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why Jesus chose a man who wrestled with unbelief

by Erin Gieschen

not God

that I do not

accept, you

understand,

it is this world
of God’s, created by God, that I do
not accept.”

Thus says Ivan Karamazov to his
younger brother Alyosha over lunch
in Dostoevsky’s literary masterpiece The
Brothers Karamazop. Ivan is an intellectual
and a self-professed atheist; Alyosha is
a devout Christian training to be a monk.
While Ivan has often said he doesn’t
believe God exists, he admits to his brother
that the baseness of humankind and its
inability to love are really the root of his
doubt. He collects news clippings that
detail acts of cruelty (suffered particularly
by children). In his famous discourse
about guilt and innocence, free will and
evil, Ivan wonders: If God were as good
and just as the Christian faith details in
the person of Christ, then where is He in
the midst of this unthinkable cruelty man
carries out?
Ivan is disappointed and disillusioned

with his idea of God, whose supposed cre-

ation baffles and dismays him. But at the
heart of his doubt is a deep belief in justice.

I am not an atheist, but I relate to
Ivan Karamazov. I follow Christ as did
Alyosha. But like Ivan, I regularly strug-
gle to make sense of the age-old problem
of the world’s pain and how it factors
into God’s goodness and sovereignty.

That’s why I find it heartening that
Jesus chose a man not so unlike Ivan to
follow Him. Thomas, often remembered
as “Doubting Thomas,” is most famous
for his words to the disciples who claimed
to have seen the resurrected Christ:
“Unless I see the nail marks in his hands
and put my finger where the nails were,
and put my hand into his side, I will not
believe it” (John 20:25 N1v).

Thomas wasn’t exactly lacking faith,
though. All the disciples had been through
the most emotionally devastating week-
end of their lives, during which their
cherished hopes had been crushed. Like
some of the others, Thomas was too hurt
to believe the women’s report of the
empty tomb (Luke 24:11).

And he was hardly in the ranks of those
filled with unbelief despite the miracles
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in front of their faces. For them, Jesus
refused to jump when they said, “Jump.”
Thomas’ doubt, on the other hand, was
specific—it sprung from a desire to know
truth, to see reality. He already believed
in Christ. In fact, it was his profound
belief that sharpened his anguish over
his Savior’s death.

And that was exactly the kind of doubt
Jesus was willing to minister to.

HHAT IS THE WAY? HHAT IS THE
TRUTH? HHAT IS THE LIFE?

Thomas was a realist. His other two
recorded exchanges with Jesus reveal a
man of true faith who couldn’t blindly
accept things at face value without first
weighing them.

In John 11, Jesus told the disciples
their next stop was Bethany. Everyone
was worried; they knew the religious
leaders in nearby Jerusalem were looking
for a chance to take Jesus down. So
Thomas reasoned with them: If He was
going to die, they should be there to die
with Him. Not following Jesus was no
longer an option, regardless of the risk.
He was thinking worst-case scenario,
making sure everyone counted the cost.
This speaks to the value of his decision—
if this disciple believed something, he did
so0, not because it “felt right” or because
others were going along; Thomas believed
because after weighing the evidence, he
was willing to stake his life on it.

Later, during Jesus’ last teaching
sessions with His friends, He told them
of an incredible place He would prepare
for them; they already knew “the way.”
But Thomas didn’t hesitate to voice his
confusion. “Lord,” he said, “we don’t
know where you are going, so how can
we know the way?” (John 14:5 N1v) He
wasn’t content to pretend he understood;
he was more interested in the truth than
his spiritual image. And his question was
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rewarded with one of the most pivotal
statements of Jesus” ministry: “I am the
way, the truth, and the life. No one
comes to the Father except through me.”
Maybe Thomas still didn’t fully know
Him yet. But Jesus was willing to assure
His friend with words that would etch
themselves into people’s minds for the
next 2,000 years.

DISaPPOINTMENT HURTS.
FAITH ano HOPE dRE
RISkY. 50 HE OFTEN
DEFAULT TO SOMETHINS
ddFER: DOUBT.

0OUBT and SUFFERING,
F4cE TO FdCE

It would have been enough for the
resurrected Jesus to appear to Thomas
that day. The disciple would have been
unable to deny such concrete, before-
his-eyes reality. But that’s what makes
their encounter so beautiful. When Jesus
said, “Touch the nail scars on my hands;
put your hand in the spear wound in my
side,” He acknowledged that He knew
Thomas (John 20:27, author’s para-
phrase). He knew His disciple’s inmost
thoughts—his disappointment, his pain,



his doubt—and every word he’d spoken.
And then: “Don’t be unbelieving.
Believe” (v. 27 MsG). Obviously, Thomas
couldn’t disbelieve the flesh-and-blood
person standing—intact—in front of him.
Jesus was going deeper, to the nucleus of
Thomas’ faith. Everything he previously
believed God would do had been shat-
tered. No doubt he’d wanted the news of
the resurrection to be true. Every word
that had fallen from Jesus’ lips rang of
truth; and His strange but wonderful
work fell perfectly in line with His words
and resonated with Thomas. But the
crucifixion seemed to discredit all of
this. If Jesus was dead, what new, terrible
understanding might His follower have
to arrive at? This was the raw, open wound
that the living Christ was about to heal.

THE DAN3ER OF HOPE

Disappointment with God can break your
faith—or reveal it for what it truly is. Like
Thomas, half the time that ’m mad at
God has something to do with the fact
that I so deeply believe in His power and
His goodness. After all, if He wasn’t so
good and so powerful, would there be
any point in expecting anything?

Disappointment hurts. Faith and hope
are risky. So we often default to something
safer: doubt. Doubt means you don’t
have to commit to belief or unbelief; you
can wait around and see what happens
before you jump off the clift and find
no one’s there to catch you after all.
The other option (namely, believe and
possibly set yourself up to be let down)
just costs too much—not only do we
want to protect our heart from the vul-
nerability that allows it to be wounded;
we also think we’re protecting our image
of God. No one wants to be angry or
bitter toward Him.

