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May 1

“Let the wise listen and add to their learning,

and let the discerning get guidance.” -- 1:5.


The professor was five minutes late and I walked out of the classroom!  That was how I treated all my philosophy classes in college.  While they were required courses, I dreaded them with a passion.  From my earliest years, I couldn’t tolerate subjects and discussions that I believed had no apparent purpose.  I didn’t want to discuss what knowledge was; I wanted to do something, anything, with what I learned.  


I dislike this same practice when I see it in the church.  While the world is literally going to hell, often the church wastes time discussing issues that don’t really matter.  Wanting to make a difference in the world, I hope to take my theology and experience and apply them to real-world problems.


Today’s verse tells us that the wise will grow in learning and the result will be guidance.  The end result isn’t correct doctrine or intellectual superiority.  The end of wisdom is guidance, which is the knowledge of what to do in a particular situation 


Paul was a great theologian; he could apply his theology to guidance for real-life situations.  Consider the letter to Philemon, his shortest epistle.  For years I ignored this little gem, but have recently found it to be an important statement for anyone who wants to make a difference in the world.


This letter was written to Philemon, a leader in the church at Colossae.  It appears that Philemon had lost a runaway slave named Onesimus, who ended up in Rome.  While there, Onesimus was converted, probably under Paul’s ministry.  This created an interesting dilemma.


Should Paul send the slave back to Philemon to resume his position as a slave?  And what should Philemon’s response be to this man whom he had once owned?  Paul tackled these questions head on, not by discussing the theological merits of slavery, but rather by applying the wisdom he had gathered over the years to this thorny problem.


The world needs you to help find answers to tough questions.  People are less concerned with your doctrine and more concerned with what your doctrine causes you to do to help their situation.  Who better to face and address the problems of today than you?  


What problem is your community facing, and how can you grow in wisdom and guidance to help out?  If your employer is confronting  a difficult situation, what can you do to help resolve it?  Is there some other problem -- a disease, human condition, procedure, or strategy -- that has always troubled you?  If so, can you possibly be part of seeing it resolved or cured to the glory of God?


The Lord expects you to grow in wisdom and to translate your wisdom into guidance.  Seek to be a fountain of life to those who are thirsting and show your God to be the source of your life-giving and life-changing waters.

May 2

“Then you will understand the fear of the Lord, 

and find the knowledge of God.” -- 2:5.


George Washington Carver is one of my heroes.  After the Civil War, when many African Americans were struggling for their existence, he almost single-handedly revolutionized Southern agriculture through his creativity, wisdom, and understanding.


The story goes that Carver encouraged farmers to plant peanuts as a good crop for the region; he was quickly confronted with the fact that there was no market for this crop.  Discouraged and burdened, Carver took action:  


“As I prayed, I was drawn to my feet....’Oh, Mr. Creator,’ I asked softly, ‘why did You make this universe?’  A wind stirred the trees a bit.  ‘Your little mind asks too much,’ came the answer,  ‘Ask something more your size.’  Confused, I rubbed my chin.  ‘What was man made for?’ I whispered.  Once more, I seemed to hear a voice on the wind.  ‘You are still asking too much, little man,  try once more.’  I fell to my knees,  ‘Dear Mr. Creator, why did You make the peanut?’  Once more the breezes rustles through the trees.  ‘Now you are asking questions your own size.  Together we will find the answers.’”*


Carver found the knowledge of God by seeking it, and discovered over 300 uses for the peanut after his simple prayer.  He knew the source of his scientific knowledge and went to Him in humility and out of a deep sense of inadequacy.  The response was a tremendous breakthrough in agricultural science.


Today’s verse promises that you will find the knowledge of God when you seek for it with all that you have.  There are still new technologies to be discovered, new products to be developed, and simple cures for complex problems to be uncovered.  Who better to do those things than you who know the source of all that knowledge?  


Determine to make a difference in your world, and plug into the creative resources available to you through prayer.  Don’t settle for the status quo, but seek the Lord for how you can do what you do more efficiently.  Who knows, you may invent something or develop a procedure that will save lives or change the course of history.  It’s not farfetched at all if you realize your own limits and then call upon your God who knows no limits.

* Collins, David R., George Washington Carver:  Man’s Slave Becomes God’s Scientist  (Milford, Michigan:  Mott Media), pages 105-106).

May 3

“My son, do not forget my teaching, 

but keep my commands in your heart.” -- 3:1.


The day before yesterday we began to discuss Paul’s letter to Philemon, which urged him to receive back a runaway slave who was now a brother in the Lord.  Paul wrote:

Although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, yet I appeal to you on the basis of love . . . .I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced (Philemon 8-9, 14).


Paul could have ordered Philemon to do what was right, but Paul realized that an order would not accomplish the spiritual purpose he had in mind for Philemon.  He rather appealed to Philemon to do what was right, so that when he chose to do it, the decision would be of some benefit because it was unforced and voluntary.


The Lord uses the same approach with you.  God could force you to do His will but rather chooses to persuade you to obey Him.  If all else fails and you resist stubbornly, He can order circumstances so that you have few options left but to do what He desires.  But that’s rare, for there’s more benefit when you choose to do something out of love; the Lord often leaves your options open so you can choose to serve Him.


Today’s verse urges you to keep God’s commands in your heart, not your head, and there’s a big difference.  The Lord wants to guide you willingly and without compulsion.  Jesus told His disciples,

“You are my friends if you do what I command.  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 15:14-15).


Imagine, God wants you for a friend!  He desires to share His most intimate thoughts with you, and then see you follow them, from no other motive than love for Him.  Paul finished his letter by stating, “Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask” (Philemon 21).  After Jesus called His disciples friends, He said, “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit -- fruit that will last” (John 15:16).


I wonder if it was fruit that Paul was looking for from Philemon -- abundant obedience beyond the minimum standard.  When you do things from the head, you tend to do them legalistically, looking for the easiest way.  When you do things from love, you do them from the heart and tend to do them abundantly.


I want to be like Philemon and learn to act on God’s every suggestion, let alone His commands.  With the same attitude, I don’t want to settle for doing the minimum required by law, but the maximum motivated by love.  I don’t want the Lord to have to rope me into obedience, but to persuade me to bear fruit from a willing heart.  I invite you to join me as together we seek to please the Lord from loving hearts that look to willingly carry out His wishes.

May 4

“Above all else, guard your heart, 

for it is the wellsprings of life.” -- 4:23.


It was a collect call from Hong Kong, and I was only too glad to accept the charges.  My pastor and spiritual father was on the other end, having gone to Hong Kong on a ministry trip.  I was honored that he called and didn’t mind footing the bill for our chat while we were 10,000 miles apart!


Over the years, my times with my spiritual father have all been special as he has challenged me in the Lord.  He allowed me to get close to him to see his family, ministry, and life so that I could learn.  I can remember him calling when I was discouraged, or writing when I was confused.  The Lord would put me on his mind at critical times and he would faithfully contact me to exhort me in the Lord.  I’m the better today for that relationship and shudder to think where I would be without it.


I think that Timothy was just as excited to hear from his spiritual father as I have been to hear from mine.  The two letters Paul wrote to Timothy were among his last epistles and reveal a special love and bond between the two men that was unique.  I wish every man and woman of God could experience the joys and challenges that come from that kind of father-child relationship.


Today’s verse cautions you to guard your heart, the very thing that Paul warned his son Timothy to do:

Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity.  Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching.  Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you.  Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress.  Watch your life and doctrine closely.  Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers. (1 Timothy 4:12-16 emphasis added).


You need someone to help you keep watch over your heart, for it’s all too easy to get caught up in business and lose track of  its condition.  But Timothy had someone who could help do just that, and it’s a wonderful gift from God.  I know it has made the difference in my life and ministry as I am sure it did in Timothy’s.


I’ve heard many say that they want a relationship like that, but it’s seldom pursued or found for a number of reasons.  I urge you today to find someone to help you keep watch over your heart, someone with whom you can be yourself.  You need someone with whom you can share your failures, doubts, and inner secrets and know that you’ll still be loved and accepted.


Ask the Lord today for someone like that for your life.  If you already have someone, then call them today to tell them how much you appreciate them.  Recommit yourself to work with them to keep watch over your heart and doctrine, so that the wellsprings of life won’t get clogged, but will flow freely from the Lord to others.

May 5

“At the end of your life you will groan, 

when your flesh and body are spent.” -- 5:11.


The water surrounding our boat was dark and murky and some of it was finding its way into the vessel.  I turned around to see the man steering the boat bailing it out with a coffee can.  We were on a ministry trip far down a jungle river filled with piranha fish that were capable of devouring an entire cow in minutes!  At that point, I wished the driver had a bigger coffee can to bail out the water.


