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PREFACE

This book is for Christians who want to read the Bible, who want to read all the
Bible. It is the second of two volumes that share the same end.

At their best, Christians have saturated themselves in the Bible. They say with
Job, “I have treasured the words of his mouth more than my daily bread” (Job
23:12). That comparison was something the children of Israel were meant to learn
in the wilderness: we are told that God led them into hunger and then fed them
with manna, to teach them “that man does not live on bread alone but on every
word that comes from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3)—words quoted by the
Lord Jesus when he himself faced temptation (Matt. 4:4). Not only for the book
of Revelation may it properly be said, “Blessed is the one who reads the words of
this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written
in it” (Rev. 1:3). On the night he was betrayed, Jesus Christ prayed for his fol-
lowers in these terms: “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth” (John
17:17). The means by which God sanctifies men and women, setting them apart
as his own people, is the Word of truth.

The challenge has become increasingly severe in recent years, owing to sev-
eral factors. All of us must confront the regular sins of laziness or lack of disci-
pline, sins of the flesh and of the pride of life. But there are additional pressures.
The sheer pace of life affords us many excuses for sacrificing the important on the
altar of the urgent. The constant sensory input from all sides is gently addictive—
we become used to being entertained and diverted, and it is difficult to carve out
the space and silence necessary for serious and thoughtful reading of Scripture.
More seriously yet, the rising biblical illiteracy in Western culture means that the
Bible is increasingly a closed book, even to many Christians. As the culture drifts
away from its former rootedness in a Judeo-Christian understanding of God, his-
tory, truth, right and wrong, purpose, judgment, forgiveness, and community, so
the Bible seems stranger and stranger. For precisely the same reason, it becomes
all the more urgent to read it and reread it, so that at least confessing Christians
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preserve the heritage and outlook of a mind shaped and informed by holy
Scripture.

This is a book to encourage that end. Devotional guides tend to offer short,
personal readings from the Bible, sometimes only a verse or two, followed by sev-
eral paragraphs of edifying exposition. Doubtless they provide personal help for
believers with private needs and fears and hopes. But they do not provide the
framework of what the Bible says—the “plotline” or “story line”—the big picture
that makes sense of all the little bits of the Bible. Wrongly used, such devotional
guides may ultimately engender the profoundly wrong-headed view that God
exists to sort out my problems; they may foster profoundly mistaken interpreta-
tions of some Scriptures, simply because the handful of passages they treat are no
longer placed within the framework of the big picture, which is gradually fading
from view. Only systematic and repeated reading of the whole Bible can meet these
challenges.

That is what this book encourages. Here you will find a plan that will help you
read through the New Testament and Psalms twice, and the rest of the Bible once,
in the course of a year—or, on a modification of the plan, in the course of two
years. Comment is offered for each day, but this book fails utterly in its goal if you
read the comment and not the assigned biblical passages.

The reading scheme laid out here is a slight modification of one first devel-
oped a century and a half ago by a Scottish minister, Robert Murray M’Cheyne.
How it works, and why this book is “Volume Two” (even though it goes through
the entire calendar year), are laid out in the Introduction.

[ am deeply grateful to my doctoral assistant Tom Wood, assisted by Lesley
Kim, for the extraordinary work they put into the indexes. The indexes make it
possible to trace entire biblical themes through the canon. In that way these two
volumes may contribute to helping readers develop biblical theology.

“Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up
in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good” (1 Peter 2:2-3).

Soli Deo gloria.

—D. A. Carson,
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School




INTRODUCTION

Robert Murray M'Cheyne was born in Edinburgh on May 21, 1813. He died in
Dundee on March 25, 1843—not yet thirty years of age. He had been serving as
minister of St. Peter’s, Dundee, since 1836. Though so young, he was known
throughout Scotland as “the saintly M’Cheyne”; nor was his remarkable influence
limited to the borders of Scotland.

His friend and colleague in ministry, Andrew Bonar, collected some of
M’Cheyne’s letters, messages, and miscellaneous papers, and published them,
along with a brief biography, in 1844 under the title Robert Murray M’Cheyne:
Memoir and Remains. That work has been widely recognized as one of the great
spiritual classics. Within twenty-five years of its initial publication, it went
through 116 British editions, quite apart from those in America and elsewhere.
Contemporary believers interested in Christian living under the shadow of gen-
uine revival could scarcely do better than to read and reflect on this collection of
writings.

One of M’Cheyne’s abiding concerns was to encourage his people, and him-
self, to read the Bible. To one young man he wrote, “You read your Bible regularly,
of course; but do try and understand it, and still more to feel it. Read more parts
than one at a time. For example, if you are reading Genesis, read a Psalm also; or
if you are reading Matthew, read a small bit of an Epistle also. Turn the Bible into
prayer. Thus, if you were reading the First Psalm, spread the Bible on the chair
before you, and kneel and pray, ‘O Lord, give me the blessedness of the man’; ‘let
me not stand in the counsel of the ungodly.’ This is the best way of knowing the
meaning of the Bible, and of learning to pray.” This was not some quaint or
escapist pietism, for at the same time, M’Cheyne was himself diligent in the study
of Hebrew and Greek. While a theological student, he met regularly for prayer,
study, and Hebrew and Greek exercises with Andrew Bonar, Horatius Bonar, and
a handful of other earnest ministers-in-training. They took the Bible so seriously
in their living and preaching that when the eminent Thomas Chalmers, then
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Professor of Divinity, heard of the way they approached the Bible, he is reported
to have said, “I like these literalities.”

In line with his desire to foster serious Bible reading, M’Cheyne prepared a
scheme for daily reading that would take readers through the New Testament and
Psalms twice each year, and through the rest of the Bible once. It is reproduced,
in slightly modified form, at the end of this Introduction.' Some explanation of
the chart may be helpful.

The first column is self-explanatory: it lists the date, for every day of the year.
The following points explain the other features of this chart and the way this book
is laid out.

(1) Originally M’Cheyne listed two columns labeled “Family” and two labeled
“Secret.” He intended that, with some exceptions, the Scripture listings in the
“Family” columns be read in family devotions, and those in the “Secret” columns
be read privately, in personal devotions. The choice of the word secret was drawn
from Matthew 6:6, and was in common use in M’Cheyne’s day. I have labeled the
two pairs of columns “Family” and “Private” respectively.

(2) For those using the chart for purely private devotions, the headings are of
little significance. Over the last century and a half, many, many Christians have
used this chart in just this way, as a guide and a schedule for their own Bible
reading.

(3) That there are two columns for “Family” readings and two columns for
“Private” readings reflects M’Cheyne’s view that Christians should read from more
than one part of the Bible at a time. Not only will this help you link various pas-
sages in your mind, but it will help carry you through some of the parts of the
Bible that are on first inspection somewhat leaner than others (e.g., 1 Chronicles
1—12).

(4) 1f you read through the four passages listed for each date, in the course of
a year you will, as I have indicated, read through the New Testament and the
Psalms twice, and the rest of the Bible once. But if for any reason you find this too
fast a pace, then read the passages listed in the first two columns (headed
“Family”) in the first year, and the passages listed in the last two columns
(headed “Private”) in the second year. Obviously this halves the rate of progress.

(5) One page of this book is devoted to each day. At the top of the page is the
date, followed by the references to the four readings. The second pair, correspon-
ding to the entries in the “Private” columns, are in italics; the first two, correspon-

! The original can be found in many editions of the book already referred to: Andrew A. Bonar, ed., Robert
Murray M’Cheyne: Memoir and Remains. My copy is from the 1966 reprint, published by Banner of Truth,
taken from the 1892 edition, pp. 623-628. Some popular editions, such as the two-volume paperback
edition published by Moody Press (n.d.), omit the chart. The principal changes in substance I have intro-
duced are four places where I have changed the break in the passage by two or three verses.
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ding to the entries in the “Family” columns, are in Roman type. The “Comment”
that occupies the rest of the page is occasionally based on some theme that links
all four passages, but more commonly is based on some theme or text
found in the italicized passages. In other words, this second volume complements
the first, which focused on the readings of the first two columns; here the con-
centration is on the second two columns. In this volume, I have not restricted
comment to passages in only one column (e.g., the third), because, in agreement
with M’Cheyne, I suppose that focus on only one part of Scripture will not be as
helpful as a broader exposure to Scripture. So I have normally commented on a
passage of Scripture in one of the last two columns. The first time I refer to the
passage on which [ am commenting I put the reference in boldface type.

(6) In no way do these pages pretend to be a commentary as that word is com-
monly understood. My aim is much more modest: to provide edifying comments
and reflections on some part of the designated texts, and thus to encourage read-
ers to reflect further on the biblical passages they are reading. If there is some-
thing unusual about these comments, it is that I have tried to devote at least some
of them to helping the reader keep the big picture of the Bible’s “story line” in
mind, and to see what relevance this has for our thinking and living. In other
words, although I want the comments to be edifying, this edification is not always
of a private, individualized sort. My aim is to show, in however preliminary a way,
that reading the whole Bible must stir up thoughtful Christians to thinking the-
ologically and holistically, as well as reverently and humbly.

Finally, I should venture a few practical suggestions. If you must skip some-
thing, skip this book; read the Bible instead. If you fall behind, do not use that as
an excuse for giving up the effort until next January 1. Either catch up (by an
afternoon of diligent reading, perhaps some Sunday), or skip ahead to where you
should be and take up there. If your schedule allows it, set a regular time and place
for your Bible reading. M’Cheyne himself wrote, “Let our secret reading prevent
[i.e., precede] the dawning of the day. Let God’s voice be the first we hear in the
morning.” Whether that is the best time of day for you is of little consequence;
regular habits are of more importance. When you read, remember that God him-
self has declared, “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in
spirit, and trembles at my word” (Isaiah 66:2). Learn to distill what a passage is
saying, and pray it back to the Lord—whether in petition, thanksgiving, praise,
or frank uncertainty. In time your Bible reading will so be linked with your pray-
ing that the two will not always be differentiable.*

21 have tried to offer some practical pointers in this respect in A Call to Spiritual Reformation: Priorities
from Paul and His Prayers (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1992).