Yet Jesus was well aware that the
other side of Thomas’ doubt was deep,

passionate belief. In His simple words,
He challenged the disciple not to trade
his faith in God’s power for a life of less
struggle—for hopes so low they have

no chance of disappointment. He knew
Thomas’ heart, and the belief at the core
of his doubt. That’s why Christ willingly
bore His scars: proof of His own suffering
that answered Thomas’ disappointment
with the world. Jesus’ nail-pierced hands
testified to His trustworthiness and love,
even in the midst of great suffering.

If there’s any uncertainty that Thomas’
belief was deep, his response to Christ’s
soul-probing words dissolves it. Just as
Peter and Martha’s declarations about
Jesus being the Messiah and the Son of
God were monumental, Thomas’ words
are likewise a profound proclamation.
“My Lord and my God!” he cries with
emotion. My Lord and my God! Where is
the doubt there?

Clearly, Jesus allowed Thomas this
critical encounter with his own faith in
order to solidify it.

I won’t say that I don’t struggle like
Thomas anymore, fearing the risk that
goes hand in hand with hope. The time-
less questions still tend to prevail past the
initial onslaught of pat answers. Yet it’s
the belief deep within us that keeps us
asking questions and wanting to know
the truth firsthand.

Those nail scars themselves speak
louder than the typical human answers
that acknowledge them. Jesus is still
willing to meet us where we are, even in
the midst of our doubt and disappoint-
ment with Him, and speak our language
with patience and grace. So we gradually
realize that because God—the timeless
One, the omnipotent, sovereign One—
humbled Himself to walk with us, to bare
His heart to us at astonishing cost, we too
can hide our truest and most unguarded
selves in His love. $
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How to Handle
Our Pride

READ | 1 Samuel 24:1-22

ride causes us to think we can manage

life’s situations ourselves and make our
own plans. The first two kings of Israel—Saul
and David—illustrate different approaches to
handling pride.

Saul’s high opinion of himself resulted in
decisions that were contrary to the Lord’s
commands. For example, having defeated the
Philistines, the king reasoned that he should
take some spoils of war, even though God had
said otherwise. When confronted by Samuel,
he replied that his plan was “to sacrifice [the
animals] to the Lorp” (1 Samuel 15:15). God
saw through his words to a heart of pride. If
self-centeredness controls our thinking, we’ll
seek ways around divine commands in order
T to serve ourselves. When caught, we may try to

s why H juslt)ify %ur dIisobT,dience, a;liskSiaul di}(li. "

avid—Israel’s second king, chosen while
g OIY Splrlt?) Saul was still on the throne—gdemonstrated
% CVELY behF a willingness to wait for God to initiate his
actual reign. He endured Saul’s jealous rages
and murder attempts but wouldn’t retaliate.
In fact, David refused to seize the throne
when he had the opportunity. He didn’t allow
pride to dominate his thinking. Later on, he
coveted another man’s wife and committed
adultery, but when he was challenged, his
humbled heart prompted repentance.
| To prevent prideful
behavior, we must refuse to act independently
of the Lord. Like David, we should handle
self-centeredness by turning to God in confes-
sion. David’s sins were forgiven. Saul, on the
other hand, never admitted he’d made any
§ mistakes, and that led to his downfall.

THE BIBLE IN

1 Samuel 29-31




Trusting God

| Psalm 25:1-5

ife can seem rather confusing at times.

Sudden changes in our circumstances or
the behavior of others can make us wonder
how to proceed. That’s why God has given
us His Word as a reliable compass to point
the way, especially in perplexing times. But
we need an abiding trust in Him if we are to
effectively use His guidance and follow His
instructions.

* How can we know that God is trust-
worthy? He is the One who created us, sent
His Son to die in our place, and adopted us
permanently into His family. He left no detail
undone in providing for our salvation. With
His great power, He resurrected Christ, and
with that same power, He is able to keep every
one of His promises. These are solid reasons
that we can depend upon Him.

+ What are the signs that we aren’t
trusting the Lord? Relying on other things
to determine our course of action—such as
our reasoning power, material desires, or feel-
ings—shows a lack of trust. Seeking advice
and help from other people instead of from
God’s Word is another indication.

+ What keeps us from placing our full
confidence in Him? One obstacle is a lack
of awareness that God desires an intimate
relationship with us. If we don’t realize that
He is deeply interested in our affairs, then
we won’t look to Him for guidance. A second
barrier is pride. We often would rather rely on
ourselves than depend solely on Him.
| Placing our confidence
in the almighty, eternal triune God is always
wise. He can be trusted in every situation.
THE BIBLE IN

2 Samuel 1-3

God's Guide to
a Victorious Life

| Proverbs 3:5-6

compass indicates four points—north,

south, east, and west—all of which are
necessary for finding direction in the physical
world. For guidance in living the Christian
life, Proverbs 3:5-6 also gives four points:

1. Trust God. He deserves your complete
confidence because He alone does not change
(James 1:17).

2. Do not rely on your own understand-
ing. The human mind is finite, which limits
comprehension. Only God is omniscient. Every
thought and motive is visible to Him—there
is nothing that He doesn’t see (Hebrews 4:13).

3. Acknowledge Him in all your ways.
As the Maker and Savior of all mankind,
God has the right to plan every life. He knits
each person together in the womb, provides
redemption through His Son Jesus Christ, and
gives spiritual gifts to be used on His behalf.
Just as a child will look to his father for help,
believers are to include their heavenly Father
in everything. And while success may tempt
people to feel proud, Christians must guard
against such thinking, which can lead in a
harmful direction.