But I calmed myself with the words of Psalm 23:  “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me” (verse 4).  I decided that I had given my life to the Lord and if He chose to claim it in the muddy waters of Guyana, South America, that was His business and His alone.


I once heard a teacher say that God’s people are like currency -- He spends them out of His “savings account.”  Once you get saved, you are cash in His hand for Him to invest wherever and whenever He wishes.  


It’s a fact of life that you’ll spend your life on something.  You can  spend it on work, a hobby, sports, or relationships.  When you do that, you come to the end described in today’s verse:  Your life is spent on something that doesn’t pay any returns; your time and energy are consumed by things that are of no lasting value.


Paul was no different in that he too was currency in the Lord’s hands, and the Lord spent him freely.  Paul wrote, “Even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you” (Philippians 2:17).  He likewise wrote to Timothy, “I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure” (2 Timothy 4:6).


Now a drink offering could be seen as a waste since it was poured into the ground.  No one got the pleasure of drinking it and it was put to no practical use; it was simply poured out to the Lord.  That’s how Paul viewed his life and ministry; it was poured out to God through his service to the Church.  Yet Paul rejoiced that, if his life was to be consumed, it was given to something that made a difference.


What if the Lord wants to cash in His investment and spend you?  How will you react if He takes all that is in your cup and pours it into the lives of others?  What if there is no credit or “residue” of your being poured out?  Will you react like Paul and rejoice, or will you feel as if your life was a waste, having been poured out for less than you had hoped?


I urge you to spend your life wisely; better yet, let the Lord spend it however He chooses.  It may not seem significant, but the Lord knows what He’s doing.  You gave your life to Him; now let Him spend you as He sees fit.  The truth is that “the body that is sown perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body” (1 Corinthians 15:42-44).  Pour yourself out and you will get back a spiritual return beyond description!

May 6

“Free yourself, like a gazelle from the hand of the hunter,

like a bird from the snare of the fowler.” -- 6:5.


It sure seems that God can be sneaky sometimes.  What appears to be a wonderful opportunity may turn out to be a test to see what’s in your heart.  The writer of Hebrews made this interesting comment:  “People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own.  If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return” (Hebrews 11:14-15 emphasis added).


That seems to say that God will always give you ample opportunity to turn away from all that He has for you.  There are people who start out looking for something new in the Lord, but when they encounter the cost, turn back to a less costly lifestyle.  And the amazing thing is that the Lord seems to help them return, for God wants those who willingly offer themselves to Him without reservation.


God doesn’t want you to feel trapped into doing His will; today’s verse actually encourages you to free yourself if that’s how you feel.  Paul, while being poured out as a drink offering, had no desire to turn back.  He kept pressing for all he could be and do in the Lord.  He wrote to the Philippians, 

But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ -- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.  I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death (Philippians 3:7-10).


Those aren’t the words of someone giving a half-hearted effort to serve the Lord, nor do they represent the heart cry of one who was looking back with fondness or nostalgia at the past.  Paul wasn’t looking to escape the hand of the fowler; he didn’t pity himself nor see himself as paying too high a price to serve the Lord.  In fact, Paul was asking for whatever it took so that he could know the power of Christ’s resurrection life, even if that meant suffering to get it.


He wrote to the Corinthians, 

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me.  Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me.  But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.  That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties.  For when I am weak, then I am strong (2 Corinthians 12:7-10 emphasis added).


What a passage!  Paul even delighted in a messenger from Satan if it helped him come into what the Lord had for him.  Be like Paul and don’t even think of turning back if things get tough; don’t automatically see an open door to go back to your comfort zone as from the Lord.  Rather set your will to pay the price to walk the path that God has chosen for you!

May 7

“I came out to meet you; 

I looked for you and have found you!” -- 7:15.


It was 4:00 a.m., and I had to go to work the next day.  There was more packing to do, however, and my friend and brother was due to move the next day.  I had to make a decision of whether to continue serving or to leave him on his own so I could get some rest.  I decided to continue packing his belongings and went to work with only a few hours sleep.


Service is seldom convenient and there are times when the Lord will actually hide an opportunity for service to see if you’re alert and committed to serve.  I heard someone say that when the opportunity to serve crosses my will, it forms a perfect “cross” for me to carry.  And unless I pick up my cross and follow Him, my discipleship is faulty.


Paul wrote of one man who had to aggressively pursue him to serve, and his name was Onesiphorus:

May the Lord show mercy to the household of Onesiphorus, because he often refreshed me and was not ashamed of my chains.  On the contrary, when he was in Rome, he searched hard for me until he found me.  May the Lord grant that he will find mercy from the Lord on that day!  You know very well in how many ways he helped me in Ephesus (2 Timothy 1:16-18).


The opportunity to serve Paul didn’t just drop into Onesiphorus’ lap.  He had to diligently pursue the opportunity to minister to Paul; he did it at some cost to his own reputation, since it appears that many of the brothers were ashamed of Paul’s chains and were avoiding contact with him.  But Onesiphorus pressed through all that to receive a blessing -- and what a blessing it was.


Twice Paul prayed that he and his household would find mercy!  If you need mercy (and we all do), then a sure way to get it is to search out hard-to-find chances to serve and fulfill them.  When you do, it causes the recipients of your service to mention you to the Lord with thanksgiving in their hearts.  


Notice too that this service wasn’t just a once-in-a-while thing with Onesiphorus.  On the contrary, he gave himself many times to the ministry of being helpful and developed a wonderful habit of being sensitive to the hard-to-see needs of others.  For that reason, his memory has been preserved to this day through the inspired writings of a man on the receiving end of his service.


Do you want to receive mercy and obtain a godly heritage?  If you do, then determine to be a servant.  Be observant and look for the chance to serve the needs of others.  Today there will be chances for you to assist someone without them asking you.  Make the most of those chances and follow in the footsteps of your brother Onesiphorus, the faithful servant.

May 8

“Rejoicing in his whole world 

and delighting in mankind.” -- 8:31.


I came out of my home to find three letters scrawled next to the front door:  “KKK.”  The members of a we hosted in our home were from various racial backgrounds.  Some of our neighbors were upset that so many people of color were coming to their neighborhood, and had let us know of their displeasure.


Not long after that, Kathy and I moved to Alabama, again to work with a racially-mixed group of believers.  I’ll never forget the stares and comments we got almost everywhere we went because we were committed to an integrated expression of the body of Christ.  Unfortunately, that hasn’t always been the norm for the Church or for me.


At one time, I took great pride in my open-mindedness and lack of prejudice.  Then I began to walk more closely with people of different cultures and colors and I saw that I wasn’t as “clean” as I had thought.  I remember one instance in particular when an African American brother picked up and held my two-year-old daughter in public.  When he did, she began to touch his hair and I was embarrassed for no reason except that he was black and she was white.  I wanted to separate them, and faced at that point the reality that I had more work to do in accepting all people for who God had made them.


Today’s verse is a bit of wisdom that says God rejoices in the whole world and delights in all of mankind.  As I write this, I’m sitting in the Honolulu airport, having a cup of coffee.  I can see people with red, white, black, brown, and yellow skin all sitting in the same restaurant, speaking different languages and clad in different clothing.  I think I can feel God’s pleasure at the diversity that He created as it’s expressed in a limited way right here.


Yet the world is full of racial prejudice and cultural pride, and violence from hatred and bigotry is increasing.  Tribe fights tribe in Africa, one Asian group discriminates against another, and American society is increasingly segregated.  In the midst of all this, the Church and you as a member must model and stand for the love and delight that God has for all His creation.


John wrote in his Revelation, “I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb” (7:9).  If that’s what John saw in the Spirit, shouldn’t the Church see the same thing?  If that’s what heaven or the next age will look like, shouldn’t the Church reflect that same image now?


What can you do to promote racial reconciliation and harmony?  What steps can you take to reflect the beauty of God’s diverse creation in your own life and ministry?  It isn’t enough to pay lip service to racial harmony; you should actively pursue it.  Search your heart today and see if there’s any barrier that would prevent you from rejoicing in all of God’s creation.  If there is, then seek to remove it and be a source of God’s love to all people, for they are indeed God’s creation.

May 9

“Little do they know that the dead are there,

that her guests are in the depths of the grave.” -- 9:18.


Years ago I was in a meeting where I was one of only a few whites in attendance.  An African American pastor was asked whether he approved of interracial marriage.  Without hesitation, he responded, “No!”  All were quiet as they waited for an explanation to his quick reply and he finished by saying, “I don’t think a believer should ever marry a non-believer.”  The crowd laughed and some nodded their agreement.  


