onto himself, and takes the Passover in a quite new
direction. Jesus tells his disciples, ‘I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover
with you before I suffer’ (15). The next day he would be slain as the perfect
Passover Lamb, thus bringing to fulfilment what the Passover foreshadows.
His death heralds:
1. A new exodus. The Jews had believed for some time that the
original Exodus pointed forward to a new one, when sin, a far greater slavemaster than the Egyptians, would be defeated. Jesus by his actions and words
is saying: ‘that moment has now come’.
2. A new covenant. As the Exodus from Egypt set the stage for the
covenant at Sinai, so the death of Jesus inaugurates a new covenant. ‘This cup
is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you’ (2o) are words
which echo the old covenant ritual (Exod. 24:8).
3. A new meal. At a certain stage in the proceedings Jesus seems to
have set the Passover lamb aside and put himself, so to speak, in its place on
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the table saying, ‘This is my body…’ (19). So the Passover feast merges into the
Lord’s Supper.
4. A new hope. Jesus rises again victoriously, so the Lord’s Supper is
not a funeral wake, but an anticipatory feast of the final wedding supper of the
Lamb (16-18; cf. 1 Cor. 11:26; Rev. 19:7- 9).
Closing thought:
‘Father, help me to live as though Christ died yesterday, is risen today and
coming tomorrow.’
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Day 136
10.6 Consecration of the firstborn – an
overview
Here is a theme which seems obscure, but which takes us to the root of godly
living. In Exodus 13:1-2, 11-16 (please read) further instructions are given for
life in Canaan. Because Israel’s firstborn sons and animals are spared from the
tenth plague they are to be consecrated to the LORD. But, as we have seen, the
LORD considered Israel to be his firstborn son (Exod. 4:22; Day 125). So these
firstborn sons represent the whole nation. Later we discover that the tribe of
Levi (set aside to assist Aaron and his family in their priestly duties) is
accepted in the place of the firstborn of the Exodus generation (Num. 3:11-16).
Because, however, there are 273 more firstborn sons than there are Levites, a
tax of five shekels each is paid to redeem the excess sons (Num. 3:39-51). In
time, this became the redemption price for all firstborn sons (Num.
18:14-16).
So Israel is not intended to forget God’s mercy to her in Egypt. That
memory is to be kept alive in ways that impinge intimately and regularly on
their lives – the annual celebration of the Exodus and the consecration of all
the firstborn males of their livestock. To avoid subsequent generations merely
following tradition each father is to explain to his children the significance of
the redemption of the firstborn. The purpose is clear. Redemption makes its
claim on the redeemed. Fathers are to teach God’s law against the background
of God’s grace.
With Jesus comes a significant twist in the story. The firstborn in Israel
had been protected and redeemed. But Jesus, God’s true firstborn Son (Col.
1:15, 18; Heb. 1:6), far from being protected is not even spared (Rom. 8:32). In
fact, he is offered as the very means of our redemption. And because of this we
belong to the family of the firstborn (Rom. 8:29) and the church of the
firstborn (Heb. 12:23).
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We, too, must never forget the debt we owe. For grace leads to
gratitude and gratitude to godliness. John Newton, before his remarkable
conversion, was a slave-trader and for a period even reduced to being a slave
himself. When he later entered the Christian ministry he printed a text over
his study mantelpiece: ‘You shall remember that you were a slave in the land
of Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed you’ (Deut. 15:15). He never forgot
God’s amazing grace.
Closing thought:
Which NT Scripture might you choose to display? Here are some suggestions:
Romans 12:1; 1 Corinthians 6:19-20; Titus 2:14.
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Day 137
10.7 The Exodus from Egypt

Exodus 14
The Israelites, even as the chosen people, are still Adam’s children outside of
Eden. So the captivity in Egypt and the Exodus are not merely episodes in
Israel’s history. They are designed to demonstrate human bondage to evil, and
the powerful work of God needed to rescue sinners. This is why the Exodus
features so frequently in the rest of Scripture. But today we simply want to
capture the wonder of the original story.
Instead of leading the people by one of the well-known routes out of
Egypt, God brings them into an apparently blind alley against the Sea of Reeds
(13:18 NIV fn.). Pharaoh, regretting the loss of Egypt’s cheap labour - ‘what
have we done?’ (5) - concludes that the Israelites are trapped and mobilizes
the powerful might of his army. But, like a master chess player, God is
inducing Pharaoh to move his king into checkmate without realizing it (3).
And hardening Pharaoh’s heart is part of the strategy (4, 8; see Day 129).
With the desert on one side, the sea on the other and the Egyptian army
bearing down upon them, the Israelites are terrified. They mock Moses. ‘Was
it because there were no graves in Egypt that you brought us to the desert to
die?’ (11). In reality Egypt specialized in graves - about three quarters of its
land area was available for them! Moses replies with the three directives: fear
not, stand firm and be still. ‘The LORD will fight for you’ (13-14). If God brings
his people into difficulties, he finds a way to bring them out. And so it proves.
The angel of God (see Day 84), present in the cloud and fire, places
himself between the Israelites and the Egyptians. When night comes the
Egyptians are in darkness (cf. Josh. 24:7) and unable to reach the Israelites
who are in the light (20) - a kind of re-run of the ninth plague (Exod. 9:23-26).
Nothing could more graphically depict the double nature of God’s glory in
salvation and judgement. At a command from Moses the sea divides and
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Israel, protected from the rear, cross on dry ground (21-22). The Egyptians
eventually pursue them and are thrown into confusion. When Moses stretches
out his hand the walls of water return to their usual place (27). Pharaoh’s
army perishes (28); Israel sees and believes (31; cf. Ps. 106:9-12); Egypt learns
who is LORD and God gains glory for himself (4, 17-18).
Closing thought:
The Exodus is miraculous, and those who believe in the true God need no
explanations. For those who don’t, no explanations will satisfy.
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Day 138
10.8 The exodus from Babylon

Isaiah 43:1-2, 14-21
Since the Exodus from Egypt is the foundational event of Israel’s history we
should not be surprised that it is the pattern used for describing acts of
deliverance in the rest of Scripture, not least in Isaiah (e.g. 44:24-28; 48:2021; 51:9-11). Chapters 40-66 are written against the backdrop of Israel’s
deliverance from exile in Babylon. In both Egypt and Babylon Israel is held on
foreign soil against her will, powerless and desperately needing God to
intervene. Here he tells the people, in effect, ‘I’ve done it before and I’ll do it
again’.
The seemingly impregnable Babylon would herself become powerless
before the greater reality of Israel’s God - the LORD, Redeemer, Holy One,
Creator and King (14-15). The title your Redeemer dominates the second half
of Isaiah (41:14; 43:14; 44:24; 47:4; 48:16; 49:26; 54:5, 8; 60:16; 63:16). The
Hebrew go’el refers to a kinsman-redeemer, one obliged under Israelite law to
assist a relative in distress (e.g. Lev. 25:25; Jer. 32:7). So Yahweh is the
Father-Protector of Israel, who will send his deliverer Cyrus (a future king of
Persia) into Babylon so that her citizens have to scurry away by ship to safety
(14).
But even when Cyrus allows the Israelites to return home they still face
enormous difficulties - a journey of at least four months across harsh terrain,
to a land that has been totally devastated. When the future is too frightening
to contemplate it is sometimes easier to opt for past memories. So the LORD
urges, ‘Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a
new thing’ (18-19). As for the journey, the Israelites have proved before and
will discover again that God can make a way in the desert and streams in the
wasteland (19).
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Verses 1-2 are amongst the tenderest words God has ever spoken to
his children. Read them again. Notice Yahweh does not promise a quick fix or
a trouble-free future, but simply the reality of his sustaining presence. We can
take the words to ourselves with complete propriety for, though living this side
of the cross and empty tomb, we still remain aliens in a hostile world. The Son
of God our Redeemer is also our Trail-blazer (the more literal meaning of
Pioneer - Heb. 2:10, and author - Heb. 12:2). He will bring us safely through
flood and flame.
Closing thought:
There is no danger our Redeemer has not faced; no weakness he has not
experienced; no temptation he has not known.
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Day 139
10.9 The exodus at Jerusalem

Luke 9:28-36
Israel’s modest returns from Babylon in the sixth and fifth centuries BC did not
exhaust Isaiah’s rich exodus language (e.g. 51:10-11). So we find ourselves
being pushed forward in the story to an even greater exodus in the future.
Jesus speaks of it when he takes his inner circle of disciples onto a mountain
to pray and where they become eye-witnesses of his majesty
(2 Pet. 1:16-18). Moses and Elijah appear talking with him about his
departure, [lit. exodus] which he was about to bring to fulfilment at
Jerusalem (31).
1. This exodus and Moses
Moses and Elijah probably represent the beginning and end of Israel’s
anticipated story. Moses was the God-appointed founder of the nation and
Elijah was popularly expected to return to the scene just before the climax of
her story (Mal. 4:5; Matt. 17:9-13). So Israel’s history converges on Jesus. He
is the fulfilment of the law and the prophets. Significantly, both Moses and
Elijah have mountain top experiences followed, as this one was, by ‘the valley
of unbelief’’ (Exod. 32; 1 Kgs. 18-19).
All ears must now be tuned to listen to him - a point dramatically made
as Moses and Elijah disappear from view. When Jesus stands alone, a voice
from the cloud says: ‘This is my son … listen to him’ (35). Like Moses, Jesus
descends from the mountain to find an unbelieving and perverse generation
(41; cf. Exod 32). Nevertheless, he resolutely sets out for Jerusalem (51),
leading an uncomprehending company of followers who are to become the
new Israel (cf. Mark 10:32-34). There he will bring all God’s people out of the
slavery of sin and death and ultimately into the promised inheritance, the new
creation.
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How wonderful for Moses to learn that the Exodus from Egypt pictures
a greater exodus and a greater deliverer. And what a conversation they must
have had. We can imagine Moses and Elijah pleading with Jesus: ‘tell us more
about the fulfilment at Jerusalem; more about the blessings of the cross’ and
learning that every lamb slain and every prophecy made have been pointing to
this time. Clearly this exodus is the great theme of the ages.
2. This exodus and Peter
The transfiguration of Jesus had a powerful effect on Peter and is obviously in
is mind when he describes his own death as ‘an exodus’ (2 Pet. 1:15 lit.).
Because Jesus has gone before and taken the sting and bitterness out of death,
then dieing for Peter (even violent death cf. John 21:18-19) is simply breaking
camp and moving on to be with Christ (2 Pet. 1:13-14). And it’s the same now
for all God’s children!
Closing thought:
If what happened at Jerusalem was the great talking point then (31), should it
not be now?
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Day 140
10.10 The exodus and the Christian

Galatians 1:1-5; Colossians 1:9-14
What Jesus achieved at Jerusalem has to become real in Christian experience.
Paul describes this reality in today’s passages. When he speaks of God
rescuing people from one kingdom and transferring them to another, he has
the Exodus from Egypt in mind. To become a Christian is to leave the ‘Egypt’
of sin and gratefully embrace the promised inheritance. Let’s trace the
journey.
1. Our bondage (Gal. 1:3-4). We need to be rescued from the
present evil age (or from the dominion of darkness Col. 1:13). The Bible
divides history into two ages: ‘this age’ and ‘the age to come’ (see Day 5). But
through Jesus the new age is already inaugurated. The future has broken into
the present, even though the old has not passed away. We live in an evil world
whose outlook is governed by the present and therefore characterized by
materialism and ‘short-termism’. Its values, opinions and morality are shaped
by the present evil age. This is what we have been rescued from! And it
naturally brings tension into Christian experience. We are to live in this age
the life of the age to come.
2. Our rescue (Gal. 1:3-4). Sin is against God and ruptures our
relationship with him, bringing guilt and condemnation. Jesus gave himself
for our sins taking the condemnation we deserve. But amazingly, it was the
Father who planned the rescue - it is according to the will of our God and
Father. So while the essence of sin is putting ourselves in God’s place, the
essence of salvation is God putting himself in our place. What a reversal! What
a Redeemer!
3. Our inheritance (Col. 1:12-14). The Father has qualified you to
share in the inheritance (lit. ‘the portion of the lot’). Just as the promised land
was apportioned among the tribes of Israel, so we are made fit to share in
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Christ’s inheritance. Using OT concepts, Paul describes how this happens.
Redemption is the word for the freeing of a slave, and forgiveness the word for
the release of debt in the Year of Jubilee (cf. Deut. 15:1-3). But now the
freedom and forgiveness come through Jesus, in whom we have redemption.
So Christians are already resettled in a kingdom of light (12), love (13), and
liberty (14), with a fuller realization of that inheritance to come in the future.
Closing thought:
The only fitting response to undeserved love is unreserved loyalty.
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Day 141
10.11 The song of Moses

Exodus 15:1-21
The fear and amazement of the Israelites (Exod. 14:31) now gives way to
praise. The song of Moses, exuberantly taken up by Miriam (20-21), celebrates
the overthrow of the Egyptian forces and confidently looks forward to Israel’s
entry into the promised land. It carries important implications for today.
1. The grounds for true praise (1-12)
True, biblical praise is a joyful recital of who God is and what he has done. In
Moses this is expressed in a healthy blend of personal intimacy and profound
awe. ‘The LORD is my strength… my song… my salvation’. The God of past
generations becomes my God in present experience (2). But there is also deep
admiration. ‘Who is like you - majestic in holiness, awesome in glory,
working wonders?’ (11). Just as the memory of the Exodus is preserved in the
Passover, so this song is kept alive in numerous psalms (e.g. 66:3-6; 77:13-20;
78:13, 52-54; 106:9-12; 118:14; 136:13-16). Israel is never intended to forget
her redemption. Neither must we.
In both cases judgement is a necessary part of the story. In the Exodus
from Egypt God saves the life of his son, Israel, by killing his enemies. In the
exodus at Jerusalem (yesterday’s theme), however, God does not spare his Son
Jesus in order to save his enemies (Rom. 8:32). Surely nobody should sing
more than freed slaves and forgiven enemies.
2. The grounds for true confidence (13-18)
‘In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed… to your
holy dwelling’ (13). What God has done inspires confidence in his promises
for the future. As the waters of the Red Sea parted to let Israel cross, so God
will cause the petrified nations to allow his people to reach his holy dwelling
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(14-16). Is this referring to Mount Sinai (their immediate destination), the
land of Canaan, or the temple at Jerusalem? (17) In the final analysis these
options meld together in God’s purpose. The revelation of himself at Sinai is a
prelude to his presence as king in the land and temple.
And all this stems from God’s unfailing love – Hebrew hesed, which in
the OT indicates God’s commitment to his covenant. And we who live under
God’s new covenant can look forward with total confidence to all that the
promised land symbolizes (see Days 81-82). That, however, will only come in
its fulness after the singing of another song - and to that we will turn
tomorrow.
Closing thought:
‘Ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven, who like me his praise should sing?’
(Henry F. Lyte). Read Leviticus 26:13 and hold your head up high!
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Day 142
10.12 The song of the Lamb

Revelation 15:1-4
Throughout the history of the world God’s acts of judgement are foretastes of
his final wrath. This can be seen in the record before and after today’s passage.
In Revelation chs. 6-11 God’s judgements in history are revealed by the
opening of the seven seals; announced by the seven angels, sounding seven
trumpets; taking the form of seven plagues.
In Revelation 15:5-16:21 God’s final judgements take the form of seven
last plagues; poured out from seven bowls, by seven angels.
With these last plagues God’s wrath is completed (1), but as a prelude
to them, John briefly describes the scene after they have happened (2-4).
We view the events, as it were, from the far side of the sea. There stands a
victorious crowd celebrating their deliverance and singing the song of Moses
and of the Lamb. The Exodus under Moses and the exodus through Christ are
now set to one tune, for the first prefigures the greater deliverance achieved by
the Lamb. (See Extra Note 10:2 below.)
The theme of the song is God’s deeds, ways and name. His deeds are
great and marvellous; his ways (the principles underlying his deeds) are just
and true. So glory is brought to his name - shorthand for all that he is, and
has accomplished. Whereas the first Exodus inspired terror in the pagan
nations (Exod. 15:14-16), here the nations see God’s righteous acts and come
and worship before him (4). The truth concerning the nations is double-edged.
Those who disregard the warning judgements and harden their hearts are
subject to the final judgement. But, in keeping with Psalm 86:8-10, Christ’s
death redeems people from all nations (Rev. 5:9-10). If this triumphant note
slips from view for a while as the visions of final judgement take their course
(chs. 17-19), it returns in the vision of the new Jerusalem (21:24-26).
Many bewildering things happen in the world today and sometimes in
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our own lives. Not surprisingly, there are times when we wonder whether God
really is in control. What a consolation it is, therefore, to have this song of the
church triumphant from the far side of the sea. When our salvation is
complete we will not hesitate to join in the song. But why wait? Let us sing it
now by faith.
Closing thought:
Those who sing the song are the ones described as overcomers in each of the
letters to the seven churches. Look up the promises made to them in 2:7, 11,
17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21. No wonder they are singing!
Extra Note 10.2: The Exodus in the Book of Revelation
The deliverance achieved by Jesus, the new Moses, through his death and
resurrection is, in reality, the first part of a two-stage process. The second
stage comes to its climax at his second coming. So the Exodus theme reaches
its final stages in Revelation. The two series of seven plagues, associated with
the trumpets (8:6-9:21) and bowls (16:1-21), resemble those of the Exodus
from Egypt. God’s judgments are abroad in the earth and will come to a final
climax. But because the status of Egypt, as the symbol of worldly opposition to
God, is later given to Babylon, it is the fall of this city that serves to picture the
final downfall of God’s enemies (chs. 17-18). This also gives added significance
to the exodus from Babylon in Isaiah 43 (Day 138).
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Chapter Eleven: The Covenant at
Sinai
1. Introduction, Day 143
2. Water in the desert (Exodus 15:22-27; 17:1-7), Day 144
3. Food in the desert (Exodus 16), Day 145
4. God’s people and grumbling, Day 146
5. Jesus the true bread (John 6:25-51), Day 147
6. The defeat of the Amalakites (Exodus 17:8-16), Day 148
7. Israel’s covenant privilege (Exodus 19:1-8), Day 149
8. Israel’s covenant responsibility (Exodus 19:1-8), Day 150
9. The new people of God (1 Peter 2:4-12), Day 151
10. Preparing to meet God (Exodus 19:9-25), Day 152
11. Mount Sinai and Mount Zion (Hebrews 12:18-29), Day 153
12. The Ten Commandments (Exodus 20), Day 154
13. Three annual festivals (Exodus 23:14-19), Day 155
14. Israel’s covenant obligation (Leviticus 26), Day 156
15. Israel’s motivation and ours (Deuteronomy 6), Day 157
16. The law and the promise (Galatians 3:15-25), Day 158
17. The covenant confirmed (Exodus 24:1-12), Day 159
18. The old and the new covenant (Hebrews 9:11-28), Day 160
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Day 143
11.1 Introduction
With Egypt behind her, Israel now spends a lengthy period in the desert. Not
until Joshua 3, over forty years later, do the Israelites enter the promised land
This chapter is in two parts:
1. The journey to Mount Sinai
(Days 144-148)
God takes his people by the hand and patiently teaches them who he is. But
have their desert experiences any significance for us today? Paul says these
things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings
for us, on whom the fulfilment of the ages has come (1 Cor. 10:11). The writer
of Hebrews sees Jesus as a new Moses and his people as the new Israel. In
other words, the NT recognizes that the church is, in certain respects,
analogous to Israel in the desert. Both have been brought out of bondage and
both journey towards the promised rest. We are to be encouraged that Jesus is
the true bread from heaven, and his people need never again hunger or thirst
(John 6:32-35; 7:37-39; Rev. 2:17). On the other hand, as we shall discover in
chapter 13, there are warnings to be heeded (1 Cor. 10:1-13; Heb. 3:6b-19). So,
there is much for us to learn from this part of the story.
2. The covenant at Mount Sinai
(Days 149-160)
This is one of the key events of the OT and crucial to our understanding of the
rest of the story. Let us step back and briefly try to see its place in the whole
story.
(i) Its function. We have already seen how the promises made in the
covenant with Abraham drive forward God’s saving purposes to Christ and the
new covenant. Why then the covenant at Sinai? The answer is: it grows out of
and serves the covenant with Abraham.
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God chooses to be known as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, a
description that shows him to be the God of promise and fulfilment. The
descendants of Jacob (renamed Israel) eventually become a nation. At Sinai,
therefore, Yahweh rephrases his promises to Abraham in terms which are
appropriate to Israel’s new existence as such. As the story moves forward to
Christ, the covenant at Sinai serves God’s promissory covenant.
The law is not the promise; it is a covenant distinct from the promise
covenant. It establishes the conditions under which the terms of the promise
could be maintained. The promise is the eternal expression of God’s will. The
law is the temporary framework that prescribed the terms of obedience for the
people of God in the Mosaic era.19
Our trips down the theology line into the NT (Day 151, Day 153, Day
158, Day 160) serve to highlight our tremendous privilege as God’s people
under the new covenant. But this does not mean introducing a law-grace
antithesis into the story. The law is given to an already redeemed people.
God’s first words at Sinai (Exod. 19:4) and his introduction to the Ten
Commandments (Exod. 20:2) are both words of grace.
(ii) Its terms. God as king is to be central in every aspect of the
nation’s life – their relationships with God, with one another, and with the
people living around them. The law is the LORD saying, ‘I love you, I have
redeemed you and I will bless you; so live as loved, redeemed and blessed
people.’ The terms of the covenant are the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:117) which give the basic principles for holy living as a nation, and the Book of
the Covenant (Exod. 21:1-23:19) shows how these are applied to particular
situations (e.g. 21:22-25).
This ‘charter’ is a lot briefer than similar law codes in the ancient world,
19

Thomas E. McComiskey, The Covenants of Promise (IVP, 1985), p. 73.
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suggesting that the laws are examples to be applied as new circumstances
arise. This assures the continual relevance of the law. While the judges and
priests seek to interpret and apply it, the prophets act as Israel’s ‘covenant
watchdogs’, monitoring the people’s faithfulness and calling them back to
Yahweh. The godly in Israel delight in God’s law. It brings them to look for the
promised Saviour. But the nation as a whole is viewed like small children
needing a childminder. That is the function of the law. It supervises them until
Christ comes and the Spirit is given (Gal. 3:24; 4:1-7).
As the OT progresses, the human application of the law becomes
increasingly oppressive. The tradition of the rabbis (oral law), legalism, and
keeping the law for its own sake, hinder the Jews from seeing God’s spiritual
purposes. It becomes an outward burden rather than an inward joy.
Closing thought:
At this point in the story let us each ask, ‘Am I living this day as a loved,
redeemed and blessed child of God?’
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Day 144
11.2 Water in the desert

Exodus 15:22-27; 17:1-7
Israel in the desert is soon confronted with the stark reality of a shortage of
water. After travelling for three days without it, they find some, only to
discover it tastes bitter (Hebrew = Marah – probably an intentional reminder
of the bitterness of life in Egypt; cf. 1:14). But if the bitter water evokes
memories of the past, the reference to God’s law (15:25) gives a glimpse into
the future. God seems to be saying: ‘Be faithful to me and you will never relive
the horrors of Egypt’ (15:26). But at Rephidim Israel again tests God (17:2, 7).
At the end of forty years in the desert, however, Israel will once more find
herself in the Desert of Sin only to test God in exactly the same way (Num.
20:1-13). Thus the two incidents frame the whole desert period as one of
rebellion.
Such an attitude is all the more remarkable in the light of what has
recently happened. In the previous six months the Israelites have witnessed
the ten plagues, the pillar of cloud and fire, the opening and closing of the Red
Sea, the sweetening of bitter water and the provision of food. Yet still they ask,
‘Is the LORD among us or not?’ (17:7). Moses is told to strike a rock with the
staff with which he struck the Nile (17:5), showing that he who was LORD in
Egypt is still LORD in the desert. This is what Israel finds so hard to grasp, and
the memory of her failure is perpetuated in Scripture through the names
Massah, meaning testing, and Meribah, meaning quarrelling (cf. Num. 20:13,
24; Deut. 6:16; 33:8; Pss. 95:8; 106:32; Heb. 3:8, 15). Clearly this incident is
intended to stand as a permanent warning against testing God.
What we see around us in the world today (or can’t see in the church!)
sometimes seems so real that doubt can become our travelling companion. We
wonder: ‘Is there a God who loves us and values us or are we simply part of a
meaningless, mechanical universe?’ Forgetting God’s past provision we begin
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to walk by sight rather than faith. But God is gracious. He does not abandon
his people in their ‘desert experiences’. In 1 Corinthians 10:4 Paul makes use
of a Jewish legend which said that the rock Moses struck followed the
Israelites through the desert. ‘Yes’, Paul says, ‘a rock did accompany Israel,
and that rock was Christ. He was the source of all their blessings in the
desert’. And since Pentecost, how much greater is the reality of his presence
and power to thirsty Christians. Read John 7:37-39.
Closing thought:
Psalms 42 describes a ‘desert experience’ (1-3) and the way the psalmist deals
with it. He remembers the good times of the past (4) and anticipates their
return (5).
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Day 145
11.3 Food in the desert

Exodus 16
When Israel’s food reserves are exhausted, instead of praying to God, the
people sarcastically romanticize their experience of slavery. They grumble
against Moses and Aaron (2-3), but in reality they are grumbling against God
himself (7-8). Yet God graciously sends quail each evening and a bread-like
substance called manna each morning (15; the Hebrew = ‘man hu’ = ‘What is
it?’). Quail, a partridge-like bird, migrate in large flocks from the south each
spring and return in the autumn. They fly near the ground and so can easily be
caught. The provision of manna will continue for forty years until Israel
reaches the border of Canaan (35) when it will miraculously cease (Josh. 5:12).
Notice again how desert experiences are intended to be remembered. A jar of
manna is to be kept in the Tabernacle (cf. Heb. 9:4) as a reminder for the
generations to come that God provided their daily bread (32-33).
Let us learn that when God tests his people, he does so for their
own good (16:4; cf. 15:25-26). The desert tests are not to prove that the
Israelites are somehow worthy of God. These are the people he has bought
(15:16) and with whom he wants a relationship. The provision of this food
teaches Israel (and us) how to relate to God in daily trust and obedience. Gods
wants his people to live in a state of daily dependence on him (16-18; cf. Luke
11:3) and not to hoard the provision he gives (19-20). On the sixth day they are
to gather twice as much food because the seventh day is a holy Sabbath to the
LORD (22-26). When he ceases from his work of supplying food, they must not
attempt to gather it (27-30). This first mention of Sabbath in Scripture is a
gentle preparation for the fourth commandment (Exod. 20:8-11).
Read Deuteronomy 8:2-3, 16-18. God tests Israel:
•

to know what was in her heart

•

to cause her to live on his word
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•

to bring her to humble dependence upon him

These great purposes are summed up in the words of Moses in Exodus 20:20 ‘Do not be afraid. God has come to test you so that the fear of God will be
with you to keep you from sinning.’ When we fear God and fear sin, we need
fear nothing else.
Closing thought:
Sometimes God graciously allows us to experience the fruit of our own selfcentredness that we might put him once again at the centre of our lives.

333

Day 146
11.4 God’s people and grumbling – an
overview
The beginning of Israel’s period in the desert was characterized by grumbling
(Exod. 15:24; 16:2, 7-9, 12). Yet in spite of God’s gracious provision for them,
the Israelites are still grumbling fifteen months later on the border of the
promised land (Num. 11:4, 10; 14:2, 27-29, 36). This is yet another desert
episode recorded to be remembered by future generations (Pss. 78; 106) and
taken up by Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:1-13 (Day 195). So prominently does the
theme of grumbling feature in the Bible that we are setting aside today to
focus on it.
Psalm 106 emphasizes not only the fact of Israel’s grumbling, but the
thoughtlessness that lay behind it. Read verses 1-15, 24-25. Observe: When
our fathers were in Egypt, they gave no thought to your miracles; they
did not remember your many kindnesses. (7) But they soon forgot what
he had done. (13) They forgot the God who saved them. (21) Though it only
took one night to take Israel out of Egypt, it took forty years to take Egypt out
of Israel. Just as the psalmist, on behalf of his own generation, confesses, We
have sinned even as our fathers did (6), so there is no reason why we today
should exclude ourselves. We too have selective memories – dwelling on our
difficulties and forgetting God’s goodness and his goals for us. One remedy is
to spend more time (as the psalmists do) pondering God’s mercies and singing
his praises.
We who live after Jesus have so much more to celebrate. Unlike Israel,
Jesus was the obedient Son who did not succumb to the hardship and
temptations of the desert (Day 51). His food was to do his Father’s will (John
4:34) even though that meant death on a cross. His attitude provides a model
for the behaviour of Christians (Phil. 2:4-8, 14). Surely the behaviour of those
who have experienced the new exodus through Jesus should transcend that of
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the Exodus generation. No wonder James exhorts, Don’t grumble against
each other (Jas. 5:9) and Peter, Offer hospitality to one another without
grumbling. (1 Pet. 4:9)
But Christians should not confuse grumbling with groaning. It is the
Holy Spirit who causes us to groan (Rom. 8:23). Aware of our imperfections
we groan for completion – the redemption of our bodies. We groan because
we have our eyes on the goal (Rom. 8:28-29); we grumble because we have
taken our eyes off it. One is legitimate and healthy; the other is an expression
of practical atheism.
Closing thought:
Praise the LORD, O my soul; all my inmost being praise his holy name.
Praise the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits. (Ps. 103:1-2)
Lest I forget Gethsemane, lest I forget your agony;
lest I forget your love for me, lead me to Calvary. (Jennie E. Mussey)

335

Day 147
11.5 Jesus the true bread

John 6:25-51
In John’s Gospel miracles are regarded as signs (26; cf. 6:14) telling people
who Jesus is and why he has come. The day after the feeding of 5,000 men,
the crowd pursue Jesus to Capernaum. He tells them that God the Father has
placed his seal of approval on him (27). What Jesus does bears God’s
hallmark. They are the kind of things that, in Israel’s Scriptures, God himself
did. So we shouldn’t be surprised that Jesus’ miraculous provision of bread in
John 6 has clear echoes of God’s provision of manna – a large crowd (2) ; a
remote place (Mark 6:35); people thinking primarily on the material level
(26); people who even respond by grumbling (41, 43, 61). The crowd seek
Jesus:
For the wrong reason (26-27). They are materialists with their own
agenda (cf. 15). Jesus insists that only bread from heaven can satisfy people
created with eternity set in their hearts (Eccles. 3:11).
In the wrong way (28-29). They think in terms of earning God’s
approval rather than trusting in Jesus. So they want more evidence – a greater
provision than that of the Exodus generation (30-31). Jesus, however, speaks
of the Father’s gift of the true bread (32). The word ‘true’ does not mean what
is not false (the manna was real enough), but what is perfect and complete (cf.
the true vine - John 15:1). Jesus is that true bread.
•

The manna was food that spoils (when left overnight). Jesus is food
that endures to eternal life (27).

•

The manna was only for Israel. Jesus gives life to the world (33).

•

The manna met only physical need (49). Jesus satisfies fully now, and
for eternity (35, 40, 51; cf. John 4:13-15; Rev. 7:14-16).

To today’s ‘crowd’, seeking to fill the inner emptiness of its heart by
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experimenting with every form of material, physical and spiritual palliative,
the words of Jesus strike home with refreshing relevance: ‘he who comes to
me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.’
The ‘coming’ and ‘believing’ of verse 35 are in the present tense, expressing
continuous practice. As Hudson Taylor, the pioneer missionary, expressed it:‘
The habit of coming in faith to him is incompatible with unmet hunger and
thirst.’
Closing thought:
Gazing into the baker’s window won’t satisfy our hunger; neither will merely
admiring Jesus. We must taste and see that the LORD is good (Ps. 34:8; cf. 1
Pet. 2:2-3).
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Day 148
11.6 The defeat of the Amalakites

Exodus 17:8-16
Here is one more ‘desert experience’ before the Israelites arrive at Mount
Sinai. The first two concerned the provision of water and food; this one
records their first military encounter as freed slaves. The Amalakites are
poised to prevent Israel’s arrival at Sinai and, therefore, Canaan. If they
succeed the Exodus may just as well not have happened. Their unprovoked
attack draws the anger of God because, according to Deuteronomy 25:17-18,
Israel is weary and worn out; the weak and vulnerable were attacked first;
and the Amalakites have no fear of God. They refuse to recognize that Israel is
not just another nation, but God’s vehicle to bring redemption to the world.
Joshua (mentioned here for the first time) chooses his men. Meanwhile
Moses, assisted by Aaron and Hur, stand on top of the hill holding aloft the
staff of God. While his hands are held up the Israelites prevail in the battle.
What is the significance of this?
God will be victorious over all those who oppose his kingdom.
Moses’ staff was initially a sign to the Israelites of the presence and power of
their covenant God (Exod. 4:1-5, 20). It was used in the plague narratives
(Exod. 8:5; 9:22-23; 10:12-13 – notice the stretched out hand); the parting of
the sea (Exod. 14:16); and the striking of the rock (Exod. 17:5-6). Israel is
being taught to anticipate another act of deliverance by the God of the Exodus.
He will fight for them, but they also must be involved. The staff in Moses’
hand and the sword in Joshua’s are both needed.
Like the other desert lessons this one is also intended to be
remembered. The scroll and the altar, named The LORD is my Banner, are to
remind Israel, and particularly Joshua (their future leader) of God’s ultimate
victory. The war with the Amalakites will continue from generation to
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generation, but eventually the LORD will completely erase their memory (1416; see Deut. 25:19; 1 Sam. chs. 15; 30). Looking at this incident in the context
of the total story, the Amalakites and others are merely an expression of a
greater battle being waged between the forces of God and Satan (Day 46).
Christ has already gained the ultimate victory (Col. 2:15) and one day it will
become clear to all. In the meantime, our memorial is a cross and an empty
tomb.
Closing thought:
Read Psalm 83:1-8, 18 (notice Amalek in verse 7) and turn these words into a
prayer for the church today.
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Day 149
11.7 Israel’s covenant privilege

Exodus 19:1-8
This passage about God’s covenant at Sinai is so important we will consider it
over two days looking both at Israel’s privilege and responsibility. Hardly
three months have passed since this motley collection of redeemed slaves
joined in the Exodus celebration-song that ended with the affirmation: ‘The
LORD will reign for ever and ever’ (Exod. 15:18). Now they are about to learn
what Yahweh’s kingship means in practice as they are forged into his covenant
partner and trusted with his redemption plan for the world. Israel will remain
camped at the foot of Sinai for almost a year and for fifty nine chapters (Num.
10:11).
God’s Sinai covenant is what the NT refers to as the old or first
covenant (e.g. 2 Cor. 3:14; Heb. 8:7, 13; 9:15, 18). Though a distinct covenant,
it grows out of God’s prior covenant with Abraham (Exod. 2:24; 3:15; 6:1-8).
What has been promised to Abraham is confirmed and filled out in terms that
are appropriate to Israel’s new existence as a nation. God promised Abraham,
‘through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed’ (Gen. 22:18).
Israel is chosen out of all nations because, says Yahweh, the whole earth is
mine (5).
Israel’s amazing privilege is poetically described in verse 4: ‘You
yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles’
wings and brought you to myself.’ When young eagles begin to fly, the mother
bird hovers beneath them ready to give support on her outstretched wings to
her weak and tired offspring (see Deut. 32:9-11). So God has graciously
brought his people out of Egypt and carried them through the desert to meet
him at Sinai. No wonder the LORD describes them as my treasured possession
(5). The single Hebrew word refers to what has been carefully set aside for
personal use – i.e. chosen out of all the nations (Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18; Ps.
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135:4).
The choice of Israel, however, is not an end in itself. Privilege brings
responsibility as we shall see tomorrow. Those who remain faithful to Yahweh
(the true Israel) will be seen for what they are at the final judgment: ‘They will
be mine,’ says the LORD Almighty, ‘in the day when I make up my treasured
possession.’ (Mal. 3:17).
Closing thought:
Read Titus 2:14. What are the parallels between Israel’s experience and ours?
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Day 150
11.8 Israel’s covenant responsibility

Exodus 19:1-8
Israel’s privilege is astounding. God passes over the more powerful
civilizations like China or Egypt and selects Israel to be his treasured
possession (Deut. 26:18-19; cf. 32:8-9). Israel is chosen for the sake of all the
nations, and the challenge the Israelites face (as the church still does) is to
avoid reducing the God of the whole earth to a national or racial god. Their
calling and responsibility is brought out in the two titles used in verse 6.
1. A kingdom of priests
The later role of priests within Israel (Exod. chs. 28-29) helps us to
understand God’s intention for the whole community. Israel’s priests are to
mediate between God and the nation. So Israel as a whole is to mediate
between God and the other nations. Through their priesthood Israel is to
make God known to them, and, in some strange way, to intercede for the
world and echo its groanings for redemption. What is envisaged is a kingdom
run not by politicians exercising authority, but by priests exercising faith.
2. A holy nation
The two titles, though distinct, are closely related. God desires that the nations
would form a proper estimate of his holiness as they see it reflected in Israel’s
holiness. Israel is to demonstrate life under God’s kingship as a model of what
God intends for the whole earth. Usually Yahweh calls the Israelites ‘a people’
and everyone else a nation. The use of the word nation here takes us back to
his promise to make Abraham a great nation (Gen.12:2). It signals that what
happens at Sinai is to be seen in conjunction with that promise. Israel as a
holy nation is to be a new prototype-humanity, reflecting God’s life and love to
the rest of creation. What a responsibility!
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Moses returns from the mountain and reports God’s word to the elders,
presumably with the people listening in. All are prepared to accept the
covenant even before the details of God’s will are made known (8). These
follow in chapters 20-24. Israel knows that the God who has redeemed them
from the tyrannical regime of Egypt is hardly likely to introduce them to a new
kind of bondage. And that is certainly true of us who live in new covenant
times.
Closing thought:
What do you make of the ominous ‘if’ standing over the ‘you will be’ of verses
5-6? Is there any realistic hope of the nations being blessed?
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Day 151
11.9 The new people of God

1 Peter 2:4-12
As a nation Israel failed to enjoy her covenant privilege and meet her covenant
responsibility. What now of God’s promise to Abraham and his plan to bless
the nations? Today’s passage answers this question. Ultimately there was only
one completely faithful Israelite and Peter describes a new multinational
community built on him. Jesus Christ is the chosen and precious cornerstone,
the only foundation who can bear the weight of such a vast edifice. He is the
living Stone and all who come to him – resting on him like a stone on its
foundation – become living stones in a spiritual house (4-5). By applying the
language of Exodus 19 to this new community, Peter shows how they fulfil the
mission given to Israel and the promise given to Abraham. They are:
1. A holy nation
Peter is writing mainly to Gentiles (e.g. 4:3). They are finding the Christian life
tough and costly and he wants to encourage them. So he takes the great
institutions enjoyed by Israel – temple, priesthood, nationhood – and shows
how they now apply to all believers. We can almost hear their gasp of
astonishment on hearing verse 5 for the first time: you also … Then in verse
10, Peter, like Paul (Rom. 9:23-26), extends Hosea’s promise to Israel to
include Gentile believers (Hos. 1:10; 2:23). By God’s grace, alienated Gentiles
are now in God’s covenant family; ‘nobodies’ have become ‘somebodies’.
2. A royal priesthood
This is how the Greek OT translates ‘a kingdom of priests’. So the new nation
is not based on geographical boundaries but on allegiance to the king – hence,
a royal priesthood. The church doesn’t have a priesthood, it is one. We rightly
speak of ‘the priesthood of all believers’. As a priesthood, Christians offer the
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spiritual sacrifices of:
•

consecrated living (Rom. 12:1)

•

continuous praise (Heb. 13:15)

•

gospel proclamation (Rom. 15:16)

•

practical care (Heb. 13:16)

As with Israel, privilege brings obligation, you are … that you may … (9).
Singing someone’s praises means speaking well of that person. We should
declare God’s praises. Our song has the greatest theme – redemption (9b),
and it is set to the sweetest tune – mercy (10). We have been brought out of
darkness to live as children of light (cf. Eph. 5:8-11; 1 Thess.
5:4-6), and must respond to false accusations with good deeds. Then pagans
will glorify God on the day he visits them with salvation (12; cf. Matt. 5:16).
Closing thought:
Failure to witness stems not only from cold feet, but cold hearts. Let us never
forget, we have received mercy.
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Day 152
11.10 Preparing to meet God

Exodus 19:9-25
The Israelites finally arrive at Mount Sinai to enter into a covenant with
Yahweh. But now the time has come, only Moses is permitted a personal
encounter. The rest find they are kept at arm’s length. The LORD will come to
Moses in a dense cloud, but speaks in earshot of the people (9). The Israelites
are summoned to a three-day period of consecration, expressed through the
ritual washing of their clothes and abstinence from sexual relations. On the
third day, thunder, lightening and a thick cloud combine with a very loud
trumpet blast, causing everyone in the camp to tremble. Then the LORD
descends accompanied by some kind of earthquake so that the whole
mountain trembles violently.
A fence is constructed around the base of the mountain to keep the
people from approaching too near. Any person or animal breaking through the
fence and touching the mountain will be put to death. Essentially the same
warning is repeated three times (12-13,
21-22, 24). In the light of their great privilege, why are the Israelites being
overwhelmed by such a dramatic display? (cf. Judg. 5:4-5) It serves to impress
two things on them:
1. The majesty of their covenant God
Through the covenant at Sinai, Israel is entering into a new relationship with
God. But do they really know what he is like? Just as Moses had to remove his
sandals before he could approach God (3:5), so the Israelites learn that,
though Yahweh calls them his ‘son’, they cannot trip lightly into his presence.
He is a majestic king and approaching him is a serious matter. A little
trembling is certainly not out of place (16).
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2. The seriousness of their covenant commitment
The terms of the Sinai covenant (God’s commandments and laws) are
intended to govern Israel’s whole way of life as God’s special people. They are
the nation’s constitution. This is why the Ten Commandments (or words 20:1) are described as the words of the covenant (Exod. 34:28; Deut. 4:13);
and God’s laws (chs.21-22) as the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 24:7). No
wonder God wants to impress upon them the solemn nature of their
commitment. In the light of Israel’s recent track record, their speedy response:
‘We will do everything the LORD has said’ (8), may have an element of
glibness about it.
Closing thought:
Is there any place for trembling before God under the new covenant? (Reflect
on Heb. 10:26-31; 1 Pet. 1:17; 1 John 4:18.)
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Day 153
11.11 Mount Sinai and Mount Zion

Hebrews 12:18-29
The writer of Hebrews is highlighting the difference between the old and new
covenants by making two contrasts: the first immensely glorious; the second
intensely solemn.
1. Two mounts (18-24)
Christians have not come to Mount Sinai with its terror and trembling, but to
Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem (cf. 11:10). This is the headquarters of the
living God (22) who is moving history to its conclusion. We have come to the
church of the firstborn – all those united to Jesus, the firstborn par excellence
(see Day 136). Here are thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful
assembly. What a glorious reality for a minority sect! Here, too, are the spirits
of righteous men made perfect – believers of pre-Christian days who could
not be made perfect until the new covenant (23; cf. 11:39-40).
The crowning glory, however, is Jesus himself, the mediator of a new
covenant. Whereas, Abel’s blood cried out for vengeance, his cries out for
acceptance (24). It is a dramatic and exhilarating picture. And to this heavenly
Jerusalem believers have already come (22). The church has no roof or
walls. This heavenly reality is the true context of our lives, more real than
gravity itself. We can enjoy as much of its light and joy as our faith will receive.
2. Two shakings (25-29)
The shaking earth at Sinai now gives way to something far more tumultuous:
the final shaking of not only the earth, but also the heavens (26). As a result,
everything transient, temporary and second-rate will fall away. What endures
for God’s people is an unshakeable kingdom – a new creation (27). But this
breathtaking promise comes with two attachments:
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(i) A warning (25). We must never despise God’s gracious provision.
If those who refused to listen to Moses found themselves in dire trouble, how
much more will those who refuse to listen to Jesus (cf. 2:1-4).
(ii) An implication (28-29). The fire of Sinai may be a thing of the
past, but the blazing fire of God’s holy, jealous and righteous love can never be
extinguished. What is different now is not God’s holiness, but the new and
living way Jesus has opened into his awesome presence (10:19-22). Our lives,
therefore, must be characterized not only by thankfulness and joy, but also by
reverence and awe.
Closing thought:
Because we have come to the heavenly assembly that functions continually,
the whole of life is corporate worship.
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Day 154
11.12 The Ten Commandments

Exodus 20
The Decalogue (‘ten words’) is the high point of the covenant mediated by
Moses. We note four things concerning it.
1. Its form
The Decalogue follows the pattern of a covenant treaty well known in the
ancient, near-eastern world for formalizing the relationship of a suzerain and
vassal. A conquering king imposes stipulations upon a subdued people who
are now his subjects. Their privileges are then maintained by obedience to the
king’s requirements. Yahweh adopts this form because it is so appropriate to
Israel’s position as a redeemed people under his kingly rule (2).
2. Its function
The law was never intended as a way of gaining salvation, as some Christians
seem to think. It comes in the context of a story (a book and half so far)
culminating in the Exodus. So the Decalogue begins with a statement not a
command. It then goes on to describe behaviour that is appropriate for a
redeemed people, thus providing a road map to enable Israel to fulfil her
calling as a holy nation. But the commands are not merely a set of rules God
invents for the ‘game of life’. They express his own righteous character,
showing not only what Israel must do, but what God is like. Israel is to reflect
that righteousness to the rest of the world.
3. Its structure
The first four commands deal with the Israelites’ relation to God and the last
six with their relation to one another. Though the order is significant, we
should not force too sharp a distinction between them, as if the first four are
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religious and the last six social or ethical. All are God’s commands. No sphere
of life is to be thought of as secular. Their mainly negative nature arises from
their brevity. It is clearly easier to express restriction in a few memorable
words than to describe all the positive implications of each command.
4. Its effect
The people are overwhelmed and tremble with fear (18). They insist that
Moses should mediate between God and themselves (19), foreshadowing
another and final mediator (Deut. 18:15-18). The fear of the LORD is not only
the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 1:7); it also keeps people from sinning (20).
Closing thought:
For the unbelieving Israelites the law proved a burden and served to condemn
them. But the godly delighted in it. See Pss. 1:1-2; 119:35, 44-45.
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Day 155
11.13 Three annual festivals

Exodus 23:14-19
Exodus 21:1-23:19 is known as the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 24:7). In it the
ethical principles of the Ten Commandments are applied to the nation’s life
anticipated in the promised land. These are concluded in today’s passage with
instructions concerning Israel’s three great pilgrimage festivals. We have
already met the Feast of Unleavened Bread in the story of the Passover
(Day 134), and a fuller description of the other two festivals is given in
Deuteronomy 16:9-17 (please read this passage).
The Feast of Harvest (also called the Feast of Weeks; Exod. 34:22;
Deut. 16:10) marks the end of the wheat harvest in June, fifty days after the
Passover. The Israelites are to offer to God the first fruits of their produce as
an acknowledgement of his care over them. Later Jewish tradition connects
the feast with the giving of the law on Sinai.
The Feast of Ingathering (also called the Feast of Tabernacles; Lev.
23:34; Deut. 16:13) marks the end of the grape and olive harvest in autumn.
The people are to live for seven days in flimsy structures built out of leafy
branches in order to recall the privation endured on leaving Egypt. It is one of
the most expensive and lavish of the year’s feasts celebrating their freedom
from slavery.
Though all Scripture is not written to us, all Scripture is written for us.
These festivals aim to produce an approach to life as God’s covenant people
that is:
1. Holistic. Because Yahweh is the God of creation and redemption all
of life is sacred. The celebration of God’s bounty in creation, expressed in
seasonal feasts and rituals, is closely tied to Israel’s redemptive history and
helps them avoid the excesses of the fertility cults. This probably lay behind
the strange prohibition of verse 19b. The Canaanites sacrificed a kid cooked in
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milk and sprinkled the fields with the dish to ensure good crops.
2. Joyful. The feasts are joyful celebrations (Deut. 16:11, 14), the first
and third (mentioned above ) lasting for a whole week! If Yahweh’s
deliverance and generosity slip from their memory the Israelites might easily
become preoccupied with material things and lose the incentive to keep their
covenant obligations.
3. Caring. A special feature of the last two feasts is the provision made
for the economically and socially vulnerable (Deut. 16:11, 14; cf. 1 Cor. 16:2-3).
Because God’s gifts are so bountifully given, they are to be generously shared
– a principle taken up by Paul in
2 Corinthians 8:7-9; 9:11.
Closing thought:
What lessons for today do you need to take to heart from this passage?
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Day 156
11.14 Israel’s covenant obligation

Leviticus 26
A common feature of treaties in biblical times was the way they concluded
with a collection of blessings for compliance and curses for non-compliance.
Leviticus 26 mirrors that ancient pattern (see also Deuteronomy 28). The
chapter is framed by the words ‘I am the LORD your God ’ (1, 2, 13, 44, 45).
God is not making a request or merely giving an option to Israel. He is their
redeemer and they are under obligation to him. This, however, raises the
question: What if Israel is unfaithful? If … (3) But if … not (14). What
conclusion did you reach at the end of Day 150?
Obedience would lead to the blessings of a new Eden (3-12) – bountiful
harvests, the gift of peace and the reality of God’s presence. The words, ‘I will
walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people’ (12), are
constantly used in the OT as a summary of covenant blessing. But
disobedience will bring punishments (14-39). These are divided into five
sections, each beginning with words expressing Israel’s refusal to listen to
Yahweh (14, 18, 21, 23, 27). One of the striking features is the way God
ratchets up the punishments – diseases and military reversals (14-17); drought
(18-20); attack by wild animals (21-22); sword and plagues (23-26); siege
conditions, exile and sovereignly induced fear (27-39).
However, the door is left open to a third option (40-45). If Israel,
having fallen under such curses, repents, God will remember his covenant
with Abraham and be merciful (42, 45). Even in exile God promises, ‘I will not
… destroy them completely, breaking my covenant with them’ (44). God’s
purposes of grace, first expressed in the promises to Abraham, are irrevocable.
As the OT story unfolds, Israel, even with the best intentions, falls short
of her obligations. The law given to inform her how to live as God’s people,
constantly reveals her inability to achieve his standards. But, mercifully, the
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same law will also instruct the Israelites how to avail themselves of the
sacrificial system, as they repent and cast themselves on God’s mercy. The
tension between God’s unwavering purposes and his wavering people,
however, can only finally be resolved by God’s new and eternal covenant,
Christ’s atoning sacrifice, and the Holy Spirit’s sanctifying work.
Closing thought:
Reflect on and revel in, each phrase of Hebrews 13:20-21.
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Day 157
11.15 Israel’s motivation and ours – a pause
for reflection

Deuteronomy 6
The book of Deuteronomy moves us forty years down the story-line. Israel’s
desert wanderings are almost over and Moses is exhorting and motivating
God’s people to remain true to the covenant. Today’s chapter is a wonderful
example of this. Motivation to obedience has many strands, but here we focus
on the most prominent and powerful one – love for Yahweh (cf. 10:12; 11:1, 13,
22; 13:3; 19:9; 30:6, 16, 20). Observe:
1. How this love is described (5). The Israelites, like ourselves
(Mark 12:29-30), are to love God totally – with all your heart (in Hebrew,
‘heart’ is the centre of thinking and decision-making – the NT adds ‘mind’)
and with all your soul (the inner person of the emotions and desires) and
with all your strength (lit. ‘with all your very much-ness’). Strength is
probably added simply to intensify the other two. Our love for God really
should be over the top!
2. Why this love is needed (6-9). We must love God with our whole
being because obedience extends to our whole life. The tying of God’s
commands as symbols on their hands and foreheads (a practice which was
later taken literally and descended into legalism; cf. Matt. 23:5), and writing
them on their doorposts and city gates (the place of business) should be
understood metaphorically. God’s law is to be on our hearts (6), in our homes
(the focus from breakfast to bedtime) and control public life.
3. How this love is threatened (10-16). Moses is a realist. Though he
personally will not enter the land, he can anticipate the circumstances that will
threaten Israel’s love-relationship with Yahweh. He warns of three dangers
(notice the triple ‘do not’ vv.12, 14, 16):
•

Forgetting God because of affluence (10-12; cf. 8:10-18)
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•

Denying God because of paganism (13-15)

•

Testing God because of hardship (16)

Jesus faces and resists similar temptations, recalling verses 13 and 16 to
strengthen his resolve (Matt. 4:10, 7). Little has changed. Affluence, paganism
and hardship still threaten our relationship with the LORD. But our motivation
should be even greater than Israel’s. In Jesus we have the supreme
demonstration and strongest assurance of God’s love. How important it is to
keep this love at the centre of our lives.
4. How this love is sustained (20-25). When children ask, ‘Why do
we keep these laws?’ (20), it is significant that parents are not to move
immediately to, ‘The LORD commanded us’ (24). First they are to tell the old,
old story of Yahweh and his love (21-23). Their obedience, like ours, is to be
gospel obedience. Both these words are important. We must never drive a
wedge between law and love, as though the two are in conflict. Law without
love is like a heartless monster; love without law like a spineless fish.
Closing thought:
Love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all. (Isaac
Watts)
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Day 158
11.16 The law and the promise

Galatians 3:15-25
In chapter 7 (about Abraham) we saw how God promised to have one
worldwide family based not on parentage or ethnicity but on faith. How, then,
does the Sinai law square with the promise? The answer to this question is
crucial to our understanding of how the Bible story fits together. Paul shows
there is no conflict since the promise and law each have distinct functions. He
makes two points:
1. The promise is permanent (15-20)
If a human covenant such as a will cannot be altered then God’s promised
inheritance certainly cannot. The law which came 430 years later cannot
change the promise. The Sinai Covenant was a two-party contract, conditional
on Israel’s obedience and requiring Moses to act as mediator. By contrast, the
promise is ratified unilaterally. It has no ‘if’ attached to it. It depends solely on
God’s word and stands firm because God is one (20). He is not schizophrenic
(lit. ‘of split mind’) – his mind is ‘made up’. The promise is made to Abraham
and his seed, meaning first of all Christ and then the family united to him by
faith (26, 29).
2. The law serves the promise (21-25)
The law was added – it came alongside the promise – until the Seed should
come. It was added because of the transgressions of God’s old covenant people
(19). Abraham’s family was still part of the fallen human race. While they
carried the solution to its needs they were also part of the problem. The law
acted as a kind of quarantine until the medicine they were carrying could be
applied. In Paul’s world it was common for parents to appoint a slave to look
after the children on their behalf, taking them to school, keeping them safe
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and out of mischief. That’s how, he says, the law served the promise. It was
like a childminder to look after God’s people until Christ came. Notice the law
serves the promise:
•

until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come (19)

•

until faith should be revealed (23)

•

until Christ (lit. 24)

Having served its tutorial purposes, the law no longer supervises God’s people
(25). Instead they relate to God in faith and freedom under the new covenant
which flows from the death and resurrection of Jesus (4:1-5) and the gift of the
Spirit (4:6-7).
Closing thought:
To see the law by Christ fulfilled,
and hear his pardoning voice,
changes a slave into a child
and duty into choice.
(William Cowper)
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Day 159
11.17 The covenant confirmed

Exodus 24:1-12
Back now to Mount Sinai. The mountain is divided into three parts (1-2),
foreshadowing the later division of the tabernacle (outer courts, the Holy
Place, the Most Holy Place) which dominates the second half of Exodus. The
terms of the covenant have been drawn up. Moses tells the people all the
LORD’s words [the Ten Commandments] and laws [the Book of the
Covenant]. The people accept them: ‘Everything the LORD has said we will do’
(3). The burnt offerings (typically to atone for sin) and the fellowship offerings
(5) are an indication of what is involved in the covenant ceremony.
The double sprinkling of the blood probably represents the two parties
of the covenant – hence the blood of the covenant. One half is sprinkled on the
altar (representing God, the author of the covenant) and the other half on the
people who are pledging their obedience(6-8). The two parties are wedded
together by the blood of the covenant. It is now official: Israel is God’s people.
The eating of a meal to confirm an agreement is a common custom in biblical
times. Moses, Aaron, his two sons and the seventy elders of Israel ate and
drank in God’s presence (11). But both the sprinkling of the blood and the
eating of the meal push us forward in the story to the new covenant and the
fulfilment of God’s promise to bless all nations.
1. The sprinkling of the blood. Isaiah speaks of the suffering
servant (ultimately, Jesus) who will sprinkle many nations (Is. 52:15) and
Peter gives us the fulfilment in the NT. Writing mainly to Gentile Christians,
he describes them as chosen … for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling
by his blood (1 Pet. 1:2; cf. 1:18-19). Though the new covenant’s ethical
demands could not be higher – obedience to Jesus Christ (Matt. 7:24; 28:1920) – the motivation could not be greater. We are sprinkled with the blood of
him who was obedient to death on a cross for our sakes (Phil. 2:8).
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2. The eating of the meal. Isaiah looks forward to a time when God
will hold another meal, inviting people of all nations to enjoy his presence and
celebrate his final victory (Is. 25:6-8). Each time we have the Lord’s Supper we
renew our participation in the story, until it finds fulfilment in the kingdom of
God (Luke 22:16; cf. Rev. 19:7-9).
Closing thought:
On a personal level, to be sprinkled by Christ’s blood means being released
from our guilt before God (Heb. 10:22). May that show in our lives today.
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Day 160
11.18 The old and the new covenant

Hebrews 9:11-28
On the final day of this chapter we turn to Hebrews to see again how the Sinai
covenant fits into the big picture. In order that these Hebrew Christians might
feel the wonder of their new position in Christ, the writer contrasts it with
what they where so familiar by upbringing and which he has just described in
verses 1-10.
1. The earthly and the heavenly tabernacle (11-12, 23-24)
The time of the new order (10) means that the good things promised under
the old covenant have now arrived (cf. end of the ages in v.26). Jesus has gone
through the heavens (4:14) now to appear for us in God’s presence. The
earthly tabernacle made with hands was simply a copy of, and signpost to, the
heavenly reality (24). Jesus entered God’s presence not by means of animal
sacrifices, but by his own blood, thus confirming that Christ’s death fulfils the
whole OT sacrificial system.
2. The outward and the inward cleansing (13-14)
The animal sacrifices under the old covenant could give ceremonial cleansing
(e.g. for defilement due to touching a dead body; Num. 19). Jesus gives far
more. Just as he has gone into the very centre of God’s presence, so the
unblemished offering of himself makes us clean in the inward depths of our
being. I can now serve God joyfully without the slightest stain on my
conscience.
3. The first and the new covenant (15-22)
The Sinai covenant required Israel’s obedience and was sealed by the
sprinkling of blood. This is why Christ is the mediator of a new covenant. He
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has shown perfect obedience in his life and sealed the covenant by shedding
his blood. That was the costly price to liberate his people from their sins (15).
God made a will, testament or covenant (the Bible has one word for all three
terms), promising an eternal inheritance. Just as a will does not operate,
however, until the testator dies, so Christ’s death was necessary to release the
blessings of the new covenant. And now he lives to make sure the beneficiaries
receive their inheritance (7:24-25).
4. The temporary and the final sacrifice (25-28)
The high priest had to make atonement year after year (Lev. 16). But Christ’s
once for all sacrifice is perpetually effective. Therefore the new covenant is an
eternal covenant (13:20), bringing an eternal inheritance (15). Christ has
appeared to do away with sin (26), now appears in heaven for us (24) and
will appear to bring salvation in all its fulness (28). Hallelujah, what a
Saviour!
Closing thought:
‘Father, thank you for the sheer privilege of living under the new covenant.
Thank you especially for Jesus who died for us, appears in heaven for us and
will one day return for us.’
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Chapter Twelve: God’s Presence
With His People
1. Introduction, Day 161
2. The Ark of the Covenant (Exodus 25:1-22), Day 162
3. The Tabernacle (Exodus 26), Day 163
4. The Altar of Burnt Offering (Exodus 27:1-8; Leviticus 1:1-9), Day 164
5. OT Offerings and Sacrifices, Day 165
6. Priests for the Tabernacle (Exodus 28:1-14; 29:1-9, 44-46), Day 166
7. Jesus the Great High Priest (Hebrews 4:14- 5:10), Day 167
8. The Sabbath - a sign of the covenant (Exodus 31:12-18), Day 168
9. The Sabbath - a shadow of Christ, Day 169
10. The Golden Calf (Exodus 32:1-14), Day 170
11. Worthless Idols (Jeremiah 10:1-16), Day 171
12. Moses intervenes (Exodus 32:15-35), Day 172
13. Outside the camp (Exodus 33:1-11; Hebrews 13:9-14), Day 173
14. The Covenant renewed (Exodus 33:12-34:10), Day 174
15. The glory of the new covenant (Exodus 34:29-35; 2 Corinthians 3), Day 175
16. Seeing God, Day 176
17. The Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16), Day 177
18. Draw near with confidence (Hebrews 9:1-12; 10:19-22), Day 178
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Day 161
12.1 Introduction
The broad overview of the second half of Exodus is:
Chapter 19
Chapters 20-23
Chapter 24
Chapters 25-40

The terms of the Covenant
God’s laws for his people
The confirmation of the Covenant
God’s presence with his people

God has entered into an intimate covenant relationship with his people at
Sinai. His purpose is not merely to rescue Israel, but to live with her. How is
this relationship going to be sustained? More specifically, how can a perfectly
holy God live among a sinful people? These are the concerns of this chapter,
covering Exodus 25-40, and are still crucial issues for God’s people today. The
answer then was for God to give detailed plans for the building of a ‘home’ for
himself and regulations for approaching him there. This part of Exodus
divides into three parts:
Chapters 25-31

Instructions concerning the Tabernacle

Chapters 32-34

The Golden Calf

Chapters 35-40

Building the Tabernacle

The first and third sections follow the same pattern often with identical
wording. The repetition of this material shows just how important it is. From
this time until the days of Saul, the tabernacle will be the focal point of
national life. The incident concerning the golden calf still relates to the same
overall theme. It shows how truly sinful Israel is, how hard it is for God to live
with her, and yet how crucial his presence is.
Israel’s sinfulness makes the tabernacle, priesthood and sacrifices
critically important. These three together are sometimes known as Israel’s
‘cult’ or ‘cultus’. Used in this way ‘cult’ is a convenient shorthand and does not
imply anything negative. The tabernacle is to be maintained and Yahweh
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approached through the ritual of sacrifices and offerings. This requires the
office of priest (descendants of Aaron), assisted by the tribe of Levi who are
devoted to the service of the LORD.
The Sabbath is the unique sign of the covenant between Yahweh and
Israel. The Israelites may be far away from the tabernacle (later, the temple),
but in the celebration of the Sabbath they have a sign of God’s kingship and
his commitment to them. The Sabbath, which is strongly linked to creation in
the fourth commandment (Exod. 20:11), functions as a weekly symbol of
God’s creation intention (Day 35). This will be partially, but very imperfectly
realized, in the ‘rest’ of the promised land. Hence the Sabbath in Scripture is
also a shadow of a greater reality, stimulating hope and anticipation of a more
glorious fulfilment.
The painful incident concerning the golden calf is a vivid reminder that
Yahweh dwells with his people only by grace. Moses is instructed by the LORD
on Sinai for forty days (Chap. 25-31), while the people are left alone at the foot
of the mountain. In a moment of madness they become involved in an act that
threatens to undo God’s entire plan. This is not merely the story of another
rebellion, but of the Israelites attempting to set up an alternative cultic system
to the one revealed. Tragedy is averted through the mediatory ministry of
Moses and God graciously renews the covenant. The framing of this incident
by the Sabbath command (35:1 picks up where 31:18 leaves off, without
missing a beat) suggests God’s plan is going forward unimpeded. When
Exodus concludes we find God present with his people in a powerful way. The
building work is completed and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle
(40:34).
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Day 162
12.2 The Ark of the Covenant

Exodus 25:1-22
In response to the LORD’s appeal for heart-prompted offerings for a
tabernacle, the Israelites bring their precious metals and expensive fabrics no doubt gained from plundering the Egyptians (Exod. 12:35-36). The LORD,
however, does not begin with instructions for building the tabernacle itself,
but for making the ark (measuring 1.1 x 0.7 x 0.7 metres). This was the only
furnishing located in the Most Holy Place and the supreme symbol of
Yahweh’s presence with his people (22; cf. Num. 7:89). The symbolism is
underlined in the system of rings and poles that enabled it to be transported
without being handled (cf. 2 Sam. 6:3-7). Above the ark is the atonement
cover and the overarching cherubim. Together they convey three great truths:
1. Kingship
God is enthroned between the cherubim (1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Sam. 6:2; Pss. 80:1;
99:1) and the ark is his footstool (1 Chr. 28:2). This is why the Israelite camp is
later arranged symmetrically around the tabernacle (Num. 2). Every time they
set up camp they would demonstrate their theology: the king is at the centre of
the nation’s life. (cf. Num. 10:35-36).
2. Covenant
The stone tablets containing the covenant commandments are placed inside
the ark (16, 21; cf. Deut. 10:1-5) - hence it is called the ark of the Testimony or
Covenant (22; cf. Deut. 31:24-26; Josh. 3:6). So the words of the covenant (see
Day 154) are placed in the ark of the Covenant and housed in the tabernacle of
the Covenant (Exod. 38:21; Acts 7:44). The message could not be clearer: the
terms of the covenant are central to Israel’s life.
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3. Atonement
The significance of the atonement cover (17) is more fully revealed in Leviticus
16 (Day 177). It is a glorious reminder that their king, though holy, is merciful.
What is the message of the ark for today? Jeremiah 3:16-17 looks forward to
a time when this crucial symbol will neither be remembered nor missed.
Jerusalem itself will be called The Throne of the LORD and become a rallying
point for all nations. Jeremiah’s prophecy takes us to the new covenant and
ultimately to the new Jerusalem (Rev. 21:26). That which speaks so eloquently
of Yahweh’s presence points us forward to Jesus our prophet, priest and king,
whose covenant word, atoning work and kingly presence are now at the centre
of the new community. And this should not surprise us, for in Christ all the
fulness of the Deity lives in bodily form (Col. 2:9). The church now gathers
not around a symbol, but the reality itself.
Closing thought:
When we gather with our brothers and sisters how can we make the reality
more real?
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Day 163
12.3 The Tabernacle

Exodus 26
The tabernacle is basically a series of fine linen curtains, covered by goat hair
and layers of animal skins, all suspended from a wooden frame. The sheer
mass and detail of the instructions indicate we have arrived at a central
concern of the Exodus story - God dwelling with his people. We must discern
what the tabernacle represents and then see how these realities develop as the
story unfolds.
The tabernacle represents a piece of heaven on earth. The embroidered
cherubim (1) (God’s bodyguard) worked into the coloured yarn of the curtains,
remind us that the tent is intended to copy God’s heavenly dwelling (Heb.
9:23-24). The precise dimensions of the structure convey a sense of order
amid earthly chaos. The tabernacle also echoes the original ‘heaven on earth’,
the Garden of Eden, with its precious materials and guardian cherubim. Here
is a shaft of hope in a world that has lost its way. Eden, the place where God’s
presence was first known, can be restored. This tent in the desert, and the
later temple patterned on it, inform the rest of the story in a wonderful way. It
points to:
1. Jesus
John recognizes Jesus as the reality to which the old structures point. The
Word became flesh and tabernacled (lit.) among us. We have seen his glory…
(John 1:14 cf. John 2:18-22). The glory of the LORD that would fill the original
tabernacle (Exod. 40:34-35) would walk the streets of Jerusalem for all to see
- a truly portable tabernacle.
2. The church
But what of God’s presence after Jesus ascends to the Father? Gathered
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churches and individual Christians have now become God’s temple, his holy
dwelling (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 6:19). God’s sacred space is no longer restricted to a
building or embodied in his Son. Through the indwelling Spirit it now extends
throughout the earth.
3. The new Jerusalem
Finally, at Christ’s return, the new Jerusalem will descend from heaven. But
there will be no temple in it, because the LORD God Almighty and the Lamb
are its temple (Rev. 21:2, 22). Only then will God’s purpose for the tabernacle
be completely fulfilled. Only then will the dwelling of God be with men, to live
with them. (Rev. 21:3)
Closing thought:
Ponder a plan of the tabernacle and praise God for its fulfilment.
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Day 164
12.4 The Altar of Burnt Offering

Exodus 27:1-8; Leviticus 1:1-9
In our first passage the bronze altar is described, but its purpose is not stated
until Exodus 38:1 - it is the altar of burnt offering. And this offering is
described in today’s second reading. Together they answer the question: How
can a holy God dwell with a sinful people? It is an issue still crucial for
Christian’s today. Animal sacrifice is at the heart of the OT cultus and the
burnt offering is the commonest and most important. Its main purposes are:
1. Atonement (Lev. 1:1-5)
The altar, measuring 2.2 metres square and 1.3 metres high, is the first thing
an Israelite sees on entering the tabernacle courtyard. It provides a vivid
reminder that sin has to be dealt with. Although burnt offerings are sacrificed
by the priests every morning and evening (Exod. 29:38-43) - a salutary
reminder of human sinfulness - an individual can make his own offering. It
has to be a male animal, without defect, and from his own herd. By laying his
hands on the young bulls head the offerer symbolically transfers his sin to the
animal. It is then slaughtered and its blood sprinkled against the altar, the
sacrifice being accepted in the place of the offerer.
2. Dedication (Lev. 1:6-9)
Atonement and dedication go hand in hand. The whole sacrifice is completely
made over to God as a gift (hence, whole burnt offering cf. Ps. 51:19) and
consumed by fire; its aroma being pleasing to the LORD (cf. Gen. 8:20-21). Its
costliness to the offerer is significant (cf. 2 Sam. 24:22-24). This is supremely
illustrated in Abraham’s willingness to offer his own son as a burnt offering
(Gen. 22:6-12).
The OT sacrifices are not human inventions or initiatives. They
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function within the covenant made with Israel, ‘covering’ sin until it is finally
put away by the sacrifice of Jesus. His cross is the altar (Heb. 13:10) and he is
the offering (1 Pet. 1:18-19). Through his blood we can know continual
cleansing from sin and therefore continual fellowship with God (1 John 1:7-9).
Because, in the OT, only perfect domestic animals are acceptable for
sacrifice, burnt offerings could often prove very costly and so cheaper
alternatives are permitted (Lev. 1:14; cf. 5:7). But with Jesus comes a pardon,
which, though extremely costly to him, is completely free to us. In response,
therefore, let us dedicate ourselves to God as living sacrifices (Rom. 12:1), that
our love (Eph. 5:2) and generosity (Phil. 4:18) might be a pleasing aroma to
him.
Closing thought:
If we have placed ourselves under Christ’s blood, we must put ourselves under
Christ’s lordship.
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Day 165
12.5 OT Offerings and Sacrifices – an
overview
The tabernacle that symbolizes Yahweh’s presence with his people also
expresses the moral and spiritual distance between God and Israel. In order to
maintain her status as a holy people, Israel has to approach God through the
ritual of sacrifices and offerings described in Leviticus.
1. The different offerings
(i) The burnt offering (Lev. 1) - see yesterday’s note.
(ii) The grain offering (Lev. 2) is an expression of gratitude to God
and of desire for his continued favour.
(iii) The fellowship offering (Lev. 3) emphasizes communion with
Yahweh following either reconciliation with him or fresh dedication to him.
(iv) The sin offering (Lev. 4:1- 5:13) reveals how sin can trap
anyone - the priests (4:3-12); the community (4:13-21); the leaders (4:22-26);
ordinary individuals (4:27-31). Sin concerns what we do and leave undone,
and has its social and spiritual dimensions (5:1-4). But God’s grace extends to
all (5:5-13)
(v) The guilt offering (Lev. 5:14-6:7) addresses the consequences
of sin. Because sin incurs guilt, reparation is required both towards God and
to those fellow humans we sin against.
2. The significance of the offerings
The sacrificial system presupposes that the Israelites are in a covenant
relationship with Yahweh. The atoning sacrifices provide a real but temporary
means of forgiveness (Lev. 4:35) pointing forwards to the sacrifice of Jesus.
The offerings as a whole indicate a movement from atonement for sin to
renewed dedication and restored fellowship. God’s anger is turned away (the
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sin, guilt and burnt offerings), the Israelites are rededicated to him (the burnt
and grain offerings) and Yahweh and his people are restored to fellowship (the
fellowship offering).
Since the final sacrifice of Jesus, no further atonement for sin is
needed. But the other offerings do have their new covenant equivalents. In the
light of God’s mercy, we gratefully offer ourselves to him as living sacrifices
(Rom. 12:1). And the fellowship offering finds wonderful expression in the
Lord’s Supper.
Closing thought:
How does this section of Leviticus help us to appreciate the sacrifice of Jesus?
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Day 166
12.6 Priests for the Tabernacle

Exodus 28:1-14; 29:1-9, 44-46
Having established the need to approach God on the basis of sacrifice, we
come naturally to the office of priest. The LORD appointed Aaron and his sons
to be priests. When Aaron’s grandson, Phinehas, shows loyalty at a time of
immorality and idolatry in Israel, Yahweh makes their priestly function
permanent by a covenant (Num. 25:10-13). Though Aaron is assisted by his
sons, the emphasis falls on him as high priest - the one indispensable person
in the religion of the OT (the term high priest is used first in Lev. 16:32).
1. Aaron’s garments (28:1-14)
Six items of clothing are described starting with the outer garments. As with
the tabernacle and its furnishing, the garments carry symbolic meaning. The
high priest is the ‘go-between’ for Yahweh and Israel. His clothing is made of
the same material as the tabernacle (5) indicating that just as the tabernacle
symbolizes Yahweh’s presence, so the high priest can represent him. His are
royal robes giving him dignity and honour (2). On the other hand, the ephod
and chest piece are clearly designed to show that Aaron also represents the
sons [i.e. tribes] of Israel (11, 12, 21, 29). He has them on his heart.
2. Dedication of the priests (29:1-9, 44-46)
Aaron and his sons are washed (picturing cleansing from sin), dressed,
anointed and finally ordained through a series of sacrificial offerings (sin,
burnt, peace, and wave offerings) lasting for seven days. There is, however,
nothing magical taking place. It is God himself who consecrates the tabernacle
and priests (44). The chapter concludes by linking the tabernacle and
priesthood with the Exodus (45-46). The purpose of the Exodus was not
simply to free slaves, but so that God could have a people and live with them.
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Having provided himself with a home, and his people with the means for
maintaining fellowship, Yahweh finally moves in and the glory of the LORD
filled the tabernacle (40:34-35).
As the story continues we will discover that Israel’s religious system has
a built-in obsolescence factor. It anticipates the ultimate tabernacle, ultimate
offering, ultimate priest and ultimate covenant people. In the NT no
individual apart from Jesus is described as a priest (singular). God’s new
covenant community has one high priest, Jesus, and through him becomes the
priesthood Israel was intended to be (see Day 151).
Closing thought:
‘Father, thank you for Jesus our great ‘go-between’, who continually has his
people on his heart.’
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Day 167
12.7 Jesus the Great High Priest

Hebrews 4:14-5:10
Yesterday we saw that the OT priesthood anticipates Jesus, the great high
priest. But the pressured Hebrew Christians addressed in today’s passage are
being tempted to revert to the old securities of Judaism and miss their
fulfilment. So the writer shows how Jesus not only fulfils OT Scripture, but
answers our instinctive cravings for a ‘go-between’. We must hold firmly to
the faith (4:14). The OT high priest went through the curtain (out of sight of
the people) into the Most Holy Place once a year, but Jesus passed from the
view of his watching disciples into the very presence of God ( Acts 1:9-11). And
the one who has gone through the heavens has first been through the depths
(4:15). We can, therefore, approach the throne of grace with
confidence (4:16) where Jesus is exalted (cf. Heb. 7:26), knowing we will
receive mercy for our sin and grace for our need (cf. 2 Cor. 12:9).
This confidence is further strengthened when we recognize the superior
qualifications of Jesus. OT priests must be able to sympathize with the people
(5:1-3) and must be appointed by God (5:4). But they laboured under two
great weaknesses: they were human (5:1) and sinful (5:3). Jesus meets both
the qualifications without being hampered by either of the limitations.
1. Jesus is appointed by God (5:5-6)
Whereas, in the OT, the offices of king and priest were kept strictly separate,
in Jesus they merge.
Psalm 2:7 (5:5) speaks of the coronation of a king. Today is the time of
Christ’s enthronement (cf. Heb. 1:3-5), the resurrection being the first stage
(Acts 13:32-33; cf. Acts 2:36).
Psalm 110:4 (5:6) affirms that this king is a priest. His priesthood,
therefore, is of a new order, a kind that is exercised from the throne of the
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universe and lasting forever (on the phrase, the order of Melchizedek see Day
77).
2. Jesus is able to sympathize (5:7-10)
He has lived on earth, and known hunger and tiredness. He has felt pain and
sorrow. Becoming a man and taking the place of a servant, Jesus learned the
reality of obedience to his Father’s will (cf. Matt. 26:38-39). In this way he was
made perfect - fully qualified to be our high priest. Our relationship with God
can be compared to a ‘figure eight’. The top and bottom circles flow seamlessly
into each other at one point. Jesus is that point. God sees and accepts us in his
Son. We can come to the great God of the universe through him. Hallelujah!
Closing thought:
Hebrews rejoices not only in Christ’s finished work (9:26b; 10:11-14), but also
in his unfinished work (4:16; 7:23-25). Do we?