13



M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Jan1 Gen 1 Matt 1 Ezral Acts 1
Jan 2 Gen 2 Matt 2 Ezra 2 Acts 2
Jan 3 Gen 3 Matt 3 Ezra 3 Acts 3
Jan 4 Gen 4 Matt 4 Ezra 4 Acts 4
Jan 5 Gen 5 Matt 5 Ezra 5 Acts 5
Jan 6 Gen 6 Matt 6 Ezra 6 Acts 6
Jan 7 Gen 7 Matt 7 Ezra 7 Acts 7
Jan 8 Gen 8 Matt 8 Ezra 8 Acts 8
Jan9 Gen 9-10 Matt 9 Ezra 9 Acts 9
Jan 10 Gen 11 Matt 10 Ezra 10 Acts 10
Jan 11 Gen 12 Matt 11 Neh 1 Acts 11
Jan 12 Gen 13 Matt 12 Neh 2 Acts 12
Jan 13 Gen 14 Matt 13 Neh 3 Acts 13
Jan 14 Gen 15 Matt 14 Neh 4 Acts 14
Jan 15 Gen 16 Matt 15 Neh 5 Acts 15
Jan 16 Gen 17 Matt 16 Neh 6 Acts 16
Jan 17 Gen 18 Matt 17 Neh 7 Acts 17
Jan 18 Gen 19 Matt 18 Neh 8 Acts 18
Jan 19 Gen 20 Matt 19 Neh 9 Acts 19
Jan 20 Gen 21 Matt 20 Neh 10 Acts 20
Jan 21 Gen 22 Matt 21 Neh 11 Acts 21
Jan 22 Gen 23 Matt 22 Neh 12 Acts 22
Jan 23 Gen 24 Matt 23 Neh 13 Acts 23
Jan 24 Gen 25 Matt 24 Est 1 Acts 24
Jan 25 Gen 26 Matt 25 Est 2 Acts 25
Jan 26 Gen 27 Matt 26 Est 3 Acts 26
Jan 27 Gen 28 Matt 27 Est 4 Acts 27
Jan 28 Gen 29 Matt 28 Est 5 Acts 28
Jan 29 Gen 30 Mark 1 Est 6 Rom 1
Jan 30 Gen 31 Mark 2 Est 7 Rom 2
Jan 31 Gen 32 Mark 3 Est 8 Rom 3
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Feb 1 Gen 33 Mark 4 Est 9-10 Rom 4
Feb 2 Gen 34 Mark 5 Job 1 Rom 5
Feb 3 Gen 35-36 Mark 6 Job 2 Rom 6
Feb 4 Gen 37 Mark 7 Job 3 Rom 7
Feb 5 Gen 38 Mark 8 Job 4 Rom 8
Feb 6 Gen 39 Mark 9 Job 5 Rom 9
Feb 7 Gen 40 Mark 10 Job 6 Rom 10
Feb 8 Gen 41 Mark 11 Job 7 Rom 11
Feb 9 Gen 42 Mark 12 Job 8 Rom 12
Feb 10 Gen 43 Mark 13 Job9 Rom 13
Feb 11 Gen 44 Mark 14 Job 10 Rom 14
Feb 12 Gen 45 Mark 15 Job 11 Rom 15
Feb 13 Gen 46 Mark 16 Job 12 Rom 16
Feb 14 Gen 47 Lu1:1-38 Job 13 1 Corl
Feb 15 Gen 48 Lu 1:39-80 Job 14 1 Cor2
Feb 16 Gen 49 Lu?2 Job 15 1Cor3
Feb 17 Gen 50 Lu3 Job 16-17 1 Cor4
Feb 18 Ex1 Lu4 Job 18 1 Cor5
Feb 19 Ex2 Lu5 Job 19 1 Cor6
Feb 20 Ex 3 Lub6 Job 20 1Cor7
Feb 21 Ex 4 Lu7 Job 21 1 Cor8
Feb 22 Ex 5 Lu8 Job 22 1 Cor9
Feb 23 Ex 6 Lu9 Job 23 1 Cor 10
Feb 24 Ex7 Lul0 Job 24 1Corll
Feb 25 Ex 8 Lull Job 25-26 1 Cor12
Feb 26 Ex9 Lul2 Job 27 1 Cor 13
Feb 27 Ex 10 Lu 13 Job 28 1 Cor 14
Feb 28 Ex 11:1-12:20 Lu 14 Job 29 1 Cor 15
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Mar 1 Ex 12:21-51 Lul5 Job 30 1 Cor 16
Mar 2 Ex 13 Lul6 Job 31 2Corl
Mar 3 Ex 14 Lul7 Job 32 2 Cor2
Mar 4 Ex 15 Lul8 Job 33 2Cor3
Mar 5 Ex 16 Lul9 Job 34 2 Cor4
Mar 6 Ex 17 Lu 20 Job 35 2Cor5
Mar 7 Ex 18 Lu2l Job 36 2Cor6
Mar 8 Ex 19 Lu22 Job 37 2 Cor7
Mar 9 Ex 20 Lu23 Job 38 2 Cor8
Mar 10 Ex 21 Lu 24 Job 39 2 Cor 9
Mar 11 Ex 22 John 1 Job 40 2 Cor 10
Mar 12 Ex 23 John 2 Job 41 2 Corll
Mar 13 Ex 24 John 3 Job 42 2 Cor 12
Mar 14 Ex 25 John 4 Prov 1 2Cor 13
Mar 15 Ex 26 John 5 Prov 2 Gall
Mar 16 Ex 27 John 6 Prov 3 Gal 2
Mar 17 Ex 28 John 7 Prov 4 Gal 3
Mar 18 Ex 29 John 8 Prov 5 Gal 4
Mar 19 Ex 30 John 9 Prov 6 Gal 5
Mar 20 Ex 31 John 10 Prov 7 Gal 6
Mar 21 Ex 32 John 11 Prov 8 Eph 1
Mar 22 Ex 33 John 12 Prov 9 Eph 2
Mar 23 Ex 34 John 13 Prov 10 Eph 3
Mar 24 Ex 35 John 14 Prov 11 Eph 4
Mar 25 Ex 36 John 15 Prov 12 Eph 5
Mar 26 Ex 37 John 16 Prov 13 Eph 6
Mar 27 Ex 38 John 17 Prov 14 Phil 1
Mar 28 Ex 39 John 18 Prov 15 Phil 2
Mar 29 Ex 40 John 19 Prov 16 Phil 3
Mar 30 Lev 1 John 20 Prov 17 Phil 4
Mar 31 Lev 2-3 John 21 Prov 18 Coll
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Aprl Lev 4 Ps 1-2 Prov 19 Col 2
Apr 2 Lev5 Ps 3-4 Prov 20 Col3
Apr3 Lev 6 Ps 5-6 Prov 21 Col 4
Apr4 Lev7 Ps 7-8 Prov 22 1 Thess 1
Apr5 Lev8 Ps9 Prov 23 1 Thess 2
Apr 6 Lev9 Ps 10 Prov 24 1 Thess 3
Apr7 Lev 10 Ps11-12 Prov 25 1 Thess 4
Apr 8 Lev 11-12 Ps 13-14 Prov 26 1 Thess 5
Apr9 Lev 13 Ps 15-16 Prov 27 2 Thess 1
Apr 10 Lev 14 Ps 17 Prov 28 2 Thess 2
Apr1l Lev 15 Ps 18 Prov 29 2 Thess 3
Apr 12 Lev 16 Ps 19 Prov 30 1Tim1
Apr 13 Lev 17 Ps 20-21 Prov 31 1 Tim 2
Apr 14 Lev 18 Ps 22 Eccles 1 1Tim3
Apr 15 Lev 19 Ps 23-24 Eccles 2 1 Tim 4
Apr 16 Lev 20 Ps 25 Eccles 3 1 Tim 5
Apr 17 Lev 2l Ps 26-27 Eccles 4 1Tim6
Apr 18 Lev 22 Ps 28-29 Eccles 5 2Tim1
Apr 19 Lev 23 Ps 30 Eccles 6 2 Tim 2
Apr 20 Lev 24 Ps31 Eccles 7 2Tim3
Apr 21 Lev 25 Ps 32 Eccles 8 2 Tim 4
Apr 22 Lev 26 Ps 33 Eccles 9 Titus 1
Apr 23 Lev 27 Ps 34 Eccles 10 Titus 2
Apr 24 Num 1 Ps 35 Eccles 11 Titus 3
Apr 25 Num 2 Ps 36 Eccles 12 Philem
Apr 26 Num 3 Ps 37 Song 1 Heb 1
Apr 27 Num 4 Ps 38 Song 2 Heb 2
Apr 28 Num 5 Ps 39 Song 3 Heb 3
Apr 29 Num 6 Ps 40-41 Song 4 Heb 4