In essence, this pastor was saying that the color of the skin shouldn’t have as much to do in a marriage as the condition of the soul.  While this pastor recognized the unique problems faced by any interracial couple, he wasn’t ready to use those problems as an excuse for racism.  And often, that’s the root problem behind many of the so-called excuses given for separation in the body of Christ among ethnic groups.


In my early years as a believer.  I was often surprised by the response of visiting outsiders to our integrated Bible study group.  I remember one couple telling me that they would like to come to the group but were afraid of who would pick up their children.  I didn’t understand at first, but later realized that they were afraid that a person of a different color would handle their children.  


Later on when I pastored a racially-mixed congregation, I got letters and lost members because of our open stand concerning the acceptance of all people.  Some feared interracial marriages and others felt that people should only attend churches with others of the same culture or color.


There was a day when I would have condemned or judged those attitudes, but that’s no longer the case.  I know that the Lord has given me a desire to work with ethnic diversity, and I don’t want to legalistically impose that on everyone around me.  Yet I feel a great sense of loss for people who don’t see the gain in properly relating to the whole body of Christ.


Today’s verse warns that those who lack wisdom “are in the depths of the grave.”  To walk in racial prejudice or to be cut off through bitterness or fear from another group restricts the life of God that was meant to flow between all members of the body of Christ.  


Our love and acceptance for one another is to be in more ways than just lip service.  It’s easy to talk about welcoming and loving all people, but do you make room in your heart for another’s culture and legitimate differences in taste and music?  Have you searched your heart, or better yet, have you asked the Lord to search your heart, for any vestige of prejudice?  


Work to remove anything that could hold back your love from any group of people.  By so doing you’ll prepare for the next age when all the saints will worship together around the throne of God.  It’s going to be like that then, so let’s work to see the Church reflect that now in this day.

May 10

“Lazy hands make a man poor, 

but diligent hands bring wealth.” -- 10:4.


The hillside was filled with parents for the big game, but mine were missing.  It was Monday night, and we were playing a crucial little league game.  Because my dad had to work every Monday evening, he missed this and many other games, meetings, and concerts.  That bothered me when I was young, but now I understand and appreciate him all the more for his example of hard work and sacrifice.


My father never made a lot of money, but he was a great man who was rich in many other ways.  Until his death, he enjoyed good health and paid off his mortgage early.  He put me through private college without resorting to student loans.  Having put in his years, he retired a few years early and my parents lived a comfortable life of retirement for almost 20 years.


I didn’t appreciate how hard my father worked until I started working myself.  I can see that the good things that have happened to my parents weren’t an accident -- they were the result of hard work and diligence.  Today’s verse testifies to the truth that I’ve seen in their lives.


The life of Joseph in the Old Testament is another testimony to the reward for hard work.  While Joseph had the promise and blessing of God on his life, he was still a hard worker in Potiphar’s home.  When Potiphar’s wife lied about him, Joseph carried his diligence to his next assignment.

Joseph’s master took him and put him in prison, the place where the king’s prisoners were confined.  But while Joseph was there in the prison, the Lord was with him; he showed him kindness and granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden.  So the warden put Joseph in charge of all those held in prison, and he was made responsible for all that was done there.  The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care, because the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did (Genesis 39:20-23).


What an unbeatable combination Joseph represented -- diligence and the blessing of the Lord!  The favor of God doesn’t relieve you from hard work, but it causes your efforts to shine forth among men.  And the favor of God doesn’t guarantee you ideal working conditions.  I’m sure Joseph would have preferred to apply his diligence back home with his family.  The Lord chosen Joseph’s field for him, however, and he was faithful in whatever situation he found himself.


Paul exhorted the believers to that same standard of diligence found in Joseph’s life when he wrote, “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward.  It is the Lord Christ you are serving” (Colossians 3:23-24) and “serve whole-heartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free” (Ephesians 6:7).


Today would be a good day to evaluate your work efforts.  Do you apply the same diligence to every task, regardless of its size or importance?  Do you let your working environment (conditions, supervisor, fellow workers) affect your diligence, or do you look beyond all that to the One you are serving?  Is any financial lack you are experiencing partially due to bad work habits?  


Renew your commitment to diligence today.  Remind yourself that you serve the same God who rewarded Joseph for his diligence with great honor, wealth, and a special place in the history of God’s people.

May 11

“The righteousness of the blameless makes a straight way for them,

but the wicked are brought down by their own wickedness.” -- 11:5.


Someone once said jokingly that God has only one problem:  He thinks He’s God and can do whatever He wants, however He wants, whenever He wants.  That certainly proved to be true in Joseph’s life.  First, the Lord gave Joseph a promise that he would rule over his brothers.  From there, however, it was all downhill for quite a while!


First, Joseph was thrown into a pit by his jealous brothers.  Through the intervention of his brother Reuben, he wasn’t killed but sold to Midianite traders for 20 shekels of silver; they in turn sold him as a slave in Egypt.  From there Joseph served Potiphar faithfully, only to be slandered by Potiphar’s adulterous wife.  That landed Joseph in prison, where he served his fellow inmates who didn’t appreciate his efforts.  


If Joseph had known what was ahead, I don’t think he would have welcomed God’s promises as he did.  After many years of disappointment and hard work, Joseph was languishing in the dungeon.  But instead of it being the end of the line for him, it proved to be only the beginning.


One day Pharaoh had a dream that no one could interpret.  Pharoah’s cup bearer, who had been in prison with Joseph, told Pharaoh of Joseph’s ability to interpret dreams.  The fulfillment of today’s verse was about to take place for Joseph:  “So Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and he was quickly brought from the dungeon.  When he had shaved and changed his clothes, he came before Pharaoh” (Genesis 41:14).


In a matter of minutes, Joseph went from the dungeon to the palace; from obscurity to fame; from menial work to world-changing labor.  In the time it took to shave and change clothes, Joseph moved from being an inmate to the prime minister of the most powerful nation on earth!  God can indeed do whatever He wants, using whatever means He chooses.  


Today’s verse promises that righteousness makes a straight path for its possessor, and that was certainly true for Joseph.  He was faithful and holy. Although he lived in obscurity at first, his life took him on a path that led to the throne room:

So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I hereby put you in charge of the whole land of Egypt.”  Then Pharaoh took his signet ring from his finger and put it on Joseph’s finger.  He dressed him in robes of fine linen and put a gold chain around his neck.  He had him ride in a chariot as his second-in-command, and men shouted before him, “Make way!”  Thus he put him in charge of the whole land of Egypt (Genesis 41:41-43).  


If that story doesn’t inspire you, perhaps nothing will!  You see from this account that God doesn’t have to follow any set order to promote you, but can bypass the seemingly logical choices to get to you.  Your righteousness can be rewarded in a moment’s notice, and your dreams fulfilled in the twinkling of an eye.


Renew your faith in God today, recognizing that He’s in charge of all your steps.  If you’ve lost hope, then renew it today.  Your situation can change quickly, if God so chooses.  If it hasn’t or doesn’t, it’s not because He can’t.  It’s only because He hasn’t chosen to do so.  That knowledge should free you to continue to do the will of God regardless of how bad your situation may be.  If it’s not any worse than Joseph’s, then you should be encouraged to restore your hope in God and continue to serve Him with all your heart.

May 12

“No harm befalls the righteous, 

but the wicked have their fill of trouble.” -- 12:21.


Let’s take a moment today to study the contrast between Joseph and his brothers.  It’s understandable why the Lord chose to promote Joseph instead of his worthless brothers.  They were a jealous, petty, vindictive, and conniving group of men.  Having disposed of their brother, they deceived their father into thinking that Joseph was dead.  They profited from Joseph’s sale, and managed to ruin his multi-colored coat, a special gift from their father.


The truth of today’s verse can be seen in the lives of Jacob’s sons.  On the one side is Joseph, the righteous brother.  Although he was torn from his home and family, he was safe because he rested in the will of God.  Slavery couldn’t dampen his enthusiasm; the lies of Potiphar’s wife couldn’t destroy him; prison couldn’t diminish his faithfulness; and being forgotten by those he helped couldn’t deter him from his appointed duties.  Through it all, God protected him.


His worthless brothers occupied the other end of the spectrum and reaped trouble for their wickedness.  First, we encounter the story of Judah, one of Joseph’s brothers, and his shameful behavior toward his daughter-in-law, Tamar.  We then see the brothers’ lack of insight concerning what to do during the famine, for their father said to them, “Why do you just keep looking at each other?” (Genesis 42:1).  


Finally, we see what Joseph did to his brothers before he revealed his true identity.  When I first read that account years ago, I thought Joseph to be a bit cruel and vindictive.  I’ve since come to see that Joseph was an instrument in God’s hands to repay the brothers in part for what they had done.


