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July 1

“The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel:  for attaining wisdom and discipline; for understanding words of insight.” -- 1:1-2.


I once read a statement in a book about preaching that made a significant impact on my ministry.  The author said that no one should enter the pulpit until he or she is able to summarize what is to be said in one clear, concise sentence.  I thought that to be impossible but began to try it when I preached.  It has been difficult sometimes, but it works.  


I’ve discovered that a one-sentence summary helps me stay focused.  It makes my messages like a sharp arrow, instead of like buckshot from a shotgun.  Now I can usually tell if a speaker has a summary statement, or if they are just “winging it,” trying to cover as much ground as possible.


The book of Proverbs was written and compiled by Solomon and covers many different subjects.  But one thing is for sure:  Solomon was clear as to why he was writing the book.  He had a “mission statement” for what he was doing.  


You should learn to do the same.  If you’re serving someone, what do you hope to produce from that service?  If you’re speaking, what’s your main point?  If you’re leading, what’s your destination?  If you’re teaching, what are you trying to impart to your listeners?


Paul wrote that “we proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ” (Colossians 1:28).  Paul knew what his purpose when he taught:  It was to form mature believers.  He had a defined body of teaching that would help him accomplish that task.  He wasn’t just teaching as the “Spirit led,” but he was instructing with some goal in mind.  


Solomon was also successful because he knew why he was writing and what he wanted to produce -- he desired that people grow in wisdom and insight.  Thousands of years after he wrote, millions of believers read one chapter of Proverbs every day.  


Ask yourself today why you’re doing what you’re doing?  What’s your purpose?  Where are you going?  If you aim at nothing, you’re sure to hit it.  Get more focused in your work, household, and ministry.  It would be good discipline if you could summarize what you do in one simple statement.  If that isn’t clear to you, it won’t be clear to other people.  Follow in Solomon’s footsteps, and maybe what you do will affect people 3,000 years later!  Refuse to be focused, and you’ll be fortunate if your work remains standing the next day.

July 2

“For wisdom will enter your heart, 

and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul.” -- 2:10.


In college, I disliked philosophy classes.  We would sit around and discuss what knowledge was, how we knew that we existed, and other similar issues of questionable importance.  It was boring, and a lot of words were used to say very little.  To me, it wasn’t important what knowledge was; it was only important that I could learn.  I didn’t want to understand my existence; I was just glad I existed.


While I was still in college, I met the Lord and was immediately impressed with the practicality of the gospel message.  I soon saw that it was directed at making me a better son, husband, father, worker, and brother.  I later saw that godly wisdom wasn’t a philosophical discussion about life, but practical knowledge applied to real-life issues.


The main difference between philosophy and Christianity is the person of Jesus Christ.  Jesus doesn’t have wisdom -- He is wisdom.  Paul wrote that Jesus “has become for us the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:30).  Today’s verse tells you that wisdom enters your heart.  That happens because the life of Christ is formed in you by the power of the Holy Spirit.  That life isn’t primarily to tickle your intellect, but to give you power to live a godly life.  In the Middle Ages, Christianity made a shift to intellectual pursuits.  It was believed that man could come to know God through his ability to reason.  But this wasn’t the tradition of the early church.


Paul wrote to Colossae, 

My purpose is that they may be encouraged in heart and united in love, so that they may have the full riches of complete understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2:2-3).  


The treasures of wisdom are hidden in Christ. You must find them not to become smart, but to be encouraged and strengthened to do His will. Paul wasn’t a philosopher or a theologian.  He was a church planter and pastor who applied God’s wisdom to marriage, work, slavery, and other issues of the day.  I like Paul; I still don’t care for philosophy.


When you seek wisdom, you’re not seeking an abstract thing; you’re seeking Jesus.  You’re not seeking a body of truth; you’re seeking the living Christ.  And you’re not seeking something outside of yourself; you’re seeking the wisdom hidden in the Christ who lives in you by the Spirit.


Are you growing in wisdom?  Is knowledge pleasant to your soul?  Doctrine is good, but doctrine that leads to good deeds is better.  Don’t only seek a deeper intellectual knowledge of your faith.  Seek also a deeper knowledge that leads to action.  Don’t be a philosopher; but rather be conformed to the image of Christ, the doer.

July 3

“Her ways are pleasant ways, and all her paths are peace.” -- 3:17.


When I was a pastor, I did a lot of one-on-one counseling.  I kept a box of tissue handy, for often those who came would end up in tears.  I’ve heard it all in the counseling room -- broken marriages, problems with children, sexual sins, embezzlement, bankruptcies, mental disorders, and terminal illness.  I’ve listened to many sad stories, and have come to know that “the way of transgressors is hard.”  Even though this is true, however, many have left the counseling room ignoring the counsel of godly wisdom to continue on the hard road of the transgressor.


Maturity is learning that God’s ways really are the best ways.  They may seem at the outset to be more difficult or troublesome.  But in the long run, His ways are pleasant and bring peace, something I’m sure you can use more of.


“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:28-30). 


Jesus said His yoke is easy.  When I’m burdened, tired, and anxious, I have to ask what or whose yoke I’m carrying, for it’s certainly not Jesus’ “easy” yoke.


The Lord is gently commanding us to get into His yoke.  That’s the appeal I also try to make in the counseling room.  Yes, the yoke is restrictive, and we aren’t free to go in the direction that we want.  And yes, the yoke will rub us when we try to go off in our own direction.  Jesus asks us to trade our burdens, which are heavy, for His burden, which is light.  That’s a good deal, but one that isn’t easily transacted.


Are you ready for a trade-in?  Are you prepared to trade the yoke you now walk in for Jesus’ yoke?  Are you ready to trade anxiety for peace?  turmoil for rest?  worry for faith?  a heavy load for a light one?  weariness for refreshment?  Are you prepared to walk paths that are pleasant as opposed to dangerous?  Are you ready to learn from Jesus?


The Lord is not a harsh taskmaster.  He knows that you were not made to carry the load of sin and guilt that you sometimes do.  He wants to relieve you of those burdens, but you must choose to allow Him to do so.  Choose the correct road today and take on Jesus’ yoke.  In time, you’ll learn from Him, and know joy and peace like never before.  

July 4

“For they are life to those who find them 

and health to a man’s whole body.” -- 4:22.


My wife, Kathy, called me with the report from her doctor.  She had been diagnosed as having a large cyst on her ovary.  The doctor was very concerned and wanted to examine her again in two weeks to see how quickly it was growing.  He also wanted to do more tests.


When Kathy called me, we immediately prayed.  Together we “rejected” that cyst and refused to accept it.  We weren’t denying it was there, nor were we blindly ignoring what the doctor said.  In the strongest terms, however, we declared that cyst to be an enemy.  We were going to fight it with everything we had.  


Kathy eliminated all caffeine from her diet.  As we fasted and prayed, we spoke to that cyst like it had a life of its own, and cursed it, commanding it to dry up.  We played Christian music to “fill” Kathy’s body with godly sounds.  We also asked people to pray with us against it.


When Kathy returned to the doctor, he was amazed.  The cyst was gone!  He was so delighted, and then told us how concerned he had been about its size.  We went away rejoicing, and thanking God for His care.   


The Lord isn’t indifferent about your body, nor does He view it as insignificant.  Jesus spent much of His ministry healing the sick.  He showed that salvation and healing were closely related, and that health was a high priority for Him.


When an “evil” report comes to you about your health, don’t be so ready to receive it passively.  Think of it as a delivery man coming to your door with a package.  He is asking you to sign for it and accept it into your home.  But if he first told you the package contained cancer, arthritis, or tendenitis, would you accept it?  Undoubtedly, you would send him away. 


That is how it should be with sickness.  Don’t make peace with every bad report.  If one comes, fight it, refusing to sign for the package.  You shouldn’t deny reality, but don’t passively accept it either.  Treat sickness as the enemy and intruder that it is.  Make its life miserable by praying, singing, rejoicing, and cursing it in Jesus’ name.  Death and the symptoms of death are your enemy.  Don’t make peace with them.  


