January 5

The Finisher’s Medal

None of the offenses they have committed will be
remembered against them. (Ezekiel 18:22a)

Scripture: Ezekiel 18:20-23, 27-32
Song: “Beloved”

As I crossed the finish line, I beamed as they handed me a fin-
isher’s medal. Nearly 15 people from our church participated in
the marathon that day. The fastest runners in our group beat my
time by over four hours. One runner even qualified for the Boston
Marathon even though this had been her first marathon!

Although we represented a variety of fitness levels and running
ability, we all received the same medals. When I got to the end of
26.2 miles, no one asked how much I’d walked, drank watet, or
rested. I’d done all that, including a stop at a med tent, but none of
my weaknesses counted against me. Ezekiel shows this is true spiri-
tually as well. Whenever someone turns from sin, none is counted
against them, but grace is tallied instead.

[ received a finisher’s medal because I completed the race. When
this life ends, those of us who trust Jesus will have a similar ex-
perience. In that moment, no sin will be held against us, but all
the righteousness of Christ will count in our favor! Others may be
faster and fitter, but in the end, it’s through repentance and faith in
Christ alone that we all will get to cross the finish line into heaven.

Father, forgive my sins; | turn today toward You. In Jesus’ name | pray. Amen.
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January 6

Empty Gestures or Genuine Gifts?
“Stop bringing meaningless offerings!” (Isaiah 1:13a)

Scripture: Isaiah 1:10-21
Song: “When the Music Fades”

My friend frowned at the sparkling, diamond bracelet on her
wrist. It was a “just because” gift from her husband. The mel-
ancholy look on her face confused me, so I asked if she liked it.
She agreed it was beautiful, but then admitted it wasn’t what she
wanted. I quietly inquired about what she had hoped to receive.
Cautiously and without looking up, she admitted she needed her
husband. Lonely tears filled in her eyes, and she didn’t say any
more. Unfortunately, my friend and her husband divorced a few
years later. When I heard the news, I remembered the sad conver-
sation we’d had about the tennis bracelet. It was a lavish gift, but it
stood in stark contrast to their loveless, distant, lackluster marriage.

God told the Israelites their offerings were meaningless. Like my
friend, He saw the irony of big gifts while His people said little
to Him. They presented expensive sacrifices but didn’t offer their
hearts, the gift He truly longed for.

How about you and me? Are we going through the motions of
devotions and church but not connecting to God Himself? Do we
try to figure things out on our own and forget to consult our Father
on both big and small matters of everyday life? If so, let’s repent and
reconnect with Him right now.

Father, | am sorry that | can become apathetic and hollow in my relationship with
You. Forgive me and please take my heart once again. In Jesus’ name | pray. Amen.



January 7

Someone Else in Mind

“Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming!
Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Mark 2:7)

Scripture: Mark 2:1-12
Song: “Sweet Little Jesus Boy”

Jack grew up in the shadow of his big brother. Their parents
believed that if the oldest brother succeeded, their eight younger
children would as well. To that end, their dad often said, “Joe is
going to be president of the United States!” Sadly, this dream died
when Joe was killed in a WWII bombing mission. Jack was next in
line to lead his younger siblings. Despite normal brotherly tension,
Jack had respected and admired Joe. He took on his role well. Jack
went to college and Harvard Law School. Then at age 43, John
“Jack” E Kennedy became President of the United States. When
they were children, their dad only saw Joe in that role, but in the
end it was meant for his second son.

Similarly, the Pharisees in Jesus’ day had someone else in mind
to be Messiah. Jesus didn’t fit their expectations, especially when
He forgave a man’s sins. The Pharisees knew this was an act of
God, but instead of recognizing Jesus as God, they ignorantly cor-
rected Him. Jesus’ response to this was a physical miracle. Still the
religious elite were blind to His divinity.

Is our faith limited by our own conceptions of God and what
Jesus can and cannot do? Let’s remember who He is and ask for-
giveness for any of our own wrong thinking.

Father, thank You for sending Jesus as our Savior. Open my eyes to truly see Him.
In Jesus’ name | pray. Amen.



January 8

Confidence in What We Hope For

Faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance
about what we do not see. (Hebrews 11:1)

Scripture: Hebrews 11:1-10
Song: “Tis So Sweet”

In 2017 I had a condition where my right hand would shake.
Then my arm would tremor, and soon my whole body would
spasm. Lying on the couch, I’d wait for the unpredictable episodes
to pass. During that season, I rarely drove, and I started to rely on
internet grocery ordering for my family. I picked groceries from an
app and put them in a virtual cart. I couldn’t touch them, but I still
selected them.

