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March 1

“Such is the end of all who go after ill-gotten gain; 

it takes away the lives of those who get it.” -- 1:19.


The Bible contains so much about David that one month isn’t enough to cover all that needs to be said.  So we will borrow a few days from March to complete our study.  We left off in February as Absalom had stolen the hearts of the men of Israel.  Standing at the gate, he told the people that if he were in charge, things would be better for them.  


Then one day he made his move:  

A messenger came and told David, “The hearts of the men of Israel are with Absalom.”  Then David said to all his officials who were with him in Jerusalem, “Come!  We must flee, or none of us will escape from Absalom.  We must leave immediately, or he will move quickly to overtake us and bring ruin upon us and put the city to the sword” (2 Samuel 15:13-14).


Absalom was so hungry for power that he would have killed his own father to get it!  The spirit of Absalom still shows up in life, sometimes even in churches.  There are always those who say, “If I were in charge, things would be different.”  Often the youth director wants to be the associate pastor, the music director wants to be the pastor, and the associate pastor wants to be bishop.  There may be plenty of gossiping, backbiting, and political maneuvering to go along with the ambition, sometimes making churches less than pleasant places to work.


Today’s verse tells you that power achieved through wrong means takes away the life of those who get it.  Absalom paid for his ambition with his life.  Contrast his death with that of Jesus, who gave His life as a ransom for many:

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death -- even death on a cross!  (Philippians 2:5-8).


Absalom lost his life, but Jesus showed you how to find it.  Jesus endured the cross and 

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father (Philippians 2:9-11).


The choice is yours.  You can follow the world's prescription and promote yourself, or follow Jesus' example of humility and long-suffering.   Ask God to empty you today of conceit and selfish motives.  Look to serve the Lord and others, and let God handle your career or ministry.  By so doing, you may lose your life in the short run, but gain it back and enjoy many years of fruitful service.

March 2

“Wisdom will save you from the ways of wicked men . . . 

who leave the straight paths to walk in dark ways.” -- 2:12-13.


I was on my knees praying my best religious prayers and reminding God of His promises to provide for my family and me.  But the more I prayed, the poorer I got!  Then one day the Lord spoke to me; it was my attitude that had hindered the provision and not His ability to provide!  When my attitude improved, so did my finances.  God gave me wisdom and it saved me from the ungodly path I was on.


After David had put Absalom’s rebellion behind him, he faced a new dilemma:   “During the reign of David, there was a famine for three successive years; so David sought the face of the Lord.  The Lord said, ‘It is on account of Saul and his blood-stained house; it is because he put the Gibeonites to death’” (2 Samuel 21:1).


Joshua had made a covenant with the Gibeonites that they would dwell with Israel in safety, although they would serve Israel as “woodcutters and water carriers for the house of my God” (Joshua 9:23).  Hundreds of years later, Saul took it upon himself to break that covenant by destroying the Gibeonites.  


We aren’t told what Saul did to them or when he tried to do it.  According to today’s verse, Saul left the straight paths he inherited from his fathers and walked in dark ways.  “But Saul in his zeal for Israel and Judah had tried to annihilate them” (2 Samuel 21:2).


Today’s verse promises that wisdom will save you from the ways of men who have departed from the straight paths.  David received the wisdom that broke the famine, but it took three years of suffering in the land for him to ask!  I'm sure David tried everything before then; perhaps he prayed for rain, rationed food, and  tried to import food from neighboring lands.  Having done all he could, David finally asked for wisdom and discovered the source of the famine.  


The predicament in which you may find yourself might seem complicated, but God’s answer to solve it seldom is.  It won’t take the mind of a rocket scientist to apply the simplicity of God’s wisdom to the most challenging of situations.  The first step is to ask and the second step is to listen.  Of course, by asking for God’s wisdom you admit that you need help and that the answer isn’t within your grasp.  Take that step of humility and show God that you’re willing to face reality, even if it means that you’re wrong.  Then count on His wisdom to deliver you from darkened paths that you or someone else may be walking.

March 3

“When you lie down, you will not be afraid; 

when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet.” -- 3:24.


I hear many people say that they have trouble sleeping.  Even though they are spiritual, they go to bed worried and stay up because they’re burdened or anxious.  Now there are times when the pressures of life or the emotions from a traumatic experience can get to anyone.  But this should be the exception and not the rule.


When David had been delivered “from the hand of all his enemies and from the hand of Saul” (2 Samuel 22:1), he composed a long song found in 2 Samuel 22.  The song began with: 

“The Lord is my rock, my fortress and my deliverer; my God is my rock, in whom I take refuge, my shield and the horn of my salvation.  He is my stronghold, my refuge and my savior -- from violent men you save me” (2 Samuel 22:2-3).


David faced some life-threatening situations and learned that God was indeed his refuge.  Fleeing from Absalom, David wrote:  

“O Lord, how many are my foes!  How many rise up against me!  Many are saying of me, ‘God will not deliver him.’'  But you are a shield around me, O Lord; you bestow glory on me and lift up my head.  To the Lord I cry aloud, and he answers me from his holy hill.  I lie down and sleep; I wake again, because the Lord sustains me” (Psalm 3:1-5 emphasis added).


In another place he wrote: 

Many are asking, “Who can show us any good?”  Let the light of your face shine upon us, O Lord.  You have filled my heart with greater joy than when their grain and new wine abound.  I will lie down and sleep in peace, for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety (Psalm 4:6-8 emphasis added).


If David could sleep while going through all his troubles, how about you?  Solomon learned this lesson from David, for he said:  “In vain you rise early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat -- for he grants sleep to those he loves” (Psalm 127:2 emphasis added).  You can rest because “he who watches over Israel will neither slumber nor sleep” (Psalm 121:4).


The key to overcoming anxiety is found in Philippians 4:6:  

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.”  When worries press you, don't ignore them but pray them through.  Pray until God lifts the burden from you, for the promise in the next verse states, “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus (Philippians 4:7).  

You’ll know you’ve prayed them through when you have peace.


Today’s verse promises peaceful rest and freedom from fear for those who walk in wisdom.  Seek His wisdom in prayer and then go to bed.  Leave your burdens beside the bed and get some rest.  When you awake in the morning, you’ll be fresh and the burdens that you left there will have diminished or gone away some time during the night.

March 4

“She will set a garland of grace on your head 

and present you with a crown of splendor.” -- 4:9.


He was 15 and she was 23 when they got married.  It was a marriage destined to fail, or so it would seem.  But today that couple, after 25 years of marriage, are pastoring a church.  They have seven children, most of whom are serving the Lord.  This couple has a wonderful ministry and bless many people on a daily basis.


If I were God, I would not have blessed that relationship.  But God blesses people I wouldn’t bless (and that's why you should be glad I’m not God).  There are some people with whom I disagree or in whom I see some major flaws.  Yet the grace of God is on them, and I’ve had to learn to give grace to those with whom God is also gracious.  And this has been an important lesson for me, for as I’ve matured, I've come to realize that God has been just as kind to me as to those whom I’ve judged..  


Solomon is a wonderful example of God's grace.  As you know, David got Bathsheba pregnant while her husband Uriah was off to battle.  David then tried to cover his sin by having her husband come home and sleep with her.  When that didn’t work, David conspired to have Uriah placed in the thick of a battle.  Uriah was consequently killed and David immediately took Bathsheba as his wife.


Bathsheba gave birth to a son and it seemed as if David had pulled off this nasty scheme without getting caught.  But Nathan the prophet confronted him, exposing his sin. The baby from that illicit union died and the promise came to David that the sword would never depart from his house.  It seemed as if the Lord would have nothing but trouble for David the remaining days of his life.


Yet at that point the grace of God showed up:  

Then David comforted his wife Bathsheba, and he went to her and lay with her.  She gave birth to a son, and they named him Solomon.  The Lord loved him; and because the Lord loved him, he sent word through Nathan the prophet to name him Jedidiah (2 Samuel 12:24-25).  


The son born after the one who died was Solomon, one of the greatest kings that the world has ever known!  What an example of God's grace!  


The Lord sent word through the same prophet who had confronted David that the child was “Jedidiah,” which means “loved by the Lord.”  How could God love this child whose parents had been so wrong?  He loved him because He's a God full of grace and compassion.  