Should the Lord tarry, you and I will eventually die.  But in the meantime, I’ll fight my enemy death and its agents as long as I live.  In fact, I hope to die fighting. I want to die with faith in the Lord’s commandments that bring health, and eventually resurrection life, to my body.  In that spirit, I want to meet the Lord.  My doctor doesn’t have the last say; my God does.  I’m glad to be in such good hands!

July 5

“For a man’s ways are in full view of the Lord, 

and he examines all his paths.” --5:21.


When I was a young child, my parents would come to check on me after I had gone to bed.  If I wasn’t asleep, I would tightly squeeze my eyes because I thought they couldn’t see me if I couldn’t see them!  I wondered how they always knew that I was still awake.  


I’ve tried the same routine with the Lord.  I’ve tried to hide from Him and His scrutiny, only to find that He is intimately acquainted with all my ways!  The psalmist wrote, “Where can I go from your Spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence?” (Psalm 139:7).


Adam and Eve also tried to hide.  They sewed together fig leaves to hide their nakedness.  You might be laughing at how foolish that was, but do you do the same thing?  Do you tie together the fig leaves of excuses or shift the blame to cover your failures?  Are you trying to convince the Lord what your motives were for doing what you did?  That doesn’t work any more than closing my eyes did when my parents came into my bedroom. 


Hebrews 4:13 states, “Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.  Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give an account.”  That’s a scary verse.  I must give an account to Him who knows all things.  There will be no room for exaggeration.  I won’t be able to blame anyone else or conveniently forget part of the story.  Nothing is hidden from God’s sight and I will give account to one who knows all things.


Paul gave instructions consistent with God’s ability to see it all.  He wrote, 

The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.  The night is nearly over; the day is almost here.  So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.  Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy.  Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ (Romans 13:11-14).


I’m not surprised that Paul wrote about sexual immorality, but I’m surprised that dissension and jealousy made his list of “no-no’s.”  God will examine not only our deeds but our heart condition as well.  Act today as a disciple whose paths are in full view of the Lord.  Remember that you must give an accurate account to Him who is watching.  Your account isn’t for His benefit, for He already knows what you’ve done and why you did it.  Your account is for your benefit to provide incentive to walk the right road.  Happy trails to you as you walk the path of life today.  The eyes of God are upon you.

July 6

“There are six things the Lord hates, seven that are detestable to him: . . .

 a man who stirs up dissension among brothers.” -- 6:16,19.


I was conducting a prison Bible study a few years ago, and the men were asking various questions.  The issue of cigarette smoking and salvation came up, and the discussion got rather heated.  In fact, for a moment I thought I would have to call in the guards to calm things down!  How ironic, I thought, that we would be discussing the Bible, the book about God’s love, and almost come to blows with one another!


That problem isn’t unique to the prison world.  The spirit of “fighting fundamentalism” has permeated the entire Church.  You see it on television, hear it from the pulpit, and pick it up in conversations with other believers.  It seems that some believe the more Bible you know, the more argumentative you should be.  This isn’t the spirit of Christ.  While Jesus debated His religious opponents, the majority of His ministry was spent ministering to the needs of people.  He wasn’t looking for a fight, but He didn’t run from one when confronted.  


Today’s verse is a pretty clear statement of the Lord’s hatred dissension among brothers and sisters.  He isn’t honored or pleased when there are needless divisions in His body, which is to be united in love and faith.  We’re to work for unity, not disunity.  We’re to spend your energies on harmony, not discord.  It’s not a sign of spiritual maturity to pick someone apart; it’s a sign of maturity to cover faults in love.


The most impressive example of this is a story we looked at a few months ago -- the account of Joseph’s engagement to Mary.  Imagine Joseph’s excitement as he and Mary planned their future together.  He was a young man and his life was before him.  That life included Mary, the woman he loved, and his excitement must have been great.


Then came the shocking news that Mary was pregnant!  Joseph must have been devastated as his whole world suddenly was shaken.  They had talked, dreamed and planned, and this wasn’t supposed to happen.  He was faced with several options, all of which were painful to him and embarrassing to Mary.  


Matthew tells us that “because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly” (Matthew 1:19).  May the spirit of Joseph come on the Church!  May you and I learn to treat brothers and sisters as Joseph treated Mary.  God intervened and prevented Joseph from doing the wrong thing because Joseph’s heart was right toward Mary who he thought had offended him.  He sought to address the situation quietly, and God honored his misinformed but godly response.


God hates dissension.  Vow to be a source of unity and not division.  Seek to bring healing to the body.  Don’t rejoice in open division, but rather work toward public harmony.  If God hates dissension, He must love unity.  We must learn to love it, too.

July 7

“Say to wisdom, ‘You are my sister,’ 

and call understanding your kinsman.” -- 7:4.


When I enter a jail to minister, I always ask how many were believers before they were arrested.  Often more than half the hands go up.  That has always surprised me, for I thought that most would have met the Lord after they got in jail.  The majority, however, went to church on the “outside” and can point to a day when they surrendered their heart to Jesus.


Like those inmates, many people have responded to an altar call, closed their eyes, and repeated the sinner’s prayer -- and then went back to their world, unchanged and unaffected by what they had just done.  They “got saved,” but it didn’t affect their lives. They didn’t realize -- and too often no one told them -- that they would have to “continue to work out [their] salvation with fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12).  


Once we become disciples of Jesus, there’s much work to do.  We must learn about the Lord -- His Word and will.  We must seek His wisdom and forsake all other ways of life.  It’s interesting that the book of Proverbs refers to godly wisdom with feminine pronouns.  “She” is to be esteemed and honored, and treated like one of the family.  “She” isn’t to be abused or ignored, but is to be handled with respect.  In fact, today’s verse tells us to treat wisdom like our sister.


That verse goes on to say that wisdom will keep us from the adulteress. Think of the adulteress as anything or anyone that takes the place in your life meant only for God.  We have two options.  The first is to cultivate a close relationship with wisdom; the second is to ignore wisdom and cultivate an “adulterous” relationship with someone or something else.  


Our media is filled with reports of “saved” men and women who didn’t treat wisdom like a sister.  They went on to enter an “adulterous” relationship with money, fame, or another person.  Our jails are full of people who did the same thing.


You must spend time with wisdom, your “sister,” or risk going astray.  Salvation and going to church aren’t enough; they are just the beginning.  Treat God’s wisdom like family and make it an integral part of your life.  The Lord wants to have input into every area of your life.  Salvation isn’t an insurance policy you purchase for the day you die.  Rather it’s the first step in a life yielded to God.  


Have you given your life to the Lord, yet neglected the study of His Word?  Do you boast of salvation only to fail consistently at carrying that salvation into every area of your life?  Is Jesus Lord of every area of your life?  Examine yourself today, and then welcome God and His commandments as family.  

July 8

 “To fear the Lord is to hate evil; 

I hate pride and arrogance. . . .” -- 8:13.


I was furious and heard myself speaking in loud tones.  I asked an inmate to leave my Bible study and hoped that he would never return.  This man had big problems in his life.  He was loud, argumentative, rude, and opinionated.  He would constantly ask questions and then argue with my answers.  I had determined to win him to the Lord and be patient, but finally my patience had run out.


During this session I said something and he exploded in anger.  He disagreed so vehemently that I angrily asked him to leave.  I was so angry because I felt I had given him a lot of grace, and he rewarded my kindness by ruining my Bible study. The chaplain insisted he be allowed back into the class, but I angrily told the chaplain I didn’t care if he ever came back.  


My anger continued for days!  I was so upset I could hardly even pray about it.  I finally I took it to the Lord in prayer, and I sensed the Lord asking me one question:  “Son, do you think you are smarter than he?”  Of course I did, and that was the root of my problem.


I had let pride creep into my Bible study -- and into me.  I enjoyed being in front of the men and answering their questions.  I liked how they admired me for my answers. Through this man’s behavior, however, I came to see how arrogant my actions were.  I had reacted to him out of pride, and that put me in a vulnerable position.


Jesus taught extensively on the need to resist pride and embrace humility.  In Luke 18:9-14, He gave a parable concerning the two:

To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable:  ‘Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.  The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself:  ‘God I thank you that I am not like other men -- robbers, evildoers, adulterers -- or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’  But the tax collector stood at a distance.  He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’  I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God.  For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.