4. God promises to make your paths
straight. Spiritually, the direct route is easier
to travel and requires less time. But it is not
obstacle-free. As you follow the first three
directional signs, the Father will work on your
behalf to overcome barriers along the way.
NECTEANEEEN| Will you follow God’s
spiritual compass and trust Him wholeheart-
edly? As you reject self-reliance and regularly
acknowledge dependence upon Him, you
will stay on the straight path of godliness.
THE BIBLE IN

2 Samuel 4-6
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Experiencing
Inner Peace

| Luke 8:22-25

esus has promised to give us His peace

(John 14:27)—the kind that enabled Him
to sleep through a fierce storm. Without it,
we will be like the disciples who felt helpless
and afraid. With it, we will experience inner
calmness in the midst of life’s turmoil.

To access the peace of God, we must meet
certain conditions. The first requirement is
to receive the Lord as our personal Savior.
Before salvation, we were by nature opposed
to God. But our redemption changed that.
Romans 5:10 says we now have peace with
Him and are members of His family instead
of His enemies. Fear of death—a major rea-
son that we lack peace—evaporates as we
comprehend the glorious truth that we will
spend eternity in heaven with Him.

Believing in God’s sovereignty is a second
condition for having a tranquil heart. In this
troubled world, personal safety is a major
concern. To combat fear, we must trust that
God controls all things. Knowing that He is in
charge will protect us from anxiety and give
us peace.

The third thing we must do is understand
that God knows our needs and has promised
to meet each one (Philippians 4:19). He is a
loving Father who delights to give good gifts to
His children. We may not receive all we want,
but He'll give us everything that’s necessary
to fulfill His purpose for us.
| Once we have received
Christ as our Savior, the Holy Spirit will
remind us that our future is secure, and our
loving, sovereign God will provide everything
we need.

THE BIBLE IN

‘ 2 Samuel 7-9
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A Peaceful Heart

| Philippians 4:4-7

any of us are at war with ourselves

and don’t even realize it. Some people
experience inner turmoil because they have
never made peace with God. That’s corrected
by receiving Jesus Christ as Savior. Those of us
who already believe may at times feel anxious,
but inner serenity results when we . ..

Accept who God has made us to be. Our
Father chose the time and place we would
be born (Acts 17:26), determined what we’d
look like, and gave us our personality, talents,
and spiritual gifts. Fussing over what He has
chosen for us will keep us unsettled.

Understand His purpose for our life.
Embracing God’s unique plan for us will bring
satisfaction and peace (Proverbs 3:5-6).

Know that we belong to Him. Feeling
disconnected can agitate us, but remembering
that adoption into God’s family is permanent
will keep us steady. Nothing can change the
fact that we are His (John 10:28).

Maintain a clean conscience. When we are
headed in the wrong direction, our conscience
acts as a warning signal. We feel a sense of
guilt or shame that troubles our mind and
keeps peace away. Once we confess our sin
and turn from ungodliness, our conscience
becomes clear once again. Inner turmoil is
replaced with calmness.

Keep a Christ-centered focus. Taking our
eyes off ourselves and steadily looking to
Jesus will give us a quiet spirit.
| A peaceful heart will
become a reality when we embrace who we
are in Christ, confess our sins regularly, and
keep our eyes fixed on Jesus.

THE BIBLE IN

2 Samuel 10-13



The Awesome
Privilege of Prayer

| 1 John 5:11-15

omething amazing happens when we
reach out to our Father through prayer.
We enter into God’s presence and can access
His power on behalf of a lost, hurting world.

Jesus Christ made it possible for us to have
communion with the Father. Because all of us
inherited a sin nature through the first man,
Adam, we’ve been separated since birth from
holy God. Our sin nature placed us under a
death sentence with no appeal. But in order to
give us access to Himself, God sacrificed His
Son Jesus and counted His death as payment
for our sins. When we make a commitment
to Christ by receiving Him as our personal
Savior, our sins are no longer counted against
us. In God’s “accounting books,” our trans-
gressions have been transferred to the Lord,
and His righteousness is credited to us. With
our sins forgiven, we have a new position in
Christ and are free to approach God with the
confidence that He will hear and answer our
prayers (John 14:13).

The One who listens to our petitions also
has the power to answer them. His authority
is unlimited: no individual or government is
mightier, and no one can thwart His plans
(Job 42:2). Through Jesus’ life, we see God’s
omnipotence over nature, disease, and the
plans of man. After the Savior’s death, God
used His divine power to resurrect Jesus and
bring Him to heaven. And this same power
is available to us when we pray.
| Prayer is a key spiritual
discipline in the Christian life—and an awe-
some privilege. It opens the door for us to
approach God and involve Him in our lives.

THE BIBLE IN

2 Samuel 14-16

The Power of Prayer

| Matthew 7:7-11

esus knew the importance of prayer and

practiced it regularly. He often slipped away
from the crowds to commune with God. Then
He would receive the guidance and strength
necessary to carry on His Father’s work.

In teaching about the power of prayer, Jesus
promised that God will answer. He used three
words to help us pray effectively:

Ask—We are to come to God with our
requests. In doing so, we are acknowledging
both our need and God’s ability to meet it.
Jesus assures us that every request will be
granted in accordance with our Father’s best
for us and others.

Seek—Sometimes the Lord asks us to get
involved in the situation about which we are
praying. For example, we may be petitioning
for Him to help us find a new job. He wants
us not only to seek His wisdom and guidance,
but also to take practical steps to find what is
available. When we obey His directions, God
promises to provide the answer.

Knock—In carrying out the Father’s plan,
we’ll encounter obstacles along the way. For
us to overcome them, sustained and persistent
praying may be required. Knocking implies
a level of force being applied so that a door
will open. Once God presents the solution, we
need no longer ask. When He opens up a path,
we should walk on it.

| Prayer engages the Lord
in the personal lives of men and women and
also in the affairs of government. It is the
way we experience oneness with our Father
and receive the essentials we need to carry
out His work.

THE BIBLE IN

2 Samuel 17-19
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Sent to Serve

| John 17:18

00 often, people fall into a belief that they

have no real purpose in life. They get up,
go to work, come home, and zone out in front
of the TV. Then it’s time to go to sleep and
start all over. Where in this routine are they
making time to fulfill their true purpose?