378

Day 168
12.8 The Sabbath – a sign of the covenant

Exodus 31:12-18
As the covenants with Noah and Abraham have their signs (the rainbow and
circumcision), not surprisingly the covenant with Israel has one. Israel is set
apart as the nation through whom God intends to reveal his saving purposes
and the observance of the Sabbath is to be the distinguishing badge (like a
wedding ring in a marriage) of that covenant relationship (13; cf. Is. 56:6-7;
Ezek. 20:12, 20). So important is the Sabbath in Israel that anyone who
desecrates it must be put to death. This is not merely because they have
broken the commandment, but because they have violated the covenant with
Yahweh and must be cut off from his people (14).
Surrounding nations, though condemned for many sins, are never
criticized for failing to observe the Sabbath. It was the unique sign of God’s
covenant with Israel. The Sabbath day provides the rationale for the Sabbath
year and the year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:1-13) and was the foundation for other
Israelite festivals. The Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29-31), the Feast of
Trumpets (Lev.23:23-25), and the Feast of Tabernacles (Lev. 23:33-36) are all
Sabbath-rests to the LORD.
What is the meaning of the sign?
The Sabbath looks back to creation (17; cf. Exod. 20:11) and forward to God’s
final rest. Notice how, in a second version of the Ten Commandments, the
Sabbath commandment is based not on creation, but redemption (Deut. 5:15).
Every seventh day the Israelites find respite from their painful toil (how
Genesis describes work in a sinful world) and enjoy a foretaste of God’s final
rest. They are able to reflect on the height from which they have fallen and
God’s ultimate purpose for them and the world he has made (13).
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The phrase the LORD said to Moses occurs six times in the instructions
for building and furnishing the tabernacle (Exod. 25:1; 30:11, 17, 22, 34; 31:1)
and the seventh occurrence introduces the Sabbath command (12). This
mirrors the six creative commands of Genesis 1 culminating in the seventh day
rest. Such an arrangement would aid the reader to see how God is working to
restore rest in a fallen world. Just as the tabernacle represents holy space, the
Sabbath represents holy time. God is recreating heaven in space and time!
Closing thought:
See how today’s theme fits into the big picture by reflecting on Days 35-36.
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Day 169
12.9 The Sabbath: a shadow of Christ – an
overview
We saw yesterday that the Sabbath is the sign of God’s covenant with Israel
and therefore functions as long as that covenant lasts. But what then? The
writer of Hebrews gives a lengthy explanation of Jeremiah’s prophecy of a new
covenant (Heb. 8:7-10:18) which makes the first one obsolete (Heb. 8:13). He
says: The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming - not the
realities themselves (Heb. 10:1). The things that belong to the old covenant
are like shadows cast by a solid object. Obviously what matters is the solid
object (the reality) not the shadows. And the reality is Jesus the Messiah.
Paul, having described Christ’s triumphant death (Col. 2:13-15),
continues; therefore do not let anyone judge you by… a religious festival… or
a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the
reality, however, is found in Christ (16-17). The reality is not found in a day
but in a person. He gives the rest to which the Sabbath points.
Since Christ, the implications of the fourth commandment are, according to
the Heidelberg Catechism (1563): ‘that I can cease from my evil works all the
days of my life, allow the Lord to work in me through his Spirit, and thus
begin in this life the eternal Sabbath’.
Jesus gives:
1. An initial rest. He alone can give the guilty conscience peace (Col.
2:13).
2. An enduring rest. When Jesus invites the weary and burdened to
come to him, he is alluding especially to those bowed down by the law as
explained by the Pharisees (Matt. 11:28-12:8; cf. Acts 15:10; Gal. 5:1). In
particular, as Lord of the Sabbath (Matt.12:8), he wrests the Sabbath from the
legal framework it then had and gives the rest God always intended. We
discover his yoke is easy, for he is the master of restful living.
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3. An eternal rest. This is what God has been working towards since
sin spoiled the divine original (see Days 35-36). We look forward to a day
when God’s creation will be renewed, his image restored and his rest regained.
Hallelujah!
Closing thought:
Jesus’ yoke is not easy because he demands less of us, but because he bears
more of the load with us (cf. Matt. 23:4).
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Day 170
12.10 The Golden Calf

Exodus 32:1-14
‘How could they do this?’ is the one question we cannot suppress. Barely is
the ink dry on the precious bond between Yahweh and his people, when they
are hankering after a visible symbol of his presence and lapsing into the most
awful idolatry. They want a religion that suits their own requirements and
Aaron, showing no theological backbone, goes along with their wishes.
Moses, God’s appointed leader, is snubbed as this fellow (1) and an
idol, cast in the shape of a calf, is proclaimed as the one who brought them out
of Egypt (4). The golden calf rather than the golden ark now provides the
concrete point of contact with Yahweh. The burnt and fellowship offerings,
followed by communal eating and drinking (6) are probably an attempt to
replicate the confirmation of the covenant as in chapter 24. But in this new
and false religion there is no commitment to obedience (cf. 24:3). Israel wants
forgiveness without repentance and protection without obedience. This is
cheap grace. Truly, as G. K. Chesterton put it, ‘when people stop believing in
God, they don’t believe in nothing, they believe in anything.’
God burns with anger as the Israelites bow down to the calf, but refuse
to bow to his authority (8). Speaking to Moses, he no longer refers to the
Israelites as ‘my people’, but as your people (7) and these people (9). God
proposes to wipe them out and make Moses (like a new Abraham) into a great
nation (10). But Moses reminds Yahweh: ‘Israel is your people whom you
brought out of Egypt’ (11). He pleads on the basis of God’s reputation among
the heathens (12), and above all on the basis of his covenant promises to make
Israel as numerous as the stars in the sky and give them the promised land
(13).
Then the LORD relented (14). God’s threats are sometimes made in
order that they may not be carried out! (cf. Jer. 18:7-8; Jnh. 3:4-10) His
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character and purposes can never change, but, in response to faithful
intercession, he may change his course of action. This is a great incentive for
us to plead as Moses did (cf. Amos. 7:1-6).
Let us remember that we ourselves can so easily lapse into idolatry. It is
a permanent and powerful temptation (Col. 3:5; 1 John 5:21) and may take
many forms (e.g. Matt. 6:24; Rom. 1:21-25). And in the light of the new
covenant, we might ask, with even greater indignation, ‘how can we do
this?’
Closing thought:
People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money… lovers of pleasure
rather than lovers of God (2 Tim. 3: 2, 4). ‘An idol can be taking a good thing
and making it an ultimate thing.’ (Tim Keller)
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Day 171
12.11 Worthless Idols – a pause for
reflection

Jeremiah 10:1-16
Following on from yesterday, we turn to Jeremiah who ten times in his
prophecy speaks of worthless idols (e.g. 8, 15). In verse 1, the only verse in the
book written in Aramaic, he warns the nations of the folly of idolatry. He
pokes fun at their idols which are localized - like a scarecrow in a melon
patch; silent - cannot speak; immobile - must be carried; and impotent to
do either harm or good (5).
Notice Jeremiah’s exquisite irony in verse 4. This precious god has to
be kept from tottering! In wonderfully exalted language he contrasts these
‘made to measure’ idols with the LORD - the true God … the living God, the
eternal King (10) … the Portion of Jacob … the Maker of all things (16). So if
idolatry is such solemn nonsense, why does it need to be constantly attacked
(e.g. Pss. 115:4-8; 135:15-18; Is. 40:19-26: 44:9-20)? And why did Israel
succumb to it?
First, when people lose their awareness of the one true God, they do not
thereby lose their need for him. Refusing to glorify God, they exchange his
truth for a lie and worship and serve created things rather than the Creator
(Rom. 1:21-25).
Secondly, the temptation to go along with the majority is very strong
(2-3a), however senseless and degrading (14-15).
But what of ourselves? We may not be hoodwinked by the crass superstition of
our day or follow fashionable thinkers who are theologically ignorant. But are
we open to the majestic, living God of this passage? Let the picture of this
scarecrow (5) sink into our consciousness.
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Do we confine God to our buildings? If, in reality, a church
building is the only place where we sing, pray and think seriously about God,
then he has become like the localized deity of Jeremiah’s melon patch (cf. Acts
7:48-51; 17:24-28).
Do we confine God in our programmes? Do we seek to move with
the living God or do we set him down in the midst of our own plans - a
domesticated God, nicely under our control?
Do we confine God by our thoughts? Are we guilty of the mental
idolatry which makes God in our own image – ‘I like to think of God as…’ Are
our thoughts of God shaped by his revelation of himself?
Closing thought:
How are we to understand the references in Scripture to God’s ears, eyes,
hands etc? (e.g. Ps. 18:8-9) Do we find them embarrassing or do we glory in
them?
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Day 172
12.12 Moses intervenes

Exodus 32:15-35
1. Indignation
Moses comes down Mount Sinai carrying the two tablets of the Testimony
(Covenant) inscribed by God himself. Seeing the calf and the dancing, he is
horrified at the depth to which the people have sunk. He smashes the tablets
as a symbol of the broken covenant, and grinds the calf to powder. The
drinking ceremony that follows (20) may have been to identify the ringleaders
(cf. Num 5:27-28), thus enabling the Levites to know whom to kill.
When Moses challenges Aaron he responds with various excuses, the
flimsiest of which comes last: ‘I threw it [the gold] into the fire, and out came
this calf!’ (24). In reality, he simply went with the flow and gave the people
what they wanted. Had it not been for the intercession of Moses he too would
have been destroyed (Deut. 9:20).
2. Retribution
In spite of Moses’ intervention the Levites kill 3000 rebels including those
from their own families (28-29). Such severity reflects the enormity of Israel’s
sin. This wasn’t a mere lapse in obedience. It was a repudiation of all God’s
promises and purposes since the time of Abraham. The rest of the people,
though not so extensively involved, nevertheless share in the nation’s
collective guilt.
Moses seeks to make atonement for them. He requests that if God will
not forgive them on the basis of his pleading, he might do so on the basis of a
sacrifice - himself (32). To be blotted out of God’s book is not a request to be
eternally condemned, but to die; to be made the focal point of God’s wrath so
that his people might be spared. Moses’ request is refused. Each individual
must bear the punishment for his or her own sin (33-35; cf. Deut. 24:16; Ezek.
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18:4).
3. Substitution
God rejects Moses’ offer not because he dislikes the idea of substitution - that
is at the heart of the gospel - but because Moses is not suitable. As the
sacrificial system constantly affirms, any substitute has to be without blemish
or fault. The really good news is that God has now provided the acceptable
substitute - his own dear Son, a lamb without blemish or defect (1 Pet.1:19; cf.
2 Cor. 5:21). So before the tabernacle and altar are even built, we are given a
glimpse of the reality to which they point.
Closing thought:
Deuteronomy 9:18-20 gives an insight into Moses’ costly ministry of
intercession. What can we learn from him for today?
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Day 173
12.13 Outside the camp

Exodus 33:1-11; Hebrews 13:9-14
1. Tension in the camp (Exod. 33:1-6)
The LORD commands Moses and the people to continue their journey to the
land promised to Abraham and his descendants (1). But now Yahweh makes a
momentous announcement. He will not be accompanying them. Expressing
himself in very human terms, he fears he might destroy this stubborn, stiffnecked people en-route (3). Instead he promises to send an angel before them
(2), but, seemingly, not ‘the angel of the LORD’ who represents God’s presence
(see Day 85).
Now the people begin to realize that God’s presence is double-edged. It
can mean discipline and judgement as well as protection and blessing. The
Israelites express their repentance (4-6), but are left in suspense regarding the
future. The discarding of their ornaments (a vivid reminder of God’s blessing
in the Exodus; cf. Exod. 3:22; 12:35-36) is rather like the removal of an
engagement ring. It symbolizes the tension existing between God and his
people.
2. Moses outside the camp (Exod. 33:7-11)
The tent of verse 7 is not the tabernacle. This is not yet made and will be
pitched in the centre of the camp. Significantly called the tent of meeting, this
is an alternative tent in which Moses has access to God and others can come
there to inquire of the LORD. Its location outside the camp emphasizes the gap
that sin has opened up. The LORD meets with Moses alone while the people
look on from a distance. The phrase ‘outside the camp’ occurs 23 times in
Leviticus and Numbers.
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3. Jesus outside the camp (Heb. 13:9-14)
The phrase outside the camp is picked up in Hebrews 13. Just as God had
been rejected in the camp of Israel and his presence manifested outside of it,
so, in the person of Jesus, God has been rejected in Jerusalem and his
presence is now to be enjoyed outside the camp. The future is not in the city
and the institutions of Judaism, but in reaching out to the Gentile world.
The Hebrew Christians must be ready to bear the disgrace Christ bore.
As they leave their old securities and step out into the unknown, they can be
certain of one thing: they go to him outside the camp (13). God’s presence
will sustain them (5-6), Jesus Christ will never change (8), and they will
eventually arrive at another and far better city (14).
Closing thought:
If we have to leave the camp of distorted Christianity, with its emphasis on
impressive buildings, rituals, altars, vestments and the like, remember, we go
to Jesus outside the camp (cf. Heb. 11:26).
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Day 174
12.14 The Covenant renewed

Exodus 33:12-34:10
Moses’ boldness in prayer shows his unique relationship with Yahweh. But
what about Israel? Do they still feature in God’s plan? Moses makes three
requests:
1. ‘Teach me your ways’ (33:13). A vital relationship with God
always requires obedience. The LORD replied, ‘My Presence will go with you’
(14). ‘You’ here is singular; so will the people be left behind?
2. ‘Grant us your Presence’ (33:15). Moses is not giving in. ‘Your
presence, LORD, is the distinguishing mark of your people. For the sake of your
own reputation among the nations you must go with us.’ Yahweh promises to
do so.
3. ‘Show me your glory’ (33:18). Moses wants God to underwrite
such an important promise. Earlier God’s glory had been revealed visibly in
the cloud (e.g. Exod. 16:10; 24:15-16), but now God promises to display his
goodness (19). Moses has to present himself on the top of Sinai carrying the
re-chiselled tablets that replace the ones he has smashed. Then Yahweh
passed in front of Moses proclaiming, ‘The LORD, the LORD, the
compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and
faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness,
rebellion and sin’ (34:6-7).
The emphasis on God’s compassion and abundant love is what Moses
longs to hear. The repetition of God’s covenant name emphasizes what is
taking place. Characteristically, Moses identifies himself with the nation and
God renews his covenant, promising to demonstrate his presence in their
history (34:8-10). The terms of the covenant are repeated in an abbreviated
form, particularly appropriate to Israel’s need after her sin (34:11-28). The
renewal of the covenant is an act of sheer grace. The guilty, however, will not
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be left unpunished (34:7; see Extra Note 12.1 below).
God’s revelation of grace to Israel is a revelation of himself (34:5-6).
His gracious character becomes the foundation upon which future generations
in Israel will base their faith (e.g. Num. 14:18; Neh. 9:17; Ps. 103:8; 145:8; Joel
2:13; Jonah 4:2). Centuries later, on another mountain, Moses himself will see
the glory of God when Jesus is transfigured before him (Luke 9:30-32). We
too see God’s glory in the face of Christ (2 Cor. 4:6). We too build our faith
upon it. Jesus is the final demonstration that God is the compassionate and
gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness.
Closing thought:
God’s presence is still the distinctive mark of God’s people. Without it we are
indistinguishable from the world (2 Cor. 6:14-18).
Extra Note 12.1: Punishment for the sin of the fathers
The punishment for idolatry, in accordance with Exodus 20:5, is extended to
the third and fourth generation. This seems to contradict what has just been
stated about God’s love and forgiveness, and what is clearly spelt out in
Deuteronomy 24:16 and Ezekiel 18:4. The full statement in Exodus 20:5
includes the important qualifier, to the third and fourth generation of those
who hate me. If one generation, by their actions, second the motions of the
previous, idolatrous generation, they too will be judged. Like a husband
jealous for the faithfulness of his wife, God is jealous over Israel. Idolatry is
spiritual adultery. It destroys the very purpose for which the nation was
brought into being. But Exodus 20:6 is intended, by way of contrast, to reveal
the very heart of God: showing love to thousands who love me and keep my
commandment.
We need to learn that one generation does affect another, especially in
a culture where households extended to several generations. Children may not
inherit the penalty of their forebear’s sin, but they are caught up in its
consequences, in terms of beliefs, values, health and lifestyle. But we must
affirm that God deals graciously with every repentant sinner. In the OT he
provides the sin and burnt-offerings. In the NT he provides his own Son.
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Day 175
12.15 The glory of the new covenant

Exodus 34:29-35; 2 Corinthians 3
Our first passage reveals that when Moses comes down Mount Sinai his face
radiates such a glow that the people are afraid. From this point he keeps a veil
over his face, except when speaking directly to the LORD or passing on the
LORD’s commands to Israel. Paul refers to this passage in 2 Corinthians 3
when giving reasons for his confidence (4) and boldness (12) as a minister of a
new covenant (6). He makes two striking contrasts:
1. The old and the new covenants (1-11)
Old Covenant
•

a covenant of the letter that kills (6)

•

engraved on stone (3, 7)

•

bringing condemnation (9)

•

came with a glory that is now fading away (7, 11)

New Covenant
•

a covenant of the Spirit that gives life (6)

•

engrave on hearts (3; cf. Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 11:19-20)

•

bringing righteousness (9)

•

has a greater glory and is permanent (11)

2. Unconverted Jews and Christians (12-18)
At this point (and into chap. 4) Paul drives home the present relevance of the
Exodus passage. When Moses appeared before the people he veiled his face
causing the glow to fade. Paul sees this as a kind of parable of the fading glory
of the old covenant. Even to this day the same veil remains when the old
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covenant is read (15) - only now the veil is not over Moses’ face, but over the
hearers’ minds (14).
But just as Moses removed his veil when he met with the LORD, so now,
whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away (16). Such a
person sees God’s glory in the face of Christ (4:6) and recognizes that the old
covenant is fulfilled in him. Now there is freedom for all who live in the realm
of the Spirit (17). With unveiled face we reflect (or behold cf. 4:18) Christ’s
glory, being gradually transformed into his likeness (18).
Paul continues to spell out the privileges of God’s new covenant people
in chapter 4. We need not lose heart (1). The god of this age may keep the veil
over people’s eyes, but God brings light through the gospel (3-6). And any
troubles we have (8-9) are light compared to the eternal glory that far
outweighs them all (16-18).
Closing thought:
Run your eye over 2 Corinthians 4 and do not lose heart (1, 16).
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Day 176
12.16 Seeing God – an overview
In Exodus Moses is said to have seen God (or had the opportunity to do so) on
a number of occasions (e.g. 3:6; 24:11; 33:11, 20-23 and implied in 34:29).
How are we to understand these incidents and how do they fit into the whole
story?
1. No human can see God in all his fulness
God is spirit (John 4:24); he does not have a body. In order to aid our
understanding, however, when scripture speaks of seeing God, it posits bodily
parts to him, speaking of his feet, hands and back. These are used to show that
Moses and others had but a glimpse of God’s glory. They saw his form (Num.
12:8) but not his face, that is, the full splendour of his majesty (cf. John 6:46; 1
Tim. 6:15b-16). To see God in his fulness would mean death (Exod. 33:20).
The phrase face to face used in Numbers 12:6-8 is used, therefore, to express
intimacy of communication rather than vision.
2. Glimpses of God are given at significant points in the story
These experiences are rare. The preparation of Moses for the Exodus from
Egypt (Exod. 3:6) and the making of the covenant with Israel (Exod. 24:9-11)
are two such significant moments. But Moses is given his most elevated
glimpse of the LORD after the disastrous episode of the golden calf, when the
covenant is being renewed and his own authority re-established (Exod. 33:1823). Other similar occasions in the story are the commissioning of Isaiah and
Ezekiel for their difficult ministries (Is. 6:1, 5; Ezek. 1:1, 26-28). In fact, all
these occasions have one thing in common. They are times when God’s
servants need assuring of his purpose and authority.
3. Jesus Christ has seen the Father and made him known
No one has ever seen God. But his only Son, who is himself God, is near to the
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Father’s heart; he has told us about him (John 1:18 NLT). What others saw is
a mere shadow of the Father’s glory compared to that experienced by the Son.
In him we come to the climactic stage of God’s plan of salvation. Clearly this is
the one who comes with all authority. He alone is able to mediate the Father’s
glory to us (John 1:14).
Yet because on earth he took the role of a servant (Phil. 2:6-7), his
majesty, for the most part, remained veiled (but see Luke 9:28-32). However,
when we come to John’s vision of God in the book of Revelation the ascended
and glorified Jesus takes centre stage (e.g.
5:5-6). And when he appears ... we shall see him as he is (1 John 3:2).
Closing thought:
If David knew what it was to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD with the
inward eye of faith (Ps. 27:4), what does this mean for us?
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Day 177
12.17 The Day of Atonement

Leviticus 16
1. Approach with care
The instructions concerning the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) are given
near the end of Israel’s stay at Sinai. The death of Aaron’s sons (Lev. 10:1-2) is
a painful reminder that God has to be approached with care (1-2). Unlike the
pilgrimage festivals described in Exodus (Day 155) this day involves a ritual
carried out by the high priest on behalf of the people. The Israelites observe
the day by self-denial - probably fasting (29). Aaron does not wear the insignia
of high priest but, after bathing, puts on simple linen garments and first
makes atonement for his own sins (6). Incense is burned in the Most Holy
Place so that a cloud of smoke conceals the area above the ark where God
dwells in awesome holiness (13). This is dangerous territory. The very
sanctuary itself has to be cleansed by the sprinkling of blood (14-16).
2. A clean sweep
The Day of Atonement serves as a reminder that the regular sacrifices
throughout the year are not sufficient to atone for sin. A spiritual ‘springclean’ is needed to cover all the wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites - all
their sins (21), ranging from defilement and neglect, to disobedience and
rebellion. This putting away of sin is dramatically expressed in the compound
sacrifice of the two goats. The sacrificial goat provides the means of atonement
- the sin offering for the people (15). And the scapegoat pictures the result the complete removal of the sin.
Aaron lays his hands on the head of the scapegoat and confesses Israel’s
sins over it. The animal, now a sin-bearer, is driven by a fit man into the
desert, never to be seen again (20-22). While the word translated scapegoat,
Amaze, could mean ‘the goat of removal’, it may be the name of a desert
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demon, even the devil himself, thus balancing the LORD in verse 8. In this case
the ritual is showing that Israel’s sin is being triumphantly removed from the
camp and sent back, in effect, to it source! Whichever way we understand the
word, it provides a wonderful parable of the promise, as far as the east is from
the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us (Ps. 103:12).
Closing thought:
‘Father, thank you that the blood of Jesus,[your] Son, purifies us from every
sin’ (1 John 1:7).
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Day 178
12.18 Draw near with confidence

Hebrews 9:1-12; 10:19-22
Today’s reading brings to a glorious finale our chapter theme of God dwelling
with his people. Everything about the Most Holy Place in the tabernacle warns
‘approach with care’; everything about today’s passages shout ‘draw near
with confidence’. The earthly tabernacle (and after it the temple) is God’s
temporary plan until the time of the new order (9:10). It can be compared to
the provisional arrangements in force when a new major road is being built
into the heart of a city. Once it is completed the temporary routes - useful
while they lasted - have served their purpose. Jesus has opened a new road
into the very presence of God (see also Day 160). Here is the new and living
way:
•

Jesus blazed a new trail - He did not enter by means of the blood of
goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by
his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption (9:12).

•

We can follow confidently - Therefore… we have confidence to
enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living
way opened for us through the curtain that is his body (10:19-20).

In the tabernacle, the divine throne room is barred by a thick curtain. That
curtain is a big ‘No Admission’ sign. But the moment Christ dies the curtain is
ripped in two from top to bottom, from heaven to earth (Matt. 27:51). This is
God’s new ‘Welcome’ sign, showing that the way into his presence has been
opened through the body of Jesus rent for us. His once-for-all death was the
ultimate Day of Atonement winning for us a permanent forgiveness. We can
draw near to God in full assurance of faith and with a clear conscience. Having
confessed Christ once in baptism (cf. 1 Pet. 3:21), we do not need to go
through repeated cleansing rituals (10:22).The message of the rent curtain is
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clear. Because of Jesus I can draw near to God.
So near, so very near to God, I cannot nearer be;
for in the person of his Son I am as near as he.
So dear, so very dear to God, more dear I cannot be;
the love with which he loves the Son - such is his love for me! (Catesby
Paget)
Closing thought:
Is my access into God’s presence merely a truth I accept, or is it also a reality I
enjoy?
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Chapter Thirteen: Israel In The
Desert
1. Introduction, Day 179
2. The journey begins (Numbers 9:15-10:13), Day 180
3. Spying out the land (Numbers 13-14:12), Day 181
4. Israel’s unbelief (Numbers 14:10-45), Day 182
5. Balak summons Balaam (Numbers 22 ), Day 183
6. Balaam’s oracles (Numbers 23-24:19), Day 184
7. Driving out the nations (Deuteronomy 7:1-11; 9:4-6 ), Day 185
8. Preparing for change (Deuteronomy 8), Day 186
9. No poor among you (Deuteronomy 15:1-11; Acts 4:32-35), Day 187
10. Future prophets (Deuteronomy 18:9-22), Day 188
11. Covenant renewal (Deuteronomy 29), Day 189
12. Choose life (Deuteronomy 30), Day 190
13. The God of all history (Deuteronomy 31:30-32:43), Day 191
14. Israel’s God and ours (Deuteronomy 33:1-5, 26-29), Day 192
15. The death of Moses (Deuteronomy 34), Day 193
16. Jesus, greater than Moses (Hebrews 3:1-6), Day 194
17. Learning from Israel’s history (1 Corinthians 10:1-13), Day 195
18. Learning from Israel’s unbelief (Hebrews 3:6-19), Day 196
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Day 179
13.1 Introduction
The book of Numbers
Numbers divides into three parts:
1. Preparation for the journey to Canaan (while still at Sinai) chapters 110a
2. The journey to Moab (covering a period of 39 years) chapters 10b-21
3. On the threshold of Canaan (lasting a few months) chapters 22-36
Soon after the journey from Sinai begins, spies are sent ahead to
explore the land of Canaan. But in spite of all God’s promises and all the
Israelites have witnessed of God’s power, they refuse to trust him to give them
the land. As a result a whole generation (the over-twenties) is doomed to
perish in the desert. One Jewish designation for the book of Numbers comes
from the Hebrew word ‘in the Desert’, found in the opening verse. When the
Israelites sense God’s wrath upon them, they must wonder: ‘Is God finished
with us? Can we have any hope for the future?’ In one of the most remarkable
sections of the Bible, the story of Balaam, God indicates his continued
faithfulness to his people.
The book of Deuteronomy
Deuteronomy is a series of addresses given by Moses to the new, adult
generation standing in the plains of Moab and on the verge of entering the
promised land. Deuteronomy 1:3 describes them as beginning on the first day
of the eleventh month, in the fortieth year (i.e. forty years after the Exodus
from Egypt). Hence the content of our present chapter, ‘Israel in the Desert’ is
drawn from Numbers and Deuteronomy.
The latter is probably best understood as a covenant renewal
document. In chapters 1-26, Moses motivates the new generation to live
responsibly and joyfully under the LORD’s rule in the promised land. God’s law
is interpreted and applied to their new situation. Moses envisages the renewal
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of the covenant at Mount Ebal after the Israelites have entered the land (chs.
27-28), but calls for an immediate commitment based on their past history
(chs. 29-30). Much of the book shows that God’s people are intrinsically
sinful, and that, despite all that God has done for them, they will continue to
disobey him. Moses anticipates the later prophetic hope of a new covenant.
The grace God has shown to Israel in the past will one day be surpassed by his
provision for a lasting solution to the problem of human sin.
Israel’s desert experience and the Christian
An eighteenth century hymn, Guide me O Thou great Jehovah, has been sung
lustily by subsequent generations of Christians. It speaks of God’s people as
pilgrims in a barren land, of the Bread of heaven, the healing streams, the
fiery, cloudy pillar, treading the verge of Jordan (death) and landing safe on
Canaan’s side. Are we justified in applying such words to the church today?
There are two NT passages, in particular, which make a strong link
between Israel’s desert experience and the Christian. They are 1 Corinthians
10:1-13 (Day 195) and Hebrews 3:6b-19 (Day 196). The first passage twice uses
the term example or type to show that Israel’s experiences are written down as
warnings for us (1 Cor. 10:11; cf. 6). Both passages are based on the premise
that the church is in an analogous period of desert wandering. The analogy in
Hebrews 3 and 4 extends even further. Both Israel and the church have been
led out of some sort of oppression by a divinely appointed leader. The goal of
the Exodus for Israel was rest in the land of Canaan; for the church it is a
spiritual and eternal rest. We might plot the parallels in the following way:
Moses
•

Passover-Exodus event

•

Israel’s desert experience

•

the inheritance of Canaan

Jesus
•

the cross-resurrection event

•

the church’s desert experience

•

the inheritance of the new heaven and earth
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Alister McGrath applies the parallel as follows:
Each of us has a personal journey to make, from our own Egypt to the
promised land. We have left something behind in order to make this
journey. We have had to break free from our former lives in order to
begin afresh. We were in Egypt. We were delivered from bondage. We
are in the wilderness, on our way to the promised land. The story of
the exodus involves us - because it is about us. We can therefore
enter that narrative, knowing that it is our story.20
There is, however, one significant difference between Israel and ourselves.
Their desert experience was characterized by God’s anger and judgement
(Heb. 3:10, 17), whereas ‘our Moses’ has turned aside God’s wrath for us.
Nevertheless, we are still pilgrims in a hostile environment and doubt can be
our travelling companion. We are still subject to God’s discipline and need
daily his provision. So, if inclined, sing Guide me O Thou great Jehovah
(lustily!).

20

Alister McGrath The Journey (Hodder and Stoughton, 1999) p. 23
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Day 180
13.2 The journey begins

Numbers 9:15-10:13
1. Israel’s camp (9:15-17)
Today’s reading takes up the story where the book of Exodus finishes, with the
cloud hovering over the tabernacle. And the tabernacle is at the centre of the
Israelite camp, with the twelve tribes arranged equally around it (run your eye
over Num. 2). This, however, is no ordinary cloud, for at night it has the
appearance of fire (15). It is a dramatic symbol of God’s glorious presence with
his people, protecting them from the desert sun by day and countering the
cold darkness of the desert night (cf. Neh. 9:19; Ps. 105:39).
Later Jews developed a new term, ‘Shekinah’, to express the closeness
of God’s presence with his people (shakan-yah= ‘to settle’ plus a shortened
form of Yahweh). So Israel’s camp site demonstrates her theology. Yahweh the
king is at the centre of Israel’s life, so that his presence might establish the
nation’s purity, fraternity and unity. It is a wonderful picture of that to which
the tabernacle points - Jesus Christ as the centre, focus and glory of the
church (cf. Matt. 18:20).
2. Israel’s journey (9:18-23)
Though the LORD and his people travel together, he is clearly in charge of the
journey (18). The length of stay in any one place can be short, medium or long
term - two days, a month or a year (19-22). God is leading the Israelites by way
of these stops and starts, to impress upon them the need to trust and obey
him. After all, the ultimate goal is not merely a land of plenty, but communion
with God himself.
The essential principles of God’s leading are still the same for us. We
may not have a visible cloud, but we do have his invisible presence. We too
have to move with him, being ready for anything at anytime.
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3. The Silver Trumpets (10:1-13)
In chapter 10 God commissions the making of two silver trumpets. These are
blown by the priests, for assembling (3-4), marching (5-6), fighting (9) and
rejoicing (10). The order of the tribes for marching (14-28) is the same as in
chapter 2, with the insertion of the Levites who carry the tabernacle and its
furnishings. The calls to battle and to rejoice show that God’s presence is not
to be taken for granted or his blessings forgotten. After almost a year near
Mount Sinai the cloud lifts and God’s people are finally on their way (11-13).
Closing thought:
To me belongs the here and now; to God, the where and when and how. We
hanker for a route map while God promises only his presence.
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Day 181
13.3 Spying out the land

Numbers 13-14:12
1. The spies report (13:1-33)
Twelve tribal leaders are sent on ahead to assess the quality of the promised
land and the strength of its peoples. The reconnaissance takes them through
the land from the south to the north, a route of about 500 miles . After forty
days they return carrying a single, massive cluster of grapes as evidence of the
land’s fruitfulness (13:23). The scouts acknowledge that the land does flow
with milk and honey (13:27).
This, however, is followed by a significant ‘But’ (13:28). From now on
they draw attention to the difficulties and exaggerate the dangers (13:31-33).
Caleb, on the other hand, tries to calm the people: ‘We should go up and take
possession of the land, for we can certainly do it’ (13:30).
2. The people rebel (14:1-12)
But the bad report prevails and fear quickly spreads - all the people… All the
Israelites… the whole assembly (14:1-2). The people even want a leader to
take them back to Egypt (14:3-4). Moses and Aaron prostrate themselves
before the people, while Joshua and Caleb tear their clothes and reason with
them: ‘We are not edible grasshoppers for the giants, but the giants will be
easy meat for us. All that matters is that the LORD is pleased with us’ (14:6-9).
When the people threaten to stone them, God bursts into their midst with an
awesome display of his glory. He is so angry at their contempt and unbelief
that he plans to destroy them and begin again with Moses (14:10-12; cf. Exod.
32:10).
3. The permanent lesson
The majority and minority views represent two ways of looking at difficulties.
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The majority see only the problem (‘we saw’- 13:32-33) and conclude, ‘we
seemed like grasshoppers’. The minority have their eyes fixed on the LORD
and conclude, ‘we can certainly do it’.
It is like looking at the same picture in two different frames. Both
groups see the same situation, but one views it framed by their own resources,
the other by the reality of the living God - what he has promised (13:1; cf. Gen.
15:16-21) and what he has already done. Not only have the Israelites blanked
out their amazing deliverance from Egypt, but even forgotten their more
recent victory over the Amalekites (NB 13:29; see Day 148). Ring any bells?
Closing thought:
Is a cat big? Well, of course it all depends whether it is being compared with a
mouse or an elephant. Is your problem great …?
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Day 182
13.4 Israel’s unbelief

Numbers 14:10-45
1. Moses intercedes (13-19)
Once again Moses has to intercede on behalf of Israel. He does so on the
grounds of God’s reputation and grace. If God destroys his people what will
the watching nations conclude?
(13-16). Surely his strength can be displayed through his ‘abounding love’ - a
word meaning ‘grace’ in modern Hebrew (17-19).
2. God responds (20-45)
(i) Judgement commuted (20-23, 25-35, 39-45). God grants Moses’
plea for forgiveness. The people will not be put to death, but neither will they
be allowed to see the promised land. They have treated the LORD with
contempt (11, 23) and disobeyed and tested him ten times (22). This may be
an idiom for ‘repeatedly’ (cf. Gen 31:41), but the Jews understand it as
referring to ten specific occasions (Exod. 14:10-12; 15:22-24; 16:1-3, 19-20, 2730; 17:1-4; 32:1-35; Num. 11:1-3, 4-34; 14:1-3).
The people have rashly wished to die in the desert (2) and now God
grants their request (28-29). They will spend forty years in the desert - one for
each day spent exploring the land - until a whole generation dies out. They
have tried to hide their lack of faith by erecting a pious front of concern for
their children (3). But these very children will be the only ones to enjoy the
land! (31).
With mistaken zeal the people determine to go up and take the land.
But it is an act of presumption (44), for the LORD is not with them and has
already told them to return to the desert (25). There is a spurious repentance
that grieves over past failure without being ready to submit to God’s word in
the present. Israel’s basic problem is not the strength of the Canaanites, the
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fortified cities (cf. Heb. 11:30) or the giant descendants of Anak. It is plain
unbelief (Heb. 3:16-19).
(ii) Judgement enforced (36-38). The judgement on the ten spies,
however, is not a commuted sentence, but immediate (37). They were leaders
(13:3) whose responsibility was not only to report accurately, but also to direct
Israel’s attention to their faithful covenant God and his wonderful past
provision (cf. Heb. 13:7).
(iii) Judgement averted (24). The LORD says, ‘my servant Caleb has a
different spirit and follows me wholeheartedly, I will bring him into the land’
(24). He accepts what God says, and acts accordingly. His ultimate vindication
will come forty five years later (Josh. 14:10-11). If we who have the Holy Spirit
also have Caleb’s spirit, what great things might yet be done!
Closing thought:
Read Joshua 14:6-14. Caleb’s example at eighty-five can be a particular spur to
those in the disillusionment of middle years or the inertia of later ones.
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Day 183
13.5 Balak summons Balaam

Numbers 22
Israel is camped on the plains of Moab across the River Jordan from the city
of Jericho. Balak, king of Moab, aware of Israel’s victories over his northern
neighbours, is terrified that his country will be next in line. So he sends
princes to fetch Balaam to put a curse on Israel. Balaam is a renowned diviner
(akin to a voodoo practitioner), but has some knowledge of the living God.
Such is his record of success (6) that he can command a considerable fee for
his services (17). In this case, his true attitude to Israel only emerges later (see
tomorrow). The LORD, however, takes hold of a potentially treacherous
situation and uses Balaam for his own glory (18). This story has a twofold
significance:
First, it comes just before the end of the fortieth year in the desert,
when Israel is about to enter a land where magic and sorcery are used as
national weapons. With a touch of irony, God selects a pagan magician to
rebuke these nations and highlight the folly of their practices.
Secondly, as we shall see tomorrow, the LORD assures his people that
he is determined to bless them and keep his covenant promises (Gen. 12:2-3).
Balaam and his crushed foot, a donkey that speaks Hebrew, and the
angel with a drawn sword, are brought together in a memorable tragicomic
scene (21-35). Balaam has to learn from a donkey before he can learn from
God. Only when the LORD has truly got his attention, are his eyes opened to
recognize the danger he had been in. He proceeds with a more subdued spirit,
and when he meets Balak he immediately makes it clear: ‘I must speak only
what God puts in my mouth’ (38).
The importance of Balaam in the overall story can be gauged by the fact
that he is mentioned in eight books of the Bible - Numbers, Deuteronomy,
Joshua, Nehemiah, Micah, 2 Peter Jude and Revelation. He is cited in 2 Peter
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2 as a warning against false teachers who are experts in greed (14-15; cf. Jude
11). Teachers in the church must always guard against sacrificing their
spiritual integrity on the altar of material prosperity (1 Tim. 6:5). And, says
Peter, Balaam had to be restrained from the madness of going his own way
contrary to the will of God (16). Do we still recognize this as madness?
Closing thought:
The fact that a donkey could see things that Balaam could not see must have
helped Peter’s readers to get their own false teachers into perspective!
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Day 184
13.6 Balaam’s oracles

Numbers 23-24:19
Balaam speaks four God-given oracles concerning Israel (23:5, 12, 16, 17, 26;
24:2, 13, 16), each set out in poetic form, and each confirming a covenant
promise. Notice how the Jacob- Israel parallel features in all four oracles
(23:7, 10, 21, 23; 24:5, 17; see Day 112).
1. Promised descendants (23:7-10)
God has not cursed Israel; on the contrary, ‘Who can count the dust of Jacob?’
Here are the numerous descendants promised to Abraham (Gen. 13:16) and
Jacob (Gen. 28:3).
2. Promised presence (23:18-24)
God is not like a man. He does not prevaricate or change his mind (19) - as
Balaam does! This means the blessing of God’s presence (Day 98), particularly
promised to Isaac (Gen. 26:3, 24) and Jacob (Gen. 28:15) continues: ‘The
LORD their God is with them; the shout of a king is among them’ (23:21).
There is no need to resort to sorcery and divination for, ‘It will now be said of
Jacob and Israel, “See what God has done!”’ (23:23).
3. Promised land (24:3-9)
As Balaam looks down on the tents of Israel he speaks prophetically of their
coming grandeur. The lush new land will be like a return to Eden (5-7a). The
predicted defeat of Agag, the Amalekite (7b; see Day 148), confirms that the
promised land is in mind (cf. Gen. 22:17).
4. Promised ruler (24:15-19)
This oracle, coming from God the Most High (cf. Gen. 14:18-20), is perhaps
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the most remarkable of them all. It seems to anticipate David’s victories, but
Scripture teaches us to see, in the prophecies of David’s rule, the promise of
the Messiah whom the Gentiles will obey (cf. Gen. 49:10; Rev. 12:5). The
setting for this oracle in days to come (24:14), probably signals a star and a
sceptre that will come in the distant future: ‘I see him, but not now; I behold
him, but not near’ (24:17). Jesus is the bright Morning Star (Rev. 22:16; cf. 2
Pet. 1:19).
Unable to curse Israel, Balaam is sent packing without redundancy pay
(24:10-11). He goes home, but soon returns with a diabolical plan to ensnare
the Israelites. He advises the women of Moab and Midian to seduce Israel’s
men, knowing their sin would incur God’s wrath (Num. 25:1-3; 31:16). What
Balaam did to Israel, the Nicolaitans copied in the church at Pergamum emphasizing freedom to the point of licence (Rev. 2:14-15). We can’t die the
death of the righteous (23:10) if we ignore righteous living.
Closing thought:
Though Balaam was made to say many wonderful things, not one of them is
quoted in the NT. Why do you think this is?

414

Day 185
13.7 Driving out the nations

Deuteronomy 7:1-11; 9:4-6
All the instructions and exhortations of Deuteronomy are given by Moses in
the few weeks before Israel enters Canaan. He frequently emphasizes that the
Israelites are to show no mercy to the inhabitants of the land. The conquest is
to be thorough, even if prolonged. God’s people, however, are chosen to be a
blessing to the nations. So we are left with a moral dilemma - one that can
only be resolved in the light of the whole story. Five considerations:
1. God’s gracious plan for the nations
God has put in place a tremendous plan to bring blessing to a fallen, rebellious
world. Though it is true that Israel has a crucial part in this plan, the blessing
can ultimately come only through Jesus. God’s gracious purposes, however, do
not mean that particular nations throughout history cannot be judged including Israel herself!
2. Canaanite perversion
The Canaanite nations are not innocent pawns in God’s plan (9:5). This is a
most important fact. Historians have uncovered evidence that Canaanite
temples featured prostitution, orgies and human sacrifice (cf. Lev. 18:21-28).
At this point in their history their sins have reached their full measure (Gen.
15:16) and they are ripe for judgement (cf. Ps. 50:16-21; Rev. 18:4-8).
3. Israel’s unique calling
While it is true that the nations are judged because of their corruption, it does
not follow that Israel is called because of her numerical strength or moral
superiority. The Israelites are the fewest of all peoples (7:7) and congenitally
stiff-necked (9:4-6). Their status arises simply because God has set his
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affection on them, entered and keeps his covenant with them, and
demonstrates his power for them (7:7-9).
4. Israel’s vulnerability
Israel, from whom the Saviour will come, has to maintain her distinctiveness
as the bearer of God’s revelation (7:6; cf. Exod. 19:4-6). The Israelites have
already shown themselves susceptible to idolatry (NB the pointed reminder in
Deut. 9:7-21) and sexual sin, both of which are Canaan’s national specialties.
They are commanded to maintain their distinctiveness in three realms (7:2-5):
political make no treaty with them, social do not intermarry with them
and religious break down their altars etc. (cf. Deut. 20:16-18).
5. God’s new community
We cannot argue from God’s severe command in a specific situation to any
national circumstance today. Now that Jesus has come, the basis for Israel’s
national distinctiveness no longer applies. His followers form a multi-racial
community.
Closing thought:
Our commission and great privilege is to spread the good news of Jesus to all
races and nations. Are we being any more faithful than Israel was?
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Day 186
13.8 Preparing for change

Deuteronomy 8
The Israelites are about to experience a huge change of lifestyle. They are
moving from tent-living in a barren desert, to settling in fine houses in the
good land of Canaan; and from relying on God for their daily manna (cf. Josh.
5:12), to working the land for food of great variety and abundance. Here is
God’s word to them for such a time of change.
1. The past is rich with instruction - don’t forget the lessons (1-5)
Israel has not simply been marking time for forty years. This period has been a
learning experience for a new generation of God’s people. God reminds them
of his purposes:
1. To test you - to know what was in your heart, i.e. your settled
disposition and attitude to my commands.
2. To humble you - to destroy your proud self-sufficiency and bring
you to rely wholly on me. You can exist on bread, but can only truly live
through shaping your lives by my word. That word of promise, command and
instruction, is more fundamental than your physical needs (cf. Mt. 4:4). I have
been teaching you lessons in the desert that you would never have learned in
prosperity.
2. The future is rich with provision - don’t forget the Lord (6-20)
Whenever God richly provides for his people, they can enjoy such blessing
without any feelings of guilt (cf. 1 Tim. 6:17). Such provision, however, is not
free from danger (reflect on Prov. 30:8-9). Like Israel we can enjoy the
abundance and forget the giver - what he has said (6, 11), given (7-9, 16, 18)
and done (14-15).
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The result of forgetting is pride (14). You may say to yourself, ‘My
power and the strength of my hands have produced this wealth for me’ (17).
What arrogance! God has given the very ability (intelligence, skills,
personality) to produce wealth (18). We need to catechize our pride: ‘what do
you have that you did not receive?’ (1 Cor. 4:7)
The antidote to forgetting is praise (10). Praise the LORD, O my
soul… and forget not all his benefits (Ps. 103:1-2).
Whenever God tests his people he has a good end in view (16). Simply stated,
it is that we might enjoy abundance while avoiding arrogance. But if Israel
behaves like the nations it has dispossessed, it too will be dispossessed (19-20)
- a chilling thought in the light of yesterday’s reading.
Closing thought:
It can be hurtful to feel forgotten by someone with whom we have a shared
history. Reflect on how God must feel when we forget him.
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Day 187
13.9 No poor among you

Deuteronomy 15:1-11; Acts 4:32-35
Deuteronomy 15 has been described as the flagship for a flotilla of small
sections that express the nation’s welfare system in the land. Debts in the
ancient world were rarely due to irresponsible spending, but rather to poor
harvests or the death of the family breadwinner. Creditors are to cancel debts
in the seventh year of a seven year cycle, trusting God to provide for their own
needs (6, 10). Loans to other Israelites are to be made without charging
interest (Deut. 23:19-20).
Moses makes a passionate appeal for personal generosity. The Israelites
are to guard against a hard heart, a tight fist (7) and a calculating spirit (9-10).
The repeated use of ‘your’ (missed in English translations) - e.g. If there is
among you a needy person, one of your brothers, in one of your towns, in
your land… (7 lit.), underlines the fact that the poor are family, not just social
statistics (NB also brothers vv. 2, 3, 7, 9, 11). Neither must Israel forget the
sheer abundance of God’s provision for them (4; cf.15). Notice:
1. The tension between Deuteronomy 15 verses 4 and 11
Verse 4 presents God’s ideal for the nation. When his people live under his
rule there should be no poor among them. But this depends on the if only of
their obedience (5). Verse 11, however, shows God’s realism There will always
be poor people in the land. He legislates for people as he knows they are and
will continue to be (e.g. Deut. 31:16).
Only when rebellious hearts are transformed, will poverty be
completely eradicated. And for that, we have to wait for the restoration of
God’s rule over all the earth at the return of Jesus. But even now, within
history, the future can be partially realized.
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2. The fulfilment of Deuteronomy 15:4 in Acts 4:32-35
In the sharing of the Jerusalem church Luke sees an embryonic fulfilment of
Deuteronomy 15:4. The early Christians do not totally reject private
ownership, but are delivered from the powerful grip that possessions can
exert. Their communion of goods result from their unity of heart and mind
(32). Overwhelmed by the wonder of God’s grace in the gospel (33), their
generosity spills over to others. Their concern is no longer simply a matter of
responsibility, but rather of response to the LORD who loves them. Such
practical love is seen in Paul’s great care for the poor in Jerusalem (Acts 11:2930; 24:17; Rom. 15:25-27; 2 Cor.8:13-14; Gal. 2:10).
Closing thought:
Read and heed 1Timothy 6:17-19. Find your security in God and enjoy the
present. Be generous and willing to share and so invest in the age to come.
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Day 188
13.10 Future prophets

Deuteronomy 18:9-22
1. Detestable practices (9-13)
Fear of the unknown, and a desire for certainty in the face of the future, are
symptoms of humanity’s alienation from God. The Canaanite nations have
devised various magical procedures for gaining information about (or
affecting the course of ) future events. The forms of magic, occultism and
spiritism (still widespread today) are described as the detestable ways of the
nations (9) and are the reason why God is driving them from the land (12; see
Day 185). Such activities implicitly deny God’s sovereignty, and encourage
people to rely for their well-being on either superstitious nonsense or demonic
power.
2. Acceptable prophets (14-22)
But as for you… (14). Israel must totally reject such practices and, instead,
heed the word of the prophets God will send. Moses, Israel’s foremost
prophet, was the mediator of the covenant made at Horeb - also called Sinai
(16; Exod. 20:18-21; Deut. 5:22-31). As his ministry comes to an end, a line of
prophets will follow. That a number of future prophets is in mind is clear from
the instructions on how to distinguish between the true and the false ones
(20-22).
A true prophet is raised up by God and speaks God’s message – ‘I will
put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him’
(18). Moreover, because he speaks in God’s name, those who hear are
accountable to God himself (19). The longer term criterion for assessing a
prophet is that of fulfilment. But whereas non-fulfilment will prove falsehood,
fulfilment, in and of itself, does not prove authenticity (Deut. 13:1-3). Hence
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the immediate test of genuineness is likeness to Moses (15, 18). Does he have
an eye to God’s glory? Does he have a heart for God’s people?
3. Jesus the Prophet
Though this promise is fulfilled in every genuine prophet, it is clear, from
Peter (Acts 3:21-23) and Stephen (Acts 7:37, 52), that Jesus is ultimately in
view. He is the Prophet (John 1:21, 45; 6:14; 7:40) who brings to fulfilment the
entire OT revelation (Heb. 1:1-2). He tells everything God commands him and
those who despise his word are accountable for their disobedience. You must
listen to him (15), echoes down the centuries to the transfiguration of Jesus,
and the Father’s words, ‘This is my Son, whom I love… Listen to him!’ (Matt.
17:5).
Closing thought:
Reflect on Matthew 7:24-27.
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Day 189
13.11 Covenant renewal

Deuteronomy 29
1. A historical review (1-15)
Now that the unbelieving generation has died in the desert, their offspring
(those over twenty when the spies reported) are exhorted to make a covenant
commitment at Moab (1). No generation can take its covenant status for
granted. So Moses rehearses the ‘historical givens’ of Israel’s faith. Eyes,
however, that have seen miraculous signs and wonders may not be eyes of
faith (3-4). Clearly this generation has not fully realized that the ultimate
directive power in all their national life is the LORD himself. The challenge,
therefore, that goes out to the whole community, from national leaders (10) to
menial labourers (11), is for present obedience – this day – occurs ten times in
verses 2-15.
2. A future threat (16-28)
Moses again warns of the dangers of idolatry; not merely the blatant and
obvious type, but also the hidden root in the heart (18). This can lead to
hypocrisy and the complacency which thinks, ‘I will be safe, even though I
persist in going my own way’ (19a). Such an individual who secretly opts out
of the covenant will be singled out from the crowd and blotted out from God’s
scroll (20-21; cf. Acts 5:1-11). If idolatry does take root in Israel, it will ruin the
whole nation (19b).
The writer now projects himself into the future and vividly describes
the final result of God’s curse on idolatry (22-28). Israel’s sin and God’s
response are enacted in the full glare of history. The dramatic dialogue
between Israel and foreigners standing amid the charred ruins of the land,
must have made a striking impact, especially when Israel hears that it might
share the same fate as Sodom and Gomorrah. Israel, that exists for the sake of
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the nations, could tragically become the object of their scorn and ridicule (cf.
Deut. 28:37).
3. A glorious secret (29)
This is a profound statement, even when isolated from its context, but
understood as a bridge to chapter 30 (tomorrow’s passage), it takes on new
significance. The Moab covenant (the revealed things) will clearly not solve
Israel’s problems. But God’s ultimate covenant (the secret things) will one day
be revealed. This new covenant, anticipated in chapter 30, is developed in
Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Israel must strive to follow all the words of God’s
revealed law, but, one day, God will act decisively to absorb sin’s curse and
change people at the very core of their being.
Closing thought:
The secret is now out, and it should have us jumping for joy!
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Day 190
13.12 Choose life

Deuteronomy 30
1. A future hope (1-10)
We are now given a look into the distant future. We see Israel, having enjoyed
the blessings of the promised land, failing to keep the covenant and so
experiencing the threatened curse of exile (cf. 28:63-68; 29:22-28). But the
story doesn’t end there. When the people return to God in heart-felt
repentance and obedience (2), then the LORD your God will restore your
fortunes (3). There is tremendous hope in the even if of verse 4. Beyond the
Israelites present and even future failure, stand God’s covenant purpose and
faithfulness. He will not be defeated.
Here Yahweh is seen acting decisively to restore them to the land, not
only welcoming them like a waiting father, but fetching them from the far
country like a seeking Shepherd. Then, however, he will give them not only a
fresh start, but a new heart. The Israelites have always needed more than the
outward covenant sign of circumcision; they need the inner transformation
which only God can bring (6; Deut. 10:16).
The blending of Israel’s responsibility and God’s transforming grace (810) is perhaps best stated by borrowing Paul’s language from Philippians 2:1213: ‘Israel is to work out her salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God
who works in her to will and to act according to his good purpose.’ Such
language will later be echoed in the prophecies of a new covenant and a new
heart (Jer. 31:31-34; 32:37-41; Ezek. 36:24-27).
2. A present choice (11-20)
Even though there are secrets yet to be revealed concerning the future, today
the people can and must make a choice between life and death, prosperity and
destruction (11, 15). God’s will for Israel is simple, in the sense of being
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intelligible and accessible to all (11-14). But it is not easy, in that it involves
daily, detailed obedience (16).
Moses concludes with a passionate and pointed entreaty to choose life
(you in verses 15-20 is singular, i.e. each of you) and calls heaven and earth as
his witnesses (19). What is life? For the LORD is your life (20). To borrow
Philippians once more: For to me to live is Christ (Phil. 1:19).It consists of a
loving, listening, loyal relationship with Yahweh. Paul’s use of this passage in
Romans 10 shows that God has finally and fully revealed himself in Jesus, the
word become flesh. He is immediately accessible to us.
Closing thought:
In the light of verses 11-14, read and rejoice in Romans 10:1-9.

426

Day 191
13.13 The God of all history

Deuteronomy 31:30-32:43
This teaching poem gives a wonderful overview of Israel’s history. It is rich in
picture language, pressing home its message by way of the imagination, and
deserves close scrutiny. In chapter 32 we have:
1. A lawsuit (1-25)
This section follows the pattern of a secular lawsuit typical of that period witnesses summoned (1-2); case stated (3-6); history reviewed (7-14);
indictment made (15-18); sentence announced (19-25). The song anticipates
Israel’s disloyalty against the background of God’s unmatched blessing to
them in their election (8-9), redemption (10-12), and inheritance (13-14). But
Jeshurun [a title for Israel meaning the upright one] grew fat [proud and
complacent] and abandoned his Creator and Saviour (15-18). So as this people
have made God jealous and angry by their idolatry, he will make them envious
and angry by a nation that has no understanding (21).
2. A soliloquy (26-42)
Here God thinks aloud. The judgement on Israel at the hands of other nations
seems total and irrevocable (26). What then of God’s purpose for the nations?
And what of his reputation if Israel’s senseless enemies forget they are only
Yahweh’s instruments and claim the credit for themselves? (27-31) Their
victory is not based on their own strength and certainly not on their moral
superiority (32-38). So eventually judgement must fall on them also (34-35;
cf. Is. 10:5-19, 24-27; Jer. 25:12-14; chs. 50, 51).
God will finally vindicate his people, but only when they have been
brought to an end of themselves (36-38). Israel will learn in Babylonian exile
what we too must learn, namely, false gods never fail to fail. But the LORD can
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bring to life even after he has put to death (39). Israel will be restored.
3. A doxology (43)
Rejoice, O nations, with his people, only makes sense if ultimately the nations
benefit in some way from Israel’s history. Paul recognizes that God’s purpose
for Israel could never be complete without the ingathering of the nations. This
song, along with similar Scriptures, form the basis of his understanding of
God’s mysterious and gracious work in history, expounded in Romans 9-11.
God’s very judgement on Israel leads to salvation coming to the Gentiles. This,
in turn, provokes Israel to envy (21; Rom. 10:19; 11:11-14) leading to
repentance and restoration. Paul’s use of verse 43 in Romans 15:10 (read 15:713) highlights the multinational nature of God’s people under the new
covenant.
Closing thought:
Join with Paul in the doxology of Romans 11:33-36.

428

Day 192
13.14 Israel’s God and ours – a pause for
reflection

Deuteronomy 33:1-5,26-29
Deuteronomy 33 gives the last recorded words of Moses. Having spent over
forty years with the Israelites, he blesses each tribe like a father who has an
individual knowledge of each of his children. But today’s two sections concern
the nation as a whole and express two aspects of Yahweh’s kingship (He in v. 5
refers to God not Moses).
He is leader, marching forth victoriously at the head of his heavenly
hosts (1-5; cf. Judg. 5:4-5; Ps. 68:7-8) and protector, caring for his people
(26-29). The Israelites are going into the great unknown without Moses, their
great leader, but not without their great God. God’s people in every age must
face up to the real situation, but their relationship with God is the major part
of that reality. Moses wants Israel to remember four things.
1. God is above you (26). Imagine a scene at the seaside. A lifeguard
on his raised platform scans the horizon ready to take action. At the water’s
edge, a father constantly watches his adventurous child. Moses, so to speak,
brings the two images together. ‘There is no one like Yahweh, your covenant
God, who rides on the heavens to help you.’ Because, under the new covenant,
God is within us, we must never reduce him to our size!
2. God is around you (27a). As the nation enters the land, the
pillars of cloud and fire will disappear. What then? ‘The eternal God is your
dwelling place’ (ESV). If God is our ‘environment’ we can ‘feel at home’ in any
situation. Reflect on Psalms 90:1-2; 91:1-4; Is. 57:15; John 14:23;
15:5, 7.
3. God is beneath you (27b). Numerous expressions of falling have
entered our vocabulary. We speak of falling into sin; being down in the
dumps; being under pressure. People at death are said to be sinking. But we
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can never get lower than those everlasting arms, which in turn remind us of
God’s everlasting love. At such times we experience his forgiveness,
tenderness and support (cf. 33:12).
4. God is before you (27c-29). Read these verses emphasizing the
word will. Israel needs this assurance as she faces the future. It is wonderful to
know that God is with us, but even more wonderful to know he goes before us.
Jesus the good shepherd goes on ahead… and his sheep follow (John 10:4).
Closing thought:
Such a relationship is always ‘reality’ for the people of God. Our response must
be one of praise and trust.
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Day 193
13.15 The death of Moses

Deuteronomy 34
Here we are faced with two seemingly contradictory facts. Moses is not
allowed to enter the promised land; yet he is the greatest of God’s OT servants.
1. No entry (1-9)
Moses climbs Mount Nebo as the LORD had told him (32:48-52) and is given a
panoramic view of the land. There is evidence that in biblical times, land was
secured by a purchaser’s formal inspection (cf. Gen. 13:14-17; Luke 14:18).
Moses may be legally taking possession of the land on behalf of its new people,
but in keeping with an old promise (4). He himself, however, is prevented
from entering because of his sin at Kadesh (Num. 20:1-13). Though the people
provoked Moses through their rebellion and rumouring (Deut. 1:37; 3:26), he
is held personally accountable for his arrogance and rashness (Num. 20:10-12;
Ps. 106:32-33).
2. No equal (10-12)
Here is the editor’s final eulogy, added some time after Moses’ death (10).
Moses was the greatest of Israel’s prophets (Num. 12:6-8) and possessed an
intimacy with God unknown to others (Exod. 33:11). He was unequalled in the
miraculous signs and awesome deeds performed before Israel and in the land
of Egypt.
Three observations as the Pentateuch closes:
(i) Moses is the servant of the LORD (5), and no servant is indispensable or
irreplaceable. God’s man for the next phase of the story is already in position
(9). God’s work is the crucial thing, and over-attachment to personalities can
be harmful. Israel is not even able to visit the grave of her greatest leader (6).
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(ii) The Pentateuch ends where it began with the promise to Abraham.
That promise drives the story. Another aspect of it, possession of the land, is
about to become a reality. But the final goal, blessing to all nations, pushes the
story forwards to Jesus and a day when Moses will enter the land. On another
mountain the servant of God will meet with the Son of God and hear about the
greater exodus Jesus is about to bring to fulfilment at Jerusalem (Luke 9:3031).
(iii) We today (like Israel) stand in the story with the partially fulfilled
promise of God behind us and its ultimate fulfilment ahead of us, drawing us
forward in faith and hope. This is what it means to be a pilgrim.
Closing thought:
Leaders because of their privilege and influence are judged more strictly
(Ezek. 34:7-10; Mark 12:38-40 ESV; Luke 12:47-48; Jas. 3:1). Let us not forget
to pray for them.
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Day 194
13.16 Jesus greater than Moses

Hebrews 3:1-6
What does it mean for Hebrew Christians, with their rich OT heritage, to
confess Jesus? (1). This letter shows that Jesus establishes a better priesthood,
based on a better sacrifice, which inaugurates a better covenant, and
introduces a better hope of a better resurrection! And basic to all this is the
relation of Jesus to Moses, the mediator of the old covenant.
Here, his readers are told that Jesus is greater than Moses and that they
are to fix their thoughts on him. But notice, in showing his superiority, the
writer does not in any way diminish Moses. Moses was faithful in all God’s
house (2). House, both in Hebrew and Greek, can be used of either a building
or a household (as in, House of David; House of Hanover). Here it refers to
household or family (6). Jesus too was faithful to all God revealed to him and
demanded of him. But Jesus is superior to Moses:
•

Moses was part of the house (Israel did not start with Moses); Jesus is
the builder (3-4) - in fact: by him all things were created (Col. 1:16; cf.
Heb 1:2).

•

Moses was a servant in God’s house; Jesus is a son over it (5-6).

•

Moses testified to what would be said in the future (5); Jesus is that
final word (6; cf. Heb. 1:1-2). Moses wrote about Jesus (John 5:46);
Jesus fulfilled what Moses wrote (Luke 24:27, 44).

None of this means that the old covenant was bad; it simply means it wasn’t
final. Under the new covenant we must move, as the writer does here, with the
flow of revelation from Moses to Jesus, and from Israel to the church of
Christ. Now Jesus is our guide and pattern. Of course such a standard is more
demanding than the Mosaic law. Paul, for instance, didn’t learn his radical
sinfulness at the feet of Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), but at the foot of the cross.
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With the rule of the Son, however, comes the motivation of his love and
the enabling of his Spirit. We must never cut the dynamic relationship
between his claims, his love and his resources. The one who is over us, is the
one who gave himself for us, and sent his Spirit to us. For Christ to be over us
means continuing courageously in the freedom and hope we have in him (6).
Closing thought:
Read and reflect on Romans 7:4-6.
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Day 195
13.17 Learning from Israel’s history

1 Corinthians 10:1-13
Today and tomorrow we consider two NT passages recounting Israel’s
experience in the desert and see their implications for today (see Day 179).
1. Israel was privileged, but presumptuous (1-10)
Paul has been writing about the need for self-control, lest those starting the
Christian race find themselves disqualified (9:24-27). That kind of thing had
happened before. Remember Israel in the desert. All were under the cloud.
All passed through the sea. All were baptised into Moses. All ate
supernatural food. All drank supernatural drink.
So the Israelites had their equivalents of baptism (2) and the Lord’s
Supper (3-4). The cloud above them and the wall of sea either side of them
constituted their baptism, inseparably linking them with Moses, their
deliverer. What is more, Paul understands Christ as the source of Israel’s
nourishment in the desert, even transferring to him the title ‘Rock’ used in the
OT of Yahweh (e.g. Deut. 32:4, 15, 18, 30-31; Pss. 18:31; 95:1; Is. 26:4).
But Israel presumed upon her privileges. Though all the exodus
generation were included in the privileges, God then excluded most of them
(5) - a supreme understatement, since only Joshua and Caleb entered the
promised land. They were guilty of idolatry (7; Exod. 32:6); sexual immorality
(8; Num. 25:1-9); testing the LORD (9; Num. 21:5-6) and grumbling (10; Num.
16:41-49). Now these things occurred as examples [lit. typically], for our
sakes. Verse 6 ties together both the privileges and the judgements of verses 110.
2. Christians must be careful, but confident (11-13)
The OT story reaches its climax in Christ and a renewed Israel. We belong to
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the new age he has ushered in (see Day 5). Behind Israel’s history lies the
eternal purpose of God, who knows the end from the beginning. He has woven
into her story events which prefigure his ‘end-time people’ and provide
warnings and encouragement for them. We must never presume that because
we have shared in the privileges of baptism and the Lord’s Supper we will
automatically stand firm against sin (12). Finally, however, Paul turns in verse
13 from our vulnerability to God’s faithfulness (cf. Lam. 3:22-23).
Temptations will come, but we can be confident that no temptation is:
•

Unique - we are not alone; we share the same basic problems as others

•

Unbearable - God is faithful; he won’t let us be tempted beyond
breaking point

•

Unending - God gives his own way out (lit. exodus) to each one of us,
so wait for it

Closing thought
Extra Note 13.1: 1 Corinthians 10:6, 11 and typology
Typology (the study of biblical types) introduces us to an important key to
unlock the meaning of the bible story. The tupos class of words (Rom. 5:14 pattern; 1 Cor. 10:6, 11 - examples; Heb.9:24 - copies; 1 Pet. 3:21 - symbol)
concern OT events, people or institutions that point beyond themselves to
some greater reality. Hence they are also called a shadow (Col. 2:17; Heb. 8:5;
10:1), since they reveal the form of the reality, but are not themselves
complete. The NT fulfilment of a type (or shadow) is known as an anti-type (or
reality). ‘Anti’, used in Hebrews 9:24 and 1 Peter 3:21, does not mean ‘against’,
but ‘in place or fulfilment of’. The all-pervading NT anti-type is Jesus (2 Cor.
1:20).
Typology and the story
Typology reveals in a wonderful way the unity of the story. It bridges the time
and theology gap between the Old and New Testaments. It is a magnificent
bridge with lanes running in both directions, the OT providing the types for
the NT, and the NT revealing the reality of the OT. A type presupposes a
purpose in history that is unfolding in a constant and unified way throughout
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the Bible. These designed similarities give us a better grasp of the promisefulfilment aspect of the story.
Some of the verbal signals of this intention are: (1) the long list of ‘new’
things mentioned in both testaments (namely, the new Moses, the New
Covenant, the new David, the new temple, the new exodus, the new cup and
bread, and the new heaven and earth); (2) the acquired technical status of
some repeated theological terms such as ‘seed,’ ‘my Son,’ ‘firstborn,’ ‘rest,’
‘blessing,’ ‘Branch,’ ‘Holy One,’ ‘House of David,’ and so on; and (3) the
pointed reoccurrence of dominant events such as desert wanderings, exiles,
exoduses, divinely appointed deliverers, and so on.21
Typology and God’s ‘end-time’ people
Some have questioned whether typology really allows the OT to speak for
itself. Are we not imposing upon it interpretations that could never have
occurred to its authors or original readers? The NT unashamedly answers,
‘yes’. The OT types are not just interesting illustrations of moral and religious
truth. They are part of a long story that has reached its intended goal. The
original readers are not the ultimate readership. These things happened to
them as examples [types] and were written down as warnings for us, on
whom the fulfilment of the age has come (1 Cor. 10:11 cf. Heb. 9:26 at the end
of the ages; 1 Pet. 1:20 at the end of the times).
OT types are not merely relevant to us, but in God’s revelatory plan
they are primarily intended for us. And as far as the OT writers are
concerned, it was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves,
but those living after Christ (1 Pet. 1:10-12). In Romans 16:25-27 Paul does not
say that the mystery hidden for long ages past, is now revealed in the gospel
(as we might have expected), but that it is made known through the prophetic
writings. That is, the OT, read now in the light of the new, reveals things that
were there previously, but remained hidden.