I was confident in my own righteousness as I conducted that Bible study.  This parable reminded me that it isn’t wise to be proud or compare myself to another. James wrote, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6).  God opposes pride wherever and in whomever He finds it.  If He finds it in your work, home, ministry, athletic ability, or possessions, He will oppose it.  Examine yourself today and ask the Lord to show you any pride in your life.  Then humble yourself and allow God to work with you, and not against you, once again.    

July 9


“Wisdom has built her house; 

she has hewn out its seven pillars.” -- 9:1.


     I’m the first to admit that I’m not good working with my hands.  In fact, while I pastored in Alabama, my congregation embarked on a building project.  The members and pastors volunteered their time to work on the facility to save money.  When I arrived to work, the foreman usually handed me a broom and told me to stay out of the way.


     I may not be able to use a hammer, but God has still called me to build spiritual things.  Today’s verse shows that godly wisdom is always building something.  It provides a place for people to live and a shelter from the storm.  The shelter that wisdom builds is secure, since it’s supported by “seven pillars.”  I don’t know what those pillars are, but they hold up what wisdom builds, and that makes it a secure place in which to dwell.


     Jesus spoke to this tendency for all people to build something in the following parable:

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.  But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand.  The rain came down, the streams rose, the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash (Matthew 7:24-27).

     Jesus was saying that there are two things that are certain in life.  The first is that you’ll build in your lifetime either according to or ignoring His word.  The second is that storms, rain, and wind will come to test how well you’ve built.  If you built by doing what Jesus and wisdom told you, your building will stand.  If you chose to build according to your own design, the house will fall with a great crash.


     Today’s chapter begs you to build according to wisdom.  Listen to the words of wisdom and you’ll have something that lasts.  Build according to the latest fad or modern theory and the storms of life will tear down what you build.  You can build it well, but if your house isn’t on the proper foundation, it will come down.  


     Check your foundation today.  If you’re building on sand, it isn’t too late to start over.  If you’re building on rock -- the Rock Jesus -- the storms will buffet, but won’t destroy.  Listen to godly wisdom and let her pillars support your structure.  It’s the only safe place to live.

July 10

“When the storm has swept by, the wicked are gone, 

but the righteous stand firm forever.” -- 10:25.


     When I first met the Lord, I thought I had found a solution to all life’s problems. I don’t know where I got one particular notion from, but I assumed that since I was now a believer, I would never have car problems again.  In my immature understanding, I was convinced that nothing I considered “bad” would every befall me again.  The Lord was going to be my insurance policy against such difficulties.  It didn’t take me long to find out how wrong I was.


     Yesterday we read the passage the storms coming against the house.  Jesus didn’t say if the storms come; He said when they come.  The storms -- and flat tires -- will indeed come, and they’ll help to distinguish those who endure in the Lord from those who don’t.


     The Apostle Paul had storms in his life.  He was persecuted, beaten, criticized, and falsely accused.  He survived actual storms at sea and in his personal life and ministry.  One look at 2 Corinthians 6:4-10 tells you something about Paul’s storms.

Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way:  in great endurance;  in troubles, hardships and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; in purity, understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; in truthful speech and in the power of God; with weapons of righteousness in the right hand and in the left; through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed; sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything.


     Paul’s ministry didn’t exempt him from storms.  In fact, his ministry seemed to attract them like a magnet does metal filings.  After the storms passed through, however, Paul was still standing.  A hireling or one less committed would have retired, but Paul stood strong as an oak tree in the midst of incredible pressure.  


     Don’t be surprised at the winds that are blowing in your life.  They are sent to test you and prove the strength of your calling and commitment.  I’ve survived the car problems I thought I would never have, and a whole lot more, since I became a believer. I’ve lived through storms that would have blown me away years ago.  The Lord was faithful, however, and I found myself standing after they had passed through.  

     Don’t go looking for a storm, but if one has come into your life, be assured that it will pass.  Long after it is gone, you will remember the Lord’s faithfulness that allowed you to stand firm.

July 11

“One man gives freely, yet gains even more; 

another withholds unduly, but comes to poverty.” --11:24.


     I was in an early morning prayer meeting, which my church had held daily for the previous two weeks.  We had been praying for a number of things, including a financial breakthrough.  The church’s finances, along with my own and others, had been lean.  As we were praying, a word came through one of the brothers that today we would see our situation change.  The only problem was that “today” was July 4.


     The banks weren’t even open and I thought that nothing financial could happen today.  To my surprise, however, something did.  By the end of the day, money and other unexpected blessings had arrived.  We prayed a few more days, but soon ended the prayer times, for our barns were filled to overflowing!


     All during our lean time, I had given unto the Lord.  I had tithed on what little I had received.  I had come to learn that hard times didn’t exempt me from giving my ten percent to the Lord.  While some have felt that the tithe belongs to the old covenant, I’ve always felt the opposite. The tithe is the minimum standard of giving in the new covenant and is still the practical means by which we express our faith in God to provide for us.  


     The words of Malachi still apply to you and me.  He wrote:

Will a man rob God?  Yet you rob me.  But you ask, “How do we rob you?” “In tithes and offerings.  You are under a curse -- the whole nation of you -- because you are robbing me.  Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house.  Test me in this,” says the Lord Almighty, “and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.  I will prevent pests from devouring your crops, and the vines in your fields will not cast their fruit,” says the Lord Almighty (Malachi 3:8-11).


     The New Testament says little about the tithe because it was such an accepted practice.  There was no need to teach on something that everyone agreed on.  Even Jesus, when he was rebuking the Pharisees for tithing on the herbs of their garden while neglecting the weightier matters of the Law, said “You should have practiced the latter [weightier matters], without neglecting the former [tithing]” (Matthew 23:23).


     It’s a form of worship to honor the Lord with your money and wealth, so don’t neglect Him in hard times  Don’t retreat in difficult times and withhold unduly.  Remember the tithe, honor Him, and you will actually gain from your giving, even in a time of lack.

July 12

“He who works his land will have abundant food, 

but he who chases fantasies lacks judgment.” -- 12:11.


     In 1982, I joined some men and brothers in what we planned to be a business venture -- a “Christian” venture.  We started with fantastic plans, but ended in failure.  We were going to provide jobs for believers, and instead lost our own. We were going to give to missions, and instead came into need ourselves.  What went wrong?


     In spite of my noble plans, the business world was and still is a fantasy for me.  It isn’t where the Lord has called me.  He wants to give me through a ministry what I wanted to get from a business.  Seeing this company as a golden goose, I lacked judgment and ended up in poverty when my goal had been prosperity!


     Today’s verse alludes to the fact that you’ve been given a plot of land from the Lord.  You must work, cultivate, subdue, and harvest it.  If you accept that land and are faithful, you’ll prosper and have plenty of food, as today’ s verse tells you.  If you covet another field that the Lord has not chosen for you and try to work it, you’ll have a difficult time.


     Consider Abraham and Lot.  When it came time for them to part, for their herdsmen weren’t getting along with one another, Abraham let Lot choose where he wanted to go.  In Genesis 13:10-11, it says, “Lot looked up and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan was well watered, like the garden of the Lord. . . .  So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out toward the east.”  


     Lot chose according to what looked good.  Perhaps he’d always wanted land like that which he saw.  The only problem with his choice was that it took him to the gates of Sodom and Gomorrah.  His choice cost him his wife (who was turned into a pillar of salt as they fled Sodom’s destruction) and later his daughters (who also chose poorly and had children by their father).


     Abraham, on the other hand, worked the land that Lot didn’t take and the Lord blessed him.  He walked in faith and faithfulness, and had plenty of food.  Knowing that the Lord would bless him no matter what the land looked like, he only had to work where the Lord wanted him, and his provision would be secure.


     Are you struggling with which field to work in?  Don’t walk by sight or by what looks best for you.  Choose according to the will of God.  Your field may seem small or incapable of supporting you, but that’s not the issue.  The issue is your faith in God who chose the field for you.  Give yourself to your plot of land and you’ll succeed; choose your own plot and you’ll fail.  Get out your shovel and start working your field today.  Your success in life depends on it.

July 13

“He who walks with the wise grows wise, 

but a companion of fools suffers harm.” -- 13:20.