This isn’t the model that Jesus set for us.
When we look at the life of Christ, we can
clearly see that His coming was no accident
and His time was not wasted. He lived His
life “on target.” Scripture shows without a
doubt that Jesus was sent to serve.

Many times in the Gospels, Jesus refers to
having been “sent” by the Father. That word
implies focus and intent. Our Savior didn’t
stumble upon the earthly scene. His coming
was not an accident or a happy coincidence.
The idea is not that Jesus just “appeared”;
He was sent—unleashed upon the world for
a purpose.

And what was that purpose? Matthew 20:28
reveals that Jesus came not to conquer, but
to serve. His life reveals a clear mission, and
everything He does in the Gospels points
back to this four-part purpose: to reveal the
Father, die for sin, save the lost, and provide
abundant life.
| No matter where He
was, who He was with, or what He was doing,
the Lord always kept His eye on His purpose.
What’s more, just as Jesus was sent by the
Father, so we are sent by Christ—to carry
His message of hope throughout the world.
Is this purpose evident in your daily routine?
Pray for clarity and focus as you serve the
Lord today.

THE BIBLE IN

‘ 2 Samuel 20-22
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Because He Came,
We Must Go

| John 20:19-23

an you imagine the intensity that must

have filled the room when Jesus appeared
to His disciples in John 20:19-23? After days
of hiding, afraid for their lives and mourning
the loss of their Master, the followers of Christ
were stunned to see Him standing before them
in a locked room.

If the shock of His appearance wasn’t
enough, think about the statement He made:
“As the Father has sent me, I also send you”
(John 20:21). The weight of that comment
must have seemed overwhelming. After years
of hearing Jesus talk about His divine purpose,
the disciples were given a similar commission:
just as the Father had sent Jesus, so now Jesus
was sending them into the world to spread
the gospel, heal the sick, serve the needy, and
bring glory to the Father.

Many Christians read that passage and
think, I'm sure glad I wasn’t there to receive
those “marching orders.” But guess what?
You were. That room didn’t house just the
11 remaining apostles. Luke 24:33 reveals that
many other followers were “with them.” So in
John 20:21, when Jesus said, “I also send you,”
He was talking to the whole body of believers.
Two thousand years later, this same commis-
sion still applies to you and me.
| Jesus’ command to make
disciples “of all the nations” (Matthew 28:19)
is too big a job for a handful of individuals.
It’s a call for every believer, in every country,
in every generation to accept the mission
anew. Christ is sending you somewhere for a
purpose, whether in your backyard or halfway
around the globe. Are you ready to go?

THE BIBLE IN

2 Samuel 23-24



God’s Will:
The Great Discovery

| Jeremiah 29:11

he Lord has a plan for your life. He has

a perfect will and a specific course in
mind for you. However, many believers are
frightened of God’s will. To them, the idea
of a divine plan isn’t attractive, because it
requires a great deal of trust and faith in the
Father. And, while we are usually quick to
trust God with someone else’s needs, we are
often slow to trust Him with our own.

To make matters more confusing, many
people misunderstand what the Lord’s will
actually is. Some believe it’s a special bit
of knowledge that He imparts only to super-
spiritual people. Others think it is simply
His call to do something dangerous, painful,
or uncomfortable. Too often, God’s will is
seen as something we have to do, whether
we want to or not.

The truth is, God’s will isn’t something to
fear. It’s meant to give us clarity of purpose
and power to live a life of abundant blessing.
It provides us with direction at every turn and
answers to important questions.

In an age where even our cars can receive
real-time, turn-by-turn directions from satel-
lites floating high in space, why do so many
people resist that kind of guidance for their
very lives? Most likely, it's because we want
some advice about how to proceed but prefer
to do the driving ourselves. We may let God
suggest where we should go, but we want to be
the ones holding the steering wheel.
| God knows where you’re
going and how to get you there safely. Don’t
trust Him with just the final destination; let
Him guide each step of the journey.

THE BIBLE IN

1 Kings 1-2

Conformed or
Transformed?

| Romans 12:1-2

f you want a little snapshot of what the

world considers “normal,” just glance
at magazine covers near the grocery store
checkout. There, you will find a stunning
tapestry of lies, rumors, indecency, adultery,
and betrayal. A movie star leaves his wife for
another woman. A pop-singer mom loses
custody of her children because of drug use.
Young girls are taught that their self-worth
is based on outward appearance. These don’t
sound like traditional family values, do they?

And yet, as a culture, we aren’t shocked
by what we see. Even worse, we enjoy it. We
read articles and watch TV shows about such
perversion, as if intoxicated by the “glamour”
of such lifestyles. We fill our homes with a
million little pictures of this distorted reality
and then pack it neatly away when it’s time
for church. Sadly, many of us are living two
separate lives—the one we show God, and
the one we show the world.

Romans 12:2 confronts us with this dispar-
ity head-on. As you think about the images
above, consider the words of the apostle Paul:
“Do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind, so
that you may prove what the will of God is, that
which is good and acceptable and perfect.”
| Is your home being
conformed to the world, or is it being trans-
formed by the Holy Spirit? Would others
see you as a blind follower of the culture’s
ambitions, or would they see the “good and
acceptable and perfect” will of God in your
life? Be honest with yourself as you talk to
the Lord today.

THE BIBLE IN

1 Kings 3-5
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Warning Against
Spiritual Drifting

| Hebrews 2:1-4

ithout an anchor, a “parked” boat will

drift. In a similar way, unless we are
anchored in the Word, we can easily slip
away from a close relationship with God.
The unsecured vessel may float quickly to a
new location, whereas a spiritual change can
occur slowly and without our knowledge.
In fact, because such “slippage” is often
gradual, it’s easy to adjust to each slight shift
and become accustomed to an increasingly
superficial Christian walk.

Spiritual drifting usually indicates living
outside of God’s will. Many choices can lead
to this predicament. First, neglecting prayer,
Scripture, or corporate worship affects one’s
spiritual journey. Second, unless life goals
align with biblical principles, a believer can
easily be enticed by materialism, selfishness,
power, or other worldly values that ultimately
do not satisfy. Third, continual sin will push
a person away from God. Fourth, confusion
about beliefs can lead to discouragement,
doubts, and straying from the Lord.