21

Walter C. Kaiser, The Uses of the Old Testament in the New (Moody Press, 1985) p. 121.
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Day 196
13.18 Learning from Israel’s unbelief

Hebrews 3:6-19
‘If” is a challenging, disturbing, little word: …if we hold on (6b); …if we hold
firmly till the end (14). It is clearly not enough to begin the Christian life well;
we must persevere to the end. To make this point, the writer of Hebrews goes
to Israel’s history, quoting from Psalm 95, read in the synagogue at the
beginning of each Sabbath. The psalm is a call to praise God (1-7a) and to hear
his voice (7b-11; quoted in today’s passage). It recalls how the Israelites
showed themselves particularly unbelieving at the beginning and, what should
have been, the end of their desert wanderings (Exod.17:1-7; Num. 14:1-12).
God warned them that if they refused to believe in him they would never enter
his rest (i.e. the promised land).
But these Hebrew Christians are more culpable. For though they have
their own ‘desert experience’, where the reality of their faith is tested, they
have experienced a greater exodus journey towards a more glorious rest (Heb.
4:10-11), and live in the full blaze of God’s final revelation (Heb. 1:1-2). So the
writer makes two appeals found at the heart of today’s passage.
1. Examine yourselves (12)
You must guard against an unbelieving heart – a heart of a deserter (NEB).
Scripture forces us to hold together two truths:
(i) the believer’s security is assured
(ii) the believer’s perseverance is essential
Perseverance shows that the confidence we had at first (14) was justified. So
unbelief is the problem (12, 19; cf. 4:2). Just as Israel had focused on
circumstances rather than the living God, these Hebrew Christians are in
danger of doing the same. But as then, so now, faith comes as we live on every
word that comes from the mouth of the LORD (Deut. 8:3). Notice that
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‘unbelief’ and ‘disobedience’ are used interchangeably (18-19). We truly
believe God’s word, not only when we rest upon it, but when we and act upon
it.
2. Encourage one another (13)
Sin is deceitful. It promises much but delivers little. Like a spiral staircase, it
never shows where it is leading. But sin usually hardens hearts gradually, like
the slow freezing of a pond in winter. That is why the encouragement of other
Christians is so important. It acts as a kind of anti-freeze. We are to encourage
one another daily (not just weekly!). When we gather together, we cannot
calculate the effect, either negative or positive, that we have on each other
(Heb. 10:24-25).
Closing thought:
One of the best ways of being in ‘today mode’ (13; cf. 7, 15; 4:7) is to be in
‘tomorrow mode’ (6, 14) and encourage one another concerning our future
certainties (see 1 Thess. 4:16-18; 5:9-11; 2 Thess. 2:13-17).
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Chapter Fourteen: Into the
Promised Land
1. Introduction, Day 197
2. Joshua becomes leader (Joshua 1:1-9; 8:30-35), Day 198
3. God’s amazing grace to Rahab (Joshua 2), Day 199
4. Crossing the Jordan (Joshua 3-4), Day 200
5. The fall of Jericho (Joshua 5:13-6:21), Day 201
6. The Divine Warrior, Day 202
7. God keeps his promise (Deuteronomy 11:8-12; Joshua 21:43-45), Day 203
8. The LORD is my portion (Psalm 16), Day 204
9. Covenant renewal at Shechem (Joshua 24:1-28), Day 205
10. A wearisome cycle (Judges 2:6-23), Day 206
11. Gideon - the strength of weakness (Judges 6:1-6; 7:1-25), Day 207
12. Samson - the weakness of strength (Judges 16), Day 208
13. Breaking the cycle (Psalm 30), Day 209
14. Ruth and Naomi (Ruth 1; 4:13-22), Day 210
15. Ruth and Boaz (Ruth 2-3:13), Day 211
16. The birth of Samuel (1 Samuel 1-2:11), Day 212
17. Kingship in God’s purpose, Day 213
18. Israel requests a king (1 Samuel 8; 12:12-25), Day 214
19. Israel’s ideal king (Deuteronomy 17:14-20; Philippians 2:5-11), Day 215
20. Saul rejected as king (1 Samuel 15), Day 216
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Day 197
14.1 Introduction
The conquest of the land – Joshua
Today we start not only a new chapter in this book, but a new era in the story.
The older, Israelite generation, with its doubting, fearful mentality, has died in
the desert. The younger generation are much more positive. The book of
Joshua contains no word concerning rebellion against their new leader or
grumbling against God. But in another sense it is very much a continuation of
the same story. This is why Moses features so prominently in the opening
verses - his death (1); the promise made to him concerning the land (3); God’s
presence with him (5); and the law given by him (7). God’s continuing
promise, presence and law control the story.
The book of Joshua is dominated by the promised land - its possession
(chs. 1-12); distribution (chs. 13-21); and retention (chs. 22-24). This, of
course, means the dispossession of the nations already in the land, with the
issues that this throws up concerning God’s character. The entry into the land
should stimulate hope in us: Not one of all the LORD’s good promises to the
house of Israel failed; everyone was fulfilled (21:45). It encourages us to lift
our eyes to the even greater inheritance we have (1 Pet. 1:3-5).
A period of gloom – Judges
The book of Judges takes us from the death of Joshua to the dawn of the
monarchy in Israel; a period of over 300 years. This is one of the saddest parts
of the whole story, revealing Israel’s military weakness and moral chaos.
While Israel holds mainly the hill country, the valleys running through the
land are largely foreign-held. This results in God’s people not only adopting
the evil ways of their neighbours, but also being isolated from each other.
Tribal relationships are at a low ebb and other nations exploit Israel’s
weakness. Most attackers come from outside the land (Moab; Midian;
Ammon) and are usually content to periodically plunder it. The Philistines,
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however, prove a more permanent menace. They migrated in great numbers
to the region about the same time that Israel escaped from Egypt.
God’s answer to these threats is to raise up judges. The word judge,
however, only occurs in chapter 2:16-19. The usual designation for leader is
deliverer. These men are not renowned for their court cases, but their military
campaigns. At best, however, they rally support from only a few tribes at any
one time. We will consider the two most prominent judges, Gideon and
Samson; both mentioned in Hebrews 11. The isolation of the tribes also brings
about a loss of national identity. The Israelites are soon worshipping Baal
alongside the LORD, and cultic sites proliferate. Anarchy prevails: Israel had
no king; everyone did as he saw fit (17:6; 21:25). So the book, both from a
military and moral perspective, provides a rationale for kingship and
centralized leadership.
A shaft of light – Ruth
The short book of Ruth is a gem. It forms a perfect bridge from Judges to
Samuel, beginning with: In the days when the judges ruled, and ending with
Ruth becoming King David’s great grandmother. It shows how God’s people
can live godly lives in times of moral chaos.
The dawn of the monarchy – 1 Samuel
In contrast to the lack of movement in the story during the days of the judges,
the focus now returns to Yahweh who acts in ordinary human situations to
further his plan of redemption. The opening chapters of 1 Samuel find Israel
worshipping at a non descript shrine presided over by a corrupt priesthood.
But the last chapters of 2 Samuel record David’s purchase of a site in
Jerusalem on which the temple of Solomon will be built.
The books of Samuel (originally one book) are named after the person
God uses to establish Israel’s monarchy. The prophet Samuel (also the last of
the judges) is one of the Israel’s greatest leaders. His birth is an answer to the
prayers of his godly mother, Hannah, who dedicates her son to the LORD. The
book begins with Hannah, because her struggles are Israel’s struggles in
miniature. Her story shows that great blessing can come from bitter
experience if that experience leads to trust in God. Hannah’s song (2:1-10)
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gives a prophetic insight into God’s dealings with Israel during the monarchy.
Samuel, for instance, appoints the imposing Saul as Israel’s first king, but
when Saul fails to honour God he is humbled and stripped of his authority.
Closing thought:
Read and rejoice in 1 Samuel 2:6-10.
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Day 198
14.2 Joshua becomes leader

Joshua 1:1-9; 8:30-35
One of the most stressful experiences in life can be moving house. But imagine
Joshua’s situation. He heads a family of two million, gets the go-ahead to
move, but the house is still occupied and the inhabitants have to be driven out!
What a responsibility. When Moses asked the LORD for a shepherd to lead and
care for Israel, he was told to commission Joshua (Num. 27:15-18). He is a
man whom the LORD has carefully prepared:
•

he witnessed God’s mighty power as a soldier (Exod. 17:10-13)

•

he was impressed with the seriousness of sin as a servant (Exod.
33:11)

•

he learned to trust God’s promise as a spy (Num. 14:6-9)

In chapter 1, God renews his promise of the land made to Moses (3-6), but
originally given to Abraham (Gen. 13:14-17). But throughout this passage
promise and command are placed side by side. Three times Joshua is
commanded: Be strong and courageous (6, 7, 9). It is a very searching
command, for if strength is a duty, weakness is a sin. And if courage is
commanded, cowardice is disobedience. Simply being commanded, however,
is rather like being told, ‘don’t worry’ or ‘cheer up’. What, therefore,
accompanies the command is of great importance. Joshua must be totally
committed to God’s law, so that it controls:
•

what he says (8a mouth)

•

what he thinks (8b meditate lit. mutter - what we continually mutter
to ourselves we are constantly thinking about)

•

what he does (8c be careful to do)

God, in turn promises: ‘As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will
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never leave you or forsake you… Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged,
for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go.’ (5, 9)
Chapter 8:30-35 records Joshua’s fulfilment of the instructions
previously given to Moses (Deut. 27). At Ai (ch.7) Israel has just experienced
the curse of God’s anger and the blessing of his enabling. How appropriate it
is, therefore, for God’s people to be reminded of the covenant and the
blessings and curses attached to it. Joshua, in keeping with his commission,
reads all the words of the law - the blessings and the curses… to the whole
assembly of Israel (34-35). The place where the people are standing, between
Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal, is Shechem, the very place where Abraham
first received the promise of the land (Gen. 12:6-7).
Closing thought:
‘I will never leave you or forsake you’. Take encouragement from the way
similar words are applied in Hebrews 13:5-6.
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Day 199
14.3 God’s amazing grace to Rahab

Joshua 2
1. Rahab’s deceit
Joshua secretly sends two men to spy out Jericho. They lodge with Rahab the
prostitute whose house was in the wall of the city. But their movements are
watched, and soon there is a knock on Rahab’s door. She quickly hides the
men under stalks of flax on the roof and deceives the search party about their
whereabouts. Eventually the spies return, having promised Rahab that she
and her family will be spared when Jericho is destroyed. The OT doesn’t
comment on Rahab’s lie and the NT ignores it and focuses on her faith.
2. Rahab’s faith (Heb. 11:31)
Her faith sweeps aside all her past traditions and present dangers to take
refuge in the God of Israel (12-13). The sequel is found in Joshua 6:22-25,
where she and her family are rescued. But that is not the end of the story.
Rahab marries a prince in Judah and enters the genealogy of Jesus as an
ancestor of David (Matt 1:5). How amazing that a Canaanite prostitute, a nonentity in the sight of the world, should have such a place in God’s plan. When
we scan Hebrews 11 we discover others like Rahab - Abel, Enoch, Joseph,
Daniel - whom God graciously keeps, even though they have little or no
fellowship or encouragement. God’s grace to save, keep and use is truly
amazing.
3. Rahab’s action (Jas. 2:25)
When James wants to illustrate how true faith will show itself in action, he
turns to Rahab. Her action is based on God’s past deliverance of his people. ‘I
know that the LORD has given this land to you… we have heard how the
LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea… the LORD your God is God in
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heaven above and on the earth below’ (9-11). It is significant that Rahab and
the nations did not explain the Exodus in natural terms. They knew that only a
miracle could deliver a nation of slaves from the might of Pharaoh (cf. Exod.
15:13-16). What she did was evidence that her faith was real. As the puritan
Elisha Coles expressed it: ‘Faith justifies the person and works justify the faith’
(i.e. show it is genuine). It should be possible to say to every true believer,
‘excuse me, your faith is showing!’
Closing thought:
The spies are taught by Rahab that God’s people ought to live in the light of all
that God has done for them. Have we something to learn from her?

447

Day 200
14.4 Crossing the Jordan

Joshua 3-4
Crossing the river Jordan is another crucial event in Israel’s story. It is a reenactment of the Red Sea crossing, allowing the present generation to enter
into the experience of their parents (4:21-24). It also confirms Joshua as
Israel’s new Moses (3:7; 4:14).
At harvest time the snow from Mount Lebanon melts, swelling the
floodplain to a mile in width (3:15). The Israelites are made to feel their
helplessness as they camp for three days overlooking this great flood. They are
not told how they are going to cross, but simply: ‘tomorrow the LORD will do
amazing things among you’ (3:5). They are led this time, not by a pillar of
cloud and fire, but by another symbol of God’s presence, the ark of the
covenant (3:3; see Day 162). And the aim? ‘This is how you will know that the
living God is among you, and that he will certainly drive out before you the
Canaanites, Hittites… etc’ (3:10). That is: ‘if God can get you into the land, he
can surely give you the land.’ Paul uses the same ‘theo-logic’ in Romans 8:32.
The cloud (God-made and moved), gives way to the ark (man-made and
moved), which points forward to the temple (seen but static), which is fulfilled
in God’s new covenant people (mobile and indwelt by the Spirit - cf. 1 Cor.
3:16; 6:19; Eph. 2:22). There is progression and development in the story, but
the message is the same throughout: ‘the living God is among you’ (3:10). On
the other hand, the water didn’t open up until the priests, literally ‘stepped out
in faith’ (3:15-16). If God’s people never attempt what they cannot do, they will
seldom achieve what they might do.
The priests carrying the ark are the first into the Jordan and the last to
leave it. Then the waters, just as miraculously, returned to their place (4:18),
but not before twelve memorial stones are taken from the river-bed and
carried to Gilgal. The stones, representing the twelve tribes, are a permanent
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reminder of God’s power (4:7, 24) and a teaching aid for future generations
(4:21-22). The date (4:19) is the same day the Passover lamb was selected
exactly forty years earlier (Exod. 12:2-3). Four days later the Passover is
celebrated (5:10). It is as though the LORD is putting a gigantic bracket around
those forty years. Now the story can continue.
Closing thought:
The Exodus and the crossing of Jordan are explosions of God’s presence and
power, the memory of which gives confidence (Ps. 114) and composure (Is.
43:1-3) to God’s people. And we look back to the cross and resurrection.
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Day 201
14.5 The fall of Jericho

Joshua 5:13-6:21
1. The commander of the LORD’s army (5:13-15)
The Jordan has been crossed. Ahead of Israel is the awesome prospect of
destroying the walled city of Jericho - with no way of retreat! Suddenly Joshua
is confronted by a man with a drawn sword. ‘Friend or foe’, Joshua asks, only
to discover that though the man is not an enemy, neither is he a mere ally. He
is the commander of the LORD’s army - probably referring to his angelic
legions (1 Kgs. 22:19; Ps. 103:21). His sword is drawn because of the
impending judgement on the Canaanites. Joshua recognizes he is in the
presence of deity and, like Moses earlier, submissively takes off his sandals
(Exod. 3:5).
2. The wall collapses (6:1-21)
What a relief it must have been for Joshua to hear the LORD’s words: ‘See, I
have delivered Jericho into your hands’ (2). The very tense of the verb
indicates that the outcome is already certain. Again, the ark (mentioned ten
times in these verses), takes centre stage. It is Yahweh’s presence that makes
all the difference. But what bizarre warfare this is. By faith the walls of
Jericho fell, after the people had marched around them for seven days (Heb.
11:30). Faith has a double harness:
(i) Obedience. Jericho falls when Joshua has reinstated circumcision
and the Passover - the covenant sign and the covenant meal (5:1-12). He is
required to obey what are, militarily, very strange instructions. Is Joshua
willing to risk everything on God’s word and way? Will he finish up with blood
on his hands and egg on his face?
(ii) Perseverance. Suppose, on the fourth day or the sixth, the people
say: ‘What’s the point of simply going round and round the city?’ Perhaps this
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is why they march in enforced silence (10). Just as faith can be infectious, so
can doubt. The essence of faith is quiet trust in the living God.
3. Our great task
The commission given to the church today is far beyond our own strength and
resources. But our commander is with us (Matt. 28:18-20). His normal
pattern is to work through his people. But since we have a tendency to obscure
his power and steal his praise, he works in such a way that we recognize that
the all-surpassing power is from God and not from us (2 Cor. 4:7).
Closing thought:
Read Hebrews 11:8-10, 17-19 - what obedience! Read Hebrews 11:24-27 - what
perseverance! Read Hebrews 12:1-3 - what amazing obedience and
perseverance!
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Day 202
14.6 The Divine Warrior – an overview
Today we set out a biblical framework in which to view the ‘warrior’ aspect of
God’s character and work.
1. God fights for Israel
God chooses the tiny nation of Israel as the vehicle of his redemptive purposes
for the world and therefore safeguards her in her pagan environment. In the
earlier part of the story, especially from Moses to Israel’s monarchy, the LORD
is the divine warrior, ruling over the nations and avenging his enemies. But
the nations are also receiving the judgement they deserve; so Israel’s enemies
are God’s enemies (see Day 185). Israel’s war, however, is to be waged
according to Yahweh’s law (see esp. Deut. Chs. 7 and 20). As we saw
yesterday, Israel fights in utter dependence upon God (cf. Judg. 7:2, 7, 15; Ps.
20:7) and victory is celebrated as his achievement (e.g. Exod. 15:1-3; Pss. 24:710; 68).
2. God fights against Israel
God’s warfare is not simply a racial matter. Israel’s defeat in war is one of the
curses for covenant disobedience (Deut. 28:49-52; cf. Josh. 7:11-12). This is
supremely demonstrated in the destruction of Jerusalem in 586BC (Lam. 2:45).
3. Jesus the messianic warrior
In the ministry of Jesus, the presence of God’s kingdom is demonstrated by
exorcisms and miracles, but supremely by his own victorious resurrection.
Jesus fights with spiritual, rather than physical, weapons (Matt. 26:50-56)
and wins his greatest battle not by killing, but by dying. Nevertheless, Paul can
still describe Christ’s death as disarming the powers and authorities (Col.
2:15), and his ascension as a victory parade (Eph. 4:7-8). Now that Jesus is
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exalted, the church becomes the focal point of conflict between good and evil
(Rev. 12:17). God’s people, however, are to fight only with spiritual weapons (2
Cor. 10:4-5; Eph. 6:10-18;).
4. Jesus the future warrior
John the Baptist was not wrong in his anticipation of coming judgement
(Matt. 3:11-12); he simply saw a two-act drama as one event. The second
coming of Jesus brings to a climax the thread of divine-warrior language that
runs through Scripture (e.g. Ps. 2; Is. 11:3b-5; Zech. 14:1-5; 2 Thess. 1:6-8; 2:810). The book of Revelation is replete with such language. The fall of Babylon
(Rev. 18-19:10) is not the destruction of one nation, but of all opposition to
God. Jesus is the rider on the white horse, by whose warrior-like power God’s
foes are vanquished (Rev. 19:11-16). We live today knowing that the decisive
battle has been won on the cross and so are completely certain of the final
outcome.
Closing thought:
Dip into the end of the story and read Revelation 21:1-8.
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Day 203
14.7 God keeps his promise

Deuteronomy 11:8-12; Joshua 21:43-45
Joshua 21:43-45 sums up the book so far.
Verse 43 summarizes the allotment of the land to Israel (chs. 1321). The second half of the book is full of allotments! The greater part of the
land is allocated to Judah, Ephraim and Manasseh (chs. 15-17) and the
remainder divided by map-makers between the seven tribes still to receive an
inheritance (chs. 18-19; for the allocation of the land east of Jordan see 13:114:5). What are, for us, rather boring lists of names, certainly are not for them.
This is their promised inheritance - an indication of God’s faithfulness and
their special relationship with him. The pledge that Israel would one day
possess and inherit the land is stated sixty nine times in Deuteronomy.
Today’s passage is typical.
•

The land is God’s gift, but Israel has to possess it (8).

•

The promise stretches back to their forefathers (9).

•

It is a good land, irrigated directly from heaven! (10-12).

Verse 44 summarizes Israel’s triumph over the inhabitants of
the land (chs. 1-12). The fact that Israel might still possess more land does
not negate the substantial dominance she already has. Notice the words, little
by little in Exodus 23:30 and Deuteronomy 7:22. The LORD gave them rest.
Rest, however, is more than cessation from warfare. It involves the enjoyment
of a filial relationship with Yahweh and obedience to his law. The law
governing the land, for instance, safeguards the livelihood of each family. This
is why the promise of rest can have a wider and richer fulfilment in the future
(see Day 82). But even at this stage of the story, rest is not a blank cheque. To
retain her privilege of remaining in the land, Israel must maintain her
commitment to Yahweh.
Verse 45 functions as a doxology (cf. Rom. 11:33-36). Joshua, like
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Paul, throws up his hands, as it were, and exclaims: ‘Oh the depths of the
faithfulness of God! How unsearchable his promises!’ God is true to his word.
His promise of the land to Abraham never looked as if it had a chance of
fulfilment. What a troubled history it had. Starting with a mere cemetery that
Abraham had to buy, continuing through 400 years in bondage to a tyrant,
and then having to wait another forty years because of Israel’s unbelief. But
God’s word never falls to the ground. What encouragement that gives us for
the future.
Closing thought:
Read Joshua 23:14; 1 Kings 8:56; 2 Corinthians 1:20 and join in Joshua’s
doxology.
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Day 204
14.8 The LORD is my portion – a pause for
reflection

Psalm 16
1. David’s (and our) true inheritance (1-6)
The most probable setting for this psalm is David’s time as a refugee while on
the run from Saul. Notice, for example, David’s words in 1 Samuel 26:19: ‘They
have now driven me from my share in the LORD’s inheritance and have said,
“Go, serve other god’s”’ . Here, David refuses to run after other gods (4), and
declares the LORD to be his inheritance: ‘The LORD is my chosen portion’ (5
ESV). David has been disinherited and reduced to the life of a fugitive, yet

because the LORD is his portion he can say, ‘The boundary lines have fallen
for me in pleasant places; surely I have a delightful inheritance’ (6).
Such language comes from the apportioning of the land to Israel. Each
tribe hoped for a good area, but David is well satisfied with his portion! His
scale of values has changed (cf. Phil. 3:8). He knows that even those things
often regarded as valuable can, apart from the LORD, fall in the category of ‘no
good thing’ (2). And forced to flee from the court of Saul, he now recognizes
Israel’s true nobility in her ordinary saints (3; glorious means ‘glittering’ –
like precious jewels).
2. David’s (and our) great inheritance (7-10)
David so delights in the LORD that even insomnia becomes profitable (7).
Verse 8 is a wonderful testimony to his conscious awareness of the LORD’s
presence. God’s people are privileged to go through life using the plural ‘we’ –
e.g. ‘how are we going to face this Lord?’ But David’s blessings stretch beyond
this life. With wonderful OT insight, he anticipates the future resurrection of
the body (9-10). Such is his present intimacy with God, that he reasons it must
continue after death. God does not give up on friends (cf. Pss. 49; 73:23-26).
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3. David’s (and our) ultimate inheritance (11)
Peter tells us, moreover, that David is speaking prophetically concerning his
descendant Jesus (Acts 2:28-32). David naturally seeks deliverance from an
untimely death, but knows that eventually a timely death will come. Now,
however, there is hope because of the untimely death of Jesus, followed by his
glorious resurrection (cf. Acts 13:34-37). Beyond the grave are eternal
pleasures (11), the plural denoting richness and variety. Best of all, these
pleasures will last for ever! (cf. 1 Pet. 1:3-5). Every part of our nature will be
fully satisfied. How sad that often we have to experience dire circumstances
before we appreciate the wonder of knowing the Lord! As Mother Teresa of
Calcutta once said, ‘we don’t know what we have in Jesus until Jesus is all we
have’.
Closing thought:
Let us serve the Lord with renewed confidence. It may not bring us financial
riches now, but the retirement plan is out of this world.
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Day 205
14.9 Covenant renewal at Shechem

Joshua 24:1-28
Each of the final three chapters of Joshua begin with Joshua summoning an
assembly of the people. Having underscored Yahweh’s faithfulness to Israel,
she must now respond in kind. Such a response will determine whether or not
the nation retains the land. Here, Joshua calls God’s people to:
1. Grateful reflection (1-13)
The tribes stand before God at Shechem (1) where Abraham first received the
promise of the land (Gen. 12:6-7). Joshua rehearses the crisis points in their
history, starting with God taking Abraham from the pit of paganism. All the
way through Israel’s story the emphasis falls on human weakness and
Yahweh’s initiative. He took … led … assigned … sent … brought … destroyed
… delivered … gave. Just like us, Israel is where she is by the grace of God.
Her story unfolds slowly. Esau soon receives his inheritance, while God’s
covenant family mysteriously went down to Egypt (4). God’s purposes are
never determined by our calendars. His ways are sometimes understood only
in the light of the whole story.
2. Urgent response (14-18)
In the light of God’s astounding grace they must serve (seven times in vv.1415) the LORD. This is their only rational response (cf. Rom. 12:1-2; 1 Cor. 6:1920). If they refuse, then, because all people by nature are worshipping beings,
they will have to choose between the ancestral Mesopotamian gods and the
contemporary Amorite ones. Joshua himself rejects both alternatives: ‘But as
for me and my household, we will serve the LORD’ (15). The people respond,
‘we too will serve the LORD’ (18; cf. Gen. 35:2-5).
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3. Serious consideration (19-21)
Joshua, having said, ‘you must serve the LORD’ now says ‘you can’t’. Why is
this? Surely he detects an element of insincerity or, perhaps, self-confidence.
Have they realized the kind of God they are dealing with? He is holy; no one
can trip lightly into a relationship with him. He is jealous and allows no rival.
Joshua’s aim is not to reduce the people to jelly blobs, but to make them act
thoughtfully and seriously (cf. the approach of Jesus in Luke 14:25-33).
4. Decisive action (22-28)
Joshua is after results. ‘You have said you will serve the LORD – now put your
idols where your mouth is!’ (22-23). He makes a covenant, records God’s law
in a book, and sets up a huge stone as a witness to their commitment. He
knows (and so do we) that repentance and resolve often come to nothing for
lack of decisive action.
Closing thought:
‘But as for me and my household’ (15). Are there areas of our family life which
need an overhaul? Be specific. Be decisive.
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Day 206
14.10 A wearisome cycle

Judges 2:6-23
This introductory passage provides a key to understanding the rest of the book
of Judges. It also gives a powerful reminder that God’s people are never more
than a generation or two from massive apostasy. Let us have ears to hear.
1. Israel’s wearisome cycle (6-16)
Joshua dies and they buried him in the land of his inheritance (9). During his
lifetime, and that of the leaders who outlive him, Israel is relatively faithful to
Yahweh (7). Every generation, however, needs to personally experience the
reality of God. The following one did not know God in any vital way and
generation-degeneration sets in. The following fourfold pattern becomes a
recurring motif throughout the book (e.g. 3:7-11).
(i) Defection (11-13). In spite of clear warnings, Israel becomes
involved in the licentious Canaanite religion. Baal (13) is the leading fertility
god, but there are also Baals (11) associated with particular places (e.g. 9:4).
Such defection is spiritual adultery (cf. 17).
(ii) Defeat (14-15a). Yahweh, in his anger, hands the Israelites over
to their enemies who plunder their crops (supposedly guaranteed by Baal
worship).
(iii) Distress (15b; cf. 18b). In their distress Israel often cries to the
LORD (e.g. 3:9, 15).
(iv) Deliverance (16). God sends judges to deliver his people,
showing incredible longsuffering in the face of their short-lived repentance.
This wearisome cycle reinforces the meaninglessness of the Judge’s period.
Israel lurches from one crisis to another.
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2. The cycle becomes a spiral (17-23)
The death of each deliverer brings even worse defection (18-19). So the cycle
becomes a downward spiral leading eventually to even the Jerusalem temple
becoming the dwelling place of cult prostitutes (cf. 2 Kgs. 23:4-7). No wonder
the LORD addresses Israel as this nation rather than ‘my people’ (20). But
Yahweh curbs his anger and imposes his discipline.
He will no longer drive out the remnants of the nations, but will use
them to test Israel’s obedience (21-23). So what has happened to God’s
promises of land and rest? The book of Judges shows that the continued
presence of other nations in the land is not due to God’s unfaithfulness or
inability. Israel is fully to blame for her predicament. Sin is not simply
something people choose to do or not do, but a power that holds them in its
grip. The promise of rest must wait for a far richer fulfilment (Day 36).
Closing thought:
The revelation of God’s heart (18b) prepares us for the coming of God’s priest
(Heb. 4:15).
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Day 207
14.11 Gideon - the strength of weakness

Judges 6:1-6; 7:1-25
For the fourth time in Judges the Israelites fall into sin and come under God’s
judgement. For seven years the invading Midianites have swarmed into the
Jezreel Valley at harvest time, plundering Israel’s crops and livestock. When
the people cry to the LORD he uses their predicament to teach them a crucial
lesson. Observe:
1. The vital truth indicated (7:1-15)
‘Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her’ (2).
Her 32,000 troops are too many. The number must be greatly reduced to
make it obvious that Yahweh, not Israel, gains the victory. Even though the
Israelites are initially outnumbered by more than four to one, their number is
reduced by 22,000 (the fearful) and finally to 300, a drop of over 99%! Little
or no significance should be attached to the way the reduction is made. The
emphasis is not on the selection of Israel’s crack troops, but on their
insignificant number (7). The 300 are a symbol of Israel’s weakness, not the
epitome of her strength.
And this feeble army is under a frail leader (9-11). Gideon is not your
conventional hero; dynamic, assured, confident. The weakness that pervades
his earlier history (6:15, 27, 36-40) surfaces again in his fear of the Midianites
and his need for encouragement (9-15). Yahweh graciously gives that
encouragement from the lips of the enemy: ‘God has given the Midianites and
the whole camp into his [Gideon’s] hands’ (14). Truly God knows how we are
formed, he remembers that we are dust (Ps. 103:14).
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2. The vital truth demonstrated (7:16-25)
The battle strategy seems ingenious - dividing into three groups; smashing
jars; brandishing torches; blowing trumpets; shouting the war cry. Yet for all
that, the 300 men remain primarily trumpet blowers, while the Midianite
mayhem that follows is Yahweh’s doing: the LORD caused the men throughout
the camp to turn on each other with their swords (22). The Israelites do not
have to attack the Midianites. They simply pursue a great mass of panicstricken men and animals (cf. 12) down the Jordan Valley (23). This same vital
truth can still be demonstrated in God’s people today. The Lord reminds Paul,
‘my power is strongest when you are weak’ (2 Cor. 12:9 GNB). We, his
people, can be too strong; we can never be too weak.
Closing thought:
Reflect on 1 Corinthians 1:26-31.
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Day 208
14.12 Samson - the weakness of strength

Judges 16
The Philistines had lived in Palestine since Abraham’s time (Gen. 21:32-34),
but had more recently settled along the coast in increasing numbers (Jdg.
3:3). Samson, the last of the judges described in the book, judges Israel for
twenty years, coinciding with the second half of the Philistine’s forty year
period of oppression (Jdg. 13:1). What is the LORD’s message through
Samson?
1. Samson and Delilah (16:4-31)
Samson’s infatuation with Delilah (a byword for seduction), brings about his
downfall. As far as Delilah is concerned, the enormous price placed on
Samson’s head (5) outweighs all considerations of love. After several failed
attempts to find the source of Samson’s strength, she finally extracts the
secret. It lay in his unshaven head, the symbol of his dedication to God at birth
(17). Once shaven his strength leaves him, but, more significantly, so does the
LORD (20). With their enemy blinded and humiliated, the Philistines celebrate
the victory of their god, Dagon (23-24). Yahweh, however, has the last word.
He answers Samson’s cry for help with a final surge of strength. God’s power
is demonstrated even through such a feeble instrument as Samson (28-30).
2. Samson and Israel
Of all the judges, Samson most epitomizes the state of Israel at this time. He,
like Israel, is separated to God, but neither of them can come to terms with
their separation. As Samson goes after foreign women, so Israel pursues
foreign gods. Samson calls on the LORD only in desperation; so does Israel. In
the Samson story, therefore, we are seeing the LORD’s struggle with Israel
focused in one representative man. And it is just because Samson mirrors
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Israel, that his story has implications for God’s people in every age. Chapter 16
presents Samson without the Spirit (in contrast to 14:6, 19; 15:14). And in his
self-sufficiency he is finally deserted by Yahweh (20). It is a tacit reminder to
us, of the importance of maintaining a vital relationship with the LORD.
But there is hope as well as rebuke in the Samson story. Though he
personifies Israel in all her wavering devotion and terrible backsliding, the
LORD still hears Samson’s cry. Failure need not be final. And God’s sovereign
purposes are not frustrated. Simultaneous with Samson’s demise, a new era of
God’s favour is dawning in the birth of another Nazarite. His name is Samuel.
The Philistines are subdued during his lifetime (1 Sam. 7:13) and finally
defeated by David (2 Sam. 8:1).
Closing thought:
God can use us in our weakness (Rev. 3:8), but not in our self-sufficiency (Rev.
3:17).
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Day 209
14.13 Breaking the cycle – a pause for
reflection

Psalm 30
The wearisome cycle of defection, defeat, distress and deliverance that
characterizes the Judges period, can easily have its counterpart in our own
lives. What can break such a sequence so that it doesn’t keep recurring? The
most likely setting for today’s psalm is David’s arrogant numbering of his
troops, the plague that followed (which David felt very personally) and the
purchase of the site for the temple (1 Chron. 21:1-22:1). Today we focus on
verses 6-12. Here is a chain of events similar to the Judges pattern, but with a
significant addition that prevents the cycle being repeated.
(i) Presumption (6). The Hebrew word for secure includes the sense
of being self-confident (was it this that prompted David’s census?). Prosperity
is not evil but good, as long as we see God as its source and praise him for it
(cf. Deut. 8:10, 17). But sometimes outward gain can lead to inward loss.
(ii) Discipline (7). Significantly in 1 Chronicles 21 the options given
to David all reduce the number of his troops. God often disciplines us in the
very area in which we rebel against him. In verse 7, David, wiser after the
event, expresses the sentiments of a true child of God. No mountain - nothing
in this life however large and firm - can compensate for a believer’s broken
communion with the LORD.
(iii) Prayer (8-10). Facing the reality of death, David finds the
purpose of life. It is to praise and proclaim God (9). Compare Hezekiah’s
words in Isaiah 38:17-19.
(iv) Deliverance (11). David has already acknowledged ‘You … lifted
… healed... brought... spared me’ (1-3).
(v) Praise (12). David realizes he is delivered to praise God and give
thanks to him forever. Continual thankfulness keeps him from taking God and
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his blessings for granted, and so prevents the cycle starting all over again.
The crucial lesson is this: praise prevents presumption. Both
David and Hezekiah, however, in the crises they face discover that praise is far
more than a preventative measure. Our chief end in life is to glorify and enjoy
God. Read again verses 11-12. Praise helps us to fulfil the purpose for which we
are created, and so naturally satisfies us at the deepest level of our being. Just
as the lengthy applause at the end of a musical performance enhances the
pleasure experienced, so praise perfects pleasure. And in the light of all
the songs in the book of Revelation, that pleasure will continue for all eternity.
Closing thought:
Note the difference between the security of Psalm 16:8 and Psalm 30:6.
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Day 210
14.14 Ruth and Naomi

Ruth 1; 4:13-22
The book of Ruth begins with the tragedy of death and ends with the blessing
of birth. It is set in the period of the Judges (1:1) and stands in marked
contrast to it. The downward spiral of Judges reaches its climax in chapters
17-21 where we are left with total moral chaos. Society is marked by crime and
fear, violence and family break up. How can morality possibly be restored and
God’s saving purposes brought back on track? This book gives the answer.
1. God enters the chaos
Chapter 1 describes the experience of Naomi who is driven to Moab by famine
and then left destitute by the deaths of her husband and two sons. Wisely, she
encourages her two daughters-in-law to remain within their own people,
language and culture, and find new husbands. Ruth, however, insists on
accompanying Naomi when she returns home: ‘Your people will be my people
and your God my God’ (16-17).
So God enters the chaos through the love and devotion of just one
individual. At this point in the story the future still looks bleak and Naomi still
feels bitter (20-21). How different, however, is the book’s climax. Ruth
becomes the means of re-establishing Naomi’s family on its land in Israel
(4:13-15) and fittingly her newborn baby is nursed in Naomi’s lap (4:16-17).
2. God establishes his purposes
The book is a wonderful reminder that even in ungodly times God’s purposes
continue. In Judges, Israel has no king (Judg. 21:25). Society operates on the
basis of DIY religion and ethics (e.g. Judges 17:1-6). But God’s king is coming!
Ruth becomes the great-grandmother of David (4:17) and so enters the
ancestry of Jesus (Matt. 1:5-6; NB the mother of Boaz was Rahab the
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prostitute). This is all the more remarkable since she is a Gentile, referred to
five times in the book as Ruth the Moabitess (cf. Deut. 23:3!) Just as she
becomes part of the covenant community, so will the gospel go to all nations.
What is more, Ruth’s Bethlehem story (1:1, 22), serves to offset the
terrible Bethlehem stories of Judges 19-21. It carries forward the promise-plan
to a future Bethlehem and the birth of the ultimate king (Luke 2:1-12). During
the long period of the Judges the ‘big story’ stagnated. Now in just one
generation, it moves forward significantly.
Closing thought:
Let the words of Lamentations 3:22-26 (written at another dark time),
encourage your heart today.
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Day 211
14.15 Ruth and Boaz

Ruth 2-3:13
Yesterday we reflected on God’s purposes in chaotic times. Today we learn
how God’s people can live with calmness and confidence in such times. In
Ruth’s story two things combine together to further God’s plans and to
provide for her need.
1. The hidden hand of God in ordinary events
Our expectation is quickly aroused by the fact that Naomi has a wealthy
relative (2:1). Ruth goes off to glean corn and, as it turned out, she went to a
field belonging to Boaz (2:3). Just then Boaz arrived (2:4). As events unfold
we are allowed to share God’s perspective - to gasp and sigh at the ups and
downs of the story - all the time knowing that he is in control. Eventually
Naomi catches up with God’s providence (2:20) and instructs Ruth to signal
her willingness to become Boaz’s wife (3:9).
2. The obedience of God’s people to their covenant obligations
God’s law, central in Joshua, is not even mentioned in Judges. Here is a
society that has largely forgotten God’s word and where everyone did as he
saw fit (Judg. 17:6; 21:25). By contrast, God’s law is lived out in this
Bethlehem community - laws on the care of widows; the judgement of the
elders; Levirate marriage; the care of aliens; the practice of gleaning. All of
these reveal how the people of promise are to live.
The wings of refuge (2:12) provide a lovely image of security and
inclusion for Ruth, the outsider (cf. Pss. 17:6-8; 36:7-8; 57:1; 91:1-4).
Significantly, however, the word garment (3:9) is the same as wing and so
Boaz, through this play on words, is forced to face the fact that he is the
answer to his own prayer of 2:12. God’s wings of refuge are being experienced
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through a community of mutual care (cf. Deut.15:4-5; Ps.37:25).
Boaz, however, puts obedience to God’s law before the call of his own
heart. Only when the situation is clarified concerning an even closer relative
can marriage take place (3:10-13). Ruth’s selfless love (3:10 kindness is hesed,
pronounced ‘keseth’, meaning covenant or steadfast love), mirrors God’s
hesed for Israel (1:8; 2:20). She, like Boaz (e.g. 2:16), is not grudgingly keeping
the letter of the law, but generously fulfilling the spirit of it. Law in the book of
Ruth looks attractive! (cf. Ps. 19:7-11).
Closing thought
Extra Note 14.1: Levirate marriage
‘Levir’ is Latin for ‘brother-in-law’. The Levirate was a marriage institution
common in the ancient Near East, where, in the event of the death of a
husband without children, a brother or near relative had the duty to marry the
widow in order to raise children for the dead husband. Genesis 38 and Ruth 34 are examples of the practice, and Deuteronomy 25:5-10 provides the legal
framework for it.
The context for the practice is the extended family: If brothers are
living together... (Deut. 25:5). The purpose was to carry on the family name.
When Israel entered Canaan all the families were made a grant of land, so the
preservation of a name was closely linked to the preservation of a title to land.
In Ruth the responsibility to raise children for a dead relative went beyond
close family. It is very unlikely that Boaz was a brother of Elimelech.
Extra Note 14.2: OT legislation in Ruth
In Ruth we see God’s law in action, lived out in the Bethlehem community.
Laws on the care of widows Exodus 22:22-24; Deuteronomy 14:28-29;
24:17; 26:12; Levirate marriage Deuteronomy 25:5-6; the judgement of
the elders Deuteronomy 1:15-17; 16:18-20; the care of aliens Exodus
22:21; 23:9; Leviticus 19:33-34; Numbers 15:15-16; Deuteronomy 10:17-19;
14:28-29; and gleaning Leviticus 19:9-10; 23:22; Deuteronomy 24:19-22.
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Day 212
14.16 The birth of Samuel

1 Samuel 1-2:11
With the death of Samson Israel is left leaderless and disunited, while the
Philistines are growing in strength. The moral anarchy continues, especially
with the corruption of the priesthood under Eli’s family. But out of this
confusion emerges one of the greatest OT figures, the prophet Samuel.
Everyone’s story begins with a mother. So in this crisis God chooses a mother,
but, as so often in Scripture, she is barren.
1. Hannah’s vow (ch. 1)
Her grief at being childless is exacerbated because of the taunts of her rival
wife, Peninnah, especially during the periodic visits to the tabernacle, now
permanently situated at Shiloh (Josh. 18:1). On one such visit, Hannah prays
fervently, but submissively, for a son. She vows that if God grants her request,
she will give her son back to serve the LORD all the days of his life (11). Service
for Levites (Samuel’s father was a Levite - 1 Chron. 6:33-34) was normally
from the age of twenty five to fifty (Num. 8:23-26).
The fact that Eli can assume her to be drunk is a sad commentary on
the low state of Israel’s religion. However, the LORD remembered her (19) and
Hannah gives birth to a son whom she names Samuel (Samuel sounds like the
Hebrew for heard of God). When he is weaned (probably aged three) she takes
him to Eli at Shiloh and, with her husband’s agreement (22-23), formally
dedicates him.
2. Hannah’s song (2:1-10)
Hannah rejoices in the LORD - in the giver more than the gift (1). Her grievous
years of barrenness and the taunts of her co-wife, now give way to exultant
praise - praise based on the great truths of God’s character (esp. 2, 8).
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Moreover, she transposes God’s dealings with her to the bigger stage of
history. God can and often does reverse human values and estimates. Life and
death, wealth and poverty are wholly within his control.
He does not act, however, in an arbitrary and unjust way. He has linked
himself to the small and weak nation of Israel. And because human authorities
so often usurp his place, he overthrows the proud and raises the humble (6-7)
- a pattern frequently demonstrated in Israel’s history. Hannah finally soars
on the wings of inspired prophecy to anticipate a coming anointed king (10b)
and ultimately to celebrate the coming of him, Who, being in very nature God
… made himself nothing (Phil. 2:6-7). No wonder her song becomes a
prototype for Mary’s song (Luke 1:46-55).
Closing thought:
Read 1 Samuel 2:18-21. In giving Samuel to the LORD Hannah was no loser; we
can never out-give God.
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Day 213
14.17 Kingship in God’s purpose – an
overview
The introduction of a monarchy to Israel will have a profound effect on the
rest of the story. So we need to understand the precise problem surrounding
the nations request for a king.
Read 1 Samuel 8:1-7.
1. It is not that kingship is inherently wrong. God does not
intend the non-hereditary model of the Judges period to be permanent.
Kingship is a factor in God’s plan from the days of Abraham (Gen. 17:6, 16)
and Moses has outlined God’s expectations of Israel’s kings (Deut. 17:14-20).
2. The nub of Israel’s problem is not her desire for a king like
other nations (5). Israel’s inability to defend herself during the time of the
Judges was exacerbated because the tribes often acted independently, and
none of them had a permanent army. This weakness seems to be recognized in
the repeated comment at the end of Judges: In these days Israel had no king
(Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25).
3. The real problem is desiring a king like other kings (7).
Kingship in Israel has to function within the covenant framework, where
Yahweh is the ultimate king (e.g. Deut. 33:5; Judg. 8:22-23). Israel is a
theocracy, and the earthly king is to rule merely as a viceroy of Yahweh, the
heavenly sovereign (1 Sam. 12:13-15, 25). How is this to work in practice?
Israel’s prophets are to be the nation’s conscience, bringing Yahweh’s word to
king and people and challenging them to live by the terms of the Sinai
covenant. In the book of Samuel the two contrasting styles of kingship independent of Yahweh; under Yahweh - will be dramatically illustrated in the
reigns of Saul and David.
With Saul’s rejection, the LORD looks for a man after his own heart (1
Sam. 13:14). David is anointed king and promised an everlasting kingdom (2
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Sam. 7:13, 16, 24-26, 29). So the way is prepared for the coming of the Lord
Jesus. He is the ultimate Davidic king who comes announcing a new kingdom
(Mark 1:15). His people form a multi-national kingdom that will never end. He
rules now by his word and Spirit and, because in him prophet and king
combine, his authority is absolute.
Closing thought:
In the light of today’s theme, are there implications for the exercise of
authority in the church?
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Day 214
14.18 Israel requests a king

1 Samuel 8; 12:12-25
1. Israel’s foolish request (ch.)
In our first passage the Israelite elders have genuine cause for concern.
Samuel is old and has no obvious successor. His sons do not follow in their
father’s footsteps (3). In their request for a king, however, they seem to forget
that he too would be replaced by his own son (5). Their future well-being
depends not primarily on having a king, but on obedience to Yahweh. In
reality, however, they desire a king not merely as a substitute for Samuel, but
for Yahweh himself. The LORD tells Samuel:
•

‘Listen… but warn’ (9). He alerts the people to the high price they
will have to pay for any present, limited benefit. They face forced
labour, compulsory conscription, heavy taxes, and eventual tyranny (1118). But while Samuel listens to them, they refuse to listen to him (19).
It is a classic example of short-termism.

•

‘Listen… and give’ (22). God grants their request not as a sign of his
favour, but as an expression of his discipline. Let us beware.

2. Samuel’s farewell speech (12:12-25)
Here we have an insight into two important questions arising from Israel’s
folly.
(i) What hope is there for God’s sinning people? The Israelites
have perversely insisted on their own way, yet there is still hope for all who
repent and return to the LORD (13-14). ‘You have done all this evil yet… for the
sake of his great name the LORD will not reject his people.’ (20-22). Here is
grace, greater than their (and our) sin.
(ii) What hope is there for God’s sovereign purpose? Can God
possibly work out his purpose in a world of fickle sinners? Indeed he can, for
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his great name is at stake. And he will do so without either rejecting his people
or abandoning his purpose. His sovereignty does not, however, detract from
Israel’s responsibility. Israel must turn from evil and Samuel must turn to
prayer (23-25). Just as, through the cross, the most evil acts of men work the
most glorious purpose of God, so Yahweh is capable of using kingship for his
own glory. Good kings will give an insight into God’s coming king, while bad
kings will create a longing for him. But one day he will most certainly come!
Closing thought:
Samuel commits himself to Israel for priestly intercession and prophetic
instruction (12:23). Today, however, God’s faltering, covenant-breaking
people have a far greater prophet (Matt. 11:29) and priest (Heb. 7:25).
Hallelujah!
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Day 215
14.19 Israel’s ideal king

Deuteronomy 17:14-20; Philippians 2:5-11
1. Pattern and perversion (Deut. 17:14-20)
Moses describes four official leadership roles in Israel - judge, king, priest and
prophet (Deut. 16:18-18:22). Each have distinctive realms, but all function
under the authority of Yahweh. The king must be a fellow-Israelite of God’s
choice, and must not consider himself better than his brothers (15, 20).
As far as the exercise of kingship is concerned, important restrictions
are made on weapons (no large chariot force), wives and wealth (16-17). These
would endanger the king’s trust in God and his walk with him. They are the
very things that brought about the ruin of Solomon. Such restrictions cut right
across the accepted pattern of kingship for those days and would have
prevented Israel becoming like all the nations (14).
The king’s first priority is to immerse himself in God’s law so that it
permeates his behaviour in every sphere of life. It avoids the small print of an
exhaustive job description and promotes the concept of servant kingship (1820). Samuel’s warning (see yesterday), shows how often this pattern will be
perverted. He will take … occurs six times in 1 Samuel 8:11-17. The king will
only be satisfied with the best for himself (14).
2. Fulfilment and expansion (Phil. 2:5-11)
In this sublime passage from Philippians (written with a most down-to-earth
end in view), Paul says, King Jesus did not consider equality with God
something to be grasped, but made himself nothing (6-7). The ideal king
comes not to grasp, but to give. What a contrast to the king about whom
Samuel warns. On the one hand a king who will take all that was theirs; on the
other hand a king who will give all that is his – even to death on the cross! (8).
Jesus, however, is not only Israel’s king. Paul quotes Isaiah 45:23:
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Before me every knee will bow; by me every tongue will swear. The God who
will not give his glory to another (cf. Is. 45:5-6, 14, 18, 21-22) shares it with
Jesus! So Paul throws the net of Christ’s sovereignty over all created beings
(10). The significance of this would not be lost on the Christians in this Roman
colony where the Caesars were taking to themselves the title ‘Lord’. The
Philippians read from a different script. Jesus, not Caesar, is the true king and
their citizenship is in heaven (3:20).
Closing thought:
King Jesus has many co-heirs, but no successor.
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Day 216
14.20 Saul rejected as king

1 Samuel 15
The Israelites get the king they ask for. Saul is a military leader, who has some
initial success (1 Sam. 14:47-48). But the crucial issue is whether or not he is
willing to obey Yahweh. To some extent, Israel’s monarchy is the story of the
tension between king (political power) and prophet (religious authority). In
this respect, Saul’s failure is highlighted in two specific incidents. In chapter
13:8-14, obedience is the stone over which he stumbles; here, in chapter 15, it
is the rock by which he is crushed.
1. Saul’s disobedience (1-15)
Saul deviates from the LORD’s order to completely destroy the Amalekites. For
all the appearance of mercy, his deviation is not so much humane as all too
human - sparing Agag and the best animals; destroying what wasn’t worth
keeping (9); setting up a monument to himself (12); hiding his disobedience
behind a show of piety (15).
2. Yahweh’s response (16-23)
Saul has lost the initial perception of himself as small in his own eyes (17; cf. 1
Sam. 9:21; 10:22) and modifies Yahweh’s instructions. He seems to think he
could achieve a pass mark by part compliance (13) and is (as we so often are)
shockingly approximate in his own self-assessment (20).
The lesson is stark: partial obedience is disobedience. Saul is saying, in
effect, ‘I may not be obeying God, but I’m planning something else that’s
rather lovely; I’m going to have a great thanksgiving service’. But pious
routines are no substitute for prompt obedience. To obey is better than to
sacrifice (22) reverberates through the rest of the OT (Pss. 40:6-8; 51:16-17;
Is. 1:11-15; Hos. 6:6; Amos 5:21-24; Mic. 6:6-8). How we all need to hear God’s
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startling estimate of disobedience. It falls in the same category as sheer pagan
idolatry (23a). Samuel concludes: ‘Because you have rejected the word of the
LORD, he has rejected you as king’ (23b).
3. Saul’s ‘repentance’ (24-31)
The king does not take his dismissal from office seriously. It has to be spelt out
three times, and, even when repentance is wrung from him, his chief concern
is maintaining his appearance (30). We are in great danger when human
opinion means more to us than God’s assessment. True repentance might not
have saved Saul’s throne, but it would have saved him wasting the rest of his
life at odds with God (35). This, after all, is what repentance is about.
Closing thought
Extra Note 14.3: The destruction of the Amalekites
The LORD’s command to totally destroy the Amalekites and all their
possessions (1 Sam. 15:1-3) seems exceedingly harsh. We can never take
pleasure in the death of human beings, even of the wicked. God himself does
not (Ezek. 33:11). It is important, therefore, to set this painful chapter in its
larger context.
The word translated totally destroy is the religious term herem. It
means that which is under the ban or that which is dedicated to destruction
(see NIV marginal note). It is used of God’s judgement against those who have
steadfastly impeded or opposed his work and people, during the time of the
Exodus and conquest of Canaan (e.g. Deut. 7:1-6; Josh. 6:21; 8:26; 10:28;
11:11). This period is a unique time of judgement when Israel acts as God’s
executioner for certain nations ripe for destruction (Gen. 15:13-16), and is
under his special protection in that task (see Day 188). The incident we are
considering must be viewed as unfinished business from that period (2). To all
other kinds of warfare the law set limits. Notice, for instance, how careful the
Israelites are in making sure that the Kenites are not harmed with the
Amalekites (6).
So this is a special measure from a particular time in the unfolding of
God’s plan. It is designed to preserve the spiritual integrity of his covenant
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people in the face of a very hostile and satanic confederacy of evil (e.g. Lev.
18:21-30). Precisely because this was a unique period, it cannot be made the
basis for an on-going theology of ‘holy war’. We must also remember that
wholesale judgement that includes the relatively innocent is not the last act in
the drama, nor the conclusion of anyone’s personal history. The final
judgement may reverse many an interim one.
Extra Note 14.4: God’s grief over Saul
In 1 Samuel 15:35 (cf. 11) God is said to be grieved over making Saul king, but
the same Hebrew word is used in verse 29 to translate, God does not change
his mind. The traditional rendering of both words is repent. So how can God
be said to repent and yet never repent? The word occurs twenty nine times in
the OT, often expressing the emotional element of sorrow or regret, as in verse
35 (cf. Gen. 6:5). Verses 29 and 35 highlight an important difference.
God’s redemptive plan in history is always certain (29; cf.
Num. 23:19). God has determined that the future of Israel will be in the
hands of a better man, namely, David. God, unlike Saul, does not lie or change
his mind. All his purposes focusing on his Son and people are absolutely sure.
God’s warning of judgement to individuals or communities is
always conditional (35). Because God is unchanging, his attitude towards
sin is always one of hatred, and his attitude to the repentant sinner is always
one of mercy. If Saul had shown genuine repentance, God would have shown
mercy, as he did to Hezekiah (Is. 38:1-5) and to the people of Nineveh (Jonah
3:10). Using the analogy of a chessgame, God allows people freedom of choice
and action and then responds appropriately to ‘their moves’ (cf. Jer. 18:7-10).
In these instances, God changes not his mind, but his course of action. 1
Samuel 15:29, 35 show that God displays both firmness and feeling. He is
neither fickle in his ways, nor indifferent in his responses.
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Chapter Fifteen: David
1. Introduction, Day 217
2. Samuel anoints David (1 Samuel 16:1-14), Day 218
3. David and Goliath (1 Samuel 17:1-54), Day 219
4. The death of Saul (2 Samuel 1), Day 220
5. David becomes king (2 Samuel 5:1-12), Day 221
6. The ark is brought to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6), Day 222
7. The ark ascends (Psalm 132), Day 223
8. My God … My times (Psalm 31), Day 224
9. Jerusalem in the OT, Day 225
10. Jerusalem and Jesus (Luke 19:28-48), Day 226
11. The heavenly Jerusalem (Hebrews 11:8-10, 13-16; 12:18-24), Day 227
12. The new Jerusalem (Revelation 21), Day 228
13. God’s covenant with David (2 Samuel 7:1-17), Day 229
14. David’s prayer (2 Samuel 7:18-29), Day 230
15. The promise and the reality (Psalm 89), Day 231
16. The prophecy of a coming king (Isaiah 11), Day 232
17. The coming king installed (Psalm 2:1-6), Day 233
18. The LORD and his Anointed One (Psalm 2:7-12), Day 234
19. The birth of King Jesus (Luke 1:26-33; 2:1-12), Day 235
20. The exaltation of King Jesus (Acts 2:22-36), Day 236
21. The blessing of King Jesus (Acts 13:13-41), Day 237
22. David and Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11-12:14), Day 238
23. ‘I am the man’ (Psalm 51), Day 239
24. David’s plans for the temple (1 Chronicles 28-29:9), Day 240
25. David makes way for Solomon (1 Chronicles 29:10-25), Day 241
26. Sweet psalmist of Israel (Psalm 103), Day 242

483

Day 217
15.1 Introduction
From 1 Samuel 16 until the end of 2 Samuel, the story revolves around David.
His reign is a landmark period in the outworking of God’s purposes, building
on the promises made to Abraham and Israel, and moving the story
significantly in the direction of Jesus.
Even after David’s great victory over Goliath, his rise to kingship is far
from smooth. Saul’s jealousy grows until he desires only to kill David.
Despised and rejected, David flees from society and though he has
opportunities to kill Saul, he refuses to do so, choosing to leave his removal
from office to the LORD. After Saul’s death David is anointed king over Judah
and reigns in Hebron for seven and a half years, and then over the whole
nation for thirty three years - a reign of forty years in all.
David’s reign provides:
A golden age of success, power and prosperity which will never be
forgotten and will serve to renew hope in times of difficulty and despair.
A benchmark for future kings. David typifies theocratic kingship kingship that acknowledges that Yahweh is Israel’s supreme king (Day 213).
His qualities of loyalty to Yahweh, love, justice, righteousness and wisdom,
along with the presence of God’s Spirit, are the characteristics which the
prophets will celebrate and see as an anticipation of the messianic king. The
books of Kings will demonstrate how each successive king after David is
judged according to whether he serves God, as David his father had done (1
Kgs. 11:6; 14:8; 15:3, 11; 2 Kgs. 14:3; 16:2; 18:3; 22:2).
As soon as David is king over the whole nation, he makes Jerusalem his
capital and transfers the ark there. The city gradually takes on the significance
previously attached to the ark. It becomes the throne of God, the place from
which he rules Israel and all the earth. So Jerusalem becomes an important
motif in the rest of the story, taking us down our theology-line eventually to
the New Jerusalem (Days 225-228).
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The pivotal theme, however, of this chapter is God’s covenant with
David and the bearing it has on the rest of the story. It echoes the promises
made in the covenant with Abraham - a great name; victory over enemies; a
special relationship; an offspring to perpetuate his name. With David’s line,
however, the attention shifts from Abraham’s natural descendants to his royal
descendants, the ‘kings’ mentioned in Genesis 17:6, 16. David’s dynasty will
endure forever and blessing will finally come to all nations through one of his
descendants.
The highlight of David’s reign is followed by his greatest fall through his
adultery with Bathsheba. Though graciously forgiven, the consequences of his
sin remain, especially within his own family. For the most part David is
powerless to stop the cycle of violence which his action promotes. Though
Solomon and the Davidic kings that follow all fail, God remains faithful to his
covenant. The often repeated, for the sake of David, is essentially the same as,
‘for the sake of my promise’.
David and his kingdom clearly point to something better and to a
coming triumphant king (Days 231-237). This is why Paul begins his great
letter to Rome stating that the gospel is a message about Jesus, the Messiah,
the Son of David. He is promised in the OT, lived a truly human life, died and
rose again to establish a multi-national community and an everlasting
kingdom. Read Romans 1:1-5.
The so-called royal psalms (2; 18; 20; 21; 45; 72; 89; 101; 110; 132; 144)
are steeped in the concept of the Davidic king who, as Yahweh’s son resides in
Zion, rules over Yahweh’s people and is heir to the promise made to David.
After the exile, when there is no reigning king, such psalms lift Israel’s gaze to
the great Son of David whom the prophets announce. The NT quotes some of
these psalms as testimonies to Jesus. In this chapter we will consider three
such royal psalms.
Our chapter closes with two readings from Chronicles concerning
David’s plan for the temple. The books of Chronicles are composed some time
after the exile in Babylon and place particular emphasis on David’s dynasty.
The chronicler’s aim is to stimulate his contemporaries to repopulate the
promised land and rebuild the temple, and so sustain their hope in the coming
king.
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Day 218
15.2 Samuel anoints David

1 Samuel 16:1-14
1. David is chosen
The rejection of Saul paves the way for the rise of David and the flowering of
Israel’s monarchy. God’s purpose often involves the interweaving of various
strands before it can come to fruition. Samuel is commanded to go to Jesse of
Bethlehem in Judah (1), the family and place which will be forever associated
with the coming Saviour (Ruth 4:11-12; Is. 11:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Matt. 2:4-6). As for
the timing of David’s reign, there is no instantaneous transfer of power. We
are simply introduced to the young David, who will experience many trials
before he is anointed king over Judah (2 Sam. 2:4) and finally over the whole
nation (2 Sam. 5:3).
The choosing of David, so grippingly told, has important lessons
whenever we have to choose people for work in God’s kingdom. The LORD
rejects Eliab, Jesse’s eldest son (see Day 106) who is made in Saul’s image (1
Sam. 9:2), just as he later rejects the impressive Absalom (2 Sam. 14:25-26).
Verse 7 is perhaps the key statement in the whole of 1 and 2 Samuel. Today,
when image is so highly valued, we need to remember that external
appearance neither qualifies nor disqualifies a person. It simply doesn’t enter
the equation. God looks at the heart – the motives and purity of the inner
person.
2. David is equipped
God is never taken by surprise. Because he anticipated Israel’s needs at a
national level, he also works more intimately at a personal level. David’s work
as a shepherd (11) was an ideal preparation for tending God’s flock. Read
Psalm 78:70-72. Saul’s removal can wait while God quietly arranges for his
future king to gain experience at the royal court (the rest of 1 Samuel). Ahead
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of David is a lengthy refining process, but eventually it will be demonstrated
that he, not Saul, is God’s man for the throne.
The most important factor, however, in equipping David is the
permanent and powerful aid of God’s Spirit - from that day on the Spirit of
the LORD came upon David in power (13). The dark counterpart to this is
God’s withdrawal of Saul’s power for kingship (14). David is the first king of a
new and permanent order and as such points to Jesus the final and once-forall king.
Closing thought:
God knows what he is doing in David’s life, even though his own family are
flabbergasted. In our lives, too, he knows what he is doing. Take heart!
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Day 219
15.3 David and Goliath

1 Samuel 17:1-54
The Philistines have regrouped after their severe losses at Michmash (14:2023) and confront Israel by means of one individual who represents the whole
army. It is a winner-takes-all scenario, without involving massive loss of life.
Their champion Goliath is a giant of a man who taunts God’s people for forty
days. The terrified Israelites are reduced to shouting the war cry from a
distance (20). Then David, a mere shepherd boy, comes on the scene and
immediately diagnoses the Goliath-threat as essentially a theological issue.
Put simply, he brings Yahweh into the equation, in fact, into the centre of the
picture. This is demonstrated in what he says.
‘Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the
armies of the living God?’ (26) Goliath is defying the living God (vv. 2526, 36, 45) and trampling his name in theological mud (43). The Israelites see
him as unbeatable; David simply sees him as uncircumcised. They fear for
their lives (24); David fears for God’s reputation. Eventually such godless
arrogance is bound to meet the judgement of the living God. Perhaps the forty
days of taunts (16) is intended to remind Israel of her forty years of unbelief.
‘The LORD who delivered me… will deliver me’ (37) David does
not attribute his escapes from lion and bear to chance, courage or cleverness,
but to the LORD. Then memory and logic combine: if he delivered me then, he
will do so now (cf. 2 Tim. 4:16-18). After all, Israel is God’s flock and Goliath is
no more than a predator (26, 36, 45). Nor is it mere chance that has brought
three of David’s brothers to the battlefield and caused his own timely arrival
(20). God is clearly at work.
‘You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, but
I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty’ (45) David
does not compare one physical weapon with another, but contrasts physical

488

and spiritual resources. 1 Samuel 16:7 (yesterday) ought to have settled the
issue of this man mountain. Goliath and his shield bearer are no match for
David and his God. Yahweh will give the victory through what the world
regards as weakness. The theme of weakness has been building throughout
the chapter - Eliab’s snub (28); Saul’s scepticism (33); Goliath’s sneer (43-44).
What matters, however, is not whether we have the best weapons, but whether
we know the real God. His power is made perfect in weakness (2 Cor. 12:9).
Closing thought:
We, like David, need to think theologically. Let us keep God at the centre of
today’s relationships, opportunities and problems.
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Day 220
15.4 The death of Saul

2 Samuel 1
1. Saul’s death (1-16)
With Saul’s death the door now opens for David to fulfil his destiny as Israel’s
greatest king.
1 Samuel 31 describes the demise of Saul as it occurs, while here we have a
report of events filtered through an Amalekite. He would have been a resident
alien who is probably robbing battlefield corpses, and thinks he has found a
way to ingratiate himself with David. But for David, the sanctity of Yahweh’s
king has the status of dogma. Though Saul has jealously pursued him
throughout Judah, he never gave in to the temptation to avenge himself (1
Sam. 24:6; 26:9-11). He patiently waits the LORD’s time. Judgement is meted
out on the Amalekite for his presumption (15-16).
Midway thought:
Question 1. Are my responses to life’s circumstances governed by personal
gain or public opinion, or are they guided by firm biblical convictions?
2. David’s lament (17-27)
Here is a formal expression of grief, recorded in the Book of Jashar (cf. Josh.
10:13), to be taught throughout Judah (18). The lament is full of poetic
imagery, which shouldn’t be interpreted with literal woodenness. David wisely
recognizes that grief can not only erupt (11-12) but remain. So the lament
provides a means for God’s people to deal with remaining sorrow. Are there
lessons for us today? The poem, however, also affords an insight into David’s
character.
His loyalty. ‘Tell it not in Gath… lest... the uncircumcised rejoice’ (20;
Gath and Ashkelon are two leading Philistine cities). David is jealous for the
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reputation of God and his people. Christians, too, must regard ‘religious
scandal’ not as an opportunity to gossip, but as a time to mourn.
His love. David and Jonathan have enjoyed a quality of understanding
and love that has become proverbial. He now learns that the greater the love,
the greater the grief. He is heartbroken over the death of Jonathan (26). Those
who now enjoy such human relationships can endure their severance only by
wrapping themselves in that love from which they can never be separated
(Rom. 8:35-39).
His magnanimity. In his grief for Saul, David shows a spirit of
incredible generosity towards one who has made his life a misery. He focuses
on Saul’s military achievements (21-23) and describes his fall as that of a great
man (19).
Closing thought:
Question 2. In dealing with those who make life difficult for me, do I focus
on the best or magnify the worst?
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Day 221
15.5 David becomes king

2 Samuel 5:1-12
1. David - the shepherd-king (1-5)
David is now anointed king of the whole nation, underscored by the triple use
of all in verses 1, 3 and 5. He does not impose himself on the northern tribes;
they invite him. They recognize that the LORD has given him the qualities of
shepherd and ruler (2). David now faces his greatest test. It is one thing to be
faithful under trial, but another thing to be unspoiled by success. He survives
the test because he knows the flock belongs to Yahweh not himself and that
the LORD had established him as king... for the sake of his people Israel (12).
The shepherd metaphor for Israel’s king is a happy choice (cf. Ps.
78:70-72; Ezek. 34:23; 37:24), for the task of the shepherd in those days was
to lead, heed and feed the flock. So David becomes the pattern of the
shepherd-king so wonderfully fulfilled in Jesus, the Good Shepherd (John
10:11, 14), the Great Shepherd (Heb. 13:20), and the Chief Shepherd (1 Pet.
5:4). David’s overall reign of forty years (4) exactly matches the reigns of both
Saul (Acts 13:21) and Solomon (1 Kgs. 11:42).
2. Jerusalem - the great city (6-12)
Jerusalem was previously a Canaanite city called Jebus. Its selection as
Israel’s new capital proves a master stroke on David’s part. Its neutrality and
central position make it attractive to the tribes of both north and south. In
pre-battle verbals, the Jebusites smugly claim that even the disabled can
defend such an impregnable fortress (6). It appears, however, that David’s
men, led by Joab (1 Chron. 11:4-6) enter the city unexpectedly by means of a
water shaft (8).
So we are introduced to Jerusalem, mentioned more than any other city
in the Bible and by far the most important. Significantly, the Jebusites are the
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last occupants mentioned in the promise of the land made to Abraham (Gen.
15:18-21). Eight hundred years have not eroded the reliability of Yahweh’s
word! David takes up residence in the fortress and calls it the City of David
(9). And he became more and more powerful, because the LORD God
Almighty was with him (10). When the Lord is with us we need not fear what
others might do to us (cf. Heb. 13:5-6).
Closing thought:
Are there principles we can take from today’s passage concerning leadership
in the church?
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Day 222
15.6 The ark is brought to Jerusalem

2 Samuel 6
Today we resume the story of the ark (see 1 Sam. 4:1-7:2) which has remained
for many years at Baalah (2; also called Kiriath Jearim in 1 Sam.7:1). We have
seen how the ark is the most potent symbol of Yahweh’s presence with his
people as ruler, revealer and reconciler (Day 162). So by transferring Israel’s
most venerated object to Jerusalem, David is making this city the religious as
well as the political capital for the whole nation (1-2). He knows that the most
important question for God’s people is not ‘Who is against us?’, but ‘Who is
among us?’ (see Day 200). God’s presence, however, can produce emotions
which, though contrasting, are also strangely compatible.
1. Godly fear (6-9)
David’s initial anger at Uzzah’s death soon turns to godly fear. According to 1
Chronicles 15:13 he realizes that he has ignored the prescribed way for
transporting the ark (see Num. 4:15, 20). The rules are: no touch; no look; no
cart. Severe as the consequences might seem, this is a critical point in Israel’s
history. Israel needs to rediscover God’s holiness and unapproachable
majesty. The ark may be a box that can be moved as and where people please,
but the God whom it symbolizes cannot be manipulated or pushed around.
Needless to say, we find the same emphasis in the NT (e.g. Acts 5:1-11; 1
Cor. 11:28-30; Heb. 10:26-31; 12:28-29). We must not trifle with the living
God. He is not our neat, warm, fuzzy friend in the sky.
2. Exuberant joy (10-22)
David decides on a cooling-off period to reconsider his plans and learns that
Yahweh’s true intention is to bless not destroy his people (10-11). The ark
completes its journey amidst enthusiastic celebration. David’s wife, however,
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only looks on from her window. Michal’s words to David drip with the ‘How’
of sarcasm (20). She is saying, in effect, ‘fancy putting yourself on the level of
the riffraff.’
David has his answer. His is not a performance, but a spontaneous
expression of joy, and Yahweh, not the slave girls, is his audience (21; cf. 14).
She despises David because he cares little about what others think of him. He,
on the other hand, is prepared to stoop even lower and leave his reputation in
God’s hands (22). No wonder Michal is described three times as the daughter
of Saul (16, 20, 23), for in her jealousy and criticism she is acting just like her
father.
Closing thought:
In the stifling of the emotions, beware of the suffocation of the soul.
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Day 223
15.7 The ark ascends

Psalm 132
The ark has gone before the Israelites from Sinai, through forty stages in the
desert (Num. 33), to find them a place to rest (Num. 10:33-36). The short
distance from Kiriath-Jearim (Jaar v.6 is the abbreviated form) where the ark
was housed during its ‘lost years’, to the recently captured Jerusalem, is the
climax of a journey spanning many centuries. No wonder it sparks great
rejoicing and inspires sublime songs such as today’s psalm (cf. Pss. 24 and
68).
Psalm 132 existed early enough for the dedication of the temple in
Solomon’s reign (2 Chron. 6:41-42 quotes vv.8-10), but as one of the songs of
ascent (Pss. 120-134), it will have stirred the faith of later pilgrims to
Jerusalem’s festivals. This carefully crafted poem recalls not so much David’s
oath to God (1-10) as God’s commitment to David and Zion (11-18).
David’s oath (1-10) and God’s response (11-18)
•

David swears to find a place for the Lord (1-5)
The Lord swears to perpetuate David’s throne (11-12)

•

Let the ark come to its final resting place in Jerusalem (6-8)
Zion will be the Lord’s resting place forever and ever (13-15)

•

David’s prayer: Give righteous priests and joyful saints (9)
God’s answer: The Lord will give salvation and everlasting joy (16)

•

David’s prayer: Do not reject your anointed king (10)
God’s answer: David’s kingdom will grow in strength, clarity and
splendour (17-18)

We can admire, and should emulate, David’s subordination of personal
ambitions and comforts to the great priority of God’s kingdom. But the focus
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of the psalm is the way God outmatches the best human resolve and purpose.
We cannot out-give him! And the reason is that all the themes of the psalm
find their ultimate fulfilment in or through Jesus, the supreme anointed one
and final Son of David.
•

The ark (Day 162) that speaks of Yahweh’s revelation (the covenant
placed in it); reconciliation (the blood sprinkled on it); and rulership
(God enthroned above it); points to Jesus, our prophet (revealing God’s
will to us); priest (offering himself for us); and king (ruling and
watching over us).