     Experience is the best teacher, or so the saying goes.  But in reality, it isn’t always the best way to learn.  The best way to learn is to find someone who has gone through something and learn from them!  Why make the same painful mistakes that someone else has already made?  


     Discipleship -- or “mentoring” as it is known in the secular world -- was the means to train new believers in the early church.  Converts were called disciples, and walked for a season with those who were more experienced in the ways of the Lord.  That doesn’t regularly happen in the modern church.


     Saul was Gamaliel’s disciple and learned Pharasaism from him.  When he was duly trained, he was released to his own ministry.  After Saul became a believer, he kept this concept and trained Timothy, Titus, and others.  He didn’t throw out this student/teacher relationship because the Holy Spirit was now involved.  Paul knew the necessity for this kind of relationship and continued it in the early Church.


     As Paul’s ministry was coming to an end, he wrote Timothy to continue this discipling process.  “The things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 Timothy 2:2).  Paul wanted Timothy to train men just like Paul had trained him.  He knew leaders wouldn’t just emerge in the Church.  They would come out of a close relationship between teachers and students.


     You can’t be a disciple solely by reading or attending church.  You’ll learn that way, but you won’t be fully developed.  In all probability, you’ll  avoid dealing with certain issues in your life and your blind spots will keep you from yielding to God’s scrutiny.  You’ll tend to keep your idiosyncracies, and they can detract from what the Lord wants to make you.


     I encourage you to walk with the wise as today’s verse also urges you to do.  Spend time with older, more experienced saints who can impart life’s wisdom to you.  Don’t repeat the mistakes of the past but learn from those who have already made them.  Find men or women who are willing to impart their lives to you and seek their advice and counsel.  Your work, marriage, family, and walk with the Lord will benefit from that relationship.  It makes a difference who you spend your time with, so spend it where you will get the greatest return.  

July 14

“A simple man believes anything, 

but a prudent man gives thought to his steps.” -- 14:15.


     Not long after I was saved, I read Exodus 15:26:  “If you listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God and do what is right in his eyes, if you pay attention to his commands and keep all his decrees, I will not bring on you any of the diseases I brought on the Egyptians, for I am the Lord, who heals you.”  I read that before my wife and I had children; in my mind I equated measles, chicken pox, and mumps with the diseases of Egypt.  I thought about this for a while, and then decided that this promise was for me and my family.


     My children are now in their teens, and have never had any of those diseases.  God has given us faith for this promise, and it has come to pass.  I didn’t have to “work up” the faith or claim it repeatedly.  This promise was something I considered over time, and accepted it after meditation and thought.  You might say that I saw it, chewed, swallowed, and digested it.


     That’s how faith is.  It isn’t emotional, although it involves the emotions.  It isn’t an exercise of the will, but it is a choice.  It isn’t super spiritual, for it is within reach of all mankind.  Faith is a quiet confidence in God and His word.  


     “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see” (Hebrews 11:1).  There’s a process that helps you become sure of what God promises.  You’ve heard people claiming, in faith, all kinds of things -- healing, financial blessings, salvation for loved ones, and possessions.  They’ve seen something, or heard someone else’s testimony and decided to make that promise their own.  I’ve counseled many whose faith was “shipwrecked” after they didn’t receive what they had been claiming.


     I’ve always appreciated the father who brought his son to Jesus for healing.  In Mark 9:23 Jesus tells the father, “Everything is possible for him who believes.”  In verse 24 “the boy’s father exclaimed, ‘I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief.’”  He believed, but also considered his steps and knew he had some unbelief.  Yet his unbelief didn’t keep his son from being healed.  This man didn’t try to be something he wasn’t, and he admitted his lack of faith to Jesus.  The good news is that Jesus accepted the father where he was and healed the boy.


     Be honest with God and don’t confess something you don’t believe.  Don’t launch out in faith, only to find you are in presumption.  Give thought to the promises of God and let them become real to you.  Don’t try to use your faith to manipulate God, but use your faith to discover His purpose for you.  When you’re convinced, you won’t have to give yourself a pep talk.  You’ll have an inner strength that comes from trusting in the Rock of your salvation.

July 15

“A man finds joy in giving an apt reply -- 

and how good is a timely word!” -- 15:23.

     
I had just hung up the phone with a man in the church who had lost his job and was unable to find another.  His finances were tight, and his electricity was about to be shut off.  I told him I would bring a check to his wife’s place of employment to help them out.  That was a timely word for him, and it brought him great joy.

     
To receive a timely word is a great thing, and can save your life.  The Apostle Paul wrote, however, that it is “better to give than receive.”  Paul, giving instructions concerning public meetings, said, “When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation.  All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church” (1 Corinthians 14:26).  The writer of Hebrews wrote that believers should  “encourage one another daily” (Hebrews 3:13).  


     Barnabas was a man who was always ready to give an apt word.  In fact, his name literally meant “Son of Encouragement” (Acts 4:36).  His ministry was to encourage and strengthen the saints.  By being sensitive to people and their needs, he could deliver the right word into their situation.

     Barnabas is first mentioned in Acts 4 for selling a piece of property and giving it to the apostles for the needs of the brethren.  He was an encouragement as he gave.  He is next mentioned in Acts 9 where he brought Saul before the believers and testified of Saul’s conversion.  This helped the Jerusalem church to accept Saul, whom they had been resisting.  The Lord used him to open the doors for those called into the ministry.  

     In Acts 13, the Holy Spirit chose Saul and Barnabas to plant Gentile churches.  The Spirit used this encourager as a pioneer to people not yet touched by the gospel.  Later, Saul and Barnabas parted ways after a dispute over John Mark, who was Barnabas’ cousin.  Barnabas probably was willing to overlook Mark’s weaknesses to keep him on the ministry team.  To the end, Barnabas was an encourager, able to see the potential in everyone and working to help strengthen the people of God.   


    You can’t give a timely word unless you’re listening to the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit knows where people truly are, and can tell you, if you’re interested.  You also can’t encourage if you’re looking for encouragement yourself, for your focus then isn’t outward but inward.  

      
Ask the Spirit to show you someone you can encourage today.  Look for a person who needs a timely word, someone loaded down with life, and then lighten their load.  Find your joy not in receiving a word, but in giving one.  Seek the ministry that Barnabas had -- the ministry of encouragement -- and God will use you to no end.    

July 16

“A wise man’s heart guides his mouth, 

and his lips promote instruction.” -- 16:23.


     Your heart, not your brain, is your communication center.  Jesus was clear about this when He addressed the Pharisees in Mark 7:6-7:  “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written:  ‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  They worship me in vain.’”  


     Later when His disciples questioned Him about this, He replied, 

“Don’t you see that nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him ‘unclean’?  For it doesn’t go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body. . . .  What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’  For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly” (Mark 7:18-22).

     
Sin originates in your heart -- not just “big” sins like theft, adultery, or murder, but also “little” sins like envy, slander, and foolishness.  It’s the heart that is “deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jeremiah 17:9).  It’s the heart that guides your lips, for Jesus said in Matthew 12:34, “For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.”

     
It’s critical that you fill your heart with good things if you want to be able to answer according to the need of the moment.  You can memorize what to say, but if your heart isn’t right, it won’t help you know when to say it.  


     The first step toward a heart that can guide your lips is honesty with God.  There is a temptation to tell the Lord what you think He wants to hear instead of the truth.  God “desire[s] truth in the inner parts” (Psalm 51:6).  Be truthful with Him.  If you’re sad, tell Him.  If you’re jealous, angry, or bitter, confess it to Him, for He already knows what’s there.  If He was going to “punish” you, He would already have done so.  

     The truth isn’t for His benefit, it’s for yours.  Recognizing the truth of what’s in your heart is the first step to getting rid of it.  Hiding it is folly, for eventually it will come out anyway as the overflow of your heart pushes it out into the open, usually through what you say.


     Seek a clean heart.  Weed out the bad, and replace it with the good things of the Lord.  Let the overflow of your heart be love, joy, kindness, and mercy.  If your mouth is guided by those things, you’ll be known for gracious speech.  You’ll promote instruction since people will want to hear from you.  Don’t hide your heart from the Lord because He already knows what’s there.  Clean it up, and watch your ability to speak improve.