When the brothers returned to their father the first time and found the money they had used to pay for their grain in their sacks, “they were frightened” (Genesis 42:35).  I’m sure that Joseph had some fearful days after his betrayal at their hands, and his brothers were now getting back what they had brought on him.  They were frightened again when they returned to Egypt the second time and were invited to Joseph’s home, thinking, “He wants to attack us and overpower us and seize us as slaves and take our donkeys” (Genesis 43:18).


Then the brothers agonized when they thought that their youngest brother had stolen Joseph’s silver cup.  Joseph, planted the cup in Benjamin’s bag; he then ordered Benjamin to be seized and kept in Egypt.  The brothers begged for mercy and Judah, who had guaranteed Benjamin’s return with the life of his own son, asked that he, instead of Benjamin, serve the sentence and stay in Egypt.  The mental anguish and fear must have been overwhelming for all of them, but they had brought it upon themselves through their corrupt and deceptive behavior.


The Lord never promised to keep you from trouble, but to preserve you in the midst of trouble.  Joseph’s dreams didn’t exempt him from going through all that he did in Egypt. Even though he came very close to being overtaken by evil, his testimony was that God did keep him from all harm.


You may find yourself in a difficult place as you read this.  I can only encourage you to hang in there and see God’s deliverance.  Your righteousness will pay dividends if you’re patient enough to see it all work out.  Don’t despair, but, like Joseph, watch the wicked receive their due and you, yours.

May 13

“A wicked messenger falls into trouble, 

but a trustworthy envoy brings healing.” -- 13:17.


I felt like Moses as he re-entered the land of Egypt after his tour of the desert as a shepherd.  No, I wasn’t on a tour of the pyramids.  While on a business trip one time, I had a chance to visit a world-renowned display of Egyptian artifacts.  This exhibit included a priceless collection of pieces that belonged to the pharaohs of old.  The most startling thing about the display was the idolatrous nature of nearly all of Egyptian culture.  


Every aspect of nature was a god to the Egyptians, including the crocodile, fly, beetle, sun, and the Nile River.  Perhaps the most ironic was the baboon was the god of wisdom!  The Egyptians had given themselves over to all sorts of false gods, and even Pharaoh himself was a god.


How ironic that Joseph was sent to that culture and nation as an ambassador of good will.  Only a loving God would overlook the sins of those people.  And how foreign it all must have been to Joseph.  Like Daniel would find centuries later, Joseph discovered that the Lord wasn’t repulsed by these people, but rather cared enough to send His very best.


And Joseph proved to be a faithful envoy who brought healing and deliverance to his mission field.  When Joseph was brought before Pharaoh to interpret his dreams, he didn’t use that time as a chance to clear his name.  He didn’t request a meeting with Potiphar, who was one of Pharaoh’s officials, to confront the evil done him by Mrs. Potiphar.  When asked if he could interpret the dreams, Joseph humbly answered, “I cannot do it, but God will give Pharaoh the answer he desires” (Genesis 41:16).  Joseph was a faithful messenger.


When Joseph’s father died and his brothers feared for their lives, Joseph comforted them with this perspective of all that had happened:  “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Genesis 50:20).  Joseph, the faithful envoy, had saved many lives.


In this regard, Joseph was a type of Jesus, the supreme faithful envoy.  Jesus entered a foreign mission field and even though the culture and habits of the people were a challenge to Him, He was faithful to His mission and message.  He brought healing to a dying world that didn’t deserve what He brought.


And now the baton has been passed to you.  You’re called to be a faithful envoy after the pattern of Jesus and Joseph.  You can’t allow your own opinions or bias to affect the purity of your message, and that message is the love of God.  You have the capacity to bring healing if you’ll be faithful to the message of the Gospel, free from your own editorial changes.  Make up your mind that you’ll be just that, and you’ll refresh not only the ones you’re sent to, but the One who sent you.

May 14

“The faithless will be fully repaid for their ways, 

and the good man rewarded for his.” -- 14:14.


“When did Mary pull Jesus out of the water?” was the question, and I was stumped as to what the lady meant.  I had opened the floor for questions in the ladies’ jail, and that was the first one.  As I questioned the woman, it turned out that she had confused Jesus with the story of Moses, which she assumed she knew by watching the movie, The Ten Commandments.  


I wonder how many people today have formed their ideas of the Old (or New) Testament from that movie, which is dutifully shown by the television industry only at Easter.   While much of that movie isn’t true to the Biblical account, the last time I watched it I noticed one scene that was probably just as it happened.  


As Moses (or Charlton Heston) is leading the people out of Egypt in the movie, there’s a group of old men carrying something on their shoulders.  Each time they appear, a men’s choir singing some sort of sad funeral dirge is also heard.  While I had never paid attention to it before, that’s Hollywood’s depiction of Joseph’s bones being brought back to the Promised Land.  And regardless of how they portray that, it represents a significant event.


Today’s verse promises that a faithless man will be repaid for his ways.  If that’s true, how much more will a faithful man be rewarded for his.  Joseph was a man of faith, so much so that the writer of Hebrews included him in the faith “hall of fame” in chapter 11:  “By faith Joseph, when his end was near, spoke about the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt and gave instructions about his bones” (verse 22).


Not only was Joseph rewarded for his faith with a good life, full of honor and riches, but He was also given a place in history; he made the exodus with his people, because he believed the Lord and His promises.  There’s no record that anyone else who died in Egypt requested to be buried in the Promised Land.  But the book of Genesis ends with these words:  

Then Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die.  But God will surely come to your aid and take you up out of this land to the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”  And Joseph made the sons of Israel swear an oath and said, “God will surely come to your aid, and then you must carry my bones up from this place” (Genesis 50:24-25).


Perhaps Joseph’s greatest act of faith was putting his future into the hands of his brothers and their children.  The last time he was in their hands they put him in a ditch as they sold him into slavery!  But Joseph was a man of faith; he had given himself to something that was bigger than he was,  and that was going to take generations to complete.  So he gave instructions about his bones while everyone else was getting settled and trying to earn a living in Egypt.  


Again the writer of Hebrews said, “All these people were still living by faith when they died.  They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance” (Hebrews 11:13).  Joseph died in faith, and the Lord honored his faith hundreds of years later by having his bones removed from Egypt and carried to the land promised to his fathers.  


How about you?  Are you living in faith?  And are you willing to die in faith?  Can you give yourself to something (a cause, project, movement, prayer request) that you may not receive before you die?  Will you feel cheated if you don’t see its fulfillment in this life?  


God is pleased only by faith, so you must walk in that faith to be worthy of His pleasure.  Be like Joseph and have faith in the God of the future.  That may mean writing a testimony in your will that can be read after you’ve moved on to your eternal promotion.  However you can express it, be full of faith and maybe you’ll find your way into a movie classic, testifying years later through your God-pleasing faith.

May 15

“The house of the righteous contains great treasure, 

but the income of the wicked brings them trouble.” -- 15:6.


I’m a man on a mission, in search of the righteous root in my family.  I’m convinced that there was someone in my family’s past who served the Lord faithfully.  In their service, they dedicated our future to the Lord and asked the Lord to raise up a righteous off-shoot to continue His work.  


As a result of that, I’m now serving the Lord.  I don’t believe that I’m here just because the Lord likes me or simply decided to choose me.  While there aren’t many serving the Lord in my family, I somehow feel connected to the past and sense I am the continuation of something that began long before I came along.  


I may never get to prove that theory, but I’m going to keep looking to confirm my hunch.  What keeps me going in my quest is the story of Joseph and his two sons.  When Jacob was dying, Joseph brought Manasseh and Ephraim to their grandfather for his blessing.  What transpired was a surprise to Joseph, for Jacob knowingly and purposefully gave the blessing for the eldest to the youngest, and Ephraim walked away with the promise of abundance and fruitfulness.


Yet it occurs to me that neither Manasseh nor Ephraim had done anything to receive their blessings.  They just happened to be Joseph’s sons and Jacob’s grandsons.  The Bible doesn’t tell us that they were righteous; in fact, their mother was the daughter of an Egyptian priest.  They had neither done great exploits for the Lord nor gone through the trials of their father.  They were simply in the right place at the right time in the will of God.


With a sense that I’m a continuation and not the beginning, I want to pass on the blessing that I’ve received through no merit of my own.  I pray for my children regularly; I’ve prayed for their spouses-to-be since they were infants.  Assuming that I’ll have grandchildren, I’ve dedicated them to the Lord’s service.  I’ve asked the Lord that there will always be a Stanko serving God in the house of the Lord until Jesus returns.  


Today’s verse states that there’s great treasure in the household of the righteous, and part of that treasure is the ability to bless future generations.  I can vividly remember dedicating my children to the Lord; I’ve tried to tell them that they can choose to reject that dedication, but they can never change it.  Their mother and I chose to pass on the treasure that was in our house, and they’re the recipients.  It’s that simple.