•

God’s oath to David (11-12) is fulfilled in the resurrection and
enthronement of Jesus (Acts 2:29-36).

•

God’s choice of Zion (13-16) is fulfilled in the spiritual sanctuary of men
and women whom God has chosen for his dwelling place (e.g. Eph.
2:19-22; Heb. 12:22).

Closing thought:
In the procession to Jerusalem, the reigning king seeks admission for the sake
of David (10; cf. 1 Kgs. 15:4). How much greater is our grounds for confidence
in prayer (Heb. 10:19-22).

497

Day 224
15.8 My God… My times… A pause for
reflection

Psalm 31
The background to this psalm is a time when David is clearly in trouble. He is
trapped (4) and besieged (21; possibly at Keilah 1 Sam. 23:7-8) and cries out to
God. In the psalm he recounts his journey from anguish to assurance (1-8),
then repeats and amplifies his experience (9-22), and finally, on the basis of
his own experience, exhorts all God’s people to be strong and take heart (2324).
At the heart of David’s experience is his relationship with God. Ten
times he uses the covenant name, Yahweh, the LORD. He calls him my rock,
my fortress, my refuge (3-4), and speaks of himself as your servant (16). This
relationship is supremely summed up in the words: But I trust in you, O
LORD; I say, ‘You are my God’. My times are in your hands (1415a). These words can become for us (24):
1. A source of great contentment
The plural times represents all the varied situations of life - sickness and
health; poverty and wealth; disappointments and encouragements; standing
still and moving forward. It is a lovely way of saying that nothing happens by
chance (cf. Ps. 139:16b). But David isn’t merely asserting a great fact; he is
trusting on the basis of it: I trust in you, O LORD - my gracious, wise,
sovereign, covenant God. If our times are in his hands so are we! Why, then,
should we be anxious? We can be truly content with God (14) and under
God (15a). We must not find either our significance or our security in other
than him. And when we slip back and take things into our own hands, we will
need to remind ourselves, just as David does, I say, ‘ You are my God.’
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2. A source of great confidence
Dependence on God makes us independent of people and circumstances. In
verses 11-13 David vividly describes both the slander of his enemies and the
failings of his friends. But then he says, in effect. ‘But I’m not in their hands!’
Those who fear the LORD need not fear others (19). In the shelter of your
presence you hide them [those fearing the LORD] from the intrigues of men; in
your dwelling you keep them safe from the strife of tongues (20). And
because my times (circumstances) are in God’s hands, I am free (8) to
concentrate on pleasing and serving him (cf. Matt. 6:31-34).
Closing thought:
Write out the words of verses 14 and 15a and fix them on your mirror or carry
them with you.
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Day 225
15.9 Jerusalem in the Old Testament – an
overview
Jerusalem now becomes a central theme in the rest of the story. Here we look
at its significance in the OT through four periods and four key figures.
1. The golden era - David
When David captures the Jebusite fortress of Zion (2 Sam. 5:7; Zion is the hill
where the temple will later be built) and gives the ark a permanent location
there, Jerusalem takes on the meaning associated with the ark. The city
becomes God’s throne, the place from which he rules the Israelites and all the
earth. The single word Zion becomes a shorthand description for this truth.
David reflects it in many of the psalms (used 40 times e.g. Pss. 9:7-12; 24)
opening up a new way for the Israelites to understand their history and
identity (see the psalms of ascent 122, 125, 132).
2. Spiritual decline - Isaiah
The highpoint of Israel’s history under David is short-lived and spiritual
decline soon sets in. Prophets like Isaiah respond to this by shifting the focus
of her hope to a future Jerusalem, the LORD’s throne, at the centre of the earth.
But Isaiah’s emphasis moves from place to people; from the physical security
and glory of the city to the privilege of God’s covenant people living obediently
and securely under his kingship (2:1-5; 4:2-6; 51:9-16; 52:1-10; 54; 60; 62;
Zion occurs 47 times in Isaiah).
3. Destruction of Jerusalem - Ezekiel
In spite of their spiritual decline, God’s people remain convinced that
Yahweh’s presence makes Jerusalem inviolable. Such a view is denounced by
the prophets (e.g. Jer. 7:1-11), who are vindicated by the Babylonian
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destruction of Jerusalem in 586BC. It is left to Ezekiel, however, to move
beyond the physical city to the reality it expresses. In his idealistic vision of
the city and temple (chs. 40-48; see Extra Note 19.5 after Day 330), the city is
renamed THE LORD IS THERE (48:35) - a dramatic confirmation of the
LORD’s continuing presence among his people.
4. Rebuilding of Jerusalem - Zechariah
The rebuilding of the city and temple after the exile is a bitter disappointment.
The efforts of those who return prove that Ezekiel’s vision cannot come about
through national effort. Zechariah lifts their eyes to a fresh day and a coming
king. He will redeem his people at great personal cost, assuring final victory
on a global scale, as the nations flock to a New Jerusalem (13:7-14:9).
Closing thought:
Read Psalm 87 and sing John Newton’s hymn based on it: Glorious things of
you are spoken.
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Day 226
15.10 Jerusalem and Jesus

Luke 19:28-48
As the NT period dawns Jerusalem is still the city of the Great King (Matt.
5:35), the place of sacrifice (Luke 2:22-24) and the focus of the nation’s hope
(Luke 2:38). All the Gospel writers, and especially Luke with his extended
travel narrative (28; the journey starts at 9:51), have Jerusalem as the ultimate
goal of Jesus’ ministry.
As Jesus is recognized as Israel’s Messiah, the Jerusalem-connected
prophecies and hopes are transferred to him. But ironically, the king who
enters in triumph must be rejected and die (13:33; cf. Mark 10:33-34). Such a
paradox is conveyed through the contrasting emotions generated in
Jerusalem.
1. Joy over its rightful king (28-40)
Passing Bethphage, Jerusalem comes into view from the Mount of Olives,
heralding the end of a long pilgrimage. Jesus sends for a colt (30; cf. Zech.
9:9), the mount of a man of peace, and the people make a triumphant carpet
for him (cf. 2 Kgs. 9:13). They joyfully praise God and hail Jesus as king (38a;
Luke adds king to Ps. 118:26) - the one who will bring peace to earth from
heaven itself. His kingship is real for if the people had kept quiet the very
stones would cry out (40). And the peace he will gain is real, albeit through
his own Passover action on the cross.
2. Sorrow over its coming destruction (41-44)
As Jesus approaches the city he sobs in anguish over it. He has come not
merely as her king, but as one bringing salvation (Zech. 9:9). Jerusalem
desperately needs him, but he knows she will not receive him (13:34). Her
culpable blindness (42), will lead to inevitable and horrendous ruin. The
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reason, Jesus explains, is that her inhabitants do not recognize that his
appearance is God’s moment of visitation (44 NEB; cf. 7:16). If they reject their
God-sent king and saviour, Jerusalem’s walls will not keep out the enemy. The
destruction of the city in AD 70 proves that his sorrow was not groundless.
3. Indignation over its corrupt heart (45-48)
On entering the city Jesus goes straight to the temple, the source of her
trouble (cf. Mal. 3:1). The temple authorities instead of being priestly
intermediaries have become middle men, making financial profit from
people’s quest for God (cf. Is. 56:7; Jer. 7:11). It is symptomatic of the
corruption at Israel’s heart. Having purged the temple, Jesus begins to use it
properly for daily teaching (47).
Closing thought:
According to John, Jesus is the embodiment of all that the temple stands for
(John 1:14; 2:19-21)
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Day 227
15.11 The heavenly Jerusalem

Hebrews 11:8-10,13-16; 12:18-24
1. OT anticipation (11:8-10, 13-16)
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob lived in tents looking forwards to a city with
foundations, a home of security and permanence. They lived and died with
their faces towards God’s promise. When David made Jerusalem his capital it
became the meeting point for all the tribes (Ps. 122:1-5), and it seemed as
though God’s promise had been fulfilled. But now Abraham’s children are
drawn from every nation and Jesus, the Son of David, has ascended into
heaven. So is there a new headquarters and focal point for God’s people?
Chapter 11:16 hints at the answer and chapter 12 fills it out.
2. NT fulfilment (12:18-24)
You have come runs like a thread through the passage. You have come not to
Mount Sinai with its terrifying connotations, but to Mount Zion, to the
heavenly Jerusalem. This is the headquarters of the living, contemporary God
(22). These Hebrew Christians are there now! All Christians are already in the
heavenly realms in Christ (cf. Eph. 1:3; 2:4-7; 3:10). This minority ‘sect’,
feeling its isolation, has come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful
assembly. This is the church of the firstborn - all who in the OT and since are
united to Jesus, the firstborn among many brothers (Rom. 8:29; cf. Col.
1:18). They have come not only into the church’s presence, but into its
membership (23), and though God is still the judge, Jesus the mediator is
there. Abel’s blood cried out for vengeance, his speaks a word of forgiveness
and acceptance (24).
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3. Permanent Implications
Christians belong to a heavenly assembly that is permanently meeting.
Because we are always ‘in Christ’ we are always ‘in church’. It is still meeting
on a Monday morning! We are part of that joyful assembly whether at the
shop, the school or the sink, and worship embraces the whole of life (cf. Rom.
12:1). In a similar vein, Paul tells the Philippians, our citizenship is in heaven
(Phil. 3:20). This colony of Rome had been given its Roman citizenship in 43
BC.

It affected its whole way of life - its laws, speech, dress, outlook. The

Christians could not miss Paul’s point: ‘You are an outpost of heaven and all
you do must bear the stamp of the mother country’.
Closing thought:
Glorious as the heavenly Jerusalem is, these Hebrew Christians are urged to
look forward to an even greater reality (13:14). Tomorrow we come to the final
episode in the Jerusalem story.
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Day 228
15.12 The new Jerusalem

Revelation 21
Our Jerusalem theme ends with John’s vision of the new Jerusalem. While the
heavenly Jerusalem applies to Christians living on earth, the new Jerusalem is
the Christian’s final destiny after Christ’s return. Between these present and
future realities, the spirit of the Christian at death is immediately with Christ
(Phil. 1:21-23). So the ultimate prospect for God’s people is a redeemed earth.
Heaven will come down to earth (2). With new bodies on a new earth we will
know God himself in a new way (3).
God’s purpose to dwell with his people, illustrated in the tabernacle and
temple; demonstrated in Jesus (John 1:14); enjoyed by the Spirit in the church
(Eph 2:22); will be fully and finally realized in the new Jerusalem. They will
see his face (Revelation 22:4) is the most sublime statement in the Bible. This
is the goal of redemptive history. God’s relationship with his people will then
be most intimate and tender (cf. Rev. 7:16-17). He personally will wipe away
their tears. But this relationship will also be powerful and authoritative. He
who makes everything new is the one who is seated on the throne (5). In the
new Jerusalem there will be no need for doctors or dentists, police or funeral
directors, for all the consequences of sin that belong to the old order of things
will have passed away (4).
The city is described in symbol-laden ways to depict its wonder and
glory. There are twelve gates bearing the names of the twelve tribes of Israel
and twelve foundations bearing the names of the apostles. This city is for
God’s people of both old and new testaments. Its cubic shape (16) picks up the
shape of the Most Holy Place in the temple (1 Kgs. 6:20). Jerusalem is one
gigantic Holy Place (NB Holy City - verses 2, 10). Everywhere is filled to the
same intensity with the holy presence of God. No wonder the temple is
redundant (22).

506

The city’s walls, gates and streets are of unimaginable beauty, depicted
by gold and precious stones. But its greatest splendour is the glory of God and
the Lamb. In their light the redeemed of the nations will walk (22-24). Such a
certain hope enables us to live now in the not-yet-finished community of
God’s people, while all the time striving to move towards the ideal.
Closing thought:
Think of the best experiences on earth. Multiply their enjoyment by infinity
and their duration by eternity and you have just a glimpse of glory. John
makes it abundantly clear that this glorious prospect is due solely to the Lamb,
mentioned seven times (21:9, 14, 22-23, 27; 22:1, 3).
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Day 229
15.13 God’s covenant with David

2 Samuel 7:1-17
God’s promise to David in this chapter has to be among the most brilliant
moments in the whole story. David’s desire to build a permanent sanctuary for
Yahweh seems reasonable enough. Is it not unseemly for the ark (the symbol
of God’s presence) to be housed in a tent when God’s servant lives in a cedar
palace? Nathan, the court-prophet, readily rubber-stamps the proposal, only
to find that human plans sometimes need correcting by revelation (3-5). God’s
answer to David was not ‘no’, but ‘not yet’ (1 Kgs. 5:3) and ‘not you’ (1 Chr.
22:8).
Nathan’s message drives home the point that God’s presence is far
more important than a place for him (cf. Acts 7:44-50). Yahweh has travelled
with his people in all their topsy-turvy wanderings. Did they live in tents? So
did he – and never complained about it (6-7). And he has been present with
David, taking him from a mere shepherd to be ruler of Israel (8-9). So God
now turns the tables on David. Instead of you finding a place for me I will
provide a place for my people Israel (10). And instead of you building a house
for me, I will establish a house [dynasty] for you (11). The Hebrew word for
house can mean an ordinary house, a temple or a dynasty (cf. the current
British royal family, which is called ‘the house of Windsor’). So the death of
David’s dream makes way for the bigger purposes of God. For Israel this
means a secure place in the land and for David a throne and a kingdom that
will last for ever.
All this was established by the LORD in a covenant (2 Sam. 23:5; Ps.
89:3, 34; Is. 55:3). God’s great purposes are unstoppable. They will not be
frustrated by death, sin or time (cf. our inheritance described in 1 Pet. 1:4).
Death. Whereas Moses, Joshua and Samuel had no heirs to succeed
them, David is assured that his dynasty will continue (12-14).
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Sin. When his descendants (Solomon and, by implication, others
following him) do wrong they will be punished, but God’s covenant love
(hesed) will never be totally removed. David’s line will not meet Saul’s end
(15).
Time. The ravages of time will not erode the promise (16). God will
send a final Son of David who will bring security, and reign forever.
So if God’s big promises are so reliable, surely today, we can trust his
smaller ones.
Closing thought:
‘God… is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built
by hands… “For in him we live and move and have our being”’ (Acts 17:24,
28).
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Day 230
15.14 David’s prayer

2 Samuel 7:18-29
David has tried to fit God into his programme only to find that God is fitting
David into his larger, long-term plans. David, to his credit, says nothing more
about a temple and submits to God’s will. His prayer gives us the opportunity
to reflect on God’s momentous promises and learn how we might enrich our
own praying. Here we see:
1. David - lost in adoring wonder (18-24)
David’s praise revolves around two questions.
‘Who am I… that you have brought me this far and promised
so much for the future?’ (18-19a). It is a question that should never fail to
prompt a sense of wonder in us. Verse 19b might well be translated: ‘such is
the charter for all humanity’ (see Extra Note 15:1 below). David perceives that
the promise to Abraham of universal blessing for all peoples on earth (Gen.
12:3), now involves a king and a kingdom and these will be realized through
his dynasty. No wonder he is lost for words at such amazing and undeserved
grace – ‘What more can David say to you?’ (20)
‘And who is like your people Israel ... ?’ (23). David rehearses
the crucial stages in Israel’s history that demonstrate God’s purpose and
power. He recognizes his present kingdom is simply a continuation of a great
promise-plan.
2. David - praying back the promises (25-29)
David’s petition is based upon the two realities of God’s promise and God’s
glory. ‘Do as you promised, so that your name will be great forever’ (25-26).
Knowing God’s words are trustworthy, David prays God’s promises back to
him (28-29). Prayer should never become an attempt on our part to have our
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way or force God’s hand. David has confidence because his faith is focused on
God’s word. He believes that what God says he will do. But this is no brash
affirmation. God is always the sovereign LORD (seven times in this passage),
and David is always his servant (ten times). We often treat God’s sovereignty
as a matter for debate while Scripture treats it as a matter for worship. David’s
dynasty continues for four centuries, but the glories of his reign do not last.
These verses will surely become a great encouragement to later generations
living in far more uncertain times. Faith is always sustained by what God has
done in the past and promised for the future.
Closing thought:
Disappointment can become his appointment. God sometimes thwarts our
plans in order to fit our story into his.
Extra Note 15.1: The charter for humanity
‘Is this your usual way of dealing with man..?’ (2 Sam. 7:19b), is literally ‘and
this is the law of man.’ The difficulty with the NIV translation is:
(i) It is far more likely, given the context, that David is making some
kind of ejaculatory statement rather than asking a question.
(ii) The translation of torah, law, as usual way is hardly satisfactory.
Torah deals with content rather than with custom. It means instruction,
teaching or direction, almost always given by God.
What moves David here is the substances of the words about the future
of his house. He sees beyond the domestic honour done to him and senses that
the future of the whole human race is involved. Not only has he been granted
an everlasting dynasty and kingdom, but his house will be the means through
which the promise to Abraham will be fulfilled, namely, all peoples on earth
will be blessed (Gen. 12:3). No wonder David blurts out in uncontrollable joy:
‘and this is the charter for all humanity!’ (Walter Kaiser).
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Day 231
15.15 The promise and the reality

Psalm 89
At verse 38 there is a violent change of tone in this psalm. The first part looks
back to the balmy days of David and Solomon, but the second part must date
from the other end of the monarchy, 400 years later. What a contrast!
Jehoiachin has been dethroned (38-39; see 2 Kgs. 24:8-13); Jerusalem is in
ruins (40; see 2 Kgs. 25:8-10); the Babylonians are exultant (42); and the king
is humiliated (43-45).
So what of the unalterable promise of an unending kingship (‘for ever’
1, 2, 4, 28-29, 36-37 matches the seven occurrences in 2 Sam. 7), underwritten
by God’s covenant love and faithful word (20-37)? The psalmist feels let down
and bewildered. How can he live with faith and hope when everything he sees
militates against it? It is a tension not uncommon in Christian experience.
How does the psalmist cope?
1. He turns God’s promises into song (1-37; re-read 1-2). The
psalmist lifts his eyes to the Throne above the throne. He rejoices in God’s
majesty (5-8), power (9-12) and moral grandeur (13-18). He recognizes that
whenever Yahweh acts he does so with power, righteousness and love - always
all three together (13-14). So, though bewildered, he is still singing. After all he
did compose the whole psalm!
2. He turns his frustration into prayer (46-51; v 52 ends Book
III). With honesty typical of the psalms he asks, How long, O LORD? Will you
hide yourself for ever? (46). How painful is the daily mockery for one who
professes faith in a sovereign God, and yet who has witnessed the Davidic king
paraded through the streets (50-51). Remember... Remember… (47, 50; cf.
Exod. 2:23-25). God may be hiding, but at least he is still there!
God’s promises have not failed. They cannot fail (2 Cor. 1:20). The
covenant will last as long as the heavens (29) and the sun and moon (35-37). It
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is sin that has brought ruin to the nation (30-33) and created the psalmist’s
dilemma. God found fault with the people (Heb. 8:8), but he does not
abandon his covenant promise (34; Heb. 8:8-12). The psalmist is unable to
grasp, with the light he has, the complexities of the situation (cf. Is. 55:3, 9-11)
and God’s timetable (cf. 2 Pet. 3:4, 8-9). Such unresolved OT tensions always
thrust us towards the NT. David’s royal line will certainly survive the wreck of
the earthly kingdom, and as we shall discover, the fulfilment of the promise
will far outstrip the OT expectation.
Closing thought:
Let us today celebrate our certainties (Christ risen, reigning, returning) and
turn our frustrations into prayer.
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Day 232
15.16 The prophecy of a coming king

Isaiah 11
The family tree of David has fallen. Only the stump remains. What now of the
future? As David’s dynasty has proved more and more of a disappointment,
the hopes of the godly have begun to move towards a future, ideal ruler (9:67). Unlike the Assyrian oppressors of God’s people who will be cut down,
never to rise again (10:33-34), a new shoot will sprout from the stump of Jesse
(David’s father). Isaiah’s prophecy leaps over the years, from the tiny Root of
Jesse to the triumphant reign of Jesus.
1. A new king (1-5)
The reign of the coming king will be far more glorious than David’s ever was.
The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him (2), giving him wisdom and
understanding for good government; counsel and power for effective warfare;
and knowledge and the fear of the LORD for spiritual leadership. In fact the
fear of the LORD will be as a fragrant odour to him (3a; delight is from the verb
to smell). So the coming king will be a guide, guardian and example for his
people, while his ministry of judgement will be just and decisive (4).
2. A new creation (6-9)
The effect of the king’s rule will be universal peace and harmony expressed
here in picture language which recalls the paradise of Eden. It is a vision of the
whole creation put back into joint. The reign of Jesus already produces
dramatic transformation in the sphere of human character, but it will
ultimately bring change to the entire creation (Is. 65:17, 25; Rom. 8:19-25).
Not only Jerusalem (Zion), but all the earth will be the LORD’s holy mountain
brimful of the knowledge of God (9; cf.2:2; 4:5-6). While Isaiah 9:6-7 focuses
on Christ’s birth, this passage takes us beyond his second coming.
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3. A new exodus (10-16)
(Cf. the exodus theme in 35:1-10.) In that day… (10), gives this section an endtime focus, so the particular nations mentioned are best understood
figuratively. This new exodus (15-16) breaks the bounds of nationality Abraham, are you watching? The banner raised over the vast assembly will be
the Root of Jesse, for salvation is through only one name under heaven (10;
Acts 4:12). In NT terms, the scattered people of God are all those, Jew and
Gentile alike, who acknowledge Jesus as the Christ (John 11:49-52; 1 Pet. 1:12; Rev. 5:9-10).
Closing thought:
As the Israelites sang the song of Moses after the first exodus, make Isaiah 12
your own response in song.
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Day 233
15.17 The coming king installed

Psalm 2:1-6
This psalm clearly grows out of the promise to David in 2 Samuel 7 and is
possibly used at the accession of each Davidic king. But a king greater than
David is required to justify the full fury of its threats and the full glory of its
promises. No wonder the NT applies the psalm so frequently to Christ - twice
each in Acts, Hebrews and Revelation. The psalm unfolds in four stanzas,
moving from the rulers’ vain opposition (1-3), to their wise submission (1012), while in between we hear the voices of the LORD (4-6) and his Son (7-9).
We will complete the psalm tomorrow.
1. Vain opposition (1-3)
The opening question Why? is not seeking a reason for the nation’s rage, but
remarking on its futility. Despite all their differences, the rulers gather
together against the LORD and against his Anointed One (2). The nations
rage - a word meaning to snort like a horse. And the kings of the earth take
their stand - a word used of Goliath defiantly challenging Israel (1 Sam. 17:16).
Why such intense opposition? The reason takes us back to the dawn of
history and Satan’s crafty depiction of God as a tyrant and his laws as
restrictive (Gen. 3:1-5). Enmity against God is at the heart of our fallen nature
(Col. 1:21). Such antagonism comes to a head at Calvary (Acts 4:25-27; 1 Cor.
2:8), but the bottom line of every humanitarian agenda is: ‘Let us… throw off
their fetters’ (3). Those in power intend to make up the rules, write the
metanarrative and run God’s world without him.
2. The divine derision (4-6)
After the frenzied activity of earth comes the calm of heaven and the sound of
God’s laughter - a laughter that pricks the bubble of all human arrogance. Now
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one voice rises authoritatively above the rest: ‘I [emphatic] have installed my
King on Zion, my holy hill’ (6). ‘You may strut across the stage of history, but I
have already decided who will rule in the world. And that’s final!’ As we have
seen (Day 225), Mount Zion comes to symbolize the centre of God’s new
creation in Christ (Heb. 12:22-24). So this proclamation still remains to check
and challenge the pundits, whose assertions are deferred to on every TV chatshow and in every serious newspaper. We, today, can laugh with God - the
laugh of faith and confidence; the laugh of sheer relief that he is in control.
Closing thought:
God scoffs at human arrogance, but not at the suffering it often brings. God’s
laughter is compatible with Christ’s tears.
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Day 234
15.18 The LORD and his Anointed One

Psalm 2:7-12
Following on from yesterday:
3. The divine decree (7-9)
The Son now records what the Father decrees. The decree enlarges on the
promise to David’s heir of a father-son relationship (2 Sam. 7:14a). ‘Today’ (7)
suggests the words are spoken at the king’s coronation service. ‘I have become
your father’, therefore, marks not the beginning of the king’s existence, but
the beginning of his reign. So the NT links this with the resurrection of Christ
(Acts 13:32-33). Jesus was declared with power to be the Son of God by his
resurrection from the dead (Rom. 1:4). Christ’s resurrection was his first day
of royal glory as the God-Man.
Verse 8 then takes us a step further. He is enthroned not only as king,
but as priest (Heb. 5:5; cf. Heb. 1:5). ‘Ask of me…’ etc. promises a fulfilment of
which little Israel could hardly have dreamed, going beyond even the giant
empires around them. Notice how, ends of the earth is picked up in Acts 1:8
(cf. Matt. 28:18-20). What a stimulus this gives to mission. Verse 9 returns to
those who resist God’s rule. All opposition will ultimately be put down (1 Cor.
15:25). So neither the size of the task, or the intensity of the opposition should
make Christians despair.
4. Wise submission (10-12)
The revelation of the Son’s awesome power (9) is intended as a deterrent:
Therefore you kings be wise; be warned, you rulers (10). The appeal is
directed at kings and rulers because it is harder for them to submit and serve,
but it applies to all. Serve the LORD with [reverent] fear and rejoice with
trembling (11).Fear and joy are not incompatible. They ought to blend
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together in the king’s subjects. Fear without joy destroys freedom and nobility.
Joy without fear leads to lightness and superficiality. God’s wrath is real yet,
Blessed are all who take refuge in him (12). The submission that the nations
interpreted as restrictive and enslaving bondage (3) is, in reality, happiness
and security.
From God’s perspective, the kingship of Jesus is already established,
but the climax of his rule remains a future reality. Not surprisingly the book of
Revelation regularly uses the language and imagery of Psalm 2 to anticipate
his ultimate triumph (Rev. 1:5; 2:26-27; 4:2; 6:15-17; 12:5; 19:15). Let us today
meet all apathy, ridicule and opposition in the light of God’s decree.
Closing thought:
God is both Judge and Saviour. Are we doing justice to both truths in our
witness?
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Day 235
15.19 The birth of King Jesus

Luke 1:26-33; 2:1-12
1. Son of David
Go back in the story to Abraham and Sarah. All their lives they lived with
God’s promise of a child. But only after it became humanly impossible for
them to have children was the promise fulfilled. Now Luke’s story begins with
Elizabeth who is too old to have a baby, and Mary who gets a baby before she
has a husband! Surely God is at work again. And the way Gabriel breaks the
news to Mary concerning her son is full of significance. ‘The Lord God will
give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of
Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end’ (1:32-33). David’s enduring
throne and never ending kingdom (2 Sam. 7:16; Ps. 89:35-37) find their
fulfilment in Jesus.
The link with David continues in our second passage. A census for
taxation purposes means that Joseph is obliged to travel 100 miles to
Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of
David (2:4). Here, in that crowded town, Jesus is born.
2. Son of God
Caesar Augustus, the adopted son of Julius Caesar, becomes sole ruler of the
Roman world after a bloody civil war. Declaring his dead, adoptive father to be
divine, he styles himself as ‘son of god’. ‘Augustus’, people are saying, ‘is the
saviour of the world’. Now observe the delicious irony. By his decree, Augustus
thinks he is tightening his grip on his huge empire (2:1). In reality the Roman
Empire is putting its official stamp on the pedigree of King Jesus.
Jesus is born in Bethlehem the city of David (David was born there - 1
Sam. 16), just as Micah had prophesied (Mic. 5:2). The emperor’s decree,
though freely issued, is within the enfolding, sovereign decree of God, whose
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power is concealed in apparent weakness. Terrified shepherds are told by an
angel ‘Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is
Christ the Lord’ (2:11). And what is the sign for such an incredible event? A
baby lying in a manger! Yet within a generation this baby will be hailed as Son
of God, Saviour and Lord, and within just over three centuries the emperor
himself will profess conversion. No wonder the angels begin their message,
‘Do not be afraid’ (1:30; 2:10).
Closing thought:
Low, within, a manger lies he who built the starry skies (Edward Caswall).
We must never forget either of these amazing truths.

521

Day 236
15.20 The exaltation of King Jesus

Acts 2:22-36
Peter addresses his fellow-Jews (14) on the day of Pentecost. Filled with the
Holy Spirit (4), and taught by Jesus how to interpret the OT (Luke 24:44-45),
he brings to the surface the deep underlying connections of Scripture. He
refers to Psalms 16 and 110, showing how the covenant promises made to
David are fulfilled in Jesus - his resurrection (Ps. 16) and ascension (Ps.110).
Jesus, from despised Nazareth, had recently been discredited and crucified by
wicked men. Peter now shows things from God’s perspective:
1. ‘Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by
miracles, wonders and signs... as you yourselves know’ (22). The crowd
knows there is no other explanation for the miracles they had witnessed. Why
then was Jesus unable to resist arrest and execution? The answer is
staggering.
2. ‘[He] was handed over to you by God’s set purpose’ (23).
Human wickedness was so completely out-manoeuvred, that what men freely
did was the very centre-piece of God’s plan of salvation (cf. Acts 4:27-28). The
worst that they could do turns out to be the best that God could do!
3. ‘But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the
agony [lit. birth pangs] of death.’ (24). Death, which had no claim over Jesus,
was in labour and unable to hold back its delivery! David was confident of life
after death because he was given an insight into Christ’s resurrection (27). As
a prophet (cf. Acts 4:25), he saw ahead to the fulfilment of God’s promise,
‘that he would place one of his descendants on his throne’ (30-31). Finally,
King Jesus has been:
4. ‘Exalted to the right hand of God’ (33). Psalm 110 confirms
this. ‘The LORD [Yahweh] said to my Lord [Christ]: “Sit at my right hand…” ’
(34). Peter is explaining the psalm just as Jesus had done in Luke 20:41-44.
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Jesus in his incarnation was God with man; Jesus on his mediatorial throne is
man with God. Wow!
Here we see the church’s faith growing before our eyes, culminating in
the full title, ‘Jesus… Lord and Christ’ (36; cf. Luke 2:11 - yesterday). Lord,
once the prerogative of Yahweh, is now used of Jesus (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3). Christ
(anointed one) signifies that he is the Messiah, God’s promised deliverer.
Peter’s Pentecost message, hammers out the first Christian creed.
Closing thought:
Theology is seeing events from God’s perspective. Read aloud verses 22-24,
32-36 emphasizing as you read what God has done.
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Day 237
15.21 The blessings of King Jesus

Acts 13:13-41
The final trip down our David-theology-line brings us to the ‘sure blessings
promised to David’ (34; Is. 55:3). How do such blessings come now that David
is dead? What are they? How are they received? Paul and his companions on
this first missionary journey arrive at Pisidion Antioch and go to the
synagogue on the Sabbath. Paul, as a visiting Rabbi, is invited to bring a
message of encouragement. Little do the people realize what they are in for!
1. How the blessings come (16-37)
Beginning with the Law and the Prophets just read (15), Paul sweeps through
the OT story, showing how God is the chief actor, the subject of nearly all the
verbs in verses 16-22. Having reached David, Paul jumps straight to Jesus the
promised Saviour (23), focusing on the two supreme saving events of his death
and resurrection. In crucifying Jesus the rulers of Jerusalem unwittingly carry
out ‘all that was written about him’ (29). ‘But God raised him from the dead’
(30; cf. Peter in Acts 2:24; 3:15; 4:10).
Paul now introduces three OT quotations with the words: ‘What God
promised our fathers he has fulfilled for us, their children, by raising up
Jesus’ (33). The ‘son’ passage of Psalm 2:7 (32; cf. 2 Sam. 7:14) is fulfilled in
Jesus and his resurrection.
In Psalm 16 (the third quotation), David is clearly speaking of one who
would defeat death and reign for ever (35). But David himself is dead and
buried. The promised blessings do not come by gathering like orphans around
David’s tomb. They come because Jesus is alive and well! They are sure (i.e.
permanent) because, as the long-awaited Son of David, his rule will not be
marred by sin or cut short by death.
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2. What the blessings are (38-41)
Finally, Paul speaks of the immense blessings of forgiveness and justification
that come through Jesus – repeated for emphasis because he is the only
mediator (38-39). The law of Moses cannot justify. It was put in charge until
Christ came that we might be justified by faith (Gal. 3:24). Sinners are truly
justified because Jesus’ sacrifice for sin is vindicated by his resurrection (cf.
Rom. 4:25-5:1). Paul concludes with an appeal to his mainly Jewish audience
(16): ‘Become part of God’s on-going story in Jesus, and avoid the peril of
obstinate unbelief’ (40-41).
Closing thought:
At least 10% of the NT is made up of OT references (with 269 direct
quotations), confirming the promise-fulfilment nature of the one story.
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Day 238
15.22 David and Bathsheba

2 Samuel 11-12:14
1. David’s immense sin
David’s earlier adversity seemed to bring the best out of him, while his more
recent military and political successes prepare the way for his downfall. His
fall demonstrates how sin can so easily multiply - lust, adultery, deceit, and
even murder. He who was once conscience-stricken for cutting off the corner
of Saul’s robe (1 Sam. 24:5) deliberately arranges the murder of a faithful
follower.
Ironically, the more base David’s actions become, the more honourably
Uriah conducts himself (11:8-13 - all this from a converted Hittite!). However
thoroughly David seeks to cover his sin, the LORD (not mentioned in the story
until 11:27) has witnessed everything, and the thing David had done
displeased the LORD. His is the only verdict that ultimately matters.
2. God’s amazing grace
(i) Seeking grace. Chapter 11 is full of people who send - David sends,
Bathsheba sends, Joab sends (the verb occurs twelve times). It seems as if the
LORD is nowhere involved, and then, The LORD sent Nathan to David (12:1).
He takes the initiative and seeks the sinner. Chapter 12 brings us into the
arena of grace. Nathan proceeds wisely and gently - ‘You are the man!’ (12:7)
is his punch line not his introduction (cf. Gal. 6:1).
Both David and Saul abuse their kingly power. The difference between
them, however, is the way they respond to rebuke. Saul tries to excuse himself,
while David confesses, ‘I have sinned against the LORD’. God has mercy on
him, and the true penalty for sin, namely, death, is commuted (12:13).
Ultimately, what makes this possible is a king who became obedient to death even death on a cross! (Phil. 2:8) This should make us shudder with joy.
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(ii) Sovereign grace. So David, the man after God’s own heart (1
Sam. 13:14) turns out to be a grievous sinner. Can God’s purposes possibly be
carried forward by such an ambiguous man? Yes, for God’s grace is sovereign.
Nothing can cancel the sure blessings promised to David. The story of
Bathsheba ends with Solomon, and David’s dynasty is secure.
All of Israel’s kings will fall short of the ideal of Deuteronomy 17:14-20,
but the ideal is never given up. OT hope, though always disappointed, is never
abandoned. It is finally realized with the angel’s announcement of a Saviour,
who is Christ the Lord (Luke 2:11). The kingdom is only safe when Jesus rules.
Let leaders today take note!
Closing thought:
Read Psalm 32:1-7, usually linked to today’s passage. Notice the three phases:
Cover-up (3-4); Confession (5); Celebration (6-7). Ring any bells?
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Day 239
15.23 I am the man

Psalm 51
This psalm has brought home God’s amazing grace to countless sinners who
felt themselves beyond hope. It describes the journey from the grip of sin to
the arms of mercy.
1. David’s recognition (1-6)
He has no claim on God’s favour. David can only cry for mercy. But unfailing
love is a covenant word, and this gives him grounds for hope (1).
He is in the grip of sin. Its accusing record needs blotting out (1); its
clinging pollution needs washing away (2); its memory haunts him (3 NLT).
His sin is against God (4). Of course what David did affected himself
and others. But both he and others are made in God’s image, so he comes
straight to the root of the matter. From asking: ‘how can I cover my tracks?’ (2
Sam. 11), he now asks: ‘how could I so treat God?’
His sin, far from being a freak, one-off event, is actually (and literally)
‘in character’- a manifestation (albeit, an extreme one) of the warped creature
he has always been (5).
2. David’s repentance (7-12)
Cleanse … wash … blot out (7-9) - David makes no attempt to defend himself
or plead extenuating circumstances. His right relationship with God matters
far more than his reputation as king. But the true penitent will desire not only
cleansing, but constancy. So he prays for a steadfast spirit (10), a restored joy
and a willing spirit (12) - the positive delight in God’s will he had once known
(Ps. 40:8). His fear of being a castaway (11) probably stems from Saul’s
experience (1 Sam. 16:14). The issue of Christian perseverance is not in
David’s mind here. He is simply expressing his utter dependence upon God.

528

3. David’s resolution (13-19)
David, as king, cannot simply sin as a private individual. His sin threatens the
fabric of community life; so, having admitted what he has done against God,
he now resolves what he will do for God. He wants to teach other
transgressors from his own experience. Lips sealed by sin can sing again; a
joyous faith is always an infectious one (12-15). Knowing from his own
experience that the prescribed sacrifices mean nothing apart from the sacrifice
of a broken and contrite heart, he humbles himself and prays for the future
prosperity of God’s people (16-19).
Closing thought:
C.S. Lewis speaking of repentance says: ‘It is not something God demands of
you before he will take you back… it is simply a description of what going back
is like.’

529

Day 240
15.24 David’s plans for the temple

1 Chronicles 28-29:9
1. The big picture (28:1-21)
Israel’s greatest king is about to die. What hope can David realistically hold
concerning the future of his kingdom? One of the best ways of gaining
confidence for the future is to go back to the past in order to see the big
picture. Psalm 132 (Day 223), a meditation on this chapter, confirms this
approach. David desires a temple supremely to house the ark of the covenant
(2, 18; Ps. 132:6-8). But the ark is the symbol of God’s presence with his
covenant people
(Day 162) and that reality takes us back even further. God has a chosen
people and chosen kings, the descendants of Abraham - Judah, David,
Solomon (4-6).
The temple, therefore, is simply part of God’s bigger purpose; hence
Solomon will sit on the throne of the kingdom of the LORD over Israel (5).
This is what gives David confidence that the kingdom will last for ever (7; Day
229). So David urges Solomon to wholehearted devotion (9) and gives him the
plans covering the building, priesthood and articles of the temple. These are
the plans the Spirit had put in his mind (12) and were committed to paper
under God’s hands (19). Plan is the same word as pattern in Exodus 25:9, 40;
so the temple is the counterpart of the tabernacle revealed to Moses.
Fittingly, David echoes the words Moses gave to Joshua at another
significant handover: ‘Be strong and courageous’ (20; Josh. 1:5-7). It can
sometimes be difficult to come to terms with God’s part for us in his kingdom,
especially when it means passing on to another a project that is dear to us. The
only way is to keep our eyes on the big picture.

530

2. Generous giving (29:1-9)
David now calls for the leaders to give generously towards the temple. A great
response is appropriate, for they are giving to a great God (1). David sets a
remarkable example (2-5) and the people rise to the challenge. He asks not
merely for their possessions, but for the consecration of themselves (5; cf. 2
Cor. 8:5). He knows that once the LORD has their heart’s devotion their earthly
possessions will inevitably follow. Paul says that God loves a cheerful [lit.
hilarious] giver (2 Cor. 9:7). What thrills him about the Macedonian
Christians is that, far from being coerced, they beg for the privilege of giving
(2 Cor. 8:4). The same is true here. The giving was willing, free and wholehearted.
Closing thought:
Given your present income, you can either ask: ‘How well can I live?’ or ‘How
much can I give?’
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Day 241
15.25 David makes way for Solomon

1 Chronicles 29:10-25
This truncated version of Solomon’s accession fits with the Chronicler’s aim to
encourage and challenge the community of God’s people living after the exile.
The burning issue they face is that of continuity with the past. Is God still
interested in them? Is his covenant still in force? Such cross-currents as
Adonijah’s attempt to usurp the throne (1 Kgs. 1) are, therefore, omitted in
favour of the great tide of God’s purpose. Whoever is on the earthly throne,
‘Yours, O LORD, is the kingdom’ (11; this supplies the conclusion for the Lord’s
Prayer in Matt. 6:13). And even when there is no throne in Jerusalem (as in
the days after the exile), the LORD still reigns.
Today we focus on David’s prayer in the presence of the whole assembly
(10-20). Observe:
1. The LORD, not David or Solomon, is the truly great king. The God of
Israel is ‘from everlasting to everlasting ... Yours, O LORD, is the greatness
and the power and the glory and the majesty and the splendour, for
everything in heaven and earth is yours. Yours, O LORD, is the kingdom; you
are exalted as head over all.’ (10-11)
2. God is the source of all, and his people are the recipients.
‘Everything comes from you, and we have given you only what comes from
your hand.’ (14) David, who has given so generously for the temple, recognizes
that he cannot, in any real sense, give materially to God. This is the foundation
for all biblical stewardship (Ps. 24:1) and the spring of David’s exuberant
praise and joy. Christian joy is a responsive emotion. It lasts only as we
acknowledge God’s bounty as the source of all that we have.
3. Even though the Israelites are at rest in the promised land, David
speaks of them as aliens and strangers and their days on earth as a shadow
(15). The more we are grounded in the One who inhabits eternity, the more we
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long for that ultimate rest and that everlasting praise (Heb. 4:9-11; 11:13).
4. God tests the heart and looks for integrity and perseverance (17). It is
easy to start a project and then give up. But David knows that the God of their
fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is the present covenant God. Both people
and king can rely on him to ‘...keep this desire in the hearts of your people for
ever, and keep their hearts loyal to you.’ (18).
Closing thought:
Read again verses 10-13. George Muller, a man renowned for his intercessory
prayer, once said: ‘The Christian’s first business each morning should be to
secure happiness in God.’
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Day 242
15.26 Sweet psalmist of Israel – a pause for
reflection

Psalm 103
We cannot leave this chapter without referring again to David, the sweet
psalmist of Israel (2 Sam. 23:1 ESV) and consider a psalm that is totally given
over to praise. Praise will outlast petition, for when the last request has been
granted we will still go on praising God. One of the present effects of sin,
however, is that we easily forget, as we saw yesterday, that God is the source of
all our blessings (2). So, like David, we often need to stir ourselves to praise.
Praise the LORD, O my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name (1).
Inside each of us is a choir comprised of our thoughts, feelings, will,
imagination, conscience and memory. Once the choir was hopelessly out of
tune, but now we know the Lord, it can be roused into harmonious song rather like pouring water into an old pump to get it working. How is this to be
done? Praise (1-2, 20-22) is the distinctive word bless. When the LORD blesses
us, he surveys our needs and responds with help; when we bless the LORD, we
survey his excellencies and respond with praise.
1. David surveys God’s gracious blessings (1-5)
He forgives, heals, redeems, crowns and satisfies. What a glittering array! Sin
breaks our communion with God, so forgiveness is the first benefit we need for
it opens the way for all the others. But ultimately: He satisfies my desire with
good things, so that my youth is renewed like the eagle’s (5). As we delight in
him, so our desires are brought into line with his will (cf. Ps. 37:4).
2. David surveys God’s glorious being (6-22)
We must eventually get beyond God’s blessing to his being:
He is Gracious (6-12). Mercy keeps us from getting what we deserve
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(10); grace gives us what we don’t deserve (12).
He is Compassionate (13-14). This is a warmly emotional word, the
mark of a true parent. Our creator knows us better than we know ourselves.
He is Eternal (15-18). It is as foolish to think that others will
remember us (15-16) as to think that God will forget us (17-18).
He is Sovereign (19-22). David is so overwhelmed at this point that
he stops singing solo and calls on the angels and all creation to join in a vast
chorus of praise. So let us stir up the choir within us, so we can add our voices
to this doxology. In doing so we might find our vigour renewed like the eagle’s
(5; cf. Is. 40:31).
Closing thought:
The art of living is learning to sing the song of glory while we are still on our
way there.
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Chapter Sixteen: Solomon
1. Introduction, Day 243
2. Solomon seeks wisdom (1 Kings 3; 4:29-34), Day 244
3. The reign of the perfect king (Psalm 72), Day 245
4. The temple completed (2 Chronicles 5-6:6), Day 246
5. Solomon’s prayer (2 Chronicles 6:12-42), Day 247
6. Dedication of the temple (2 Chronicles 7), Day 248
7. Jesus and the temple (Mark 11:12-20; 15:38-39), Day 249
8. Church and temple (1 Corinthians 3:10-17; Ephesians 2: 20-22), Day 250
9. The temple in Revelation, Day 251
10. Solomon’s fame and folly (1 Kings 10), Day 252
11. Solomon’s downfall (1 Kings 11:1-13), Day 253
12. Restful endeavour (Psalm 127), Day 254
13. Storm clouds gather (1 Kings 11:14-43), Day 255
14. One greater than Solomon, Day 256
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Day 243
16.1 Introduction
Coming to the throne about 961 BC, Solomon, David’s son by Bathsheba, puts
the final touches to the glories of David’s reign. Solomon, however, is a
complex character. He clearly wants to rule wisely, but early in his reign
cracks of discord and disobedience begin to appear. The splendour of his
kingdom and his extravagant lifestyle mean an increasing burden of the cost
falling on ordinary people. The onset of forced labour, taxation and
conscription bring increasing discontentment, especially on the northern
tribes who seem to suffer more than the royal tribe of Judah. Even more
serious is the way Solomon is influenced by his many foreign wives and the
idolatrous practices they bring with them. He begins to worship other gods
alongside Yahweh and allows Canaanite, religious practices. Israel, with its
spiritual life radically weakened, is unable to resist the movement towards
division.
Where then does this leave God’s covenant promise to David? Though most of
the kingdom will be wrenched from the house of David, God’s purpose will
finally prevail. He is, after all, the Rock of Israel! A son of David reigning over
Israel in an everlasting kingdom pushes the story towards Jesus and a
reconstituted Israel. This is demonstrated by three themes in this present
chapter.
1. The temple
The building is completed and becomes the focal point of God’s presence with
his people for the next 500 years. The NT picks up the temple-theme in Jesus,
the church and, finally, the book of Revelation.
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2. Solomon’s wisdom
Both in Solomon and the NT there is a tension between the wisdom that is
‘from above’ (given by God to the child-like - 1 Kgs. 3:7; Luke 10:21) and that
which is from below (imbibed from the world - 1 Kgs. 11:4; Jas. 3:13-15). Only
through Jesus is this tension resolved.
3. Solomon’s splendour
When the queen of Sheba visits Solomon she is overwhelmed at the splendour
of his kingdom. It is all the more striking, therefore, that the first stirrings of
the Gentile movement to Jesus are not met with lavish self-display, but with
total self-denial (John 12:20-33). Clearly there is a greater son of David than
Solomon.
Closing thought:
Read James 3:13-18 and pray for the wisdom that comes from heaven (17).
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Day 244
16.2 Solomon seeks wisdom

1 Kings 3; 4:29-34
1. Solomon’s request (3:1-15)
Until the temple is finished king and people offer their sacrifices at the high
place at Gibeon (the highest point in the immediate area). There God speaks
to Solomon in a dream: ‘Ask for whatever you want me to give you’ (5). The
king’s immediate request for a discerning heart (9) is indicative of the need he
feels. He realizes that he only occupies the throne because of God’s great
kindness (6; hesed meaning covenant love - as in 1 Kgs. 8:23 and 2 Sam. 7:15).
He is very conscious that he is God’s servant and that Israel is God’s people
(both facts mentioned three times in vss. 7-9). God commends Solomon’s
scale of priorities, and so promises riches, honour and long life as well (13-14).
In a similar way Jesus (having just referred to Solomon) promises that those
who put God’s kingdom first will find that their practical needs are also
supplied (Matt. 6:29, 33-34). Nevertheless, alarm bells are already ringing
because of Solomon’s marriage alliance with Egypt (1). Such marriages to nonIsraelites are a breach of Deuteronomy 7:3-4 and the root of his later apostasy
(11:1-8).
2. Solomon’s ruling (3:16-28)
This story of the two prostitutes illustrates how the king is Israel’s final court
of appeal. In this instance there are no witnesses to corroborate the
prostitute’s story (cf. Deut. 19:15) and allow the legal process to take its
natural course. The king’s ruling shows true wisdom rather than human
cleverness. The three ingredients of fairness, imagination and humour
characterize his response. Such a combination can defuse the most inflamed
situations, but it requires the sort of inspiration that comes from close contact
with God.
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3. Solomon’s wisdom (4:29-34)
Solomon’s God-given wisdom is described as greater than the wisdom of all
the men of the East and… of Egypt (30) - places which are proverbial for
wisdom. His breadth of understanding (29) extends not only to matters of
state, but to literary and musical endeavour (32), and to the natural world vegetation, birds and animals (33). Human society and nature function
together according to God-given relationships. Enthusiasm for the gospel,
therefore, should never lead to a narrowing of interests or an anti-intellectual
bias. But Solomon’s wisdom, as we shall see, has serious limitations. It is
Jesus, ‘great David’s greater son’, who alone displays divine wisdom in all its
perfection.
Closing thought:
All truth is God’s truth, but the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge
(Prov. 1:1-7).
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Day 245
16.3 The reign of the perfect King

Psalm 72
This Royal Psalm (see Day 217) can be understood as a prayer of Solomon for
his own reign (possibly at an anniversary of his accession) or for that of his
son. Though the NT nowhere quotes from the psalm, the extravagant
description of the king and his realm (e.g. as an endless reign v.5) can only be
fulfilled in Jesus the perfect king. Bearing in mind how Israel is described as
Yahweh’s firstborn son (Exod. 4:22), the description of Solomon as the royal
son (1; cf. 2 Sam. 7:14; Pss. 2:7; 89:26-27) indicates how the king in some
sense embodies Israel, and helps us to understand how King Jesus represents
his people. The interplay of prophecy (He will…) and prayer (May he…) in the
psalm has been variously understood, but perhaps the best structure is:
•

Prophecy (2-7)

•

Prayer (8-10 ESV)

•

Refrain (11)

•

Prophecy (12-14)

•

Prayer (15-17a)

•

Refrain (17b)

The psalm brings out three facets of the king’s reign.
1. Its character (1-4, 12-14)
It is marked by justice and righteousness, which bring about shalom - total
well-being (NIV prosperity). The perfect king cares for the needy, afflicted and
weak. Such well-being is the fruit of righteousness - a fact that the western
world is rapidly forgetting.
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2. Its extent (8-11)
It reaches from sea to sea and from the River [Euphrates] to the ends of the
earth (8). The kingdom that begins to take shape in Solomon’s day (1 Kgs.
4:24-25) so declines in the coming centuries that hopes become increasingly
focused on a future king, namely, Jesus. His kingdom will certainly come in its
fulness (11). But he has to hang on a cross before he sits on a throne; is slave of
all before he becomes Lord of all.
3. Its duration (5-7, 15-17)
Read verses 5 and 17a. All nations will be blessed through him, and they will
call him blessed (17b). This is a clear reference to the promise made to
Abraham and repeated to Isaac, ‘Through your offspring all nations on earth
will be blessed’. Abraham might have assumed ‘your offspring’ meant Isaac;
Isaac that it meant Jacob; and David that it meant Solomon. But always God
has something better in store - the Seed to whom the promise referred is
Jesus the Christ (Gal. 3:16, 19).
Closing thought:
Jesus shall reign (Isaac Watts) and Hail to the Lord’s Anointed (James
Montgomery) are hymns based on this psalm. Read, or better still, sing them.
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Day 246
16.4 The temple completed

2 Chronicles 5-6:6
As soon as the temple is completed (chapters 3 and 4) Solomon brings the ark,
the Tent of Meeting and all the sacred furnishings (5:5) from the old citadel of
Zion (where they had been for the last 40 years) to the temple on the more
northerly ridge of Moriath. The ark, symbolizing God’s presence, is brought
into the Most Holy Place and put beneath the wings of the cherubim (5:7).
The musicians, including a 120 piece trumpet section, accompany the
singers who raise their voices to the LORD in the often repeated couplet, ‘He is
good; his love [hesed] endures forever’ (5:13; 1 Chr. 16:34; 2 Chr. 7:3; Pss.
106:1; 107:1; 118:1, 29; 136:1; Jer. 33:11). The LORD sanctions the transfer by
filling the temple with his Shekinah glory (cf. Exod. 40:34-35). Solomon now
blesses the assembly, and traces God’s faithfulness from the Exodus to the
present day. We can profitably view these events from two perspectives.
1. Echoes of the past
Solomon is acutely aware of ‘the story so far’ (6:4-6). The ark is the ark of the
LORD’s covenant (5:2, 7; cf. Deut. 31:24-26) made with Israel at Sinai. And the
inauguration of the temple is delayed to coincide with the festival in the
seventh month (5:3). This is the Feast of Tabernacles, when all the Israelites
live in temporary shelters as a reminder of their desert wanderings. The
moving of the Tabernacle and the ark, symbolize the moving of the God of the
Exodus to a more permanent dwelling with his people (cf. 2 Sam. 7:6). Israel
is entering a new era.
2. Foreshadowings of the future
We shall discover in the coming days that, just as the tabernacle is swallowed
up in the temple, so the temple imagery is swallowed up in the church. But the
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glory of God’s presence with his people remains the common thread. Observe
how the When (5:4) of united obedience (NB the word all in 5:2, 3, 4, 11, 12)
is followed by the Then (5:13-14) of God’s manifest glory. The ark is a
reminder of the terms of God’s covenant with Israel (5:10). The church today
knows the same covenant God, but looks back to Calvary rather than Sinai.
John 14:15-27 resonates with the same themes as today’s reading - our love
and obedience (15, 21, 23, 24); God’s presence and peace (16-20, 23, 27).
Closing thought:
Find time today to reflect on John 14:15-27.
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Day 247
16.5 Solomon’s prayer

2 Chronicles 6:12-42
King Solomon, kneeling before the whole assembly, with his hands spread out
towards heaven, must have been a moving sight. He longs that future
generations will know God and his blessing. He, therefore, begins and ends his
prayer by referring to Yahweh as the covenant-keeping God who will keep the
promises he has made to David (14-17, 42). As the king intercedes for Israel,
his seven requests (22, 24, 26, 28, 32, 34, 36) are clearly based on the list of
covenant curses for disobedience in Deuteronomy 28:15-68 (see also Lev.
26:14-46; Day 156). In most cases Solomon rehearses the same sequence of
events: Israel sins; God moves in judgement; Israel repents and prays; and
then concludes with a request that God will forgive and restore his people.
Some observations:
1. Solomon is alarmingly realistic about the propensity of God’s people
to sin. While in the first part of his prayer, the need for obedience is stressed
(14, 16), in the second part, the reality of disobedience is assumed. Sadly, the
day will come when intercessors like Daniel (Dan. 9:3-19) and Nehemiah
(Neh. 1:4-11) will not pray ‘If such and such happens…’ but, ‘since such and
such has happened.’ Let us be forever watchful.
2. However central the temple is as the focus for prayer, God hears not
from the temple, but from heaven (21, 23, 25, 27, 30, 33, 35, 39). God cannot
dwell on earth, not even, strictly in the highest heaven (18). He is transcendent
and all language about ‘dwelling’ must be constantly qualified. This glorious
reality means that we can pray at any time and in any place. Nevertheless,
when the Israelites pray as sinners under God’s displeasure, the temple (with
its ark and altar) serves, under the old covenant, as a reminder of God’s grace.
It is the place where forgiveness becomes tangible.
3. The sixth petition (32-33) has a real missionary thrust. Solomon is
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concerned that the foreigner from a distant land, will experience answered
prayer, ‘so that all peoples of the earth may know your name’ (33; cf. Is. 56:68).
4. The final and longest request (36-39), relating to Israel’s defeat and
exile (cf. also 24-25), identify these as a major concern of the prayer. If exile
does become a reality, then a second exodus from a foreign land is not beyond
the realms of possibility!
Closing thought:
Solomon clearly believes that prayer is the essential means of maintaining a
relationship with God. Do we?
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Day 248
16.6 Dedication of the temple

2 Chronicles 7
1. A public confirmation (1-10)
When Solomon finished praying, fire came down from heaven (1; cf. Lev.
9:24; 1 Kgs. 18:38; 1 Chron. 21:26) and consumed… the sacrifices, and the
glory of the LORD filled the temple (1). We can almost hear across the
centuries a huge collective gasp. God has approved the temple; ‘He is good;
his love endures forever’ (3). King and people together offer lavish, dedicatory
sacrifices, and celebrate for a two-week period. Eventually the vast assembly
return to their homes, joyful and glad in heart for the good things the LORD
had done for David and Solomon and for his people Israel (10). Though we
are individually responsible before God, we find our full identity only in
community. Isolation is destructive of faith. The gatherings of God’s people
can and should be a foretaste of heaven (Heb. 10:25).
2. A private revelation (11-22)
After Solomon’s building projects are completed the LORD appears to him
privately in his palace. God’s revelation is structured around three conditional
statements, that not only shape this passage, but set the direction of the story
for centuries to come. The first two reassure, the third warns.
(i) First if (13-16). ‘If my people … will humble themselves and pray
… and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear … forgive … and will
heal their land. Now my eyes will be open and my ears attentive to the
prayers offered in this place … and my heart will be always there’. God
undertakes to do what Solomon asks, using the same language that the king
has previously used (cf. v. 13 with 6:26, 28). God always delights to answer
prayer that is in tune with his will (cf. 1 John. 5:14-15).
(ii) Second if (17-18). ‘If you [Solomon] will walk before me … I will

547

establish your royal throne, as I covenanted with David…’ (see 2 Sam. 7:11b16).
(iii) Third if (19-22). ‘But if you [plural] turn away … I will uproot
Israel from my land…’ If Israel forsakes God and falls into idolatry, then the
magnificent temple will become a ruin, and the nation will be uprooted from
the land and become ‘a byword [i.e. proverb] and an object of ridicule’ (20).
The ‘if’, however, cannot in reality be anything other than a ‘when’ (6:36; 1
Kgs. 11:1-8; 2 Chr. 36:16, 20). In spite of all Solomon’s glory a dark cloud
looms over his empire. The temple is no sooner built and the empire
established than we hear of their inevitable destruction. All systems and
structures in this broken world are bound to fail until the appearance of the
One to whom they point.
Closing thought:
Verse 14 is often used as a universal key to revival. Do you think this is a valid
interpretation?
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Day 249
16.7 Jesus and the temple

Mark 11:12-20; 15:38-39
1. The fig tree and Israel
The attitude of Jesus to the temple seems somewhat enigmatic. On the one
hand, he respects the temple, referring to it as his Father’s house (John 2:16).
On the other hand, he knows that its function under the old covenant is
coming to an end and the one greater than the temple is here (Matt. 12:6).
Mark helps to resolve this tension by placing the account of the clearing of the
temple between the cursing and withering of the fig tree. (See Extra Note 16:1
below.)
Jesus looks for figs, finds none and curses the tree. The fact that it was
not the season for figs (13) probably means we are intended to simply view the
miracle as an enacted parable. Jesus sees the fig tree and thinks Israel (read
Luke 13:6-9; cf. Is. 5:1-7; Hos. 9:10). Israel is a greatly privileged people,
chosen to bring light to the nations. But when Jesus looks for fruit he finds
only foliage. And this is particularly highlighted in the abuse of the temple.
2. The temple and the Gentiles
The court of the Gentiles, intended as an area for prayer, is being used for
commercial exploitation and treated as a short cut from the city (16). The
house of prayer for all nations (17; cf. Is. 56:6-8) has become an oriental
bazaar. Israel has forgotten her real mission and is simply keeping up
appearances. So, just as Jesus has entered the city as its king, he now enters
the temple as its judge. But his immediate mission is not to destroy the temple
(the temple is destroyed forty years later in AD 70), but to fulfil all that it
stands for.
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3. The temple and Jesus
We see his mission fulfilled so wonderfully in 15:38-39. The moment Jesus
dies the veil of the temple is torn apart. The death of Jesus means the
replacement of the temple by a new and living way into God’s presence (Heb.
10:19-22; see Day 178). And the first person to avail himself of this is a Gentile
centurion! John decodes for us the house of prayer prophecy in John 2:19-22.
Jesus himself, not a pile of masonry, is the temple. He is our meeting place
with God (John 1:14). He is the altar and the sacrifice. He is the way to the
Father. To be ‘in Christ’ is to be in the house of prayer. Hallelujah!
Closing thought:
Jesus still expects, looks for, even hungers for fruit from his people (John 15:5,
8). Can you bear his inspection?
Extra Note 16.1: The overlap of the covenants
It is clear that the old covenant (testament) gives way to the new covenant
mediated by Christ. But it is equally clear, especially from a reading of Acts
that the institutions and practices of the old covenant did not stop suddenly.
There is a period of overlap and certain practices are due to this historical
phenomenon e.g. casting lots (Acts 1:26); using the temple for fixed times of
prayer (Acts 3:1); meeting on the Sabbath (Acts 13:14, 44); circumcising
believers (Acts 16:3); taking formal religious vows (Acts 18:18). There are
basically two reasons why such things continued for a while:
(i) Believers didn’t grasp immediately the significance of the new
covenant.
(ii) The stronger believers didn’t want to offend their weaker brothers
and sisters over secondary issues.
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Day 250
16.8 Church and temple

1 Corinthians 3:10-17; Ephesians 2:20-22
Solomon’s temple and earlier the tabernacle were the means by which God
and his people ‘connected’. But Jesus fulfils all that the temple stood for. God’s
glory is seen in him (John 1:14; 2 Cor. 4:6). He is the new meeting point
between God and his people. What happens, however, when Jesus ascends to
the Father? Where is God’s glory to be seen on earth and where is his presence
uniquely experienced? The answer is as wonderful as it is remarkable. God’s
people individually (1 Cor. 6:19-20) and collectively (1 Cor. 3:16-17) are his
temple. Both today’s passages emphasize two things.
1. Jesus Christ is the foundation of this temple
The apostles of Jesus, the twelve plus Paul (as distinct from church apostles ‘sent ones’), together with the NT prophets (Eph. 3:5) are foundational. This is
partly because they are the earliest believers, but chiefly because of their
teaching (Acts 2:42). They are chosen and authorized by Jesus, witness his
resurrection and are promised the Holy Spirit to guide them into all truth
(John 16:13). The essence of their teaching is that the age of fulfilment has
dawned. Christ Jesus is God’s final word and chief cornerstone of the building.
But, though the church has only one foundation, it has many builders. They
must build with valuable not worthless material (1 Cor. 3:10-13) and make
sure that the new community is fleshing out the truth that is in Jesus (Eph.
4:21).
2. The Holy Spirit lives in this temple
Christians are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives
by his Spirit. (Eph. 2:22) Paul knows that visitors to Ephesus might well ask:
‘Where’s the temple?’ The usual answer would be: ‘The temple of Artemis (cf.
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Acts. 19:27-28) is in the centre of the city. You can’t miss it.’ Paul is saying:
‘No! The real God lives in his real temple and that is you!’ Have we lost the
wonder of this truth? A.W. Tozer once wrote:
One characteristic that is largely lacking in the average church today
is that of spiritual anticipation. When Christians meet, they do not
expect anything unusual to happen: consequently, only the usual
happens, and that usual is as predictable as the setting of the sun. A
psychology of non expectation pervades the assembly.
God dwelling with his people means we should always gather with a sense of
expectation and excitement.
Closing thought:
The only sanctuary God has on earth is his people - a spiritual house, offering
spiritual sacrifices (1 Pet. 2:5; Rom. 12:1).
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Day 251
16.9 The temple in Revelation
Our theology line on the temple, like the one on Jerusalem, brings us finally to
the book of Revelation. According to Hebrews the sanctuary or tabernacle on
earth is but a copy or shadow of the heavenly reality (Heb. 8:1-2; 9:11-12, 24).
Revelation brings us to the divine original, as the setting for the drama played
out in chapters 4-20. We are taken in chapter 4 to the throne of the universe
(throne occurs thirty five times in Revelation, seventeen of which are in
chapters 4 and 5).
The Most Holy Place in the earthly temple is but a symbol of the throne
in heaven (Is. 6:1; 66:1). It is God’s throne, alive with pent-up power (4:5).
And it is from this heavenly temple that God sends out his judgements on the
earth (15:5-6; 16:1, 17). Will his people be kept safe? Most certainly; for John
will see the temple opened and the ark of the covenant revealed (11:19). The
ark is the symbol of God’s presence with his people and his covenant
commitment to protect them.
As John’s vision comes to a conclusion we anticipate that the temple
will play a significant part in the end story. Surprisingly, however, we learn
that the new Jerusalem will not have a temple, because the Lord God
Almighty and the Lamb are its temple (21:22). The whole city is filled with
God’s immediate presence (cf. Ezek. 48:35; Zech. 14:20-21; see Day 228). In
Revelation 21:3: ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with
them...’ the Greek word for dwelling and live is closely related to the Hebrew
word Shekinah, used for God’s presence in the tabernacle and temple.
The throne in chapters 4 and 5 is in the centre of a number of
concentric circles - the living creatures, the twenty four elders, the many
angels and finally all other creatures in the entire universe (5:11-14). But in the
new Jerusalem all his servants will see his face (22:3-4). They will live
constantly in the unshielded splendour of his glorious but gracious presence
(21:3-4). The more we know of him, the more avenues there will open up for
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further exploration. Eternity means endless discovery and growth. And
because such a wonderful privilege has come only through the Lamb (21:22,
23, 27), eternity also means endless gratitude and praise.
Closing thought:
Reflect on Revelation 7:9-17.
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Day 252
16.10 Solomon’s fame and folly

1 Kings 10
Returning to Solomon’s story, we have a chapter which demonstrates how far
his wisdom has spread, and how great is the wealth that flows to him in the
form of gifts and tributes from foreign rulers. The resultant image is indeed
impressive. But there seems to be also an undercurrent of criticism running
through the account, preparing the way for us to understand his eventual
downfall.
1. Solomon’s fame
When the queen of Sheba (in present day Yemen) hears of Solomon’s
reputation, she makes the six hundred mile journey to test him with hard
questions [riddles] (1; cf. 4:29-34). It is clearly well known that he attributes
his wisdom and success to the LORD (1). The queen is overwhelmed at what
she hears and sees, freely confessing that the reports have not been
exaggerated (4-7). Solomon’s yearly income in gold (gold is mentioned ten
times in vv. 14-29) is 666 talents (25 tons). And this does not include the
tribute from conquered kings and the tolls from travelling merchants. His
trading ships sail to lands so distant that they take three years to return with
their extraordinary cargo (22). So the whole world contributes to his wealth
and comes to hear the wisdom God had put in his heart (24).
2. Solomon’s folly
But what about the criticism? Wealth and honour of themselves are not
wrong, for they were the bonuses promised to Solomon when he first sought
wisdom (3:13). But he seems to have ignored two key voices from the past:
(i) The direction given by Moses (Deut. 17:14-20; Day 215).
The future Israelite king must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself,
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take numerous wives (tomorrow’s passage) or amass for himself great
amounts of gold and silver. In the matter of horses there seems to be two
concerns: the false reliance on chariotry (NB 26 accumulate) and making the
Israelites go back to Egypt for horses (28; cf. Is. 31:1-3). Solomon’s greatness
is partly achieved by overriding these clear stipulations.
(ii) The warning given by Samuel (1 Sam. 8:9-18). We can but
wonder whether Solomon is now living in luxury (e.g. v.13) at the expense of
his subjects (cf. 4:7). Have wise words, playfully exchanged with visiting
dignitaries, displaced wise actions on behalf of his people? Outward gain is
often accompanied by inward loss. The love of money is worse than the lack of
it.
Closing thought:
We must never assume that present blessings are always an indication of
God’s approval.
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Day 253
16.11 Solomon’s downfall

1 Kings 11:1-13
1. Foreign wives (1-4)
In few places does the word however have more potent force than, King
Solomon, however, loved many foreign wives (1; cf. Neh. 13:26 - but even
he...). Considering his many privileges, it seems impossible that he should
succumb to such folly. Not only are these marriages contrary to Deuteronomy
17:17, but they ignore the LORD’s clear warnings (e.g. Deut. 7:1-6) that such
women will surely turn your heart after their gods (2). Though some
marriages are to cement alliances with other countries, and others, no doubt,
for the prestige of a large harem, nevertheless, Solomon is said to have loved
many foreign women (1) and held fast to them (2). Significantly these are
the identical words used in Deuteronomy of unswerving loyalty to God (e.g.
11:22; 30:20). Gradually, his wives turned his heart after other gods (4).
2. Sacred shrines (5-8)
What were danger signs in Solomon’s earlier story (see 3:1-3), now become a
full-blown reality. He builds shrines for all his foreign wives and allows
Canaanite religious practices (7-8). Such high places, dotted around
Jerusalem, diminish the effectiveness of the true temple and make it difficult
for the Israelites to distinguish between the true and the false. These sacred
shrines remain for 300 years until they are finally destroyed during Josiah’s
great reform movement (2 Kgs. 23:13-14). Here is the supreme irony. The king
who built the temple, thus making the high places obsolete, goes on to build
them himself for the worship of other gods. His fall is truly spectacular.
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3. God’s judgement (9-13)
God is angry because Solomon has so obviously frittered away great privilege.
He has been chosen as David’s successor and groomed by his father for his
high calling. God has abundantly shown his love, visiting Solomon twice for
encouragement and admonition (9). He has given him success in his
endeavours beyond all expectation. His punishment will be in accordance with
the terms of the Davidic covenant (11; cf. 2 Sam. 7:14-16).
Yet even here there is mercy. The division of the kingdom will be postponed
for a generation (12) and the tribe of Judah preserved for the sake of David
(13). God’s commitment to David will still be honoured, but in a drastically
altered form. Solomon stands as a warning that substantial privilege, early
promise, great wisdom, immense wealth and clear warnings are not sufficient
to keep us faithful to God if our hearts are not fully devoted to him (4).
Closing thought:
Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life. (Prov. 4:23)
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Day 254
16.12 Restful endeavour – a pause for
reflection