July 17

“The crucible for silver and the furnace for gold, 

but the Lord tests the heart.” -- 17:3.


     I became a believer in 1973.  The morning after my salvation, I awakened to a startling presence in my bedroom.  I knew someone was there, and I heard the Lord speak to my heart.  He told me I would leave the church I was attending, go into full-time ministry, and give my life to His service.  Based on what I had sensed since I was young, I knew that this service was to be a pastor.  

     I went into ministry in 1978 as the youngest member of our church staff.  For 11 years, I served on almost every church committee.  I was also church administrator, public relations director, and associate pastor.  During those 11 years, however, I only preached twice.  There were times I felt like I was watching the baggage as the others went off to war.  I knew I was to preach, but what I was doing wasn’t fulfilling that call.


     The Lord was testing me during those 11 years, training and delivering me from ambition and conceit.  The word test refers to the process of “testing” precious metals.  Silver and gold ore are submitted to intense heat to purify them.  As they are heated and become molten, the impurities rise to the top where they can easily be skimmed off.  The Lord turned the heat up on me, and certainly found plenty of impurities to remove.  In 1989, 16 years after my “call,” I went to Orlando to pastor a church.  By then, much of my exuberance, pride, and arrogance had been burned off, and my testing, while not finished, was far enough along that the Lord could use me.

     
During those 16 years of testing, I always found great comfort in the story of Joseph who had a dream from the Lord that his brothers would bow down to him.  He knew he was destined for greatness.  But before that happened he had to go through the testing process.  He was sold into slavery by his brothers and then the Lord

Called for a famine upon the land; He broke the whole staff of bread.  He sent a man before them, Joseph, who was sold as a slave.  They afflicted his feet with fetters; he himself was laid in irons, until the time that his word came to pass, the word of the Lord tested him” (Psalm 105:16-19 NAS emphasis added). 

     
Joseph received his word but instead of it coming to pass immediately, he found himself in prison and chains!  Why?  So that God could test and purify him for God’s use.  Eventually, he became the second most powerful man in the world!  His family did bow down to him, and he spent many decades in fruitful service.  He came to appreciate his testing, for he told his brothers when it was all over, “You intended it to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Genesis 50:20).


     Your testing isn’t designed to harm you, but to prepare you.  Don’t faint and  don’t be surprised at the fiery ordeal you are in.  The greater your destiny, the greater the preparation or testing process.  One day you’ll be grateful for what it did in your life as you enjoy a life and ministry that have been tested by fire.

July 18

“A poor man pleads for mercy, 

but a rich man answers harshly.” -- 18:23.


     One of my children had just “messed up,” doing something dumb and getting into trouble at school.  I listened to the principal’s report, barely able to contain my anger.  I began to question my child and found no excuse for what had been done.  I was about to “lower the boom,” but decided instead to have mercy.  We talked, I applied some discipline, but I didn’t raise my voice (or at least I don’t think I did).  


     The next day I “messed up,” responding to someone in a way that wasn’t proper. They smiled at me, went on with the conversation, and overlooked my sin.  As I was praying later, the Lord showed me that, had I not responded in mercy to my child, the person would not have responded graciously to me.  I had reaped what I had sown!

     A rough response to another person usually comes from feeling like you have it all together in that area.  How could they have been so dumb?  You watch the news and wonder how someone could have been so foolish to do what they did.  Your memory may be too short to recall how you too have done foolish things, and how fortunate you were that the cameras or reporters weren’t there when you did.


     It would be good to keep in mind that you’re a priest, ministering to the Lord and to others on His behalf.  The writer of Hebrews wrote

Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to represent them in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.  He is able to deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject to weakness.  This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as for the sins of the people (Hebrews 5:1-3).


     A rough answer from a priest indicates that the priest has forgotten that he too is beset with weakness.  As today’s verses states, the rich -- those who feel that they’re above failure or sin -- will give a sharp response.  The poor -- those who know and have experienced their own failure -- will extend mercy because they know they have needed and will need mercy.

     Paul instructed, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.  But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted” (Galatians 6:1).  Paul wants those who “restore” to do so with care, for they aren’t above temptations or problems themselves.


     Do you answer roughly or with mercy?  Do you minister from a position of superiority or with a knowledge of your own weakness?  Do you have a critical spirit?  Then remember from where you’ve come, and be mindful of what you’re still capable of doing.  If you do that, you’ll minister gently and the words of your mouth will bring needed healing and not condemnation.  

July 19

“It is not good to have zeal without knowledge, 

nor to be hasty and miss the way.” -- 19:2.


     Jesus and Peter offer two contrasts in the study of zeal.  Both were passionate men who did what they had to do with all their heart.  But Peter’s zeal was sometimes without knowledge and reckless, while Jesus’ zeal accomplished the will of God on every occasion.  Sincerity isn’t enough when you’re doing the will of God, for you can be sincere and still miss His will.


     Consider Peter first.  In Matthew 16:22, he rebuked Jesus for talking about the cross!  Peter was so excited and zealous after his revelation of who Jesus was that he presumed to teach Jesus about other aspects of His ministry.  Peter’s zeal got him into trouble, and Jesus sharply rebuked him for his presumption.

     
Shortly after that, Jesus took Peter with Him to the mountain where Jesus’ transfiguration occurred.  This time Peter took it upon himself to speak when Elijah and Moses appeared.  What could Peter possible add to a meeting where Jesus, Moses, and Elijah were conversing!  His zeal was great, however, and he spoke sincerely but hastily. The Father’s voice interrupted Peter and said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.  Listen to him!” (Matthew 17:5).


     Finally, Peter was asked by the temple collectors whether Jesus paid the temple tax.  Peter zealously and confidently replied that He did.  When he returned to Jesus, the Lord helped him understand that the Son doesn’t have to pay the tax.  The Lord then sent Peter to catch a fish that had the amount of the temple tax in its mouth! (see Matthew 17:24-27).


     Jesus, on the other hand, combined zeal and knowledge.  He was never hasty, but instead waited to know what the will of God was.  Tthen He acted in the power of godly zeal.  For example, Jesus beheld the woeful situation at the temple for years, yet He didn’t drive out the moneychangers until a visit there before His death.  A zealous show of force before that perhaps could have caused the crowds to rally to His support and make Him king.  Instead He waited and in the right hour moved with zeal.  


     Psalm 69:9 says, “Zeal for your house consumes me.”  Jesus’ zeal for God led Him to the cross.  Jesus wasn’t consumed with careless, unbridled zeal that took Him in just any direction.  When it was His time to go to Jerusalem to die, “He resolutely set His face to go” (Luke 9:51 NAS).  Jesus even went to His death with zeal.


     The cause of Christ has been hurt by undisciplined zeal, and by those who have lost their zeal to do God’s will.  You need zeal, too, but it must be directed.  You must learn to harness it so that it brings all the energy you need to do the Lord’s work.  If you have zeal, combine it with knowledge.  If you’ve lost it, get it back so you can once again work with enthusiasm.

July 20

“A man’s steps are directed by the Lord.  

How then can anyone understand his own way?” -- 20:24.

     
When my son was in kindergarten, he had a school program at 11:00 one morning, which I promised to attend.  I went to work and got busy.  My boss asked me to drive across town on an errand, so I took the company truck and set out.  Traffic was terrible everywhere, and I made numerous detours through back streets to get where I was going.  Suddenly I found myself in front of my son’s school and it was 10:58!  I’d totally forgotten about his program, yet traffic and all those detours had brought me to his school’s doorstep. 


     I was reminded that day how the Lord can direct my steps, even when I’m unaware of His guidance.  I thought I was flowing with traffic, but instead He was getting me where I needed to be, when I needed to be there.  The Lord may not take the most direct route, but He always chooses the correct route for you and gets you to His appointed place at the right time.


    “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28).  This verse tells me that God is a master baker.  He takes all the ingredients of your life, mixes them together, and gets the desired results.  You have to accept Romans 8:28 as a statement of faith, for there are times when your way seems disjointed, without meaning, and out of control.  During those times, your definition of good doesn’t correspond with God’s definition, and you can easily despair when you can’t figure out what the Lord is doing or where He’s taking you.