If He could bless that child, who can you bless?  Are you a channel of God's grace or do you want to be like Nathan when he confronted David with his sinful behavior?  All too often the church has chosen to preach judgment and not grace.  God doesn't ignore sin, but He doesn’t dwell on it either.  Instead He pours out His grace to those who sometimes least deserve it, and He then expects you to do the same.  Look for how you can give away some grace today, the same grace that you received from the Lord.

March 5

“Now then, my sons, listen to me; 

do not turn aside from what I say.” -- 5:7.


It was one of those teachable moments.  My young son and I were sharing a bed while on a family vacation.  In the early morning hours, we both found ourselves awake and began to talk.  It was a special time when my son was asking all the right questions and I had all the right answers.  We both eventually fell back to sleep, but I still remember that talk in a San Francisco motel room.  I would like to think that David had similar times with his own sons, especially Solomon.  


Today’s verse exhorts sons not to turn aside from what their father is telling them. This assumes, of course, that the father has something to say that’s worth holding onto.  Mothers and fathers should have a philosophy of life centered on who God is and what He does.  Once they have that philosophy, they must communicate it every chance they get in accordance with the command of Moses:  “Only be careful, and watch yourselves closely so that you do not forget the things your eyes have seen or let them slip from your heart as long as you live.  Teach them to your children and to their children after them” (Deuteronomy 4:9).


You saw in our study several days ago how David composed a long song to commemorate his many deliverances from his enemies.  After testifying about God's power to deliver, he then made this statement: 

To the faithful you show yourself faithful, to the blameless you show yourself blameless, to the pure you show yourself pure, but to the crooked you show yourself shrewd.  You save the humble, but your eyes are on the haughty to bring them low (2 Samuel 22:26-28).


While you can’t manipulate God to do what you want, you can help determine how He will respond to you.  If you’re faithful, He’ll show Himself faithful toward you.  If you try to outsmart God, He'll only meet you in the same manner and, of course, outsmart you every time.  


You’ll do yourself and your children a favor by coming to grips with this truth.   God is gracious, but He’s also just.  James wrote, “Come near to God and he will come near to you” (James 4:8).  You may need God to come near to you, but first you must come near to Him.  James went on to write, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up” (James 4:10).


Are you feeling as if the Lord hasn’t been responding to you as you would like?  Then ask yourself how you’ve postured yourself toward Him.  Your attitude and actions will determine to a great extent God’s attitude and action toward you.  Maybe today you need to stop complaining about God and repent of your own behavior.  The promise holds that if you draw near to Him, He’ll draw near to you.  Draw near today, and prepare the way for the Lord to show Himself near to you.

March 6

“For these commands are a lamp, this teaching is a light, 

and the corrections of discipline are the way of life. . . .” -- 6:23.


This would be the plot Hollywood movies are made from.  Picture the movie’s hero, a brave king,  lying on his deathbed.  He summons his son and, in the midst of tears and hugs, gives the next king final instructions.  As he finishes, the old king dies and everyone lives happily ever after to the sounds of dramatic music.  


That was the exact scene (without the music) described in 1 Kings 2:2-4 as David talked to Solomon for the last time:  

“I am about to go the way of all the earth,” he said.  “So be strong, show yourself a man, and observe what the Lord your God requires:  Walk in his ways, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements, as written in the Law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all you do and wherever you go, and that the Lord may keep his promise to me:  ‘If your descendants watch how they live, and if they walk faithfully before me with all their heart and soul, you will never fail to have a man on the throne of Israel.’”


The last words of a dying person can contain something significant, and these were no exception.  In those few sentences, David summed up what he felt to be the most important advice to the new king.  Today’s verse reiterates his last words, for the writer maintains that the commands and teaching of the Lord are the most critical elements for a successful kingdom, ministry, or life.


Perhaps David’s most profound statement was, “I am about to go the way of all earth.”  The end of any ministry, reign, or life is at hand even from the beginning.   Someone once said, “We are born to die.”  The psalmist wrote, “Do not  put your trust in princes, in mortal men, who cannot save.  When their spirit departs, they return to the ground; on that very day their plans come to nothing” (Psalm 146:3-4).


David gave Solomon good advice.  He acknowledged his own limitations and then pointed Solomon in the right direction.  Reminding him of God’s promise, he urged his son to obey the Lord with all his heart.  Solomon’s throne would not be preserved through being the son of David, but rather as a son of God.


That’s good advice to you as well.  If you “watch how you live” and walk before the Lord with all your heart and soul, you’ll prosper.  But no matter how much you prosper, the end will come one day and you’ll have to pass on to another your position and what you’ve done.  The knowledge of your ultimate end will keep you humble as God blesses you now according to the faithfulness of your walk.  


March 7

“Now then, my sons, listen to me; 

pay attention to what I say.” -- 7:24.


My heart went out to him and my hand started for my pocket.  I’d met the man standing before me when I ministered in a jail.  Now he stood before me and convincingly poured out his heart.  It was our church’s policy, however, not to give to anyone (in most cases) until they had attended church and established a relationship with some of the members.  Several weeks later I got the word:  He was a con man, and the few dollars we had given him had been poorly invested.


In David’s last words to Solomon, he gave final instructions concerning some of the men in his own administration.  About Joab, David said, “He killed them, shedding their blood in peacetime as if in battle. . . . Deal with him according to your wisdom, but do not let his gray head go down to the grave in peace” (1 Kings 2:5-6).  


Then there was Shimei, and David had this to say:  

“You have with you Shimei son of Gera. . . who called down bitter curses on me the day I went to Mahanaim. . . . Do not consider him innocent.  You are a man of wisdom; you will know what to do to him.  Bring his gray head down to the grave in blood” (1 Kings 2:8-9).


Now these statements may come across as harsh and vindictive, and I suppose to some extent they are.  But let’s look at the facts.  Joab had murdered innocent men and Shimei had cursed the king when he was fleeing from Absalom.  Neither man had repented of his sins, although their fear of David seemed to keep them in line.  Now that David was dying, he was saying to Solomon, “Watch out for these two.  They will talk a good talk, but you can't trust them.  You may want to trust or ignore them, but don't.”


True to David’s words, Joab wasn’t to be trusted, for he soon conspired against Solomon.  Solomon gave Shimei orders not to leave Jerusalem, but he ignored that order and went off to capture some runaway slaves.  Solomon then put both men to death according to his father's instructions.  He was true to today’s verse; he paid attention to what his father said and it helped to establish his throne.


As a leader, pastor, or supervisor, you must deal with the tendency to trust those who have proven themselves untrustworthy in order to maintain a peaceful relationship with them.  You must still give grace and be kind, but you can’t be naive.  Paul warned the Ephesian elders, “I knoe that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock.  Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:29-30).  You can't make a wolf into a pet; you must keep the wolf away from the flock.  


If there are those who have proved themselves unworthy of trust, require that they earn it back.  If they’re unwilling to do that, but want to talk their way back into your good graces, resist them even though your heart may want to do the opposite.  Believing in Jesus shouldn’t make you an easy mark, but rather should make you one who has discernment and wisdom in your dealings with both sheep and wolves.   

March 8

“Listen to my instruction and be wise; do not ignore it.” -- 8:33.


I had heard stories about this, but never thought it would happen to me.  There I was, in the darkness of early morning, going to retrieve my son.  He had done something stupid and I was called to go get him.  Not knowing what to expect or how to handle it, I was partially relieved to hear him say to me, “You were right.  I never thought it would ever come to this.”  He had ignored my advice and now he was paying for it.  Fortunately, the consequences of his mistake weren’t serious.


Yesterday we studied David’s advice to Solomon concerning Joab and Shimei and how Solomon followed through on that counsel.  But David also had these words to say just before he died:  “Show kindness to the sons of Barzillai of Gilead and let them be among those who eat at your table.  They stood by me when I fled from your brother Absalom” (1 Kings 2:7).


The Bible doesn’t tell whether or not Solomon did anything for the sons of Barzillai, but we know that the Lord did.  When the exiles returned from captivity five hundred years later, there was a priest named Barzillai in their number.  We are told that he was “a man who had married a daughter of Barzillai the Gileadite and was called by that name” (Ezra 2:61).  