Psalm 127
Psalm 120-134 are described as Songs of Ascents. Together they form a kind of
Pilgrim Praise for travelling companies of God’s people on their way up to the
temple at Jerusalem for the Israelite feasts (ascents is used in the OT of steps
or stairs as in Neh. 12:37). They provided an excellent occasion for selfexamination and for reflection on God’s faithfulness. Today’s psalm focuses on
three key areas of life - building a house (1a); guarding a city (1b); raising a
family (3-6). Significantly, it is ascribed to Solomon, whose great wisdom
finally counted for little in these very areas. How crucial it is to keep living up
to what we know. Let us reflect on:
1. The need for effort
The message of the psalm is clear: all our efforts are in vain (used three times
in vv. 1-2) apart from the LORD. But success also involves human effort. The
effort of the builders who labour and the watchmen who guard is assumed
also of the parent. In the culture of that day, as in many parts of the world
today, large families provided security in old age. Whereas in the miracle of
human fertilisation, cell division, brain formation and birth, our human
contribution is, in a sense, marginal (Ps. 139:14-16 makes this abundantly
clear); in raising a family this is definitely not the case. Children are
responsibilities (sometimes liabilities!) before they become obvious assets.
2. The secret of rest
So what is the key to restful living? With all the uncertainties and insecurities
of life, how can we ever get a decent night’s sleep? Verse 2 provides the
answer: Do your best and leave the rest. We must never become
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hoodwinked into thinking everything depends on us. Sleep here, stands as
God’s alternative to anxiety. It is the rest we can enjoy when we have done
what we can. Peter exhorts: Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s
mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on
him because he cares for you (1 Pet. 5:6-7). Peter is reminding us that God is
both powerful and caring. Anxiety is doubting one or the other (or both). We
need to distinguish between our responsibilities and the care these
responsibilities can bring. We must confront the one, while we cast the other.
God wants children that are carefree, without being careless. We really can
rest assured!
Closing thought:
How tragic it is, if we rise early and stay up late, striving to reach the top of the
ladder, only to discover the ladder is leaning against the wrong wall.
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Day 255
16.13 Storm clouds gather

1 Kings 11:14-43
1. Hadad and Rezon (14-25)
The message of the earlier part of this chapter is that a divided heart (4) leads
to a divided kingdom (11). And although God announces that the calamity
would not strike until after Solomon’s death, the storm clouds are already
gathering during his lifetime. The king has earlier declared he has no
adversaries (5:4; cf. Prov. 16:7), but now God has raised up two to oppose him
in his old age (14, 23).
Hadad is of Edom’s royal family, the only survivor of a severe
slaughter at the hands of David’s army (15-16; cf. 2 Sam. 8:13-14). He had
managed to escape to Egypt until the time was right to return to Edom where
he becomes a source of trouble to Solomon. While Hadad causes problems in
the south, a second adversary, the disgruntled Rezon, is Solomon’s
troublemaker in the north. The empire is beginning to fray at the edges surely a fulfilment of 2 Samuel 7:14: ‘When he does wrong, I will punish him
with the rod of men, with floggings inflicted by men.’
2. Jeroboam (26-43)
Jeroboam, Solomon’s most significant enemy is, however, right on his
doorstep. He is approached by Ahijah, who symbolically tears up his new
cloak, urging Jeroboam to take ten of the twelve pieces. Why? Because God is
going to tear the kingdom from Solomon and give ten of the tribes to
Jeroboam. For David’s sake, Judah (and Benjamin 12:21) will remain within
Solomon’s dynasty. The king, possibly hearing of Ahijah’s prophecy, tries to
kill Jeroboam, who escapes to Egypt (40). As king-designate of the northern
tribes (37), he will have a golden opportunity to profit from the mistakes of
Solomon and begin a stable dynasty (38). Upon Solomon’s death, Rehoboam
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his son, succeeds him (43).
3. Future hope
Though the clouds are darkening for David’s dynasty, two shafts of light shine
through them.
(i) Verse 36. God again expresses his unconditional commitment to
his covenant with David, who will ‘always have a lamp before me in
Jerusalem.’ God will one-day re-establish the throne of David in its full glory
(Days 232-237).
(ii) Verse 39. ‘I will humble David’s descendants… but not forever.’
Judah, the most powerful tribe in a world-renowned kingdom, will be reduced
overnight to a state of weakness. But not for ever!
Closing thought:
Praise God that, however, dark the situation, his purposes remain on track.
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Day 256
16.14 One greater than Solomon – an
overview
Speaking of Solomon’s wisdom, Jesus says: ‘and now one greater than
Solomon is here.’ (Matt. 12:42) Wisdom is yet another OT theme that brings
us to Jesus. How is he greater than Solomon?
1. Jesus is incarnate wisdom
Whereas in Solomon, understanding and obedience are always in tension, and
ultimately divorced, in Jesus they are perfectly integrated. He is truth
incarnate. The Word became flesh and lived for a while among us… truth
came through Jesus Christ… God the only [Son], who is at the Father’s side,
has made him known (John 1:14, 17-18). And his obedience is seen supremely
in his death on a cross (Mark 14:36; Rom. 5:19; Phil. 2:8). Solomon, however,
spoke more wisely than he acted. In Psalm 72:12-14, he describes the perfect
king as one who shows compassion to the needy. But, as we shall see shortly,
his people’s verdict is: ‘[he] put a heavy yoke on us’ (1 Kgs. 12:4). How
different is Jesus, who tells the weary and burdened: ‘my yoke is easy and my
burden is light’ (Matt. 11:28-30).
2. Jesus is God’s wisdom
Paul describes the cross of Christ as the climactic expression of God’s wisdom,
the significance of which cannot be grasped by human wisdom. Through the
cross we are restored to a right relationship with God (1 Cor. 1:18-31; 2:6-10).
3. Jesus is our wisdom
Read Colossians 1:28-2:9. Paul says that in Jesus are hidden all the treasures
of wisdom and knowledge (2:3), and that we are to be rooted and built up in
him (2:7). In the light of the victory of Jesus, we can understand this present,
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evil age, with all its confusion, and we can rejoice in the new age that has
dawned with him and which heralds our final redemption. This triumphant
perspective gives the framework for Paul’s exhortation in Ephesians 5 (read
verses8-21). Be very careful, then, how you live - not as unwise but as wise,
making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore
do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is (15-17).
The only references to Solomon’s splendour in the NT come in the
context of Jesus’ warnings about storing up treasures on earth and allowing
material concerns to interfere with the priority of God’s kingdom.
Significantly, the emphasis falls on God’s provision for the necessities of life
and the imperative to share wealth (Matt. 6:19-34; Luke 12:13-34).
Closing thought:
Read Matthew 6:19-34.
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Chapter Seventeen: The Kingdom
of Israel
1. Introduction, Day 257
2. The kingdom torn apart (1 Kings 12:1-24), Day 258
3. Jeroboam’s disastrous start (1 Kings 12:25-13:6), Day 259
4. The ways of Jeroboam (1 Kings 14:1-20), Day 260
5. From bad to worse (1 Kings 16:23-17:1), Day 261
6. The God who provides (1 Kings 17:2-24), Day 262
7. Confrontation on Carmel (1 Kings 18:16-46), Day 263
8. Confrontation at Horeb (1 Kings 19), Day 264
9. Elijah in the total story, Day 265
10. A funeral lament (Amos 5), Day 266
11. The day of the Lord, Day 267
12. Sunshine at last (Amos 9), Day 268
13. Prophet on the run (Jonah 1), Day 269
14. Jonah’s prayer (Jonah 2-3:2), Day 270
15. God’s compassion (Jonah 3:3-4:11), Day 271
16. The sign of Jonah (Matthew 12:38-45), Day 272
17. Tough love (Hosea 1-2:1), Day 273
18. Love’s turmoil (Hosea 11), Day 274
19. The end of Israel (2 Kings 17:1-230), Day 275
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Day 257
17.1 Introduction
The division of the kingdom
The ‘glory years’ of David and Solomon are followed by a low point in the
story. In 930 BC the twelve tribes of Israel split into two parts - the ten
northern tribes of Israel separating under Jeroboam, and Judah continuing
under Rehoboam in the south. In telling the story of the next two centuries,
the writers move back and forth between Israel and Judah. In 1 and 2 Kings
the emphasis falls on the northern kingdom, while 1 and 2 Chronicles tilt
strongly towards Judah.
In this chapter we trace the story of Israel until her demise in 722 BC. In
leading Israel into idolatry, Jeroboam quickly set her on the road to disaster.
The northern kingdom has nine dynasties (all characterized as evil) and
nineteen kings, fifteen of which are said to have walked in the ways of
Jeroboam. The introduction of Baal worship by Ahab and Jezebel plunge
Israel to new depths of idolatry. God responds to the crisis by a flood of
prophetic activity.
Elijah and Elisha
The prophets are covenant messengers sent to a nation of covenant breakers.
They insist that the blessings and curses of Deuteronomy 28 continue to shape
the history of Israel and Judah. The earlier oracles, particularly associated
with Elijah and Elisha (but notice 1 Kgs. 13:1-2; 14:1-18), are directed to the
kings, their families and their court staff. But as the kings resist God’s word
and exclude the prophets from the royal court, the message is increasingly
taken to the whole people. The prophets begin to write down their prophecies
in order to show that God has kept his word and will do so in the future.
Whereas Elisha is mentioned only once in the NT, Elijah’s place in the total
story is immense, hence our focus on him in this present chapter.
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Amos and Hosea
Amos and Hosea are among the earliest writing prophets to Israel, beginning
their ministry at the end of the economically prosperous reign of Jeroboam II
(c 790 - 750). Whereas Amos concentrates on the social injustices of the
people, Hosea stresses their idolatry. He, particularly, is called to an unusually
costly ministry. We rightly criticize people for ‘playing God’, but Hosea is
actually called to do so. He is to live out in his own marriage and family life
God’s relationship to unfaithful Israel and to prophesy out of the pain of his
own experience. Though God shows great mercy to his wayward people,
patiently warning them through the prophets, his words are stubbornly
resisted and judgement becomes inevitable.
The fall of the northern kingdom
In 722 BC the northern capital of Samaria falls to Assyria. The Israelites are
taken into captivity and dispersed throughout the rest of the Assyrian empire.
It is the end of Israel as a political entity. God’s mercy, however, extends
through and beyond judgement. Long before the fall of Samaria, he preserves
a remnant of Levites and God-fearing Israelites, who are incorporated into the
southern kingdom (2 Chron. 11:16-17). The loss of so many of the godly from
Israel no doubt hastens the moral and religious decline of the ten tribes and
helps to explain why they constantly wallow in idolatry. Both Amos and Hosea
look forward to blessings in the more distant future - prophecies that the NT
writers see fulfilled in God’s people under a new covenant.
The book of Jonah
Jonah is a contemporary of Amos and Hosea, but his book takes the form of a
story with a message. The LORD sends Jonah to Nineveh, a great city in
Assyria, to warn the people of their impending doom. The prophet refuses to
go because he knows that his preaching might prompt the Ninevites to repent
and be spared. The problem is not that he doesn’t understand God’s purpose;
the problem is that he does! God’s will and his are on a collision course. The
book is clearly intended to teach its readers to avoid Jonah’s self-centred
hatred of his enemies and reflect God’s compassion for them. Set in the
context of the whole story, it is a powerful reminder that God’s purpose from
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the beginning is that his own people should be a light to the nations. And its
relevance remains undiminished. It still confronts our small-minded attitude
and challenges our compassion for the lost, not least for those in today’s great
cities.
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Day 258
17.2 The kingdom torn apart

1 Kings 12:1-24
1. Israel’s reasonable request (1-5)
On the death of Solomon, his son Rehoboam goes to Shechem to be crowned
king. Shechem is the place where the Israelites renewed their covenant
commitment when they first settled in the promised land (see Day 198; cf.
Josh. 24:1-27, 32). There are aspects of life, however, that are now more
reminiscent of the harsh labour of Egypt than the freedom of the promised
land (4; cf. Exod. 1:14; 2:23). The Israelites are becoming confused about their
identity as God’s covenant people. So Shechem is a fitting place to challenge
Rehoboam about the exercise of his kingship. The people assure him of their
loyalty, if only he will lighten their heavy load.
2. Rehoboam’s harsh response (6-24)
With massive insensitivity Rehoboam rejects the advice of the older men in
favour of that given by the men of his own generation and threatens even
harsher treatment. The Hebrew word for these young men (8, 10, 14) actually
means young boys and is an indication of how the writer views their naivety.
Rehoboam’s tough confrontational style is a show of strength that conceals
real weakness. But Israel calls his bluff. Kingship cannot be imposed upon the
people against their will. They return to their tents, leaving David’s house to
fend for itself (16; cf. 2 Sam. 20:1), and appoint Jeroboam king over the ten
northern tribes (20).
Rehoboam’s initial response is to wage war on the house of Israel, a
course of action prevented by the prophetic word of Shemaiah (22-24).
Though his intervention prevents immediate war such a situation will not last
for long (see 1 Kgs. 14:30; 15:6, 16). For much of the next two centuries, Israel
and Judah will be at war with each other. For the moment, however, Israel has
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God’s protection.
3. God’s mysterious sovereignty
The account of the division of the kingdom highlights the remarkable dynamic
between the human and divine dimensions in this drama. Rehoboam acted
stupidly, and Israel was in rebellion against the house of David (19). But this
turn of events was from the LORD, to fulfil the word of the LORD (15); ‘...this is
my doing’ (24). The ultimate explanation is that God stands behind the scenes
directing events. Human decisions are freely made, but God’s will is being
implemented.
Closing thought:
God’s mysterious sovereignty makes it harder for us to read history (including
our own), but easier for us to rest confidently in Romans 8:28.
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Day 259
17.3 Jeroboam’s disastrous start

1 Kings 12:25-13:6
1. Jeroboam’s unbelief (12:25-27)
Jeroboam sets about strengthening his kingdom’s defences by fortifying the
cities of Shechem and Peniel, and then turns his attention to Israel’s religious
life. The changes he makes are motivated by fear and unbelief. He is afraid
that if the people make regular visits to the temple in Jerusalem they will kill
him and switch their allegiance to Rehoboam (26-27). His fear reveals his
unbelief in God’s clear promise through Ahijah (11:37-38). God will surely
preserve the integrity of the northern kingdom even if the people do go up to
Jerusalem. Failing to trust God’s word, he has to resort to creating alternative
religious centres within Israel, Dan in the north and Bethel in the south.
2. Jeroboam’s innovations (12:28-33)
But worse is to follow. He makes golden calves for both centres and
announces: ‘Here are your Gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt’
(12:28). These words are almost identical to those of Aaron when he set up the
golden calf at Sinai (Exod. 32:4). Such idolatry (12:30) can only bring God’s
judgement. The LORD is not some convenient symbol that human rulers may
adopt for their own ends. He is the living God. Human devices that fail to take
this into account are doomed to failure. The new king also grants priestly
privileges to non-Levites (12:31), causing the Levitical priesthood (followed by
the remnant of true believers) to abandon their pasture-lands and property
and go over to the southern kingdom (2 Chron. 11:13-17). To complete his
innovations, Jeroboam changes the religious calendar by introducing in the
eighth month - a month of his own choosing - what is presumably the Feast of
Tabernacles, celebrated in Jerusalem in the seventh month (12:32-33; cf. 8:2;
Lev. 23:34).
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3. God will not be mocked (13:1-6)
Chapter 13 records an anonymous man of God from Judah, directed by the
word of the LORD (1), declaring that worship at Bethel’s altar will come to a
violent end at the hands of one, Josiah, a future member of David’s dynasty.
The fact that such judgement will not take place for over three centuries (2
Kgs. 23:15-20) is a solemn reminder of just how far reaching the effects of sin
can be. King Jeroboam learns in a personal and dramatic way that he really is
dealing with the living God (13:4-6).
Closing thought:
Jeroboam acts through unbelief and fear. By contrast, the psalmist declares
that faith and fear cannot co-exist (Ps. 56:3-4, 11).

572

Day 260
17.4 The ways of Jeroboam

1 Kings 14:1-20
When Jeroboam’s son Abijah falls critically ill, the king sends his wife in
disguise to the prophet Ahijah to see whether the lad will recover. Evidently
Jeroboam still thinks he can control his own destiny by ingratiating the
prophet into giving a favourable answer. Such disguise, however, is a waste of
time. Though Ahijah is unable to see, he is so in touch with God that he can
‘see through’ the pretence (4-5). God’s ways cannot be diverted by cakes and
honey (3). In reality, Ahijah has been sent to Jeroboam’s wife, but with bad
news (6). Like David, Jeroboam has been made a leader and given a kingdom,
but there the comparison ends (8). ‘You have done more evil than all who
lived before you. You have made for yourself other gods ... and thrust me
behind your back.’ (9) This is God’s verdict; now follows the sentence:
•

A new king will execute judgement on Jeroboam’s household (10-11,
14). Fulfilled in 1 Kings 15:29-30

•

His son will die. Compared, however, to the horrors awaiting the rest of
the family he, at least, will be buried and mourned (12-13). Fulfilled
in verses 17-18.

•

Israel as a whole will go into exile, because they provoked the LORD to
anger by making Asherah poles (sacred poles or trees symbolising
fertility, used throughout Canaan in the worship of the goddess
Asherah) and by following Jeroboam in all his sin (15-16). Fulfilled in
2 Kings 17:21-23.

God had given Jeroboam the opportunity to be a ruler of great stature, but
instead he set Israel on the road to disaster. The third prophecy unveils for the
first time the frightening prospect of national deportation to Assyria (beyond
the River Euphrates). When the historian assesses the northern kings, he
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regularly uses the refrain which roughly follows the form: ‘He did evil in the
eyes of the LORD, walking in the ways of Jeroboam’ (1 Kgs. 15:26, 34; 22:52; 2
Kgs. 13:2, 11; 14:24; 15:9, 18, 24, 28). Once the seeds of sin (particularly
idolatry) are sown they are very difficult to weed out. Let us be warned.
Closing thought:
The death of the king’s son, as well as causing personal grief to Jeroboam and
his wife, must surely have been a solemn portent of Ahijah’s longer-term
prophecies. What a privilege it is to know peace with God through our Lord
Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:1).
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Day 261
17.5 From bad to worse

1 Kings 16:23-17:1
1. Sin’s downward spiral (16:23-34)
Ahijah’s description of Israel as a reed swaying in the water (14:15; cf. Matt
11:7) certainly turns out to be accurate. Most of her kings are political
opportunists who come to the throne by subterfuge and rebellion. Jeroboam’s
dynasty lasts for two generations and is then butchered (15:25-30) and
replaced by Baasha (15:33-34). His dynasty also produces two kings, and then
the males of his family are wiped out by Zimri (16:8-13) whose rule lasts all of
seven days (16:15-19). So we come to Omri whose reign sees great material
and political advancement, little of which is recorded in Scripture. Building
programmes and a rising GDP count for little in the light of his idolatry. From
God’s perspective, he sinned more than all those before him. (25)
Ahab, however, is even worse than his father Omri (30). Having
married Jezebel of Tyre, he follows her into the worship of Baal Melqart (the
‘New Age’ cult of the ancient world). He builds a temple to this fertility god in
Samaria and makes Baal worship Israel’s official religion (31-33). No more
notorious husband and wife team exists in all Scripture (cf. 21:25-26). Things
become so bad in Israel that the faithful few have to hide in caves (18:13; cf.
Heb. 11:38). But God is not mocked. His past word of judgement is fulfilled,
even after many centuries (34; cf. Josh. 6:26), highlighting the difference
between Israel-past, who conquered the Canaanites, and Israel-present who
embrace their religion.
2. God’s dramatic intervention (17:1)
But God has his man for the present crisis. Suddenly Elijah bursts on the
scene - without genealogy; without historical background; and without
warning (although his arrival is nothing compared to his departure! - 2 Kgs.
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2:11). Between his prophet and the apostate king, God permits neither debate
nor even dialogue. Elijah announces the word of the LORD that Ahab, Hiel and
Israel have despised. Baal, the so-called fertility god, (regarded as lord of the
rain clouds Hos. 2:5b, 8) is powerless. The living God will withhold dew and
rain for the next few years. By turning to idols, Israel has broken her covenant
with Yahweh and Elijah knows the consequences (Deut. 11:16-17; 28:23-24).
He has been agonizing over the sins of his people and praying that God would
intervene. And the prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective (Jas.
5:16-17).
Closing thought:
‘Father, thank you that even the most hideous sins do not spiral out of your
control.’
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Day 262
17.6 The God who provides – a pause for
reflection

1 Kings 17:2-24
No sooner has Elijah announced God’s message to Ahab than he is whisked
away to a secluded spot. This is first of all for his own safety (cf.18:13), but also
that he might gain firsthand experience of the power of God’s word and the
certainty of his provision. Let us pause in this fast moving story to learn with
him.
1. At the ravine of Kerith (2-10a)
Elijah is shown that God’s word, not the so-called power of Baal, governs
events. Yahweh commands Elijah (2, 8) and the prophet obeys (5, 10). God
orders the ravens (4) and these ravenous messengers deliver bread and meat
twice a day. Next God commands a Gentile widow (9; cf. Luke 4: 25) who is
won over to God’s service.
Notice the significance of the word there in the story (4, 9, 10). Elijah’s
arrival at Zarephath, after a long journey, perfectly coincides with the widow’s
presence at the town gate. She was there not because of some great, inner
conviction, but simply in the path of duty. Perhaps we should be less
concerned about getting guidance and more concerned about walking
obediently.
2. At Zarephath of Sidon (10b-24)
What a strange venue - the very seat of Baal worship in Jezebel’s own country!
And what a strange source of provision - a widow in extreme poverty.
Everything is calculated to develop Elijah’s humility and trust. The prophet
gives the widow a severe test (13) and a great promise (14). She passes the test
and enjoys the promise (15-16). Elijah’s stay with the woman runs into years,
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yet the jar and the jug are continually replenished. Then tragedy strikes and
the widow’s only son dies. But the LORD heard Elijah’s cry, and the boy’s life
returned to him (22). What a comfort to the woman and what a message to
Elijah: the LORD can surely rescue Israel from the jaws of death.
3. What can we learn?
Do we sometimes wish we had a promise of provision like that of Elijah? We
have. Look up Matthew 6:33. Do we think it would be great to experience a
daily miracle? We do. We live with the risen, indwelling Jesus. And if ever we
find ourselves in Elijah’s dire circumstances, we may well experience Elijah’s
spectacular provision.
Closing thought:
James tells us that Elijah was a man just like us, to remind us that we have
a God just like his (Jas. 5:17).
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Day 263
17.7 Confrontation on Carmel

1 Kings 18:16-46
1. Tragedy (16-24)
The most tragic thing about the contest between Elijah and the prophets of
Baal is that it is necessary. The northern kingdom has all but abandoned its
heritage as God’s covenant people. The prophet puts to the people the kind of
choice Joshua had once given them (Josh. 24:15). ‘If the LORD is God [not; ‘if
you want rain’] follow him, but if Baal is God follow him.’ (21). Unlike the
response in Joshua’s time, however, the people are now silent. God, therefore,
will graciously prove himself by fire (cf. Gen. 15:17; 2 Chron. 7:1).
2. Irony (25-29)
A contest between the God of heaven and earth and a fertility god that cannot
give rain must inevitably produce irony (cf. Jer. 10:1-10). And there is plenty
of it. Elijah permits himself to be outnumbered by 450:1, and gives the
prophets most of the day to induce their god. At midday he relieves the tedium
with some crude mockery, in one breath calling Baal a god and then
suggesting some very human reasons for his lack of response (27). The
prophet’s taunts spur his opponents into an orgy of self-flagellation (28). Let
us learn that neither numerical superiority nor emotional intensity give any
clear indication of truth.
3. Victory (30-46)
Elijah takes twelve stones, symbolizing Israel’s original unity, and repairs the
altar of the LORD. To underline Yahweh’s supremacy, he soaks the sacrifice
and wood with twelve jars of precious water, showing he is trusting God for
rain as well as fire. Now he simply prays - no dancing, shouting or selfmutilation. He addresses the God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, implicitly
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pleading the covenant relationship.
The answer is dramatic. The fire of the LORD falls, and the people cry,
‘he is the [lit.] God’ (39). Those who have promoted a lie are slaughtered at
Elijah’s command and his prayer for rain is answered (40-45). Ahab, who has
spoken but once in the entire story, is shown to be as impotent as the god he
worships. It is sometimes tempting for Christians to cry: ‘Do it again Lord. Act
decisively in history to convince people.’ But even Carmel did not change
Israel. Something more is needed to transform hearts - another hill, another
contest, another sacrifice where the fire of the LORD falls.
Closing thought:
God will still not accept lukewarmness and compromise from his people (Rev.
3:15-16).
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Day 264
17.8 Confrontation at Horeb

1 Kings 19
1. Elijah afraid (1-9a)
Jezebel, the force behind Ahab (18:4, 13, 19), had not been present at Carmel.
She is furious at what she hears and threatens revenge on Elijah. Elijah was
afraid and ran for his life (3) into the Judean desert, approximately ninety
miles south. What a reversal! In the very moment of victory his faith crumples.
Sitting beneath a broom tree, he exclaims: ‘I have had enough Lord… Take
my life’ (4). What a sight; yesterday’s mighty prophet in the depths of despair
and incapable of consolidating the triumph of Carmel. Yet how graciously the
LORD deals with him - no dismissal notice, not even a rebuke. All we read
about is sleep, food and the touch of an angel (5-7).
Strengthened by the food, Elijah travels to Mount Horeb (Sinai). The
prophet seems to be recalling the supreme example of Israel’s unfaithfulness
when she worshipped the golden calf (Exod. 32). Then God met with Moses in
a cave at Horeb. There he displayed his glory and assured Moses: ‘My
Presence will go with you’ (Exod. 33:14-23). Verse 9 reads literally: There he
went into the cave, possibly implying the same one as Moses had entered.
Can history repeat itself?
2. Elijah assured (9b-21)
‘What are you doing here?’ (9b), the LORD asks. Elijah’s reply (10; repeated in
v.14) completely devalues what has just happened on Carmel. So the LORD
displays his power in a mighty wind, earthquake and fire, but does not speak
through these. When he does speak it is with a gentle whisper (12). The
message is clear. The LORD is present not merely in the fireworks of Carmel,
but in the gentle whisper that has called and kept a faithful remnant (18; cf.
18:13). Elijah has been leaving God out of the equation.
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Now he must return and anoint Hazael as king of Syria (2 Kgs. 8:7-15)
and Jehu as the next king of Israel (2 Kgs. 9:6-10). Both will be instruments to
execute future judgement on the nation. As far as his mercy towards Israel is
concerned, God reserves 7000 faithful Israelites (18 - ‘the remnant’ becomes a
recurring theme in the story; cf. Rom. 11:2-5) and has already chosen Elisha to
step into Elijah’s shoes. Here is an apprentice prepared to cut loose from
human securities and trust completely in God. By burning his ploughing
equipment he is truly burning his bridges! (21; cf. Luke 9:61-62). Elijah must
not behave as though the whole weight of responsibility rested on his
shoulders. He has a part to play, but God has other people and methods. None
of us is indispensable.
Closing thought:
When we feel stressed, isolated etc., spiritual depression is always one
possible reaction. It is far better, however, to bring God back into the picture
in all his tenderness and majesty.
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Day 265
17.9 Elijah in the total story – an overview
Because of his importance in the overall story, Elijah has featured in our last
four readings. Today’s passages underline the wonderful unity of Scripture.
1. Elijah and John the Baptist
Elijah has to learn that he is only part of God’s plan, preparing the way for
those who follow him (1 Kgs. 19:15-18). It is in this respect that he is identified
figuratively with John the Baptist, as he prepares the way for Jesus.
•

‘See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful
day of the LORD comes’ (Mal. 4:5-6; cf. 3:1). Many will repent at his
message and Elijah (i.e. John) will not need to pray for the enactment
of the covenant curses (Luke 1:16-17; John 3:27-30).

•

Crucially, Jesus himself makes the link between Elijah and John (Matt.
11:1-15). John is the greatest of the prophets because he points the most
unambiguously to Jesus. But the least in the kingdom is greater than
John because, living after Jesus, he or she can point to Jesus even more
clearly. What an amazing standard of greatness!

2. Elijah and Jesus
•

Jesus, opposed by his own people, endorses his mission to the Gentiles
by referring to Elijah who, in similar circumstances, is sent only to the
widow of Zarephath (Luke 4:24-26).

•

Both Elijah and Moses have amazing, mountain-top experiences of
God. When, however, Jesus is transfigured before them on a mountain,
it is clear that he is greater than they are, and brings their ministries to
fulfilment (Luke 9:28-36).

3. Elijah and the Christian
•

The mighty prophet is a flawed character, just like us (Jas. 5:17).
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Christians can identify with his weakness and can learn from his faith
(Heb. 11:32-34) and praying (Jas. 5:16-18).
•

Elijah, however, is significant for us in a more general sense. In
Revelation 12 the woman (representing the people of God) is cared for
in the desert for a period of 1260 days (representing the present
Christian era). This time-span is patterned on the three and a half years
of drought and opposition, during which Elijah is sustained (Rev. 11:3,
6). We can take great heart from this ‘Elijah-period’. Even in the
darkest times there will be a remnant chosen and kept by grace (Rom.
11:2-5).
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Day 266
17.10 A funeral lament

Amos 5
Although Amos belongs to the southern state of Judah, his business in mixed
farming takes him to Israel in the north. What he sees shocks and stirs him.
Here is a country which is strong in economic and military terms, but morally
is on the verge of collapse. Amos observes a great gulf between the rich and
poor and all the social evils that can stem from this (11-13). And he sees formal
religion that has become little more than a shell for hypocrisy (21-24). Shock
tactics are needed.
1. Amos mourns (1-17)
Amos shapes his message in the form of a funeral oration for the graveside,
but delivers it over crowds of happy pilgrims (most likely at Bethel or Gilgal)
who are very much alive and kicking! ‘Fallen is Virgin Israel, never to rise
again (2)… Gilgal will surely go into exile and Bethel will be reduced to
nothing’ (5). Make no mistake, the LORD, whose mighty power can be seen in
creation, has power also to destroy (8-9). But how can the finality of funeral
language be reconciled with the invitation to ‘seek the LORD and live’? (6; cf.
14) The blessings of God’s covenant relationship are conditional on obedience,
so Amos, therefore, can see no hope for the nation as a whole (16-17).
Nevertheless, he still holds out the possibility of mercy for a remnant within
the nation (15 - Joseph is used here for the northern kingdom).
2. Amos warns (18-27)
The Israelites are like the passengers and crew of the Titanic, dancing
cheerfully in the ballroom, unaware of their imminent danger. Amos is no
killjoy. He sees the oncoming iceberg and must cry out to warn them.
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In spite of all their moral ambivalence, the Israelites still retain a
religious fervour for the day of the LORD (further developed tomorrow). But
their optimistic anticipation is ill-founded. The day will be one of darkness not
light (18, 20); of danger not safety (19). And the reason? Religion divorced
from morality is a sham and attracts God’s hatred. ‘But let justice roll on like a
river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!’ Even a gentle or intermittent
flow will not do. Their splendid assemblies, lavish sacrifices, fine choirs are
only a smokescreen (21-24). In reality they are neglecting the very heart of
God’s law - love for him and concern for others. Exile beyond Damascus
beckons (27).
Closing thought:
God sends none away empty, but those who are full of themselves. ‘Father
keep me aware both of my great sin and of your great mercy.’
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Day 267
17.11 The day of the LORD – an overview
The day of the Lord usually refers to a time (not a twenty-four hour day) when
God will intervene decisively in history for judgement and/or salvation. It
highlights the unmistakable presence of God, who will totally dominate the
scene. The expression is often abbreviated to the day or that day (in that day
occurs 205 times in the OT, half of which are in the prophets). It particularly
dominates the prophecies of Joel and Zephaniah. The first occurrence,
without any explanation, is in Amos 5:18, and shows that it is already in
popular usage at that time. Israel mistakenly believes that Yahweh will
intervene to make her the dominant nation, regardless of whether or not she is
faithful (see yesterday’s passage).
In OT usage the emphasis falls on a time of calamity (military invasion
or natural disaster) when Yahweh intervenes to punish sin that has reached its
climax either in:
•

his own people e.g. Isaiah 2:12-18; Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11; Zephaniah 1:7,
14-18.

•

the other nations e.g. Babylon - Isaiah 13:9; Egypt - Jeremiah 46:10;
all nations - Joel 3:12- 14; Obadiah 15.

The emphasis in the NT falls, overwhelmingly, on the second coming of Jesus
(but see Acts 2:16-21). It is called the day of Jesus Christ or its equivalent (1
Cor. 1:8; 2 Cor 1:14; Phil. 1:6, 10; 2:16); the day of the Lord (1 Cor. 5:5; 2
Thess. 2:2; 2 Pet. 3:10); the day of God (2 Pet. 3:12; Rev. 16:14). All lesser
interventions in the story came to a head in the glorious appearance of Jesus
Christ (1 Thess. 4:16-5:3). But the day that brings salvation in all its fulness to
God’s people, spells disaster for his enemies (Rom. 2:5; 2 Pet. 3:7; Rev. 6:1617).
Two words sum up the implications of the day for us:
1. Vindication. In God’s long battle with evil he will finally be
vindicated. He will be seen to have the ultimate power and final word (Is.
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2:17). Evil is a painful, present reality, but we have assurance that God will
undo the havoc it has brought. Ambiguities will be resolved and justice finally
done. Hallelujah!
2. Transformation. The day’s dark side of judgement has its glorious
side of transformation. This transformation encompasses God’s people (Phil.
3:20-21; 1 John 3:2) and God’s creation (Rom. 8:19-21;
2 Pet. 3:12-13). No wonder we are called to live now in the light of this day (2
Pet. 3:11-12).
Closing thought:
Eternity for the believer is a day without sunset; for the unbeliever, a night
without sunrise.
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Day 268
17.12 Sunshine at last

Amos 9
This chapter begins with the book’s fifth vision of God’s judgement on Israel
and the progression is from bad to worse. Amos sees Yahweh standing beside
the altar (presumably the one at Bethel) commanding the destruction of the
sanctuary and all the people (cf. 3:14). There is a fearful contrast between the
imagery of Psalm 139:7-12 and our verses 2-6. In the psalm is the inescapable
presence of God’s goodness; here the inexorable pursuit of his judgement (4).
Because of the Exodus, Israel as a nation proudly assumes that the
LORD is committed only to her. Now that pride is pricked. Israel is no better
than the obscure Cushites, and the LORD has steered the movements of the
Philistines and Arameans just as much as he has controlled those of the
Israelites (7). In this way, Amos shows that God’s authority extends over the
whole world. Finally, after all the book’s doom and gloom, three rays of
sunshine penetrate the clouds.
1. Verses 8-10. God’s judgement will be partial not total. Though the
sifting will be very thorough, God will spare a remnant. From the time of
Elijah the remnant theme gets stronger with each passing century.
2. Verses 11-12. David’s fallen tent (the tragic division of David’s
house into two kingdoms) will be restored ‘as it used to be’ (i.e. as originally
intended; 2 Sam. 7:16). ‘The remnant of Edom [a symbol of long enmity
finally overcome; cf.1:11] and all the nations that bear my name’ [i.e.
overcome by the gospel] will also be benefactors of the promise to David (see
Extra Note 15.1 after Day 230). This is precisely the point that James makes
when he sees the inclusion of the Gentiles in the church as a fulfilment of
these verses (Acts 15:13-18).
3. Verses 13-15. Amos predicts a time when God’s blessing will be
poured out in such unimaginable abundance that ‘the reaper will be

589

overtaken by the ploughman’ (13). This will occur when Israel is restored to
her land, ‘never again to be uprooted’ (15). Such permanent prosperity is
never realized in Israel’s return from exile, so these verses should be
understood in the same way as James interprets David’s fallen tent. They give
a vivid picture (expressed in terms that could be understood at the time) of the
future blessing to be experienced through Christ the Son of David by ‘all
peoples on earth’ (Gen. 12:3).
Closing thought:
God’s word is sure, but we need to be patient. It was over seven centuries
before the sunshine of Amos broke through.
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Day 269
17.13 Prophet on the run

Jonah 1
1. Getting the message
While the Israelites are happy to presume upon their privilege as God’s
people, they totally ignore the responsibilities that come with it. By
contrasting the prophet’s self-centred hatred of the people of Nineveh with
God’s compassion for them, the book of Jonah is intended as a wake-up call to
Israel. It is not a story about a great fish but about a great God. God is
mentioned forty times in forty eight verses! The book demonstrates God’s
concern for Gentiles and the possibility of them repenting and experiencing
his mercy. So, though today’s passage is dramatic narrative, the story is
subservient to the message.
2. Jonah in denial (1-14)
Jonah is a contemporary of Amos, living in the reign of Jeroboam II (2 Kgs.
14:25). At this time, Nineveh, the capital of Assyria, is regarded by Israel as
the epitome of evil and brutality. But Jonah is convinced that God would be
gracious towards a repentant Nineveh (4:2). His own theology, however,
doesn’t have room for such a concept. So when the LORD tells Jonah to go to
the great city of Nineveh he runs in the opposite direction, boarding a ship for
Tarshish which was probably in Spain (1-3). God now sends a violent storm.
Jonah has to admit to the terrified sailors that his disobedience is the cause of
their peril and that he alone can avert the storm by being thrown into the
raging sea. Significantly, the heathen crew are far more concerned to save
Jonah from the sea, than he is to save Nineveh from its sin.
3. God in action (15-17)
When every other avenue fails, the sailors concur with Jonah’s word. Now
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follow three amazing miracles (in three verses!): the calming of the sea (15);
the conversion of the sailors (16); the provision of the fish (17). So Jonah,
running away to prevent the conversion of the heathen, is instrumental in
bringing it about! They turn from their false gods to trust the living God.
But what about Jonah’s future as a prophet? Providing a great fish, and
bringing it to the exact place at the precise time, is a mighty display of God’s
power. More significantly, however, it is a mighty demonstration of God’s love
for Jonah. Yahweh is saying, in effect, ‘You are still my servant. I haven’t
finished with you yet.’ What a message for Israel - and for us.
Closing thought:
When we wilfully reject God’s way in our lives we discover that there is no real
contentment outside of obedience to him.
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Day 270
17.14 Jonah’s prayer – a pause for
reflection

Jonah 2:1-3:2
Jonah records his experience so that others can learn from that rarest of
creatures, an inspired backslider. Relationship is at the heart of true religion,
so God is determined to have praying children. Inside the ship Jonah had slept
while others prayed, but inside the fish Jonah prayed to the LORD his God. He
said: ‘In my distress I called to the LORD and he answered me.’ (1-2) No
affliction would trouble us if we could see God’s purpose in it.
Having run away from God’s word, Jonah now returns to it,
appropriating the language of the Psalms (either in quotations or allusions) to
describe his experience. ‘You hurled me into the deep … all your waves and
breakers swept over me’ (3; cf. Ps. 42:7). So intensely aware is he of God
working in his circumstances, that he avoids mentioning secondary causes (
his own request or the sailor’s action). God’s sovereignty, though an awesome
reality, can also be a strangely comforting one. Let us be encouraged by:
1. A no-hoper (2:1-10)
At the point where everything seems hopeless, Jonah says: ‘yet I will look
again towards your holy temple’ (4; cf. v.7; 1 Kgs. 8:27-30) where the altar is
a constant reminder of God’s ordained way of pardon. Having contrasted
God’s power to save with the worthlessness of idols (8 lit. empty nothings), he
responds with a song of thanksgiving and pledges further instalments in the
future! (9a; cf. Ps. 116:12-14, 17-18). He has learned through his own
experience that, ‘Salvation comes from the LORD.’ (9b). Cast into the sea, his
situation is hopeless, yet the LORD saves him. God did not treat him as his sins
deserved. But the logic of grace implies there is hope even for Nineveh!
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2. A second-timer (3:1-2)
Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time (1). This wretched
piece of human jetsam, coughed up on a Mediterranean beach, is the kind of
stuff from which God makes his messengers. What a beam of hope Jonah is
for those of us who have failed God so miserably. We can join the noble army
of second-timers – Jonah, David, John Mark and, of course, Simon Peter.
Those best fitted to reach others with the gospel are those who, aware of their
own failure, revel constantly in the mercy and power of God.
Closing thought:
Reflect again on David’s restoration described in Psalm 51:8-13
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Day 271
17.15 God’s compassion

Jonah 3-4:11
1. Nineveh’s repentance (3:3-10)
Nineveh’s formidable walled metropolis (13 km. in circumference) falls within
the suburbs of Greater Nineveh (96 km. in circumference) where the majority
of citizens live. Jonah begins to trek through this bleak sprawl proclaiming:
‘Forty more days and Nineveh will be destroyed’. Miraculously, the people
believe God (5). The message spreads like a brush fire to the heart of the city
from where a royal decree promotes not only ritual fasting, but urgent prayer
and changed behaviour (7-8). This is genuine repentance (Matt. 12:41).
Remorse turns us despairingly in on ourselves; repentance lifts us Godwards
in hope (9). The initial sending of Jonah and the forty day respite from
judgement, both hold out the possibility of mercy. And God does relent (see
Extra Note 14.4 after Day 216) and destruction is averted (10).
2. Jonah’s reaction (4:1-11)
Instead of dancing a jig, Jonah throws a tantrum (1). He then pits his own
words against God’s revelation of himself (2; cf. Exod. 34:6). In spite of God’s
mercy to Nineveh and to himself, Jonah reverts to his narrow provincialism.
In this he reflects the deeply ingrained attitude within the nation, namely,
God’s love for Israel cannot be extended to Gentiles - certainly not the kind in
Nineveh! It was covenant theology with blinkers. We too must guard against
all kinds of parochialism - my denomination, my church, my theological
stance, come what may.
Still hoping that the city might be destroyed, Jonah provides himself
with a ringside seat (5). There he is taught through the parable of the vine.
God provides a quick growing plant to give Jonah shelter and just as quickly
removes it. Jonah should have deduced that none of God’s privileges can be
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taken for granted (Are you listening Israel?). Instead he is totally preoccupied
with his own comfort and stirred in his emotions, even to the point of suicidal
mutterings (8). In laying bare Jonah’s priorities, God is gently showing us
what spoilt brats we often are.
Finally, God reveals his own heart (10-11). Jonah has neither planted
nor tended the vine, a mere plant, lasting only a day. But God has created and
preserved the Ninevites, thousands of adults and children, destined for
eternity. The book finishes with a question, summoning every hearer to make
a response. Jonah surely got the message, hence the book. Have we?
Closing thought:
Jonah grieves that a repentant city is to be spared. Jesus grieves that an
unrepentant city is to be judged (Matt. 23:37-38). ‘Jesus, grant me your spirit’.
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Day 272
17.16 The sign of Jonah

Matthew 12:38-45
1. The sign
Some Jewish leaders come to Jesus requesting not simply another miracle,
but an immediate and spectacular sign that would authenticate his claims.
Already aware of his coming death, burial and resurrection, the only sign
Jesus offers is the sign of Jonah (cf. Matt. 16:4). The ‘as... so…’ formula of
verse 40, means that Jonah’s three days and nights in the fish were intended
to foreshadow the burial of Jesus (see Extra Note 17.1 below). His burial is
important because it proves that he really died and needs to be raised. Jonah
was delivered from the grave (Jonah 2:2 - Hebrew Sheol is the realm of the
dead) to validate his ministry; Jesus will be raised from the dead to validate
his (Rom. 1:4; 4:25). Jonah must have shared with the Ninevites all that had
happened to him and, therefore, he himself became a sign to them (Luke
11:30). Hence the NT counterpart to the restored Jonah is Jesus in all his
resurrection fulness.
2. Sign-seekers then
It is clear that the scepticism of the religious leaders is typical of the present
wicked and adulterous generation (39 cf. 41, 42, 45). Adulterous describes
those who are unfaithful to their covenant relation with Yahweh, which is
sometimes likened to a marriage bond. It is never used to describe Gentiles.
Jesus has already given many miraculous evidences of his love and power
which have been helpful to God-seekers, but the only sign for suspicious,
unbelieving sign-seekers is the resurrection. This is the climactic sign which
should not only calm every fear, but also silence every objection. The
Ninevites, says Jesus, will stand up at the judgement and condemn his
generation (and many others). They repented at the preaching of an inferior
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prophet with an inferior message, while the Jews, like Israel in Jonah’s time,
are spurning their privilege (41).
3. Sign-seekers now
Today’s sceptics, who go down the path of sign-seeking to avoid the claims of
God upon their lives, still need to face the supreme reality of the risen and
victorious Jesus. The humorous parable of the homeless, evil Spirit (43-35)
warns against half-hearted repentance. The whole of life needs to be
reoriented to Jesus, otherwise a void will be created which the devil will
exploit. We cannot be neutral towards his claims.
Closing thought:
Read and revel in 1 Corinthians 15:1-4; 17-20.
Extra Note 17.1: Jesus’ time in the tomb
Jesus speaks of Jonah’s three days and three nights in the fish as prefiguring
the time he would spend in the tomb (Matt. 12:40). Yet it is clear from the
Gospels that Jesus would be raised on the third day (e.g. Matt. 16:21; 17:23;
20:19). The reason is that in Jewish usage any part of a day could be counted
as if it were a full day (cf. Est. 4:15-5:1). So three days and three nights need
mean no more than three days or the combination of any part of three days.
The significant point is that Matthew clearly did not feel it to be a problem.
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Day 273
17.17 Tough Love

Hosea 1-2:1
1. A total disaster (1:1-9)
While Amos prophesies to Israel as an outsider, Hosea (750-715) pours out his
heart to his fellow countrymen. The LORD speaks not merely to him, but
through his own harrowing circumstances. Commanded to marry Gomer, an
adulterous wife, he becomes part of a dysfunctional family and enters into the
pain Yahweh feels over Israel’s vile adultery (2).
The names of Hosea’s three children embody God’s word to Israel, the
message getting gloomier with the birth of each child:
(i) Jezreel (4). This was the town where the house of Jehu massacred
so many people (2 Kgs. 9-10). It would conjure up disaster, just as naming a
child Hiroshima or Chernobyl would today. God is going to break Israel’s
armed might in the Valley of Jezreel. This happens in 733 BC when Assyria
removes Israel’s defences a decade before she is finally conquered (2 Kgs.
15:29).
(ii) Not loved (6). While it may be shattering to be weakened
militarily, it is far more tragic to be without love.
(iii) Not my people (9). This is even worse. This message is
unambiguous. The covenant which gave Israel her very identity (Exod. 6:7;
19:5-6) has been dissolved. Israel will no longer be God’s people.
2. A glorious reversal (1:10-2:1)
So disastrous are these oracles that the final words of our passage are truly
astounding. All that is signified by the names of the children will be reversed
(2:1).God will keep his ancient promise of a vast family (Gen. 13:16; 22:17) and
Israelites will once again be called ‘sons of the living God.’ (10). The people of
Israel and Judah will be reunited under a single head (Is. 11:12-13; Jer. 23:5-8;
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Ezek. 37:15-28) and a great day will come for Jezreel (2:21-23). But how can
this possibly happen, and when?
The principle of all prophecy to individuals or nations is enshrined in
Jeremiah 18:7-10. If people repent, God will relent. A faithful remnant in
Israel and Judah (Is. 10:20-23) experience some fulfilment of these promises,
but only some. Scripture, however, doesn’t allow us to stop with this. If the
prophecy touches down in Israel’s history, it leaps forward into the present
and the much larger multitude of Jew and Gentile believers under the Lord
Jesus (John 11:49-52; Rom. 9:22-26; 1Pet. 2:9-10).
Closing thought:
Revisit Extra Note 14.4 after Day 216 to clarify the principles behind God’s
glorious reversal.
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Day 274
17.18 Love’s turmoil

Hosea 11
1. God’s love (1-4)
We turn today from the imagery of a loving husband with an adulterous wife,
to a loving father with rebellious children. There is no more passionate
expression of God’s heart in the whole of the Bible. The passage takes us back
to the earliest days of Israel’s history, when the loving father called his
helpless son out of Egypt. He taught his people to walk, gently guiding them
with cords of human kindness. But his love was spurned and the child ran off
like the prodigal son of Luke 15:13.
2. God’s wrath (5-7)
But this prodigal son never seems to come to his senses. God’s people refuse
to repent and are determined to turn from him. So God is angry and has no
alternative but to punish them. If they won’t return to him, they will return to
Egypt, tasting again Egyptian-like bondage, only this time in Assyria. Swords
will flash in their cities… Even if they call to the Most High he will by no
means exalt them.
3. God’s turmoil (8-9)
It sounds as if this is the end. Then dramatically we are permitted to listen in
as God thinks aloud. ‘How can I give you up, Ephraim [Israel]?’ How can I
treat you like Admah and Zeboiim (Deut. 29:23), cities which perished forever
with Sodom and Gomorrah? ‘My heart is changed within me; all my
compassion is aroused. I will not carry out my fierce anger…’ No man is able
to resolve the tension between love and wrath. But God is God and not man
(9).
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4. God’s solution (10-11)
Previous metaphors now have their senses reversed. The LORD who roared like
a lion in anger (5:14) will roar to signal the home-call of his children. The silly
doves flitting between Egypt and Assyria for help (7:11) will fly eagerly back
home and to the LORD. But how can God welcome those who have so spurned
his love and deserved his wrath? Here is the solution of God, the Holy One (9).
His wrath and love will continue until they meet in the cross and are satisfied.
Through Jesus, trembling sinners receive an even more wonderful, fatherchild relationship (John 1:11-13). Prodigal sons (recklessly wasteful), return
home to the open arms of a prodigal Father (recklessly generous). Read Luke
15:17-23.
Closing thought:
Hosea 14:1-3 can be a help to all returning sinners. Express verse 3 in terms
that are relevant for you today.
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Day 275
17.19 The end of Israel

2 Kings 17:1-23
1. The account (1-6)
We arrive today at a defining moment in the story. After the death of
Jeroboam II in 753 BC Israel begins to completely disintegrate. Several evil
kings follow in quick succession (2 Kgs. 15) – generally achieved by each
murdering his predecessor. When king Hoshea attempts to play off Egypt
against Assyria, he brings upon his head the full wrath of King Shalmanezer.
After a three year siege, Samaria falls in 722 BC. The Assyrian king disperses
the leading Israelites throughout the rest of his empire and, following normal
Assyrian practice, replaces them with groups from other parts of his dominion
(24). This makes revolt less likely.
2. The reasons (7-23)
If the account of Israel’s demise is covered briefly, the reasons for it are spelt
out at length. The Israelites have sinned against Yahweh (7); succumbing to
Canaanite practices (8, 15), secretly building pagan high places (9-11),
worshipping astrological deities (16), sinking finally into the abominable ritual
of child sacrifice (17). If the basic sin is in the religious realm, the personal and
social sins referred to by the prophets are the natural outcome of it. Israel’s sin
is exacerbated by all the goodness God has shown to her and all the warnings
he has given (7, 11-15). When God finally acts (22-23), he uses Assyria as the
rod of his anger (Is. 10:5).
3. An evaluation
The ten tribes as an entity are no longer recognized as God’s people. This does
not mean God is reneging on his covenant with Israel. A remnant of each of
the northern tribes has long since taken refuge in Judah. Some who are not
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deported, later join Hezekiah of Judah (2 Chron. 11:16) to keep the Passover (2
Chron. 30:5-11).
These, together with those who remain faithful in Judah, make up the
bona fide twelve tribes (Acts 26:7; cf. Luke 2:38). They maintain Israel’s name
until it comes to be adorned by the NT church (Gal. 6:16; cf. Jas. 1:1). The
history of the covenant people so far reveals a disturbing pattern. The unbelief
of the fledgling nation delayed their entry into the promised land. The time of
the judges ended in debauchery and division, and now the period of the
monarchy is heading in the same direction. The story is pushing us forwards
to a far more radical and lasting solution.
Closing thought:
If Israel is more culpable because of the privilege she enjoyed, what about us?
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Day 276
18.1 Introduction
The kingdom of Judah runs parallel with that of Israel for 210 years, until
Israel’s fall in 722 BC. It then continues alone for a further 135 years, until the
destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BC. Judah has the advantage over Israel of
possessing the temple and the promises made to David’s dynasty. From a
military point of view it is geographically removed from the major highways
and well guarded by its fortified cities. The history of the southern kingdom
reveals no consistent apostasy comparable to her northern neighbour, but the
nation still fluctuates between religious zeal and blatant idolatry. We trace the
story of this period from 2 Chronicles, through the reigns of five significant
kings – Jehoshaphat (872-848), Uzziah (792-740) and Ahaz (735-715) during
the first two centuries, and Hezekiah (715-686) and Josiah (640-609) after the
demise of Israel.
Jehoshaphat, Uzziah and Ahaz
Jehoshaphat is a good king with a fundamental weakness for foolish alliances
that have serious, long-term consequences. Uzziah makes a good start but a
poor finish. The great prophet Isaiah is commissioned in the year that King
Uzziah dies and features early in the reign of his grandson Ahaz. 734 BC is a
crisis year for Judah. The kings of Israel and Damascus join forces, besiege
Jerusalem, and attempt to force Judah to join them in an anti-Assyrian
coalition (Is. 7-8). Isaiah counsels Ahaz to stand firm and trust in God. The
king, however, takes the unnecessary and disastrous step of asking the
Assyrians for help, thus making Judah a vassal of Assyria and liable to heavy
tribute. Isaiah’s quiet faith contrasts with the panic of Ahaz, for he
understands that God is sovereign in the affairs of the nations. From the
turmoil of these days, both Isaiah and his contemporary Micah (4:2) bring
wonderful prophecies about the birth and birthplace of the true Davidic ruler.
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Hezekiah
Hezekiah the son of Ahaz is the first of Judah’s two great, reforming kings
after the fall of Israel. His religious reforms, however, do not prevent the siege
of Jerusalem in 701 BC by Sennacherib, king of Assyria. Though Hezekiah’s
kingdom is reduced to less than half its size, Jerusalem itself is miraculously
delivered. The fact that the city survived unscathed, however, leads many in
Judah to suppose that the temple’s presence gives the city immunity from all
her enemies, a belief which Jeremiah still has to challenge vigorously a
century later.
Josiah
The second of Judah’s reforming kings comes to the throne at the age of eight
shortly after the long and evil reign of Manasseh whose late repentance does
nothing to reverse the damage he has done. Josiah’s reform programme is
intensified with the surprising discovery of the Book of the Law during repairs
to the temple. As his reign continues the Assyrian empire steadily weakens
and finally collapses under attacks from the Medes and Babylonians. The fall
of Assyria’s capital, Nineveh, in 612 BC means that either Egypt or Babylon is
certain to dominate. Josiah dies tragically – and unnecessarily – in battle with
an Egyptian army on its way to fight a different enemy (2 Chron. 35:20-27).
Josiah’s successors at first come under the influence of Egypt, but before long
the Babylonians led by Nebuchadnezzar take control of the whole Palestinian
area. Jerusalem is besieged in 597 BC and Jehoiachin capitulates and is taken
into exile in Babylon, never to return. Zedekiah, his successor, rebels some
years later and Jerusalem suffers a longer and more disastrous siege. This
ends in 587 BC with the destruction of the city and its temple, and the exile of
its leading citizens.
Jeremiah
The prophet Jeremiah’s ministry (621-580) stretches from Josiah’s
reformation to beyond the destruction of Jerusalem. He ministers to a people
who, because of their history and heritage, have become presumptuous and
who, in their prosperity, have become arrogant. His message is that, in the
absence of obedience to Yahweh’s moral demands, Yahweh is not impressed
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by the external rituals of religion. Jeremiah’s calls for repentance, however, go
unheeded and his predictions of captivity bring upon him the wrath of all
sectors of society – the people, priests and king’s officials. Yet it is just because
Jeremiah’s experience of human sin is so vivid that his vision of God’s grace is
so profound. In the so-called Book of Consolation (chs. 30-33), the sun breaks
through the dark clouds of judgment, reaching its height in the prophecy of a
new and everlasting covenant in chapter 31:33-37. Of our eleven days with
Jeremiah most are spent in these chapters, a portion of Scripture that has
immense significance for the rest of the story.
Ezekiel
Among those deported with Jehoiachin in 597 BC is a young priest named
Ezekiel. He is soon to become a prophet (593 BC) and add his voice to that of
Jeremiah’s concerning Judah’s doom (Ezek. 3-24). It is quite likely that as a
young man he had been moved by the words of Jeremiah in the streets of
Jerusalem. He continues his ministry among the exiles in Babylon until some
fifteen years after Jerusalem’s final fall. His crucial prophecies concerning the
restoration of God’s people (Ezek. 34-48) will be covered in the next chapter.
If we take the date of the Exodus to be around 1280 BC, then Josiah, the last
great king of Judah, coming to the throne in 640 BC, stands at the mid-point in
the time between the old and new covenants.
From the last mountain-top of the monarchy [Josiah] looks back
across six centuries to Moses, determined to revive in his own day the
old covenant which had failed so often before, and would fail again.
For the law had ‘but a shadow of the good things to come’ and could
never ‘make perfect those who draw near’ (Heb. 10:1). But from the
same point the prophet Jeremiah looks forward, also across six
centuries, to Christ the ‘mediator of a new covenant’ who ‘by a single
offering … has perfected for all time those who are sanctified’ (Heb.
9:15; 10:14).22

22

Michael Wilcock, The Message of Chronicles (IVP, 1987), p. 276.
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Judah’s history is, of course, bound up with the history of other nations. What
will happen to the major powers of Assyria and Babylon that are used to
discipline God’s people so severely? Isaiah (Day 282) and Habakkuk (Day
296) answer this question. But what of God’s early promise to Abraham, that
all peoples on earth will be blessed through him? (Gen. 12:3) Isaiah reminds
us that God never loses sight of that promise (Day 283). So our present
chapter affirms that the God of Judah is the one who controls the whole of
history.
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Day 277
18.2 King Jehoshaphat

2 Chronicles 17:1-6; 20
Jehoshaphat (872-848) is a great and good king with a blind spot in one area.
Chapters 17 and 19 depict his strength. He comes closer, perhaps, than any
other king to the ideal leader; one who is subject to the law himself and desires
to make it the ruling principle for his people (17:6-9; 19:4-11). He realizes that
if there is no real change within, his people would not be affected by merely
imposing change from the top. By contrast, chapter 18 depicts Jehoshaphat
enmeshed in a needless and compromising alliance with wicked King Ahab of
Israel. Jehoshaphat’s son, Jehoram, marries Athaliah, the daughter of Ahab
and Jezebel, with disastrous consequences (22:10).
We now focus on chapter 20. Faced with the arrival of a vast army
against Judah, the king is alarmed because he knows God is displeased over
his alliance with Ahab (19:1-2). In keeping with the promise of chapter 7:14, he
humbles himself in repentance before God. Standing before the assembled
people, Jehoshaphat leads in a prayer that is rooted in God’s power and might
(6); stimulated by God’s past provisions (7); and mindful of God’s gracious
promises (8-9).
The king, without power, plan or ally, fixes his eyes not on the problem,
but on the LORD – ‘we have no power to face this vast army … We do not
know what to do, but our eyes are upon you’ (12). God responds with a word
of assurance through Jahaziel the prophet(15-17). ‘Do not be afraid … the
battle is not yours but God’s [cf. 1 Sam. 17:47] … stand firm and see the
deliverance the LORD will give you’ [cf. Exod. 14:13]. Even while the situation
still seems hopeless, God is praised in anticipation of deliverance (18-21), and
victory comes as God’s enemies fight each other (22-23; cf. Judg. 7:22; 1 Sam.
14:20). The abiding truth is that opposition to God is ultimately self-defeating.
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Having proved the LORD in such a wonderful way, Jehoshaphat still
makes another stupid and unnecessary alliance, this time with Ahaziah, the
new king of Israel, and is soundly rebuked (35-37). However much a person’s
life is characterized by obedience to God, relapse is always possible.
Significantly, the king’s business enterprise floundered before it earned him a
penny.
Closing thought:
‘Lord, you are sovereign in the area of my present need and my eyes are upon
you.’
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Day 278
18.3 King Uzziah

2 Chronicles 26
Moving down the generations from Jehoshaphat, we have Jehoram and
Ahaziah (both bad kings), then Joash, Amaziah and Uzziah (who all begin
well, but end badly). Uzziah’s fifty-two year reign (792-740) begins when he is
sixteen and includes a period of co-regency with his father. It divides into two
parts:
1. A good start (1-15)
Verse 5 is the key. Uzziah seeks the LORD and is humble enough to accept the
counsel of the godly Zechariah. What a blessing to have a good mentor
following a good syllabus. God gives him fame and increased power in the
military, building and agricultural realms (7-8, 15).
2. A poor finish (16-23)
But after Uzziah became powerful, his pride led to his downfall. He was
unfaithful to the LORD his God, and entered the temple of the LORD to burn
incense on the altar of incense (16). Seeing himself supreme in the political
sphere, he now arrogates to himself the priest’s province which is properly
closed to him (Exod. 30:7-9; cf. 1 Sam. 13:8-13; 1 Kgs. 12:31-13:5). To act like
this is bad enough, but it is Uzziah’s rage on being rebuked that brings the
affliction of leprosy. In his lust for more, the king loses the privileges he has
and lives out his days in sad isolation.
Uzziah, like his father and grandfather, does not maintain his early
promise. The best of men are men at best. Oh for a servant-king who will not
falter in his task! (Is. 42:3-4; John 17:4; 19:30). Oh for a priest-king who will
legitimately be able to represent his people to God and God to his people
(Zech. 6:9-13; Heb. 7:11-22).
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Uzziah’s death is perhaps best remembered today for the dating of the
prophet Isaiah’s commission (Is. 6:1). In the previous half-century Judah has
risen to new heights of prosperity, but now comes a crucial turning point
coinciding with the founding of Rome. Things will never be quite the same
again. Isaiah sees the king’s last years in alienation as symbolic of the
corruption of the whole nation (Is. 1:6). But his eyes are drawn to another
throne and another king: I saw the LORD seated on a throne. It is just the
vision the young prophet needs at such a time.
Closing thought:
Uzziah was a strong man whose strength became his downfall (16). Reflect on
1 Corinthians 10:12.
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Day 279
18.4 Isaiah’s commission

Isaiah 6
1. ‘I saw the Lord’ (1-4)
While in the temple, Isaiah is given a vision of the LORD exalted on his throne,
with the train of his robe filling the whole building. He hears the LORD’s
angelic attendants chanting his superlative holiness and sees the earth-filling
glory of God. Dazzling and sinless beings, unfit to gaze upon him, are,
nevertheless, ready to serve him (2) and tireless in their praise of him (3). So
vivid is the experience that God’s holiness and glory shape Isaiah’s whole
prophecy.
2. ‘Woe to me’ (5-7)
Overwhelmed by the holiness of the King, the LORD Almighty, Isaiah becomes
acutely aware of his unfitness to serve. What is more, he lives among a people
who are unclean. This is why the account of the prophet’s call comes after
chapters 1-5. It reinforces the message of judgement and hope we find there.
The live coal symbolizes the significance of the altar from which it is taken the penalty of sin is paid by a substitute offered in the sinner’s place.
Uncertain and difficult times lie ahead. So it is integral to Isaiah’s ministry
that he goes to others, not merely as an advocate dealing with cold facts, but as
a witness to what he has personally seen and heard and experienced.
3. ‘Here am I, send me!’ (8-13)
It now becomes apparent why lips and mouth are so prominent in verses 5-7.
Isaiah’s words, however, will have the effect of hardening the hearts of the
stubborn populace, making God’s judgement inevitable (vv. 9-10 are quoted at
least six times in the NT e.g. Matt. 13:14-15; John 12:39-41; Acts 28:26-27).
Too many in Judah interpreted God’s promise to David as a blanket approval
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upon them, regardless of their lifestyle. What a surprise for them to discover
that Isaiah will preach, until the cities lie ruined and … until the LORD has sent
everyone far away (11-12). Such is the inevitable outcome of God’s holiness.
But now the second motif of Isaiah’s vision comes to the fore. God’s
glory will yet fill the whole earth. After the tree is felled, a stump (remnant cf.
11:1) remains and, with an obvious backward glance to a promised seed (Gen.
3:15; 22:18), Isaiah announces that judgement will clear the ground for new
growth (13). We will soon see the beginnings of this in a spiritual community
of disciples (8:16-17).
Closing thought:
As witnesses today, we need all the understanding and skill we can muster.
But these will avail little unless we have an up-to-date experience of God’s
mercy and grace.
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Day 280
18.5 The sign of Immanuel

Isaiah 7:1-17
1. The Assyrian threat (1-12)
A resurgent Assyria has begun to push into Palestine. So, in 734 BC, the kings
of Syria and Israel form an anti-Assyrian coalition. They determine to force
Judah to join them by installing a puppet king in the place of Ahaz (6). Isaiah
counsels Ahaz to trust only in God. ‘If you do not stand firm in your faith, you
will not stand at all’ (9). Faith here is an unswerving conviction that Yahweh
will be faithful to his covenant people. The king is invited to ask God for a sign
but, under the pretence of piety, refuses (10-11). God, however, gives one.
2. The Immanuel sign (13-17)
The wording of verse 11 presumes the sign will be something spectacular. And
by turning from Ahaz to address the house of David, Isaiah implies the sign
will have far-reaching effects (13). Both are true. What could be more
spectacular than a virgin with child. The Hebrew word for virgin means a
young woman of marrying age. And what could be more far-reaching than
Immanuel, God with us? While the sign must have relevance to the immediate
threat, when set within the unity of chapters 7-11, the birth of Immanuel is
pushed into the undated future (see particularly 9:1, 6-7; 11:1, 12).
Although Isaiah doesn’t resolve the tension between present and
future, it is clear that Ahaz, by his unbelief, is jeopardizing the hope of the
house of David. The name of the resident overlord will change from Assyria, to
Babylon, and eventually to Rome, before Immanuel will come. But he will be
born into poverty, heir to a meaningless throne in a conquered land. So the
promise awaits its time. The threat, however, is immediate. Within the time
needed for a yet unmarried woman to bear and rear a child (16), the threat of
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the two kings (Syria fell in 732 and Israel in 722) will be replaced with the far
greater threat of Assyria (17; cf. 8:5-8).
3. The enduring message
When we are fearful and tempted to trust in other than God himself, we need
to hear the words of Isaiah; ‘keep calm and don’t be afraid’ (4). For with
Jesus, we have the supreme sign that God is with us and for us (Matt. 1:2223). And, if God is for us, who can be against us? (Rom. 8:31-32)
Closing thought:
Matthew’s ten quotations: ‘This was to fulfil what was spoken…’ (1:22-23;
2:15, 17-18, 23; 4:14-16; 8:17; 12:17-21; 21:4-5; 27:9-10) show how, in a deeply
organic way, Jesus fulfils the OT.
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Day 281
18.6 From darkness to light

Isaiah 8:11-9:7
1. A light in the darkness (8:11-22)
The historical setting is the same as for yesterday’s reading. But here Isaiah
and his disciples are the nucleus of a faithful remnant; a light in the darkness.
They contrast with the king and people who have rejected the LORD’s help and
devised their own strategies (6; cf. 7:1 - the Siloam springs symbolize the
LORD’s sustaining power). Isaiah is to have nothing to do with such schemes.
The LORD will be a rock of refuge for the believers, but a rock of stumbling for
unbelievers (11-15; cf. Rom. 9:32-33; 1 Pet. 2:7-8). Having delivered his
message, Isaiah seals it and commits it to the safe keeping of his disciples. In
future they will have the evidence that the hidden God is still the living God
(16-17). In the meantime, Isaiah and his followers are living signs and
symbols … from the LORD - portents of both coming judgement and future
hope (18). What a wonderful foreshadowing of Christ and his church! (cf. Heb.
2:13.) Those who reject God’s word will turn in their witness to the occult and
plunge themselves into ever deeper darkness and ruin (19-22).
2. A light dispersing the darkness (9:1-7)
Chapter 9 provides the sharpest of contrasts. We move from fearful gloom to
no more gloom and from utter darkness to great light. The imminent
devastation of the northern kingdom is in the past. In the future the first part
of Israel to experience God’s judgement will be the first to see his glory (1).
There are now strains of irresistible joy (3); tyranny is ended and the rod of
the oppressor is shattered (4). The very weapons of war become fuel for the
fire (5). No wonder Matthew drew attention to these northern parts, with their
mixed population, as the place where Jesus began his ministry (Matt. 4:13-17;
cf. Is. 60:1-3).

618

This amazing turnabout comes through the birth of a child, who becomes a
remarkable ruler of a remarkable kingdom. His names declare who he is and
what he does.
•

Wonderful Counsellor - maintaining his kingdom through wise
decisions (unlike Ahaz).

•

Mighty God - able to achieve his purpose in our world of failure.

•

Everlasting Father - a permanent source of fatherly care.

•

Prince of Peace - establishing a kingdom where life will finally be as
God intends it (7). And all is guaranteed for the zeal of the LORD
Almighty will accomplish this.

Closing thought:
What’s in a name? In this passage, everything! God, like a jealous lover, will
not abandon his people.
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Day 282
18.7 God’s rod and remnant

Isaiah 10:5-34
This passage is a wonderful illustration of God’s control of history, both that of
his own people and in the world at large. It highlights the mysterious interplay
between God’s sovereignty and human responsibility in a way that recognizes
the reality of evil, without conceding its ultimate triumph.
1. God’s rod (5-19, 28-34)
Mighty Assyria is but a tool in the hands of Almighty God (vv. 16, 23-24, 26,
33), in this instance, to punish his people (5-6). The nation and her boastful
monarchs, however, are simply employing their own expansionist policies,
without any intention of serving God’s purpose (7-11). Despite being God’s
tool, Assyria is still held morally accountable for her actions and attitude, not
least her arrogance. The Assyrian ‘flood’ (cf. Is. 8:6-8) will eventually
overwhelm both Israel and Judah, and God’s judgement will finish at
Jerusalem itself (11). Then God’s anger will be redirected against Assyria (12).
Notice the striking contrast between what the LORD says (12) and what the
king of Assyria says (13).
The closing section of the chapter depicts the Assyrian armies closing in
on Jerusalem with terrifying efficiency and shaking their fist at Mount Zion,
the very place which symbolizes the LORD’s rule on earth (28-32). The imagery
of Assyria as a forest of towering trees (cf. 18-19) is reworked with savage
irony. The nation that was an axe in the LORD’s hand, will finally be axed down
by him (33-34). Pride does indeed come before a fall!
2. God’s remnant (20-27)
The remnant of Israel are the survivors not only of the northern kingdom, but
of the whole twelve tribes - hence the use of the term Jacob, their common
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ancestor (20-21). A remnant will return (Heb. ‘shear-jashub’; cf. 7:3) not just
to a place, but to the Mighty God (21). But only a remnant; not the whole mass
of Abraham’s descendants(22). Such a remnant is the true Israel (Rom. 9:27;
cf. 9:6). The challenge to these people is to act (unlike Ahaz) in faith not fear
(20, 24). That challenge is the same today. When history tells its story, we will
recognize that God is always the ultimate superpower. Such a reality must
shape our outlook as we live in today’s world.
Closing thought:
In the 1970s, a visiting Christian delegation from the United States reported:
‘There is not a single Christian left in China.’ But God clearly had his remnant
there.
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Day 283
18.8 God’s plan for Egypt

Isaiah 19
Isaiah chapters 13-23 show God’s rule over the whole earth. They deal with
nations who, at one time or another are threatened by Assyria, and who are all
actual or potential partners with Judah in anti-Assyrian alliances. Egypt is one
such undependable, Gentile neighbour to whom God’s people frequently,
though foolishly, turn for support.
1. Judgement on Egypt (1-15)
This vivid, poetic passage prepares the way for the message of the next
chapter: ‘Do not trust your future to Egypt; she is a broken reed’ (20:5-6).
Isaiah shows how Egypt’s supposed assets will all come to nothing.
•

Her spiritual resources (1-4). Idolatry and polytheism are never
adequate to hold a nation together. The fierce king (4) could be
Esarhaddon (671 BC); Ashurbanipal (667); Nebuchadnezzar (568);
Cambyses (525) or Alexander the Great (332). Probably he is
representative of all of them.

•

Her physical lifeline (5-10). If the Nile fails, one by one her
industries wither.

•

Her boasted wisdom (11-15). Because her counsellors lack any
understanding of the LORD’s plans, they are powerless to contest them.
There is nothing Egypt can do (15). The whole oracle echoes God’s
judgement on Egypt at the time of the Exodus.