     David wrote in Psalm 27:13-14, “I am still confident of this:  I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.  Wait for the Lord; be strong and take heart and wait for the Lord.”  He was still confident even though he had plenty of reason to lose his confidence.  It didn’t seem like things would work out.  He couldn’t always understand how he would become king, how Saul would be removed, and why things went the way they did.  But he retained his confidence, and did indeed see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.


     The writer of Hebrews wrote to “not throw away your confidence; it will be richly rewarded” (Hebrews 10:35).  Let your confidence be restored today, confident that God is in control.  Whether you feel like it or not, He’s leading you in the way you need to go.  Perhaps you know where you’re going and where God has called you, but you don’t understand the road on which He’s taking you.   Remind yourself that the Lord is directing your steps.  You may not understand, but you can be confident that He hasn’t abandoned you to the side roads of life.  You may not like it at times, but you’re on the main highway and well on the way to your appointed destination.

July 21

“All a man’s ways seem right to him, 

but the Lord weighs the heart.” -- 21:2.


     The father seated before me asked if I would meet with his son.  I had performed the wedding ceremony for this young man and his wife, but their marriage was now in trouble.  The father told me of the problems his son was having; my mind went back to our premarital counseling sessions.  I had some reservations about the marriage, but the son insisted that he had heard from the Lord.  This marriage, he had confidently asserted, was the will of God.

     
Now there were health and money problems, and the son was acting irresponsibly.  I went to meet with him and reminded him of his “vows.”  He wasn’t too pleased to hear me remind him of our earlier conversations.  His way had seemed right to him, but now the Lord was weighing his heart to reveal what was there (and what wasn’t).  His motives and intentions were being tested, and he wasn’t passing the test.  


     It’s true that my initial reservations had been correct, but now was not the time to discuss those.  He had made a commitment, and now he had a marriage to preserve.  The good news is that he chose to do what was required to see it work and today the couple is doing much better.

     Peter had also confidently boasted of his ways, which seemed so clear to him. During the Last Supper, Jesus said to him, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat.  But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail.  And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:31-32).  


     The Lord was about to weigh Simon’s heart and reveal what was really there.  But Simon was confident that he already knew what was there.  He had figured out his way and thought he would walk on no matter how bad it got. “But he replied, ‘Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death.’  Jesus answered, ‘I tell you, Peter, before the rooster crows today, you will deny three times that you know me’” (Luke 22:33-34).  


     Peter dismissed this prediction, for he was certain of his loyalty and was ready to prove it.  Yet the Lord was correct and a few hours later, Peter was weeping because he did exactly what the Lord had predicted.


    You can be fooled easily when it comes to your own heart.  Jeremiah wrote, “I the Lord search the heart and examine the mind” (Jeremiah 17:10).  God weighs your motives and reveals what is truly in your heart because you don’t always know nor are you ready to admit it.  In fact, God uses His Word to do the job, the Word which is “living and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).

     
Don’t be so confident in your self-assessment, but let the Lord and His word test you to see what’s there.  Give God room to weigh your motives to make sure they are righteous and holy.  If you don’t, then you risk a more public display such as Peter encountered.  Let God weigh your heart, and learn to trust His perspective of what is really there.

July 22

“So that your trust may be in the Lord, 

I teach you today, even you.” -- 22:19.


     Today’s verse says that the goal of wisdom is faith.  Every teaching you hear should be judged by whether or not it increases your trust in the Lord.  God’s wisdom doesn’t come only to intellectually stimulate the mind.  It also comes to stir the heart to faith and action.  Since “without faith it is impossible to please God” (Hebrews 11:6), wisdom must produce faith if God is to be pleased.

     Abraham is “the father of all who believe” (Romans 4:11).  Perhaps more than anyone in the Bible, he epitomizes the walk of faith.  The Lord revealed Himself to Abraham and taught him about faith.  You also need to be instructed so that you will trust in the Lord.  To help you learn, Abraham’s walk of faith is best summarized in Romans.

He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed -- the God who gives life the dead and calls things that are not as though they were.  Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to [or taught] him, “So shall your offspring be.”  Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead -- since he was about a hundred years old -- and that Sarah’s womb was also dead.  Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.  That is why “it was credited to him as righteousness” (4:17-22).


     It is especially impressive how Abraham soberly assessed his situation according to this account.  He didn’t deny the deadness of his body or of Sarah’s womb, nor did he turn his back on reality.  He didn’t try to work up a positive confession and claim that their bodies were alive.  He quite frankly said, “We’re dead.”  

     Abraham said this because he knew their deadness didn’t really matter.  The important thing for Abraham was God’s promise that he would have children.  When he considered his deadness, he also considered the power of God to bring life.  When he compared his deadness to that power, he was convinced that God could overcome all obstacles to bring His promise to pass.

     
You may be dead in some area.  Wisdom wants to teach you today to go ahead and face your deadness.  You can even say, “I’m dead” and not negate the promise of God.  If God has promised you prosperity and times are lean, you can say so and still be standing on the promises of God.  Faith never forces you to deny reality.  It calls you instead to a higher reality -- the word of God.  Be like your father Abraham and let wisdom teach you to trust in God, no matter how bleak it looks.  Your faith will please your heavenly Father, and you will in time receive the reward for your faith. 

July 23

“There is surely a future hope for you, 

and your hope will not be cut off.” -- 23:18


     Because Jeremiah was a prophet with a sobering word, people didn’t particularly like to see him come near.  He was chosen to tell the people of Judah that the end of their kingdom was at hand.  He brought word that the Babylonians were coming to carry Judah into exile.  As you would expect, he wasn’t greeted with parades and open arms.  He was imprisoned, persecuted, and scorned.


     This word had its affect on Jeremiah.  All he could see was death, pain, and destruction.  He had brought a word of doom and it had become a part of him and his outlook.  In Jeremiah 37, the prophet was put into prison by the king for prophesying.  The king wanted to shut him up.  Still he spoke the word of the Lord that Judah would not escape the hand of Babylon.  The city was already surrounded, and the people were hoping that God would intervene.  Jeremiah was telling them it was over -- God would not help them.


     While in prison, however, a peculiar thing happened to Jeremiah.  His cousin came to visit him and asked Jeremiah to buy a field in Anathoth.  Real estate didn’t seem like a good investment at that time since the land was about to be ravaged and plundered by foreigners.  Even though things looked hopeless, the Lord told Jeremiah to buy that field and invest in the future.  “For this is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says:  Houses, fields and vineyards will again be bought in this land” (Jeremiah 32:15).  In the midst of hopelessness, God offered a glimmer of hope.  “As I have brought all this great calamity on this people, so I will give them all the prosperity I have promised them” (Jeremiah 32:42).


     It seems that God’s judgment is always tempered by mercy, seldom being as bad as it could be.  His people need to maintain this perspective.  It’s all right to have hope for the future.  No matter how bad things may become, the future is in God’s hands.  He can turn it from judgment to mercy.  How a situation is today isn’t necessarily how it will be tomorrow.  


     There are modern economists, analysts, and prophets who paint a bleak picture of the days to come.  Along with that, the end-time theology of some is severe and pessimistic.  Yet the Lord may want you to invest in the future, that same future that looks so dark.  If nothing else, you’re to invest in the age to come.  If all seems lost, you can still do good, knowing that you’ll receive your reward in the next world.  If your hope is lost for this age, your hope isn’t completely cut off.  The resurrection will come, and you’ll be rewarded for your deeds done.


     Even if you’re carrying a gloomy outlook concerning the present or future, be hopeful.  The best is yet to come, and God can bring it to pass out of the worst of situations.  Look today to invest something in hope.  You’re not investing in the future, but in the God of your future.  You’ll be saying that God is in control of your destiny, and you’ll not be disappointed. 


July 24

“Finish your outdoor work and get your fields ready; 

after that, build your house.” -- 24:27.


     Today you will be faced with many things you could do.  There are urgent matters and there will undoubtedly be unexpected interruptions.  There are also long-term projects that have been on your heart for some time.  All these can bring the tension that comes from facing a long “to-do” list with no idea of where to start.