Apr 30 Num 7 Ps 42-43 Song 5 Heb 5
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
May 1 Num 8 Ps 44 Song 6 Heb 6
May 2 Num 9 Ps 45 Song 7 Heb 7
May 3 Num 10 Ps 46-47 Song 8 Heb 8
May 4 Num 11 Ps 48 Isa 1 Heb 9
May 5 Num 12-13 Ps 49 Isa 2 Heb 10
May 6 Num 14 Ps 50 Isa 3-4 Heb 11
May 7 Num 15 Ps 51 Isa 5 Heb 12
May 8 Num 16 Ps 52-54 Isa 6 Heb 13
May 9 Num 17-18 Ps 55 Isa7 James 1
May 10 Num 19 Ps 56-57 Isa 8:1-9:7 James 2
May 11 Num 20 Ps 58-59 Isa 9:8-10:4  James3
May 12 Num 21 Ps 60-61 Isa 10:5-34 James 4
May 13 Num 22 Ps 62-63 Isa11-12 James 5
May 14 Num 23 Ps 64-65 Isa 13 1 Peter 1
May 15 Num 24 Ps 66-67 Isa 14 1 Peter 2
May 16 Num 25 Ps 68 Isa 15 1 Peter 3
May 17 Num 26 Ps 69 Isa 16 1 Peter 4
May 18 Num 27 Ps 70-71 Isa 17-18 1 Peter 5
May 19 Num 28 Ps72 Isa 19-20 2 Peter 1
May 20 Num 29 Ps 73 Isa 21 2 Peter 2
May 21 Num 30 Ps 74 Isa 22 2 Peter 3
May 22 Num 31 Ps 75-76 Isa 23 1John1
May 23 Num 32 Ps 77 Isa 24 1 John 2
May 24 Num 33 Ps 78:1-39 Isa 25 1John3
May 25 Num 34 Ps 78:40-72 Isa 26 1John 4
May 26 Num 35 Ps 79 Isa 27 1John 5
May 27 Num 36 Ps 80 Isa 28 2 John
May 28 Deut 1 Ps 81-82 Isa 29 3 John
May 29 Deut 2 Ps 83-84 Isa 30 Jude
May 30 Deut 3 Ps 85 Isa 31 Rev 1
May 31 Deut 4 Ps 86-87 Isa 32 Rev 2
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Junl Deut 5 Ps 88 Isa 33 Rev 3
Jun 2 Deut 6 Ps 89 Isa 34 Rev 4
Jun 3 Deut 7 Ps 90 Isa 35 Rev 5
Jun 4 Deut 8 Ps 91 Isa 36 Rev 6
Jun 5 Deut 9 Ps 92-93 Isa 37 Rev 7
Jun 6 Deut 10 Ps 94 Isa 38 Rev 8
Jun7 Deut 11 Ps 95-96 Isa 39 Rev 9
Jun 8 Deut 12 Ps 97-98 Isa 40 Rev 10
Jun 9 Deut 13-14 Ps 99-101 Isa 41 Rev 11
Jun 10 Deut 15 Ps 102 Isa 42 Rev 12
Jun 11 Deut 16 Ps 103 Isa 43 Rev 13
Jun 12 Deut 17 Ps 104 Isa 44 Rev 14
Jun 13 Deut 18 Ps 105 Isa 45 Rev 15
Jun 14 Deut 19 Ps 106 Isa 46 Rev 16
Jun 15 Deut 20 Ps 107 Isa 47 Rev 17
Jun 16 Deut 21 Ps 108-109 Isa 48 Rev 18
Jun 17 Deut 22 Ps 110-111 Isa 49 Rev 19
Jun 18 Deut 23 Ps112-113 Isa 50 Rev 20
Jun 19 Deut 24 Ps 114-115 Isa 51 Rev 21
Jun 20 Deut 25 Ps116 Isa 52 Rev 22
Jun 21 Deut 26 Ps 117-118 Isa 53 Matt 1
Jun 22 Deut 27:1-28:19 Ps 119:1-24 Isa 54 Matt 2
Jun 23 Deut 28:20-68 Ps 119:25-48  Isa 55 Matt 3
Jun 24 Deut 29 Ps 119:49-72  Isa 56 Matt 4
Jun 25 Deut 30 Ps 119:73-96  Isa 57 Matt 5
Jun 26 Deut 31 Ps119:97-120 Isa 58 Matt 6
Jun 27 Deut 32 Ps 119:121-144 Isa 59 Matt 7
Jun 28 Deut 33-34 Ps 119:145-176 1Isa 60 Matt 8
Jun 29 Josh 1 Ps 120-122 Isa 61 Matt 9
Jun 30 Josh 2 Ps 123-125 Isa 62 Matt 10
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Jul'l Josh 3 Ps 126-128 Isa 63 Matt 11
Jul 2 Josh 4 Ps 129-131 Isa 64 Matt 12
Jul 3 Josh 5 Ps 132-134 Isa 65 Matt 13
Jul 4 Josh 6 Ps 135-136 Isa 66 Matt 14
Jul5 Josh 7 Ps 137-138 Jer1 Matt 15
Jul6 Josh 8 Ps 139 Jer2 Matt 16
Jul7 Josh 9 Ps 140-141 Jer3 Matt 17
Jul 8 Josh 10 Ps 142-143 Jer 4 Matt 18
Jul9 Josh 11 Ps 144 Jer5 Matt 19
Jul 10 Josh 12-13 Ps 145 Jer 6 Matt 20
Jul 11 Josh 14-15 Ps 146-147 Jer7 Matt 21
Jul 12 Josh 16-17 Ps 148 Jer 8 Matt 22
Jul13 Josh 18-19 Ps 149-150 Jer 9 Matt 23
Jul 14 Josh 20-21 Acts 1 Jer 10 Matt 24
Jul15 Josh 22 Acts 2 Jer 11 Matt 25
Jul 16 Josh 23 Acts 3 Jer 12 Matt 26
Jul 17 Josh 24 Acts 4 Jer 13 Matt 27
Jul 18 Judg 1 Acts 5 Jer 14 Matt 28
Jul 19 Judg 2 Acts 6 Jer 15 Mark 1
Jul 20 Judg 3 Acts 7 Jer 16 Mark 2
Jul 21 Judg 4 Acts 8 Jer 17 Mark 3
Jul 22 Judg 5 Acts 9 Jer 18 Mark 4
Jul 23 Judg 6 Acts 10 Jer 19 Mark 5
Jul 24 Judg 7 Acts 11 Jer 20 Mark 6
Jul 25 Judg 8 Acts 12 Jer 21 Mark 7
Jul 26 Judg 9 Acts 13 Jer 22 Mark 8
Jul 27 Judg 10 Acts 14 Jer 23 Mark 9
Jul 28 Judg 11 Acts 15 Jer 24 Mark 10
Jul 29 Judg 12 Acts 16 Jer 25 Mark 11
Jul 30 Judg 13 Acts 17 Jer 26 Mark 12
Jul 31 Judg 14 Acts 18 Jer 27 Mark 13
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Aug 1 Judg 15 Acts 19 Jer 28 Mark 14
Aug 2 Judg 16 Acts 20 Jer 29 Mark 15
Aug3 Judg 17 Acts 21 Jer 30-31 Mark 16
Aug 4 Judg 18 Acts 22 Jer 32 Ps1-2
Aug 5 Judg 19 Acts 23 Jer 33 Ps 3—4
Aug 6 Judg 20 Acts 24 Jer 34 Ps 5-6
Aug 7 Judg 21 Acts 25 Jer 35 Ps 7-8
Aug 8 Ruth 1 Acts 26 Jer 36, 45 Ps9
Aug9 Ruth 2 Acts 27 Jer 37 Ps 10
Aug 10 Ruth 34 Acts 28 Jer 38 Ps11-12
Aug 11 1 Sam 1 Rom 1 Jer 39 Ps 13-14
Aug 12 1Sam 2 Rom 2 Jer 40 Ps 15-16
Aug 13 1 Sam 3 Rom 3 Jer 41 Ps 17
Aug 14 1 Sam 4 Rom 4 Jer 42 Ps 18
Aug 15 1 Sam 5-6 Rom 5 Jer43 Ps 19
Aug 16 1 Sam 7-8 Rom 6 Jer 44 Ps 20-21
Aug 17 1Sam9 Rom 7 Jer 46 Ps 22
Aug 18 1 Sam 10 Rom 8 Jer 47 Ps 23-24
Aug 19 1 Sam 11 Rom 9 Jer 48 Ps 25
Aug 20 1 Sam 12 Rom 10 Jer 49 Ps 26-27
Aug 21 1 Sam 13 Rom 11 Jer 50 Ps 28-29
Aug 22 1 Sam 14 Rom 12 Jer 51 Ps 30
Aug 23 1 Sam 15 Rom 13 Jer52 Ps 31
Aug 24 1 Sam 16 Rom 14 Lam 1 Ps 32
Aug 25 1 Sam 17 Rom 15 Lam 2 Ps 33
Aug 26 1 Sam 18 Rom 16 Lam 3 Ps 34
Aug 27 1 Sam 19 1 Corl Lam 4 Ps 35
Aug 28 1 Sam 20 1Cor2 Lam 5 Ps 36
Aug 29 1Sam21-22 1 Cor3 Ezek 1 Ps 37
Aug 30 1 Sam 23 1 Cor 4 Ezek 2 Ps 38
Aug 31 1 Sam 24 1Cor5 Ezek 3 Ps 39
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Sep 1 1 Sam 25 1 Cor6 Ezek 4 Ps 40-41
Sep 2 1 Sam 26 1Cor7 Ezek 5 Ps 42-43
Sep 3 1 Sam 27 1 Cor8 Ezek 6 Ps 44
Sep 4 1 Sam 28 1Cor9 Ezek 7 Ps 45
Sep 5 1Sam 29-30 1 Cor 10 Ezek 8 Ps 46-47
Sep 6 1 Sam 31 1 Cor 11 Ezek 9 Ps 48
Sep 7 2Sam 1 1Cor 12 Ezek 10 Ps 49
Sep 8 2 Sam 2 1 Cor 13 Ezek 11 Ps 50
Sep 9 2 Sam 3 1 Cor 14 Ezek 12 Ps 51
Sep 10 2 Sam 4-5 1 Cor 15 Ezek 13 Ps 52-54
Sep 11 2 Sam 6 1 Cor 16 Ezek 14 Ps 55
Sep 12 2Sam 7 2Corl Ezek 15 Ps 56-57
Sep 13 2 Sam 8-9 2 Cor2 Ezek 16 Ps 58-59
Sep 14 2 Sam 10 2Cor3 Ezek 17 Ps 60-61
Sep 15 2 Sam 11 2 Cor 4 Ezek 18 Ps 62-63
Sep 16 2Sam 12 2 Cor5 Ezek 19 Ps 64-65
Sep 17 2 Sam 13 2Cor6 Ezek 20 Ps 66607
Sep 18 2 Sam 14 2Cor7 Ezek 21 Ps 68
Sep 19 2 Sam 15 2Cor8 Ezek 22 Ps 69
Sep 20 2 Sam 16 2Cor9 Ezek 23 Ps 70-71
Sep 21 2 Sam 17 2 Cor 10 Ezek 24 Ps 72
Sep 22 2 Sam 18 2Corll Ezek 25 Ps 73
Sep 23 2 Sam 19 2Cor12 Ezek 26 Ps 74
Sep 24 2 Sam 20 2Cor13 Ezek 27 Ps 75-76
Sep 25 2 Sam 21 Gal 1 Ezek 28 Ps 77
Sep 26 2 Sam 22 Gal 2 Ezek 29 Ps 78:1-39
Sep 27 2 Sam 23 Gal 3 Ezek 30 Ps 78:40-72
Sep 28 2 Sam 24 Gal 4 Ezek 31 Ps 79
Sep 29 1Kil Gal 5 Ezek 32 Ps 80
Sep 30 1Ki2 Gal 6 Ezek 33 Ps 81-82
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Oct 1 1Ki3 Eph 1 Ezek 34 Ps 83-84
Oct 2 1Ki4-5 Eph 2 Ezek 35 Ps 85

Oct3 1Ki6 Eph3 Ezek 36 Ps 86

Oct 4 1Ki7 Eph 4 Ezek 37 Ps 87-88
Oct 5 1Ki8 Eph 5 Ezek 38 Ps 89

Oct 6 1Ki9 Eph 6 Ezek 39 Ps 90

Oct 7 1Kilo Phil 1 Ezek 40 Ps 91

Oct 8 1Kill Phil 2 Ezek 41 Ps 92-93
Oct9 1Kil2 Phil 3 Ezek 42 Ps 94

Oct 10 1Kil3 Phil 4 Ezek 43 Ps 95-96
Oct 11 1Kil4 Coll Ezek 44 Ps 97-98
Oct 12 1Kil5 Col 2 Ezek 45 Ps 99-101
Oct 13 1Kil6 Col 3 Ezek 46 Ps 102

Oct 14 1Kil7 Col 4 Ezek 47 Ps 103

Oct 15 1Kil8 1 Thess 1 Ezek 48 Ps 104

Oct 16 1Kil9 1 Thess 2 Dan 1 Ps 105

Oct 17 1Ki20 1 Thess 3 Dan 2 Ps 106

Oct 18 1Ki2l 1 Thess 4 Dan 3 Ps 107

Oct 19 1Ki22 1 Thess 5 Dan 4 Ps 108-109
Oct 20 2Kil 2 Thess 1 Dan 5 Ps 110-111
Oct 21 2Ki2 2 Thess 2 Dan 6 Ps 112-113
Oct 22 2Ki3 2 Thess 3 Dan 7 Ps 114-115
Oct 23 2Ki4 1Tim1 Dan 8 Ps 116