The Lord rewarded the loyalty of that family by preserving their family line for centuries.  When they had no sons among the faithful, a son-in-law who was a priest took the family name and returned with the remnant from Babylon.  Now if the Lord did all that to reward faithfulness and loyalty, shouldn't you do the same?


If you’re an employer, how have you rewarded and honored your faithful employees?  "Look!  The wages you failed to pay the workmen who mowed your fields are crying out against you" (James 5:4).  As a parent, have you tried to be “fair” and do the same for all your children, or have you rewarded faithfulness where it was demonstrated?  As a spiritual leader, have you promoted those who have worked the hardest, or have you given rewards to family members or those who “look” the best (or who make you look good)?


David’s advice to Solomon is good advice for today.  Make it your goal to reward loyalty and performance.  If you, with the best of intentions, reward those who meant well but didn’t produce, you’re not helping them or being fair to those who have been faithful.  In one of Jesus’ parables, the master rewarded those who took what they had and produced more, while he chastised those who maintained only what they had.  Look today to do good to those who have been productive and you will please the Lord by blessing what He has already blessed.

March 9

"For through me your days will be many, 

and years will be added to your life." -- 9:11.


This may be my last day on earth.  That is something I think about from time to time as I work, fellowship, spend time with my family, or get uptight.  I also think of the verse in the Amplified Bible describing David’s life:  “He died in a good old age [his seventy-first year] full and satisfied with days, riches, and honor; Solomon his son reigned in his stead” (1 Chronicles 29:28 NAS).


After all the battles David fought and arrows he dodged, he lived to be in his 70’s.  In spite of all the pressure and mistakes, he survived and prospered.  It says he was “full of days.”  That means he didn’t spend his life in front of the television set or collecting stamps. He wasn’t a sports junkie, nor did he retire and travel the world.  David didn’t retire from serving the Lord, but was productive to the end.  He even made a huge contribution toward the building of the temple as he turned the plans for its construction over to Solomon.


I want to die satisfied with my days, knowing that I did the most I could with the time and opportunities I had.  I want it said about me what Paul said about David:  “For when David had served God's purpose in his own generation, he fell asleep” (Acts 13:36).  When I fall asleep, I want to have given my all to accomplish my purpose to my own generation. 


Today’s verse says that wisdom will add days and years to your life.  Your days are numbered already, so wisdom can’t actually prolong your life.  Wisdom can, however, help you make the most of the days that you do have, keeping you from wasting them or investing them where they don't count.


Wisdom will help you heed Paul's warning:  “Be very careful, then, how you live -- not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16).  The wise take advantage of every opportunity; fools don’t even notice as chances to do great things pass them by.


What’s your purpose in life?  Is it a condo in Florida after so many years of work?  Or is it to see the kingdom of God advanced on earth with you playing a role in it happening?  I encourage you to make the most of your time.  Be faithful with what’s before you, and God will increase your sphere of influence.


As we close the study of David’s life, I challenge you to impact your generation as David did his.  Build something that you can turn over to your spiritual children after you.  Don’t waste your life on trivial things, but rather lay up treasures in heavenly places.  When you die, be “full of and satisfied with days,” having no regrets for having missed the opportunities that came your way.

March 10

“The fear of the Lord adds length to life, 

but the years of the wicked are cut short.” -- 10:27.


I have a sure way to add years to your life.  No, it isn’t an exercise program, diet, secret potion, or vitamin supplement.  Everyone has access to it and it doesn't cost a thing.  Curious?  You can prolong your life, as we discussed yesterday,  by the efficient use of your time.


When you think of it, everyone has the same amount of time in a day.  While life spans will vary according to individuals, each day you share with every other human being has 24 hours in it.  If you could find 30 minutes a day to study the Bible, in one year you would have spent almost eight 24-hour days reading the Word.  In 20 years, you would have spent the equivalent of six full months reading by just spending 30 minutes every day.


Yesterday we looked at Ephesians 5:16:  “Be very careful, then, how you live -- not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.”  The Amplified Version translates that verse, “Making the very most of your time -- buying up each opportunity.”  The Living Bible says, “Make the most of every opportunity to do good.”  The New American Standard says, “Making the most of your time.”  You can lengthen your life by making the most of every moment you have.


This takes a commitment to discipline yourself on a daily basis, something that you may not want to do.  You can make the most of your time only if you want to do so.  I’ve tried to help people manage their time more effectively but have discovered I’m wasting my time unless that person is committed to change and make the most of the minutes they have.


If you’re serious about making the most of your time, the first thing I recommend is a time management system.  This includes a notebook with a calendar and pages for every day of the year and some blank paper to insert.  Without this basic tool, you can't manage your time effectively.  All day long you will be at the mercy of the phone and other interruptions.  At night, you’ll suddenly remember a phone call or report that you forgot.  You’ll also tend to forget birthdays, miss family times, and feel frustrated and tense without a system.  You and I have all experienced that and it’s not pleasant.


I’m convinced (and research proves) that after financial difficulties, poor time mismanagement is the greatest stress producer in your life.  You cut short the quality of the days you have if they are spent being anxious about how time is slipping away.  Over these next few days, make a commitment to study your time and how you use it.  Determine to make changes so that you can begin to master time instead of it mastering you.  Over the next few days let's study some biblical principles that will help you make the most of every opportunity by using your time wisely.

March 11

“Like a gold ring in a pig's snout 

is a beautiful woman who shows no discretion.” -- 11:22.


What a picture today’s verse paints.  Imagine going to a state fair or farm show to view the animals.  As you walk among the pigs wallowing in the mud, you notice they have gold rings in their snouts.  How ridiculous that would be!  Yet a beautiful woman without sense is just like a pig with that nose ring; her beauty is wasted because she lacks the brains to go with it.


Proverbs 31 paints another picture, this time of a woman with sense.  In the midst of all she is, it stands out that she knows how to manage her time.  Consider these traits of the Proverbs 31 woman:


1.  “She selects wool and flax” (verse 13).  She knows how to set a goal 
(sewing) and carry out the necessary steps to accomplish it (getting the 
materials together to sew).


2.  “She gets up while it is still dark” (verse 15).  No staying in bed for this 
woman.


3.  “She sets about her work vigorously” (verse 17).  There's no 
procrastination.


4.  “Her lamp does not go out at night” (verse 18).  She plans well so as not 
to be caught off guard (here she has plenty of oil for light at night).


5.  “She can laugh at the days to come” (verse 25).  She has learned to 
anticipate the future and plan accordingly.


6.  “She does not eat the bread of idleness” (verse 27).  Her time is well-
planned for maximum output.


If this is the standard for a godly woman, you can be sure the same standard holds for a godly man.  Too many have misinterpreted the words of James when he wrote, 

Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.”  Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow.  What is your life?  You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.  Instead, you ought to say, “If it is the Lord's will, we will live or do this or that” (James 4:13-15).


James didn’t say not to plan your time.  He rather warned not to plan like everything depends on you and appealed to include the Lord in the planning process.  My sister, if you want to be a Proverbs 31 woman at home or on the job, then learn how to manage your time.  My brother, if you want to be successful at what you do, then learn to do the same.  Manage your time well and you'll add discretion and wisdom to the other gifts the Lord has given you.

March 12

“The plans of the righteous are just,

but the advice of the wicked is deceitful.” -- 12:5.



Rather than take out my computer, I decided to do some work with my planning notebook as the plane took off.  I started working, first setting a prioritized daily task list for the next several days.  Finishing that, I reviewed the sheets I have for each staff member of items on which they were working.  Then I looked at the days of the past month to check for any projects that hadn’t been completed.  As I finished all this, the plane landed and I never got to my other work.


Yet this time was well spent because I spent it planning my work and life.  People have commented on my ability to get a lot done, and there’s no secret to that trait.  I’ve learned to plan, and the more work I have, the more time I must devote to planning.  In fact, there’s a saying, “If you want something done, give it to a busy person to do.”  The busy person usually knows how to plan and will find the time to do what’s assigned.


Today’s verse declares that the plans of the righteous are just.  As proof of this, consider Joseph when he came before Pharaoh.  Having interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams, he said:  

“Now let Pharaoh look for a discerning and wise man and put him in charge of the land of Egypt.  Let Pharaoh appoint commissioners over the land to take a fifth of the harvest of Egypt during the seven years of abundance.  They should collect all the food of these good years that are coming and store up the grain under the authority of Pharaoh, to be kept in the cities for food.  This food should be held in reserve for the country, to be used during the seven years of famine that will come upon Egypt, so that the country may not be ruined by the famine” (Genesis 41:33-36).