Being adrift over time can produce devas-
tating results. Christians may eventually lose
interest in the things of God: excitement over
spiritual truths might diminish, and obeying
biblical commands may seem less important.
Then their hearts, which were once pliable,
can lose sensitivity to the Holy Spirit, and they
will miss God’s best for their life. Worst of
all, their waywardness will grieve the Father.
| The Lord graciously
offers forgiveness and open arms to those
who repent. Are you keeping yourself firmly
grounded in His truth?

THE BIBLE IN

‘ 1 Kings 6-7
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Return to the Father

| Acts 13:38

s we saw yesterday, unless we ground

ourselves in God’s Word, we will tend
to drift from Him. Sometimes, the results
are obvious, as with a person who gradually
gives in to greed and eventually finds himself
addicted to gambling. In other situations,
the effects are more subtle.

Either way, living apart from the Lord’s will
grieves His heart and prevents His wandering
child from feeling fulfilled. Only a close rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ can truly satisfy the
soul’s yearning. God wants His followers to
have the peace, purpose, and joy that only He
can provide. He often waits patiently for them
to return. But if they persist, He'll eventually
discipline His loved ones in order to bring
them back to Him (Proverbs 3:12).

When a believer wants to end his drifting,
he should acknowledge his disobedience as
well as the distance it has put between Him
and God. Next comes genuine repentance—
this includes asking forgiveness and deciding
not to continue in the same pattern. Then he
can resume a life of submission to God’s will.
Finally, he should readjust his priorities. The
Lord must come first; a person fully sub-
mitted to Him will make time to study and
meditate on Scripture, worship corporately,
and fellowship with other Christians.
| Thankfully, God truly
is a loving heavenly Father. He longs for us to
walk closely with Him and live the abundant
life that He intended—one full of real peace,
joy, love, and purpose. Ground yourself in
His Word and submit to Him. Nothing else
will satisfy.

THE BIBLE IN

1 Kings 8-10



The Throne of Grace

| Revelation 20:11

e know we’ll encounter trials in our

lifetime—such as the death of a loved
one, relationship conflict, or financial stress.
Where do we go for comfort and help during
these times? Thankfully, the Lord provides
us with the perfect place to turn.

Hebrews 4:16 tells us to “draw near with
confidence to the throne of grace, so that we
may receive mercy and find grace to help in
time of need.” Many people avoid coming
before the throne of God, because they associ-
ate it with condemnation. And while the place
where He abides is holy, it’s also full of His
love, grace, and mercy (Isaiah 6:4-6).

We have access to God’s throne because of
our salvation. Once we accept Jesus’ death as
the atonement for our sin, the heavenly Father
sees us as righteous. This is why Christians can
confidently draw near to Him and find love
and acceptance. The Lord delights when His
children approach Him. Once we come, we
can expect divine grace and mercy to aid us
in our difficulty.

Specifically, God gives us blessings and help
we don’t deserve (grace) while keeping us from
punishment we do deserve (mercy). Of course,
His answer to our cry may not be exactly what
we expect or hope. Yet, just as a loving dad
would do for his child, our Father knows what
we really need and will act in our best interest.
The Lord is trustworthy.
| When trouble comes,
remember to turn to the One who under-
stands your need and is able to help. With
reverence and confidence, approach the
throne of grace.

THE BIBLE IN

1 Kings 11-13

Comfort in Jesus

| Hebrews 4:13-15

hen we face trials, comments like “It’ll
all work out” don’t often comfort us.
We’d rather have a person put his arm around
our shoulder and say, “I've been where you
are; I’'m familiar with the pain you’re feeling.”

People often disappoint us with quick-fix
responses to our hurt. Fortunately, as God’s
children, we can find understanding and help
in our Savior.

Jesus, the High Priest. In Old Testament
days, the high priest would present the blood
from a sacrificial animal before God. This
offering would make atonement for the
people’s sin. Jesus is our High Priest—His
blood, which is the sacrifice for our sin, gives
us access to the Father.

Jesus, our Intercessor. The book of
Romans says, “Christ Jesus, who died—
more than that, who was raised to life—is at
the right hand of God and is also interceding
for us” (8:35 n1v). We are not perfect, but what
a comfort to know that the One who is perfect
speaks to the Father on our behalf.

Jesus, our Friend. “Greater love has no
one than this, that one lay down his life for his
friends” (John 15:13). Jesus is the best friend
we can have. In fact, while Christ is without
sin, He nevertheless understands the range
of emotions we feel and the temptations
we encounter. Remember, He experienced
rejection, temptation, and pain (Isaiah 53:3;
Luke 18:32-33; Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 15:24).
We find comfort in His understanding.
| On whom do you lean
during difficult times? Our Lord Jesus Christ
offers you compassion and help.

THE BIBLE IN
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Living chm’zd
Our Limitations

| Isaiah 55:8-9

efore pushing clients to a new level

of “personal best,” sports trainers will
sometimes have them close their eyes. They
know that people can be limited by what
they see. When sight is no longer an obstacle,
athletes can oftentimes reach beyond what
they originally thought possible.

Likewise, all of us create limitations in our
lives, based on personal experiences and finite
knowledge. For example, we might dismiss the
idea of giving to others, because our finances
seem tight. Or we might allow fear of failure,
harm, or rejection to keep us from living fully
for the Lord. But God is not constrained by our
boundaries, and He wants us to be and do all
that He has planned.

First, identify what you view as limitations.
Is something holding you back from a rich
prayer life and intimacy with God? What’s
keeping you from sharing the gospel or living
a godly life? Perhaps you’re letting personal
details—such as age, health conditions, or
lack of education—hold you back.