Oct 24 2Ki5 1 Tim 2 Dan 9 Ps117-118
Oct 25 2Ki6 1 Tim 3 Dan 10 Ps 119:1-24
Oct 26 2Ki7 1 Tim 4 Dan 11 Ps 119:25-48
Oct 27 2Ki8 1 Tim 5 Dan 12 Ps 119:49-72
Oct 28 2Ki9 1 Tim 6 Hosea 1 Ps 119:73-96
Oct 29 2Kil0-11 2 Tim 1 Hosea 2 Ps 119:97-120
Oct 30 2Kil2 2 Tim 2 Hosea 3—4 Ps 119:121-144
Oct 31 2Kil3 2 Tim 3 Hosea 5-6 Ps 119:145-176
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Nov 1 2Kil4 2 Tim 4 Hosea 7 Ps 120-122
Nov 2 2Kil5 Titus 1 Hosea 8 Ps 123-125
Nov 3 2Kil6 Titus 2 Hosea 9 Ps 126-128
Nov 4 2Kil7 Titus 3 Hosea 10 Ps 129-131
Nov 5 2Kil8 Philem Hosea 11 Ps 132-134
Nov 6 2Kil9 Heb 1 Hosea 12 Ps 135-136
Nov 7 2Ki20 Heb 2 Hosea 13 Ps 137-138
Nov 8 2Ki2l Heb 3 Hosea 14 Ps 139

Nov 9 2Ki22 Heb 4 Joel 1 Ps 140-141
Nov 10 2Ki23 Heb 5 Joel 2 Ps 142

Nov 11 2Ki24 Heb 6 Joel 3 Ps 143

Nov 12 2Ki25 Heb 7 Amos 1 Ps 144
Nov 13 1 Chr 1-2 Heb 8 Amos 2 Ps 145

Nov 14 1 Chr 3-4 Heb 9 Amos 3 Ps 146-147
Nov 15 1 Chr 5-6 Heb 10 Amos 4 Ps 148-150
Nov 16 1 Chr 7-8 Heb 11 Amos 5 Lu1:1-38
Nov 17 1 Chr 9-10 Heb 12 Amos 6 Lu 1:39-80
Nov 18 1Chr11-12  Heb 13 Amos 7 Lu?

Nov 19 1 Chr13-14  James1 Amos 8 Lu3

Nov 20 1Chrls James 2 Amos 9 Lu4

Nov 21 1 Chr 16 James 3 Obadiah Lu5

Nov 22 1 Chr 17 James 4 Jonah 1 Lu6

Nov 23 1 Chr18 James 5 Jonah 2 Lu7

Nov 24 1 Chr 19-20 1 Peter 1 Jonah 3 Lu8

Nov 25 1 Chr 21 1 Peter 2 Jonah 4 Lu9

Nov 26 1 Chr 22 1 Peter 3 Micah 1 Lu 10

Nov 27 1 Chr 23 1 Peter 4 Micah 2 Lull

Nov 28 1 Chr 24-25 1 Peter 5 Micah 3 Lul2

Nov 29 1 Chr26-27 2 Peter 1 Micah 4 Lul3

Nov 30 1 Chr 28 2 Peter 2 Micah 5 Lu 14
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M’Cheyne Chart of Daily Bible Readings

DATE FAMILY FAMILY PRIVATE PRIVATE
Dec 1 1 Chr 29 2 Peter 3 Micah 6 Lul5
Dec 2 2Chr1l 1John 1 Micah 7 Lulo6
Dec 3 2 Chr2 1John 2 Nahum 1 Lul7
Dec 4 2 Chr 3-4 1John 3 Nahum 2 Lul8
Dec 5 2 Chr 5:1-6:11 1 ]John 4 Nahum 3 Lul9
Dec 6 2 Chr6:1242  1John 5 Hab 1 Lu 20
Dec 7 2Chr7 2 John Hab 2 Lu2l
Dec 8 2 Chr8 3 John Hab 3 Lu?22
Dec 9 2Chr9 Jude Zeph 1 Lu23
Dec 10 2 Chr 10 Rev1 Zeph 2 Lu 24
Dec 11 2Chr11-12  Rev2 Zeph 3 John 1
Dec 12 2Chr13 Rev 3 Hag 1 John 2
Dec 13 2Chr14-15  Rev4 Hag 2 John 3
Dec 14 2 Chr 16 Rev 5 Zech 1 John 4
Dec 15 2 Chr 17 Rev 6 Zech 2 John 5
Dec 16 2 Chr 18 Rev 7 Zech 3 John 6
Dec 17 2Chr19-20  Rev8 Zech 4 John 7
Dec 18 2 Chr21 Rev 9 Zech 5 John 8
Dec 19 2 Chr 22-23 Rev 10 Zech 6 John 9
Dec 20 2 Chr 24 Rev 11 Zech 7 John 10
Dec 21 2 Chr 25 Rev 12 Zech 8 John 11
Dec 22 2 Chr 26 Rev 13 Zech 9 John 12
Dec 23 2 Chr27-28  Rev14 Zech 10 John 13
Dec 24 2 Chr 29 Rev 15 Zech 11 John 14
Dec 25 2 Chr 30 Rev 16 Zech 12:1-13:1 John 15
Dec 26 2 Chr31 Rev 17 Zech 13:2-9 John 16
Dec 27 2 Chr32 Rev 18 Zech 14 John 17
Dec 28 2 Chr 33 Rev 19 Mal 1 John 18
Dec 29 2 Chr 34 Rev 20 Mal 2 John 19
Dec 30 2 Chr 35 Rev 21 Mal 3 John 20
Dec 31 2 Chr 36 Rev 22 Mal 4 John 21
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JANUARY 1

Genesis 1; Matthew 1; Ezra 1; Acts 1

(@ )

THE FIRST STEPS TOWARD ISRAEL'S RETURN from exile and their rebuilding of the
temple (Ezra 1) are full of interest:

(1) A person without much knowledge of history might be forgiven for think-
ing that Israel was the only national group released from the bondage of exile.
Historically, that is not true. When the Persians took over from the Babylonians
(who had sent Judah into exile), King Cyrus of Persia reversed the Babylonian
policy. The Babylonians (and the Assyrians before them) transported the aristoc-
racy and leading citizens of subjugated territories. Rebellion in the ancient world
was often suspended on the threefold cord of people, land, and religion. If one of
these three strands could be removed, there was less likelihood of revolt. By trans-
porting all the leaders of every branch of a culture to some new territory far
removed from their own land (thereby disconnecting people and land), these
empires secured a kind of peace. Obviously they also introduced enormous dis-
location, which must have had many negative effects, not least economic.
Whatever the reasons, Cyrus not only stopped this policy, but permitted exiles—
including the Jews—to return home.

(2) But Ezra is right in understanding this to be the work of God: “The LORD
moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia” (1:1). At another time, the Lord would
cause a census to be taken of the entire Roman world, to bring a pregnant woman
to Bethlehem—once again to fulfill an ancient Scripture (Luke 2).

(3) The prophecy in this case, according to Ezra, is that of Jeremiah (Ezra 1:1),
probably referring to Jeremiah 25:11-12; 29:10-14; 51. It would be a mistake to
read Ezra 1:1 as if God were somehow bound by Jeremiah’s word, instead of the
other way around. The point is that the prophecy of Jeremiah is nothing other
than the word of God. God is bound by his own word. When Daniel understood
that the prescribed time of exile was coming to an end, he set himself to seek the
face of God for his people (Dan. 9)—which of course was exactly the right thing
to do. And here we find the answers both to Daniel’s prayers and to God’s
promises.

(4) As usual, when God works decisively, there are no loose ends. On the one
hand, he moves Cyrus the King to make his proclamation; on the other hand, he
moves in the hearts of many Jews to return home (1:5). After all, we are dealing
now with a generation that had grown up entirely in the Tigris-Euphrates valleys.
It would be like asking the second or third generation of immigrants to the United
States from, say, Japan or Germany, to return “home.” But God’s people become
willing in the day of his power.




JANUARY 2

Genesis 2; Matthew 2; Ezra 2; Acts 2

(@ )

THE SHEER PRECISION OF THE REPORTS of return (Ezra 2) is one of the first things
to strike the casual reader of this chapter. Not only are the numbers of the peo-
ple accurately reported, along with the names of their clans, but even the num-
bers of their animals—horses, mules, camels, donkeys (2:66). One remembers the
response of the old Puritan who was being berated for insisting on precision when
talking about God and the teachings of the Bible. “Sir,” he replied, “I serve a pre-
cise God.”

That is only one side of the story, of course. This same God delights in the
spontaneous praise of children, who are not known for precision. The Bible he
has given us uses evocative imagery as well as precise reports. Yet our age is so
committed to vague feelings that precision in matters divine is often despised. We
want to follow our intuitions, not our instructions; we elevate feelings, not facts;
we ingest treacle, not truth.

In this case there are several reasons for the precision of the report. For a start,
such precision gives the account authority: this is not some distant hearsay, but
the close reportage of someone who had intimate knowledge of the details.
Further, naming these individuals and their families bestows on them an implicit
approval. Countless tens of thousands of Israelites never returned to the Promised
Land; they were too settled where they were, and the restoration of Jerusalem and
the temple was of too little importance to them to warrant such dislocation. Their
names have been lost; they are of little consequence in the sweep of redemptive
history. But these names are remembered and written down in sacred Scripture.
Read them slowly; they call forth our respect and gratitude.

But there is another element in the precision. Some of the returning clans
could not show that they were descended from Israel (2:59); some of those who
claimed priestly lineage were in the same predicament (2:62). The problem was
taken seriously, and Zerubbabel the governor ordered that they be excluded from
priestly service until the ancient way of divine guidance, the Urim and Thummim,
could be reinstituted and their claims checked (2:63). Here were a people serious
about observing the stipulations of the Mosaic covenant, serious about preserv-
ing the purity not only of the covenant community in general but of the priest-
hood in particular, serious about following all of God’s words. The seriousness
with which they undertook the massive enterprise of the return is attested even
by the gifts that they gave toward rebuilding the house of God (2:68-69).

The fact that this fledgling postexilic community soon stumbled into a new
generation of fresh problems and old sins should not diminish the power of their
example for believers today.




JANUARY 3

Genesis 3; Matthew 3; Ezra 3; Acts 3

(@ )

THE SHEER INTENSITY OF THE experiences of God’s people during the first few
months of their return to the Promised Land (Ezra 3) shines through the lines of
the text.

(1) They are afraid (3:3). This is the first hint of the dangers that they face,
the source of which becomes clearer in the following chapters. The Persian king
Cyrus has granted permission to the Jews to return to their homeland, and even
sanctioned certain payments for their support and for the rebuilding of the tem-
ple. But the frontiers of the empire are a long way from the center, and in the rough
politics of the real world, possession is nine-tenths of the law. These Jews are, after
all, a minority surrounded by foes much stronger than they.

(2) They are resolute (3:3). The opposition understands that the erection of
the temple is not only a religious sign but a sign of growing political strength. The
Jews therefore would have had some incentive to keep quiet and maintain a low
profile. But their resolution at this juncture is admirable: despite their under-
standable fear, they build the altar of the Lord and re-institute the sacrificial sys-
tem prescribed by the “Law of Moses the man of God” (3:2-6), and then proceed
with the first steps of constructing a new temple.