Joseph combined the direction of the Lord with his ability to plan and it got him promoted:  

The plan seemed good to Pharaoh and to all his officials.  So Pharaoh asked them, “Can we find anyone like this man, one in whom is the spirit of God?”  Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise as you.  You shall be in charge of my palace, and all my people are to submit to your orders.  Only in respect to the throne will I be greater than you” (Genesis 41:37-40).


If you learn to plan under the direction of the Holy Spirit, you too will be promoted.  Decide today that you'll commit fifteen minutes every day to plan your day.  Stop reaching the end of your day feeling frustrated at how time got away from you.  Begin to plan your work, and then work your plan.  If you become skilled at it, you may appear before the Pharaoh of your day because of your reputation for wisdom to plan.

March 13

“He who ignores discipline comes to poverty and shame, 

but whoever heeds correction is honored.” -- 13:18.


Why aren’t you more organized or using your time to the fullest?  Isn’t it due, at least in part, to lack of discipline?  First of all, using your time wisely requires the desire to do so.  Then it requires personal change so you can make the necessary adjustments.  Finally, it takes the grace to discipline yourself to do what you need to do instead of what you want to do.  But if what you need and want to do are the same, then your time management becomes a joy instead of a chore.



Paul’s last letter to Timothy should help you as you seek to manage your time:  “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline” (2 Timothy 1:7).  You’re not alone as you attempt to discipline yourself because the Holy Spirit is there to help you.  But you must want that help, or life will continue to pass you by while you feel as if things are out of control.


Today’s verse warns that those who ignore discipline will reap a bad harvest of poverty and shame.  The most important discipline for effective time management, once you have identified a notebook or some system to use, is to construct a daily list of things to do.  The prophet Habakkuk said, 

I will stand at my watch and station myself on the ramparts; I will look to see what he will say to me, and what answer I am to give to this complaint. Then the Lord replied:  “Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets” (Habakkuk 2:1-2 emphasis added).  


You must “make it plain” and write it down so that you know where to invest your time.  Don’t just record the things you don’t want to forget, but write down everything.  My daily list includes prayer, reading, and exercise.  If I choose not to do any or all of those three things, at least they’re written down and “call out” for attention all day.


From there, I list my book-writing duties, family times, phone calls, business meetings, and school assignments.  I do this every day, including Sunday.  I seldom face a day where my proposed duties aren't written out for me to study and follow.  Having done this, I can take all the interruptions that are certain to come my way because I have my list to help me get back to what I need to do.


But all that comes from self-discipline.  If you don’t manage your time, it will manage you and torment you when things get out of control.  After you have your system notebook, begin to develop the habit of writing things down every day.  Ask the Spirit to help you develop self-discipline and start taking back the days that you have lost to lack of discipline.  


March 14

“But those who plan what is good 

find love and faithfulness.” -- 14:22.


Securing and using a notebook is the first step toward effective time management.  Making a daily list every day is the second step.  But the planning process isn’t complete until you give some structure to that task list by assigning priorities to the things on your list.


Today’s verse promises that if you plan what’s good, you’ll find love and faithfulness.  Good things don’t always just happen, but rather require planning and diligence.  If you approach your day with no plan, then chances are that you will be blown in whatever direction the wind blows that day.  If you plan your day by setting priorities, you're more likely to achieve those things you really desire to do.


There’s no system you can learn to help you set daily priorities.  Obviously, the number one thing on your list should be prayer and devotional reading.  Write those things down and put a number “one” and “two” next to them.  Then begin the prayerful process of numbering the other items.


I’ve found that setting priorities after that is often a listening process.  Because of family or work commitments, not all your time can be planned, for some is planned for you.  But in the time that’s yours, you’ll have to determine what you should do next that will please the Lord most or that will follow the law of love and bless your neighbor.  Is it rest?  Is it writing a letter?  Calling a friend?  Working on one of your long-term goals?  Spending time with your children, spouse, or pastor?  Repairing your car or home? 


Jesus said, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work” (John 4:34), and “I always do what pleases him [the Father]” (John 8:29). Furthermore, He stated, “By myself I can do nothing; I judge only as I hear, and my judgment is just, for I seek not to please myself but him who sent me” (John 5:30).  


Jesus didn’t carry a notebook to keep track of his priorities, but rather listened and did what the Father directed Him to do.  Jesus’ sole desire was to please the Father, so He sought to do only what the Father wanted -- that became His highest priority at all times.  Until you get that focused, learn to write everything down and study it to determine where you should invest yourself.  Even when an interruption comes, you can refer back to your list and get back to what you were doing.  


“One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God” (Luke 6:12).  Jesus put a higher priority on praying than sleeping.  How about you? Are you willing to go through the discipline of comparing activities and giving yourself to that which pleases the Father as often as possible?  It may seem a little awkward at first, but in the long run you'll give yourself more and more to those things that make the best use of your time and are consistent with the will of God for your life.


March 15

“. . . a man of understanding keeps a straight course.” -- 15:21.


I tried to watch, but the pressure was incredible as a U.S. figure skater was trying to win the gold medal at the Olympics.  As the world looked on, she performed flawlessly and took home the gold.  I had to watch the re-runs, for every jump and maneuver was so pressure-packed that I couldn't bear to watch it while it was really happening.


What struck me most about that skater, however, was how single-minded she had been in pursuing her sport.  The “up close and personal” segment showed her driving to the rink for practice while it was still dark.  Then after school it was more practice.  Weekends were devoted to travel, competitions, and other related activities.  She had no social life and it cost her parents plenty to get her lessons.  But that night she stood on the platform as the best, and gained the admiration of the world for her achievements.


Today’s verse says that a man of understanding will keep a “straight course” just like that skater did.  She didn’t let anything keep her from her goal.  If a skater, concert violinist, ballerina, or baseball pitcher devotes everything to keep a “straight course,” how much more should you who have a purpose ordained by God.


Jesus was single-minded, for it was written of Him, “When the days were approaching for His ascension, that He resolutely set His face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51 - NAS).  Isaiah also described this trait in Jesus by writing, “Because the Sovereign Lord helps me, I will not be disgraced.  Therefore have I set my face like flint, and I know I will not be put to shame” (Isaiah 50:7 emphasis added).  


I like that phrase, I set my face like flint.  It speaks of many things, including proper time management.  When your face is like flint, you’re not easily sidetracked by lesser things. Jesus did what He did because He kept a straight path, doing only those things that led Him to the goal.  Paul was like His Lord, for he wrote, “I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. . . . Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:12-14).     


Do you have what it takes to succeed, or are you willing only to dream of greatness?  When you have something to do, can you set your fact like flint, or are you easily discouraged?  Jesus had the stuff that champions are made of, and so did Paul.  They kept their priorities straight and didn't give themselves to lesser things.  Learn to do the same, and one day you'll stand on the platform to receive the prize that’s reserved for those who paid the price to win it all.

March 16

“The laborer's appetite works for him; 

his hunger drives him on.” -- 16:26.


I dreaded going to another meeting, but I felt the Lord prompting me to go.  I had joined a secular professional association and each get-together was difficult since I was the only “church man” who attended.  I needed some incentive to keep me faithfully attending, so I decided that in five years I would be president of the organization.


I became president in four years and developed a wonderful partnership with that group by the time I moved from Alabama to Florida.  If I hadn’t set that goal of leadership, however, I doubt if I would have had enough incentive to endure those initial meetings.


Today’s verse refers to setting a goal.  If you get “hungry enough,” you'll go through whatever is necessary to “satisfy your hunger.”  My hunger was to be president and to do that, I endured the awkwardness of feeling out of place to reach my goal.  


Don’t shy away from godly ambition unless you’re unwilling to pay the price for the position you desire.  Paul wrote:  “Here is a trustworthy saying:  If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a noble task” (1 Timothy 3:1).  Paul didn’t rebuke anyone who wanted to be a leader in the church.  Having said that, however, he outlined the requirements for such leadership.  If anyone was willing to pay the price, they could indeed achieve that goal.