     The verse for today speaks to this very problem and the need to set priorities.  The person who can set priorities, and then focus on them in the midst of life’s craziness, is the person who will be productive and satisfied.  The person who goes from crisis to crisis, without any thought of what’s most important, is foolish and short-sighted. The fields are those things that will produce a crop for you in the future; working on your house is what may make you feel good today, but can be done later after your “field work” is done.

     Being able to set priorities, Jesus did what the Father told Him; that became His top priority at any time.  Jesus said, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know who I am that I am the one I claim to be and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me.  The one who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him” (John 8:28-29).  

     
Jesus did what the Father told Him to do, and He gave greatest attention to what would do the most good in the long run.  You could argue that had Jesus remained on earth longer, He would have been able to heal and help more people.  But the cross was His highest priority. According to today’s verse, He didn’t “build his house first,” but rather prepared His fields. He wasn’t short-sighted, but focused on what He could do that would bring the greatest return.

     Perhaps there are also some things that you need to do that you have overlooked for some time now.  You’ve been doing those things that are most pressing, but are they the most productive?  When harvest time comes, will you have any crops coming in?  In the future, when you need that second language, you won’t know it.  You’ll miss the money and opportunities that a new book could have produced had you taken time to write it.  If you’re not careful, you’ll be able to invest in your grandchildren only what you could have invested in your “field” -- your own children -- but were too busy to do.


     Ask yourself today whether you’re building your house or preparing your fields.  Are you working toward short-term relief of pressing problems, or long-term projects that will bring results?  Ask the Spirit to help you set your priorities today, and then give yourself to something that won’t produce results for months or even years.  Don’t be pulled into the little things of today, but give yourself to the big things of tomorrow.  Once your fields are prepared, then you can go about the less critical tasks that may be worthwhile, but yield less important results.

July 25

“If you argue your case with a neighbor,

 do not betray another man’s confidence.” -- 25:9.

     
Go into a bookstore today, and you’ll be bombarded by books written with the intent to expose the faults and abuses of someone else.  Children write about parents, wives about former husbands, workers about ex-supervisors, government officials about political leaders, and athletes about other athletes.  The abused are encouraged to go public with their stories as part of the healing process, and the wronged are considered justified when they expose those who wronged them.  It’s the spirit of the age, but it isn’t necessarily godly behavior.

     
On a smaller scale, I’ve counseled many people who haven’t attended my church.  They didn’t feel comfortable, however, going to their own pastor or Christian friends, for fear of gossip and public exposure of their private wounds and faults.  They had every right to be concerned.  The church should be the place where people go when they make mistakes or when they are facing their dark side.  Instead, the church sometimes puts an impossible standard of righteousness on its members.  Consequently, people shy away from walking in the light for fear of the results.  If this were a problem only in the world, it would be one thing. But it’s a problem in the body of Christ, and must be addressed as a serious lack of integrity.


     I  remember my father telling me how his uncle had confided in him as his uncle was dying; to the best of my knowledge, my father never told anyone else.  I’ve even asked him to tell me what it was, but he has refused.  I admired that when I was a child, and I admire it today.  I too have sought to be a confidant to people like my dad was to my uncle.  I want people to trust me with their dark side and to have confidence that their secrets will stay just that -- secret.  I don’t want to reveal what they said, even if it will help me or make me look smart or spiritual in some situation.  


     Galatians 6:2 exhorts, “Carry each other’s burdens.”  James 5:16 instructs, “Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.”  1 Peter 4:8 says, “Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers a multitude of sins.”  God wants a people who know how to bear and cover, not unload and uncover.  God wants to use you to help other people bear their marriage, family, financial, and personal problems.  He’s looking for those who won’t be shocked by what they hear, but moved by love and compassion.


     Don’t reveal the secrets of another, whether in prayer or conversation.  Be a person in whom others can have confidence.  There are many looking for a friend with whom they can be themselves, and  some hope they can find that in the church of Jesus Christ.  Don’t disappoint them when they come; make a commitment to be one who loves and knows how to cover.  

July 26

“Like one who seizes a dog by the ears 

is a passer-by who meddles in a quarrel not his own.”  -- 26:17.


     Yesterday we considered how to be one who can carry the secrets of others.  Today we’re encouraged not to be busy-bodies.  On one hand we can tend not to get involved with people at all; on the other hand we can get so involved that we begin to meddle in areas that are none of our business.  The Spirit wants to teach us to find the balance between these two tendencies.


     While visiting a friend recently who was having some problems, I observed some things that weren’t quite right in his home.  Returning to my home to pray, I felt no urgency to share this with him, for I considered that to be “strife” not belonging to me.  In my younger days, I was quick to offer opinions to all who were within earshot.  I would confront someone in a minute if I felt I saw something they needed.  As I’ve grown in the Lord, I’ve changed that habit.  I now look for “quarrels” that are mine and avoid those that aren’t.


     I’ve used one verse to help me decide whether the quarrel is mine or not.  It says, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15).  If someone asks me, that means they’re probably interested, so I’m going on their turf at their invitation.  If they ask me what to do, I feel better about telling them.  My wife sometimes asks me now why I didn’t say anything when we were involved in some sticky situation.  My reply is often, “No one asked me.”  


     My second guideline is whether or not I sense the Spirit prompting me to say anything.  Jesus told his followers that He only said what He heard the Father saying.  Trying to be like my Lord, I’m working at responding according to the Spirit’s leading.  There are times when people ask me and I still don’t respond.  If you pick up a dog by the ears, he may bite you.  Today’s verse warns that some people ask for input, but will bite you when you respond.  I’m not interested in getting bitten.  I have enough teeth marks to last a lifetime.

     I’m still looking for “quarrels, “ but only those that the Spirit has assigned to me.  There are tough problems that I know the Lord wants me to address.  There are other problems I see, but they aren‘t part of my quota.  I’m trying to learn to leave them alone.


     Today’s verse is an exhortation to mind your own business.  Jesus taught, “Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs.  If you do, they may trample them under their feet, and then turn and tear you to pieces” (Matthew 7:6).  Knowing the truth doesn’t give you the automatic green light to share it.   Sharing truth can be bad for both the truth and you -- you can both get trampled in the process.  Learn to be quiet and wait for the Spirit’s confirmation that this is your quarrel.  You will suffer enough dog bites in life; don’t go looking for any more.     

July 27

“Do not forsake your friend 

and the friend of your father.” -- 27:10.


     Jonathan and David are perhaps the best example in the Bible of friendship and loyalty.  They became close when David served Jonathan’s father, King Saul, as a court musician.  Their friendship withstood all kinds of trials.  Even though Jonathan was in line for the throne, David was anointed to be the next king.  Jonathan rejoiced, however, in his friend’s good fortune, and looked forward to the day when he could serve David as the second in command.

     Saul tried to poison his son’s mind against David, but Jonathan refused to be affected and even went off secretly to encourage David.  Jonathan didn’t listen to the accusations, nor did he believe that David had conspired against him to steal the throne.  Jonathan died in battle alongside his reprobate father.  It was then David’s turn to manifest his love and friendship toward his fallen friend.

     
When David ascended the throne, he inquired if there were any of Jonathan’s descendants whom he could bless.  He was told that there was one son, Mephibosheth, who was lame and had survived the civil unrest after Saul’s death.  David brought this young man to his court, sat him at the royal table, and took care of him with a financial allowance.


     Friendship and loyalty are godly traits.  God Himself is faithful and loyal to His own, and carries that loyalty over generational lines.  Exodus 33:11 tells us, “The Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend.”  James wrote that Abraham “was called God’s friend” (James 2:23).  The Lord’s loyalty to Solomon was in large part due to the special relationship his father David had with the Lord.


     As Jesus was concluding His earthly ministry, He defined an important shift in His relationship with His disciples.  “I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business.  Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15).  It’s interesting that Jesus would make this distinction, wanting His men to know of His love and affection for them.


     Today’s verse warns you not to forsake your father’s friends.  Your heavenly Father is a friend to many on the earth.  His people are not only His servants, but His friends.  You are required to do the same.  Be like Jonathan and David.  It’s a godly trait to stay loyal to friends in the midst of our human weaknesses.  God is a good friend and wants you to be one, too.  Determine to bless a friend of yours today.

July 28

“He who keeps the law is a discerning son, 

but a companion of gluttons disgraces his father.” -- 28:7.