(3) They are full of joy and praise (3:10-11). The laying of the foundation of
the new temple elicits worship and adoration of God himself, who transparently
is blessing the endeavors of his chastened covenant community. Here is hope not
only for a temple, but for a restoration of the Davidic dynasty, the fulfillment of
the glorious promises of hope delivered by the prophets during Israel’s darkest
hours of exile.

(4) Many weep (3:12-13). These tend to be the older ones who can still
remember the contours of Solomon’s magnificent temple. The foundations of the
new structure seem piddling in comparison. Doubtless these people are grateful
for days of small things; after all, they; too, have elected to return. But days of small
things are still small, and the intensity of their emotional response is elicited by
long memories of things past.

At least these people are alive, and getting on with God’s business. Their
responses may sometimes be wrenching, full of lows and highs, but they are real,
vital, human, charged with life and engagement. Here there is no glum despon-
dency, no cynical reserve, no emotionally flat withdrawal. Here are the emotions
of a group of people committed, in difficult circumstances, to doing God’s will.




JANUARY 4

Genesis 4; Matthew 4; Ezra 4; Acts 4

(@ )

IN THIS BROKEN WORLD, THERE WILL ALWAYS be people who try, in one way or
another, to discourage and defeat the people of God. Add such people to the dis-
couragements and failures that surface from within, and circumstances can appear
desperately bleak and foreboding.

In Ezra 4, the enemies of the returned exiles try three distinct approaches, all
of them aimed at defeating this small community of God’s people.

The first is to make common cause with them. It sounds so good: “Let us help
you build because, like you, we seek your God and have been sacrificing to him
since the time of Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought us here” (4:2).
Unwary people might have been taken in. There is always a place for genuine
unity, of course, but unbridled ecumenism inevitably results in redefining the
Gospel in terms of the lowest possible denominator. One of the best ways to divert
a committee is to pack it with your own supporters. Pretending support, you take
something over and deploy its energies in some innocuous direction, like a can-
cerous growth that usurps the body’s energies for its own aggrandizement. The
strategy does not work in this case, because the leaders of God’s people, far from
congratulating themselves that help has arrived, refuse to be taken in. They turn
down the offer. This precipitates a different strategy from the opponents, one that
unmasks their true colors.

The second approach is “to discourage the people of Judah and make them
afraid to go on building” (4:4). Some of their plan is disclosed in the book of Ezra;
even more of it surfaces in Nehemiah. So committed are these opponents to the
failure of God’s people that they even hire “counselors to work against them and
frustrate their plans” (4:5). Rumors, threats, shortages of supply, energy-sapping
diversions—all are concocted by strategists-for-hire, clever people who think of
themselves as wise, influential, and powerful, but who have no spiritual or moral
perception of the situation at all.

The third attack is directly political. In a carefully crafted letter filled with half-
truths, these opponents of God’s people manage to convince King Xerxes to shut
down the building project. The ban remains in force for decades. What begins as
a seemingly insurmountable political barrier settles down into a way of life, the
Jews themselves accepting the status quo until the powerful preaching of Haggai
and Zechariah (5:1) shake them out of their lethargy.

How have these three instruments of discouragement been deployed in the
twentieth century?




JANUARY 5

Genesis 5; Matthew 5; Ezra 5; Acts 5

(@ )

MORE YEARS OF DELAY AND DISAPPOINTMENT go by before God raises up the
prophets Haggai and Zechariah (Ezra 5), who encourage the people to restart the
building of the temple. The temple’s foundations have been laid, but nothing more
has been done. Now, under the revitalizing ministry of the two prophets, the
building starts again.

This precipitates a new crisis. Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates (from the
Persian perspective Trans-Euphrates means everything in the Persian Empire to
the west of the Euphrates, including the strip of land we know as Israel), ques-
tions the authority of the Jews to engage in this building project. Tattenai writes
to Darius, the new king, and in the next chapter Darius responds positively: the
Jews are not only permitted to rebuild, but should be supported by the treasury.

One can see why, humanly speaking, imperial policy has reversed itself. For
a start, we are dealing with a new emperor. More importantly, a careful reading of
Tattenai’s letter (5:7-17) shows it to be a remarkably even-handed missive, set-
ting out the facts of the case without prejudice and simply wanting to know the
right way forward. How different was the remarkably perverse letter of Rehum
and Shimshai (4:11-16). As Scripture comments, that was really a letter “against
Jerusalem” (4:8), a nasty piece of work that only the most astute monarch would
have penetrated, and Artaxerxes was not that kind of monarch. So in the peculiar
providence of God, the letter in Ezra 4 shuts the project down, while the letter in
Ezra 5, written by pagans no less than the first, not only wins authorization for
the building project, but money as well.

It is important for believers to remember that God sovereignly controls count-
less elements over which we have little sway. I recall speaking at a Cambridge col-
lege chapel more than twenty years ago on the assigned topic of death and
judgment. What frightened me was the obligatory discussion that would follow.
[ preached as simply and as faithfully as I could, and after the meeting we settled
down for the discussion. The chaplain was sure there would be “questions aris-
ing.” In that interesting but mixed crowd, I waited with some trepidation for the
first shot. Then a mathematics “don” (a college teacher) I had never met quietly
commented, “If we heard more sermons like that, England would not be in her
mess.” That comment established the tone of the rest of the meeting. Everyone
was serious, and I spent the time explaining the Gospel. But the fact that it was
that question which set the tone, and not some taunting sneer, was entirely in the
hand of God.




JANUARY 6

Genesis 6; Matthew 6; Ezra 6; Acts 6

(@ )

ALTHOUGH THE SEVEN MEN WHO ARE appointed to certain responsibilities in Acts
6:1-7 are not explicitly called “deacons,” few doubt that this is the beginning of
what came to be called the diaconate. Several points call for comment:

(1) What precipitates this step is a problem—a particular kind of problem.
The Greek-speaking Jewish Christians are dissatisfied with the level of support
being received by their widows, compared with the support received by the wid-
ows of Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians. Whether the charge is justified or
not—and, if it is, whether it is an intentional slight or an accidental one because
the Aramaic-speakers were on home turf and probably in the ascendancy—
cannot at this point be determined. In any case, the divisiveness is at least as
potentially dangerous for this large, fledgling church as the perceived injustice
that precipitated it. Note: (a) The church ran its own welfare system for the indi-
gent and the unsupported. (b) It is mildly reassuring, in a wry way, to discover
that the earliest church faced problems of alleged inequity, injustice, and conse-
quent divisiveness. (c) More telling is the fact that it addressed those problems.
(d) Moreover, it is obvious that the size of a church, not to say its rising problems
of equity and communication, may demand improvements in organization and
the appointment of new officers.

(2) The reasoning of the Twelve is stunningly focused: “It would not be right
for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables” (6:2).
Again, they lay down some criteria and insist that they themselves will give their
attention “to prayer and the ministry of the word” (6:4). We may not have the
Twelve today, but pastors/elders/overseers have inherited this ministry of the word
and prayer. That includes not only teaching others, but doing the serious study
and preparation and intercession that stand behind good teaching and preaching.
There will always be a hundred things to distract you. Do not be distracted from
what is central.

(3) The criteria presented by the Twelve for the church to use in their choice
of seven men are not managerial prowess and gifts of diplomacy. The men are to
be known as full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom and faith (6:4, 5). Of course, these
criteria include managerial savvy: if a person is full of the Holy Spirit, he or she
will exercise care in relationships; and “wisdom” can include practical, godly skill
in some defined area. But at bottom, these seven men are appointed because they
are judged to be mature and godly Christians as well as gifted for the tasks
assigned them.




JANUARY 7

Genesis 7; Matthew 7; Ezra 7; Acts 7

(@ )

EZRA 7 RECOUNTS THE MISSION OF Ezra in the postexilic community in Jerusalem
and Judah. Obviously it was part of imperial policy that if exiled groups were per-
mitted to return to their homeland, they should be supported by their priests.
From the perspective of pagan superstition, the rulers would not want any of the
regional gods angry with them (7:23); from the perspective of the covenant com-
munity, this was formidable evidence that the good hand of God was upon them,
that he was able to rule the affairs of the mightiest empires so as to preserve his
own people.

The nature of Ezra’s task could easily be taken as a model of the privileges and
responsibilities of all whose duty it is to teach the Word of God to the people of
God: “For Ezra had devoted himself to the study and observance of the Law of
the LORD, and to teaching its decrees and laws in Israel” (7:10).

(1) Ezra devoted himself to the study of the Law. There is no long-range effec-
tive teaching of the Bible that is not accompanied by long hours of ongoing study
of the Bible. Effectiveness in teaching the Bible is purchased at the price of much
study, some of it lonely, all of it tiring. If you are not a student of the Word, you
are not called to be a teacher of the Word.

(2) Ezra devoted himself to the observance of the Law. For some people, study
is an end in itself, or perhaps a means to the end of teaching. But even though the
subject matter is Scripture, for these people there is no personal commitment to
living under its precepts—to ordering their marriage, their finances, their talk,
their priorities, their values, by the Word of God. They do not constantly ask how
the assumptions of their age and culture, assumptions that all of us pick up
unawares, are challenged by Scripture. The study of Scripture, for such people, is
an excellent intellectual discipline, but not a persistent call to worship; the Bible
is to be mastered like a textbook, but it does not call the people of God to trem-
ble; its truths are to be cherished, but it does not mediate the presence of God.
Ezra avoided all these traps and devoted himself to observing what Scripture says.

(3) Ezra devoted himself to the teaching of the Law. He was not a hermit-
scholar; he was a pastor-scholar. What he learned in study and obedience he also
learned how to pass on. Whether in large, solemn assemblies, in family or clan
settings, or in one-on-one studies, Ezra committed himself to teaching the Word
of God to the people of God. It is difficult to imagine a higher calling.




JANUARY 8

Genesis 8; Matthew 8; Ezra 8; Acts 8

(@ )

OUR VISION IS MYOPIC AND OUR understanding patchy. We rarely “read” really well
the events going on around us. Consider the immediate aftermath of the martyr-
dom of Stephen (Acts 8:1-5). “On that day a great persecution broke out against
the church at Jerusalem” (8:1). That situation probably was not very comfortable
for the believers undergoing it. Nevertheless:

(1) “[Alnd all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and
Samaria” (8:1). Doubtless it was easier to hide twelve men than the thousands of
people who now constituted the church. Moreover, to keep the Twelve at
Jerusalem was to keep them at the center, and therefore to maintain some over-
sight of the rapid developments.

(2) “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went”
(8:4). This signaled far more rapid extension of the Gospel than if the apostles
had all gone out on missions while the rest of the church stayed home. Here was
a force of thousands and thousands, most of them simply “gossiping the Gospel,”
others highly gifted evangelists, disseminated by persecution.