The hunger to be used of the Lord has caused many to be faithful in difficult and trying times.  According to the writer of Hebrews, we are to “fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2).  Jesus had joy set before Him (sitting at the right hand of God), so He endured the cross and looked past the shame.  He had a goal and was able to focus His energies on the goal, even though He went through “hell” to achieve it.


You need some lofty goals to which you can give yourself.  Your goal (or according to today’s verse, your hunger) will keep you on course.  Keeping the goal in sight will cause you to use your time wisely because you have somewhere to go.  


Do you want God to use you?  What would you like to do?  When you decide that, then give yourself to the preparation process.  You'll practice the piano, take your classes, learn a language, or serve your leaders in order to get where you (and God) want to go. Learn to harness your “appetite” and use it to direct you in the ways God has set aside just for you.

March 17

“A discerning man keeps wisdom in view,

 but a fool's eyes wander to the ends of the earth.” -- 17:24.


My head was swimming and my eyes were about to cross!  My friend the visionary was sharing his dreams and plans for evangelizing an entire continent, and I couldn’t keep up with all that he was doing and planned to do.  I politely listened, but my mind had checked out!


The world needs visionaries, for they create enthusiasm and urgency around seemingly impossible goals and dreams.  Yet visionaries need those who are firmly entrenched in reality, for someone will have to help them carry out their dreams.  Too often, however, visionaries are off to the next big project before the last one has even gotten off the ground.  


Today’s verse warns that fools have a hard time focusing on what’s in front of them. Their eyes tend to wander to the end of the earth while ignoring the world right in front of them.  Paul was no fool, but he was a visionary.  After the Lord Jesus, he did more to establish the early church than any other man.  Yet the Lord had to help keep him in check so his eyes wouldn't wander too far from the task before him.


Paul wrote to the Romans:

It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known, so that I would not be building on someone else's foundation.  Rather as it is written:  “Those who were not told about him will see, and those who have not heard will understand.”  This is why I have often been hindered from coming to you (Romans 15:20-22).


Paul had a ministry priority to preach to those who hadn’t already heard the gospel.  Since the Roman church was established, ministry there was inconsistent with this priority.  For Paul, Rome was the “ends of the earth,” and he felt resisted whenever he set his sights on going there.


How much of your time is given to those things that are the “ends of the earth” for you?  It’s critical that you know where and when to invest yourself, and then do it with all your energy.  After I order my daily task list, I either set a time limit of when to stop working on an item or stay with it until I have completed the project.  By doing that, I keep myself from wandering to the ends of my desk or the earth to find something that can distract me.  


Focus your attention and energies on the task before you, a task that’s consistent with what you're called to do.  In that manner, you’ll increase in productivity and efficiency and will not be prone to go off in so many different directions.

March 18

“One who is slack in his work 

is brother to one who destroys.” -- 18:9.


The devastation was terrible and not to be forgotten.  A hurricane had swept through southern Florida and homes that were standing a few hours before were no longer there. Trees, office buildings, and signs were no more and the total damage ran into the billions of dollars.


As I viewed that carnage on television, I remembered the hurricane I had lived through and identified with the pain and suffering of the people.  But I also thought of today’s verse and meditated.


Today’s verse makes a simple yet profound statement, which could also be phrased in question form:  Is there any difference between someone who builds something and then tears it down, and another who just doesn’t build at all?  The end result, whether it’s not built or built and destroyed, is that there’s nothing there in the end.  


The verse before us also says that one who is slack and doesn’t do anything is the same as one who would tear down what’s already built.  In the end, there’s no difference between the two.  To plant a church and then wreck it, or not to plant the church bring the same result:  There’s no church.


If you can’t set priorities and see them through to the end, you’re brother to one who destroys.  Not finishing your work is the same as finishing it and then destroying it. Understanding that can help you maintain a level of diligence that enables you to finish what you start.


The Apostle Paul was certainly not slack in his work.  While at Troas, Paul preached all night, so long that Eutychus fell out of the window and had to be brought back to life (see Acts 20:7).  By his own testimony, he said:

I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again.  Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. . . . I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked (2 Corinthians 11:23-27).  



One day you’ll face Paul in the receiving line of heaven.  When you do, you don’t want to tell him you couldn’t do more because your computer was slow or your VCR didn’t work.  Use Paul as your model for work and ministry and then work diligently to faithfully finish what God has put before you to do.

March 19

“Laziness brings on deep sleep, 

and the shiftless man goes hungry.” -- 19:15.


My mother and I would sit at home, waiting for that familiar sound.  Some time after 10:00 p.m., our garage door would open and my dad would finally come home.  Many times, he would work from 9:00 a.m. until 9:00 p.m. for weeks at a time.  He received no overtime or time off, and often went weeks with only Sunday to rest.  


I also remember my mother working in the home and later at a school.  She was so focused on her work that she would come home at 10:00 p.m. and tell me it was the first time she had even thought of taking a bathroom break all day.  When I was young, at times I wished that they would be at home more with me.  Now I appreciate just how hard they worked to provide for my sister and me.  On a modest income, my parents put me through private college with no loans.  They left us a legacy of hard work and diligence, and it’s a legacy I want to leave to my children as well.


Paul wrote the Thessalonians on the subject of work:

For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example.  We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone's food without paying for it.  On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you.  We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make ourselves a model for you to follow.  For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule:  “If a man will not work, he shall not eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:7-10).


Paul worked night and day to provide an example to that church and to you of what the Lord expects from His people.  The Greek world of Paul’s day didn’t believe in “work.” The Greeks used servants to work, while they spent their time in the pursuit of education or other activities.  Paul warned:  “We hear that some among you are idle.  They are not busy; they are busybodies.  Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:11-12).


Today’s verse warns against laziness.  Nowhere does the Bible promise retirement, a vacation, leisure time, or a reduced work week.  There’s nothing wrong with any of those, but they’re not promises.  Work was assigned to man in the Garden of Eden before Adam and Eve sinned, so work didn’t come as a result of the Fall.  Rather work is man’s purpose so that he can subdue the earth and rule over it.  Embrace your God-given role today and work hard, shunning laziness in favor of the work that will prosper you and leave your children a godly heritage of hard work.  


March 20

“The purposes of a man's heart are deep waters, 

but a man of understanding draws them out.” -- 20:5.


It’s a common theme in this book that everyone is born with a purpose, some God-given plan that only that person can fulfill.  Often this purpose is hidden from view, for it’s written, “It is the glory of God to conceal a matter; to search out a matter is the glory of kings” (Proverbs 25:2).  Today’s verse speaks to the hidden purposes in one’s heart and the need for understanding to draw them out.


If you’re a son or daughter of the King, then part of your royal inheritance is to diligently seek your purpose.  For the next few days, let’s study how Nehemiah’s life proved the truth of this matter.


Nehemiah was a cup bearer in the court of the Persian king.  It was his job to taste the king's wine to make sure it wasn’t poisoned.  A remnant of his people had returned to Jerusalem, but the building program there had been stopped by order of King Artaxerxes (see Ezra 4:7-23).  Some men came from Judah to the city where Nehemiah served and Nehemiah “questioned them about the Jewish remnant that survived the exile, and also about Jerusalem” (Nehemiah 1:2).  


The report wasn’t good:  “Those who survived the exile and are back in the province are in great trouble and disgrace.  The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates have been burned with fire” (Nehemiah 1:3).  Many were undoubtedly saddened by the state of affairs in Jerusalem, but Nehemiah particularly so:  “When I heard these things, I sat down and wept.  For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven” (Nehemiah 1:4).


There was a purpose deep in the heart of Nehemiah and he was about to discover what it was.  He sought the Lord and saw that he was the man to champion the rebuilding of Jerusalem.  He was born for that reason.  From that point on, Nehemiah’s life changed and he recorded it for us by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.


What’s your purpose and why were you born?  Don’t give the old catechism answer that you were born to glorify God and serve Him forever.  How are you to serve Him?  Don't assume that what you see and feel what is seen and felt by everyone.  Your burdens, talents, and vision are unique and part of the package that will help you to fulfill your purpose. Others were sad by Jerusalem’s disarray, but Nehemiah was burdened because his purpose was tied to that city.  