     The purpose of the law in the life of the believer has been debated for a long time.  I regularly hear people say that today we live under grace and not law.  Legalism is considered a negative thing, and so many make every effort to live by the Spirit and not by the rules of the law.  Today’s verse praises the son, however, who keeps the law, calling him discerning.  The person who ignores the law is called the friend of gluttons -- those who are undisciplined and seek to feed themselves with no restrictions or thought of the consequences.

     Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:17-20 concerning the law are most important.

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.  I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.  Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.


     Without question, some of the law is no longer in affect.  For instance, we no longer have to kill a lamb at the temple.  Dietary laws don’t pertain to the believer, although they still make good sense from a nutritional standpoint.  And special care for the Levites is no longer our concern.  

     The moral aspects of the law, however, are still applicable.  Adultery and murder are still forbidden.  In fact, Jesus went on to say that not only is the ban on adultery still applicable, but the thought of it is also considered sin.  He didn’t do away with the law.  If anything, He made it more restrictive and demanding.


     The difference today is that the law is fulfilled in the power of the Spirit, and not the power of human will.  Everyone must come to see that God’s law is holy, and man has no power whatsoever to keep it.  A spiritual glutton is someone who eats whatever he wants whenever he wants.  He is “free” to follow his spiritual instincts apart from any law.  But the discerning son is hemmed in by the law.  He isn’t free to do what he wants, but follows God’s law as the Spirit directs.  There’s a big difference between those two philosophies of life.


     You’re under the law, not to gain salvation, but to please God.  You’re under law to love your neighbor and to give mercy.  If you’re a discerning son, you’ll realize that.  If you’re a companion of gluttons, you’ll rejoice in your freedom only to find yourself following your flesh in the things of God.  Ask God to help you to be a discerning son or daughter, and then be about the business of keeping the righteous law of God.

July 29

“A man’s pride brings him low, 

but a man of lowly spirit gains honor.” -- 29:23.

     
My wife was recently telling me of something one family member said that offended another member.  It was said in pride, and it offended the pride of the other party.  There was now an offense, and a wall had gone up between the two.


     The book of Proverbs regularly addresses man’s pride.  It clings to all men, and is the root of most disputes and problems.  John wrote, “If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world -- the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does -- comes not from the Father but from the world” (1 John 2:15-16). 

     Boasting and pride are the foundation upon which a man’s kingdom is built.  Satan in his pride fell from heaven, and his spirit has found a home in the hearts of men.  Unfortunately, our pride isn’t always dealt with when we meet the Lord.  James addressed believers, not unbelievers, when he wrote, 

Who is wise and understanding among you?  Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom.  But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth.  Such “wisdom” does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice” (James 3:13-16).  


     I once had a wise man tell me, “If it hurts, it’s not dead.”  When you lose the promotion and it hurts, your ambition to get ahead wasn’t dead.  Another man once said that we think our flesh is dead only to find out later that it had only fainted.  It comes back to life when we are insulted, overlooked, or frustrated.  God wants to deal our pride a death blow, so that it won’t hurt when we’re humbled. 

     The way to deal with pride is found in 1 Peter 5:6:  “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.”  You can humble yourself and have some say in how quickly and thoroughly your pride is dealt with.  Humility is a decision.  The only other option is humiliation -- God will humble you if you choose not to humble yourself.

     The good news from today’s verse is that humility comes with a promise.  If you humble yourself under God’s hand, He will exalt you.  God can use the humble, and He is looking to use those who aren’t concerned with who gets the credit for the work done.  If there’s disorder in your life, is there pride and selfish ambition?  If there’s turmoil in your relationships, is conceit a factor?  Examine your motives today, and ask the Lord to help you see the blind spots of pride.  Then humble yourself and wait for God to promote you.  A lowly spirit gains honor, and God wants to honor you when you meet his basic requirement -- humility.

July 30

“There are those who curse their fathers 

and do not bless their mothers.” -- 30:11.

     I was sitting with a member of my church, and we were praying about some difficulties he was having in his walk with the Lord.  I asked this young man about his family, and found out that he hadn’t talked to his father for five years.  He didn’t even know where his father was.  I then asked how long he was prepared to carry this grudge.  He told me, “For the rest of my life.”  That night he began to face his hatred and walk in forgiveness.  He was ready at last to face his past.


     You can only live in the “today” of life.  You can’t bring the future or the past into “today” and be successful.  Stress, anxiety, and breakdowns come when the past or future becomes bigger than “today.”  You can’t try to ignore or bury what has happened to you, because the only way to deal with the past is “head on.”  If you bury the past in your heart or mind, it will eventually resurface.  You can’t bury it deep enough that it will ever go away.


     To fully live in today, you must face the past, even if it means admitting that a person hurt you.  You must come to grips with any anger, bitterness, resentment, or rejection you still have.  Psalm 51:6 tells you that the Lord “desire[s] truth in the inward parts.”  The truth of what you are holding in isn’t for the Lord’s benefit -- He already knows what’s there.  The truth is for your benefit so that you can acknowledge it, repent, let it go, and ask the Lord to heal it.


     Jesus said, “Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32).  Knowing and facing the truth of your past isn’t meant to torment you but to set you free.  Until you face it, you aren’t really free, but bound to the past.  When the past floods into your consciousness, you aren’t free to respond today as the Lord would want.  


     Start by asking the Lord to show you your heart.  Is there hurt, bitterness, or anger hidden inside?  Against whom are you angry?  Then tell the Lord how you feel.  If you’re angry, tell Him.  Then forgive the person or persons who wronged you.  I’ve found that parents are very often the source of these problems.  Your mind tells you that you ought to love them, but the heart very often harbors resentment for some of the things they did or didn’t do.  Be especially honest about them.

     Finally, ask the Lord to forgive you.  You must realize and acknowledge that you may have sinned in response to someone else’s sin.  Their wrong deed doesn’t justify your wrong response.  This isn’t an easy process, and you may need to enlist the help of your spiritual counselor or friends to help you.  Dealing with the past will enable you to successfully live today, the only day in which you were created to live.


July 31

“Her husband is respected at the city gate, 

where he takes his seat among the elders of the land.” -- 31:23.


     I once heard it said that God is looking to use people who aren’t concerned with who gets the credit for the work.  I remember as a young pastor preparing a memo for my superior.  I worked long and hard, and presented it to him -- all five pages of it -- on my stationary.  He read it, said it was just what he wanted, and then asked if I would transfer it to his letterhead.  I was crushed!

     
I wanted people to know that I had done the work.  Wanting my name to be on that memo, I desired the recognition and praise that I thought would come from that work.  I worked my way through that request, and did put the memo out in his name.  


     After I did that, I was reading Proverbs 31 and noticed today’s verse.  Here was an account of a godly woman.  She was diligent and a hard worker.  Yet it seemed to me as if the credit for her labor went to someone else.  She is the one put forth as a model worker, and her husband got to sit at the gate.  Here was someone doing the work and her husband, while probably working hard himself, got the public notoriety.   


     John the Baptist found himself in the same situation.  He had the attention of all Israel.  Large crowds came to see him, and he was the talk of the land.  Then Jesus came along.  Some had tried to declare that John was the Messiah.  Others were jealous that Jesus was now getting all the public notice after John had ministered so effectively prior to His arrival on the scene.  John put the concerns to rest about Jesus getting more credit than he.  He simply told his followers, “He must become greater; I must become less” (John 3:30). 


     As I’ve matured, I’ve taken comfort from Paul’s admonition to “give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58).  God is watching what I do.  If man doesn’t recognize it, God will.  What I do in secret will be trumpeted from the housetops!  As I work hard, I trust my reputation and recognition to Him.  My labor for man may be in vain, but if I work for Him, nothing I do will go unnoticed.  I also recognize that God will exalt others over me and may use me to help get them there!


     Are you willing to make yourself nothing, just like John and Jesus did?  Can you bear to watch someone else benefit, and even gain recognition, from the work you do?  Can you trust the Lord to exalt you from your humble position?  Paul wrote that “your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5).  Determine to have this attitude, and God will use you to accomplish His purpose.  Have any other attitude and you will feel used, abused, and unappreciated -- and miss what the Lord is doing as you succumb to self-pity.  
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