Seeing myself as a continuation of the Lord’s work has served to temper any pride or belief that the Lord has blessed me because of my accomplishments.  And I desperately want to play a part in passing that undeserved blessing on to my future offspring.  


Bless your children and grandchildren today in the Lord.  Pass on your blessing whether it seems like they want it or not.  Give the treasure in your house to those who aren’t even born yet.  You have the power to continue the Lord’s work that probably began before you were born.  By so doing, you’ll insure that your family tree will be filled with those who share a godly heritage!

May 16

“Better a patient man than a warrior, 

a man who controls his temper than one who takes a city.” -- 16:32.


As I write about this day’s verse, I’ve had a long day as I set out to travel from Australia through Hawaii and back to my home after a long ministry trip.  My gate was poorly marked due to construction, and I huffed and puffed my way with some heavy carry-on items to the plane.  I then traveled for 4 hours next to a young man with a cold, who continually and noisily exhaled all over me and those around me.  


I then got in the wrong line at customs and was severely delayed.  I claimed my baggage to change flights and found out the elevator I took required that I take all my baggage off my carrier, carry it up one flight of steps, and then out to the curb.  Having done that, I was soaking wet from perspiration.


As I was writing in the airport lounge, I was interrupted several times by people wanting to know what I was doing.  I then boarded an all-night flight where the woman in front of me bounced on her seat during the entire trip.  When I got home, my associate took my computer to make some repairs and proceeded to erase 4 days of writing, and therefore I’m writing this day’s work for the second time.


It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out that the Lord is dealing with me about patience, and teaching me about it through many circumstances that require its development.  It encourages me in all this, however, that Joseph was promoted through patience and not through great exploits.


Today’s verse states that a man who rules his temper is greater than a conqueror.  Joseph never led a great military campaign; he didn’t reorganize a company and make it profitable.  He didn’t discover the cure for a rare disease, nor did he have an invention that changed the course of history.  Joseph was a man who was patient under trial, and the Lord promoted him over others who were great warriors and statesmen.  


James wrote, 

Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.  Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking in anything. . . . Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him (1:2-4,12).


I should (but don’t always) consider it “pure joy” to encounter various trials.  Everything in me wanted to erupt as my day was filled with frustrations and personal discomfort.  But then I considered Joseph, who endured the pit, Potiphar, and the dungeon before he ruled Egypt.  If that’s the price I have to pay for the Lord to use me, then help me, Lord, to bear up under such insignificant trials.  As Paul wrote, “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 Corinthians 4:17).


Perhaps you have need today of the encouragement written to the Hebrews:  “You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised” (10:36).  If you want to receive the promise of God, you must first do the will of God.  Part of the doing may be to endure difficult conditions on your way to the blessing.  Anyone can serve the Lord when He’s giving out His promises; fewer can when He withholds His promises to build up endurance and perseverance.  


Remember, if you learn patience, you’re mightier than the fiercest warrior in the sight of God.  So don’t worry if it seems that you’re stuck in an insignificant task or that your life seems to be filled with frustration.  Let patience have its way, and God can and will promote you to the highest level that your endurance has prepared you for.  

May 17

“A man of knowledge uses words with restraint,

and a man of understanding is even-tempered.” -- 17:27.


“I will send you out, and when you go, you will be uncomfortable.”  Those were the words I sensed the Lord spoke to me as I set out on my first international missions trip.  Needless to say, those weren’t the words I was longing to hear, but they’ve come to pass since.


On that first trip, I found myself sleeping for two weeks on a one-inch foam mattress resting on a piece of plywood.  I slept under mosquito netting, and almost every night, I woke up with one or more mosquitoes under the net with me.  At midnight, the roosters would begin crowing and hold all-night crowing vigils that rendered my earplugs useless.  My roommate snored and several times we shared one bed and one mosquito net.


We bathed from a rain bucket with cold water, and we often had no electricity for up to 18 hours a day.  I had to occasionally bathe in someone’s backyard from a faucet, in full view of the neighbors!  And the water was bad and couldn’t be consumed without boiling.  Thank you, Lord, for your magnificent promises.


Yet through all that I knew the Lord was trying to make me more even-tempered.  I had to minister effectively there regardless of the circumstances and learn not to grumble or complain.  As Paul wrote Timothy, “Endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 2:3).  I wanted to do just that, but the problem is that there’s only one way to learn to endure hardship -- you learn to endure hardship by enduring hardship.  You can’t get that by reading about it in a book.


Once again, the writer of Hebrews gives us some useful insight, “You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised.  For in just a very little while, ‘He who is coming will come and will not delay’” (Hebrews 10:36-37).  Often I want the will of God, promising the Lord I’ll be able to persevere if I can only have what He has promised now.


But the Lord thinks differently than I do.  He prefers that I learn to endure and then He’ll give me what He has promised.  To have the privilege of ministering in a far-off land, He required that I first endure some primitive conditions.  And I had to endure those conditions after years of preparation that readied me to go to that land and endure new hardships!  How marvelous are His ways, don’t you think?


Today’s verse attributes two traits to the wise:  an even-temper and a closed mouth.  Paul instructed the Philippians, 

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life (Philippians 2: 14-16).


You must not just learn to endure hardship; you must do so without grumbling or alerting everyone to the fact that you’re enduring.  In that manner you’ll show the world how Jesus endured mistreatment at the hands of sinful men.


Are you willing to pay the price to receive the promises of God?  Can you learn to be even-tempered and to do all things without griping?  Decide today that you’ll endure and that the will of God is worth paying the price to obtain.  Welcome those petty inconveniences today for what they are -- God’s tools to develop you into a vessel that’s worthy and ready to receive the will of God.

May 18

“A man who isolates himself seeks his own desire; 

he rages against all sound wisdom.” - 18:1 NKJV.


“Thank you, pastor, we’re just here to visit and rest.”  I heard that many times as I would greet visitors at my church.  Inevitably these folks would be seated near the rear of the church, and would let me know that they had no intentions of taking me up on my offer to get involved in the church or its programs.  They had been injured, hurt, or burned out someplace else, and were simply looking for a place to rest, but not get involved.


Evelyn Underhill, a noted British author and borderline mystic, wrote to a friend who was asking for spiritual guidance.  Her response struck me as significant, especially for those who were attending church irregularly, refusing to get involved in the life of the body there:

I feel the regular, steady docile practice of corporate worship is of the utmost importance for the building up of your spiritual life:  more important than reading of advanced books . . . .  No amount of solitary reading makes up for humble immersion in the life and worship of the Church.  In fact the books are only  addressed to those who are taking part in that life.  The corporate and personal together make up the Christian ideal.


She certainly was in line with what Paul taught.  In Ephesians 4:16, he wrote, “From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.”  Each part is to do its job in conjunction with the other parts.  


It wouldn’t be possible for the arm, the leg, or the eye to do its job by itself.  To sever itself from the other members would be death to that part, and at least pain if not death to the body itself.  So it is with the spiritual body.  For a member to separate itself rages against all sound wisdom.  


Hebrews 10:24-25 states, “And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day approaching” (emphasis added). 


Proverbs 18:1 reveals one reason for isolation, and that’s self-will.  Having to forgive, or walk in humility, or be patient as you wait for God to promote or deliver you, are all difficult positions in which to be.  Regardless of the difficulty, however, you can’t be independent and still walk in the Way that Jesus and the apostles outlined.  Isolation quarrels against all sound wisdom and sets you up to be picked off by your enemy.  


Ask the Lord to show you if and where you’ve isolated yourself.  Pray that He’ll reveal the real motives of your heart, and don’t use religious excuses to justify your isolation.  While you’re at it, pray that the Lord will lead you to the people to whom He wants to join you.  


When He does, become a vital part of what’s going on there.  Don’t just warm a pew, but get involved.  Yes, there will be problems, and yes, you won’t always be happy with what’s happening.  You will, on the other hand, open yourself to the Lord’s blessings that come through others and you’ll be obedient to His will for you to be involved.  

May 19

“A man’s own folly ruins his life, 

yet his heart rages against the Lord.” - 19:3


When you follow the Lord, it may take a while to realize that tribulation will find you, no matter where you try to hide.  It’s part of every believer’s life as Paul warned in Acts 14:22,  “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.”  There’s a big difference, however, between God‑ordained tribulation and the problems or consequences that arise from our own decisions; it’s important that we learn to distinguish the two.


For instance, you may be experiencing financial lack.  You may have prayed and it just doesn’t seem like God is answering your prayers.  Perhaps you’re a bit angered at the Lord for not helping you as you’ve asked and you consider what you’re going through as “tribulation.”  But could there be another reason for your lack?