Second, release yourself from these bound-
aries by confessing them to God. Then yield
every aspect of your life to His will. Far
from being restricted by our humanness,
God’s power is “perfected in weakness.”
The Holy Spirit enables believers with the
same power that raised Jesus Christ from
the dead (2 Corinthians 12:9; Romans 8:11).
| Romans 8:25 gives us the
last step: to wait expectantly for what the Lord
will do. Faith is the belief in what we cannot
see. Is your limited sight keeping you from
living God’s best?

THE BIBLE IN
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Expanding the
Church’s Horizons

| Acts 1:1-8

he line where the sky meets the earth

is called the horizon. It is the farthest
point of land or water that a person can see.
Yet the universe extends far beyond what the
eye can behold.

In a similar way, the church’s vision can be
limited. While God’s mandate is to bring the
gospel to every nation, believers often confine
their outreach to what they themselves deem
manageable.

Sometimes what holds them back from
fulfilling God’s command is their finite experi-
ences and understanding. In other words, the
believers frequently act according to logic,
whereas our Father calls His children to obey
in faith. For example, rational thought might
lead people to avoid missions in a foreign
country because it isn’t safe. Or perhaps there
is an overwhelming language barrier. Yet no
excuse can nullify the truth of Jesus’ statement:
“The things that are impossible with people
are possible with God” (Luke 18:27).

Therefore, the Lord expects His followers
to obey when He says, “Make disciples of all
the nations” (Matthew 28:19). But He knows
human limitations. So He empowers through
His Spirit (Acts 1:8), providing the guidance,
wisdom, and strength to accomplish His will.

The church is to share the gospel, and God
will call individuals to fulfill this commission
in different ways. All believers are to partici-
pate through prayer, giving, and/or action.
| Pray for direction and
wisdom in communicating the good news of
salvation to the world. The Holy Spirit will
lead and empower you.

THE BIBLE IN

1 Kings 19-22



“Confession of sin comes from the offer of
mercy. Mercy displayed causes confession to
flow, and confession flowing opens the way
to mercy. If [ have not a contrite heart, God’s
mercy will never be mine; but if God had
not manifested His mercy in Christ, I could
never have a contrite heart.”

—William D. Arnot

“The confession of evil works is the first
beginning of good works.”
—Augustine of Hippo

“Confession is the first step to repentance.”
—English proverb

“People think the confessional is unknown
in Protestant churches. It is a great mistake.
The principal change is that there is no
screen between the penitent and the father
confessor.”

—Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr.

“We must lay before Him what is in us, not
what ought to be in us.”
—C. S. Lewis

“It is the duty of nations as well as of men
to confess their sins and transgressions
in humble sorrow, yet with assured hope
that genuine repentance will lead to mercy
and pardon.”

—Abraham Lincoln

“Forgiveness is always free. But that doesn’t
mean confession is always easy. Sometimes
it is hard. Incredibly hard. It is painful
(sometimes literally) to admit our sins and
entrust ourselves to God’s care.”

—Erwin W. Lutzer

| Philippians 4:10-13
ometimes we set ourselves up for defeat
by letting adversity dictate our decisions.

Christianity would have lost a great leader
and teacher if the apostle Paul had stopped
serving the Lord because of his difficulties,
which included shipwreck, persecution,
beatings, and poverty. Instead, he made a
bold proclamation from prison: “I can do all
things through Christ who strengthens me”
(Philippians 4:13 Ngjv).

Paul prepared himself to perform any
service or face any trial for the Lord. His
willingness was rooted in the belief that
God would always be faithful. He could have
regarded prior difficulties as a run of bad
luck and chosen to give up. Instead, the
apostle viewed his experiences as proof that
the Father would provide what was required
in any circumstance. He wrote that he had
learned to be content in every situation,
since God always met his physical, spiritual,
and emotional needs at the right moment
(Philippians 4:12).

The apostle tackled each new challenge
with the confidence that Christ would equip
him to do the job well. Too often people ignore
anew opportunity that feels unfamiliar. Never
having tried it, they anticipate being unable
to meet expectations. But the Lord’s call to
a fresh area of service means He is about
to do a good work through His child.

| If a believer is willing
to serve God in any capacity, he’ll make an
impact for the kingdom. Remember, Paul’s
proclamation is also our own. Truly, we can do
all things through Christ, who is our strength.

THE BIBLE IN )
2 Kings 1-3
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The Power of Christ

| Ephesians 3:13-19

he apostle Paul frequently wrote about

the need to rely upon Jesus Christ’s
strength. He passed on to his readers a
promise that the Lord had given him: “My
grace is all you need. My power works best
in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9 nvt). Paul
was a great Christian leader, but in God’s
eyes, he was no more deserving of grace than
any other believer. You and I can have the
same confidence in the Lord’s power as this
courageous first-century missionary.

When Paul received Jesus as his Savior, he
was adopted as God’ son. Therefore, he had all
the privileges that go with being a reborn child:
his sins were forgiven (Acts 2:38), he was set
apart for the Lord’s service (Galatians 1:15),
and he received the Holy Spirit (John 14:17).
Paul was an effective servant because the Spirit
would release power into his life whenever
God had a purpose for him to fulfill.

Consider Paul’s jail time. The Holy Spirit
provided physical and mental stamina so he
could withstand the rigors of imprisonment.
At the same time, He burdened the hearts of
other believers to provide for Paul’s material
needs (Philippians 4:18). Most importantly,
God’s Spirit expanded the apostle’s ministry
by giving him the courage to speak of Jesus
with his Roman guards (Philippians 1:13).
| The apostle relied upon
God for strength and consequently never
gave up on his faith. We serve the same
all-powerful Lord, which means we have
no excuse for running away from His plan
either. His Spirit dwells in us, ready to release
power when we obey our Father’s call.

THE BIBLE IN
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Obedience:
The Learning Process

| Ephesians 6:1-6

od wants us to obey so that He can guide

us to fulfill a divine plan and purpose
for our lives. But submission to His will does
not come naturally. In order to instruct us in
obedience, the Lord requires that we comply
with earthly authority.