2. Salvation for Egypt (16-25)
Nevertheless, a more glorious day is envisaged (In that day … 16, 18-19, 2324; cf. Is. 2:2-4). In spite of Egypt’s shady past and the judgement predicted,
Isaiah sees a day when a community within her borders will honour and serve
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the LORD (18-20a). Even Heliopolis (18 fn.), the centre of the sun-god Ra, will
give him allegiance. God will make himself known in order to invoke a
response of faith, and wound in order to heal (20b-22).
Such a message must have been startling enough to Israel’s ears, but even
more amazing would have been the news of a future community where the two
arch-rivals, Egypt and Assyria, will worship together (23). And from an IsraelEgypt-Assyrian triumvirate, blessings will flow out to the world! (24). Israel’s
distinctive titles, my people (Lev. 26:12; Hos. 2:23; 1 Pet. 2:10) and my
handiwork (Is. 29:23; 60:21), will be shared with her cruellest enemies.
Nothing could express more forcibly the eventual triumph of God’s kingdom
and the inclusion of the Gentiles in God’s purposes (Eph. 3:6).
Closing thought:
‘Father, when it comes to your kingdom, enlarge our scanty vision and
increase our feeble faith.’
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Day 284
18.9 Hezekiah’s reforms

2 Chronicles 29:1-11; 30:1-23
Today we return to the story line. Samaria in the north has fallen (722 BC). In
the south, the thoroughly evil reign of Ahaz ends and Hezekiah, his son, moves
centre stage in Jerusalem (716). He is seen as the ‘golden boy’ of Chronicles,
seeking to reproduce the virtues of the nation’s golden age (see Extra Note 18.1
below). The king is compared to David, thirteen generations earlier (29:2),
and chapters 29-32 closely resemble aspects of Solomon’s reign (cf. 2 Chr. 79). What is encouraging is the way the power of God’s word and the lives of
faithful believers have a more powerful influence over him than does a
decadent father and a pagan environment.
1. Cleansing the temple (29:1-11)
Hezekiah has been co-regent with Ahaz for twelve years, and must have
grieved over his father’s foreign policy (28:16-23). Though the Assyrian threat
still looms, his priorities are quite different (3). He recognizes that the sins of
a past generation have come home to roost (8-9), therefore, if he is to meet
Assyria with confidence he has to put God’s interests first. The Levites must
consecrate themselves, and the temple must be cleansed (the rest of chapter
29). It is as if the original dedication of the tabernacle (Exod. 25-30) has to be
repeated, showing that Hezekiah is thinking in terms of a new beginning.
2. Celebrating the Passover (30:1-15)
The king now appeals to the remnants of Israel to join with Judah (1) and once
again celebrate the Passover. In this way he is recapturing, in some measure,
the circumstances of the united monarchy under David and Solomon (26). As
the story moves towards a future Babylonian captivity, the Chronicler stresses
that, in the light of Israel’s escape from Egypt (the heart of the Passover), even
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exile need not be the end of the nation. If the people return to the LORD, he
will restore them to the land (6, 9). Though the response from the northern
tribes is mixed (10-11), a very large crowd (13) assembles at Jerusalem.
Indeed, the enthusiasm of the populace outstrips that of the priests and
Levites and shames them (14-15). So great is their joy that the whole assembly
agrees to celebrate for a further seven days! (23).
Closing thought:
Read 2 Chronicles 30:18-20. Though many of the Israelites are technically
unclean when they come before God, their hearts are in the right place and
God graciously receives them.
Extra Note 18.1: Hezekiah in Kings and Chronicles
Scripture tells Hezekiah’s story in two quite different ways. The Chronicler,
using Kings as his main source book, emphasizes what is most necessary for
his own time and purpose. He expands four verses on Hezekiah’s reforms (2
Kgs. 18:3-6) to eighty four verses (2 Chr. 29-31) and substantially reduces the
story concerning Sennacherib. His briefer treatment of Hezekiah’s political
manoeuvrings and recovery from illness assume the readers knowledge of the
fuller details in 2 Kings 18:7-20:21 and Isaiah 36-39.
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Day 285
18.10 Hezekiah and Sennacherib

2 Chronicles 32:1-23
1. Sennacherib’s threat (1-8)
After Hezekiah’s reforms the story moves to 701 BC when Sennacherib’s
Assyrian war-machine, having conquered Judah’s fortified cities, is poised to
take Jerusalem itself. To aid the capital’s defence, the Hebrews block all the
water springs (esp. Gihon v.30) and repair any broken sections of the city’s
wall. In such situations the balance between action and trust is a delicate one.
For some in Jerusalem such hard work is an alternative to trust in God (cf. Is.
22:8-11), but for Hezekiah it is an expression of it.
He seeks to communicate his own confidence to the people: ‘Do not be afraid
or discouraged… for there is a greater power with us than with him [
Sennacherib]. With him is only the arm of flesh, but with us is the LORD’ (7-8;
cf. 2 Kgs. 6:16). In the longer term Hezekiah’s trust is not misplaced, but he
has first to pay a large indemnity to Assyria (2 Kgs. 18:13-15). Such a payment,
however, may have been made with the intention of buying time for the
defence works described.
2. Sennacherib’s taunts (9-20)
After this (9) the unscrupulous Assyrian proceeds to scrap the recent peace
treaty and lay siege to Lachish, 25ml. from Jerusalem. He sends his
experienced ambassadors to taunt the beleaguered Jews. They play on popular
fears about Hezekiah’s abolition of the deeply ingrained Baal-religion (12).
They claim the gods of other nations are unable to protect their territory (1318), which only confirms that they were not real gods in the first place!
Sennacherib is making a fatal miscalculation if he thinks Jerusalem is just
another city and Yahweh just another god (19). In speaking against the LORD
and his anointed king (16), the Assyrians are echoing Psalm 2:2. The sheer
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insolence of their message stirs Hezekiah and Isaiah to cry to God in prayer
(20).
3. Sennacherib’s end (21-23)
The outcome is an event that ranks with the crossing of the Red Sea as a
remarkable example of the LORD’s intervention on behalf of his people. In
some unspecified judgement, an angel... annihilated all the fighting men (21;
185,000 in number; cf. 2 Kgs. 19:35). Sennacherib returns home in disgrace
and, ironically, is later cut down in the temple of his god (21). People who are
determined to pit themselves against the LORD are unconsciously planning
their own destruction (cf. Acts 12:21-24).
Closing thought:
Read Hezekiah’s prayer in Isaiah 37:16-20. Notice the basis of his confidence
(16) and the burden of his concern (20).
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Day 286
18.11 Josiah’s reforms

2 Chronicles 34
Josiah (640-609) comes to the throne as a child of eight after the violent death
of his evil father, Amon. In the eighth year of his reign he begins to seek
David’s God (notice the time markers in vv. 1, 3, 8) and like his great
grandfather Hezekiah, he soon initiates a series of reforms. These extend even
to parts of the north (6) and are especially aimed at purging the land of Baalworship.
During repairs to the temple, Hilkiah the priest finds the Book of the
Law of the LORD given through Moses (probably Deuteronomy). This must
have been hidden or simply neglected during the evil days of Manasseh.
Through it Josiah realizes the danger of Judah’s position, with the curses of
Deuteronomy 28 hanging over her head (24). He responds appropriately with
self-humbling, tears and repentance (27), and assembles all the people from
the least to the greatest to hear God’s word read (30). It is enormously moving
to see the king standing before this great gathering and renewing his covenant
commitment to follow the LORD and keep his commands … with all his heart
… and to obey the words of the covenant (31). So Josiah takes his place
alongside the other good kings of Judah and turns out to be the last of them.
The bigger picture
(i) Both Hezekiah and Josiah walk in the ways of David, but Josiah goes back
even further, to the law given through Moses. Ultimately he goes to the very
wellspring of the nation’s existence in her covenant with Yahweh (30-32), who
called her out of Egypt (hence the celebration of the Passover in ch. 35).
(ii) Sadly the reformation is never a grassroots movement. In contrast
to the reforms under Jehoshaphat (2 Chron. 20:4, 13, 18) and Hezekiah (2
Chron. 30:12, 23, 25), this one is initiated by Josiah (notice he … he … he … vv.
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3-7), imposed from above and, consequently, lasting only as long as the king
lives (33). Unless hearts are changed there can be no radical change of life (cf.
Matt. 15:19).
(iii) Jeremiah, the great prophet of this period (Jer. 1:2), admires
Josiah (Jer. 22:11, 15-16) and would have approved heartily of his efforts to
abolish paganism. But his early contact with the reformation soon reveals its
weakness. The national covenant, like its original at Sinai, is broken almost as
soon as it is made. A more radical solution is needed.
Closing thought:
No-one can live off the spiritual capital of the past (or of others). In spiritual
matters a steady income is better than a legacy.
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Day 287
18.12 Enter Jeremiah

Jeremiah 1
Manasseh’s reign (697-642) is the longest and darkest in Judah’s history. In
its last decade, two boys are born – God’s gifts to a demoralized and damaged
people. Yesterday we met Josiah, the reforming king; today we encounter
Jeremiah, the courageous prophet. He serves until after the fall of Jerusalem
in 586 BC, a period of more than forty years. Jeremiah is called to interpret the
times to a society disturbingly like our own; one that has prospered and
become sophisticated and arrogant. The thrust of his ministry is clear. He is
appointed to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow (four words of
demolition), before he can build and plant (10). But Jeremiah is certainly no
superman. He feels vulnerable and inexperienced (child in v. 7 probably
means someone in late teens). He is torn in two by his tender love for his
people and the sense of God’s mounting wrath against them (cf. 4:18-19).
The LORD clarifies Jeremiah’s call with two brief visions (11-16). The
almond tree is the first to bud in spring, indicating that when all seems
dormant God is watching to fulfil his word (12; watching sounds very similar
to almond in Hebrew). The boiling pot makes a terribly appropriate picture of
the menace from the north and the caldron of judgment coming upon Judah
from Babylon (13-14). His message of judgment means that Jeremiah will
have to stand like an iron pillar against Judah’s kings, officials, priests and
people (18).
What is needed for Jeremiah to minister in such
circumstances?
(i) The assurance that God had formed him in the womb, handmade for
the task, and chosen him even before he was born (5).
(ii) The reality of God’s creative presence and wisdom. ‘Do not be
afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you … I have put my words
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in your mouth’ (8-9). This is the mysterious ‘X factor’, giving Jeremiah a new
centre of gravity in God himself and his great master-plan. The Christian
shares a similar reality (cf. Matt. 28:18-20; Rom. 8:28-29).
(iii) Faithfulness to the word of God (17). Jeremiah testifies that God’s word is
‘like a hammer that breaks a rock in pieces’ (23:29); ‘like a burning fire shut
up in my bones’ (20:8-9); ‘my joy and my heart’s delight’ (15:16). It makes
Jeremiah tough (18) yet tender (9:1).
Closing thought:
Ponder Ephesians 2:10.
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Day 288
18.13 Jeremiah’s temple message

Jeremiah 7:1-20
Large crowds flock to the temple, only to be met by Jeremiah, strategically
positioned at one of the gateways. The LORD has commissioned him to
denounce all reliance on the mere externals of religion, especially on the
temple itself. So Jeremiah brings God’s word with power and passion, making
his appeal to:
(i) Their conscience (3-8). Judah’s past privilege can never be
regarded as a guarantee of present blessing. Such a ‘rear-view mirror
syndrome’ is blinding them to their present sin. Future security can only come
through repentance and reformation – notice the ‘if … if … if … then …’of
verses 5-7.
(ii) Their reason (9-11). How illogical it is for them to think they can
sin so blatantly and then come to the temple and say, ‘“We are safe” – safe to
do all these detestable things’ (10). Such an attitude makes the temple into a
den of robbers rather than a place that bears God’s Name (11; cf. Matt. 21:13).
(iii) Their history (12-15). Judah must not forget her past. The
shrine at Shiloh, once the central sanctuary for all Israel, is now in ruins
(probably destroyed in the Philistine wars – see 1 Sam. 4:1-11). And their
brothers, the northern tribes (Ephraim), are already in exile. History will
repeat itself.
By now the mood has changed from one of appeal to pronouncement.
Jeremiah is forbidden even to pray for the people (16; cf. 11:14; 14:11) for
judgment is certain (20). God is appalled at his people’s idolatry. Even the
next generation are corrupted as whole families are involved in providing the
bread and drink offerings for the Canaanite goddess Astarte (17-18).
One of the saddest lessons from this passage is that Judah’s harm is
self-inflicted; she is following other gods to her own harm (6, 19). Jeremiah
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2:13 sums up their predicament: ‘My people have committed two sins: They
have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own
cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water.’ If, as worshipping beings,
we forsake the spring that is always full and always flowing, we have to expend
our time and effort on substitutes that cannot satisfy. ‘They followed
worthless idols and become worthless themselves’ (2:5) is a warning we
should all write across our diaries, cheque-books and ambitions.
Closing thought:
What might be today’s equivalents to the cry: ‘Temple! Temple! Temple!’?
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Day 289
18.14 Jeremiah’s explicit letter

Jeremiah 29:1-14
God’s judgment on Jerusalem draws ever nearer. In 597 BC 3023 Jews,
including king Jehoiachin and Ezekiel, had been taken captive to Babylon
(Jer. 52:28). These homesick exiles are an easy prey for false prophets who
promise (as Hananiah had done; 28:1-4, 10-11) that Babylon will collapse and
they will be home in two years. In a hand-delivered letter from Jerusalem,
Jeremiah describes the kind of outlook the exiles ought to have.
1. Their present attitude (4-9)
The exile will not be short, for God plans seventy years of Babylonian
ascendancy. Because God has sent them into exile (4, 7), at the very least, they
should accept the situation. But what Jeremiah exhorts is gloriously positive:
‘seek the peace and prosperity of the city [‘peace and prosperity’ translate the
one word: shalom]… Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too
will prosper’ (7). Jeremiah knows that such goals – peace, prosperity and
prayer – will not only benefit their captors, but enrich their own lives. They
must not lose such blessing in a preoccupation with idle dreams and
propaganda (8-9).
2. Their future hope (10-14)
Just when all planning seems futile, God declares that he has a plan, both for
Babylon (10a) and his people. The exiles will have opportunity to seek and find
the LORD in a new way(13), and discover they can do this as surely by the
waters of Babylon as in the temple at Jerusalem. In fact the exiled Jews, who
had seen Jerusalem as the focus of their hopes, are better off not being there
(16-18; cf. 24:1-10). So what seems to be the end of hope is but the end of a
tawdry dream. With God there is always hope and a future (11).
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We today must never allow our buildings and traditions to undermine
our security in God himself. We should hold lightly to such things, so that
when our world is shaken we know we belong to a kingdom that cannot be
shaken (Heb. 12:28). And when we find ourselves in difficulties, even those we
(like Judah) have brought upon ourselves, let us not merely accept them, but
seek the LORD in order that we might turn obstacles into stepping-stones.
Closing thought:
Do Jeremiah’s words to the exiles provide us with any help in living in today’s
world? See Romans 12:21; 1 Timothy 2:1-2; Titus 2:9-10; 1 Peter 2:12.
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Day 290
18.15 Jeremiah’s confident action

Jeremiah 32
Although chronologically today’s story belongs just before the fall of
Jerusalem (1), psychologically it moves us into the future with great hope.
Jeremiah is imprisoned in Jerusalem and the Babylonian siege ramps are in
place around the city. Captivity is inevitable. At this point, the prophet
(already forewarned) receives a visit from his cousin offering the purchase of
his field. It is rather like being offered shares in a British company during the
Battle of Britain – only worse!
But Jeremiah, knowing God’s purposes centre on his people, has
already predicted a return from exile (29:10-11). One day, normal life will be
resumed in Judah (15, 43-44). But living in hope means acting in faith. Is
Jeremiah willing to put his money where his mouth is? Indeed he is. The
deeds are drawn up and placed in safe custody. Ownership of the field now
becomes a potent sign of repossessing the whole land. Surely seventeen
shekels of silver were never better spent.
After Jeremiah’s unquestioning obedience comes his questioning
prayer (17-25). He begins and ends it by addressing the Sovereign LORD. The
prophet feeds his faith by reflecting on that sovereignty in creation (17),
judgment (18-19) and redemption (20-23). Nevertheless, when it comes to the
present, the purchase of the field is still seriously faith-stretching. So God
responds, ‘I am the LORD, the God of all mankind. Is anything too hard for
me?’ (27; cf. 17). In spite of Judah’s flagrant and persistent sin, God’s
judgment is to be merely the prelude to new hope, captured in eleven
wonderful ‘I wills’ (37-44):
‘I will surely gather them … I will bring them back to this place and
let them live in safety … I will be their God … I will give them
singleness of heart and action … I will make an everlasting covenant
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with them … I will never stop doing good to them … I will inspire
them to fear me … I will rejoice in doing them good and will
assuredly plant them in their land … I will give them all the
prosperity I have promised them … I will restore their fortunes’.
What amazing grace!
When God’s purposes seem in jeopardy and his people humiliated we
also must act in faith. Faith is not pretending. It is like wearing bifocal glasses
– seeing things as they really are, while being able to read clearly the script of
God’s purposes. In spite of what we see we must act upon his promises and
invest in his kingdom. We too can buy fields.
Closing thought:
If churches have gift days to respond in gratitude to all that God has done, why
do we not have field days to respond in faith to all he will do?
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Day 291
18.16 Enter Ezekiel

Ezekiel 1
Ezekiel, a contemporary of Jeremiah, is among the exiles transported to
Babylon in 597 BC. Having looked forward to assuming the full responsibilities
of priesthood in his thirtieth year (1; cf. Num. 4:3), he is suddenly cut off
completely from the temple. Instead, in 593 he is commissioned as a prophet
to the exiles (chapters 2-3) and in today’s passage given a vision of God’s
majesty that totally overwhelms him (cf. 3:15).
Appearing storm clouds, like curtains on a stage, are suddenly drawn
back to reveal a heavenly scene of four living creatures (5-14), the wheels
beneath them (15-21) and the throne above them (22-28). The four creatures
are cherubim – attendants of deity (cf. 10:20; 1 Kgs. 6:27). Besides each
creature are four pairs of intersecting wheels, enabling the entire structure to
move in any direction. Above the creatures, and supported by them, is a giant,
wok-shaped platform, on which is God’s throne. But amazingly the climactic
vision of the deity is a figure like that of a man (26), encircled by the
appearance of a rainbow (27). Like is the same word that first occurs in
Genesis 1:26 (when man is made in God’s likeness), but here, however, God
appears in the likeness of man! Ezekiel learns:
(i) Yahweh is sovereign. He is King of the whole earth (four,
repeated ten times in this chapter, symbolizes the whole earth). As the wheels
cannot be diverted from their course, so nothing can prevent God’s purposes
being fulfilled.
(ii) Yahweh is present. God is there in Babylon (3). For the exiles,
being cut off from Jerusalem and the temple is not the same as being cut off
from God. He has a mobile throne and will be a sanctuary for them (11:16).
The significance of the vision is felt most fully when Ezekiel sees God’s glory
departing from the temple (10:18-22). God’s glory, departing and returning
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(43:3-5; 44:4), frame and shape the whole prophecy.
(iii) Yahweh is faithful. Though in the earlier part of Ezekiel’s
ministry the emphasis falls on God’s judgment of Judah, ever since Noah the
rainbow speaks of grace in the midst of judgment (Gen. 9:12-17; Rev. 4:3). For
the Christians reader, Ezekiel’s vision is a sign of God’s commitment to the
whole of humanity, and to a time when God’s glory will be seen in human
form (John 1:14).
Closing thought:
Analysing a vision can rob it of its impact. Read it again, standing in Ezekiel's
sandals, but wearing Christian spectacles.
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Day 292
18.17 Ezekiel’s enacted parable

Ezekiel 4:1-8; 12:1-16, 26-28
Four years after Ezekiel’s deportation God commissions him to minister to the
exiles in Babylon, people who still refuse to believe that Jerusalem can
possibly be destroyed. If Jerusalem is destroyed their hope will be destroyed,
for there would be no ‘home’ to which they could return. So, in order to wean
these stubbornly complacent people from their attachment to a particular
place, Ezekiel resorts to acting out parables as signs to God’s people (4:3; 12:6;
cf. 24:24, 27).
1. The siege of Jerusalem symbolized (4:1-8)
The prophet draws an outline of Jerusalem on a mud tablet and around the
city erects siege works, as if playing war games with home made toys. Then he
holds an iron pan over the model. Perhaps the crowd cheer. God is going to
beat down the enemy. But no, God is the enemy! God is hiding his face from
the very place where his presence should be known with particular intimacy
(cf. Deut. 31:17-18; 32:20).
For 390 days Ezekiel spends part of each day lying on his left side,
representing the nation’s history of unremitting sin from the time of Solomon.
From 931-539 (the end of the exile) is 392 years, here rounded down to 390.
This is followed by forty days on his right side, representing the nation’s
punishment in exile. But even this cloud of judgment has its silver lining. The
total number of 430 would stir memories of their Egyptian bondage which
ended in a powerful display of God’s love and reclamation (Exod. 12:40-41).
Ezekiel’s symbolic solidarity with Israel’s sin (4-5) is more clearly and
wonderfully worked out by Isaiah (e.g.Is. 53).
2. The exile symbolized (12:1-16, 26-28)
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Even though the early exiles have been watching these symbolic actions for
over a year, they still hope for an early return to Palestine. So Ezekiel acts the
part of an inhabitant of Jerusalem. He packs his few remaining possessions
and at night digs through the mud wall of his house to depict his escape form
the besieged city. This point of despair is reached in the year 586BC when King
Zedekiah did in fact leave the city in this way only to be caught by the
Babylonians who put out his eyes (6, 12-13; cf. 2 Kgs. 25:1-7). What God says,
he will do – and he will do it soon (26-28).
Closing thought:
There have always been scoffers at the predictions of coming judgment (Ezek.
12:21-25; 2 Pet. 3:3-7). But the flood came and so did the exile – and so will
the fire of final judgment.
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Day 293
18.18 Ezekiel’s political allegory

Ezekiel 17; 21:25-27
Ezekiel, taking on a role similar to a political cartoonist, draws a word-picture
in which living things are personified. In chapter 17 we have an allegory (310), its explanation (11-21) and finally a picture of a brighter future (22-24).
The allegory relates to the first deportation of exiles in 597 BC, when
Nebuchadnezzar (the first great eagle) took into exile King Jehoiachin (the
topmost shoot of the cedar of Lebanon; i.e. David’s house) and the leading
people of Jerusalem (3-4).
In Jehoiachin’s place, Nebuchadnezzar installed Zedekiah as his puppet
king (the seed of your land planted in Jerusalem). Like a low spreading vine
with its branches towards Babylon, Zedekiah professes loyalty to
Nebuchadnezzar while secretly spreading his roots towards a second great
eagle, namely, Egypt (5-7). Such deception is breaking the covenant with
Babylon and will prove fatal (18). So the allegory becomes a prediction of
Zedekiah’s end. Ezekiel is still seeking to destroy the misplaced hope of his
fellow exiles. There can be no immediate political fix.
But there is hope. Israel’s security and fruitfulness will not come from
either of the two great eagles, but from God himself (22-24). He will replant a
tender spring from the cedar on a high and lofty mountain (Mount Zion).
Though appearing insignificant, it will grow into a splendid tree in which birds
of every kind will find shelter. While Zerubbabel is the next Davidic governor
and is replanted in Jerusalem after the exile, he clearly does not exhaust the
universal terms of this passage. All nations will eventually acknowledge the
superiority of God’s kingdom (Is. 9:6-7; 11:1-11; Mark 4:30-32). How can this
possibly happen? Read again verse 24. Nations rise and fall at God’s word.
What an encouragement to the exiles and to us.
Chapter 21:25-27 also concerns the profane and wicked prince,
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Zedekiah, whose time of punishment has reached its climax (25). He should
remove his crown and the high priest his turban (26; cf. Lev. 8:9; 16:4), for
kingship and priesthood, as experienced up to this point in Israel’s history,
will be abolished. They will remain in ruins until he comes to whom it rightly
belongs (27), a clear reference to the Messianic promise of Genesis 49:10 (Day
115). Kingship and priesthood will be restored to the new and final king-priest
(Heb. 7).
Closing thought:
In chapter 16 God has already promised that Israel’s captivity will end and he
will establish an everlasting covenant. Read 16:59-60.
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Day 294
18.19 The fall of Jerusalem

2 Chronicles 36

Judah’s last four kings live against a background of massive changes on the
international scene. Assyria is in terminal decline; Egypt wants to delay it,
Babylon to hasten it. In 605 BC Babylon defeats Egypt and soon places
Zedekiah on the throne at Jerusalem. His rebellion against Nebuchadnezzar
(13) proves the last straw for the Babylonians, who savagely destroy Jerusalem
(17-19). Zedekiah's sin (12) is simply representative of the nations sin (14). The
people mocked God's messengers, despised his words and scoffed at his
prophets until the wrath of the LORD was aroused against his people and
there was no remedy (16). Clearly, Josiah’s reforms have had no lasting effect.
Wagon load by wagon load, the spoils of the temple are taken to Babylon (7,
10, 18), and son by son the family of Josiah is toppled from the throne. It is the
end of the line for Judah’s monarchy.
But in all the chaos of these events, the Chronicler’s remarkable
message is: God is still in control:
•

The destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BC is at his initiation (16-17).

•

The exile of seventy years fulfils his word through Jeremiah (21; cf.
Jer. 25:11; 29:10).
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•

It is he who moves the heart of Cyrus to restore his people to the land
(22-23; verses repeated at the beginning of Ezra).

Viewed positively, the exile allows the land to fulfil seventy years of Sabbath
rest and catch up on the time the Sabbath years have been ignored (490 years
from Saul to the restoration – see Lev. 26:33-35). And with the absence of the
great securities of king, city and temple, comes a fresh insight into what it
means for a people to walk with God. So out of the chaos of sin a purified
people will return to a purified land.
Closing thought:
In all the confusing and conflicting circumstances of life, our security is the
same as theirs: God is still on the throne.
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Day 295
18.20 Jerusalem’s suffering

Lamentations 1
Yesterday’s reading records the fact of Jerusalem’s destruction (see also 2 Kgs.
25; Jer. 52). The poetry of Lamentations captures the anguish felt as four
centuries of community life come to a violent end. The book is composed of
five poems each occupying one chapter. The first four are acrostics: each of the
twenty-two stanzas beginning with successive letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
This is possibly to express the completeness – the A to Z – of Jerusalem’s
grief.
There is no linear flow of thoughts through the book, but rather the
repetition of certain painful themes reinforced by powerful imagery.
Lamentations is still used in synagogues to commemorate the destruction of
the city and can still help Christians today to identify with those experiencing
severe hardship. Jerusalem appear in this chapter as:
1. Wretched (1-7)
Deserted! The great lady, Jerusalem, is a lonely widow; the queen of cities has
become a slave (1). Her lovers (2; cf. Jer. 4:30) are the other nations,
particularly Egypt, who have behaved treacherously towards her in her hour of
dire need. The roads to Zion (4), once thronged with pilgrims, are now
deserted. Her splendour has departed (6) and she is the laughing stock of her
enemies (7).
2. Guilty (8-11)
The theme of Jerusalem’s guilt permeates the book (see 1:5, 8-9, 18, 22; 2:14;
3:40-42; 4:13, 22; 5:7). She has brought upon herself the threatened covenant
curse (Deut. 28:49-57, 64-68). The real tragedy is that the catastrophe could
almost certainly have been avoided. But Jerusalem has become a fallen
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woman, determined to pursue the demoralizing rites of Baal worship (8-9).
Nevertheless, the consequences are scarcely easier to accept for the knowledge
that they are deserved.
3. Helpless (12-22)
In these verses (apart from v. 17) personified Jerusalem is the speaker. ‘The
LORD has handed me over to those I can’t withstand’ (14). Zion stretching out
her hands (17) gives a powerful picture of childlike helplessness. What a shock
to the system this is after centuries of believing that the true God lives in
Jerusalem and will never let anyone ransack his home. They discover that ‘the
LORD is righteous’ (18) and his glory has already departed from the temple.
Thankfully we have discovered that God has found a way to be righteous yet
merciful. Reflect on verse 12 and the parallel lament of Jesus over heedless
Jerusalem (Matt. 23:37-39).
Closing thought:
Guilty, vile and helpless we;
spotless Lamb of God was he.
Full atonement – can it be?
Hallelujah, what a Saviour! (Philip P. Bliss)
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Day 296
18.21 What about Babylon?

Habakkuk 1:12–2:20
Though today’s passage begins prior to the fall of Jerusalem, it takes us to the
end of time. Habakkuk is horrified to learn that God is mobilizing the
Babylonians to punish Judah (1:6) and so makes his complaint to God.
Granted the LORD needs to deal radically with his own people, how can he use
a treacherous nation to swallow up those more righteous than themselves?
(1:13) For however wicked Judah is, Babylon is worse. He presents his case to
the LORD and waits for his response.
In chapter 2 Habakkuk is told: ‘Write down the revelation’. It acts as an
enduring reminder that God’s word will ultimately be realized. It awaits an
appointed time and though it may seem long delayed it is nevertheless certain.
So Habakkuk must be patient. The vision extends form the fall of Jerusalem to
the climactic day of the LORD (2-3). Babylon will certainly be judged and even
become the scorn of those she once dominated. Her judgment is spelt out in
five devastating woes where, in each case, the punishment fits the crime:
•

the plunderer will be plundered (6-8)

•

the ambitious will be brought to ruin(9-11)

•

the empire builders will be left with nothing (12-14)

•

the shameless will be shamed (15-17)

•

the idolater will be left helpless (18-19)

Though the nations may cause great devastation on earth, the LORD is in his
heavenly temple. His judgment will silence their swelling rage (20). There will
be a final day when the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of
the LORD, as the waters cover the sea (14).
But in the light of their seemingly impregnable foe, how are the
remnant to live at the present time? The answer comes in a classic statement
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(v. 4): the righteous will live by his faith (or faithfulness – we cannot have
either without the other). This is taken up three times in the NT ( Rom. 1:17;
Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:37-38). In spite of present hardship the remnant must
persevere, trusting in the covenant God and living in the light of his word
concerning the future. That is precisely how this passage is applied in the NT
to struggling Hebrew Christians.
Closing thought:
Read Hebrews 10:35-39. The writer, quoting from the Greek OT, applies the
prophecy to the second coming of Jesus.
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Day 297
18.22 Though … yet … A pause for
reflection

Habakkuk 3
We are reflecting today on verses 17-19 where Habakkuk, in response to all
that God has revealed, actually demonstrates what it means to live by faith
during difficult times. Using vivid picture language, he first reviews God’s past
interventions on behalf of his people (1-15). The questions of verse 8 assume
that the God of the Exodus and conquest is still alive and active. Hence his
prayer: ‘Renew them [your deeds] in our day, in the wrath of captivity
remember mercy’ (2). So the prophet’s faith is kindled by God’s word. He is
not merely hanging on to God, but laying hold of God and saying, ‘appear
again for us’. Though he is realistic about the troubles ahead (17), he waits
patiently and confidently for God to deal with Babylon (16).
Habakkuk, like Paul, has learned the secret of being content (Phil.
4:12). Most people reason: ‘If I get over this illness … if I land this job … if I
meet Mr Wonderful … then I will be content.’ If we had asked Habakkuk as
he began his letter, ‘How are you?,’ he might well have replied, ‘Alright, under
the circumstances.’ But now he is no longer ‘under the circumstances’! He has
moved from If-Then living to Though-Yet living (17-18). Now he is able to
rejoice even when the very necessities of life fail (17). So what is his secret?
From his renewed vision of the LORD has come a new relationship with the
LORD (18-19; cf. Ps. 112:1, 7). With Moses (Exod. 15:1-2) he can say:
1. The LORD is my song. Let us thank God for every benefit, but let
us rejoice in the LORD. Circumstances change, be never does. He is a constant
spring that never dries up.
2. The LORD is my salvation. I will be joyful in God my Saviour.
This is the most glorious aspect of our song, for we rejoice not simply in being
saved, but in knowing a living Saviour (cf. Ps. 27:1; Is. 61:10).
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3. The LORD is my strength. He enables us to climb over obstacles
and keep going when the pathway is steep (19). Notice how majestic yet how
personal this relationship is: The Sovereign LORD is my strength (cf. 2 Cor.
9:8; 12:9-10; Phil. 4:13).
Closing thought:
Is there any valid reason why any child of God, under any circumstance,
cannot repeat verses 18 and 19?
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Day 298
18.23 The great homecoming

Jeremiah 30
Chapters 30-33 are frequently called the Book of Consolation because of the
comfort and hope they give once the penalty of exile has been imposed. The
landscape of these chapter is that of Jeremiah’s day, dominated by the theme
of a great homecoming for Israel as well as Judah. But they point, by the sheer
exuberance of their language, to a greater fulfilment on a different plane. The
method adopted in today’s passage is to answer prophecies of judgment (5-7
and 12-15) with words of salvation (8-11 and 16-24). Four observations:
(i) The promise that God will raise up David their king (9) has to wait
for the coming of Jesus (Luke 1:69) and his exaltation (Acts 2:29-36). This
gives an early indication of the time range for the fulfilment of chapters 30-33.
(ii) Yahweh as a faithful friend disciplines with controlled severity, for
his people need liberating from themselves as much as from their enemies(11;
cf. Prov. 27:6). He magnifies his grace by refusing to abandon them to their
sin and helplessness, curing the incurable (12, 17) and turning the tables on
their enemies (16).
(iii) God will not only restore the fortunes of Israel and Judah (3; cf.
31:23; 32:44; 33:7, 10-11, 25-26), but give a ruler who will be what no other
king has ever been allowed to be - a mediator and priest. The LORD promises:
‘Their leader will be one of their own … from among them … and he will
come close to me’ (21). This is one of the boldest OT prophecies concerning
Jesus, who will achieve a union between God and his people which can never
be broken (Heb. 2:14-18; 5:1-6; 7:23-28). The promise of verse 22 runs like a
golden thread through the Scriptures (e.g. 31:33; Gen. 17:7; Exod. 6:7; Lev.
26:12; Hos. 2:23; 2 Cor. 6:16; Rev. 21:3, 7).
So near, so very near to God, I cannot nearer be;
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for in the person of his Son, I am as near as he. (Catesby Paget)
(iv) God’s manifestations of wrath in the OT are token and partial expressions
of a purging work to be completed when he fully accomplishes the purposes of
his heart. This will become clear in God’s time (24). The Book of Revelation
spells it out and gives us a glimpse of the new creation which will follow.
Closing thought:
If Jesus so devoted himself (21) for our sakes, should we not devote ourselves
to him afresh for this day?
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Day 299
18.24 The restored nation

Jeremiah 31:1-26
The main theme of this chapter is the glorious hope of a restored nation of
Israel and Judah (cf. Hos. 1:11). The dominant focus is Israel (symbolized by
Ephraim; 6, 9, 18, 20), since the northern tribes seem to have completely
disappeared. But Judah is not forgotten (23-25) and Zion is the rallying point
for Israel’s return (6, 12).
1. Grace and gladness (1-14)
Everything in the chapter flows from the LORD’s statement, ‘I have loved you
with an everlasting love’ (3). God’s grace, not any merit in his people,
guarantees his purposes are carried forward to completion (9-11). And the
experience of grace always brings gladness (4-5, 12-14). As ever, the known is
used to picture the unknown, but how rich and varied the images are! The
passage throbs with music and dancing, bountiful provision and merrymaking. Surely we have here an insight into final bliss, unsullied by want or
fear. What we shall be has not yet been made known (1 John 3:2), but if this
is a picture, the reality will certainly not disappoint.
2. Consolation and transformation (15-22)
Rachel, the younger wife of Jacob and ancestor of the northern tribes of
Ephraim and Manasseh, is here depicted weeping over the children she had so
longed for (Gen. 30:1). Her imagined tears speak eloquently of the tragedy of
Israel’s ‘lost tribes,’ deported in 722 BC. But she can dry her tears for Ephraim
is now mourning for his own sins (18-19).
What a transformation from Hosea’s portrait of Ephraim (e.g. Hos.
4:17; 6:4, 10; 7:8; 11:12; 12:8). Now that Israel has been disciplined she
submits to God’s yoke which, when worn properly, is pleasant (cf. Matt.
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11:30). And best of all, Ephraim discovers, like another returning prodigal,
that he is deeply loved as a dear son (20; cf. Luke 15:20-24). God’s compassion
for his people will finally be more decisive than his judgement. How can all
this become a reality? The LORD will create a new thing [a new covenant, 31]
on earth – a woman will surround [lit. encompass] a man (22). This may
point to a new intimacy between the LORD and his bride – hitherto one-sided,
but more fully realized between Christ and his bride, the church.
Closing thought:
What can we learn from verses 18-19 about true repentance?
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Day 300
18.25 The broken covenant

Jeremiah 11:1-7; 31:27-32
Our first passage takes us back to the time of Josiah’s reformation (Day 286).
God reminds Jeremiah of Israel’s beginnings as a nation and his initiative in
rescuing her from the furnace of Egypt. The terms of the Sinai covenant had
provided a framework for the nation’s response, opening the way for a special
relationship with him (2-4). And as evidence of his faithfulness he would give
them the promised land (5). Jeremiah responds by passionately proclaiming
these truths through the towns of Judah (6-7).
But the people ignore him and bring upon themselves the curses of the
covenant (8). In fact, here we have repentance in reverse. Instead of turning
back to God, they return to their old sins (10) and cry to their new gods (1213). Such perversity puts them even beyond intercessory prayer (14). Disaster
is decreed (17). ‘There are,’ said G. K. Chesterton, ‘two ways of getting home;
and one of them is to stay there. The other is to walk around the whole world
till we come back to the same place.’ So we are left with a situation where both
Israel and Judah have totally failed to keep the terms of the covenant (10). So
what of those expansive promises to Abraham and the everlasting kingdom
promised to David?
Let us return to Jeremiah 31. All that the prophet has observed and
experienced (God's prophets are not puppets) make him ideally suited to
grasp the glorious message of a new covenant. The days are coming when
demolition and uprooting will give way to building and planting (27-28). The
proverb concerning the father and the children (29) reflects the scepticism of
the exiles. ‘God is being unfair,’ they say ‘for we are being punished for our
father’s sins’ (cf. Lam. 5:7). ‘The time is coming,’ responds Jeremiah ‘when
you won’t be able to use that excuse, for each individual will be held
accountable for his or her sins’ (more on this tomorrow; cf. Ezek. 18:1-4, 30-
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32, where the same proverbs is used). Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel recognize
that the new covenant means the end of the state as a vehicle for God’s
kingdom. God’s purposes will continue through transformed individuals quite
apart form the state of Judah and its holy city, temple and institutions.
Closing thought:
Read again 11:17. Some people will only see the meaning of the Father’s home
from the far distance of the pigsty (Luke 15:17).
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Day 301
18.26 The new covenant

Jeremiah 31:31-34
From the broken covenant we turn today to Jeremiah’s revelation of a new
covenant with the houses of Israel and Judah (31). They represent the people
of God on earth at that time and are the ones who have broken the Sinai
covenant (32). The old covenant, though a gracious provision, was inadequate
because God found fault with the people (Heb. 8:7-8). The major difference
between the old and new covenants is that, while the Sinai covenant says, ‘You
must …’, the new covenant says, ‘I will …’ Notice the expression five times in
verses 33 and 34. The new covenant announces what God will do. He fulfils all
the terms. We now consider two marks of this new covenant (with two more
tomorrow).
1. God’s law is written on the heart (33a)
Jeremiah learned, through Josiah’s attempted reformation, that even the best
laws imposed from outside are unable to change peoples’ hearts (Day 289).
Nothing could have given him a better insight into the ‘inwardness’ of the new
covenant. He saw how essential it is for people to be given a tender heart and
new inclination to obey God (cf. 32:39 and see Extra Note 18.2 below).
Ezekiel, in exile, comes to the same realization. The LORD says, ‘I will give a
new heart … And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my
decrees’ (Ezek. 36:26-27). Under the new covenant not only the law, but the
law-giver, indwells the believer (John 14:15-17, 23).
2. God is known personally (33b-34)
It is one of the perverse aspects of human nature that people living apart from
God can still go through the forms of religion (e.g. 5:30-31; 6:13-15; 7:9-11). As
Jeremiah pleads in vain with his people, he comes to see that it is not more
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religion they need, but a new relationship with God. A day is coming, however,
when God’s people will not have to be exhorted to know the LORD, for they will
all know him in a personal way.
How wonderfully this is fulfilled through Jesus (cf. John 10:14; 17:3; 2
Cor. 6:16-18). The church, above all else, is a people who know God. We can
have credal correctness, active programmes, a family atmosphere and yet miss
the very essence of the new covenant – a relationship with God whom we love
and obey, praise and enjoy.
Closing thought:
The indwelling Spirit guides us in the way of Jesus and transforms us into his
likeness (Rom. 7:4-6; 2 Cor. 3:7-8, 17-18).
Extra Note 18.2: The law written on the heart
Even under the old covenant the LORD desires that his people respond to his
law from the heart (Deut. 6:4-6; 11:18; 32:46). Under the new covenant,
however, he promises to put his law on their hearts, rather than merely
impressing on them the need for a whole-hearted response. He will facilitate
obedience through the indwelling Spirit (John 7:37-39).
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Day 302
18.27 The new covenant (continued)

Jeremiah 31:33-37
3. Sin is dealt with fully and finally (34b)
No prophet surpasses Jeremiah in his understanding of human sin. Sin is not
only widespread, but deeply ingrained (2:22; 13:23) and beyond human cure
(17:9). What, then, is the answer? The terms of the new covenant are drawn up
by the most exacting lawyer in the universe. He does not say, ‘I will forgive
them and write my law on their hearts.’ Were that the order we might wonder
what would happen if we fail to keep the law. Would we be doomed? No! God
daringly underwrites the terms of the covenant with forgiveness. ‘For I will
forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more’ (34b). What
precious words these are – forgiven, forgotten, forever!
God condescends to speak of his forgetfulness to preserve us from
going to the graveyard of buried sins and digging them up again. And,
paradoxically, those who discover such amazing mercy are fearful of abusing
it. Sin takes on another aspect; it becomes the blackest ingratitude. But what is
the basis for such forgiveness? The Sinai covenant was sealed by the
sprinkling of blood (Exod. 24:7-8; Day 159). The blood was like a signature on
a legal document. The new covenant has to wait six long centuries for its
signature and these words of Jesus from the Upper Room: ‘This cup is the new
covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you' (Luke 22:20). His blood
can make the foulest clean!
4. The bond can never be broken (35-37)
This has become clear already, but is expressed here in terms the people living
then would understand. The order, power and scale of the Creator’s world are
used to illustrate God’s everlasting commitment to his people (cf. Jer. 32:40;
50:5; Is. 55:3; 61:8; Ezek. 16:60; 37:26).
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The NT writers see the descendants of Israel (36-37) fulfilled in the
people of God after Christ (Heb. 8:7-13). They are made up of Jews and
Gentiles, variously called Jews (Rom. 2:28-29); children of Abraham
(Gal. 3:7); the Israel of God (Gal. 6:16); fellow-citizens of Israel (Eph.
2:19); the circumcision (Phil. 3:3); the twelve tribes (Jam. 1:1); and a
holy nation (1 Pet. 2:9). Israel, as the people of God, is not so much replaced
by the church as fulfilled in it. And we are part of this people and live under
this everlasting covenant!
Closing thought
Extra Note 18.3: The scope of the new covenant
At this point in the story, God’s purposes are bound up with the nation of
Judah. But the inclusion of Israel (Jer. 31:31), which had long ceased to exist
as a nation, alerts us to a deeper fulfilment than a mere physical return to the
land. The internal and personal nature of the new covenant (Jer. 31:33-34)
points to a relationship with individuals rather than the state and finds its
fulfilment through Jesus Christ and all who are united to him (1 Cor. 11:25;
Heb. 8:7-13; 9:15). God has children, but no grandchildren. The new covenant
is eternal because it has been perfected through Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice
for sin (Heb. 10:15-18; 13:20). This is in harmony with the covenant promise
to Abraham which extends to all his descendants – believers, whether Jew or
Gentile (Rom. 4:16; Gal. 3:6-9).
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Day 303
18.28 The covenant mediator

Jeremiah 23:1-8; 33:14-26
In the remarkable promise of chapter 30:21 (Day 298) we met one who can
properly represent both God and his people. By using two great ‘Messianic’
titles, today’s passages fill out that role of covenant mediator.
1. A righteous Branch (23:1-6a; cf. 33:15; Is. 4:2; Zech. 3:8;
6:12). Chapter 22 surveys Judah’s evil kings down to Zedekiah’s reign. In the
light of such bad shepherding of God’s people, the LORD determines to round
up the remnant of his flock and find good shepherds who will tend and protect
them (1-4).
Against this background, he begins with the promise: ‘The days are
coming [a phrase used sixteen times in Jeremiah, always to introduce a
message of hope for the future] ... when I will raise up to David a righteous
Branch, a King who will reign wisely’ (5). The same imagery lies behind
Isaiah’s prophecy: ‘A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his
roots a Branch will bear fruit’ (Is. 11:1; 53:2).
Unlike Judah’s kings, Jesus is the model shepherd (John 10:14) who is
truly righteous and who will reign wisely. In his days Judah will be saved (6)
in the fullest sense (cf. Matt. 1:21; John 11:49-52).
2. The LORD Our Righteousness (23:6b; 33:14-26). This title is a
play on the name of King Zedekiah which means the LORD is my
righteousness, but is lamentably inappropriate for the man who bore it.
Righteousness takes us to the very heart of the Christian gospel (Rom. 1:17).
Paul argues that all are unrighteous and leaves every mouth silenced (Rom.
3:19). But into that silence comes not the pronouncement of death, but the
announcement of grace – the provision of righteousness to all who believe
(Rom. 3:21-23).
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The coming Christ not only reflects God’s righteousness, but conveys it
to his people (1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:21). Notice how, in chapter 33:16,
Jerusalem, representing God’s people, will also be called ‘The LORD Our
Righteousness.’ Jesus is the answer to every charge brought against God’s
people and the guarantee of every blessing promised to them.
Though the new covenant replaces the Sinai covenant (Heb. 8:13), it is
the culmination of the other OT covenants (33:17-26). The LORD reveals this
by weaving together several ancient promises – to Noah on the perpetuity of
the seasons (20, 25); to Abraham on the countless seed (22); to Phinehas on
the perpetuity of the priesthood (18, 22; cf. Num. 25:10-13); to David on the
everlasting kingship (17, 19-26).
Closing thought:
There is one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus (1 Tim.
2:5).
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Day 304
18.29 Costly ministry – a pause for
reflection
The message Jeremiah has to deliver is largely one of judgment. His ministry
provokes powerful opposition at every level and causes him intense suffering.
He has to endure repeated public humiliation, long imprisonments and the
horror of being left to die in a muddy water cistern. Even the men of his own
village conspire to put him to death (11:19). But being branded as a traitor
(26:8-11; 37:11-15; 38:4) is no doubt the most painful aspect of his suffering,
for in reality he is a true patriot who toils for the well-being of the people he
loves.
Jeremiah’s patriotism shines through when he is offered comfortable
conditions in Babylon (40:4), but chooses to remain with the broken remnant
in Jerusalem. Apart from the support of his secretary Baruch (36:4), his is a
lonely ministry. Made for marriage, he is forbidden a wife (16:2) and, in order
to reinforce his message, is at one point commanded by the LORD to remain
apart from the social life of his community (16:5-9). Not surprisingly, powerful
expressions of his anguish are scattered through the prophecy. Read 9:1-2;
15:10, 17-18; 20:7-9, 14-18. Two things enable Jeremiah to cope:
1. Jeremiah’s experience of the Lord’s presence
Jeremiah’s difficulties, especially his loneliness, throw him back upon God in
intimate fellowship. He often lays bare the turmoil he feels, expressing himself
with a candour paralleled only by the psalmists. But right in the midst of his
complaints, he is still speaking of devouring God’s word with joy and delight
(15:16; cf. Ps. 39:1-3).
2. Jeremiah’s insight into the big picture
As we have seen, the prophets have bi-focal vision. With their near sight they
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penetrate to the heart of present events, while with their long focus they see
God working out his purposes. By adjusting their focus they are able to see
through the superficial and see beyond the tragic (e.g. Day 290). So
Jeremiah is a man of perception and hope. The shape of that hope is most
clearly seen in the Book of Consolation (chs. 31-33), where he looks beyond
the Israelite state to the new covenant and the true Israel. Read 33:1-13 and
observe the sequence from the immediate devastation (1-5) through the
coming restoration (6-13) to the final consummation (14-26).
Closing thought:
How can Jeremiah help us when we are on an ‘emotional roller-coaster’?
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Day 305
19.1 Introduction
Exodus and exile are the two poles around which the OT story of Israel
revolves. Just as the deliverance from slavery in Egypt gave birth to the
nation, so the exile in Babylon, tragic as it is, yields promise of a new people
redeemed from the deeper bondage of sin. When it does happen, however, it
shakes God’s people to the core. With no king, no temple, no city and no land,
it appears that the Lord has totally forsaken them. Yet, paradoxically, the
recognition that God has sent his people into exile causes them not only to
mourn, but to hope. Indeed, the ancient covenant documents that spoke of the
punishment of exile, spoke also of restoration (Lev. 26:44; Deut. 30:2-3).
Because of God’s faithfulness (Lam. 3:19-26) the exile cannot be the end of the
story (see Day 156).
In the meantime, with their hopes reduced to rubble, the exiles are able
to, indeed obliged to, reinvent Israel. The prophets speak not simply of a
return from exile, but of a rebirth of Israel, where the concepts and structures
of the past – kingship, temple, city, land, covenant, obedience – take on a
radically different look to their ancient counterparts. The three key portions of
prophetic writing relating to the period are Daniel, Isaiah 40-55 and Ezekiel
34-48. They contain some of the most glorious passages in the whole of
Scripture. Taken together, they move us down the plot-line from the exile to
the subsequent earthly kingdoms, to Jesus and his ministry, and finally to the
consummation of all things.
Daniel
Since Daniel’s story starts at the very beginning of the exile and continues to
its end, the book gives a unique window into the entire period from the
position of an insider. Though most of the first half of the book is narrative,
the history (particularly as it involves Babylon) is itself prophetic. These
chapters concerning the highly esteemed Daniel (10:11) and his companions
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also yield valuable insights into what we might call ‘exile lifestyle’ – remaining
faithful to God in the face of competing claims to loyalty. In the final analysis,
it matters little whether a person is from, or in, Jerusalem or Babylon. God is
sovereign over the whole earth and can deliver his people wherever they are.
Parts of Daniel’s prophecy conform to a style of literature known as
apocalyptic (e.g. Days 332-334; see Extra Note 19:1 below).
Isaiah 40-55
Isaiah’s contribution to the exile period is, in one respect, the most
remarkable, since it is given over a century before the exile begins. Knowing
that exile in Babylon will eventually come (39:5-7), he projects himself into
the future and confronts the issues the exiles will have to face. How is it
possible for sinful Israel to become God’s servant? What is to be done about
the sin that has alienated them from God? Chapters 40-48 address God’s
capacity to deliver them from Babylon. Chapters 49-55 deal with the more
basic issue of the sin that causes the exile in the first place. Israel’s failure as
God’s servant paves the way for a true servant of Yahweh, whose mission will
ultimately bring salvation to the ends of the earth. He is one who stoops to
conquer, suffers to save and lives to rule as servant king. There is only one
who fits this description. His name is Jesus. He alone is the key to God’s plans
for Israel and the channel of God’s grace to sinners.
Ezekiel 34-48
In the previous chapter we saw a little of Ezekiel’s ministry prior to the fall of
Jerusalem. In this one we focus on his vision for the future. Israel has brought
the exile upon herself because of her breach of the Sinai covenant. But the
Davidic covenant has also been broken by the unfaithfulness of the kings
descending from him. As a result, the central blessing of both covenants, God
dwelling in the midst of his people, is forfeited.
Israel’s abandonment, however, is neither full nor final. God has
prepared a remnant of his people who will return and possess the land, not
because they deserve it, but through sheer grace. Ezekiel, though prophesying
within the categories of Israel’s worldview, gives us the fullest OT vision of the
future for God’s people – a new king; a new covenant; a new heart; hope
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revived; unity repaired; glory restored and, finally, a continuous flow of lifegiving water from the very throne of God.
Though there will be a partial return from exile in the years following
539 BC, Israel will remain largely under foreign rule for the next few centuries.
Perceptive Jewish writers considered her to be still in exile and under God’s
judgment. Such spiritual exile must inevitably remain until the Messiah comes
and resolves the deep underlying problems (Day 335). Jesus takes upon
himself the full theological and spiritual significance of all that the land, city
and temple meant for Israel, and opens that significance to people from all
nations. This means that Christians have no territorial centre, no physical land
or holy place that is a focus for their faith. They journey to a heavenly
Jerusalem and a new creation. In this sense we, too, are exiles in this world
and need to develop a biblical understanding of the distinctive lifestyle
required (Day 336).
Extra Note 19.1: Apocalyptic style of writing
‘Apocalyptic’ describes a form of literature of which Daniel and Revelation are
the main biblical examples. ‘Apocalypse’ means ‘unveiling’ and is the Greek
name of the book of Revelation. Most Jewish apocalyptic writing does not
occur in the Bible, but in the period between the Old and New Testaments. Its
main features are:
1. It draws back the veil between heaven and earth so that a prophet or
visionary is privileged to see into the mysteries of heaven, particularly
concerning the end times.
2. It focuses less on Israel and more on the plan of God for the whole
universe.
3. It brings into sharp contrast the battle between light and darkness. Earthly
events are shown to be echoes of greater cosmic events.
4. It spells out the future in definite periods of time (e.g. time, times and half
a time; a thousand years; a little while), but God always has the ultimate
victory.
5. It employs visions, dreams, symbols and heavenly messengers, with key
characters usually masked behind bizarre images (e.g. beasts, horns).
6. It is usually composed to encourage God’s people during times of oppression.
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Day 306
19.2 The early exiles

Daniel 1
Shortly after his victory over Egypt in 605 BC, the young King Nebuchadnezzar
threatens Jerusalem and transports a small number of aristocratic, young,
Jewish men 1,000 miles to Babylon. These earliest exiles, among whom is
Daniel, are probably intended as hostages to ensure the good behaviour of
another vassal state. Babylon’s strategy is to re-educate these young men in
her own culture (4; Daniel is aged about fourteen), so that they would forget
their roots and eventually enter government service, intensely loyal to their
benefactor.
Daniel makes no objections to a change of name, nor to royal service on
behalf of Babylon, but resolved not to defile himself with the royal food (8).
He clearly feels that sharing the king’s food, with all its implications of
fellowship and solidarity, is not compatible with his exclusive covenant loyalty
to Yahweh. Babylonian religion is not simply a private matter (2). Daniel
makes his request with great courtesy (asking permission v.8; saying please
v.12) and with clear logic (11-16), winning the favour of the chief official (9)
and guard (14). The ten day experiment is successful and the king is
favourably impressed with the wisdom of Daniel and his friends. The chapter
introduces three crucial truths for exile-people.
1. God still rules, despite appearances
The world of these teenagers has been turned completely upside-down. Yet in
spite of losing their freedom, city and temple, the author records: the Lord
delivered Jehoiakim … into his [Nebuchadnezzar’s] hand (2). Clearly nothing
falls outside the circle of God’s dominion (cf. 4:35; see Day 1). And the one
who controls the affairs of nations also works in the lives of individuals (9, 17).
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2. God’s kingdom will prevail
When Nebuchadnezzar is long dead, Daniel lives to see God’s people restored
(21; 538 BC). So we are prepared not only for the clashes of culture that follow,
but also for the visions of the final triumph of God’s kingdom (cf. Ps. 2:1-6).
The exile is seen as part of the long conflict between Babylon and Jerusalem
which has its roots in Genesis 3:15 (see Day 46 and Day 69).
3. Exile people must still act responsibly
In the Bible, human responsibility always sits comfortably with divine
sovereignty. Daniel acts wisely, chooses carefully the issue on which to make a
stand, and carries through his resolve with great grace. As new covenant exiles
(see yesterday’s Introduction) we must be sure we are fighting the right battles
in the right manner (1 Pet. 2:11-17).
Closing thought:
What does this story imply about the early home-life of Daniel and his
friends?
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Day 307
19.3 The confidence of faith

Daniel 3
1. Bow or burn (1-12)
Everybody who is anybody (2) is present when Nebuchadnezzar sets up
(repeated seven times for emphasis; vv. 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 12, 14) the massive golden
image, probably representing himself (but notice the contrasting set up of
2:44). Though there is no prohibition on serving other gods, there is only to be
one official faith and the image is clearly intended to symbolize the unity of
the empire (4, 7; cf. Gen. 11:4). And the threat of the furnace is there to
guarantee conformity. Such totalitarianism, when the state becomes the
ultimate reality, plays upon humanity’s fallen insecurity. It governs every
aspect of life and in return demands complete loyalty. Having rejected God’s
authority, it can appear to be an alternative means of providing stability,
security and social glue.
2. The confidence of faith (13-18)
The story hinges around the bold, yet dignified answer of Shadrach, Meshach
and Abednego. They address Nebuchadnezzar as a man, nothing more – no
titles, no honorifics, no grovelling. With obvious mimicry they take the sting
out of the king’s threat. ‘If you are ready to fall down,’ he says, ‘very good.
But if you do not …’ (15). ‘If we are thrown into the blazing fire,’ they reply,
‘the God we serve is able to save us … But even if he does not …’ (17-18).
With all their Babylonian learning they have not forgotten the God of
Israel. Though they are Nebuchadnezzar’s civil servants, and good ones too,
they actually serve the God who appointed him and can rescue them. The
words ‘even if he does not’ are not an expression of doubt. They are a
declaration of total faith in God’s ability, together with a total acceptance of
his freedom. Holding these together is a mark of biblical faith (e.g. Heb. 11:34,
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37, 39; cf. Acts 12:2, 11).
3. The tables turned (19-30)
The chapter begins with a decree threatening the existence of God’s kingdom
and ends with one guaranteeing its safety (29). And the statue of the most
high king gives way to the servants of the Most High God (26) – a name which
cuts every Nebuchadnezzar down to size! What a turn around. All this comes
about through the appearance of a fourth figure in the furnace (25). Who is
he? He is certainly divine. The God of the OT is regularly presented as
intervening in his creation (see Day 84). This is clearly part of the preparation
for a God who will finally become one of us.
Closing thought:
Every believer can know the reality of God’s presence in the flames. Delight in
Isaiah 43:1-2.

674

Day 308
19.4 Weighed by God

Daniel 5
After Nebuchadnezzar dies, the Babylonian empire rapidly declines. King
Nabonidus imposes some stability, but for a decade he has left the care of
Babylon in the hands of his profligate son, Belshazzar. The Persian army is
now outside the city, but Belshazzar, feeling it is impervious to assault,
engages in an orgy of self-indulgence and blasphemy. He treats the objects
captured from the temple in Jerusalem (see 1:2) with intentional mockery and
profanity (3-4). Suddenly, the fingers of a hand appear writing mysteriously
on the wall and none of the wise men are able to interpret the message to the
terrified king (cf. Exod. 8:19; 31:18). The name of Daniel, probably in his late
eighties, surfaces once more in the royal court. Ironically Belshazzar has to
beg for help from one of the very people whose God he has been insulting.
Daniel highlights two things.
1. Belshazzar’s sin (18-23)
The king chose to ignore what he knows happened to Nebuchadnezzar – ‘But
you his son, [i.e. descendant] … have not humbled yourself, though you knew
all this. Instead you have set yourself up against the Lord of heaven … [and]
did not honour the God who holds in his hand your life and all your ways
(22-23). The very essence of sin (his and ours) is one of omission (Rom. 3:23).
Instead of honouring God, without whom he cannot draw a single breath, he
arrogantly asserts his independence from God (Rom. 1:21).
2. God’s judgment (24-30)
The four Aramaic words of God’s graffiti refer to actual weights. Daniel’s
interpretation contains the idea of being weighed and valued.
Mene – numbered and ended (26). God is keeping to his own
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time-scale (cf. 9:2; Jer. 25:11-12).
Tekel – weighed and wanting (27). God’s judgment takes into
account all circumstances and all motives. But, in view of verse 23b, we are all
light-weight.
Peres – divided and given (28). Behind this statement, as we shall
discover (Days 332-334), is further evidence that God controls history.
Daniel’s promotion is short-lived (29). That very night (30; cf. Luke 12:20)
the king is slain and Darius the Mede (probably the Babylonian royal name for
Cyrus the Persian) takes over the kingdom. In the on-going conflict between
the kingdoms of light and darkness, God will not finally be mocked.
Closing thought:
God numbers our days, weighs our actions and divides our belongings. So
let us rejoice that he also sent his Son to be our Saviour.
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Day 309
19.5 Saved from the lions

Daniel 6
The reign of Darius brings changes to Babylon’s governmental structure. The
ability and integrity that make Daniel so valuable to kings of both regimes,
make him the target of a dirty tricks campaign by other rulers. They know
their only hope of bringing Daniel down is to turn his commitment to God
against him. This they do through the king’s decree concerning prayer (6-9; cf.
Est. 8:8). Notice:
1. The response of Daniel (10-23)
Not only does he knowingly embrace death, but actually gives thanks to God
in his present situation (10). In fact it is the king, trapped by his own law, who
has the sleepless night (18; cf. Paul in prison - Phil. 4:6-7). Daniel opens his
windows towards Jerusalem for two reasons:
(i) In Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the temple, there is the
repeated refrain concerning praying towards this temple (nine times in 1
Kings 8). It is, therefore, an act of faith. Notice how Daniel’s later prayer in
chapter 9 embodies the substance of 1 Kings 8:27-30, 46-51.
(ii) His action expresses the whole orientation of his life – serving
faithfully in Babylon, the city of Nebuchadnezzar, while daily focusing on
Jerusalem, the city of God. He may walk the corridors of earthly power, but
three times a day he realigns his life and hope to God and his purposes. Daniel
is portrayed as speaking to no-one but God until verse 21.
What are the implications for us? As Jesus fulfils all for which the
temple stood (Day 249), asking in his name is the new covenant equivalent to
praying towards the temple (John 14:13-14). And the Christian’s life on earth
must constantly find its orientation in ‘the heavenly Jerusalem’ (Day 227). The
outcome? In an apparently closed universe (17), the living God (20)
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wonderfully demonstrates that he cannot be excluded! (2 Tim. 4:17)
2. The decree of Darius (25-28)
What irony: the man who makes a decree that all his subjects must pray to
him, comes to issue another one commanding everyone to reverence the God
of Daniel. His song of praise (26-27) encapsulates the message of the whole
book and prepares us for the theology of history about to be unfolded. The
significance of Daniel’s miraculous deliverance is not that it is ‘contrary to
nature’ (though that is true), but that it is ‘contrary to evil’. It is a
manifestation of the power of the coming age when all evil will finally be
vanquished.
Closing thought:
How much do we value prayer? If, like Daniel, we were banned for a month,
would it make much difference?
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Day 310
19.6 Daniel’s prayer

Daniel 9:1-19
Here, for the first time, we are actually able to hear Daniel intercede. To
attempt to analyse his prayer too closely would probably rob it of its energy.
So try to read it several times and feel its power. In order to inform and inspire
our own praying notice the place of:
(i) God’s promises. The date is 539 BC. Daniel becomes aware from
Scripture (Jer. 25:11; 29:10) that the end of the exile is near (2). But far from
sitting back and waiting for God’s promise to come true, he prays with greater
determination (3). His promises should always be an incentive to intercession,
for God graciously takes up our prayers into the fulfilment of his purposes. His
promises are like moulds and our prayers should be like the liquid metal
taking up the shape of the mould. This is praying that God honours because it
honours him. Significantly, the answer to Daniel’s prayer comes while he is
still praying (20-21), and is a further glorious promise concerning the more
distant future (24-27; Day 334).
(ii) God’s character. Daniel’s prayer is totally God-focused. It begins
with God’s character – great and awesome (4) and keeps returning to it:
righteous (7, 14), merciful and forgiving (9), faithful to his word (12),
powerful to rescue (15). Each occasion seems to release a fresh surge of energy
into his praying.
(iii) The nation’s sin. Daniel ransacks OT vocabulary to describe the
nation’s failure – sin, wrong, wickedness, rebellion, turning away, not
listening, unfaithfulness, transgression, disobedience. The essence of his
confession is: ‘You are altogether right and we are altogether wrong (7); we
have brought upon ourselves the covenant curses’ (11-13). Daniel, the most
faithful of all God’s servants, humbly identifies himself with the nation’s sin
(‘we’ occurs eight times in vv. 5-10; cf. Neh. 1:5-7; Is. 6:5). There is little
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danger of exaggerating the perversity of our own hearts.
(iv) God’s glory. Daniel’s final argument before God is one that can
give confidence in the most desperate situation. He says, in effect, ‘Ruined
Jerusalem is your city, scorned Israel is your people (16). Act, Lord, not
because we are righteous, but because you are merciful; not for our sakes, but
for the sake of your name and glory’ (17-19). A prayer characterized by
fervency (O occurs ten times in his prayer), finishes with passion. ‘O Lord,
listen! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, hear and act! For your sake, O my God, do
not delay, because your city and your people bear your Name’ (19). ‘Lord,
teach us to pray.’
Closing thought:
If prayer and God’s word are so inextricably bound together, then the rising
tide of biblical illiteracy among Christians must be redressed.
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Day 311
19.7 Comfort for God’s people

Isaiah 39:5–40:11
With today’s passage we step backwards chronologically, but leap forward
theologically. Isaiah, knowing that the Babylonian exile will eventually come
(39:5-7), is commissioned to the second phase of his work. The first was one of
judgment and lasted until the cities lie ruined … until the Lord has sent
everyone far away (6:11-12). The second phase is to comfort God’s people
with words his disciples would cherish and preserve (8:16-17), until a new
generation is ready to hear them.
Chapter 40:1-11 is like a musical overture to a great composition in
which the major themes are briefly introduced and then developed later. We
approach the coming chapters with great anticipation, for those whose world
has been shattered in the judgment of exile will not be fobbed off with cheap
comfort (see Ps. 137:1-6). In looking at Isaiah’s message we follow his practice
in chapters 40-66 of using ‘Israel’ for the descendants of Jacob, even though
Israel in a national sense has ceased to exist (cf. Ezr. 6:16-17; Dan. 9:20).
Isaiah’s message to the exiles is:
Israel is still God’s people – my people (1). The purpose of the
exile is to discipline not destroy them. Like the prodigal in the far country,
they need to know they still have a Father who loves them and a home to
return to.
Israel has been forgiven (2). Since it is her sin that brought God’s
judgment, this is marvellous news. But how her sin is paid for is not fully
unveiled until chapter 53.
Israel will be restored (3-5). God is pictured as a great king,
leading his people across miles of desert from Babylon to Jerusalem. Neither
mountains nor valleys can prevent him coming swiftly to their aid. Their
home-coming displays his mighty power and tender care (10-11).
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Israel can rely upon God’s word (6-8). It will stand for ever, for it
is as reliable as the One who speaks it (cf. 1 Pet. 1:23-25).
Such good news must be shared (9-11). It is the forerunner of the NT gospel,
just as John the Baptist is the forerunner of Jesus (cf. Mark 1:3). With the
coming of Jesus, Isaiah’s words spring to life again with richer meaning. The
gospel of Jesus is the gospel of Isaiah 40 transposed into a higher key. It must
be shouted for all the world to hear.
Closing thought:
Read chapter 35. It is shaft of light revealing an even more developed picture
of a land of hope and glory – transformed earth, complete healing, supreme
joy.
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Day 312
19.8 God’s power and compassion – a pause
for reflection

Isaiah 40:12-31
Today we face the reality of God’s down-and-almost-out people, who find little
in their circumstances to encourage them. They are tired, weary, weak and
faint (words used eight times in vv. 28-31). They complain: ‘God doesn’t know
and, what is more, he doesn’t care’ (27). So what of yesterday’s wonderfully
hopeful passage regarding the future?
God’s purposes for his people are only as certain as his power to fulfil
them; his comfort only as sure as his compassion towards them. So the people
need to grasp what God is like (28). Verses 12-26 are like a worksheet (they
contain thirteen questions) which we too can profitably use. God, through
Isaiah, is saying: ‘Consider the things and people which are generally regarded
as great or powerful and see how I relate to them.’
•

The creation (12-14). ‘It is my handiwork, with everything weighed
and measured and balanced.’

•

The mighty nations (15-17). ‘Assyria and Babylon, that you so
dread, are to me like a drop in the bucket and dust on the scales.’

•

The world’s teeming population (22). ‘All its feverish activity will
not alter my purposes any more than chirping grasshoppers alter
yours!’

•

Powerful rulers (23-24). ‘They may seem invincible, but I simply
blow on them and they wither.’

•

The stars (25-26). ‘They cannot be numbered, but I call them all by
name.’