Ask the Lord for understanding so that you can draw out of the depths of your heart the reason you exist.  Ignore it and you’ll be left to a life of drudgery and aimless wandering through fads and odd jobs.  Define it and your life will change as dramatically as did Nehemiah’s from the point when he realized who he was and what he was to do. 


March 21

“A man who strays from the path of understanding 

comes to rest in the company of the dead.” -- 21:16.


As America went to war in the Persian Gulf in 1993, the world watched in wonder as a new line of weaponry was unveiled.  Press conferences with video footage showed “smart bombs” and cruise missiles being launched with previously unknown accuracy at targets hundreds of miles away.  Guided by laser and computer technology, these weapons found their way to air shafts and through windows of targeted objects.  The face of war had changed forever.


The Lord also wants to unleash “smart bombs” on His enemies.  His weapons, however, aren't guided by sophisticated technology.  The Lord’s tools are His people who are guided by an understanding of who they are and what God has called them to do.  Nehemiah was just such a weapon.


Girded with an understanding of his purpose, Nehemiah went to Jerusalem and began to rebuild the ruins.  He imparted vision to the remnant there, set out a plan, adjusted the plan as he went along, and completed the work in an amazingly short period of time.  Refusing to be a politician, diplomat, priest, or governor, he would not stray from the path of understanding as today's verse warns.  Instead he was a spiritual “smart bomb,” focusing on his target and pursuing it with relentless energy.  


You too can be a smart bomb in the hands of the Lord if you arm yourself with your God-given purpose.  Having an understanding of that purpose, you must fight every temptation to be diverted to another “target” and instead strive to stay on course.  Don’t waste your time pursuing trivial things.  Stay on course or you’ll wander into areas that take away the joy, energy, and confidence that come from accomplishing the will of God.


Nehemiah faced that problem:

When word came to Sanballat, Tobiah, Geshem the Arab and the rest of our enemies that I had rebuilt the wall and not a gap was left in it -- though up to that time I had not set the doors in the gates -- Sanballat and Geshem sent me this message:  “Come, let us meet together in one of the villages on the plain of Ono.”  But they were scheming to harm me; so I sent messengers to them with this reply:  “I am carrying on a great project and cannot go down.  Why should the work stop while I leave it and go down to you?”  Four times they sent me the same message, and each time I gave them the same answer (Nehemiah 6:1-4).


Your enemies – fear, insecurity, intimidation, unbelief -- will always try to distract you.  Keep your purpose before you and don't come down from the wall where you’re working.  If you see your work for what it is and your time as precious, then you’ll stay on target and be a smart bomb under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

March 22

“Train a child in the way he should go, 

and when he is old he will not turn from it.” -- 22:6.


Baseball great Yogi Berra once said, “Baseball is 90% mental, and the other half is physical.”  While not always accurate, he had a way of making sense in a “folksy” kind of way.  He also said, “It ain't over until it's over.” That’s certainly true of life, and especially where children are concerned.


My children are now teens, and we’re encountering challenges with them that we never thought possible.  Having raised them in a Christian home and having sent them to Christian schools, we felt sure that we would never have to deal with certain attitudes and behaviors.  We assumed that our training would take root and immediately produce honor roll grades and keep them from some of the mistakes that my wife and I made growing up.  That hasn’t always been the case.


As we have struggled at times with raising our children, we've tried to take Yogi Berra’s words to heart --  it ain’t over until it’s over.  What our children are going through today isn’t necessarily their final destiny.  We’ve had to keep training and exhorting them in hope and faith that the Lord will do the work in their hearts that needs to be done.  We’ve tried to stand on today’s verse that when they’re old, they won't depart from what we’ve imparted to them.


I don’t know what kind of childhood Nehemiah had, but when he was old, he walked in his heritage.   He must have been raised by parents who feared the Lord.  While far away from home and serving a foreign king, he walked in the law of God and didn’t waver.  Notice his prayers and the phrases he used:  

“I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s house, have committed against you.  We have acted very wickedly toward you.  We have not obeyed the commands, decrees and laws you gave your servant Moses” (Nehemiah 1:6-7).


Nehemiah prayed “we” prayers and identified with his father’s household.  Being away from home, he could have separated himself from Israel and his people’s problems.  Instead, he identified with them and prayed on their behalf.  That gives me hope for my children, and the youth of this generation.  If I do my job and point them in the right direction, the God of Nehemiah will preserve them when they're old and keep them going in the right direction.


Today’s verse requires faith, because it causes parents, teachers, youth workers and pastors to do the job of training even when the results don’t seem to be there.  How about you?  Are you walking in faith for the next generation?  Do you believe that the God who saved and delivered you can do the same for them?  Are you expecting immediate results and, if you don’t see them, becoming discouraged or withholding the training you should give? 


Be encouraged by today’s verse and train the next generation.  Even if they seem to be asleep or ignoring you, trust the Lord that His word will penetrate their hearts and eventually produce a bumper crop of righteousness.

March 23

“. . . for drunkards and gluttons become poor, 

and drowsiness clothes them in rags.” -- 23:21.


I heard someone say that football is played by 11 men in desperate need of rest and watched by 70,000 people in desperate need of exercise.  That’s how it can be in church, too.  The Sunday “program” is carried by a few musicians and ministers who are overworked and underpaid.  Those in the pews, evaluating the service sometimes with a critical eye, need to get involved, but are all too often content to watch rather than minister.


Today’s verse tells you that drowsiness comes on all those who eat and drink to excess.  After years of pastoring, I’ve come to see that this is also a spiritual truth.  I’ve observed those who are always after spiritual experiences and a “new” word from the Lord.  They eat so much that they become fat and drowsy!  Having consumed as much as they could, they too often want it all for their own good without working any of it off by serving or helping others.


This generation is perhaps the best-fed body of believers the church has ever seen. With cassettes, books, Christian television, radio broadcasts, and a host of other material, we have more at our disposal than ever before.  But has it just produced a group of “drunkards” -- those hungering for spiritual experiences -- and “gluttons” -- those feeding on the word of God without the proper response?  There’s nothing wrong with hungering or feeding on God’s goodness.  Without “exercise,” however, this leads to spiritual drowsiness and “fat” believers who mistake hearing for doing.


Nehemiah had no such problem.  He was a man rich in spiritual experience and the Word, yet he kept alert and active.  Having been given much, he looked to produce much.  Nehemiah wasn’t content to talk about God; he wanted to do great things for God.  He wasn’t satisfied that he knew about God’s greatness; he wanted others to see God’s greatness in action.  


When Nehemiah heard about the condition of Jerusalem, he wrote, “For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven” (Nehemiah 1:4).  When he went before the king, the king asked, 

“Why does your face look so sad when you are not ill?  This can be nothing but sadness of heart.”  I was very much afraid, but I said to the king, “May the king live forever!  Why should my face not look sad when the city where my fathers are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?” (Nehemiah 2:2-3).


Nehemiah wasn’t just eager for another good church service, sermon, spiritual high, or revival.  He wanted to fulfill his purpose and do something with what he had learned.  The secret to your success lies in having that same attitude.  Move out of your comfort zone and tackle a project that will bring God honor and allow you to use the gifts or knowledge you have received.  When you have, the Lord will give you more so that you can effectively use that, too.  If you are drowsy, then shake off your sleep and begin today using what you’ve been given to the glory of God.   


March 24

“Do not envy wicked men, do not desire their company; 

for their hearts plot violence, 

and their lips talk about making trouble.” -- 24:1-2.


I’ve noticed two different theories of life among some believers.  First, there are those who see a conspiracy in everything.  The antichrist is taking over and things are getting worse and worse.  Then you have the naive.  They believe that love means you become a doormat for others to step on.  I think the truth lies some place in the middle, for we need to show love and know how to deal with those who would abuse you.


Paul wrote, “Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timothy 3:12).  Today’s verse warns not to envy or deal too closely with wicked men for they plot and talk trouble.  This shouldn’t surprise you, nor should you just sit back and “love” them.  You must learn to accept the reality that they’ll cause you trouble and then attempt to counteract their evil, just as Nehemiah did.