A child is to honor and obey his parents
(Exodus 20:12; Ephesians 6:1)—God planned
that our early experiences of authority and
obedience would involve those who love us and
care about our best interest. All human beings,
however, are born with rebellion in their spirit.
For example, toddlers often willfully defy
warnings not to touch forbidden items. But
as a child grows, his parent’s repeated admo-
nitions and discipline teach that mastering
rebellion leads to greater privilege and a solid
relationship with Mom and Dad.

As he matures, a child encounters other
authority figures: teachers, police officers,
coaches, etc. Then when a young adult takes a
job, the command to submit to one’s employer
becomes applicable (Ephesians 6:5).
| God places authority
figures in our life (Romans 13:1). Since these
men and women are human, they will make
mistakes and sometimes treat us unfairly.
But they’re still His instruments. Whether
or not we approve of the way we are ruled,
our parents, employers, and other authori-
ties teach us that obedience has value and
disobedience has consequences. Therefore,
we already understand the basic principles
of submission when it’s time to decide about
yielding our will to God—a perfect Father,
who desires only the best for His children.
THE BIBLE IN
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Obedience Through
Meditation

| Joshua 1:7-9

or believers to obey the Lord, daily

meditation upon Scripture is essential.
Yet many Christians try to live within the
will of God while opening the Bible only at
church. This practice is akin to playing in
a basketball game without attending any
practices—it results in a lot of errors and
frustration.

The Bible’s purpose is to shine a light on
God’s true nature and teach believers His
principles and commands. This equips them
to make decisions that are pleasing to Him. I
once skipped reading God’s Word for a week
so that I would know what non-meditating
believers experience. Even in so short a time,
I got “rusty”—my thinking was clouded, my
attitude suffered, and I could feel my heart
growing cool to God. Daily meditation keeps
us focused upon our Father.

Learning about the Lord will not do us
much good if all the knowledge remains in
our head. Meditation is a tool that encourages
believers to use godly principles in the world.
The practice of reflecting on Scripture involves
reading a passage and then asking ourselves,
What was God doing/teaching in these verses?
and How do His instructions relate to my heart
and life? Another important question is, How
can I apply these words today?
| In keeping with the
basketball analogy, we can think of the Bible
as our playbook for a successful Christian
life. We don’t want to be unprepared team
members. If we’re going to follow the Lord’s
will and please Him, we must read and medi-
tate on His Word regularly.

THE BIBLE IN

2 Kings 9-10

How to Give

| 2 Corinthians 8:1-6

he first-century church in Jerusalem

was impoverished. Jews who became
Christians were often ostracized, and their
businesses suffered. This affected local giving
and increased the number of poor. As the
church grew, resources were spread thinner.
So as he traveled, the apostle Paul asked his
congregations to aid the mother church.

Many of these bodies of believers were also
in financial crisis, but they pledged help for
Jerusalem anyway. The Corinthian church
was among those that agreed to send sup-
port (2 Corinthians 8:10). To inspire them to
meet or exceed their goal, Paul described the
Macedonians’ sacrificial giving as an example.
He noted that despite being poor, that church
managed to give beyond its ability—and did so
with joy. Like the widow whom Jesus praised
for giving her last coins to the temple treasury,
the Macedonians’ gift was liberal, compared to
its resources (Mark 12:43). The congregation
trusted God to provide the gift and to continue
meeting their needs.

Modern believers have much to learn from
the Macedonians’ example. The amount we
donate towards God’s work is less important
than our feelings about giving. Generosity is
a quality of the heart—an attitude that grows
out of a believer’s thankfulness for the Lord’s
spiritual and material provisions.
| God wants us to be givers
because the act of charity spiritually enriches
the benefactor. The Lord will pour blessing
upon a generous heart, according to His
promise in Luke 6:38: “By your standard of
measure it will be measured to you in return.”
THE BIBLE IN
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God’s Financial Plan

| Acts 20:33-35

he Lord wants us to make wise decisions

that are based on sound principles. But
choices that follow His will aren’t always
compatible with the world’s way of doing
business. For instance, some people may be
surprised that the foundational concept of
God’s financial plan is to give rather than to
save or invest.

+ Give sacrificially. When the average
person decides how much to donate toward
charity, he considers his income versus his
expenses and chooses an amount that feels
comfortable. In contrast, a sacrificial offering
can mean a believer follows the Holy Spirit’s
leading to pledge resources beyond his means.
Initially, some Christians may feel worried
about exercising their faith in this way. But
thankfully, God has promised to meet His
children’s needs (Philippians 4:19), and He is
totally trustworthy.

* Give compassionately. Psalm 24:1 tells
us that all resources belong to God. Believers
with a generous spirit hold their material pos-
sessions loosely and desire to use their share
of the Lord’s wealth to spread His blessing. A
missionary, charity, or pastor does not have to
beg them to part with their money.
| God’s financial plan
differs from any we will see in the world,
but His principles have proven effective.
The Bible and church history show that for
thousands of years, His followers have cho-
sen to give from a compassionate heart and
a sacrificial spirit. And He rewards them
with increased faith and enough material
goods to meet their needs.

THE BIBLE IN
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God Bless You!

| Genesis 12:1-4

od bless you!” We hear that all the time,

don’t we? From the pastor’s benediction
in worship to a simple courtesy when someone
sneezes, we hear wishes of God’s blessing so
often that we don’t even stop to consider what
the phrase means.

Let’s break away from the colloquialism
and discover what it truly means to be blessed
by the Lord. In Genesis 12, God’s commission
of Abram shows His wonderful promise to
make the man into a great nation and give
him a great and enduring name. More than
that, God extends His blessing to those close
to Abram and ultimately takes it to a global
scale, pledging to bless the entire world by
what He is doing in this one person’s life.

So, when the Lord speaks about blessing
someone, it’s a promise to intervene in that
individual’s life in a mighty, obvious way.
This could mean a thriving, happy family
or, possibly, financial prosperity. Maybe
it involves emotional security or spiritual
insight. The heavenly Father might have
in mind to give honor, wisdom, or lasting
purpose. We see every one of these things
in God’s pledge to Abram alone!