It’s a fact that you’ll reap what you sow.  Perhaps you should also ask yourself, “Have I planted enough seed to expect a harvest at this time?”  I’ve found that generous people always reap abundantly.  Those who withhold suffer want.  2 Corinthians 9:6 states, “He who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully” (NKJV).   If you’ve been foolish and not sown generously, don’t fuss at the Lord if you’re not reaping bountifully.  If you’ve been sowing, then continue, for “we will reap a harvest if we do not give up” (Galatians 6:9).   


Maybe you’re discouraged today because you don’t have more friends or close relationships.  Ask yourself, “Have I been friendly so that I should expect to reap friends?”  You may want people to make the first move toward you, and when they don’t, you become hurt or angry.  You may want them to understand how lonely you are, or have expectations of how they should treat you.  Paul quoted Jesus and wrote,  “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35 emphasis added).  Your foolishness in trying to receive before you give is the real source of your problem.  It’s not God’s fault if you don’t do your part to gain whatever you need or want.


I had a seminary professor who said, “Most of the Christian walk is trying to distinguish between what only God can do and what only I can do.  Too often we’re waiting for God to do what only we can do, and too often we’re trying to do for ourselves what only God can do for us.  Maturity is learning what the difference is, and accepting responsibility for our part.”  


If you’re in a difficult place, don’t question God.  Look to yourself.  Ask God to show you if your own foolishness is part of the problem.  Then begin to do what you need to do to reap an abundant harvest in the Lord.

May 20

“An inheritance quickly gained at the beginning 

will not be blessed at the end.” - 20:21.


State lotteries are big business in the United States and other countries.  Most people have probably thought about winning the lottery, and dreamt of how they would divide the wealth “for the Lord’s work” of course.  Several years ago I read about a man in Massachusetts who died right after he won his state’s jackpot.  His wife said that the pressure of his sudden wealth had actually killed him!


That’s, of course, an extreme case, and many of us would like to face that kind of pressure.  A quick fix, however, often isn’t the answer to your problem, and can actually be counterproductive to what the Lord wants to do in your life.  Winning the lottery would be nice, but allowing tribulation to produce in you what it came to do is even better in the sight of God.


Patience doesn’t come easily for most people.  If you’re like me, you want a quick word, a quick escape, a quick promotion, or a quick answer to prayer.  You want a word from the Holy Spirit to make all the bad go away.  That may help now, but in the end it can undermine the perseverance that God is trying to work in you.


I remember hearing years ago of someone seeing a butterfly struggling to escape from its cocoon.  When it was partially out, this person cut the cocoon, allowing the butterfly what he thought was a quicker and easier escape.  What he found was that the butterfly wasn’t able to operate its wing on the side that had been cut out of the cocoon. The struggle of the cocoon was part of the strengthening process that would allow it to do what all butterflies do -- fly!  


That’s how it is with you.  If God, or someone else, were to cut you out of the cocoon you’re in, your development would be hindered.  Paul wrote, “We also glory in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation produces perseverance; and perseverance, character; and character, hope” (Romans 5:3-4 NKJV emphasis added).  


James wrote, “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience.  But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (James 1:2-3 NKJV).  It seems that trials bring patience, and the whole process must be allowed to complete its “perfect” work.


Are you looking for the quick fix?  Or are you content to allow your situation to work its perfect will in you?  If a quick inheritance isn’t blessed in the end, then an inheritance gained through patience and endurance will be blessed.  The choice is yours.  Choose wisely today.

May 21

“The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord; 

he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases.” -- 21:1


It’s easy for us to understand how God works through a person in authority who is also a believer, or at least a reasonable person.  But do you struggle with the fact that the Lord is sovereign and works His purpose through all leaders, even the ungodly ones?  This issue raises immediate questions about wicked leaders throughout history, and it seems impossible that God’s purpose could be established through them.


Yet the Bible tells us that God Himself established pagan kings over the nations, and even over His own people, Israel.  Nebuchadnezzar, Cyrus, and Darius are a few examples.  God didn’t ignore their wickedness, but He didn’t hesitate to promote them even though they weren’t part of the “covenant” community of Israel.


Psalm 75 tells us that promotion doesn’t come from the east or west.  It comes from God.  That’s an important principle that every believer must grasp.  You didn’t get the promotion, and someone else did, because God willed it.  If you were meant to be the leader, heaven and hell couldn’t stop your promotion.  If you weren’t meant to have it, no amount of praying, complaining, or political maneuvering could get you the job.  God fills all positions of authority.


When I worked a secular job, my boss wasn’t only difficult, but also immoral.  Over time, my attitude toward him got worse and worse.  Gradually, my commission checks got smaller and smaller.  When I asked the Lord why, He clearly showed me that it was because of my attitude toward this man.  To be truthful, I got angry!  I wanted God to deal with him, not with me.  I was serving God; my boss wasn’t.  The Lord wasn’t impressed, however, and kept the pressure on until I repented of my bad attitude.


If God can turn the heart of the king wherever He wishes, then you must learn to respond to leadership in a godly manner.  To complain against the leader is to murmur against the God who put them there!  If they’re immoral or wrong, you must still be careful.  You’re not free to write them off or ignore them.  You must at least keep a respectful attitude even if you must disobey them.  They’re in authority because God placed them there.


If someone over you in school, on the job, in the home, or in church isn’t responding as you would like, it’s time to pray.  God can change their heart.  If the leader doesn’t respond, then accept it for now as God’s choice for you.  Don’t resent or fight it, but claim the promise that the heart of a leader isn’t out of reach of the sovereign finger of God.  If you must suffer for disobeying an unrighteous command, do it with a good attitude.  Give God room to work and to perhaps change your heart, and watch the Lord intervene on your behalf.

May 22

“Do you see a man skilled in his work?  

He will serve before kings; he will not serve before obscure men.” -- 22:29


Proverbs contains not only instruction, but also some promises from the Lord.  Today’s verse contains one of the more exciting promises you can find.  It’s a promise that, if you excel in what you do, you’ll be promoted.  Excellence has its own reward, whether or not anyone notices at first.  If you continue in excellence, God promises that you’ll one day stand before kings and other significant leaders.


The exciting thing about this promise is that it applies to any kind of work.  If you work at achieving excellence in school, banking, homemaking, auto mechanics, writing, street sweeping, or preaching, you’re destined to stand before the leaders in your field, community, church, or nation!  


Most employees, housewives, students, or ministers feel that from time to time they aren’t adequately appreciated. There are times when you may feel that you don’t receive enough recognition or credit from those over or around you.  Your work can suffer when this feeling creeps in.


This verse provides an incentive to continue striving for excellence.  The Lord, who neither slumbers nor sleeps, is watching.  “And whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance; for you serve the Lord Christ” (Colossians 3:23-24 NKJV).  Work unto the Lord and He, who is watching, will reward you.  


“Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your labor is not in vain in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 15:58 NKJV). Your hard work, your striving for the best, isn’t in vain.  If no one notices, if promotion or financial reward isn’t forthcoming, or if you feel unappreciated, be comforted that the Lord is watching, and He’s in control.  “For exaltation comes neither from the east nor from the west nor from the south.  But God is the Judge:  He puts down one, and exalts another” (Psalm 75:6-7 NKJV).  God can and will exalt you in due time if you produce quality work in His name.


Don’t settle for mediocrity.  Don’t do a great job only if someone is watching, or in hopes of impressing some person.  Let your work reflect the excellence of the God whom you serve.  Go the extra mile and do more than is expected.  Then be patient.  For in only a matter of time, you’ll find yourself standing before great men.

May 23

“Buy truth and do not sell it; 

get wisdom, discipline and understanding.” -- 23:23.


There’s price tag for almost anything you receive in the Lord, except salvation.  Jesus purchased your pardon at the expense of His life.  He imparts eternal life to any who repent and turn toward Him.  A simple, earnest prayer of surrender purchases the greatest treasure there is.  It costs you at that point very little.


As you began your walk, however, you realize that God does require you to pay some price to come into all that He has for you.  You begin to see that every aspect of truth has a price tag on it.  You may want that truth much like you would want a new car or stereo system.  The question is whether or not you can and want to pay the figure listed on the price tag for that truth.


Today’s verse exhorts you to obtain wisdom, discipline, and understanding.   Those truths can indeed be the “costliest” to purchase.  If you’ve ever had a serious failure -- a failed marriage, business, relationship, church, or career -- then you today have truth that was paid for.  You learned the hard way what to do and not do in that situation.  


But today you’re the wiser for it.  For that reason, it’s best not to second-guess your past.  God has ordered your steps and you’re the better for the experiences you’ve had.  You paid a high price for truth, and it’s helping you do what you’re doing today.