Nehemiah wrote, “So we rebuilt the wall till all of it reached half its height, for the people worked with all their heart” (Nehemiah 4:6).  Things were going pretty well and the people had some measure of success.  When you get to that place, you become a target for God’s enemies.  Nehemiah continued, 

But when Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites and the men of Ashdod heard that the repairs to Jerusalem’s walls had gone ahead and that the gaps were being closed, they were very angry.  They all plotted together to come and fight against Jerusalem and stir up trouble against it. . . . Also our enemies said, “Before they know it or see us, we will be right there among them and will kill them and put an end to the work” (Nehemiah 4:7-8,11).


Just as today’s verse warns, the wicked men were plotting and talking evil against the people of God.  This shouldn’t surprise you when it happens, but you can’t afford to be discouraged or to ignore it.  You must then do what Nehemiah did:  “But we prayed to our God and posted a guard day and night to meet this threat” (Nehemiah 4:9).  When the people heard more rumors and became fearful, Nehemiah “stationed some of the people behind the lowest points of the wall at the exposed places, posting them by families, with their swords, spears and bows” (Nehemiah 4:13).


Nehemiah was ready to fight his enemies if they attacked.  He didn’t think that a believer in God had to passively stand by while his work was threatened.  You need to have the same resolve.  Just because you’re a believer doesn’t mean that you have to ignore real threats to your life, safety, or ministry.  Don’t be naive and think that love will conquer all.  Instead understand that you live in an imperfect world that holds many enemies to God's cause.  Don’t be mean, but don’t be a pushover either.  Pray and post a guard and stand up to your enemy's intimidation in the name of the Lord, and don’t feel guilty or unspiritual when you do.

March 25

“It is not good to eat too much honey, 

nor is it honorable to seek one's own honor.” -- 25:27.


Every year it was the same thing, and every year we were expected to go along with the act.  At a company where I worked for four years, we would have a Christmas party. The assistant director would come around and collect a certain amount of money from each employee.  He would take that money and buy gifts for the director and his wife.  When the gifts were given at the party, the director would act surprised and thank us for our generosity.  


But we weren’t generous; we were paying an assessed fee that would bring trouble to any who refused to pay.  The director and his assistant were seeking their own honor, not certain that they would get anything if it were left up to the employees to decide the gifts.  According to today’s verse, those gifts weren’t tokens of honor but of dishonor. 


Nehemiah was a godly man who wasn’t seeking his own honor.  He wrote:

Furthermore, a hundred and fifty Jews and officials ate at my table, as well as those who came to us from the surrounding nations.  Each day one ox, six choice sheep and some poultry were prepared for me, and every ten days an abundant supply of wine of all kinds.  In spite of all this, I never demanded the fool allotted to the governor, because the demands were heavy on these people (Nehemiah 5:17-18).


Nehemiah didn't seek his own honor, nor was he impressed with himself or his position.  Instead he sought to serve the people and let the honor take care of itself.  The Lord, who gives honor to whom honor is due, made sure Nehemiah's story is read by every generation by including his report in the inspired word of God.  


Paul wrote of another man who didn’t seek his own glory:

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive news about you.  I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare.  For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ.  But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel (Philippians 2:19-22).


Into which category do you fit?  Do you serve your own interests or those of Jesus Christ?  Do you seek your honor or His honor?  Have you humbly served or demanded your rights as a child would?  Set your heart today to be like Nehemiah and Timothy and leave the honor that may be due you in God’s hands for Him to distribute when and where He wills.

March 26

“As a door turns on its hinges, 

so a sluggard turns on his bed.” -- 26:14.


I’ve searched the Bible, and haven’t found the nine-to-five work day anywhere.  God isn’t limited to work within our time schedule, and you may have to work long hours to see what He wants accomplished.  While many have burned out working for Jesus, others are sluggards where the work of the Lord is concerned.  They’re guilty of this quote from Bits and Pieces magazine:  “Many desire greatness who cannot figure out what to do on a rainy Sunday afternoon” (April 4, 1993).


Nehemiah and his workers had no such problem.  He reported:

So we continued the work with half the men holding spears, from the first light of dawn till the stars came out.  At that time I also said to the people, “Have very man and his helper stay inside Jerusalem at night, so they can serve us as guards by night and workmen by day.”   Neither I nor my brothers nor my men nor the guards with me took off our clothes; each had his weapon, even when he went for water (Nehemiah 4:21-23).



The walls at Jerusalem didn’t miraculously appear, nor did the Holy Spirit do the work while everyone read the Bible.  “So the wall was completed on the twenty-fifth of Elul, in fifty-two days” (Nehemiah 6:15) because the people worked more than seven weeks from dawn to dusk while also having to stand guard at night.  If you want to do great things for God, then you’ll probably find yourself working long hours to see it come about.


The apostle Paul left a legacy of hard work just like Nehemiah and told of his labors to the Corinthians.  First, he wrote, “The man who plants and the man who waters have one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor” (1 Corinthians 3:8).  The word translated “labor” in that verse is the Greek word “kopos.”  It literally means “intense labor coupled with toil and grief.”  Paul knew his own “kopos.”  He went on to teach that everyone assigned “kopos” and would have some grief and problems.


After that he commended himself to the Corinthians “in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger” (2 Corinthians 6:5).  He continued by writing, “I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked” (2 Corinthians 11:27).


What’s your “kopos?”  What labor have you been assigned that requires all you have?  How many sleepless nights have you spent in the pursuit of your purpose?  Determine now, not to work yourself to death by keeping busy, but to give yourself wholeheartedly to the work that’s in the heart of God just for you.

March 27

“The prudent see danger and take refuge, 

but the simple keep going and suffer for it.” -- 27:12.


God can give insight to others for your particular situation, and I’ve been the recipient of such a blessing many times.  One particular incident stands out in my mind that taught me an important lesson.  I was sitting among a group of men with whom I was ministering and some new brothers I had just met began to speak “prophetically” into my life.  Without them knowing me or my situation, they began to address some issues which I’d been praying about, so I was all ears.


What they said, however, didn’t give me peace.  In fact, it made me mad!  I took the tape from that session, had it transcribed, and studied their words prayerfully.  In counsel with my pastor and family, I determined that while some of what they said was true, some of what they said didn’t reflect the will of God for my life.


I’ve learned that I need to judge whatever input I receive from others, no matter how good their intentions may be.  When it comes to spiritual things, I’ve paid a price for being “simple” -- not taking the time to let God confirm the validity of what has been given in prophesy or counsel.


There was nothing simple about Nehemiah.  He was a prudent man who carried out his work with diligence and faith.  Yet he was a prudent man who didn’t assume that because he was doing the Lord’s work, everything would automatically go smoothly.  Having started the work of rebuilding, he and his workers had to constantly be on the lookout.  

One day I went to the house of Shemaiah son of Delaiah, the son of Mehetabel, who was shut in at his home.  He said, “Let us meet in the house of God, inside the temple, and let us close the temple doors, because men are coming to kill you -- by night they are coming to kill you” (Nehemiah 6:10).


Nehemiah didn’t naively accept what this man said to him as the truth.  Shemaiah made a simple request -- that they go to “church’ so they would be safe from harm.  Plenty of people were mad at Nehemiah, so it made sense that some could have been on their way to kill him.  Nehemiah rejected his proposal, however, because he was prudent:

But I said, “Should a man like me run away?  Or should one like me go into the temple to save his life?  I will not go!”  I realized that God had not sent him, but that he had prophesied against me because Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him.  He had been hired to intimidate me so that I would commit a sin by doing this, and then they would give me a bad name to discredit me (Nehemiah 6:11-13).


If Nehemiah had assumed that this man was sent by God, he would have gotten into trouble.  You also need to be careful not to naively accept what you hear without judging it for yourself.  Today’s verse warns that the simple proceed and suffer for it.  The prudent way is to pray, wait, and allow God the opportunity to confirm the truth in what you’re hearing.


Paul instructed, “Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said” (1 Corinthians 14:29).  Learn to weigh carefully what’s spoken, and be careful to listen to what’s proven to be from the Spirit of God.

March 28

“When the righteous triumph, there is great elation; 

but when the wicked rise to power, men go into hiding.” -- 28:12.


I’ve always played to win, and have cheered for my teams with all that I have.  I can remember being depressed for a week in 1972 after the U.S. Olympic men’s basketball team lost to the Russians.  When I played softball in a church league, I disliked late games because, if we lost, I’d be up into the wee hours of the morning replaying the game in my mind.