Back then, I trusted that my digital order would arrive on my
front step and that my food would be delivered on time and in
good condition. It reminds me of God’s definition of faith in today’s
passage. We trust an unseen God who exists. Instead of app photos,
we have the world around us and the Bible as evidence of His real-
ity. I select physical groceries from 2D internet pictures. In a similar
but more dynamic way, we perceive God from His Word.

Are we struggling to trust in an invisible God? The delivery of
our eternity may not come within 24 hours, but the promise of His
return in Scripture is far more reliable than my grocery orders! In
God’s right time, along with Noah and Abraham and all who be-
lieve, we will see what we choose now to accept by faith.

Father, help me to see and hope in You. Help me believe and obey without hesita-
tion. In Jesus’ name | pray. Amen.



January 9

A Two-Way Relationship

“If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble
themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their
wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven.” (2 Chronicles 7:14)

Scripture: 2 Chronicles 7:12—-16
Song: “Humble Thyself in the Sight of the Lord”

“Stay!” I commanded my dog firmly, putting my hand up like a
crossing guard. I’d dropped a glass bowl, and it shattered across the
kitchen floor. In uncharacteristic obedience, my pup stopped walk-
ing toward me and sat down. He heard and listened to my stern
tone of voice, and to my surprise he stayed out of the room until I
invited him to “Come!”

When we approach God with the right posture of a repentant
heart, He doesn’t throw up a flag to stop us. He promises He will
hear us. It’s safe to approach Him. Too often, our prayers might feel
like ramblings to an invisible friend. Though we walk by faith and
hope in the unseen, the Bible tells us repeatedly that we serve the
living God. He is not a pretense or a two-dimensional portrait or
even a three-dimensional statue. He listens. He speaks. He sees. He
responds. He loves.

In contrast, how animated and accepting are we toward Him?
Are we listening, speaking, seeing, responding, and loving Him?
When we approach Him with humility, life may not be easy, but
we will not be going forward on our own. Let us rely on the vibrant
Holy Spirit and really live.

Father, thank You for hearing my prayers, inviting me to step closer, and accepting
me through Christ. In Jesus’ name | pray. Amen.



January 10
Is Heaven Big Enough?

“The promise is for you and your children and for all who
are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.” (Acts 2:39)

Scripture: Acts 2:32-39
Song: “Heaven'’s Jubilee”

This weekend, my teenage daughter will have a dance sponsored
by her school. From the outside, the venue for the occasion looks
small, almost too tiny for the whole student body plus guests to fit
into the space. Still, everyone from her small high school, freshmen
through seniors, are invited.

Sometimes I think I “drive by” others’ lives and make similar
assumptions. I think their hearts are too small or they are unaccept-
ing of Jesus because they have other beliefs. Worse, [ forget that
heaven, more specifically God’s heart, is no small place designed for
only a few. Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, calls not just the men
and women listening to him to repentance. He extends the invita-
tion to their children and to all those God will call in the future.

Do we share the good news of salvation with “all,” or do we pre-
emptively decide who the best candidates are? Do we see heaven
with only enough room for some, or do we remember that God’s
capacity for salvation is far beyond our imagination and comprehen-
sion? Let’s share the gospel with anyone who wants to listen and
welcome everyone to faith in Jesus Christ, trusting that it’s God’s
call. We just hand out the invitations.

Father, You are so forgiving, welcoming, and gracious. Forgive me for judging from
the outside and not inviting all to know You. Forgive me and help me share Your good
news. In Jesus’ name | pray. Amen.



January 11

Water for Dusty Souls

“He said, ‘How many hired servants of my father’s have
bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!’”
(Luke 15:17)

Scripture: Luke 15:11-24
Song: “God Leads His Dear Children Along”

The city water tower stood tall above us as we hauled canteens
to our dry plot of dirt. With a super-tiny backyard, my parents de-
cided to rent a community garden spot to plant and grow a large
variety of vegetables. It was a great idea overall, but as a little girl,
[ hated hauling the heavy water containers. I'd look up at the red
and white tower wondering why we couldn’t somehow tap into
that. As our garden grew parched in the hot summer sun, ironically,
thousands of gallons of water occasionally cast a shadow over it.

In the parable we read today, the young son who squandered his
father’s inheritance had also let his resources run dry. Then one day,
he realized he could access everything he needed as an employee of
his father and decided to return home. However, when the young
man arrived home, the Father immediately lavished him with pa-
ternal love. The affectionate father gave his son all he needed.

Instead of living in our sin and spiritual starvation, let’s go back
to our forgiving Father, who has deep compassion for us. While the
water tower was for emergency purposes only, God’s love is always
ready to pour out and refresh our dusty, thirsty souls. Let’s not wait
another moment to return to Him!

Father, I'm sorry for standing in my sin for so long. | need Your forgiveness and
refreshment. Please accept me into Your embrace. In Jesus’ name | pray. Amen.