I was called to preach in 1973, but had to wait 16 years for a church to pastor.  During that time, I was involved in work that seemed “light years” away from the call of God.  I cried real tears, and sought the Lord saying, “There must be more than this.”  My price tag was to walk in humility and faith during those years.  I paid a high price for this truth, and I’m not going to sell it cheaply!


If you’ve paid a high price, don’t sell what you’ve obtained -- it’s  priceless.  Today’s verse encourages you not to sell the truth.  Don’t give away what you’ve gotten for a momentary flight into sin or rebellion.  Moses sold his truth of the Promised Land by striking the rock and misrepresenting the Lord.  Moses paid a high price to get to that point in his life, but he sold the truth.  He regretted it until he died.


Your salvation was free, but your walk with the Lord from there is a walk through the department store of the Kingdom.  Don’t look for bargain-basement sales and don’t try to shoplift.  Pay the full price up front for wisdom and knowledge, and then enjoy your purchases!  

May 24

“If you falter in times of trouble, 

how small is your strength!” -- 24:10.


“Into every life a little rain must fall,” or so the secular proverb goes.  To you, it may seem that a monsoon has invaded your life and not just a “little rain.”  As long as you live and are tied to this sin-infested, uncertain world, you’ll encounter some trouble and problems in your family, church, job, or school.  It’s therefore important to respond properly to these inevitable troubles.


Depression and discouragement have undoubtedly attacked you at various times in your life.  If you get depressed when things get tough, however, you’re doing the very thing that will allow your troubles to remain or get worse.  


For example, let’s assume that your house is on fire.  You discover it when it’s just a little fire in the garage.  Having discovered the flames, you become discouraged because so many things have been going wrong lately. You go into the living room, turn on the television, and try to forget about the fire in the garage.  Maybe you lie on your face before the Lord in your bedroom.  You don’t call for help, you don’t warn your family, and you don’t pour water on the fire.  


What will happen?  What was perhaps a small, controllable fire will now grow to something that can destroy your entire house.  If you falter in time of trouble, according to today’s verse, you’re a weakling.  The correct response toward the fire is to fight it with all you have.  That’s the same response required for the troubles of life that come your way.


Just the other day I was facing numerous “troubles” that threatened to overwhelm me.  My finances were in poor shape, my wife was sick, and I felt like I was under spiritual attack. Everything in me wanted to give in to  discouragement.  I didn’t want to pray or worship the Lord or prepare my Sunday message.  Instead I wanted to sulk.  But I forced myself to pray.  I began praying out loud as I drove my car, calling on  God’s help and mercy.  I decided not to falter in that time of trouble and continued by quoting Scripture verses audibly.


My wife is now healed, we had a great Sunday service, and my finances are recovering.  All because, I believe, I didn’t go limp in the day of trouble.  When you’re in trouble, it’s the wrong time to do what comes naturally.  That’s the time to attack the problem with every weapon you have. 


 Put your fires out now and  don’t let them grow too big to handle.  Use the strength you have, and God will give you strength you don’t have.  Pray, sing, call for prayer help, and press into God.  Then watch the fires of life be put out before your eyes.

May 25

“It is the glory of God to conceal a matter; 

to search out a matter is the glory of kings.” -- 25:2


Sometimes it seems as if God is playing hide-and-seek with you and me.  Our prayers aren’t being answered and we lack direction.  The Bible reads like any other book. We may be stuck in a situation that has no apparent escape.  Having  patiently sought the Lord about something, we don’t see it resolved as we had hoped.


If you’re in that predicament, you first need to see yourself as you really are.  Something happened to you when you met the Lord -- you became royalty!  You’re now a prince or princess because you’re related to the King of glory!  You have a wonderful inheritance and will rule with Him in heavenly places.  Hallelujah!!


Now that you’re royalty, however, you’ve come into a special glory.  Your glory, according to today’s verse, is to “search out a matter.”  You realize that God will hide things from you on purpose, so that you can obtain your royal destiny through the earnest seeking of His face and will. 


Hebrews 11:6 is one of my favorite verses.  It states,  “And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that He rewards those who earnestly [or diligently] seek him.”  God is a rewarder of those who seek Him with all their heart.  He won’t reward those who casually or occasionally cry out to know His will.


Even in trouble, Moses said, “But if from there [trouble] you seek the Lord your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deuteronomy 4:29).  Proverbs 2:3-5 further exhorts you to search a matter out with all diligence:  “If you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God” (emphasis added).



If I were to guarantee you that there was a large vein of pure gold in your back yard, and you dug one hole and didn’t find it, would you give up?  I dare say you would not. You would dig and dig and dig until you found what I had guaranteed was there.  Maybe you would enlist the help of family and friends to find those riches.  Well, the word of God promises that you will find “glory” as you seek His will that may be hidden for a season.  Don’t give up the search.  What you’ll find is better than any treasure.  The searching will strengthen you, and you’ll find the glory of royalty, of which you’ve become a part.

May 26

“Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself.  Answer a fool according to his folly, 

or he will be wise in his own eyes.” -- 26:4-5.


At first glance, these verses are confusing and contradictory.  We’re told to answer and then not to answer a fool.  How can we do both at the same time?


The answer to this apparent contradiction lies in our tendency to want a system of rules that will “explain” God.  Our religious heart wants to know -- preferably ahead of time -- how to handle each and every situation that may arise in our daily walk.  In a nutshell, we want to figure God out.  We want some assurances that if we do one thing, He’ll always do another. 


As I mentioned previously someone once said, “God has only one problem.  He thinks He’s God and can tell us what to do in any situation.”  As soon as you “figure God out,” He seems to do what you don’t anticipate.  When you expect mercy, He rebukes.  When you expect rebuke, He’s merciful.  He’s God, and His ways aren’t our ways.  His ways are perfect, free from sin, and truly magnificent.


No system can contain God.  The goal of a disciple’s life is to be led by the Spirit.  On one occasion you’ll encounter a fool and the Spirit will prompt you to respond. Another time you’ll encounter the same, and the Spirit will direct you to be quiet.  If you assume you must answer the second just because you answered the first, you may miss the Lord and encounter trouble.


Paul wrote to the Roman church, 

Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. . . .  You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. . .  because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God (Romans 8:5, 9, 14).


The writer of Hebrews describes the mature as those “who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil” (5:14).  Don’t try to find a system into which God fits.  Rather learn to sense the pleasure or displeasure of the Spirit in each life situation by constant effort.  Learning to allow the Spirit to guide your decisions and actions, you must be led by the Spirit in all things, and so be a son of God.  


When you’re faced with a decision of what to do or how to act, by faith the Spirit will lead you into the perfect will of God.  Continue to cultivate this kind of relationship with the Spirit, and you’ll have something better than any set of rules could ever give you.

May 27

“Let another praise you, and not your own mouth; 

someone else, and not your own lips” -- 27:2.


I became aware several years ago of how often I used “I, me, and mine” in normal conversation.  I was prone to talk about myself, my accomplishments, and my feelings, and it didn’t sound right to me.  From the time I noticed that tendency, I determined, with God’s help, to be a better listener, to start talking less about me, and to turn the conversation toward the interests and feelings of other people.  This hasn’t been easy.  


Today’s verse urges you to allow someone else to talk about you.  Philippians 2:3-4 have been a tremendous help as I have sought to walk this out in my life:  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  


You can’t know the interests of others if you don’t take time to listen to them and ask questions.  If you’re always talking about yourself, you can’t know how to look out for your brother’s needs.


As I’ve asked questions, I’ve then worked on really listening and trying to retain the information.  I’m working on remembering first names.  I want to be able to ask that person the next time I see them about something we discussed at our previous meeting.  I also want them to feel that I’m interested in them and their world.  In other words, I want to be known as a good listener. 


Philippians 2:5 contains a command, which today’s verse from Proverbs helps you obey:  “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.”  Paul goes on to describe how Jesus emptied Himself to serve the purpose of God.  He tells how Jesus gave His life to minister to the needs of others.  And praise God He did!!


You’re given the same task and can begin by making an effort not to talk about yourself.  Don’t manipulate the conversation to topics that interest you, and don’t try to impress others with your wisdom, victories, or problems.  If you’re not receiving the credit you deserve for what you’re doing, then trust the Lord.  When you need recognition or encouragement, the Lord will send it.  With that in mind, determine to change your way of speaking and listening.


You know how hard it is to be around people who are always talking about themselves.  Today’s verse gives you a good guideline by which to walk:  Don’t praise yourself, but wait for someone else to do it.  When they do, you’ll know God sent them with a basket of encouragement with your name on it.  Until such time, give yourself to others. It will be difficult at first, but with practice, you’ll actually be walking in Jesus’ footsteps just by learning to be a good listener!  

May 28

“He who trusts in himself is a fool, 

but he who walks in wisdom is kept safe.” -- 28:26.