(3) “Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Christ there”
(8:5). Often in the book of Acts, Luke makes a general statement and then gives
a concrete example of it. For example, in 4:32-36, Luke tells how believers regu-
larly sold property and put the proceeds into the common pot for the relief of the
poor. He then tells the story of one particular man, Joseph, nicknamed Barnabas
by the apostles, who did just that. This simultaneously provides a concrete exam-
ple of the general trend Luke had just described, and introduces Barnabas (who
will be a major player later on), who in turn provides a foil for Ananias and
Sapphira, who lie about the proceeds of their own sale (Acts 5). Thus the account
is carried forward. So also here in Acts 8: Luke describes the scattering of believ-
ers, observing that they “preached the word wherever they went,” and then relates
one particular account, that of Philip. He was one of the seven men appointed to
the nascent “diaconate” (Acts 6); now he becomes a strategic evangelist in bring-
ing the Gospel across one of the first social-cultural hurdles: from Jews to
Samaritans.

(4) “Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. But Saul began
to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off men and
women and put them in prison” (8:2-3). The contrast is stunning. Saul thinks he
is doing God’s work; in reality, the really godly mourn for and bury the first
Christian martyr. Yet in God’s peculiar providence, this Saul will become one of
the greatest cross-cultural missionaries of all time and the human author of about
one-quarter of the New Testament.




JANUARY 9

Genesis 9—10; Matthew 9; Ezra 9; Acts 9

(@ )

IT MAY BE DIFFICULT FOR SOME CHRISTIANS, immersed in the heritage of individ-
ualism and influenced by postmodern relativism, to find much sympathy for Ezra
and his prayer (Ezra 9). A hundred or so of the returned Israelites, out of a pop-
ulation that by this time would have been at least fifty or sixty thousand, have
married pagan women from the surrounding tribes. Ezra treats this as an unmit-
igated disaster and weeps before the Lord as if really grievous harm has been done.
Has religion descended to the level where it tells its adherents whom they may
marry? Moreover, the aftermath of this prayer (on which we shall reflect tomor-
row) is pretty heartless, isn't it?

In reality, Ezra’s prayer discloses a man who has thought long and hard about
Israel’s history.

First, he understands what brought about the exile, the formal destruction
of the nation, the scattering of the people. It was nothing other than the sins of
the people—and terribly often these sins had been fostered by links, not least
marital links, between the people of the covenant and the surrounding tribes.
“Because of our sins, we and our kings and our priests have been subjected to
the sword and captivity, to pillage and humiliation at the hand of foreign kings,
as it is today” (9:7).

Second, he understands that if this community has been permitted to return
to Judah, it is because “for a brief moment, the LORD our God has been gracious
in leaving us a remnant and giving us a firm place in his sanctuary, and so our
God gives light to our eyes and a little relief in our bondage” (9:8).

Third, he understands that in the light of the first two points, and in the light
of Scripture’s explicit prohibition against intermarriage, what has taken place is
not only singular ingratitude but concrete defiance of the God who has come to
Israel’s relief not only in the Exodus but also in the exile.

Fourth, he understands the complex, corrosive, corporate nature of sin. Like
Isaiah before him (Isa. 6:5), Ezra aligns himself with the people in their sin (9:6).
He grasps the stubborn fact that these are not individual failures and nothing
more; these are means by which raw paganism, and finally the relativizing of
Almighty God, are smuggled into the entire community through the back door.
How could such marriages, even among some priests, have been arranged unless
many, many others had given their approval, or at least winked at the exercise?
Above all, Ezra understands that the sins of the people of God are far worse than
the punishment they have received (9:13-15).

How should these lines of thought shape our thinking about the sins of the
people of God today?




JANUARY 10

Genesis 11; Matthew 10; Ezra 10; Acts 10

(@ )

BROADLY SPEAKING, EZRA 10 is understood in two different ways:

According to the first view, what takes place is something akin to revival. Ezra’s
tears and prayer prove so moving that the leaders of the community, though they
too have been compromised by these intermarriages, enter into a pact to divorce
their pagan wives and send them home to their own people, along with whatever
children have sprung up from these marriages. Those who disagree with this deci-
sion will be expelled from the assembly of the exiles (10:8), henceforth to be
treated like foreigners themselves. The appropriate councils are set up, and the
work is discharged. This is remarkably courageous, a sure sign of God’s blessing,
ringing evidence that these people love God even more than they love their own
families. The purity of the postexilic community is maintained, and the wrath of
God is averted. The lesson, then, is that one must deal radically with sin.

According to the second view, although Ezra’s prayer (Ezra 9) is exactly right,
the steps that flow from it are virtually all wrong. Marriage, after all, is a creation
ordinance. In any case, one cannot simply undo a marriage; if the Law prohibits
marriage with a pagan, it also prohibits easy divorce. What about all those chil-
dren? Are they to be banished to their pagan grandparents, without any access to
the covenant community and the one God of all the earth—quite apart from the
psychological damage that doubtless will befall them? Could not other steps be
taken instead? For example, all further mixed marriages could be proscribed and
rigorously prevented, under the sanction of being expelled from the assembly.
Priests who have intermarried could be stripped of priestly rights and duties. The
kind of widespread repentance that is evident could be channeled toward faith-
ful study of the Law, not least by these mixed families. What sanction is there for
so inhumane an action as that in this chapter?

Strictly speaking, the text itself does not adjudicate between these two inter-
pretations, though the first of the two is slightly more natural within the stance
of the book. But is it more natural within the stance of the entire canon or of the
Old Testament canon?

Without meaning to avoid the issue, I suspect that in large measure both views
are correct. There is something noble and courageous about the action taken;
there is also something heartless and reductionistic. One suspects that this is one
of those mixed results in which the Bible frankly abounds, like the account of
Gideon, or of Jephthah, or of Samson. Some sins have such complex tentacles that
it is not surprising if solutions undertaken by repentant sinners are messy as well.




JANUARY 11

Genesis 12; Matthew 11; Nehemiah 1; Acts 11

(@ )

IN THE COMPLEX HISTORY OF THE postexilic community in Judah, Nehemiah plays
a singular role. He was not part of the original party that returned to Judah, but
before long he was sent there by the emperor himself. In two separate expeditions,
Nehemiah served as de facto governor of the remnant community and was largely
responsible for rebuilding Jerusalem’s walls, not to mention other reforms. His
work overlapped that of Ezra.

The book of Nehemiah is often treated as a manual on godly leadership. I won-
der if this does justice to the book. Did Nehemiah intend to write a manual on
leadership? Is the book included in the canon for that purpose—as if we turn, say,
to Acts to discover the history of the early church and to Nehemiah to discover
the principles of leadership?

This is not to say that there is nothing about leadership to be learned from
Nehemiah—or, for that matter, from Moses, David, Peter, and Paul. Yet a reading
of this book that focuses on the theme of leadership is bound to be skewed,; it is
in line neither with authorial intent nor with canonical priorities.

Nehemiah is a book about God’s faithfulness and about the agents God used
in reestablishing his covenant people in the Promised Land at the end of the
exile—about the first steps taken to secure their protection and identity as God’s
people and to assure their covenantal faithfulness. Canonically, this part of the
Bible’s story-line establishes chunks of postexilic history that take us on to the
Lord Jesus himself.

But perhaps we can profitably focus on one or two elements of Nehemiah 1,
trailing on to Nehemiah 2.

Early reports of the sorry condition of the returned remnant community in
Judah (1:3) elicit from Nehemiah profound grief and fervent intercession (1:4).
The substance of his prayer occupies most of the first chapter (1:5-11). Nehemiah
addresses the “great and awesome God” in terms of the covenant. God had
promised to send his people into exile if they were persistent in their disobedi-
ence; but he had also promised, if they repented and returned to him, to gather
them again to the place he had chosen as a dwelling for his name (1:8-9; see Deut.
30:4-5). Yet Nehemiah is not praying for others while avoiding any role for him-
self. He prays that he might find favor in the eyes of the emperor, whom he serves
as cupbearer (1:11), when he approaches him about this great burden. Even
Nehemiah’s “bullet prayer” in the next chapter (2:4) is the outcropping of sus-
tained intercessory prayer in secret.
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Genesis 13; Matthew 12; Nehemiah 2; Acts 12
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IT IS WORTH COMPARING THE TWO italicized passages (Neh. 2; Acts 12:1-19).

The same God is behind both situations, of course. In both situations, a lone
servant of God faces the challenge of building up and strengthening God’s peo-
ple in the teeth of opposition from some pretty hostile customers. Both men are
in danger, in part for political reasons, though Peter’s danger is the more imme-
diate. Both are unflinching in their loyalty to the living God and to the mission
to which each is called.

Thereafter the stories diverge. Having won the ear of the emperor, Nehemiah
finds himself on the imperial frontier. He has a certain paper authority, but the
locals are set on giving him a hard time. He proceeds step by step, wisely, win-
ning the support of the local Jewish leaders, securing the supplies needed for
building the wall, dismissing the opponents and all their wiles. For Nehemiah
there are no miracles, no mighty displays of power, no angels in the night. There
is only a great deal of risky and courageous work.

By contrast, Peter’s situation is much more restricted. He has been arrested and
is in prison awaiting execution. Since James has already been killed, Peter has no
reason to think he will escape the executioner’s sword. In a strange apparition that
he mistakes for a dream, Peter is rescued by an angel; the chains fall away from
him, the doors open of their own accord. Finding himself outside the prison walls,
Peter comes to his senses and presents himself at the home of John Mark’s mother,
where people have gathered to pray for him. Eventually he secures entrance, and
in due course leaves for “another place” (12:17). In Peter’ case, to escape death
is a triumph, and the faith of the church has been strengthened by what has hap-
pened. And it all happened because of a miraculous display of angelic help.

The lesson of these radically different experiences is one that we must learn
again and again: God’s servants do not have the same gifts, the same tasks, the
same success, or the same degree of divine intervention. It is partly a matter of
gifts and calling; it is partly a matter of where we fit into God’s unfolding redemp-
tive purposes. Has he placed us in times of declension, for example, or of revival,
of persecution, or of major advance? Let God be God; let all his servants be
faithful.
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IT IS ALWAYS WORTH ASKING WHY the summary of a particular sermon is included
in Acts. Sometimes the answer is immediately obvious, at least in part. For exam-
ple, Peter’s sermon on the day of Pentecost, reported in Acts 2: whatever its dis-
tinctive features, it is above all the first post-resurrection Christian evangelistic
sermon, the first Christian sermon after the descent of the Holy Spirit. The ser-
mon Paul preaches in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:13-52) has many interesting fea-
tures that help explain why Luke records it:

(1) Itis preached in a synagogue, and thus to people whom Paul views as bib-
lically literate—Jews, proselytes, God-fearers. He does not have to explain basic
categories the way he does to the Athenians, who are biblically illiterate (Acts 17).

(2) Preaching to the biblically literate, Paul begins with a selective recitation
of Israel’s history—obviously a standard approach in some Christian preaching,
for Stephen does the same thing (Acts 7).

(3) More importantly, this selective history is directed toward establishing one
central point: God had promised the coming of a king in the Davidic line. That
provides Paul with the base from which he springs forward to Christian witness:
the Messiah, that Davidic king, has arrived, and his name is Jesus.