But let’s not overlook two important con-
ditions for the Lord’s favor. From Abram’s
life, we see that God values obedience and
faith (Genesis 12:4; 15:6 22:2, 12).
| God wants to bring
abundance into your life. Be sure His blessing
isn’t being hindered. Ask, Am I trusting Him?
Have I ignored something He has asked me to
do? Give in to His call, and open your arms
to receive what your Father longs to give you.
THE BIBLE IN
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Blessed With Less

| Psalm 81:6-16
oday’s passage paints a popular picture
of the Lord’s blessing. We read that and
assume, If I just listen and obey God, He’ll give
me more and more! We tend to think of bless-
ings as new benefits He gives us to enjoy.

We might praise God for the extra blessing
of a salary increase. We may thank Him that
He blessed us with a new relationship. In
our minds, the term “blessing” has become
synonymous with “gift,” hasn’t it?

Many believers may be surprised to hear
that God often blesses us by taking things
away. They think, What? How can God benefit
me by giving me less of what I enjoy?

This way of thinking reveals a problem
of pride. It’s easy to assume we know what’s
best for ourselves. Our logical conclusion is,
If I enjoy something, then it must be good and
proper. As such, the Lord’s blessing should give
me more of that, right?

Wrong. God brings things into our lives
that He knows will bless us. Our shortsighted
perspective keeps us from seeing the whole
picture, but He sees all from beginning to end.
He knows whether a particular relationship or
more money would ultimately be a blessing
or a curse. In some situations, the best thing
He can “give” is to take something away.
| The Lord isn’t a cosmic
Santa Claus. Sometimes, in His wisdom, He
chooses to “bless with less.” Can you remem-
ber a particular loss or disappointment that
caused you to question whether He was
acting in your best interest? With time and
perspective, can you now see God’s loving
care for you in taking something away?

THE BIBLE IN

2 Kings 21-22

Megaphones
for Christ

| 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10

ave you ever attended a professional

sports event? Many thousands of people
cheer and scream as loudly as they can, as if
their shouts were actually willing their teams
to victory. People certainly get excited about
their favorite teams.

How many believers do you know who put
that same passion and intensity into their
faith? How often do you proclaim the saving
truth of Jesus Christ as loudly as a football
fan proclaims his allegiance?

In his letter to the church at Thessalonica,
the apostle Paul rejoices in the young con-
gregation’s passion for telling the world
about Christ. Because the city was a busy
seaport, he knew that the church there had
the ear of the whole world. Travelers would
hear the gospel and then take it back to their
own communities.

By saying that the word of the Lord had
“sounded forth” from the church, Paul painted
a powerful word picture (1 Thessalonians 1:8).
Long before there were microphones and
loudspeakers, a long, curved device known
as a sounding board was used to amplify a
public speaker’s voice. So Paul was praising
the Thessalonians for being a living mega-
phone that proclaimed Christ.
| If you’re a “fan” of Jesus,
then you have the responsibility of sharing
with the world who He is and what He has
done. Shout it from the rooftops! Fill entire
stadiums with the thunder of your praise!
Don’t just show the people around you who
your favorite sports team is. Make sure they
know who your Savior is too.

THE BIBLE IN
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INEVERY
COLLECTION!

Each of these CD collections feature six of

Dr. Stanley’s best-loved teachings on a single topic.
Every series is a treasury of foundational truths that
will be an invaluable resource for your personal
library—and a great introduction to Dr. Stanley’s
teaching for friends and loved ones.

Experience freedom—in any situation.

If you’re feeling stressed and full of insecurities, you’ll find
these messages liberating.

TITLES INCLUDE:

e Peace With One Another e Peace With Ourselves

e How to Protect Our Peace e |s Peace Possible in Bad Times?
e Unshakable Peace e Peace in Times of Trouble

Messages on Peace | $38.00

Find love in all the right places.

From the intricacies of relationships to the motive behind
God’s actions, this practical series shows how your deepest
needs can be satisfied.

TITLES INCLUDE:

e |s It Love or Lust?  The Unconditional Love of God
 The Passion of God’s Love e Qur Love Life
e Love’s Hidden Enemy e The Positive Power of Love

Messages on Love | $38.00

Take shelter from the storm.

These messages are overflowing with comfort for your soul.
Makes a perfect gift for anyone you want to encourage.

TITLES INCLUDE:

e When We Feel Helpless e Unshakable Faith in Uncertain Times
e The God of All Comfort e The Believer’s Valley Experiences
e Healing Our Hurts e Walking Through the Darkness With God

Messages on Comfort | $38.00

US: 800-333-5849 Canada: 800-323-3747



Get a new perspective on heaven.

An invaluable resource for both seckers and mature believers,
this series will set you on the road that leads to your true home.

TITLES INCLUDE:

e The Only Door to Heaven e A Place Called Heaven

e Eternal Life: Do You Want It? e The God Who Cares Enough to
e Where Will You Spend Eternity? Prepare Heaven for Us

e Life in Our Heavenly Home

Messages on Heaven | $38.00

Revolutionize your prayer life.

In these timeless messages, Dr. Stanley shows you how to deepen e
your intimacy with God by developing a lifestyle of prayer. M — F?- :
TITLES INCLUDE:

e Solving Problems Through Prayer e A Life-Changing Prayer

e Making the Most of Your Prayer Life e A Pattern of Powerful Prayer
e The Price of Prayerlessness e The Priority of Prayer

PIofer

b

Messages on Prayer | $38.00

Get in on God'’s plan for your life.

Do you find it difficult to discern God’s voice? In this series,
you’ll learn how to make decisions that fall in line with His
perfect will for your life.

TITLES INCLUDE:

e How to Get the Most Out of Your Work e God’s Guide to Life at Its Best
e Finding Clear Guidance e God Has a Plan for You

e He Will Show You His Will e Seeking God’s Guidance

Messages on Guidance | $38.00
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