He was on the talk show, as arrogant as ever.  A well-known American business tycoon was talking of his business deals and the millions of dollars he had won and lost.  He was successful, but his personal life was a mess and his entire financial empire was laden with debt.  It was obvious that this man had a high opinion of himself, trusting his instincts and decisions.  


Today’s verse seems to be saying that “walking in wisdom” and “trusting in oneself” are opposed to one another.  This makes a lot of sense when you think about it.  You can so easily fool yourself, tending to trust your ideas, opinions, feelings, impressions, and even anger.  You tend to believe the best about yourself, and direct your suspicions toward others, especially those who don’t hold you in such high esteem.  


Paul wrote, “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature” (Romans 7:18).  Paul didn’t write this in the past tense; he wrote it in the present tense. I take that to mean that it was true for Paul when he wrote it.  And I’ve found that to be true in my own life.  I can’t find anything in me in which I can put my trust.  My intellect is limited, my ability to endure hardship weak, my prayer life isn’t what it should be, and my love for people is too often related to how they treat me.  


I find myself too ready to excuse my shortcomings and too eager to please myself.  Like Paul I find myself crying out, “What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?” (Romans 7:24).  What I want to do for God I regularly discover I can’t do.


Real wisdom isn’t a head full of knowledge, but a living “walk” with the Lord Jesus Christ.  In 1 Corinthians 1:30 we are told, “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God.”  To walk in wisdom can only mean to walk with Jesus on a daily basis.  As soon as you decide to trust yourself and go it alone, you’re in for trouble.  If you walk in wisdom -- with Christ -- you’re on the road to success. 


To walk with the Lord in wisdom also includes walking with our brothers and sisters.  Early in our walk with the Lord, Kathy and I participated in a Monday night home group with seven other couples.  We were committed to one another, and we got together to pray, counsel, confront, and encourage.  Those were hard meetings!  As we brought up questions and problems, each person spoke the truth to one another and sometimes the truth really hurt!  When it was my turn to hear some truth, I wanted to get defensive, hide, or not bring up my problems.  I grew from that experience, however, and “heard from the Lord” in that setting on numerous occasions.  I still enjoy the blessings that came from the counsel given during those couples’ meetings.


 Learn to walk with the Lord and allow Him to use others to speak into your life.  There is indeed safety in numbers -- and wisdom, too.  If you trust only in yourself, you may sound wise, but you’re on dangerous ground.

May 29

“Do you see a man who speaks in haste?  

There is more hope for a fool than for him.”  -- 29:20.


I have a new definition for spiritual maturity:  It’s the ability not to waste emotional energy over something that may never happen.  Have you ever heard that something may happen, or a certain person reportedly said something offensive, or another person is supposedly planning to do something against your wishes or best interests, or a certain repair job may cost a lot of money?  


Have you gotten upset, maybe even carrying the anxiety an entire weekend, only to find out on Monday that what you heard was only partially true, or not true at all?  You found yourself anxious over a situation that never happened or wasn’t nearly as bad you had first thought.  You were hasty in forming a judgment, and that judgment may have led you to talk to someone else, perhaps getting them upset, before you found out the whole story.


This same tendency has caused me to react and speak in haste many times.  For instance, I’ve found myself responding to someone before they were finished speaking.  Or at other times I’ve jumped to conclusions before I had all the facts.  More often than not I was hasty in formulating an opinion and spoke out of turn.  These tendencies caused me to display my ignorance for all to see, instead of taking time to get the facts, assess the situation, and then formulate a response.


I’m gradually learning to discipline my mind and I’m using today’s verse as my guide; it tells me that there’s more hope for a fool than for me if I speak in haste.  And you know how little hope there is for a fool!  If I don’t learn to ignore rumors and half-truths and keep quiet, then I’m causing myself needless trouble.


I encourage you to address this tendency in your own life.  Anxiety over what might happen is a waste of emotional energy.  Don’t let only a rumor of a lay-off where you work get you worried.  Don’t let the latest economic forecast discourage you.  Until you know for sure what’s wrong with the air conditioner and how much it will cost, refuse to be anxious. Make sure you understand fully what someone is saying before you respond.


Take James’ admonition to heart:  “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry” (James 1:19).  A wise man is slow to speak; a fool is all too ready to do so.  A wise man is slow to anger; a fool is angered by what might happen.  A wise man waits to form a judgment; a fool speaks at the drop of a hat.  May the Lord help you and me this day to walk as wise men, and not as a fools, by helping us keep quiet.

May 30

“Every word of God is flawless; 

he is a shield to those who take refuge in Him.”  -- 30:5.


When Adam and Eve were in the garden, the serpent called God’s word into question.  He explained why God didn’t want them to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, saying that God didn’t really have their best interests at heart.  If they were to eat, they would be like God, and God didn’t want that to happen, or so the serpent reasoned.


Adam and Eve believed the serpent, doubted God’s word, ate from the tree, and the rest is history.  Sin, suffering, disease, calamity, and death came into existence because two people doubted whether God’s word was “flawless.”  They believed the word of another, and it brought disastrous results.


The same is true today.  God’s word to us is perfect and it will accomplish what it set out to do.  God is looking for those who will believe His word for them, regardless of what the circumstances seem to say.  Paul wrote, 

Therefore we do not lose heart.  Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day.  For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.  So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen.  For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal (2 Corinthians 4:16-18).


It may seem that God’s word is delayed, or not coming, or can’t possibly be fulfilled in your situation.  That isn’t the time to doubt, but rather the time to take refuge in Him who spoke the word.  There are times when I’ve had to quote God’s word in a loud voice in my car, or in the shower, or in prayer, when everything seemed to be going wrong.  I’ve had to run into the Lord’s presence when my finances were terrible; I’ve sung hymns, quoted Scripture, and reviewed sermon excerpts or listened to tapes of messages that ministered to me.  I’ve had to run and hide in the Lord when the bills were due or when ministry responsibilities were overwhelming.  


You don’t need a shield unless something is being thrown at you.  You won’t know your need for the Lord, your shield, until the enemy and life throw doubt, fear, and aggravation at you.  God allows the enemy to throw them so that you’ll learn He is indeed a shield through which nothing can penetrate.  Take cover in Him today.  His word is flawless and can’t fail.  Don’t walk by sight, but by faith, and watch and see the salvation of God as you trust in Him.

May 31

“The sayings of King Lemuel -- 

an oracle his mother taught him. . . .” -- 31:1.


We aren’t sure who King Lemuel was.  He’s mentioned in the Bible only in this chapter, and we have no idea where his throne was or how long he ruled.  Some believe it’s a reference to King Solomon.  We do know one thing -- Lemuel had good parents, or at least a good mother.  She taught him some practical things and they stuck with him throughout his life -- so much so, that the Holy Spirit was able to make his mother’s teaching a part of inspired Scripture.  Now that’s anointed teaching!


When working with children, especially your own, it often seems as if your words are “going in one ear and out the other.”  You preach, teach, and exhort, yet don’t seem to get anywhere.  But you’re not called to evaluate or see the results of your training.  You’re called to instruct, teach, and trust the Lord for the results.  You’re never sure what will make a permanent impression, and you never know what quote your children will carry through life and attribute to you.


I can remember my dad talking to me as a young boy about the Lord as we drove together at night in his car.  He spoke to me about all kinds of issues.  One night he was telling me of a major disappointment he encountered after his graduation from high school.  A college football scholarship had fallen through and he was crushed.  But he ended by saying that if he had gotten that scholarship, he probably would not have met my mother.  He ended by saying, “Son, God really does have a plan for your life.”  I’ll never forget that word and it has helped me many times.


Note that Lemuel’s mother didn’t just prepare him for a common life, but taught him with a great destiny in mind.  She taught him how to be a king before he ever became a king.  Treating him like royalty, she imparted vision and a sense of purpose through her teaching.  She saw him as part of the royal family and prepared him for royal duties.


Your children and those of the church are also destined for royal things.  They’ll lead their generation.  Build them up with instruction worthy of a prince and princess.  Assuming they’ll be in high positions of authority, do all in your power to let them know that they’re special in God’s sight.  Don’t worry about building them up too much, for life has a way of bringing enough hard knocks that will more than balance things out.  Impart vision and a sense of destiny and let God do the rest.


I’ve always insisted on a high standard of work from my children; I have tried to explain to them that they’ll be leaders, and that leaders must produce work on a higher level.  In their worst times, I’ve instructed them with an eye on their greatness.  Their royal behavior hasn’t always been good, but that doesn’t take away from their royalty. Exhort the young people around you.  They have enough elders and peers against them. Treat them like royalty and see if they don’t begin to act like it.



Dr. John W. Stanko