Having finished our worksheet, the wrong inference is: ‘God is too great to
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care.’ The right inference is: ‘God is too great to fail.’ God’s mighty power is
available for the weary and weak who hope in him. He is never tired or baffled,
nor does he suffer compassion-fatigue (28). If he knows the stars by name, he
will certainly call his sheep by name. If not one star is missing, none of his
sheep will be lost (John 10:3, 27-28).
Hope (31) includes the elements of confidence, patience and trust.
When our expectation is from the Lord we exchange (renew is lit. exchange)
our weakness for his strength. Significantly, it is the people who know they
have no power in themselves who receive God’s power (cf. 2 Cor. 4:16; 12:910). The promise of verse 31 covers the special crises and the ordinary humdrum duties of life. He will keep us plodding, enable us to run, and when we
need to soar he will give us the ability to do so.
Closing thought:
Reflect on Matthew 11:25-30, the new covenant counterpart to verses 28-31.
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Day 313
19.9 God in control of history

Isaiah 41
1. The nations on trial (1-7, 21-29)
The destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC was the most shattering event Israel
faced in OT times. But far from proving that God was losing control, Isaiah not
only foresees the event, but insists it was God’s doing. Within a few years,
however, Cyrus, one from the east (2), will begin his relentless extension of
the Persian Empire, eventually taking in Babylon in 539 BC. (Cyrus comes to
power in 559 BC. He is named in 44:28; 45:1.) But who is responsible for his
success? Isaiah imagines a court scene to decide the issue. ‘Silence in court’ is
called (1). With God himself as one of the litigants the issue is not in doubt (4),
and gives grounds for the whole world to be fearful (5-6). The best the heathen
can do is resort to idolatry! (7)
Verses 21-29 bring us back to the law-court, but now the gods are being
addressed. The proof that Yahweh is sovereign over history is that he alone
announces beforehand what will happen and then brings it to pass. No manmade idol or human king can do that. The rise of Cyrus completely eludes the
renowned Babylonian fortune-tellers! Israel, however, can witness the
correspondence between Isaiah’s inspired predictions and subsequent events.
Only a God who controls history can inspire such prophecy. The book’s own
testimony to God’s revelation of the future is the most compelling answer to
those who dismiss this as impossible (see 42:9; 43:9; 44:6-8; 45:21; 46:9-11;
48:3-6).
2. Israel, God’s servant (8-20)
In contrast to the nations, Israel collectively is God’s servant, just as Jacob and
Abraham had been (8-9). She might feel insignificant – worm, little Israel
(14), poor and needy (17) – but her significance lies in God’s choice of her.
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Just as he had offered a future to Jacob, worm that he was, so he offers a
future to these Jewish exiles.
We may feel repelled by the violent image of the metal-toothed
threshing sledge (15-16), but it was simply an instrument for separating the
corn from the chaff. God is the One who wields it. He wants to assure the
remnant that he holds the nations accountable for the way they treat his
people and will judge them accordingly (see Gen. 12:3). Therefore, Israel,
must not give way to fear (10, 14). That would be a denial of her calling as
God’s servant. God will provide for all her needs, just as he had done for the
Exodus community in the wilderness (17-20).
Closing thought:
Our significance lies not in our possessions or achievement, but in being God’s
dearly loved children.
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Day 314
19.10 The first Servant Song

Isaiah 42:1-9
Isaiah’s ministry of encouragement continues as he unveils a mysterious
servant figure who embodies all that Israel, as God’s servant, failed to be. He
does this particularly in what have been called the four Servant Songs (see also
49:1-6; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12). The servant, however, is not merely an ideal to
which others should aspire, but one who will accomplish God’s great saving
purposes. He is identified in Matthew 12:15-21 as none other than Jesus.
1. What the servant will bring (1-4) – words to Israel.
He will bring justice to the nations and establish justice on earth (1, 4). The
Hebrew word for justice embraces more than our English word. It means reestablishing ‘right order’ in a fallen world and so is global in its scope. God
chooses, upholds and anoints his servant and delights, no doubt, in his
willingness for the task (1). But the manner of the servant is quite unlike that
of an imperial leader. His is a quiet and gentle ministry (2-3).
In ancient Palestine reeds and wicks were plentiful and cheap. Most
people would not persist with defective examples of either. Simpler by far to
throw them away and start again. But the servant is exquisitely tender when
dealing with damaged lives. In a delightful play on words, Isaiah says that he
will not ‘burn out’ (falter) or be ‘bruised away’ (discouraged) until his goal is
reached (4a). Misfits and failures may requires much time and patience, but
must never be written off by the church.
2. What the servant will be (5-7) – words to the servant in Israel’s
hearing.
The great Creator of the world is committed to its welfare. He will make the
servant to be a covenant between himself and humanity, and a light for the
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Gentiles (6). The servant will embody the covenant and become the means by
which all the degrading effects of sin will be undone, and people restored to
their true freedom and dignity (6).
3. What the servant will initiate (8-9) – words to Israel
The unfolding of events previously prophesied (9a) is evidence to the exiles in
Babylon that God is in control. But the work of the servant will initiate new
things far surpassing anything that has previously happened, leading
eventually to new heavens and a new earth (Is. 65:17; 66:22). In this way
Yahweh’s glory will be clearly manifest (8).
Closing thought
Extra Note 19.2: The identity of the servant in Isaiah
The servant of Yahweh is a key theme running through much of the second
part of Isaiah (e.g. 41:8-9; 42:1, 19; 43:10; 44:1, 21; 45:4; 48:20; 49:3-6; 50:10;
52:13; 53:11; 54:17). So who is this servant? The calling to be a servant belongs
first to Israel as the people of God (41:8-9), but she fails miserably (e.g. 42:1825). God also calls Isaiah himself to be his servant (20:3).
Isaiah realizes, however, that, in its ultimate dimensions, the servant
role embodies a vision that goes far beyond his own calling. The
announcement at the beginning of chapter 42, ‘Here is my servant’, suggests a
new and significant stage has been reached in the servant theme. It is like a
sudden blast of the trumpet or role of drums in an orchestral work, signalling
a change of tempo or direction is about to take place. This proves gloriously
true! The NT finds the fulfilment of the Servant Songs in Jesus, the Messiah.
For instance, there are ten quotations from, or allusions to, Isaiah 53 in the
NT. But significantly Jesus returns the servant calling to the people of God to
whom it first belonged. The servant’s task is to be a light to the Gentiles
(42:6), but as well as saying of himself, ‘I am the light of the world’ (John
8:12), he also says to his followers, ‘You are the light of the world’ (Matt.5:14);
‘As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.’ (John 20:21) Christ’s people
cannot escape the challenge of Isaiah’s portrait.
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Day 315
19.11 God of all the earth

Isaiah 44:24–45:25
1. Cyrus, the Lord’s servant (44:24-45:13)
We have already met Cyrus (41:2, one from the east), but here he is named
and then described as the LORD’s shepherd (44:28) and his anointed (45:1).
Yet, remarkably, Cyrus is a pagan idolater and idolatry has just been
comprehensively condemned (44:6-20). The point is important. God can
choose anyone he pleases to fulfil his own good purposes – even someone who
does not acknowledge him (45:1-5). And God’s purpose here is the rebuilding
of Jerusalem and the temple (44:28). God has chosen Jerusalem to be the
centre of his kingdom on earth. It is the place where eventually Jesus, the true
shepherd and anointed One, will come to fulfil his mission (Matt. 21:1-11). It is
the centre from which the gospel will go out to the whole world (Acts 1:8).
The focus suddenly switches to God’s querulous people (45:9), trapped
in their own notions of what is appropriate, and unable to get beyond the fact
that Cyrus is a pagan. We sense God’s exasperation! Does it make sense for the
clay to question the potter or the newborn baby its parents? (45:9-10) The
omnipotent, creator God does not need to defend himself at the bar of human
approval (45:11-13).
2. Everlasting salvation (45:14-25)
These verses take us far beyond the liberation from Babylon and bring us to
the influx of Gentiles in NT times. First Jerusalem (representing her scattered
citizens) is addressed (14-19). The Gentiles of verse 14 were never within
Israel’s empire, but their surrender, though as total as that of prisoners of war,
will spring from true conviction (see Day 283). Isaiah’s response (15-17) is like
a gasp of amazement at the sheer audacity of God. His purposes, hidden in
these bedraggled captives of Judah, will one day become gloriously visible.
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Finally, all humanity is challenged to acknowledge the LORD now, as
one day it will have to (20-25). These verses are remarkable for their picture of
world-wide and heart-felt conversion, and for the bold use the NT makes of
verse 23 in applying it directly to Jesus (Rom. 14:11; Phil. 2:9 -11). People
everywhere have been given notice that one day they will have to bow the knee
to him.
Closing thought:
Isaiah 45:14-25 is a great passage to read when discouraged in the work of the
gospel. Mark it in your Bible.
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Day 316
19.12 A tale of two cities

Isaiah 47–48:22
The key to understanding this longer passage is the conjunction of the two
cities, Babylon and Jerusalem, and what they symbolize throughout Scripture.
1. Babylon (47:1-15)
This chapter depicts the fall of Babylon at the hands of Cyrus. So confident is
Babylon of her own security that she arrogantly thinks she will last for ever.
The repeated, ‘I am, and there is none beside me’ (8, 10) is a direct challenge
to God’s similar claim (45:5-6). So, dust and toil, nakedness and shame,
silence and darkness will be the lot of this queen of kingdoms (1-5). There can
be no mercy, for she has shown none (6). All her mastery of magic will be
powerless to save her (12-15).
Babylon, however, is not merely a splendid city of the sixth century BC,
but a symbol throughout the Bible of any proud city or culture organized in
defiance against God. In this sense, Babylon is still with us and still stands
under God’s judgment (see Day 69).
2. Jerusalem (48:1-22)
As with Babylon, the reference to the holy city of Jerusalem (2) triggers the
symbolism associated with it (see Days 225-228). While the exiles actually live
in Babylon, theologically they are citizens of the holy city. Though Jerusalem,
at this point in the story, is little more than a forsaken ruin, in God’s purpose
she is still the centre of his kingdom on earth. She will once again be the holy
city to which God himself will return to rule (2:1-4). Jerusalem is to be the
symbol of their hope; a hope that radically affects their daily lives.
Obviously the exiles are not living up to the profession of verse 2. The
furnace of affliction (10; i.e. the exile) is producing disappointing results. But
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Yahweh, for the honour of his own name, cannot abandon his people (9-11). At
the heart of Israel’s sinfulness is her refusal to listen to him (1, 12, 16, 18-19).
This has always been her undoing and will spoil the next chapter in her history
as it has spoilt all previous ones. Let us be warned. Clearly something more is
needed than a change of address! So the scene is set for the reappearance of
the LORD’s servant, first enigmatically, (16b – me in this verse anticipates the
me of 49:1; 50:4; 61:1) and then plainly in chapter 49 (tomorrow).
Closing thought:
Read Hebrews 11:8-10; 12:22; 13:14. ‘Father, keep my sight fixed on the
heavenly Jerusalem, that I might live faithfully in the present world.’
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Day 317
19.13 More Servant Songs

Isaiah 49:1-6; 50:1-9
1. The second Servant Song (49:1-6)
If, in the first Servant Song (Day 314), justice and law suggested kingship,
here the servant is revealed more like a prophet whose weapon is the word of
God (2). But then he is referred to in a way which explodes all categories and
puts him in a class of his own. He is addressed as Israel (3). Yet his mission
field is Israel (5). How can this be?
As in chapter 42, the servant embodies what Israel should be like and is
therefore worthy of the title. Just as ‘Israel’ was a name given to Jacob, the
father of the nation; so this servant will, as it were, ‘father’ a new people of
God. This he does by living out Israel’s covenant faithfulness. The paradox of
Israel sent to Israel is part of the powerful thrust of the OT towards the NT.
Ultimately the one who embodies ideal Israel will bring light and salvation to
earthly Israel, and beyond her to the ends of the earth (6). But we have to wait
for fuller revelation, because, for the moment, he is hidden in Yahweh’s hand
and concealed in his quiver like a polished arrow (2).
2. The third Servant Song (50:4-9)
In verses 1-3 God gently chides his people. He has not divorced them or sold
them to pay off his creditors. God’s people have been sent away into exile
because of their sins. But there is one exception, namely, the servant of the
LORD. The servant speaks for himself in the form of a soliloquy (4-9). In
contrast to Israel (48:18), he is ‘all-ears’, listening for the LORD’s voice
morning by morning as a true disciple should. Having listened, he is able to
speak words that sustain the weary (4). Surely here is a pattern we would do
well to follow .
The servant’s vigilance, however, brings upon him such active spite and
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fury that we sense we are only a step away from the cross itself (6).
Undaunted, he endures with flint-like determination, trusting in God to
vindicate him (7-9). The servant certainly does not speak from a vantage point
of serene detachment. No-one has felt the struggle more intensely or paid a
bigger price for obedience (cf. Luke 9:51; 22:42-43; Heb. 5:7-8).
Closing thought:
In Romans 8:31-39 Paul sings a variant of 50:8-9, but from the perspective of
a believer enjoying the full sunshine of God’s love.
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Day 318
19.14 Pilgrimage to Zion

Isaiah 51:1-16
Today’s passage is coloured by verse 11 and the regular pilgrimages of the
godly to Jerusalem when they were in the land. These memorable journeys,
full of singing and laughter, culminated in great rejoicing before the LORD in
Zion. But now in exile that’s all they are – a memory. Can they ever be
repeated or in some way surpassed? Here is Isaiah’s response.
1. ‘Listen, faithful Israelites’ (1-8)
Yahweh addresses the faithful; those who have a personal relationship with
him issuing in godly living (1). He counsels them to:
Look back (1-3). When they are discouraged by their small numbers
and reduced circumstances, they must recall their origins. Abraham was just
one man, but God blessed him and made him many (2). As they share his
faith, God can do the same for them, surprising them with joy and gladness.
Look ahead (4-5). Picture the more distant future and another group
of pilgrims who will come from the nations (cf. 2:1-5), seeking the solid joys
and lasting treasures of Zion’s children. These are the other sheep of John
10:16 who, together with the remnant of Israel, constitute the ransomed of the
LORD (11).
Look up (6-8). They must view their present humiliation in the light
of God’s great and eternal purposes.
2. ‘Awake, O Lord’ (9-11)
Isaiah has the ability to see beyond the particulars of history to its end; beyond
the return from Babylon to the consummation it foreshadows (see Rev. 5:910). True, there are many obstacles to overcome, but with the memory of a
mighty Exodus (9-10; see Extra Note 19:3 below) and a glorious promise
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already given (verse 11 quotes 35:10), Isaiah pleads with a holy impatience: ‘
Awake, awake!’ The Bible ends with a similar cry; one that should be often on
our lips (Rev. 22:20).
3. ‘Take heart, my people’ (12-16)
God himself ( I, even I …) is the ground of their comfort (12). And what solid
ground that is! He is their Maker, in contrast to the transience of mere
creatures. And he is the God of the covenant – ‘I am the LORD your God … You
are my people’ (15-16). In fact the call of his people, according to the sequence
of verse 16, is his crowning glory. And Israel will fulfil her calling as she brings
God’s word to the world.
Closing thought:
‘Father, help me to see any present difficulties in the light of what you have
done and promised.’
Extra Note 19.3: The monster Rahab
According to ancient creation stories, the world was created out of conflict,
part of which involved the subduing of a god associated with water and
depicted as a sea monster. It was necessary to tame this creature in order to
create the inhabited world and whoever did so was elevated to supreme status
in the pantheon. Rahab is one of the names given to this creature; Leviathan is
another (Is. 27:1). Although such myths play no part in the biblical creation
narrative, OT writers sometimes use them for their own ends. Isaiah does so
here. It is Yahweh who cut Rahab to pieces (51:9; i.e. tamed the chaotic
waters). This is the reason why, on other occasions, Rahab is used as a
nickname for Egypt (e.g. Ps. 87:4; 89:10; Is. 30:7).
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Day 319
19.15 Israel’s wake up call

Isaiah 52:1-12
1. ‘Wake up from despair’ (1-6)
Zion (God’s people) has been defiled (1), enslaved (2) and treated as nothing
(3); first by Egypt, then by Assyria and finally by Babylon (4-5). And people
who are treated as nothing often come to feel worthless. That is how God’s
people feel. So the LORD challenges them to see themselves not as their
enemies have regarded them or how they themselves feel, but as he sees them
– wearing garments of splendour (1); enthroned like a queen (2); beyond
price (3); my people (4).
Those whom the LORD values so highly ought never to feel worthless.
As for Israel’s overlords, they are simply God’s agents. Though they have acted
with arrogance (5), they have no claim over her. It’s God’s own name that is at
stake in her restoration and when it happens his people will recall that he has
foretold it (6).
2. ‘Listen to the good news’ (7-10)
These verses movingly portray the arrival of good news from the perspectives
of the messengers who bring it (7); the watchmen who wait for it (8); the
people who receive it (9) and the nations who witness it (10). Together they
build up a picture of news so good that it must be shouted from the rooftops!
God reigns (7). In spite of the exiles’ experience.
God returns (8). Israel is right in her conviction that the LORD has
left her (see 51:17-20). Her predicament, however, is due solely to her sin;
God’s return solely to his grace.
God redeems (9; cf. 3). No wonder they are to burst into songs of
joy together.
God reveals (10). The promise to Abraham (Gen. 12:3) and the
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redemption of Israel are always meant to bring hope to the world.
3. ‘Leave Babylon behind’ (11-12)
At the historical level this cannot happen until Cyrus grants permission. But
Isaiah’s words are a call for Israel to be ready and waiting for a new exodus
(12; see Day 138). When Israel left Egypt they carried whatever they could get
from the Egyptians (Exod. 12:35-36). But here they must leave behind
everything tainted with paganism. It is a reminder that the ultimate goal is not
geographical Jerusalem, but the new Jerusalem. And what must be left behind
is everything Babylon represents (see Day 69; cf. 2 Cor. 6:14-18; Rev. 18:4).
But the glory of this exodus, as of the first one, will be God’s presence with his
people (12b).
Closing thought:
Awake, awake (1) ... Depart, depart(11)... Reflect on the significance of this
passage for believers today (Day 140 might help).
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Day 320
19.16 The fourth Servant Song (1)

Isaiah 52:13–53:6
1. God’s wisdom revealed (52:13-15)
‘See, my servant...’ (13). The servant is now the focal point of Isaiah’s vision;
the jewel in the crown of his theology. This, the first of five stanzas,
summarizes the entire song (52:13-53:12). It draws attention to the wisdom of
God displayed in the actions of his servant. Beginning, where the song ends,
with his exaltation, these verses then descend to his appalling sufferings and
their remarkable consequences.
Sprinkling in the OT has to do with cleansing – making people or
things fit to be in God’s presence (e.g. Exod. 29:21; Lev. 4:6; 14:7). But what
usually applies to Israel, here stretches to many nations. That such a One will
have such far-reaching effects, confounds all human wisdom (the verb tense of
verses 13 and 15 pushes these events into the future - see Heb. 9:13-14; 12:24;
1 Pet. 1:2 ).
2. Despised and rejected (53:1-3)
God has repeatedly called on his people to bear witness to him (43:10, 12;
44:8). But they have failed miserably. Now at last, Israelites who have come to
understand the meaning of the servant’s suffering, announce it to the world
(1-6). They begin by reflecting on their past attitude to him. To their shame
they confess that his lowly origin, ordinary appearance and sorrowful
disposition made him unattractive to them. And when, in the course of his
work, the servant is despised and rejected, he became even less desirable to
know (cf. 1 Cor. 1:22-23).
3. Pierced and crushed (53:4-6)
Here, the witnesses testify to their completely new understanding of the
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servant’s death. The original word order of verse 4 brings this out: ‘Our
infirmities he bore and our sorrows he carried, yet we considered (he
deserved it – how wrong we were!). The pain he bore is ours; it was the
punishment of our sin and the price of our salvation. It brings the two great
blessings of peace and healing’ (5).
Verse 6 in the Hebrew begins and ends with ‘all of us’. It is perhaps the
most profound of all descriptions of sin and atonement. Like sheep, each of us
has turned to his own way, not just foolishly, but wilfully. The word laid
means ‘made to meet’. As streams flow into rivers and rivers into the sea, so
all our iniquity converged on him. Just as self-centredness (each to his own
way) lies at the heart of sin, so substitution (one in the place of many) lies at
the heart of atonement.
Closing thought:
Because the sinless Saviour died,
my sinful soul is counted free;
for God, the just, is satisfied
to look on him and pardon me. (Charitie L. Bancroft)
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Day 321
19.17 The fourth Servant Song (2)

Isaiah 53:7-12
4. Silent and sinless (7-9)
Isaiah himself now gives a portrait of the servant’s utter humiliation. He is like
a lamb before its butcher, ready to give his life-blood, and like a sheep before
its shearers, shorn of every support. Yet it is stated twice, he did not open his
mouth (NB the servant is silent throughout this whole song). How true this is
in fulfilment. Those lips which were open to teach and comfort others were
never open in complaint or self-defence (Matt. 27:12-13). Why? Because he
was acting willingly for the sake of others – for the transgressions of my
people he was stricken.
This stanza, however, takes us beyond the servant’s death to his burial
– he was buried like a criminal, he was put in a rich man’s grave (9 NLT).
His enemies intended his grave to be with the robbers who died at his side.
But there is a divine intervention and he was buried in a rich man’s grave
(Matt. 27:57-60). Apart from the NT fulfilment, this verse would be impossible
to understand.
5. Alive and triumphant (10-12)
Here we learn the outcome of the servant’s life and work:
From Isaiah (10-11a). The ultimate cause of the servant’s death was
the LORD himself. His death was a guilt offering designed to restore sinners to
a relationship with God. But such beneficiaries become the servant’s offspring.
Whereas we stray like sheep, we return as children! And because death cannot
hold him, the servant’s life, once laid down, continues again and the will of the
LORD [namely, the gathering of his whole family] will prosper in his hand
(10). No wonder the servant is satisfied with the fruit of his sacrifice.
From the LORD himself (11b-12). By his knowledge [of what God
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requires] my righteous servant [morally fitted for the task] will justify many
[provide righteousness for them]. The servant returns from his mission like a
warrior laden with spoil. But what an enigma he is – a servant king; a
wounded healer; a wise fool. The song which began focusing on kings and
nations (52:13-15), then on discerning Israelites (53:1-6), ends with only one
group, transgressors – many of them. This song is for transgressors
everywhere.
Closing thought:
Read Acts 8:32-38. For other examples of NT writers who have travelled from
today’s passage to Jesus see: Matthew 8:16-17; John 12:37-38; Romans 15:2022; 1 Peter 2:20-25.
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Day 322
19.18 A glorious future

Isaiah 54
The suffering and exaltation of the servant lead to the growth and glory of the
church. So from this richly packed chapter we will be travelling to its ultimate
fulfilment in the NT.
1. Future growth (1-10)
The LORD speaks to Israel in exile using the motif of a barren and desolate
woman. In the ancient Near-East, childlessness was about the worst fate that
could befall a woman. But the barren woman is exhorted to sing! (1) Why?
Because the servant, as a result of his work, will see his offspring (53:10) and
they will be many (52:15; 53:11-12). In the light of this, the exiles are given two
exhortations, each backed by a good reason:
•

Do not hold back … For … your descendants will dispossess
nations (2-3)

•

Do not be afraid … For your Maker is your husband … and he is
called the God of all the earth (4-5).

Though God’s people in exile feel like a deserted wife, this is only for a brief
moment (6-7). God’s deep compassion (7), everlasting kindness (8), unfailing
love and, especially, his covenant of peace (10), mean that the flood of wrath
that breaks on God’s servant will never come on his people (cf. 9:6-7; 52:7;
53:5; 55:3; Heb. 13:20-21).
The promise of worldwide extension, and the hint of coming strain on
old structures (2-3), are vividly borne out in the age of the apostles. See,
especially, Paul’s use of this passage in Galatians 4:21-31.
2. Future glory (11-17)
From shattered Jerusalem we are taken to a newly built and sparkling city (11-
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12; see Rev. 21:10-27). Such glory is then described in non-pictorial terms in
the changed lives of God’s people, who are all taught by the LORD (cf. Jer.
31:34; John 6:45), enjoy great peace and pursue righteousness (13-14). But
won’t the world trample over them?
God promises not immunity from attack, but eventual victory (16-17).
As Creator of both workman and warrior, not even the destructive acts of his
enemies occur apart from him, and no weapon will succeed in its destructive
design. Finally, the servants of the LORD follow in the footsteps of the perfect
servant. If they share in his sufferings, they will also share in his glory (cf.
Rom. 8:17).
Closing thought:
On the basis of verses 2-3, let us expect great things from God and attempt
great things for him. The order is important.
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Day 323
19.19 A gracious invitation

Isaiah 55
1. God’s everlasting covenant (1-5)
God’s covenant of peace that will never be removed (54:10) is here described
as an everlasting covenant … my unfailing kindnesses promised to David and
his descendants (3; cf. 2 Sam. 7:11-12). David’s descendants, however, all fail
to a greater or lesser extent. But the servant king, who will come from David’s
line (Is. 9:7; 11:1; Jer. 23:5), will not fail and will therefore never need a
successor. This is why Paul in Acts 13 can reason from this passage:
•

the promise lasts for ever because Jesus lives for ever (32-37)

•

the sure blessings of forgiveness and justification are freely available
because they have already been paid for (38-39; cf. Is. 53:6)

The promise concerning the nations (4) also expands. Instead of nations
merely being subjugated (Ps. 18:43-45), they are now summoned and saved
(5; cf. Is. 2:1-4; Zech. 8:20-23; 9:9-10; Eph. 2:11-13; 3:6). Their call is to share
in the heritage of the servants of the LORD (54:17).
This is the basis for the staggering invitation in verse 1. The fourfold
come is as wide as human need, yet as personal as each individual. In contrast
to all self-effort for gratification (2), the LORD offers complete satisfaction –
water that refreshes, wine that gladdens and milk that nourishes.
2. God’s unfailing purpose (6-13)
Verses 6-7 give the urgent and sharper edge to God’s invitation, challenging to
repentance in the area of lifestyle (way), mindset (thoughts) and will (turn to
the LORD). For the exiles, whose world seems to be contracting rather than
expanding, God’s promises must seem like fantasy-land. They need reminding
that God’s thoughts and ways are as high above theirs as the heavens are
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above the earth (8-9). What he decrees will come to pass even if his word
sometimes works slowly and silently like the rain and snow (10-11).
Chapters 40-55, relating to the exile, begin and end by affirming the
power of God’s word (cf. 40:6-8). God’s purpose is stated in verses 12-13. The
return from exile will be the first step on the long journey towards a new
creation, when the curse due to sin will be completely removed (cf. 65:17;
66:22). The new creation is pictured here by the removal of the thorns and
briers of Genesis 3:17-18. So the everlasting covenant will have an everlasting
sign – a transformed universe.
Closing thought:
Read verses 11-13 emphasizing the word will.
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Day 324
19.20 A new king

Ezekiel 34:1-24
1. The corrupt shepherds (1-10)
Rulers of the ancient Near-East were often described as ‘shepherds’ (e.g. Is.
44:28; Jer. 10:21; 23:1; 25:34). For Israel’s hereditary monarchy, such a
designation should have been a powerful check against kings abusing their
privilege and ignoring their responsibility. But this was not the case. Israel’s
kings had often fleeced the sheep rather than caring for them (3), dining on
roast lamb and dressing in sheepskin jackets (metaphorically speaking!). The
sick were left unattended, while the strays were left to wander (4), resulting in
the sheep being scattered (a word signalling the exile) and vulnerable to attack
(5-6). So Yahweh announces, I am against the shepherds … I will remove
them … I will rescue my flock (10). Such a judgment sounds the death knell of
the Davidic dynasty. How tragic it is when sheep need to be rescued from their
own shepherds.
2. Yahweh as shepherd (11-22)
My sheep has already occurred five times in the previous paragraph, clearly
showing that Yahweh is their true owner. But now, because Israel’s kings have
failed as under-shepherds, he is going to shepherd the flock directly, a point
emphasized in this section by the repeated I will. Yahweh’s rule will be
marked by gathering (11-13; cf. Mic. 2:12; 4:6) – particularly relevant to
those in exile – tending (14-16; cf. Ps. 23:1-3; Is. 40:11) and judging (17-22).
The flock will be delivered not only from greedy leaders, but also from bullying
members.
3. The messianic shepherd (23-24)
Re-read the section headed ‘Ezekiel’ (Day 305).
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Israel’s kingship comes to an inglorious and final end with the exile. Yet the
hope for a future shepherd-ruler like David is deeply ingrained (Is. 9:6-7; Jer.
23:5-6; 30:9; 33:14-17; see Days 229-237). It is surely no accident that David
started his working life as a shepherd (Ps. 78:70-72) and was once brought
back to his senses by a shepherd parable (2 Sam. 12:1-7a).
God promises: ‘I will place over them one shepherd, [pointing to the
future unity of God’s people; cf. John 10:16] my servant David will be prince
among them’ [prince is used twenty times in the OT of the coming Messiah].
The apparent contradiction between Yahweh as shepherd and the coming
Davidic shepherd is resolved through Jesus. All that was embraced in the
shepherding role of Yahweh is embodied in Jesus the good shepherd.
Closing thought:
In the light of today’s passage reflect on Psalm 23 (a psalm of David) and
Jesus as your shepherd.
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Day 325
19.21 Jesus the shepherd

John 10:1-18, 27-33
Our purpose today is to discover the links between Jesus and Ezekiel 34.
1. Jesus is the good shepherd (John 10:11, 14)
Though ‘I tell you the truth’ (1) occurs twenty-four times in John, it never
begins an entirely new theme. Jesus has healed a blind man on the Sabbath
and the Pharisees have investigated the incident. The result was they threw
him out of the synagogue (9:34; cf. 9:22), but Jesus sought him out (9:35).
The man could see; it was the leaders who were blind! (9:39-41).
Just as Yahweh the shepherd stood in contrast to the kings of Israel, so
Jesus the good shepherd contrasts with the false teachers of his day. Jesus is a
shepherd who does not live off his sheep, but lays down his life for them.
2. Jesus is the great shepherd (Heb. 13:20)
The parallels between the shepherding activity of Yahweh and those of Jesus
the good shepherd are striking and significant. Yahweh searches for, looks
after, rescues, gathers, pastors and tends the sheep (Ezek. 34:11-16). So does
Jesus. What is more, as the Davidic shepherd, he lays down his life for the
sheep and then takes it again to establish an eternal covenant (tomorrow’s
theme). He is that great shepherd of one flock (16), whose sheep will never
perish (28), because he always acts in perfect harmony with the Father (17-18,
29-30). The Jews are certainly in no doubt as to what Jesus is claiming (33).
3. Jesus is the chief shepherd (1 Pet. 5:4)
Without human leaders God’s people are like sheep without a shepherd (Num.
27:15-17; Matt. 9:36-38). Peter knows from painful experience how easily
sheep can go astray (Luke 22:31-34; cf. 1 Pet. 2:25), so when he writes about
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the ministry of elders (1 Pet. 5:1-4), he quite understandably takes up the
shepherding analogy (see also Acts 20:28-31). But notice the sheep are still
God’s flock (2) and Jesus is still the chief shepherd (4).
Elders are not overlords; they are under-shepherds. Christ is their
pattern, hence the key words in Peter’s shepherding manual are: care …
serving … willing … eager … examples (2-3). And Peter lives between the twin
foci of Christ’s past suffering (1) and coming glory (4); between the crown of
thorns and the crown of glory. These should mould and shape the service of
every pastor, enabling him to lay down his life for the sheep, while still being
confident of a glorious outcome.
Closing thought:
Revel in the paradox of Revelation 7:17.
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Day 326
19.22 A new covenant

Ezekiel 34:25-31
1. Picture language
Though the actual expression a new covenant is used in the OT only by
Jeremiah (Jer. 31:31), the reality is envisaged both by Isaiah (54:10; 55:3) and
Ezekiel here in verse 25. In Ezekiel 37:24-28 the promised covenant of peace
is again closely related to the restoration of David as king, and described as an
everlasting covenant.
Today’s passage illustrates how the prophets speak of the future in
terms familiar to their own time (see e.g. Is. 11:1-9; Amos 9:11-15). This is
inevitable unless the Spirit of God is to violently control their minds. So, just
as the NT writers speak of the new creation in terms of what will be absent
(death, crying, pain - Rev. 21:4) and in well-known pictures (gates of pearl and
streets of gold - Rev. 21:21), so Ezekiel pictures new covenant times in terms of
God’s hill, showers of blessing, fruitful trees and so on, and the absence of wild
beasts, warfare, famine and scorn (25-29).
2. Glorious realities
Ezekiel, however, is not adopting random images. Behind his picture language
are glorious realities. The peace (shalom) of the covenant is the kind of
restored harmony when things work as originally intended. In its fullest
dimensions, it is the complete accord in all the relationships between
humanity, nature and God. It is the reversal of the curse due to sin, expressed
here as freedom from wild animals (a real threat in those days), abundance of
crops, and safety from human oppression. Ezekiel’s mind is clearly seeped in
both the blessings and curses of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28.
3. Supreme blessing
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How encouraging for the exiles to have a hope that they ‘will live in safety,
and no-one will make them afraid’. (28) But the foremost benefit of this
covenant of peace is the presence of God himself. ‘Then they will know that I,
the LORD their God, [words often used in Ezekiel to introduce judgment] am
with them’(30).
How much more exhilarating for us who need have no fear, because
God is not only for us (Rom. 8:31), but with us by his Spirit. Yet, because the
new covenant is everlasting, there are even greater dimensions of blessing still
before us. One day we will experience the full wonder of the restored creation
and renewed relation. Hallelujah!
Closing thought:
Hebrews 13:20-21 pulls together many of the threads of our last two readings.
Revel in that little word ‘our’ (20).
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Day 327
19.23 A new heart

Ezekiel 36:16-38
The earlier part of this chapter condemns those who have plundered Israel
and describes a time when the land will again be fertile and densely populated.
But, lest the Israelites should think of themselves as mere victims, Yahweh
reminds them they have brought his wrath upon them by their own obnoxious
behaviour. They have been acting more like roving profaners than royal
priests (16-21). While the exile, however, is a response to one problem (Israel’s
persistent sin), it creates another (Yahweh’s tattered reputation). To watching
pagans he appears as another loser god. So Yahweh is acting not for Israel’s
sake, but to vindicate his own name (22-23). In doing so he unveils a more
radical solution to sin.
He will cleanse the defiled (25). The sprinkling with clean water
derives from ritual washings (Num. 19) and here answers to the moral
filthiness that has characterized their lives.
He will transform the disobedient (26-27). The heart of the
human problem is the problem of the human heart; not merely Israel’s
behaviour, but its source. In Hebrew idiom it is the heart that thinks, decides
and wills, while the spirit reflects a person’s feelings. Israel needs to think and
feel differently. So God proposes a heart transplant – removing the heart of
stone that makes them hard, unresponsive and dead to him, and giving a heart
of flesh that makes them soft, responsive and alive to him. And God promises
even more: ‘I will put my Spirit in you’, thus enabling the obedience he
requires (27).
He will gather the dispersed (28-38). God’s people, living in
God’s land, experiencing God’s blessing, is at the heart of the Sinai covenant.
So restoration to the land will certainly reverse the nations’ conclusions
regarding Yahweh. But ultimately such a return offers, at best, only a partial
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fulfilment of Ezekiel’s prophecy.
Only the new covenant brings:
•

perfect cleansing from sin (Zech. 13:1; 1 Cor. 6:9-11; Eph. 5:25-27; Heb.
10:22)

•

new spiritual birth (Titus 3:5; cf. John 3:1-10, where Nicodemus should
have been aware of today’s passage)

•

the outpouring of God’s enabling Spirit (Is. 44:3; Joel 2:28-29; Acts
2:33; Rom. 8:3-4)

Closing thought:
This passage shows God’s jealousy for the honour of his name and, according
to Jesus, this should be our first concern in prayer (Matt. 6:9).
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Day 328
19.24 Hope revived

Ezekiel 37:1-14
It seems that Ezekiel’s’ predictions of future blessing fall on deaf ears. The
exiles see no glimmer of hope: ‘Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone,
we are cut off.’ (11) So the prophet is transported by the Spirit to a valley full
of dry and bleached bones and made to walk to and fro among them (2). The
bones represent the whole house of Israel (11). For Israelites to be deprived of
burial is the ultimate degradation and one of the covenant curses decreed for
them (Deut. 28:26; cf. Jer. 34:17-20). These bones are evidence not only of
death, but death under God’s judgment.
Ezekiel is told to prophesy to the bones and, with a rattling sound (7),
they miraculously come together. They are then covered with tendons, flesh
and finally skin (8). But the bodies are still lifeless corpses. Ezekiel has to
prophesy to the breath (9 – rûah, used ten times in today’s passage, equally
means ‘spirit’ or ‘wind’). Verses 11-14 give Yahweh’s explanation. The
Israelites are buried in the grave of exile. Yahweh will open their graves and
restore them to life in the sense of bringing them back to their land. So the
whole episode is to stimulate the hope of the exiles. They are assured that, by
the Spirit of Yahweh, Israel will live again. This will be nothing short of life out
of death – a miracle of resurrection.
But the second half of this chapter (tomorrow’s passage) takes us well
beyond Israel’s return from exile. How are we to understand Ezekiel’s
experience in the light of this bigger picture? In choosing twelve disciples,
Jesus makes no secret of the fact that he is inaugurating a new Israel. His
disciples too would need resurrection power if he is going to have a vast army
(10) made up of Jews and Gentiles (tomorrow’s theme).
For the most significant echo of Ezekiel 37:9, we must go down our
theology line to the evening of Christ’s resurrection and to the disciples
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huddled together in fear behind locked doors. As far as the spread of the
gospel is concerned they were as good as dead! Then Jesus, commissioning his
disciples, breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ (John 20:22).
Slowly they come to realize that through the resurrection of Jesus, God has
fulfilled their hope for Israel (Luke 24:21 – ‘we had hoped’ cf.25-27). Just as
the breath came from the four winds, so the Spirit of God is at work
everywhere in the world (Luke 24:45-49; Acts 1:6-8) to bring new life and
even the hope of bodily resurrection (Rom. 8:11).
Closing thought:
Is there not encouragement for us in today’s reading, as we bring the gospel to
dead sinners?
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Day 329
19.25 Unity repaired

Ezekiel 37:15-28
Today’s passage begins with a reminder of a tragic fact. For four centuries
God’s covenant people have been split into two parts. So Ezekiel’s final actedprophecy, involving two sticks, portrays their future unification. The first stick
represents Judah; the second the northern tribes of Israel (now scattered and
absorbed by other nations). Ezekiel represents God. As he joins the two sticks
in his hand, God declares he will gather the exiles and make them one nation.
The Hebrews word for ‘one’ occurs eleven times in verses 16-24, sometimes
translated ‘a’, ‘another’ or ‘together’. Such an emphasis prepares the way for
Ezekiel to pull together the threads of chapters 34-37 into a single, panoramic
picture of God’s everlasting kingdom.
•

Yahweh will create one nation under one king (22), David, who will
rule as one shepherd (24).

•

His people will live obediently, securely and permanently in the land
and David will be their prince for ever (24-25).

•

God will make an everlasting covenant of peace with them, increase
their numbers, and put his sanctuary there for ever (26).

•

The supreme covenant promise, ‘I will be their God, and they will be
my people’, will be fully realized (27), and the nations will know who is
really God when his sanctuary is among them for ever (28).

Such prophecies are not (could not be) fulfilled in the return from exile.
Israel’s greatest privilege and glory is to cradle the new David, the child of
hope for all humanity. Jesus is that hope. He is the good shepherd who says: ‘I
have other sheep who are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also …
there shall be one flock and one shepherd’ (John 10:16).
God’s ultimate goal is one new humanity of believing Jews and
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Gentiles, realized through the cross of Jesus (Eph. 2:11-22; 3:6). He is the new
sanctuary, the true meeting place with God (see Day 249). As the book of
Hebrews argues in detail, all the great realities of Israel’s faith are now
embodied in Jesus. And promises described as ‘everlasting’ in previous
covenants come to permanent fruition only through the new covenant (see
Extra Note 19:4 below).
Closing thought:
Christians, in wanting to avoid artificial, imposed unity, have often ignored it
altogether. Today’s passage, in concert with many others, challenges us to
remedy this. Read Ephesians 4:3-6.
Extra Note 19.4: The everlasting nature of OT covenants and
promises
The covenants and promises of the OT are frequently described as everlasting.
How are we to understand such everlasting blessings? The covenants with
Noah, Abraham, David and the new covenant are all described as everlasting
and provide the framework for the everlasting promises.
•

the covenant with Noah and all living creatures (Gen. 9:16)

•

the covenant with Abraham, repeated to Isaac and Jacob (Gen. 17:7, 13,
19; 1 Chr. 16:15-17; Ps. 105:8-10)

•

the covenant with David (2 Sam. 23:5; Ps. 89:28-37; Is. 55:3)

•

the promised new covenant of Jeremiah 31:31-34 (Jer. 32:40; 50:5;
Ezek. 16:60; 37:26)

NB: the covenant with Israel at Sinai is only ever intended to be in force until
Christ comes and is never described as permanent (see Day 160; Heb. 8:13).
The triumphant death and resurrection of Jesus makes the new
covenant an eternal covenant (Heb. 13:20-21). The OT covenants come to
permanent fruition through the new covenant because Christ, the mediator,
has obtained eternal redemption, guaranteeing the promised eternal
inheritance (Heb. 9:11-15). The everlasting nature of OT blessings come to
their full realization and permanence through him (2 Cor. 1:22). God’s people
experience everlasting salvation (Is. 45:17) and everlasting joy (Is.
718

35:10; 51:11; 61:7) in an everlasting kingdom (Ps. 145:13; Dan. 7:14, 27).
And all these blessings through the one who brings in everlasting
righteousness (Dan. 9:24). Hallelujah, what a Saviour!
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Day 330
19.26 Glory restored

Ezekiel 40:1-4; 43:1-12
1. God’s glory returns (43:1-5)
The book that begins with a vision, now ends with one. Twenty-five years after
the start of his exile, Ezekiel is transported to a very high mountain (40:2)
near the holy city. Here an angelic figure gives him a detailed survey of the
temple. But only when we reach chapter 43 do we see the relevance of this.
Ezekiel is reminded of two previous encounters with God’s glory (3).
Particularly significant is the occasion when the glory left the temple and
moved off towards the east (10:18-22). The sight of that must have constantly
haunted the prophet. Like Moses, he knows that Yahweh’s presence in glory is
Israel’s distinguishing mark (Exod. 33:14-16). But now God returns through
the same gate by which he left (4). The dark days of abandonment are over.
2. Present implication (43:6-12)
Nowhere is Ezekiel given any explicit indication that the visionary temple is to
be built. This is in marked contrast to the instructions given to Moses for the
tabernacle (Exod. 25:9; 26:30; 39:43). The virtual-reality temple is simply the
appropriate setting to assure a priest like Ezekiel of the solid reality: My
dwelling place will be … among them for ever (37:27-28).
God’s presence, however, always has ethical implications (6-9). There
can be no prostitution – flirting with other gods and nations (echoing chs. 89), and no cult of royalty (possibly involving the statues and worship of dead
kings). God’s people must be holy as he is holy (cf. 1 Pet. 1:15-16). Ezekiel has
to share his vision with the exiles to shame them into obedience (10-11).
3. Future realization
Though, after the exile, the temple is rebuilt, Ezekiel’s vision points to a much
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greater reality (see Days 249-251). The book of Hebrews affirms that
everything the temple signifies for Israel, and all that Ezekiel’s vision implies,
is fulfilled through Jesus (e.g. Heb. 9:24-26; 10:19-22; 12:22-24; 13:10-14).
Significantly, however, in John’s vision of the new Jerusalem he did not
see a temple in the city, because the LORD God Almighty and the Lamb are its
temple (Rev. 21:22). Ezekiel’s temple finds its ultimate fulfilment in the
unmediated presence of God in his new creation (Rev. 21:3; 22:3-5). The
destiny of every believer is to belong to a holy people, in a perfect place,
enjoying eternal pleasures (cf. Ps. 16:11). Wow!
Closing thought
Extra Note 19.5: The interpretation of Ezekiel 40-48
The significant themes of these nine chapters are:
•

The temple itself and the return of God’s glory to it.

•

The temple altar, sacrifices, priesthood and the river of life.

•

The division of the land among the tribes of Israel.

There are three main views regarding their interpretation:
1. They are a blueprint for a new temple. Some have regarded the temple plan
as a building specification for the returning exiles. But there is little detail
given about the materials to be used and, though the temple is eventually
rebuilt, it is certainty not according to these plans. The vision must be taken as
a whole and elements like the very high mountain (40:2) and the river of life
(47:1-12) rule out such a literal understanding.
2. They are a prophecy of Israel’s future. This interpretation sees these
chapters as a prophecy to be fulfilled in a glorious dispensation when Jesus
returns. But the division of the land as described would be all but impossible
not only because of the terrain, but also because the subsequent intermingling
of the tribes could never be unscrambled. As far as the temple is concerned, it
is impossible to square the return of blood sacrifices with the finality of
Christ’s work.
3. A vision of the Messianic age. It is best to see these chapters as a vision of
the future arising out of the present and using categories familiar in Ezekiel’s
day. In one sense the old symbols of temple, altar, sacrifice, priesthood and
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land are all rendered obsolete by the death and resurrection of Jesus. But in
another sense, as we have seen throughout the story, they all take on new
significance. This does not mean, however, that this portion has no
significance for Ezekiel’s immediate hearers, for there is a level of reality
behind the symbolism that certainly applies to them. The prophet’s message of
God’s restored presence, the need for holiness, acceptance through sacrifice,
the fulness of life that flows from God, and the importance of justice (seen in
the precise allotment of the land) must surely have encouraged and challenged
Ezekiel’s contemporaries to lay hold of God afresh.
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Day 331
19.27 The river of living water

Ezekiel 47:1-12
Ezekiel is brought to face the east gate of the temple where he sees water (the
Heb. implies a trickle) coming from under the temple to the left of the
entrance. His tour guide now strides purposefully eastwards measuring the
depth of the water at each 1,000 cubits (about 450 metres). At first it is ankledeep, next knee-deep, then waist high and at one and a quarter miles so deep
that no-one could cross (5).
This miraculous flow comes directly from God’s presence and has a life-giving
and healing effect – where the river flows everything will live (9). When the
river enters the Dead Sea, whose briny waters can support no life, the sea
miraculously becomes fresh (8). Fish begin to flourish, supporting fishermen
who return to live around its shores (9-10). Trees thrive on the banks of the
river, providing fruit for food and leaves with healing properties (12). Ezekiel’s
river resounds through the OT (e.g. Ps. 46:4-5; Joel 3:18; Zech. 14:8) and has
several layers of significance in the story.
•

The remainder of the book concerns the division of the land among
the returning exiles. The land which had been the scene of sin and the
object of abuse had vomited the people into exile (cf. Lev. 18:24-25). So
the river speaks vividly to Ezekiel’s generation of the reversal of God’s
curse and the prospect of restored blessing.

•

Moving to Jesus. Each day at the Feast of Tabernacles a priest
symbolically pours a golden flask of water on the altar. At the climax of
one such festival, Jesus pronounces that he is the true source of living
water (John 7:37-39; cf. 4:13-14). As a result of his death the Holy spirit
is poured out (Acts 2:33) and all believers can experience life, bubbling
up within and flowing out to the world around.

•

When we come to God’s new creation, it is Ezekiel’s river of life that
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provides the picture for sin’s curse finally lifted from the earth. With no
further place for a temple, the river runs from the throne of God
straight down new Jerusalem’s high street and its life-giving abundance
extends to those from all nations (Rev. 22:1-3; cf. 21:22-26; 22:17).
Closing thought:
Every recipient of living water should be a channel of it.
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Day 332
19.28 The statue and the rock

Daniel 2:1-3, 25-49
Daniel surpasses all other OT books in the sweep of its historical perspective.
In its dreams and visions the ultimate secrets of history are divulged. Today’s
reading is the first of three which concern the long-term future. It records the
troubling dream of an evil man, Nebuchadnezzar. God gives the dream (28)
and then gives the interpretation (30). The dream is of an awe-inspiring statue
shaped like a human being made of materials of diminishing values – gold,
silver, brass, and finally an impossible mixture of iron and clay.
At the base, where the statue needs to be strongest, it is weakest. All its
gleaming glory is on a fragile, crumbling foundation. The head represents
Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar is top man of the top nation, but only because God
has given him such power (37-38; cf. Jer. 27:6-7). The other kingdoms are
most likely those of Medo-Persia (5:28, 31; 8:20), Greece (8:21) and Rome.
The stone represents Christ and his kingdom.
•

Its origin – a rock was cut out, but not by human hands (34; cf. John
18:36).

•

Its effect – it smashes the image in the feet, grinds the entire statute
to dust, becomes a huge mountain, and fills the whole earth (35). This
not only anticipates the complete triumph of the kingdom of God, but
suggests that human kingdoms have a common origin and can be
considered collectively. The kingdom [singular] of the world has
become the kingdom of our Lord and his Christ, and he will reign for
ever and ever (Rev. 11:15).

•

Its duration (44) - human kingdoms, based on conquest, will not
endure. How transient is all earthly glory (cf. Is. 40:6-8).
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What Daniel sees in a vision is now a present reality in the world. The reign of
God, begun through Jesus, will one day be established in all its fulness when
he returns and the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the
LORD (Hab. 2:14). In the meantime, let us not be dazzled by appearance (31).
Whatever difficulties we face we must seek first the only kingdom that can
unite and that will last forever (Matt. 6:33).
Closing thought:
Make Daniel’s hymn of praise (20-22) your own response to today’s passage.
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Day 333
19.29 One like a son of man

Daniel 7
There is no chapter of the OT, except possibly Isaiah 53, which has so
profoundly influenced the NT as this one. It is a companion piece to Daniel 2,
the beasts representing the same four kingdoms. The emphasis here, however,
is on the bestial character of these kingdoms, coming out of the sea (proverbial
for chaos and wickedness), and their short-lived existence compared to God’s
everlasting kingdom. Daniel’s dream contains two crucial additional features.
1. The son of man (13-14)
The setting for his appearance is God’s throne room, the nerve-centre of all
that happens on earth. One like a son of man comes with the clouds of heaven
to the Ancient of Days and is given authority over all peoples on earth in an
everlasting kingdom. Son of man is a Semitic way of saying ‘human being’.
The reins of power are placed in the hands of one who is true man, in contrast
to the beasts (cf. Ps. 2:7-8; Acts 7:56; Heb. 2:5-9).
Son of man becomes Jesus’ favourite designation of himself and today’s
passage must surely be in his mind when he gives the great commission (Matt.
28:18-20). Though an individual figure, he has a representative role (18, 27),
which becomes easier to understand in the light of Jesus’ teaching regarding
his people (Matt. 19:28; Luke 12:32; 22:28-30).
2. The little horn (8, 20-27)
The horn in the OT is used as a symbol of power (Deut. 33:17; Zech. 1:18-19).
Although the little horn appears in the context of the Roman empire, one of
the outstanding characteristics of OT prophecy is the way it telescopes time.
Its concern is not so much with chronology as with redemptive events, and
needs to be interpreted by the more complete NT revelation.
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The little horn is a definite person living in the end time (21-22). He is a fierce
opponent of God and his people, described in the NT as the man of
lawlessness (2 Thess.2 )
and the final antichrist (1 John 2:18; 4:3). He is allowed to exercise power for
a time, times and half a time (25; see NIV mg. and Day 265), before he is
completely destroyed. Daniel’s dream is a devastating blow to humanism. In it
the world is stripped of its external splendour and our eyes lifted to a great
coronation scene and a kingdom that will never be destroyed. This is the
assurance that Daniel needs in the first year of Belshazzar and that we still
need today.
Closing thought
Extra Note 19.6: Jesus’ use of the title Son of Man
In the Gospels the term Son of Man is used only by Jesus and only when
referring to himself. It becomes clear that he is echoing Daniel 7:13-14. In
Daniel 7 it refers to a powerful figure who is yet to come and who will exercise
sovereign authority given to him by God. Jesus’ use of the title falls into three
groupings:
1. Occasions where he is already exercising authority in his earthly ministry
(e.g. Mark 2:10, 28).
2. A larger group where he speaks of his coming in glory to exercise authority
as judge (e.g. Matt. 13:41-43; Mark 8:38; 13:26-27; 14:62). Such references to
the angels and the clouds helps us to relate the little horn (Dan. 7:8) to the end
times.
3. Because his authority comes by way of his suffering, cross and resurrection
(Phil. 2:8-11; cf. Matt. 28:18) a number of Son of Man sayings cluster around
these themes (e.g. Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34; Luke 9:44, 58). The very fact
that Jesus is aware of his kingly identity, highlights the greatness of his
humiliation and self-giving.
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Day 334
19.30 Seventy sevens

Daniel 9:20-27
While Daniel is praying (see Day 310) the angel Gabriel, appearing as a man,
flies swiftly to give him insight and understanding (22; cf. 8:16; Luke 1:19).
When situations seem hopeless we must never forget the ministry of angels
(e.g. 2 Kgs. 6:16-17; Acts 12:7; Heb. 1:14). The answer Daniel receives must
have been far beyond his imagination.
To understand this answer, we need to see it in the context of his prayer,
prompted by Jeremiah’s prophecy concerning the end of the exile (2-3). In the
light of those seventy years, Israel will have ‘seventy sevens’, an indefinite
period of time, during which the city and temple will be restored (25) and
God’s greater and more distant purposes of redemption achieved.
The stated purpose for the nation and holy city is clearly fulfilled through the
coming of Jesus (24). God will:
•

fully deal with sin (Heb. 9:26b)

•

bring in everlasting righteousness (Rom. 1:17; 3:21-22)

•

bring the OT revelation to a conclusion (2 Cor. 1:20)

•

anoint the one to whom the most holy place points (Is. 61:1)

Verses 26 and 27 are best understood as parallel statements, the first part of
each verse referring to the Messiah, the second part to the Roman army under
Titus at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem in AD70.
Verses 26a and 27a. God’s purposes centre in the Anointed One, who will
suffer a violent death (Is. 53:8) and will have nothing (NIV mg. no-one; cf.
Matt. 26:31; 27:46). What amazing love. Jesus will be cut off from God for the
sake of sinners and confirm for many an everlasting covenant sealed by his
own blood.
Verses 26b and 27b. Those, on the other hand, who finally reject him will find
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that the exile did not exhaust the desolation that came upon Jerusalem. In AD
70, after a protracted siege, the city was devastated by the Roman army and
over a million people perished. And on the wing [pinnacle] of abomination
shall come one who makes desolate (27 ESV). Abomination is possibly used
figuratively of the temple itself because worship continued there after the
curtain had been torn in two (Matt. 27:51). Daniel’s gaze, however, is being
lifted to a more distant temple (John 2:19), one which would ultimately be
beyond desecration (Rev. 21:22).
Closing thought:
God answers Daniel’s prayer not because he was highly gifted, but because he
was highly esteemed (23; cf. 10:11, 19). Reflect on 1 John 3:21-22.
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Day 335
19.31 The exile and Jesus

Matthew 2:13-20
As we shall discover, life after the return from exile falls far short of what the
prophets like Jeremiah and Ezekiel have foretold. Israel’s land will be still
governed by foreigners, many Israelites will remain scattered among other
nations, and those who do return will often resist God’s word. Clearly
something more will be needed; something that will restore Davidic kingship,
establish a holy nation, and inaugurate a new covenant that will deal finally
with Israel’s sin. This decisive action takes place through Jesus.
Matthew, having brought the genealogy in chapter 1 from the exile to
the Christ (17), records how Jesus himself experiences exile; growing up as a
homeless refugee far away from his homeland (13; note how the focus in the
order of words is on the child). But, significantly, Jesus’ exile is in Egypt.
Matthew sees his return to the land of Israel (20) as a fulfilment of the
prophecy of Hosea 11:1: ‘Out of Egypt I called my son’ (15; Israel is called
God’s son in Exod. 4:22).
Hosea’s words, though referring to Israel’s past history, also look
forward to a saving visitation by the LORD (see Hos. 11:10-11). This gives an
insight into what Matthew means by Jesus fulfilling prophecy and something
of the scale of what he is about to achieve. Jesus comes as God’s faithful son,
God’s true Israel-in-person (see Days 125-126). Coming up out of Egypt alerts
us to a greater exodus than that of Moses. Jesus delivers his people from the
bondage of sin and death (see Days 139-140).
The arrival of Jesus, however, brings pain before it brings consolation.
The deep grief of Bethlehem’s mothers is depicted by the ghost of Rachel (the
original mother of Israel) weeping for her children going into exile (18; Jer.
31:15). Nevertheless Jeremiah’s words, recalled by Matthew, occur in a setting
of profound hope. Read Jeremiah 31:3, 10, 16-17, 31-34; 33:14-16.
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Matthew is saying that, in spite of Bethlehem’s tears, there is hope because the
Christ has escaped. He is the son of David, the mediator of a new and
everlasting covenant (Matt. 26:27-29). History is not merely being repeated; it
is being fulfilled. To broken people, wounded by this world’s evil, Jesus is the
ultimate consolation. He not only shares our pain, but secures our future.
Closing thought:
Revelation 12:1-5 gives a vivid, behind-the-scenes insight into today’s story.
The woman represents God’s people, the child is the Christ and the dragon is
Satan. Praise God, the delivered babe becomes the deliverer (10-11).

732

Day 336
19.32 The exile and the Christian

1 Peter 1:1-9
Peter sends his letter to God’s elect, strangers in the world, scattered … or
more literally, ‘strangers of the dispersion or Diaspora’. Diaspora was a
familiar term among the Jews denoting those scattered from their homeland,
either by forced deportation or voluntary emigration (cf. John 7:34-35). And
just because there were such Jews in Gentile communities, the Gentiles too
were familiar with the term. So Peter is able to use it here of the one people of
God scattered in the world, living away not from the earthly, but the heavenly
Jerusalem, their true homeland (cf. Jas. 1:1).
So Christians are, by definition, exiles – those who live in an alien
environment. But Christians are resident exiles and must face life in this world
responsibly. Peter’s readers will suffer as Christians (4:12-19), but they must
not withdraw from society (2:11-17). We must be concerned for the world
without being conformed to it. Nevertheless, while living away from our
homeland can be painful, Jesus has drawn the sting from the experience.
1. Christian exiles have a living hope (3-7; cf. Heb. 11:13-16).
In his great mercy he [God] has given us new birth into a living hope through
the resurrection of Jesus Christ (3). The living Jesus gives us living hope. Sin
and death have been conquered and we have the certainty of his presence.
Like Israel of old, Christians too have an inheritance (4), but this one can
never perish (death will not end it), spoil (sin will not mar it) or fade (time
will not change it). It is kept safe for us and we, through faith, are kept safe on
earth (5).
2. Christian exiles have a glorious joy (8-9). Christian living, far
from being a continuous grind, is infused with an inexpressible and glorious
joy. Glorious would remind Peter’s readers of the frequent OT mention of the
bright, shining radiance surrounding the presence of God himself. Our
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salvation, though a present reality, has not yet come in all its fulness. But, like
the bright shafts of the morning sun shining round the edges of our bedroom
curtains, we can experience in the present, wonderful insights and foretastes
of what is yet to come. As Peter puts it: you are receiving the goal of your
faith, the salvation of your souls (9). It is the joy of heaven before heaven,
given to those who believe in Jesus.
Closing thought:
Sometimes our faith in God is mixed with trust in other factors (self, money,
people). Trials are God’s furnace to remove the impurities and prove our faith
is genuine (7).
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Chapter Twenty: After the Exile
1. Introduction, Day 337
2. The exiles return (Ezra 1-2), Day 338
3. New beginnings (Ezra 3-4:5), Day 339
4. God stirs up his people (Haggai 1), Day 340
5. The glory of the new temple (Haggai 2:1-9), Day 341
6. The promise of God’s cleansing (Zechariah 3), Day 342
7. The promise of God’s Spirit (Zechariah 4), Day 343
8. Zerubbabel, Joshua and Jesus (Haggai 2:20-23; Zechariah 6:9-15), Day 344
9. Zechariah and the New Testament, Day 345
10. The Jews under threat (Esther 4:12-5:8), Day 346
11. The tables turned (Esther 5:9-7:10), Day 347
12. Ezra comes to Jerusalem (Ezra 7; 8:15-36), Day 348
13. Nehemiah’s grief over Jerusalem (Nehemiah 1), Day 349
14. Nehemiah comes to Jerusalem (Nehemiah 2), Day 350
15. Dealing with opposition and discouragement (Nehemiah 4), Day 351
16. Rebuilding the community (Nehemiah 8), Day 352
17. The messenger of the covenant (Malachi 2:17-3:5), Day 353
18. The day of the LORD (Malachi 3:13-4:3), Day 354
19. Zion’s future glory (Isaiah 60), Day 355
20. The year of the LORD’s favour (Isaiah 61), Day 356
21. Zion’s new name (Isaiah 62), Day 357
22. God’s day of vengeance (Isaiah 63), Day 358
23. New heavens and a new earth (Isaiah 65:17-66:6), Day 359
24. Zion in God’s future purpose (Isaiah 66:7-24), Day 360
25. From Antiochus to antichrist (Daniel 11:21-45), Day 361
26. The end times (Daniel 12), Day 362
27. The LORD comes and reigns (Zechariah 14), Day 363
28. God keeps all his promises (1), Day 364
29. God keeps all his promises (2), Day 365
30. God keeps all his promises (3), Day 366
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Day 337
20.1 Introduction
The book of Ezra begins with the assertion that the LORD moved the heart of
Cyrus king of Persia to permit the Jews to return to their homeland. The
outline history of our final chapter is as follows:
539

Babylon’s seventy years comes to an end (Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10).

538

Approximately 50,000 Jews return home under the leadership of
Sheshbazzar,

Zerubbabel and Joshua the high priest (Ezra chapters 1-6; presumably written
by Ezra eighty years after the events).
c. 520 Haggai and Zechariah prophesy.
516

Temple completed in the sixth year of Darius I of Persia (522-486)

c. 460 Book of Esther recording the affairs of the Jews who remained in the
Persian city of Susa after the period of the exile.
Malachi the last prophet of the OT era
458

Ezra himself arrives in Jerusalem with a further contingent of 40,000
exiles (Ezra chapters 7-12; Ezra’s personal story is continued in the
latter part of Nehemiah).

445

Nehemiah arrives in Jerusalem. He and Ezra continue their ministry
under

Artaxerxes I of Persia (464-423).
God’s people have lost much as a result of the exile - their relationship with
the temple; the blessing of the land; their possessions, homes and cities. So
the restoration to the land is a watershed in their story. We can summarize
our final chapter under two headings.
1. Frustration and challenge
The exiles have good reason to return to their land with high hopes. They have
witnessed the way God has raised up his servant Cyrus, whose enlightened
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policies towards subject peoples ensure that the Jews maintain their identity
and return to Jerusalem under a leader from the house of David (Cyrus
appoints Seshbazzar and then Zerubbabel as governors - both heirs to the
throne of David). As a result of Ezekiel’s vision of a renewed people, land, city
and temple (Ezek. 34-48), those who return have great expectations for their
future as God’s people. Sadly their original surge of enthusiasm fails to usher
in the expected golden era. The temple project lacks first the means, then the
inclination of the people, and finally their will to continue. It lapses under the
hardship of poor harvests and the hostility of the local peoples. But God
always has his men to match the need of the hour - Zerubbabel, Haggai,
Zechariah, Ezra, Nehemiah, Malachi - an encouraging truth for every age.
God sends Haggai to challenge the people to let the temple restoration
take precedence over the enhancement of their own homes. The temple
encapsulates Israel’s history and faith and is, therefore, a key symbol of her
distinctiveness. That distinctiveness is threatened by the opposing local rulers
who do everything in their power to stop the rebuilding work. Two months
later Zechariah weighs in with the first three of his eight visions, focusing, in
one way or another, on the restoration of Jerusalem and the temple.
Eventually the work is completed; the temple in 516 BC and the city walls in
445 BC. While the books of Ezra and Nehemiah are concerned with the
fortunes of the returned exiles, the book of Esther tells about the Jews who
remained in Persia. Through a number of ‘coincidences’ and ‘reversals’ God
wonderfully preserves his people, even though the book never once mentions
him! Such silence deliberately makes the point that God, far from being
inactive in their circumstances, is hidden behind all of them. The preservation
of the Jews is a powerful statement about the reality of God in a world from
which he appears to be absent.
2. Adjustment and hope
Even with the early inducement of Haggai and Zechariah, however, God’s
people soon realize that they are experiencing only a very partial fulfilment of
their hope. The new temple is not a magnificent building with all the nations
streaming to it. Far from experiencing the glorious rule of another King David,
Israel remains a subject people. And the people, still lacking the promised
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Spirit and the accompanying change of heart, become perfunctory in their
religious observance. With the separation of faith from everyday life, first
legalism and then cynicism set in.
Yet God is still active in Israel’s history, inviting true faith to look
beyond the present to some greater fulfilment. Each of the post-exilic
prophets point to the glory yet to come (e.g. Hag. 2:6-9; Mal. 4:1-6).
Zechariah’s longer prophecy falls into two parts (chap. 1-8 and 9-14). Both are
concerned with the rebuilding of Jerusalem, the Lord’s return there and the
city’s role among the nations. But the final oracles, in particular, present a
picture of restoration exceeding anything the returnees would know - a vision
which awaits for the king who would enter Jerusalem on a donkey, and which
points on to the final victory of God.
So the experience of the godly in Israel is bittersweet. Restoration is
better than exile, but they need to learn to adjust to God’s timescale and the
progressive unfolding of his purposes. OT prophecy is frequently like the flat
stone which, when thrown, bounces over the surface of the river. On the basis
of the law of gravity we would expect it to sink, but its spinning energy thrusts
it forward to the opposite bank. Likewise, prophecies which speak to the
present often leap forward to the coming Messiah and then on to God’s final
triumph. The closing readings of this chapter from Isaiah, Daniel and
Zechariah 14 take us, so to speak, to the further bank of the river. Although
Isaiah is a prophet of an earlier era, he both foretells the return through Cyrus
and anticipates the situation of the returnees. In chapters 56-66, however, the
return of the dispersed Israelites to Jerusalem becomes the model for a far
greater movement, namely, the world-wide inflow of converts into the church
and beyond that to the creation of new heavens and a new earth.
The OT story, therefore, far from ending like a damp squib, shows
God’s people how to live in the times between the ‘now’ and the ‘not yet’. In
the light of the political shifts of the coming centuries the godly must learn to
rely more and more on God’s word - the promise to Abraham, the covenant
with David, the coming of Isaiah’s servant king and the assurance of God’s
final triumph. Resting on this foundation they can then work and pray for
God’s coming kingdom. Such an outlook resonates with believers today, living
as we do between the first and second comings of Jesus.
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Day 338
20.2 The exiles return

Ezra 1-2
1. The Lord of history (1:1-11)
Although the return from exile in 538 BC might seem an insignificant event to
the inhabitants of the mighty Persian empire, it takes place only because the
LORD moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia (1; cf. Prov. 21:1). God uses
Cyrus to first bring about the downfall of Babylon (Day 308) and then decree
Israel’s return. This is a wonderful confirmation of the fact that God keeps his
promises (Jer. 50:9; 51:11 read in the light of Is. 44:28; 45:13) and answers
prayer (Day 310). At a later time he will use a Roman census to bring a
pregnant woman to Bethlehem - once again in fulfilment of Scripture (Luke
2:1-4). Viewing international affairs today from the perspective of God’s
throne gives a sense of peace even in the hardest times.
When God works decisively he leaves no loose ends. He moves not only
Cyrus but the hearts of a remnant of his people - the tribes of Judah and
Benjamin plus an assortment of priests and Levites - making them willing to
return to Jerusalem (5). As the majority come from Judah, the word ‘Jew’ now
comes into common use. The majority of the Israelites, however, having
prospered in Babylon (cf. Jer. 29:5-6), choose to help others to return rather
than go themselves (6). In addition to this help, Cyrus orders the support of
other peoples (v.4 echoing the Exodus from Egypt; Exod. 12:35-36) and
returns the temple vessels plundered by Nebuchadnezzar (7-11).
2. The ‘Whose Who’ of the exiles (2:1-70)
The main purpose of this chapter is to show the continuity between the
returnees and pre-exilic Israel. Such precise records not only authenticate the
account, but give implicit approval to those who return. Many others regard
the restoration of Jerusalem and the temple of too little importance to warrant
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being uprooted. They fade from the story and become of little importance in
the sweep of redemptive history. Because the infiltration of paganism has
corrupted the nation, the restored community moves cautiously. At this
crucial time of transition it is important that only true Israelites are given the
full rights of citizenship and that the priesthood is uncontaminated. This gives
a strong incentive for some to find the missing links in their family records
(59-63).
Closing thought:
For those outside of God’s family today, Jesus Christ is the only missing link.
When we are rightly related to him we are full members of the family.
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Day 339
20.3 New beginnings

Ezra 3-4:5
1. The sacrifices reinstated (3:1-6)
Leaving Babylon is both a physical and spiritual journey. The exiles are
returning not only to the land, but to the LORD; full of both apprehension and
anticipation (3). Under the direction of Jeshua the high priest and Zerubabbel
the civil governor (cf. Hag. 1:1), they rebuild the temple altar on the same site
as the original one and reinstate the appointed sacrifices. Such a priority
reveals a true spiritual instinct (cf. Gen. 8:20; 12:6-8). God’s people can never
rebuild waste places unless they are in a right relationship with God himself.
Celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles (4; see Day 155) reminds the Israelites of
God’s care for them during the precarious years after they left Egypt. The
implication is clear. When faced with uncertainty, remember God’s past
provision. Surely he will provide for them after this ‘second exodus’.
2. The temple started (3:7-13)
Almost every statement about the temple project (7-11) is intended to
underline its similarity to Solomon’s temple - getting wood from Lebanon (7;
cf. 2 Chr. 2:15-16); the date the work begins (8; cf. 2 Chr. 3:2); the supervision
of the Levites (9; cf. 1 Chr. 23:3-4); the description of the celebration (10-11;
cf. 2 Chr. 5:12-13; 7:3). The ‘shouts of joy’, however, are equalled in intensity
by the ‘sounds of weeping’ which come from those Israelites who can still
remember the contours of Solomon’s magnificent building (12-13). This one,
by comparison, seems puny. Both groups need Haggai to lift their eyes to
realities greater than either temple (Day 341).
3. The work opposed (4:1-5)
Those who obey God can expect opposition. The inhabitants, who had been
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brought into the land by the Assyrians after the destruction of the northern
kingdom of Israel, did not want the Jews to establish a strong state. At first
they offer their co-operation (1-3), claiming that they too worship the God of
Israel. They did so, however, only as one God among many (see 2 Kgs. 17:2433 esp. 33). The Jews may appear churlish in rejecting such friendly advances,
but at stake is the survival of a clear witness to the one true God. When cooperation fails they try intimidation (4-5) using legal harassment to stop the
work. The fast-forward to subsequent history (6-24) is done to illustrate the
enemy in their true colours.
Closing thought:
‘Lord, give us wisdom to know when to take a distinctive stand for you. And
when we have to, help us to do it firmly but graciously.’
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Day 340
20.4 God stirs up his people

Haggai 1
The enthusiasm of the returning exiles soon evaporates in the face of
opposition. For sixteen long years the building work lay dormant until in 520
BC the

word of the LORD comes through the prophet Haggai (1; cf. Ezra 4:24).

1. Consider your priorities (1-6)
The people are not saying that they would never complete the temple, but that
the time has not yet come (2). They have been preoccupied improving their
own homes, even down to the finishing touches - panelled houses (3) implies
prosperity and comfort. The one-day-soon mentality rarely produces action,
for the convenient time, like the horizon, disappears as we approach it. God
has made us for himself and for eternity (Eccl. 3:11). When we put ourselves
first we discover he has built a frustration factor into the very nature of things
(5-6). God is LORD Almighty (7), king over the whole of life, so even economic
problems often have spiritual roots. Verse 6 describes inflation before the
word was ever invented. Haggai has learned from the experience of Israel
(Deut. 8:3-5), and anticipates the teaching of Jesus (Matt. 6:33).
2. Consider God’s discipline (7-11)
We now learn why life is proving so hard. It isn’t merely economic factors;
God’s people are under discipline. They are not finding satisfaction in either
the material or the spiritual realm. They are in a lose-lose situation. Though
the word ‘curse’ is not used here, what is described corresponds to the
threatened covenant curses (9-11; cf. Deut. 28:38-40). God has not abandoned
his universe to mechanical laws, but so relates to it as to be able to direct his
laws to fulfil his purposes (Amos 4:6-12). And his present purpose is the
building of his house so that he may take pleasure in it and be honoured (8).
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Though the temple anticipates a greater fulfilment it is not merely a bridge to
the future, but an immediate, tangible evidence of Yahweh’s presence.
When the people obey and fear the LORD (12) he responds very positively:
•

He gives the assuring promise: ‘I am with you’ (13), and with his
presence comes his enabling, whether for building God’s house or
Christ’s church (Matt. 28:18-20).

•

He stirs up the spirit of leaders and people so that they actually begin
the work (14-15).