(4) With this line of thought, and to this biblically-literate crowd, Paul
devotes part of his sermon to exposition of particular texts in order to demon-
strate his major points.

(5) Paul makes it clear that the purpose and focus of Christ’s coming is the for-
giveness of sins. He compares and contrasts the nature and scope of this forgiveness
with what the Law of Moses provided. Paul is interested in the salvation-historical
developments that have taken place with the coming of the Messiah (13:39).
Further, the salvation Paul announces assigns a central role to justification.

(6) The following verses (13:42-52) explain how Paul’s popularity incites jeal-
ousy, which generates various results—including Paul's move away from the syn-
agogue to the broader Gentile population. This is a concrete demonstration of
something that characterizes Paul’s evangelistic ministry in every new place he
visits: he begins with Jews and all those gathered in the synagogue—a matter of
theological conviction for him; but he eventually turns, or is forced to turn, to the
biblically illiterate pagans—a matter of calling for him, for he knows he is called
to be the apostle to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:8).

(7) As on other occasions, Paul’s preaching causes both a riot and a revival.
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THE DRAMA OF NEHEMIAH 4 ABOUNDS with lessons and illustrations of various
truths. But we must not forget that what to us is a dramatic narrative was to those
experiencing it days of brutally hard work, high tension, genuine fear, insecurity,
rising faith, dirt and grime. Nevertheless, some lessons transcend the ages:

(1) Among the hardest things to endure is derisory contempt. That is what
Nehemiah and the Jews faced from Sanballat, Tobiah, and the rest (4:1-3). The
Judeo-Christian heritage of Western nations was until recent decades so strong
that many Christians were shielded from such scorn. No more. We had better get
used to what our brothers and sisters in Christ in other lands and centuries han-
dle better than we.

(2) Although God sometimes works through spectacular and supernatural
means, he commonly works through ordinary people who take responsibility for
themselves and seek to act faithfully even in difficult circumstances. So the Jews
“prayed to [their] God and posted a guard day and night” (4:9). They armed
themselves and divided their number between fighters and builders, but were also
exhorted to, “Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for . . .
your homes” (4:14). Jews living near the enemy heard of the plots to demolish
the building project and reported it to Nehemiah, who took appropriate action—
but God gets the credit for frustrating the plot (4:15).

(3) Practical implications flow from this outlook. (a) It presupposes a God-
centered outlook that avoids naturalism. If God is God, if he has graciously made
himself known in the great moments of redemptive history and in visions and
words faithfully transmitted by prophets he has raised up, why should we not also
think of this God as operating in the so-called “natural” course of events?
Otherwise we have retreated to some myopic vision in which God works only in
the spectacular and the miraculous, but otherwise is absent or asleep or uncar-
ing. The God described in the Bible is never so small or distant. (b) That is why
God can be trusted. Nehemiah is not resorting to mere psychological puffery, nor
to shameless religious rhetoric. His faith is properly grounded in the God who is
always active and who is working out his redemptive-historical purposes in the
ending of the exile and the rebuilding of Jerusalem—ijust as today our faith is
properly grounded in the God who is always active and who is working out his
redemptive-historical purposes in the calling and transformation of the elect and
the building and purifying of his church.
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WHEN [ WAS A HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT IN CANADA, I heard a story told by our his-
tory teacher. He related it with deadly anger. He had just returned from the battle-
fields of World War II, where he had seen many of his friends killed. Furloughed
home because of a war wound, he was riding a bus in a major Canadian city. Seated
behind two prosperous-looking women, he overheard one of them say to the other,
“I hope this war doesn’t end soon. We've never had it so good.”

There are almost always people who profit from the disasters of others, not
least from war. So it was in Nehemiah's day (Neh. 5). Even while there was a dis-
ciplined effort to rebuild the city, in the surrounding countryside the fiscal pres-
sures of the times, coupled with famine conditions, made the rich richer and the
poor poorer. In an effort to keep going, the poor mortgaged their land and then
lost it; they sold themselves or their families into slavery. From Nehemiah's per-
spective, slavery was slavery; to be a slave to a fellow Jew was still to be a slave.
In some ways it was worse: Nehemiah was concerned not only with the slavery
itself, but with the moral hardness of the rich who were profiting from the bank-
ruptcy of others—the want of compassion, the failure to obey the Mosaic code
that forbade usury, the sheer covetousness and greed. Transparently they did not
need more. Nor was this a question of buying off the lazy. What conceivable jus-
tification could they offer for such profiteering?

Yet, mercifully, the consciences of these rich people were tender enough that
they did not rebel when they were rebuked. “They kept quiet, because they could
find nothing to say” (5:8). Indeed, in due course they repented, returned what had
been taken, and stopped charging interest to their brothers.

Clearly one of the factors that enhanced Nehemiah’s credibility as he labored
to bring about these reforms was his own conduct. Doubtless the vast majority
of governors at the time used their positions of power to accumulate consider-
able wealth for themselves. Nehemiah refused to do so. He received, presumably
from the central treasury, an ample stipend and sufficient support for himself and
his staff, and he therefore declined to use his power to demand additional mate-
rial support from the local population. Indeed, he ended up supporting many of
them (5:14-18).

Obedience to God, compassion toward one’s fellows, consistency in the lead-
ership, covenantal faithfulness that extends to one’s pocketbook, repentance and
restoration where there has been either corruption or rapacity—these were val-
ues more important than the building of the wall. If the wall had been rebuilt
without rebuilding the people, the triumph would have been small.
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IT IS COMMON FOR GREAT ENTERPRISES OF FAITH to be surrounded by extremely
difficult relationships.

William Carey, the father of modern Protestant missions, may be a hero to us,
but in his own day he was viewed as eccentric and had more than his share of per-
sonal and familial sorrow. The great magisterial reformers did not battle for mere
ideas; they were enmeshed in a great controversy that included not only “ene-
mies” but countless people who were “friends” in some arenas and foes in oth-
ers. In any great controversy there is bound to be a spectrum of viewpoints and a
considerable diversity of degrees of integrity. One cannot read a detailed and can-
did biography of any Christian leader without observing the kinds and frequency
of the difficult, painful, and sometimes deceptive debates in which they were
called to participate. Consider, for example, Arnold Dallimore’s George Whitefield
or lain Murray’s D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones. I cannot think of an exception.

Where sufficient information is provided, the same thing must be said regard-
ing leaders of the faith whose cameos appear in Scripture. Despite the long list of
physical sufferings inflicted on him by unbelievers and by his calling as a church-
planting apostle (2 Cor. 11), doubtless Paul's most anguished moments come to
him from closer to home—from Christians behaving in sub-Christian ways, from
false brothers and false apostles undermining his work with innuendo and half-
truths.

These are the kinds of things Nehemiah now faces (Neh. 6). Failing to suc-
ceed by ridicule, threat, and direct opposition, Sanballat, Tobiah, and their col-
leagues embark on subterfuge and personal pressure. In this chapter there are lies,
false prophets, and accusations of rebellion. Indeed, even some of the Jews,
Nehemiah’s own people, owe allegiance through political and marriage alliances
to Tobiah, and use their compromised positions to try to influence the governor
away from a policy that is good for the Jews and honoring to God. In all these
machinations, Nehemiah steers a straight course, asks God for help, and shows
himself to be a discerning and far-seeing leader.

Similar problems assail genuine Christian leaders today, and similar quiet
resolve and fearless discernment are required to meet them. This is certainly true
in pastoral ministry. The most difficult challenges will erupt not from direct oppo-
sition or from problems with a building or the like, but from deceivers, liars, those
committed to some other agenda but whose smooth talk is so superficially “spir-
itual” that many are deceived. Expect such difficulties; they will surely come. It
is the price of godly leadership in a fallen world.
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WHEN A LARGE BUILDING PROJECT IS FINISHED, or when an important goal has
been reached, often there is a tendency to slack off. Many a congregation has
devoted considerable energy to building a new facility, only to retreat into lethargy
for months or even years afterward.

Nehemiah perceives that the building of the wall is not the climax of the
return, after which relaxation should be the order of the day. The rest of the book
makes this point clearly enough. The rebuilding of the wall is scarcely more than
preparation for a number of more far-reaching political and religious reforms. In
ministry, it is vital always to distinguish means and ends.

With the wall finished, Nehemiah stays on for a while as governor of the entire
region of Judah, but appoints two men to be in charge of Jerusalem—his brother
Hanani (apparently a man he could trust), and a military man, Hananiah, chosen
“because he was a man of integrity and feared God more than most men do” (Neh.
7:2—compare meditation for January 6). There is something refreshing and fun-
damental about such leaders. They are not sycophants or mercenaries; they are
not trying to “find themselves” or prove their manhood; they are not scrambling
up the mobile ladder to success. They are men of integrity, who fear God more
than most.

Nehemiah then gives instructions regarding the opening and closing of the
gates—instructions designed to avoid any traps set between the dangerous hours
of dusk and dawn (7:3). Thus the administration and defense of Jerusalem are
settled.

The sheer emptiness of the city is what now confronts Nehemiah (7:4). The
walls have been rebuilt more or less along their original lines. Jerusalem is a sub-
stantial city, and yet the vast majority of the returned Jews are living in the coun-
tryside. What takes place in the following chapters, then, is something that can
only be called a revival, followed by the determination of the people to send one-
tenth of their number into Jerusalem to become the fledgling kernel of a new gen-
eration of Jerusalemites. As a first step, Nehemiah digs out the now aging records
of those exiles who had first returned from exile in order to determine whose
genealogical records demonstrated them to be part of the covenant people, and
especially those who could legitimately serve as priests. The steps Nehemiah pur-
sues seem to be part of a careful plan, one which, as Nehemiah himself insists,
“my God put . . . into my heart” (7:5).
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SOMETHING IS TO BE GAINED BY bringing today’s two readings, Nehemiah 8 and
Acts 18, into juxtaposition.

Much of Acts 18 is devoted to preaching and teaching the Word of God and
to the issue of how to understand God’s revelation aright. When Silas and
Timothy arrive in Corinth from Macedonia (18:5), presumably bringing with
them some support money, Paul is set free to devote himself “exclusively to
preaching, testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the Christ” (18:5). Eventually the
heat of opposition drives him to spend more time with Gentiles. No longer free
to use the synagogue, he uses the house of Titius Justus next door. Soon the syn-
agogue ruler himself is converted (18:8). Some Jews mount a legal challenge
against Paul, but the local magistrate perceives that the dispute essentially
involves controverted interpretations of Scripture (18:12-16). The end of the
chapter introduces Apollos, learned in the Scriptures and a powerful speaker, but
still somewhat ill-informed regarding Jesus. He “knew only the baptism of John”
(18:25). He may well have known enough of John the Baptists teaching to
announce the coming of Jesus and perhaps even details of Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection; but like the “believers” at the beginning of the next chapter, he might
not have known of Pentecost and the gift of the Spirit. After all, many Jews from
around the empire visited Jerusalem at the time of the feasts and then returned
home. If Apollos and others had left Jerusalem after the resurrection but before
Pentecost, it was not impossible that years could have elapsed before they became
better informed. And information is precisely what Priscilla and Aquila provide
Apollos, explaining to him “the way of God more adequately” (Acts 18:26).