While some of that is carnal, some of it’s spiritual as well.  Consider  this quote from William Temple, archbishop of Canterbury in England during World War II:  “At the root of all your being, your intellectual studies, the games you play, whatever it is, the impulse to do them well is and ought to be understood as being the impulse towards God, the source of all that is excellent.”


You need to think about winning and succeeding because your God does!  Thank God Jesus played to win.  He didn’t play for a tie or to make a good showing; He played to win!  He went into the arena and beat the enemy.  Nehemiah didn’t embark on his mission to rebuild Jerusalem hoping to accomplish some of his goals.  He wanted to complete what he started for the glory of God, and thank God he too was successful. 


Nehemiah wrote,

So the wall was completed on the twenty-fifth of Elul, in fifty-two days.  When all our enemies heard about this, all the surrounding nations were afraid and lost their self-confidence, because they realized that this work had been done with the help of our God (Nehemiah 6:15-16).  


When Nehemiah first arrived, the righteous were discouraged and in hiding while the wicked were confident and in control.  To reverse that situation, Nehemiah realized that he would have to be victorious and succeed at rebuilding the walls.  A good showing wouldn’t do!   


Paul was grateful for God’s victory and wrote, “But thanks be to God!  He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 15:57).  You should be both thankful for the victory in which you walk and seek to duplicate that victory in every situation.  Be like Paul;be a winner.  


Paul went on to achieve his own great victories, seeing successful churches planted against almost impossible odds.  The apostle overcame persecution, apostasy, ignorance, idolatry, and his own weakness to do the job.  Because he did, thousands of lost and oppressed rejoiced because that righteous man triumphed.


Don’t settle for a loss or second place where your job, family, or ministry are concerned.  Rather seek victory and watch the wicked flee and the people rejoice when good triumphs over evil.

March 29

“When the righteous thrive, the people rejoice;

when the wicked rule, the people groan.” -- 29:2.


When Nehemiah finished the wall, he found that the work had just begun!  He then had to set about organizing the city and especially reestablishing the spiritual life of the people.  The people had groaned in their poor conditions for so long that they had neglected the things of the Lord.  When Ezra and the Levites assembled the people to read the Law, “For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law” (Nehemiah 8:9).


Nehemiah knew what the people needed to carry on,  

Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, “This day is sacred to the Lord your God.  Do not mourn or weep”...Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared.  This day is sacred to our Lord.  Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength” (Nehemiah 8:9-10).


Joy is so important in everything that you do.  Without it, you lose your strength and are unable to bear the burdens of the day.  Nehemiah told the people to do whatever was necessary to celebrate and to recapture their joy.  He told them to eat something special, go out to dinner, and share with those who were lacking.  A modern Nehemiah may have even counseled that they watch some wholesome comedy.


Too often I have seen the servants of God weighed down in God’s service.  The work needing to be done tends to sap their strength.  In this condition, they sometimes take themselves much too seriously and tend to look like they’ve been baptized in lemon juice.


Every dayI make an effort to laugh a lot.  I have favorite comedians who make me laugh and I try to watch them regularly.  I attempt to be with upbeat people who can keep me positive.  I try to laugh at myself and my mistakes, and make a sincere effort to serve the Lord with gladness of heart.  I even try to get other people to laugh at themselves.


I do all that I can to be happy so that others will be able to share in my joy when they are around me.  It’s my goal to have people leave my presence refreshed and happier than when they first encountered me.  Wanting to take God seriously, I try not take myself and others quite as seriously.


Do what you need to do to regain and keep your joy.  Above all, don’t make the will of God a time of mourning but an occasion for celebration.  When you do, you and others will thrive and have all the strength you need for the task at hand.  That will make your chances for success greater and allow you to enter into the victory that God has in store for you.  Laugh today and help someone else laugh.  It’s just what the doctor ordered.

March 30

“If you have played the fool and exalted yourself, 

or if you have planned evil, 

clap your hand over your mouth!” -- 30:32.


I stayed up late, putting the finishing touches on an article for a national Christian publication.  Having written for it previously, I just knew they would love the new revelation I had been receiving.  To my surprise, the manuscript was returned and the Lord then showed me why it hadn’t been accepted.  


The Lord made it clear that I had tried to promote myself by writing the article and He had resisted its use.  When they called me to write in the past, it had been because the Lord was exalting my ministry.  But I had decided to take matters into my own hands, and had “played the fool” by exalting myself.


One of the reasons Nehemiah’s exploits are recorded for all time is because he didn’t promote himself, but rather waited on the Lord to promote him.  His humility is evident throughout the book as evidenced by this account of his promotion to governor:

Moreover, from the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when I was appointed to be their governor in the land of Judah, until his thirty-second year -- twelve years -- neither I nor my brothers ate the food allotted to the governor.  But the earlier governors -- those preceding me -- placed a heavy burden on the people and took forty shekels of silver from them in addition to food and wine.  Their assistants also lorded it over the people.  But out of reverence for God I did not act like that.  Instead, I devoted myself to the work on this wall.  All my men were assembled there for the work; we did not acquire any land (Nehemiah 5:14-16).  


Nehemiah wasn’t impressed with his high position, nor did he use those 12 years as a time for personal gain.  He could have said, like Paul did centuries later, 

“I have not coveted anyone's silver or gold or clothing.  You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs and the needs of my companions.  In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak” (Acts 20:33-35).


Nehemiah’s heart was right and he was able to commend himself to the Lord, writing, “Remember me with favor, O my God, for all I have done for these people” (Nehemiah 5:19).  As he closed his writings, he prayed, “Remember me for this, O my God, and do not blot out what I have so faithfully done for the house of my God and its services” and “Remember me for this also, O my God, and show mercy to me according to your great love” (Nehemiah 13:14 and 22).  He closed his account with the simple plea, “Remember me with favor, O my God” (Nehemiah 13:31).


Make up your mind not to use any positions of authority for personal gain.  When faced with the opportunity to receive a benefit that comes with the position, decline to do so.  Be careful not to build your own kingdom while you’re building the Lord’s kingdom.  Follow in the footsteps of Paul and Nehemiah and let the Lord take care of promoting you.  He in turn will promote you and do a better job of it than you could ever do for yourself.

March 31

“It is not for kings, O Lemuel -- not for kings to drink wine,

not for rulers to crave beer. . . .” -- 31:4.


It was a revelation that changed my life and ministry.  After being a pastor for a number of years, I realized one day that everyone has problems.  I further came to realize that it was and would always be that way.  What’s more, I saw that I was called to walk with people in the midst of their problems.  The bottom line was that I would always be dealing with problems!


Now that may seem very basic and simple, and indeed it is.  Yet that represented a change in my ministry philosophy, for I was hoping to one day move beyond the problems and use my ministry to do great things for God.  When I realized that dealing with people’s problems was to God’s glory, my ministry took on new meaning.


Today’s verse simply states that kings aren’t promoted for their own pleasure.  Nor are they to drink “wine and beer” -- dull their senses to the problems around them.  Leaders like Nehemiah are appointed by the Lord to see problems and find godly solutions for them.  


First, Nehemiah had to face the problem of marshaling resources to rebuild the wall.  Then he had to fend off critics and opponents.  While so doing, he had to face an internal problem of the rich charging interest on loans to the poor who needed the credit to feed themselves. 



Once the wall was complete, Nehemiah had to devise a plan to repopulate the city.  Since the temple was no more, he had to find ways to recharge the dead spiritual life of the people.  After going off on a business trip, he returned only to find his enemies living in the house of God, people working on the Sabbath, and the men taking foreign wives.


Nehemiah faced all these problems and probably more that aren’t recorded.  He was promoted not to enjoy leisure time, but to deal with problems.  And God wants to send you to deal with some problems as well.  Where there are people, there are problems.  But the good news is that God, in His mercy, wants to help people with their problems and He may send you to be part of the solution.  


As we close this month, I hope you’ll offer yourself to God in a new way.  Ask God to use you, like He did Nehemiah, to solve problems and to serve.  Don’t look for a promotion to “easy street,” but see promotion as a chance to be used by God in some tough situations.  Avoid getting your hands dirty and your time at the top will be short-lived and unproductive.  Work hard like Nehemiah did and your ministry or professional position will bear the kind of fruit that you’ve always hoped and dreamed it would.  



Dr. John W. Stanko