Closing thought:
God will graciously meet our desires to honour him by nerving our wills (Phil.
2:12-13) and increasing our energy (Col. 1:28-29).
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Day 341
20.5 The glory of the new temple

Haggai 2
1. God’s present purpose (1-5)
Haggai’s second prophecy, on the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles (1; cf.
Ezra 3:1, 4; John 7:37), charges the people to be strong and work. The prophet
recalls words to Joshua (4; Josh. 1:6, 7, 9, 18) which may well have been read
during the festival. God will be with them through his Spirit (4-5).
2. God’s future plan (6-7)
So stirring are these words that great emphasis is placed on the one who gives
them. He is the LORD Almighty (used five times in vv. 6-9), who has control
over every power that exists. What a comfort to people so aware of their
weakness. His plans involve great changes and stretch from the present to the
final day.
The only part of Haggai quoted in the NT concerns the shaking of the
elements and the nations (Heb. 12:26-29) and gives the decisive key to its
meaning. The first shaking of the earth was at Sinai (Exod. 19:18; cf. Heb.
12:18-21). Now Haggai speaks of another shaking which includes the nations.
This may be partly realized in the political upheavals to affect the world
powers, but these only point forward to the great shaking at the last day.
When this occurs only God’s unshakable kingdom will remain (see Day 153).
The desired [things] of all nations probably refers to their wealth being
brought to Jerusalem. This is partly fulfilled in the revenues made available by
Cyrus and Darius (Ezra 6:3-4, 8-10), but more fully in the new Jerusalem
(Rev. 21:24-26).
3. God’s greater glory (8-9)
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Glory is used of the splendour of the building, but the latter glory of the house
shall be greater than the former (9 ESV). Though God is the ultimate owner of
all the earth’s treasures (8; cf. Ps. 24:1), his latter glory is not one of outward
adornment. The LORD … will come to his temple (Mal. 3:1) and his presence
and ministry will be far more glorious even than God’s glory-cloud had been
(2 Chr. 5:14; cf. John 1:14; 2 Cor. 3:9-11). ‘And in this place [temple and city] I
will grant peace’ (9). Peace (shalom) sums up all the blessings Christ will gain
for us (Eph. 2:14) and give to us (John 14:27). And yet there remains
something even more glorious! Read Revelation 21:22-23.
Closing thought:
Now the greater glory has come, let us glory greatly in it!
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Day 342
20.6 The promise of God’s cleansing

Zechariah 3
The fourth of Zechariah’s eight visions is a courtroom scene, where Joshua the
high priest is the prisoner in the dock, the angel of the LORD is judge, and
Satan is the prosecuting attorney. The charge is one of uncleanness, pictured
by Joshua’s filthy clothing. The situation is critical, for if the community’s
spiritual leader is unfit to officiate, what hope is there for those he represents
(cf. Exod. 28:29, 36-38). Astonishingly, Satan’s charge is rejected. Joshua is a
saved man (2b). His filthy clothes are replaced by rich garments and a clean
turban. What is more, if he faithfully discharges his duty, his rights as high
priest will be indisputable and he will have access into God’s heavenly court to
intercede on behalf of the people (7).
If, however, Joshua is undeniably guilty, on what basis can he be
acquitted? After all, this is a courtroom scene. And since Joshua represents
the whole community, no question can be more urgent. The answer lies in
something God will do in the future, for Joshua and his associate priests are
symbolic of things to come. They are signs of my servant, [see Extra Note 19.2
after Day 314] the Branch (8). By this time, Branch is a technical term for the
coming Messiah (Jer. 23:5-6; 33:15-16).
Our question is now answered in a glorious, gospel statement: ‘I will
remove the sin of this land in a single day’. (9) What has been done
symbolically for Joshua will be reality for the whole community once and for
all (cf. 13:1). To underline the absolute certainty of this promise, it is engraved
on a stone and probably worn on the front of Joshua’s turban. God’s perfect
gaze is constantly on it (9b; cf. 4:10b). Every time Joshua and the priests enter
the temple they are effectively claiming this promise. No wonder the chapter
ends with a picture of perfect peace and abundant provision (v.10 is drawn
from 1 Kgs 4:25).
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Joshua shares his name with, and points to, Jesus the great high priest
who will stand before the LORD and represent his people. Nothing will deflect
him from his purpose. By his death he destroys him who holds the power of
death - that is, the devil (Heb. 2:14) and lives for ever to share his victory with
his people (Rom. 8:33-34).
Closing thought:
When Satan tempts me to despair,
and tells me of the guilt within,
upward I look and see him there,
who made an end of all my sin. (Charitie L. de Chenez)
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Day 343
20.7 The promise of God’s Spirit

Zechariah 4
1. The vision (1-5)
Zechariah sees a solid gold lamp stand with seven lamps arranged around a
central bowl. Golden oil is poured into the bowl from two olive trees on either
side of it. The oil is then fed to the lamps by means of seven channels. Though
this vision and the previous one focus on the leaders, Joshua and Zerubbabel,
the lampstand must surely represent the whole community involved in the
rebuilding work (cf. Rev. 1:12, 20).
2. The message (6-14)
As Zerubbabel grapples with his great responsibilities, the LORD’s word comes
to him: ‘Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit’, says the LORD
Almighty (6). Might refers to material wealth and military capability, while
power refers to the exercise of that might. Both were available in abundance
at the time of Solomon’s temple, but not now. Nevertheless, what seem like
mountainous difficulties will become as nothing and the final capstone of the
temple will be fitted to shouts of ‘Grace! Grace to it!’ (7 lit.). Such shouts
signify both the beauty of the building and God’s gracious enabling for the
work. The doubting and despondent in the community who, in the name of
realism, despise the day of small things (Ezra 3:12-13; Hag. 2:3), will
recognize that God himself is the supreme reality (9-10).
Finally, we learn that the two olive trees represent the two sons of oil
(14 lit.), namely, Joshua and Zerubbabel, who serve the LORD of all the earth.
Oil signifies the Holy Spirit (e.g. 1 Sam. 16:13; Is. 61:1). Priest and ruler are the
divinely appointed channels to convey the blessings of the Holy Spirit to the
community, thus enabling it to be light in a world of darkness.
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3. The implications
Chapters 3 and 4 point to the two greatest provisions for the church - Christ’s
cleansing and God’s Spirit (Gal 3:14; 4:4-7).
Leaders, at best, are only channels of blessing. There is no substitute
for the power of God’s Spirit (6; cf. Acts 1:8; 4:31; 9:31; 2 Cor. 10:3-5; Eph.
5:18).
We must never judge an enterprise by its small beginnings or weak
resources (10; cf. Mark 4:30-32; 1 Cor. 1:26-29; Rev. 3:7-10). The day of small
things will end in a day of worldwide triumph.
Closing thought:
When we stop relying on our own might and power, our hurry-worry mode of
ministry gives way to a by-grace-alone style.
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Day 344
20.8 Zerubbabel, Joshua and Jesus
Haggai 2:20-23; Zechariah 6:9-15
1. Zerubbabel and Jesus (Hag. 2:20-23)
The LORD’s word to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah and grandson of King
Jehoiachin (exiled in 597 BC - 1 Chr. 3:17-19), has implications for the whole
community. The message is:
‘I will shake’ (21). The language of shaking looks back to 2:6-7 (Day
341). Here it anticipates an era of crashing empires and toppling thrones (22)
until finally Jesus comes.
‘I will make’ (23). Zerubbabel is God’s servant and, as heir apparent
to the throne of David, is a pointer to Jesus (cf. Ezek. 34:23; 37:24). He is
specially chosen to be like the LORD’s signet ring. The impression from such a
ring was used to seal documents with royal authority and so symbolizes
executive power. The LORD is saying in a vivid way: ‘I am reversing the
judgement on your grandfather (notice Jer. 22:24) and have chosen you to
seal my purposes. In the midst of present and future upheavals, I will take
care of you and the line you represent’. And so it is, as Matthew 1:12-13 shows.
What assurance this should give us concerning God’s future purposes.
2. Joshua and Jesus (Zech. 6:9-15)
Zechariah is told to take silver and gold from three men who have recently
arrived from Babylon, presumably with a gift from the Jewish community
there. With it he is to make a crown and set it on the head of Joshua the high
priest. A crown for a priest requires explanation: ‘Here is the man whose
name is the Branch, and he will branch out from his place and build the
temple of the LORD’ (12).
Through his priestly ministry Joshua symbolizes the future priestly
work of Jesus the Branch, who will completely remove sin (3:8-9). There will
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no longer be two anointed ones; only one (cf. 4:14). Jesus ‘will be a priest on
his throne’ (13). Joshua’s coronation anticipates the offices of priest and king
merging harmoniously in Jesus (13b; cf. Heb. 4:14-16; 10:11-14). His crown,
placed as a visual aid in the soon-to-be-completed temple (14), points to a day
when people of all nations (15; cf. 8:22-23; cf. Is. 2:2; Acts 2:39) will be
associated with Jesus in his work of building the new temple of God’s people
(Matt. 16:18; Eph. 2:19-21; 1 Pet. 2:4-5).
Closing thought:
Verse 15b does not imply that human failure might nullify God’s promises, but
simply that the disobedient will not enjoy them. Let us trust and obey today.
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Day 345
20.9 Zechariah and the NT – an overview
The NT writers draw heavily on the book of Zechariah, with eleven direct
quotations and over sixty allusions. The second half of the prophecy speaks of
the arrival of an ideal king, his conflict with the fake shepherds, and his
rejection and death. The ministry of this ideal king is described only in
outline, waiting for his full identity to be revealed. Jesus is the one who
perfectly completes the picture. All the quotations cited below emphasize that
what Jesus did was in fulfilment of Zechariah’s prophecy. In particular they
focus on the time of Christ’s death. We reflect on three statements:
1. The king riding on a donkey (9:9 quoted in Matt. 21:4-5;
John 12:14-15). Jerusalem’s ultimate hope resides not merely in the return
from exile, but in the visitation of God himself. In 9:1-8 Yahweh advances on
Jerusalem from the north, judging as he comes. But the one who finally enters
Jerusalem is not the warrior-God, but the gentle, foot-washing, servant-king.
The gospel writers make no reference to verse 10 because what the OT sees
happening all at once, the NT sets within the context of Christ’s two comings.
2. Looking on the one they have pierced (12:10 quoted in John
19:37; Rev. 1:7). On that day (occurring sixteen times in chapters 12-14)
focuses on the end to which the OT is moving, and the locus of activity,
Jerusalem. God will destroy those who try to destroy Jerusalem (12:1-9). But
now, mystery, tragedy, grace and judgement blend together.
•

Mystery - the supreme commander (God himself) is slain.

•

Tragedy - he is pierced by his own people.

•

Grace - he pours out the Spirit (NIV fn.) of insight and repentance (see
Acts 2:37).

•

Judgement - those who never look on Jesus as their Saviour, will one
day look on him as their Judge (Rev. 1:7).

3. Striking the shepherd (13:7 quoted in Matt. 26:31; Mark 14:27).
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Now we move from a flood of tears to a fountain of cleansing (13:1). In chapter
11 Israel’s worthless shepherds are exposed, but here is one Yahweh calls ‘my
shepherd … the man who is close to me.’ Nevertheless, God commands the
sword to strike him (see Acts 4:27-28). Only through the atoning death of the
Messiah can God’s people be cleansed and fitted for their final inheritance.
Initially the sheep are scattered, but ultimately they are purified. Christians
need the furnace as well as the fountain (7b, 9; cf. 1 Pet. 1:6-7).
Closing thought:
O, make me understand it, help me to take it in
what it meant to you, the Holy One, to bear away my sin. (Katherine Kelly)
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Day 346
20.10 The Jews under threat

Esther 4:12-5:8
The book of Esther gives the account of the Jews who do not return from exile,
but continue to live in Persia. The story, set in Susa the capital, concerns
Esther and her older cousin Mordecai who has brought her up. A series of
strange circumstances bring Esther to succeed Vashti as queen to the Emperor
Xerxes, known in Hebrew as Ahasureus, who came to the throne in 486 BC.
The prime minister at the time is the pompous Haman, who indulges in his
own brand of ethnic cleansing and determines to wipe out all Jews. What
follows can only be explained in terms of the unseen hand of God and the
responsible actions of his people. Observe:
1. The words of Mordecai (4:12-14)
Two things lead Mordecai to believe that the Jews will be delivered.
(i) The biblical evidence: Haman’s edict decrees the annihilation of all
Jews (3:6, 13) including the exiles in Judah. This threatens the whole future of
God’s redemptive plan. But Mordecai knows that the Messiah must come from
the family of David. ‘So if help doesn’t come through you, Esther, it will come
from another place’ (14). God’s sure promise brings great confidence in dark
times.
(ii) The circumstantial evidence: ‘And who knows but that you have
come to royal positions for such a time as this?’ (14). That a captive, orphan
Jew should become queen and be in a position to influence events is indeed
remarkable (cf. Gen. 45:5-7). But Mordecai’s reading of circumstances does
not have the same authority as his reading of Scripture. Who knows? Her
intervention is still only a possibility.
2. The response of Esther (4:15-16)
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For Esther to go unsummoned into the king’s presence could mean death. ‘If I
perish’, however, is not so much a cry of despair as an expression of self-denial
- I am ready whatever the cost (cf. Dan. 3:15-18). Yet, willing as she is, she
knows she cannot achieve anything without God. Hence her request that the
Jews fast for her (i.e. pray; cf. Ezra 8:23).
And the outcome? The king receives her favourably and promises to
come to a banquet specially prepared for him and Haman (5:1-8). Read
Proverbs 21:1. The king, as a dictator, represents the most absolute human
will. Yet God can direct the flow of his thinking and decision making. What an
encouragement!
Closing thought:
What lessons can we draw from this passage about discerning and doing God’s
will?
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Day 347
20.11 The tables turned

Esther 5:9-7:10
1. When 4 – 1 = 0 (5:9-14)
Haman is incensed when Mordecai still refuses to honour him - the issue that
originally sparked his hatred of the Jews (3:1-6). He is greatly privileged in
four areas: his vast wealth; many sons; great honour; and supreme position
(11-12). But he has to admit: ‘all this gives me no satisfaction as long as I see
that Jew Mordecai sitting at the king’s gate’ (13). Uncontrolled pride and
anger nullify even the greatest blessings.
2. A remarkable chain of events (6:1-12)
Suppose we had been asked to continue this story so that Haman publicly
honours Mordecai; all parties act freely; and no miracle is performed. What
we could not manage in fiction, God achieves in reality! Let us admire his
sovereign power in the six links of the chain:
•

Mordecai just happens to have been in the right place to uncover an
earlier assassination plot against the king (2:19-23).

•

The king had somehow forgotten; God’s time had not yet come.

•

That very night the king could not sleep (1).

•

He calls for the chronicles of his reign to be read and it just happens
that the incident concerning Mordecai comes to light (2).

•

Haman arrives at just the right moment (4).

•

The king asks an enigmatic question. Both he and Haman are ignorant
of each other’s plans and motives and much depends on who speaks
first. Only the reader savours the exquisite irony and suspense (6-10).

Imagine Haman’s trip around the city; every step must have been torture,
every word agony (11). Of course, in reality, we are unable to see the outcome
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of events in advance, but this story must encourage us to trust where we
cannot trace.
3. A remarkable reversal (7:1-10)
Haman comes to Esther’s banquet where the queen reveals his plot to the
king. The king is so angry he retires to the garden to let off steam. Read verse
8. Notice again the timing: Just as … The word molest has sexual overtones.
So they hanged Haman on the gallows he had prepared for Mordecai (10).
Twenty four hours earlier Mordecai had been a mere porter, forgotten by the
king, under threat of death, and wearing sackcloth. Now he is made prime
minister, honoured by the king, given power over his enemies, and wearing
royal garments (see ch. 8). Compare 9:1 – the tables were turned; 9:20-22 –
their sorrow was turned into joy; 9:25 – the evil scheme ... should come back
on to his own head. What a reversal!
Closing thought:
‘I trust in you, O LORD; I say, “You are my God.” My times are in your hands.’
(Ps. 31:14-15).
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Day 348
20.12 Ezra comes to Jerusalem

Ezra 7; 8:15-36
1. Ezra the teacher (7:1-10)
The story now jumps forward some fifty seven years from the completion of
the temple (516 BC) to the seventh year of Artaxerxes 1 of Persia (458). As
written Scripture becomes the primary authority for God’s people, Ezra, as a
priest and scribe, devotes himself to its study, practice and application (10).
Restored temple worship is not enough to ensure the continuation of true
godliness in Judah. The Jews need to be taught how to live as God’s people
day by day and Ezra is God’s man for this task – for the good hand of his God
was on him (9). The issue in God’s service is not so much ‘what can I do for
God?’, as ‘what can God do with me?’
2. King Artaxerxes letter (7:11-28)
This letter, like the earlier ones in Ezra, is written in Imperial Aramaic. Once
again we see a pagan king unwittingly carrying forward God’s purpose, even
supporting his people from the state treasury (15-16). He ensures that all
God’s people, including those outside the province of Judah (25-26), are
taught the law of Moses. Moreover, he gives that law the status of imperial law
for the Jews. No wonder Ezra sees this as an expression of God’s steadfast
love (28 ESV).
3. Ezra the motivator (8:15-23)
Probably about 5000 men, women and children assembled at the Ahavah
canal to begin a journey of 900 dangerous miles of steppe and desert. Ezra is
disturbed to find that there are no Levites among the returnees (15) and sends
a challenging and productive message to them (17-20). ‘What a pity it is’, says
Matthew Henry, ‘that good men should omit a good work for want of being
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spoken to!’ Ezra’s boast to the king is, nevertheless, accompanied by humble
prayer and fasting (22-23). The source of his confidence is clear throughout
today’s reading (7:6, 9, 28; 8:18, 22, 31), and God honours his faith (23; cf.
Heb. 13:7).
4. Ezra the organiser (8:24-34)
Ezra delegates leading priests and Levites to transport the valuable gifts for
the temple. He took care to demonstrate his own integrity and that of the
guards by carefully weighing and counting the valuables before and after the
journey. The success of the operation, however, is not ascribed to good
organisation, but to the good hand of God upon them (31).
Closing thought:
Was the reluctance of the Levites (8:15) because Persia offered greater security
than the gifts of God’s people? If so, are there lessons for today?
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Day 349
20.13 Nehemiah’s grief over Jerusalem

Nehemiah 1
The events of today’s reading take place in 446 BC some twelve years after
Ezra’s arrival in Jerusalem. Nehemiah is the king’s cupbearer in Susa the
Persian capital. One day he receives sad news about Jerusalem and the
returned remnant of the Jews. Affluent and influential, he has every reason for
not getting involved. But the broken state of the city walls mirrors the broken
state of the people (3) and together they fill Nehemiah with intense concern
(4). Broken walls and lives cannot be rebuilt unless people grieve over their
ruins. Grief, however, only produces gloom and despair unless it finds outlet
in prayer and action. So Nehemiah plans to make a request to the king of
Persia, but first approaches the God of heaven.
Let us observe:
1. How Nehemiah approaches God (5-7)
With reverence (5). Reverence is not something we can ‘turn on’ at will, but
flows from our understanding of God. He is the great and awesome God (cf.
9:5-6) and the faithful covenant God (cf. 9:32). In him is that perfect blend of
majesty and mercy that produces in us the appropriate blend of awe and
confidence which we call reverence.
With persistence (6a). He prays day and night (6) and for four
months (compare 1:1 with 2:1).
With penitence (6b-7). Though in his conduct Nehemiah is the
essence of godliness, yet he doesn’t stand aloof from the covenant people. He
identifies with their sin, saying ‘we’ not ‘they’.
2. The arguments Nehemiah uses (8-11)
God delights to hear his children argue their case with weighty reasons (cf.
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Job. 23:4).
‘Lord you have promised’ (8-9). God has kept his threat and
scattered his people, but he also promises that if they return to him he will
restore them (Deut. 30:1-5). Nehemiah is drawn into the aching gap between
God’s dream for his people and the nightmare of their present reality.
‘Lord your honour is at stake’ (10-11). Notice how the word your
occurs nine times in these verses. When God’s people are disgraced (3), God
himself is dishonoured. Nehemiah longs to petition Artaxerxes, but, though
normally a man of action, he wisely leaves the details of how and when in
God’s hands.
Closing thought:
God so often uses those with a capacity for tears (cf. Ps. 119:136; Jer. 9:1; Luke
19:41; Acts 20:31;).
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Day 350
20.14 Nehemiah comes to Jerusalem

Nehemiah 2
When God requires someone to plead his people’s cause he doesn’t have to
advertise the post! He has his man ready and in an ideal position. When the
king enquires about his cupbearer’s sad countenance, Nehemiah recognizes
God is opening a door of opportunity. This is not to minimize the risk to
Nehemiah (cf. Esth. 4:11-13), or the need for well chosen words (reference to
ancestral graves would appeal to a Persian monarch’s sympathy 3, 5).
Nehemiah’s arrow prayer (4) comes from a well worn bow and hits the
target. Not only is he allowed to go, but promised an escort and building
materials (7-9). Truly God is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask
(Eph. 3:20). Now we see Nehemiah the leader in action:
1. Assessing the need (11-16)
What began as an emotional reaction, Nehemiah now recognizes as a divine
call. But he proceeds cautiously. Under the cover of darkness Nehemiah
carries out a site inspection of Jerusalem’s walls and gates. It is a heart-break
circuit, but he is determined to first count the cost (cf. Luke 9:57-62; 14:2830). At this stage he only takes people into his confidence as the need arises
(12). Sometimes projects come to grief because leaders have not researched
adequately, spoken too freely and promised too much.
2. Sharing the vision (17-18)
Nehemiah urges, ‘Come, let us rebuild’ and backs his appeal with testimony to
God’s leading and provision. The unanimous response confirms that the time
is right. Individual vocation generally finds confirmation in the community of
God’s people. The forty two groups working harmoniously on the wall (ch. 3),
show just what can be achieved in a brief time. The wall is completed in fifty
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two days (6:15).
3. Answering the critics (19-20)
Sanballat, the governor of Samaria, probably hopes to extend his territory to
Judea where a defenceless Jerusalem would be an easy prey. Tobiah and
Geshem, likewise, see the Jews as a threat to their own interests. Nehemiah’s
response is immediate. He points out that they have no legal, political or
religious claim on the work. ‘The God of heaven will give us success’ - we are
simply his servants (20).
Closing thought
Extra Note 20.1: Accepting secular help in God’s work
Nehemiah and Ezra both make the same journey to Jerusalem in the reign of
Artaxerxes I of Persia. It is instructive to compare their attitudes towards the
king. Nehemiah gladly accepts help (Neh. 2:4-9), whereas Ezra, because of his
seemingly rash boast, is ashamed to ask for it (Ezra 8:22). Who is right?
Should Christians take precautions such as insurance and even accept help
from secular sources or should they trust only in God to watch over and
provide for them?
The resolution seems to be as follows. Like Nehemiah we should accept
all lawful help where it is offered. God is well able to work through ‘normal’ as
well as extra-ordinary means. But we should be prepared in different
circumstances to go without human help looking to God and expecting him to
work. If we find ourselves in Nehemiah’s position, we must make sure we act
prayerfully (Neh. 2:4) and give God the glory (Neh. 2:8, 18). If we find
ourselves in Ezra’s position we must go forward in faith but not presumption
(Ezra 8:21). Ezra did what was in his power, guarding the silver and gold and
weighing it at the start and end of the journey (Ezra 8:24-34).
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Day 351
20.15 Dealing with opposition and
discouragement – a pause for reflection

Nehemiah 4
When God’s work progresses opposition often increases. When Sanballat and
company see the easy pickings of Jerusalem slipping from their grasp they
turn up the heat. What starts as ridicule and insinuation (1-3) turns into
aggressive plots and ugly threats (8, 11). The Christian heritage of Western
nations was, until recent decades, so strong that believers have generally been
shielded from such pressures. Now that situation has changed and we are
having to learn how to deal with them. So today we pause to consider some
timeless principles.
1. Faith must be grounded in the God who is active in history
From start to finish, Nehemiah’s confidence in God never wavers. ‘The Lord,
who is great and awesome’ (14) is also ‘our God who will fight for us’ (20; cf.
4, 9) . Such confidence presupposes that God is working out his redemptive
purposes in history, not least in the ending of the exile and rebuilding of
Jerusalem. The opposition is directed as much against God as against his
people and, therefore, vindication must come from him. Today our faith is
grounded in the God who is building and perfecting his church and, like
Nehemiah’s, must still be expressed and nourished in prayer.
2. Discouragement is often a greater danger than external
aggression
When the wall is half built (6) the people become discouraged. They are weary
yet aware that there is much work still to do (10). Those living in the outlying
districts are demoralized by the rumours of the enemy living near to them (1112). When morale sags, Nehemiah speaks faith-building words, eliciting
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memories of the great Exodus story (compare vv. 14, 20 with Exod. 14:13-14
and v.15 with Exod. 15:14-16). In summary: God’s people say ‘we can’t’ (10);
their enemies say ‘you won’t’ (11); and Nehemiah says ‘our God will’ (20).
3. God often works through ordinary people acting responsibly
Although God sometimes acts in spectacular and supernatural ways, he
commonly works through the sensible actions of his people. Notice how they:
•

pray, but post a guard day and night (9)

•

divide their numbers between builders and bodyguards (16)

•

arrange for a trumpet signal to rally everyone to a place under attack
(19-20)

•

remain watchful and armed at all times (21-23)

Nehemiah gets the balance right. He acts as if everything depends on him and
prays as if everything depends on God. And when his precautions work, God is
given the credit (15).
Closing thought:
How do we prevent trust in God from slipping into presumption?
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Day 352
20.16 Rebuilding the community

Nehemiah 8
Once Jerusalem is rebuilt it is repopulated, with priority given to the families
of the Babylonian exiles (Neh. 7). But a city is more than walls and gates.
Jerusalem is God’s holy Zion, his light to the Gentile nations around. God’s
people need God’s word. Therefore:
1. The law is read (1-6)
In a spontaneous awakening, the whole community assembles to hear Ezra
read the Law of Moses (1 - probably Deuteronomy). Standing on a high
platform, he reads from daybreak till noon and the people listen with reverent
anticipation (6).
2. The law is interpreted (7-12)
This probably involves two things (8): making it clear [translating it from
Hebrew to Aramaic] and giving the meaning so that the people could
understand [expounding its present implications]. The result is immediate.
All the people weep as they recognize their compromise and neglect (9; cf.
Acts 2:37-39). But now is not a time for tears. ‘This day is sacred’ (9, 11)
marking the beginning of the joyful Feast of Tabernacles. So their legitimate
sense of failure is set, as sin always should be, within the context of the whole
story of God’s grace. Their emotional journey is from conviction, through
cleansing to celebration. In this way the joy of the LORD overrides their grief
for sin and becomes their source of strength (10).
3. The law is applied (13-18)
The leaders now turn to Ezra for more detailed instructions (13). Being the
seventh month, the most immediately relevant passage concerns the Feast of
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Tabernacles (14; cf. Lev. 23:33-43). Verse 17 indicates that the people are
deliberately re-enacting the Israelite’s desert experience and understand their
own return from ‘captivity’ as a second exodus. They enthusiastically follow
the detailed requirements (16-18).
As a result of Ezra’s efforts, a concerted effort is made to regulate the
life of the community according to the law (10:28-39). The Jewish community
becomes more consciously defined as the ‘people of the book’ than was the
case before the exile. The book of Nehemiah, however, ends not with a bang
but a whimper as old sins rear their heads again. The book testifies to the
weakness of mere regulations and reminds us of the need for inward renewal.
Closing thought
Extra Note 20.2: The law in the period up to Jesus
Nehemiah 8 anticipates the increasing importance that the law would occupy
in the life of Israel. The renewed emphasis on the law started in the right spirit
and with the best intentions. Had not the exile, the greatest catastrophe in
their history, been the judgement of God on Israel’s failure in precisely this
area? So in the time of Ezra we have the beginnings of scribalism, the attempt
to interpret and apply the Law of Moses to present circumstances. Such
activity, however, soon became a highly skilled art, leading to the emergence
of scribes and lawyers as the experts. The 613 laws given to Moses were not
enough. Israel needed the so-called hedge or fence laws to pull them up before
they reached God’s law. For instance, to the Sabbath commandment the
teachers of the law added 1500 fence laws!
By the time of Jesus these oral laws, known as the tradition of the
elders, had not only been given equal authority with the law of Moses, but
began to supersede it (Mark 7:9-13). This is why the disputes of Jesus with the
religious authorities frequently turned on the correct interpretation of
Scripture (e.g. Mark 2:23-26; 10:2-9). Little wonder that these fastidious
applications and additions to God’s law became burdensome and intolerable,
and ordinary people lost track of the original commands (John 7:48-49).
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Day 353
20.17 The messenger of the covenant

Malachi 2:17-3:5
By the time of Nehemiah’s contemporary, Malachi, a general mood of
scepticism has descended on God’s people. Judah remains under the thumb of
Persia and still has no anointed king from David’s line. There have been a
series of poor harvests, and the new temple is devoid of any visible
manifestation of God such as that experienced in Solomon’s temple (2 Chr.
5:14). The religious leaders behave like bored professionals (1:6-2:9), while the
people flaunt God’s purpose for marriage (2:10-16). They complain that they
are no better off than the wicked heathen and ask: ‘Where is the God of
justice?’ (2:17) Malachi replies, ‘the messenger (lit. angel) of the covenant is on
his way’ (this refers to Jesus; see Day 84). He answers four questions
concerning his coming (3:1-5).
1. When will Jesus come? God will send his messenger to prepare
the way for Jesus (1). In one sense all the prophets are messengers (the name
Malachi actually means ‘my messenger’), therefore application is rightly made
to that generation (5). The NT, however, makes clear that the ultimate
messenger is John the Baptist, heading up all the prophetic ministry (Matt.
11:10-14; Mark 1:2-3; Luke 1:76). God is obviously working to a prepared plan.
2. How will Jesus come? Suddenly (1; i.e. unexpectedly). Jesus
comes when the religious arrogance of Malachi’s time comes to its fulness in
the Pharisees of the NT (cf. John 1:10-11).
3. Where will Jesus come? He will come to his temple (1). The
actual visits of Jesus to the Jerusalem temple, however, are associated more
with anger than with glory (see Mark 11:12-2o; Day 249). The temple certainly
wasn’t regarded as a house of prayer for all nations (Mark 11:17). This only
comes about when the messenger of the covenant becomes the mediator of a
new covenant (Matt. 27:51; Eph. 2:11-22). Then the physical temple gives way
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to a spiritual house of living stones (1 Pet. 2:5).
4. Why will Jesus come? Though Jesus comes primarily to save, he
also comes to purify (2-4) and to judge (5). God is concerned not about holy
buildings, but holy people. The intense heat of the refiner’s fire separates the
dross from the pure metal until the workman can see his own reflection in the
crucible (cf. Is. 48:10; 1 Pet. 1:7). God purifies his people so that they will not
be condemned with the world (1 Cor. 11:32; 1 Pet. 4:17-19).
Closing thought:
‘Lord Jesus, so deal with me that more of your beauty may be reflected in me.’
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Day 354
20.18 The day of the LORD

Malachi 3:13-4:3
1. Two outlooks (3:13-18)
Malachi’s final disputation (3:13; cf. 1:2, 6; 2:10, 17; 3:7) is with the majority
of Israelites who no longer consider serving God to be worthwhile. They are
totally reversing the community’s values. They claim that serving God is futile
and unprofitable (14) while the arrogant, who ignore the faith, are truly
blessed (15). Instead of testing God to see how far he would go in blessing (10),
they test him to see how far they can go in evil.
But there is a remnant who fear and honour the LORD and who talk
together informally for mutual encouragement (16). A scroll of remembrance
was written in his [God’s] presence - is a vivid way of saying that none of
these believers will be forgotten by God (cf. Exod. 32:33; Pss. 69:28; 87:6;
Dan. 12:1). Verse 17 gives the first of five references to the day (cf. 4:1, 3, 5).
There will be a final day when faithful believers will know the full reality of
being his treasured possession (17; cf. Exod. 19:5; Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18; Ps.
135:4). Mine is emphatic in the Hebrew (see Extra Note 20.3 below). Society
may abandon the distinction between good and evil, but God never does (18).
2. Two outcomes (4:1-3)
From the God who records human actions we turn to the God who judges
them. Those who have embraced evil will be burned like stubble, their
lifetime’s accomplishments proving to have little enduring value (1). On the
other hand, for the God-fearers (3:16), the sun which causes the heath fire is
also the sun of righteousness rising to bring a new day of health and healing
(cf. Is. 57:18-19). Like calves released from their stalls into the sunlight, they
will leap with relief and exuberance because right has triumphed (2). And
those who for so long have been trodden under by the wicked will finally be
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vindicated.
The pre-exilic prophets were able to proclaim the coming exile as an
incentive to repentance, but the post-exilic prophets work on a bigger canvas.
Wherever men and women abandon faith in God the distinctions between
good and evil gradually become blurred. Malachi reminds us that there is a
final day and a final reckoning. In Psalm 73 Asaph, like Malachi, grapples with
the arrogance of the prosperous wicked and uses the same big canvas to arrive
at his triumphant conclusions (18-28).
Closing thought:
The LORD listened… (3:16). What a check this should be on all our talking
(Matt. 12:36-37; Phil. 4:5).
Extra Note 20.3: The faithful remnant
God always maintained a faithful remnant of his people. The godly in
Malachi’s day came to be known as the ‘pious folk’ (hasidim). They bore the
brunt of the persecution under Antiochus Epiphanes IV (168 BC) who tried to
abolish the Jewish religion and way of life (Day 361). From their ranks, a
generation or so later, came the Qumran ‘volunteers for holiness’. From their
ranks, came also the godly community of the ‘quiet in the land’ into which
John the Baptist and Jesus were born. These men and women, included the
likes of Simeon and Anna, were waiting for the consolation of Israel (Luke
2:25) and recognized in the infant Jesus the fulfilment of their hopes.
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Day 355
20.19 Zion’s future glory

Isaiah 60
For the interpretation of Isaiah’s closing chapters see the latter part of Day
337. Chapters 56-59 have focused on the returned exiles; now Zion takes
centre stage. The city is personified as a queen, you and your in this chapter
being feminine singular pronouns. Although Isaiah inevitably uses the
language of the literal Jerusalem, his glowing description takes us ultimately
even beyond the Christian era to the new Jerusalem and the final coming of
God’s kingdom.
The prophet must have often watched the sunrise over the city, driving
away the darkness and flooding the whole scene with its glory. In a vision he
now sees the LORD himself rising like the sun over Zion, dispersing the
darkness of spiritual blindness and moral evil (1-2). With that vision comes
the realization that the return from exile contains only the seed of the final
outworking of God’s kingdom. Two things stand out:
1. God’s kingdom will spread (3-14)
Zion becomes the lodestar, attracting the nations to its light (3-4; cf. Matt.
4:15-16). Many will follow in the steps of the magi and bring their gifts to the
one born king of the Jews (cf. Matt. 2:1-2). Nations and kings will come from
all corners of the earth not to conquer, but to lay down their wealth at his feet
(5-9, 13-14; cf. Rev. 21:24-26). Believing Gentiles will honour Zion’s faithful
children and be grateful to share their heritage (10). But while the final Zion
embraces all without distinction (11), it does not include all without exception.
Those who refuse to serve God will perish (12).
2. God’s kingdom will last (15-22)
Out of all the confusion and chaos of history, there will finally emerge a state
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of permanent glory. Notice the expressions, everlasting … no longer … no
more … for ever. God’s kingdom will be as permanent as God himself (19).
Your sun will never set again … the LORD will be your everlasting light (20).
And to God’s glory can now be added the glory of the Lamb (Rev. 21:23). In
telling contrast to human decline and devaluation (cf. Lam. 4:1-2), gold
instead of bronze is typical of God’s exchange rate (17; cf. instead 61:3, 7).
Though the end is not yet, its time will come swiftly (22). We must be always
ready (cf. Matt. 25:1-13).
Closing thought:
The knowledge of God’s long-term purpose always serves to encourage God’s
people in times of difficulty (cf. Heb. 11:13).
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Day 356
20.20 The year of the LORD’s favour

Isaiah 61
1. An announcement (1-6)
The Spirit-anointed herald is none other than the servant of chapters 40-55
(see 42:1) and the Messiah of chapters 1-35 (see 11:1-2). The revolutionary
truth emerging is that the year of the LORD’s favour (2) can only be fully
ushered in by a Messiah who suffers and is then exalted. When Jesus applies
this passage to himself in the synagogue at Nazareth (Luke 4:17-19), he has, in
his baptism and temptation, already accepted the way of servanthood and
suffering. His Nazareth manifest0 is like the blast of the trumpet announcing
the Year of Jubilee when debts are cancelled and slaves freed (Lev. 25:8-55).
So while the return from exile sees this prophecy fulfilled in germ form
(4), it comes to its rich fulness only in the gospel era. What a transformation
Jesus brings to poor, captive debtors, bestowing 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. He establishes them as oaks of
righteousness … for the display of his splendour (3). Verses 5-6 refer not to a
slave-state, but to foreigners who will be brought into the community of faith
through the mediation of God’s people, fulfilling the hitherto unrealized ideal
of a kingdom of priests (Exod. 19:6).
2. An endorsement (7-9)
What the servant announces the LORD confirms - the word instead (7)
continuing the exchange theme of verse 3. The double portion of blessing
answers to the double portion of hard service for sin in 40:2. Such grace flows
from the atoning ministry of the servant and is therefore in accord with God’s
justice (8a). God’s faithfulness will be finally demonstrated in a new and
everlasting covenant with his people, and the whole world will wonder at his
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grace towards them (8b-9).
3. A testimony (10-11)
Finally a single voice rings out (probably that of Isaiah himself) expressing
personally what has been experienced corporately in verse 3. For he has
clothed me with the garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of
righteousness (cf. Luke 15:22). And the righteousness conferred from outside
(cf. Rom. 3:22) will spring up from within, producing fruit and evoking praise
(11; cf. Phil. 1:11; Col. 1:6, 10).
Closing thought:
Isaiah’s testimony is that of the redeemed in every age. Make it your theme
song today.
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Day 357
20.21 Zion’s new name

Isaiah 62
1. Confident hope (1-5)
If righteousness and praise are to spring up before all nations (61:11), where
will this happen? The answer is, in Zion (1-2). A time is coming when: No
longer will they call you Deserted, or name your land Desolate … for the
LORD will take delight in you and your land will be married … as a
bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you. (4-5)
God’s interest in Zion is not casual, but focused, determined and full of love
(cf. 2:2-4; 60:1-3). City, land and inhabitants, viewed as one glorious reality,
will be married to Yahweh forever. So exalted is the language and so sweeping
the promise that what is in view is clearly more than the restoration of
Jerusalem after the exile.
2. Tireless prayer (6-9)
You who call on the LORD, give yourselves no rest, and give him no rest till he
establishes Jerusalem and makes her the praise of the earth (6-7). God wants
faithful men and women to join Isaiah in tireless prayer for Zion (cf. v.1 with
v.6). In this particular matter they should not take ‘no’ for an answer because
of God’s specific promise and confirming oath (8-9; cf. Dan. 9:1-3). Fervent
and persistent intercession for the coming of God’s kingdom is a duty which
can become hard work (Luke 18:7). How important it is, therefore, to maintain
our delight in the LORD (61:10), who, amazingly, delights in us (4).
3. Glorious homecoming (10-12)
Here is a call to those still in Babylon to journey to Jerusalem and give a lead
to the nations to come to the city (called Sought After -12) and share in its
salvation. The gates are open, the roads resurfaced and the invitation has gone
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out to the ends of the earth (10). Verse 11 echoes 40:10 because the return
from exile anticipates a new and final homecoming. But the view will be so
radically different that Zion will be called by a new name (2, 4). Her real glory
will be her inhabitants - The Holy People, The Redeemed of the LORD (12).
This envisages:
•

the Jerusalem that is above (Gal. 4:26-27)

•

Mount Zion … the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God (Heb.
12:22)

•

the Holy City, the new Jerusalem … prepared as a bride beautifully
dressed for her husband (Rev. 21:2)

Closing thought:
Read Psalm 87 and rejoice in the glorious things said about Zion.
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Day 358
20.22 God’s day of vengeance

Isaiah 63
1. The tables turned (1-6)
Though this terrible scene suddenly bursts upon us, it has been anticipated in
34:8; 35:4; 59:17 and 61:2. A single avenger, his splendid garments covered in
blood stains, comes from Bozrah the capital of Edom (Edom represents all
enemy nations - v.6). The avenger is God himself who treads the nations in the
winepress of his wrath. The Bible insists in a final judgement day, for without
it there can be no moral government in the universe.
The reference to Edom, however, gives this passage a special emphasis.
When Babylon destroyed Jerusalem in 586 BC, Israel might have expected
sympathy from their distant relatives, the Edomites (descendants of Esau).
Instead they gloated over Israel’s plight and handed over their survivors
(Obad. 8-15). On that final day, therefore, it is the nations as persecutors of
God’s people which will be the special objects of his wrath (5; cf. Rev. 18:20;
19:1-2). This is the dark side of yesterday’s passage concerning the final
coming of God’s kingdom. For the day of vengeance was in my heart [plans]
and the year of my redemption [or redeemed ones] has come. (4)
God’s people are still hated by the world (Matt. 5:10-12; John 15:18-21),
but the tables will finally be turned (2 Thess. 1:3-10). The NT counterpart to
this passage is the wrath of the Lamb (Rev. 6:16-17) and the great winepress
of God’s wrath (Rev. 14:17-20; 19:15). If we recoil from such language, we
must recognize that we know very little of the emotions appropriate to
absolute holiness and perfect justice.
2. Isaiah’s response (7-19)
Before actually addressing God Isaiah gets into prayer-mode (7-14). He recalls
the sheer goodness of God towards Israel. Even though that love was
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unrequited, God brought his people out of Egypt and gave them rest.
Stimulated by God’s revelation of the future and his own knowledge of the
past, Isaiah launches into one of the great prayers of Scripture (63:15-64:12).
He still has questions, but they are children’s questions expressing submission
and trust in his Father (16-17; 64:8). And he still has frustrations, but the
argument behind his prayer is based on God’s covenant commitment to his
people (18-19). ‘Lord, teach us to pray.’
Closing thought:
Following on from 62:6-7, make chapter 64 the basis of a prayer for the
church today.
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Day 359
20.23 New heavens and a new earth

Isaiah 65:17-66:6
The opening three verses of today’s reading provide their own interpretative
key to 65:17-25.
1. God’s kingdom will finally come on this earth (cf. Rom. 8:19-21).
Isaiah does not give some utopian dream of a glorified Israel, but a vision of
new heavens and a new earth (cf. 66:22; 2 Pet. 3:13; Rev. 21:1).
2. Though the former things will not be remembered (17), the new is
still portrayed in terms of the old and familiar (how else can it be done?), but
with every harmful element banished for ever. The pictures used are intended
to kindle hope rather than feed curiosity.
3. Jerusalem is not so much a centre in the new heavens and earth as
another way of conceptualizing the same reality (cf. Rev. 21:1-2).
So vast is the ‘timescale’ of eternity that a mere century is shamefully brief
(20). The children of the new Jerusalem will enjoy life in absolute security (2122) and discover true satisfaction through fellowship with the LORD (23-24).
The curse of the serpent, who brought sin and death into the world, will finally
be removed and the harmony of paradise regained by the Messianic king (25;
cf. 11:6-9).
From Isaiah’s eighth century perspective, the return from exile appears
so rich in promise that the end begins to arrive from this point. Like Malachi
(Mal. 3:5) and Jesus (Day 249), Isaiah sees Jerusalem and its temple as the
scene of God’s final judgement on apostate Israel (66:1-6). He recognizes that
physical restoration to the land without spiritual renewal will not prevent
Israel repeating her past sins. He is not, therefore, opposing the rebuilding of
the temple, but the spirit that would build human walls around God (1-2, cf.
Acts 7:48-53).
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Ecclesiasticism inevitably asserts itself where there is no recognition of
God’s greatness or expression of heartfelt contrition (cf. Luke 18:9-14). If
these are lacking, ritual in whatever building is no better than pagan
superstition, calling forth God’s righteous judgement (3-6). But what finally
divides the true from the false in the church is a person’s attitude to God’s
word. Trembling at it and clinging to its promises will always seem fanatical to
those who have abandoned it (5). Their only resort is to flaunt their religious
pedigree (cf. John 9:26-34).
Closing thought:
The LORD says: ‘This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in
spirit, and trembles at my word’ (66:2 cf. 57:15).
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Day 360
20.24 Zion in God’s future purpose

Isaiah 66:7-24
1. Zion’s new children (7-11)
Yesterday we saw how Jerusalem will be the scene of God’s final judgement on
unfaithful Israel. But out of Jerusalem will emerge Zion’s new children, the
church of Jesus Christ. In fact, a whole new people of God will come into being
before Jerusalem’s labour pains come upon her (7-8). The destruction of the
city in AD 70 will simply cut the umbilical cord. We, as members of Zion (Heb.
12:22), must fully commit to the church on earth, enjoying her privileges,
mourning her sins and delighting in her overflowing abundance (10-11).
2. Jerusalem’s continuing significance (12-17)
Jerusalem continues as the mother city, the home of the true people of God
from both old and new covenants (Gal. 4:26; Heb. 11:10; 12:22-23). Verses 1213 spell out her blessings: rivers of peace (cf. 48:18; 54:13); the wealth of the
nations (cf. 60:5-7, 11); and all the affection associated with a nursing mother
(cf. 49:14-15). Why then is the actual city and her inhabitants destined to
receive such severe treatment? (14-15) The fact is, God deals with apostate
Jerusalem no differently from any other of his enemies (16). The judgement
that begins with the house of God, however, acts as a sign and warning of the
final judgement (cf. 1 Pet. 4:17-18).
3. The nations gathered in (18-24)
If the world has been put on notice of judgement, how can her needs be met?
God graciously responds by his programme for world evangelization (18). He
will set a sign in the midst of the nations (19). The place names in verse 19
represent the distant outposts of Israel’s world and symbolize the whole earth.
The sign will be the whole complex of events which occurs when the Christian
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church is born, Jerusalem judged, and faithful Jews spearhead the spread of
the gospel.
Terms are again drawn from the world of Isaiah’s audience (offerings,
Jerusalem, temple, priests, Levites, New Moon, Sabbath), but the reality turns
that world upside down. Converts from all nations will be gathered in (cf.
19:24-25; 45:20-25; 56:8) and presented to the LORD as holy offerings (cf.
Rom. 15: 15-16). Christian Jews and Gentiles will become covenant brothers
(20; cf. John 11:49-52) and share in the responsibilities of leadership (21). The
redeemed of the whole earth will offer unending worship and God will be
glorified both by his saving grace and righteous judgement (22-24).
Closing thought:
Verse 17 (cf. 65:2-7, 11-12) is a stark reminder that when people turn from
God’s revelation, they can finish up believing anything.

784

Day 361
20.25 From Antiochus to antichrist

Daniel 11:21-45
In 336 BC Alexander the Great, the youthful king of Macedon, sliced through
the Persian empire at amazing speed (cf. Dan. 8:20-21; 11:2-4). The whole vast
area ruled by Persia, including Judah, came under Greek rule. This was the
beginning of the ‘Hellenistic’ (Greek) era, when the Greek language and
culture spread throughout the whole Middle Eastern world. Alexander dies
prematurely in 323, while planning the conquest of the west, and his empire
was split up among his generals. Eventually two opposing empires emerged the Ptolomies of North Africa and the Seleucids of Greece and western Asia.
Palestine, as a land bridge between the two, became at different times the
vassal state of one or the other. In 198, it became part of the Seleucid empire.
Under its rule the Jews faced increasing pressure to conform religiously and
culturally to Hellenism.
The ultimate insult (today’s passage) comes in 167 when Antiochus
Epiphanes IV sets up a statue of Zeus, the supreme god of Greek mythology, in
the temple itself. Such sacrilege sparks off a major revolt when the Jews,
under the leadership of Judas Maccabeus, take up arms. It ends with a
successful struggle for independence, climaxing in the cleansing of the temple
in 164. For the next century, the Jews more or less govern themselves, under
the leadership of the Hasmonean dynasty (descendants of the high-priestly
family of Hashman). When Rome becomes the dominant power in 63,
Palestine becomes a Roman protectorate.
The contemptible person in Daniel 11:21 is Antiochus Epiphanes who
seizes the throne of Syria by intrigue and deceit in 175 BC and takes centre
stage in the story (22-24). He pre-empts an invasion on Palestine by the king
of the South (i.e. Egypt), but total victory eludes him (25-28). Invading Egypt
again in 168, he receives a humiliating Roman ultimatum to leave. He
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responds by venting his fury on God and his people. He desecrates the temple
in Jerusalem, abolishes the daily sacrifices and sets up an altar to the pagan
god Zeus - the abomination that causes desolation (29-31; cf. Matt. 24:15). He
seduces God’s people into violating the covenant, but the people who know
their God finally resist him (32) - 1 Maccabees (in the Apocrypha) records this
famous resistance under Judas Maccabeus.
Why is so much attention given to a man who, historically, is not very
significant? Antiochus is noteworthy in going beyond other aggressors of
Israel in seeking to brutally impose a pagan world-view on God’s people, even
killing those found with any part of God’s law in their possession. This makes
him uniquely appropriate to foreshadow the antichrist and point to the end
times of Daniel 12. This is borne out by the fact that there are details in verses
35-45 which go beyond what is known even of the blasphemous Antiochus.
For instance: The king will do as he pleases. He will exalt and magnify
himself above every god and will say unheard-of things against the God of
gods (36). Verses 40-45 may depict a final struggle in history portrayed in
terms of the contemporary political map of enemy nations.
Two implications:
1. Though the end of history will witness the man of lawlessness and
the final antichrist, even now the secret power of lawlessness and the spirit of
the antichrist are already at work (2 Thess. 2:1-12; 1 John 2:18; 4:3). Daniel
has much to teach us on how to live today in ‘Babylon’ while our eyes are fixed
on ‘Jerusalem’ - a tension which is not finally resolved until Revelation
chapters 18-22.
2. For our great consolation, observe how God has his appointed times
and set limits for evil in this world (24, 27, 29, 35). Thankfully, God is also in
control of all my times - Psalms 31:14-15; 139:16b (Day 41).
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Day 362
20.26 The end times

Daniel 12
1. The world to come (1-4)
When the final conflict comes (see yesterday) the archangel Michael (Jude 9),
who is the chief defender of God’s people (10:13, 21), will arise to protect
them. In Revelation 12:7-9 he leads his angels in a successful battle with the
dragon and his angels - just the kind of role envisaged here. Though God’s
people will not be shielded from the time of distress, they will be delivered out
of it. They are among those whose name is found written in the book (1; the
citizen list of the true Jerusalem), a description foreshadowing the awesome
scene of Revelation 20:11-15.
Verse 2 envisages a general resurrection at the end of time (cf. John
5:28-29). Awaking from the dust of the earth reverses the curse of death (Gen.
3:19) and is a reminder that the Creator who first formed man from the dust
(Gen. 2:7) is well able to do the same in resurrection. Some will rise to
everlasting life (cf. Pss. 16:11; 17:15; 49:15; 73:24) and others to everlasting
contempt. The wise (those faithful to God’s word - 11:33) will be glorified,
while those who lead many to righteousness will be especially honoured (3).
Such is the message of hope for the future, that Daniel is to seal the words of
the scroll. This is so they may be preserved for the time when many will look
for enlightenment in wrong places (4; cf. Amos 8:12).
2. How long to wait? (5-13)
The closing section of the book takes us back to ch.10:5-6. The pressing
question is ‘How long will it be before these astonishing things are fulfilled?’
(6). The answer is ‘a time, times and half a time’ (7; cf. 7:25 - see Day 265).
Just when his people are totally exhausted God himself will intervene.
Daniel still has unanswered questions (just as we have), but is
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reminded that the full meaning of the vision will have to wait until it actually
happens (8-9). The wise will then understand the true significance of events
while the wicked will remain bewildered (10). However we understand the
numbers in verses 11-12, certain things are clear. Such periods will not take
God by surprise and will not go on forever. His people must persevere to the
end. In this respect the aged Daniel is our pattern. He must remain faithful
until death and will then rise to receive his inheritance (13).
Closing thought:
Read Philippians 2:14-16. Those who shine like stars now, will shine... like the
stars for ever and ever (3). What an encouragement to live for God today.
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Day 363
20.27 The LORD comes and reigns

Zechariah 14
‘When the author comes onto the stage, that’s the end of the play’ (CS Lewis).
Chapter 14 deals with the day that God enters history for the final time. But
how does one describe the indescribable? So overwhelming is the prospect
that Zechariah can only give hints of what is involved, using pictures drawn
from known events and realities. He adopts the language of symbol and
metaphor to describe what is an utterly unique day (7; see Extra Note 19.1
after Day 305)
The day of the LORD (1) dominates and divides the chapter (on that
day; vv. 4, 6, 8, 9, 13, 20, 21). Some brief jottings:
Verses 1-3. The hostility of the nations to God and his people boils
over into naked aggression. The gloves are off. God intervenes to save a
battered remnant who share in the plunder.
Verse 4-5. The LORD stands upon the earth. Deliverance comes as the
Mount of Olives parts like the Red Sea.
Verse 6-7. A unique day of unending light - a new creation.
Verse 8. Living water flows from Jerusalem (cf. Ezek. 47:1-12; Rev.
22:1).
Verse 9-12. The LORD will be king over the whole earth (cf. Phil. 2:911). Jerusalem will be raised up (cf. Is. 2:1-4). Her enemies destroyed by a
plague (cf. Exod. chs. 7-12; 2 Kgs. 19:35).
Verse 13-19. The wealth of God’s enemies enrich the city. A remnant
from the nations join with the remnant from Israel to celebrate the Feast of
Tabernacles - a fitting reminder of God’s past provision in the desert, but now
celebrating journey’s end. Those who opt out of the feast will be judged. Hell is
a reality as well as heaven.
Verse 20. God’s holiness will be demonstrated in the whole of life.
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Ordinary cooking pots will be as holy as the altar bowls. No longer any
distinction between sacred and secular.
Verse 21. No Canaanite (lit. merchant) will be present, for once the
king comes merchants will no longer detract from the joy of worship (cf. Mark
11:15-17).
In all our present frustrations and uncertainties we must live with our eyes on
this final day. This enables us, like Zechariah, to maintain a God-centred
perspective on life. But in the clearer light of NT revelation, we also wait for
the glorious appearing of our great God and Saviour, Jesus Christ (Titus
2:13). Amen. Come, Lord Jesus (Rev. 22:20).
Closing thought:
Read again, ‘The day of the Lord’ Day 267, especially the final part on
vindication and transformation.
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Day 364
20.28 Jesus is the glory of the story (1) – a
pause for reflection
For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ.
And so through him the ‘Amen’ is spoken by us to the glory of God (2 Cor.
1:20).
The NT does not complete the OT story merely by adding the final chapter.
The new stands in a much more dynamic relationship to the old than that;
more like a beautiful butterfly emerging from its chrysalis. Great promises
come to glorious fulfilment as Jesus fills each one to the brim with meaning.
And we can shout ‘Amen’ (It is true!) to God’s glory. On our concluding three
days we are surveying eight OT themes and responding with our own Amen.
1. Adam: Jesus is the last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45)
•

Adam is head of the natural family; Jesus is head of the spiritual one.
What Adam and Jesus do affects all those who belong to them (1 Cor.
15:20-23).

•

Adam succumbed to the devil’s temptations. Jesus resisted him (Luke
3:38-4:13)

•

Adam’s disobedience brought condemnation. Jesus’ obedience brings
justification (Rom. 5:15-19).

My Amen: ‘Thank you Lord Jesus for your selfless obedience, even to death
on a cross. Help me to have the same attitude as I work out my salvation.’
2. Israel: Jesus is the true Israel
•

Israel is called God’s firstborn son (Exod. 4:22; cf. Rom. 9:4), but failed
miserably to reciprocate God’s love.

•

Jesus, as the ultimate embodiment of the Father-Son relationship, is
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the true Israel (Matt. 2:13-15) and the obedient Son (Matt. 3:13-4:11).
•

Christ is the firstborn among many brothers (Rom. 8:29) and the
church is called the Israel of God (Gal. 6:16).

My Amen: ‘Father, you so delight in your Son that you are determined to
have many like him. Help me to be more and more conformed to his likeness.’
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Day 365
20.29 Jesus is the glory of the story (2) – a
pause for reflection
For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ.
And so through him the ‘Amen’ is spoken by us to the glory of God (2 Cor.
1:20).
3. Prophet: Jesus is God’s final word (Heb. 1:1-2)
•

The OT prophets point to Jesus who fulfils everything they wrote
concerning him (Luke 24:25-27; 44-45).

•

God’s final word is the Word who became flesh (John 1:14, 17).

•

We must listen to everything he tells us (Acts 3:22).

My Amen: ‘Father, I praise you that in Jesus I have the truth, the whole truth
and nothing but the truth. Help me to receive it, practise it and share it.’
4. Priest: Jesus is the great high priest (Heb. 4:14)
•

The one who has gone through the heavens has been through the
depths (Heb. 4:14-16). This means he can be a merciful and gracious
high priest to his people (Heb. 2:16-18)

•

Jesus offered himself unblemished to God and entered heaven itself
now to appear for us in God’s presence (Heb. 9:14, 24).

•

His work completed, he sat down at the right hand of God (Heb. 1:3;
10:11-14) and lives for ever to save us completely (Heb. 7:24-25).

My Amen: ‘Lord Jesus, when your work of purification was completed you
sat down in triumph. Now, when I confess my sin, I can sit down in peace.
Thank you.’
5. King: Jesus is King of kings (Rev. 17:14; 19:16)
•

The promise made to King David of an everlasting kingdom is ratified
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through the birth of Jesus (Luke 1:32-33; 2:4, 11) and realized through
his resurrection and enthronement (Acts 2:29-36; 13:32-37).
•

Jesus, the Lamb upon the throne, has the authority to execute all God’s
purposes in history (Rev. 5:1-10).

•

Jesus must reign until he has put all enemies under his feet (1 Cor.
15:25).

My Amen: ‘King Jesus, I fall before you, my Lord and my God. As one of your
family, help me to live ‘like royalty’ today.’
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Day 366
20.30 Jesus is the glory of the story (3) – a
pause for reflection
For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ.
And so through him the ‘Amen’ is spoken by us to the glory of God (2 Cor.
1:20).
6. Wise man: Jesus is the one greater than Solomon (Matt. 12:42)
•

Jesus is the supremely wise one (Is. 9:6; 11:2), the embodiment of
God’s wisdom (Matt. 11:25-30; Col. 2:2-3).

•

Jesus is God’s wisdom for us, and the cross is the climactic expression
of it (1 Cor. 1:18-31; 2:6-10).

•

The wise person puts the teaching of Jesus into practice (Matt. 7:2427).

My Amen: ‘Father, the wisdom of this world is foolishness in your sight; help
me to glory only in the cross and boast only in my Saviour.’
7. Temple: Jesus is the new meeting place
•

Jesus, through his death and resurrection, replaces the OT temple as
the meeting place for God and sinners (Matt. 27:50-51; John 2:18-22).

•

Those united to Jesus replace the temple as the place where God dwells
by his Spirit (Eph. 2:19-22; 1 Pet. 2:4-5).

•

When the church is complete and the new Jerusalem comes down from
heaven, the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple (Rev.
21:22).

My Amen: ‘Thank you, Lord Jesus, that through you I have instant access to
the living God and belong to a church without walls.’
8. Lamb: Jesus is the Lamb of God (John 1:29, 36)
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•

Jesus, as the Lamb of God, was slain from the creation of the world
(Rev. 13:8; cf. 1 Pet. 1:18-20).

•

Jesus is the Passover Lamb (Exod. 12:1-13 pointing to 1 Cor. 5:7).

•

Jesus is the triumphant Lamb. In the Book of Revelation, he is referred
to thirty-one times as the Lamb. As such, he is at the centre of the
throne (5:6; 7:17; cf. 22:1-3); is worthy of all worship (5:9-14; 7:9-10;
15:3-4); executes judgement (6:15-16) and is the bridegroom of the
church (19:7-9; 21:9).

My Amen: ‘Lord Jesus, how fitting it is that you who stooped so low should
be exalted so high. Keep me always singing in harmony with the redeemed in
glory!
Closing thought:
None other Lamb, none other Name,
None other hope in heaven or earth or sea,
None other hiding place from guilt and shame,
None beside Thee!
(Christiana G. Rossetti)
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Epilogue: Now What?
We have arrived at the end of our Old Testament journey and the rest of the
story is generally more accessible. But a brief summary might prove helpful.
With Jesus we reach the climatic point of the story, but not its climax.
When Jesus came to this earth, the empires of Assyria, Babylon, Persia and
Greece had given way to the mighty power of Rome that dominated the world
at the beginning of the New Testament. The faithful remnant in Israel longed
for the day when they would see the fulfilment of God’s promise to reign over
all nations. They met in their synagogues and continued to cry out, ‘Lord, how
long?’
Into this world came Jesus with his ringing announcement, ‘The time
has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.’
(Mark 1:14-15) Every devout Jew, however, already knew that God reigns.
They sang of it every Sabbath. So what was new? What was new was the King
was there in front of them. The kingdom of God was not a new political
regime; not a new programme or ideology. The kingdom was becoming a
reality in the person of the King. To know God’s kingly rule, people must
believe in Jesus and go with him. But Jesus, drawing on the Old Testament,
also taught his disciples that those who reign in God’s name will suffer and be
humiliated. Only finally will they be vindicated.
Jesus himself resolutely set out for Jerusalem knowing what lay before
him. He went straight to the temple and cleared it of those who were abusing
it. He pronounced judgment on it in the knowledge that there would soon be a
new temple, built not with the gigantic stones of Herod’s temple, but with the
living stones of renewed men and women. He celebrated a final meal with his
disciples where the bread and wine became symbols of his own body and
blood, given for them. And then he died – under the dark sky of God’s
judgment. When, however, he cried from the cross, ‘It is finished,’ this was no
admission of defeat, but a shout of victory. His sin-bearing work was done.
Now came the hinge on which the whole story turns. He was not
finished. On the third day he rose victorious from the dead. Only the
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resurrection makes sense of subsequent history. After numerous appearances
to his disciples, Jesus told them to wait in Jerusalem for the promised Holy
Spirit who would equip them to be his witnesses. So the New Testament
church was birthed in the remarkable events of Pentecost. The good news
spread, first among the Jews and then among the Gentiles, spear-headed by
the remarkable ministry of Saul the Pharisee (renamed Paul) – the persecutor
turned preacher.
The rapid growth of the church, especially among the Gentiles, threw
up its own problems. Not least of these was the relationship of Jew and
Gentile in the one body. At Antioch a new name was coined for such people.
They were called simply ‘Christians’. Many of the New Testament letters were
written to help Christians grapple with their new position and heritage.
Parallel with Paul’s teaching on the issues of the Old Testament law and
circumcision is the letter to the Hebrews showing how Jesus fulfils all that is
written in the Old Testament concerning the temple, its priesthood and
sacrifices.
The story that began with the creation of the world ends in the book of
Revelation with the vision of a new creation. The revelation of Jesus to the
Apostle John is full of symbols and pictures, and often difficult to piece
together. Rome with its military strength and commercial networks remains
the dominant world power and, in its own eyes, the apex of civilisation. In this
final book of the Bible, we have the ultimate resolution of the conflict between
the empires of this world and the empire of the Lamb. And the Lamb wins!
For all but a relative few, death will remove us from this earth before the
story’s grand denouement. But, while we live on this earth, the glorious story
of redemption must shape all our thinking – for our worldview is now to be
shaped around creation, fall, redemption, and culmination. The story,
however, also shapes our identity and freedom as we live joyfully in the light
of what Jesus has done for us. What is more, the story must shape our
endeavour as we live and labour in the power of the Holy Spirit poured out at
Pentecost. And finally our hope is story-shaped and sure. The visions of the
New Jerusalem and the renewed creation with which the Bible ends are but
the beginning of the story that never ends.
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1 - Day 306
2:1-3, 25-49 - Day 332
3 - Day 307
4:28-37 - Day 1
5 - Day 308
6 - Day 309
7 - Day 333
9:1-19 - Day 310
9:20-27 - Day 334
11:21-45 - Day 361
12 - Day 362
HOSEA
1-2:1 - Day 273
11 - Day 274
11:12-12:6 - Day 112
AMOS
5 - Day 266
9 - Day 268
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JONAH
1 - Day 269
2-3:2 - Day 270
3-4:11 - Day 271
HABAKKUK
1:12-2:20 - Day 296
3 - Day 297
HAGGAI
1 - Day 340
2:1-9 - Day 341
2:20-23 - Day 344
ZECHARIAH
3 - Day 342
4 - Day 343
6:9-15 - Day 344
14 - Day 363
MALACHI
2:17-3:5 - Day 353
3:13-4:3 - Day 354
MATTHEW
1:1-17 - Day 73
2:13-15 - Day 126
2:13-20 - Day 335
3:13-4:4 - Day 126
12:38-45 - Day 272
24:36-44 - Day 63
MARK
4:35-41 - Day 28
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11:12-20 - Day 249
15:38-39 - Day 249
LUKE
1:26-33 - Day 235
2:1-12 - Day 235
4:1-14 - Day 51
9:28-36 - Day 139
19:28-48 - Day 226
22:7-20 - Day 135
24:13-53 - Day 8
JOHN
1:1-14 - Day 19
1:43-51 - Day 110
5:16-19 - Day 35
6:25-51 - Day 147
8:31-47 - Day 92
10:1-18, 27-33 - Day 325
14:1-7, 15-17 - Day 6
17:5, 24 - Day 18
ACTS
2:22-36 - Day 236
3:11-26 - Day 89
3:22-26 - Day 4
4:32-35 - Day 187
6:8-7:19 - Day 74
13:13-41 - Day 237
17:16-34 - Day 34
ROMANS
1:1-6 - Day 7
1:16-32 - Day 48
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3:9-20 - Day 49
4:1-12 - Day 90
4:13-25 - Day 91
5:1-8 - Day 13
5:12-21 - Day 50
5:12-21 - Day 52
8:18-25 - Day 54
16:25-27 - Day 7
1 CORINTHIANS
1:18-2:16 - Day 11
3:10-17 - Day 250
10:1-13 - Day 195
2 CORINTHIANS
1:1-11, 18-22 - Day 15
3:18-4:6 - Day 33
3 - Day 175
GALATIANS
1:1-5 - Day 140
3:6-9 - Day 12
3:1-14 - Day 93
3:15-25 - Day 158
3:26-29 - Day 12
3:26-29 - Day 93
EPHESIANS
1:1-14 - Day 10
2:20-22 - Day 250
PHILIPPIANS
2:5-11 - Day 215
3:4b-11 - Day 70
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COLOSSIANS
1:1-9 - Day 140
1:15-23 - Day 24
1 THESSALONIANS
5:1-11 - Day 5
1 TIMOTHY
4:1-8 - Day 26
HEBREWS
1:1-3 - Day 3
2:5-13 - Day 32
2:14-18 - Day 55
3:1-6 - Day 194
3:7-4:11 - Day 9
3:6-19 - Day 196
4:1-13 - Day 36
4:14-16 - Day 55
4:14-5:10 - Day 167
6:13-20 - Day 97
7:1-17 - Day 77
9:1-12 - Day 178
9:11-28 - Day 160
9:24-28 - Day 3
10:19-22 - Day 178
11:8-10, 13-16 - Day 227
11:8-19 - Day 103
11:32-12:3 - Day 16
12:18-24 - Day 227
12:18-29 - Day 153
13:9-14 - Day 173
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JAMES
2:14-24 - Day 100
1 PETER
1:1-9 - Day 14
1:1-9 - Day 336
1:10-12 - Day 4
2:4-12 - Day 151
2:11-17 - Day 14
3:13-22 - Day 64
5:8-14 - Day 14
2 PETER
3:3-10 - Day 63
3:10-14 - Day 27
1 JOHN
3:7-18 - Day 58
REVELATION
5 - Day 2
15:1-4 - Day 142
21 - Day 228
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Index for Teachers
Many of the daily readings could prove a stimulus to those who teach
Scripture. The story approach of the book should prevent the dangers of
moralizing and spiritualizing mentioned in the Introduction. Characters and
events can be seen in context and due weight given to the theology of each
passage, i.e. its significance from God’s viewpoint. A selection of those judged
suitable has been set out in the order they appear as daily readings.
‘History is bunk’ – or is it? - 1-5, EN 1:1-3
Two keys to unlock the OT - 7-8
Life on the inside - 10-16
Genesis 1 in today’s world - 17, 19-21, EN 3:1, 30, 35
Creation – past, present and future - 17-28, 54
Hitchhikers guide to the OT (keywords that unlock the message):
Creation - (17) 20-21, 30
Fall - 38 (42) 43
Judgement - 45, 47, 61-64
Abraham - (71) 72, 78, 93
Israel - 79, 111-112
Exodus - (118) 119 (131) 132, 137
Sinai - (143) 149-150
Law - 154, 156, 158
Nations - 66-68, 99
Land - 81-82 204
King - 213-215,(217) 229, 235
Disobedience - 252-253 (257) 258
Exile - (276), 289, 294 (305)
Restoration - (337-338) 340-341
Hope - 301-302 or 332 or 353
The OT and the birth of Jesus - 19, 73, 235
Planet earth in God’s purpose:
Created by God - 20-21
Cursed by sin - 45, 54
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Preserved by grace - 60-62, 65, 81-82
Redeemed by Christ - 24, 54
Refined by fire - 27, 54, 228, 359
What is man? - 31-33
Rest assured - 35-36, EN 4:2
The Sabbath issue - 35-36, EN 4:2, 161, 168-169
‘Location is everything’ – or is it? - 37-38, 43, 51
God’s image-bearers - 40, 29-33, EN 4:1
The Fall - 43-45, 47
Life under two reigns - 50, 52
NT light on OT stories:
On the Fall - 51 (53)
On the cursed creation - 54
On the reversal of the Fall - 58
On the God who judges - 63
On baptism - 64
On the Tower of Babel - 68
On Melchizedek - 77
On Jacob’s dream - 110
On the Passover - 134-135
On the Exodus (1) - 139
On the Exodus (2) - 140
On the song of Moses - 142
On the manna - 147
On the nation of Israel - 151
On the terror of Sinai - 153
On the law and the promise - 158
On the old covenant - 160
On the tent of meeting - 173
On Moses’ radiant face - 175
On the Most Holy Place - 178
On caring for the poor - 187
On Moses - 194
On Israel in the desert - 195
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On Israel’s unbelief - 196
On Jonah in the fish - 272
On Israel’s shepherds - 324-325
The story of two sons - 53, 38, 42-52, 55
Judgement Day is coming - 63-64
OT covenants - EN 6:3
With Noah - 65
With Abraham - 71, 80, 85-86
With Israel - 149-151, 158-159
With David - 217, 229-231
New covenant - 160, 175, 300-303, 326-327
The nations in God’s purpose - 66-68
The Tower of Babel - 67-68, 70
The promises that drive the story - 71-72
The promise of descendants - 78-79, 93
The promise of land - 81-82
The promise of personal blessing - 98
The promise of blessing to the nations - 99, 102
God getting ready for Christmas:
The OT story points to Jesus - 73
The first promise of a Saviour - 43-45, 97
Nothing is too hard for the LORD - 87 (88)
God will provide the lamb - 95-96
A prototype for Mary’s song - 212 (210)
From darkness to light - 281
Jesus is coming - 353
Mysterious Melchizedek - 76-77
Abraham and justification by faith - 78, 90-91, 100
Children of Abraham - 92-93
OT prayers:
Abraham - 94
Jacob - 111
David - 230
David - 239
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David - 241
Solomon - 247
Jonah - 270
Jehoshaphat - 277
Daniel - 310
Nehemiah - 349
Three great peaks of Abraham’s faith - 103, 72, 78, 85, 87, 95-97
Jacob and a subversive God - 105-106
Stairway to heaven - 109-110
Jacob, Israel and ourselves - 111-112
The preparation of a servant of God - 121-124
The Passover - 131-135, EN 10:1
Death to the firstborn - 132-133, 136, EN 10:1
There is a Redeemer… - 131, 137-140
Songs of the redeemed - 141-142
In a desert place - 143-148
Living in changing times:
Israel’s motivation and ours - 157
Israel’s prosperity and ours - 186
Israel’s compassion and ours - 187
Israel’s God and ours - 192
God’s presence with his people - 161-163, 180, 164-169, 177-178
Learning from Israel’s desert experience - 179, 195-196, EN 13:1
A wearisome cycle - 197, 206, 209
Two prominent judges - 197, 207-208
How God works in chaotic times - 197, 210-212
Kingship in God’s purpose - 197, 213-215
Songs for every mood:
In time of opposition (16) - 204
In time of presumption (30) - 209
In time of pressure (31) - 224
In time of uncertainty (33) - 22
In time of sin (51) - 239
In time of disillusionment (73) - 130
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In time of mockery (89) - 231
In time of blessing (103) - 242
In time of business (127) - 254
The Jerusalem story - 217, 221, 225-228
King Jesus - 232-237
Meeting Jesus in the Psalms:
The LORD’s Anointed (2) - 233-234
The final Adam (8) - 31-32
The ultimate inheritance (16) - 204
The perfect king (72) - 245
The sustainer of creation (104) - 25
The Son of David (132) - 223
The great fall of a great man - 238-239
Far more than bricks and mortar (the story of the temple) - 246-251
The day of the Lord - 267, 363
Majoring in the Minors:
The message of Amos - 268
The message of Hosea - 273-274
The message of Jonah - 271
The message of Habakkuk - 297
The message of Haggai - 340-341
The message of Zechariah - 342-343
The message of Malachi - 353-354
Prophet on the run (Jonah) - 269-272
God’s amazing love (Hosea):
Love’s toughness - 273
Love’s turmoil - 274
Jeremiah and the new covenant - 276, 286, 300-303
God’s word for exiles A message - 288
A letter - 289
A vision - 291
A parable - 292
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An allegory - 293
A prophecy - 301-302
An action - 290
Exile and beyond (Daniel) - 306, 332, 307, 309, 333, 310, 334, 336, 361-362
How God stirs up his people (Haggai) - 340, 341, 344
God’s two greatest provisions (Zech.3-4) - 342-343 (345)
The hidden God (Esther) - (377) 346-347
Rebuilding walls and community (Nehemiah) - 349-352
Jesus is coming (Malachi) - 353-354
The final chapter in the story (Is.60-66) - 355-362
God keeps all his promises - 364-366
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