In Nehemiah 8, Ezra begins a seven-day Bible conference. He carefully reads
“the Law” to the assembled crowd. The Levites join in; they “instructed the peo-
ple in the Law. . . . They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear
and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read”
(8:7-8). The expression “making it clear” could be rendered “translating it”; after
all, the Law was written in Hebrew, and by this time most of the people spoke
Aramaic. The Bible had become a closed book to them. Whether through trans-
lation or exposition or both, the people are understanding it again. Joy dawns
“because they now understood the words that had been made known to them”
(8:12).

Whether under the old covenant or the new, nothing is more important for
the growth and maturation of God’s people than a heart hungry to read and under-
stand what God says, and people to make it plain.
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CROWD PSYCHOLOGY IS EASILY EXPLAINED after the fact, but difficult to predict. I
recall at a raucous campus election at McGill University thirty-five years ago, one
student heckler made a couple of telling points that embarrassed the candidate
in question. The crowd was instantly on his side, cheering him on. Thus embold-
ened, he attempted another sally, but this one was anemic and pointless. The can-
didate looked at him disdainfully and asked, “Is there some point you are trying
to make?” Unable to reply with a quick and direct barb, the student immediately
found the crowd hissing and booing him and telling him to shut up and sit down.
In two minutes the crowd had turned from avid support to dismissive scorn. It
was easy enough to analyze after the fact; it was difficult to predict.

Demetrius the silversmith learned this lesson the hard way (Acts 19:23-41).
In the face of Paul’s effective evangelism, and therefore the threat of a diminution
of his business as an artisan producing silver figurines of the goddess Artemis (her
Latin name was Diana), Demetrius tries to stir up enough opposition to stop the
Christian movement. Planned or otherwise, the result is a full-fledged riot. Paul
sees this as a glorious opportunity to articulate the Gospel to a huge crowd, his
friends, however, see this crowd as so dangerous that they succeed, with what-
ever difficulty, in persuading him to stay away.

Eventually the “city clerk” (more or less equivalent to a mayor) quiets the
crowd. Ephesus is a free city; it is trusted by Rome to govern itself and remain
loyal to the empire. The city clerk well knows that reports of riots in Ephesus
could prompt an inquiry that might result in a change of status. Roman troops
could be imposed and a governor commissioned by either the senate or the
emperor himself. The Christians, says the mayor, are not guilty of desecrating the
temple of Artemis. So why the riot? If Demetrius and his friends have a grievance,
there are courts, or they can await the calling of the next properly constituted city
“assembly” (19:39—interestingly, the word is ekklesia, from which we derive
“church”). So the city clerk quells the crowd and dismisses it.

Some of the lessons are obvious. (1) It is usually very foolish to whip up a
crowd. The results are unpredictable. (2) God remains in charge. Despite some
desperate moments, the results in this case are wonderful: the Christian cause has
been exonerated, Demetrius and his cronies have lost face, no one has suffered
harm. (3) God can use strange economic and political pressures, including, in this
case, a pagan artisan and a mayor, to bring about his good purposes.
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NEHEMIAH 9 AND NEHEMIAH 10 NEED to be read together. Nehemiah 9 finds the
Israelites confessing “their sins and the wickedness of their fathers” (9:2). Yet the
scene is not of individualistic repentance and confession. There is a large-scale
corporate dimension, organized yet powerfully empowered by the Spirit of God,
that is wonderful to contemplate. For a quarter of the day the people hear the
Scriptures translated and explained; for another quarter of the day they commit
themselves to confession and worship. In this they are led by the Levites.

The corporate prayer in which they are led is in large measure a review of
Israelite history. It highlights the repeated cycles of declension into which the peo-
ple have fallen, and the repeated visitations of God to restore them. The heart of
the confession is found in 9:33: “In all that has happened to us, you have been
just; you have acted faithfully, while we did wrong.”

“In view of all this” (9:38), then, the people enter into a covenant with God
(Neh. 10). More precisely, this is a renewal of the old Mosaic covenant. Since the
prayer is led by the priests, it is not surprising that many of its elements focus on
the temple. Nevertheless, there are broader issues regarding marriage (to preserve
the people from pagan contamination), Sabbath observance, and a generalized
commitment “to follow the Law of God given through Moses the servant of God
and to obey carefully all the commands, regulations and decrees of the LORD our
Lord” (10:29).

Of course, had the feasts and rites of ancient Israel functioned the way they
were designed to function, this covenant renewal would not have been necessary.
For strictly speaking, the great feasts were to be occasions of covenant renewal.
For instance, Passover was designed to recall the Exodus and restore to the peo-
ple’s consciousness the Lord’s mercy and faithfulness in rescuing them, while pro-
viding an opportunity for a renewed pledge of allegiance.

No less than the ancient Israelites, Christians are called to covenant renewal.
That is one of the large purposes of the Lord’s Supper. It is a time for self-exami-
nation, confession of sin, remembering what the Lord Jesus endured to secure our
redemption, and, together with the people of God in local assembly, a time to
remember and proclaim his death until he comes. Thereby we renew our pledge
of allegiance. If we permit the Lord’s Supper to descend to the level of meaning-
less rite, all the while hardening our hearts against the living God, we face grave
danger. It will do us good, in solemn assembly, to review our sins and confess
them, to grasp anew the Lord’s faithfulness, and to pledge fresh loyalty to the new
covenant.
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IN ACTS 21 WE FIND PAUL AND THE CHURCH in Jerusalem trying to be as accom-
modating as possible, but nothing will avail. Paul is arrested, in line with the
prophecies to the effect that he would be seized and bound (21:4, 11). Note:

(1) This is one of the “we” passages in Acts (21:1, 17). On the face of it, Luke
the author is at this point traveling with Paul and is a witness to the events
described here. That is worth noting, because many critics find these events com-
pletely unbelievable.

(2) The church and its leaders warmly receive Paul and his reports of gospel
fruitfulness among the Gentiles. This is entirely in line with their earlier delight
when Paul reported many Gentile conversions (e.g., Acts 15). In other words,
experiences in Samaria (Acts 8) and Peter’s visit with Cornelius and his house-
hold (Acts 10—11) have prepared the church to delight in the manifest progress
of the Gospel among the Gentiles.

(3) Nevertheless, the leaders are painfully aware that substantial numbers of
conservative Jews are out to get Paul. They have heard that he is counseling “all”
the Jews in the Diaspora not to circumcise their children or follow the Law of
Moses (21:21). So they devise a plan to help him regain a reputation for observing
conservatism (21:23-24). “Then everybody will know there is no truth in these
reports about you, but that you yourself are living in obedience to the law” (21:24).

It is this passage that is especially controverted, for does not Paul himself say
that he is flexible on such matters (1 Cor. 9:19-23; Gal.)? Yet before we write off
the Jerusalem elders and Paul himself for massive inconsistency, or Luke for mak-
ing up stories, observe: (a) The initial charge is that Paul exhorts all Jews in the
Diaspora to abandon circumcision and the Law of Moses. That he does not do.
He refuses to allow circumcision and kosher observance to become a test of spir-
ituality, but he does not advocate universal abandonment of the Law. He himself
circumcised Timothy to advance the communication of the Gospel. (b) One sus-
pects that the biggest fear of some conservative Jews was that Paul would dese-
crate the temple (21:27-29). The elders therefore sought to show that while he was
in Jerusalem Paul was a carefully observant Jew, even paying for the temple purifi-
cation rites of others. After all, neither Paul nor the Jerusalem leaders imposed
full observance on all Christian believers (21:25; cf. Acts 15; see vol. 1, medita-
tion for July 28).

So in the providence of God, Paul is arrested. Thus he arrives, for the first time,
in Rome, and the Gospel is heard in Caesar’s courts.
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READING PAULS IMPROMPTU DEFENSE to the crowd (Acts 22), one is struck by the
sparse simplicity of the narrative. But two details urge reflection here:

First, we must ask why the crowd turns nasty when it does. When Paul starts
to address the people in their mother tongue, Aramaic, initially “they became very
quiet” (22:2). They listen to the entire account of his conversion and call to min-
istry without breaking out in anger. But when Paul says that the Lord himself told
Paul, “Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles” (22:21), the unleashed mal-
ice of the mob will be satisfied with nothing less than his death. Why?

Inevitably, the answers are complex. Some of the pressures Jews felt to remain
distinctive from the Gentiles were doubtless sociological: their self-identity was
bound up with kosher food laws, Sabbath observance, circumcision, and the like,
and a man like Paul, who was perceived to be reducing those barriers, was threat-
ening their self-identity. But the heat of their passion cannot be explained by
merely horizontal analysis. At least two other factors must be acknowledged.
(1) For devout, conservative, Jerusalemite Jews, what was at issue was the Law
of God, the exclusive primacy of the temple, their understanding of Scripture.
From their perspective, Paul was destroying what God himself had set up. He was
entangling the people of God in compromises with pagans. Not only was he jeop-
ardizing their identity, he was blaspheming the Almighty, whose people they were
and whose revelation they were appointed to obey and preserve. (2) At the same
time, it is hard to miss the element of ownership: these people were acting as
though God was so exclusively the property of ancestral Jews that Gentiles could
not get a look in. From Paul’s perspective, this entailed a profoundly mistaken and
even perverse reading of the Old Testament, and a sadly tribal vision of a domes-
ticated God. Of course, their error is often repeated today, with less justification,
by those who so tie their culture to their understanding of Christian religion that
the Bible itself becomes domesticated and the missionary impulse frozen.

Second, we must ask why Paul stands on his Roman citizenship here, avoid-
ing a flogging, while on occasion he simply takes the beating. At least one of the
reasons is that he tends to appeal to his legal status when doing so is likely to
establish a precedent that will help to protect Christians. One of Luke’s arguments
in these chapters is that Christianity is not politically dangerous; rather, it is
repeatedly legally vindicated. Paul, thinking of his brothers and sisters, acts, as
usual, for their benefit.
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ONE OF THE MOST STRIKING EVIDENCES of sinful human nature lies in the uni-
versal propensity for downward drift. In other words, it takes thought, resolve,
energy, and effort to bring about reform. In the grace of God, sometimes human
beings display such virtues. But where such virtues are absent, the drift is invari-
ably toward compromise, comfort, indiscipline, sliding disobedience, and decay
that advances, sometimes at a crawl and sometimes at a gallop, across generations.

People do not drift toward holiness. Apart from grace-driven effort, people do
not gravitate toward godliness, prayer, obedience to Scripture, faith, and delight
in the Lord. We drift toward compromise and call it tolerance; we drift toward dis-
obedience and call it freedom; we drift toward superstition and call it faith. We
cherish the indiscipline of lost self-control and call it relaxation; we slouch toward
prayerlessness and delude ourselves into thinking we have escaped legalism; we
slide to