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Editor’s Introduction
Our theme and title this year is “Scripture Favorites: The Impact of God’s Word.” Members
and friends of our congregation joined with Pastor Chris and certain staffers to contribute
forty-seven devotionals, taking us from Ash Wednesday, February 14, to Easter Sunday,
April 1.
This year’s Lenten Worship Guide is especially personal since we asked the contributors to
select Scripture passages that had special meaning to them, and then to write devotionals
that reflect on both the Scriptural content and its personal meaning or impact in their lives.
It has been said that each of us follows a personal path in getting To Know Christ, and
nowhere is this more evident than in the richness and the uniqueness of each of these
devotionals.
It is tempting to read through the whole Lenten Worship Guide in one or two sittings, but I
urge you to take each day as it comes, journeying through Lent in a prayerful and
thoughtful way. On the facing page you can start by considering our “Lenten Devotional
Reading Guidelines” which was put together to help us all get the most out of this journey
to Easter.
In addition to his Sunday sermons, Pastor Chris will be continuing his Bible Studies each
Wednesday during Lent in the Sanctuary from 6 to 6:50 P.M. (except for February 14, which
is Ash Wednesday, and March 28, during Holy Week). He will be exploring the New
Testament letter of 1 Peter, written to encourage people going through difficult times,
which provides powerful hope and guidance for us in today’s world. All are welcome – no
sign-up is necessary, and you are encouraged to make this “midweek spiritual boost” a part
of your Lenten season.
I must acknowledge the invaluable work of our Co-Editors of Devotionals, Affiliate
Members Blair and Chris Dowden. The Dowdens are Indiana snowbirds, and are the retired
President and First Lady of Huntington University, a nationally ranked Christian liberal arts
school in Huntington, Indiana. They have used their Biblical scholarship and writing skills to
review and edit each and every contribution.
And I also thank Kelly Wensley, Director of Communications, who assisted in the selection
and placement of the art work, and Elder Alan Penick, who used his computer skills and
familiarity with past Lenten Worship Guides to lay out the Contents Pages and each of the
devotionals.
And finally I must thank all of the contributors for their sharing of the Word and its personal
meaning in their lives. Without them, we would not benefit from this Lenten Worship
Guide which will enhance the richness and holiness of the season. You can help to Make
Christ Known by picking up a few extra copies and giving them to your friends and
neighbors.
Blessings ,

Robert L. Johnson, Editor

Lenten Devotional Reading Guidelines

As we journey through Lent together, may these Lenten devotions bless you,
and draw you closer to God. Here are some guidelines to enhance your
spiritual experience.

1.

Find a comfortable and quiet spot for the spiritual practice of devotional
reading and prayer. Return each day to your place set aside for God.

2.

Before you begin each day, pray, inviting God to be with you during this
time. Ask the Holy Spirit to open your mind and heart to the readings. Sit
quietly awhile and clear your mind of everything else so you can hear
from God, offering a simple prayer such as “Christ, as a light, illumine and
guide me as I read Your Word today, for I seek Your presence, Your
goodness and Your truth. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”

3.

From the Bible, read the scripture a few times before you read the
devotion. Allow the scripture to speak to you first. What words or phrases
catch your attention? Reflect on those a few minutes.

4.

Ask questions of the scripture text. Who wrote it? Why? What was the
context of the writing? You might want to read the verses/chapters before
and after the scripture text, or a commentary.

5.

After you have read and reflected on the scripture yourself, read the
devotion prayerfully, allowing the voice of the writer to join your own as
you reflect on the scripture.

6.

Ask God, how do the scripture, my reflections and the devotion emphasize
the goodness of the Lord?

7.

Conclude with a prayer of thanksgiving, such as “Lord God, thank You for
Your Word, for the reflections of my sister or brother in Christ, and for Your
presence with me today. I surrender to You all that hinders my walk with
You, so that I might taste and see Your goodness today, and be a light to
others. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
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Ash Wednesday February 14

Isaiah 44:3

Living Water on Dry Ground

“For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out
My Spirit on your offspring, and My blessing on your descendants.”
I invite us to begin this year’s Lenten journey with this word of promise from Isaiah 44:3.
This is a verse that has become a favorite of mine because of a historical connection that
carries great meaning for my life and ministry.
Some years ago, I first learned about the miraculous spiritual awakening that began in
1949 on the Isle of Lewis in Scotland’s Outer Hebrides. The story of this remarkable
revival begins with two people believing the promise of Isaiah 44:3. A couple of elderly
sisters (one of them totally blind and the other crippled with arthritis) were especially
gripped by the first part of the verse: “I will pour water on the thirsty land and streams
on the dry ground.” This sentence touched them deeply, as they grieved the spiritual
dryness of their community. Trusting God’s promise, the sisters committed to pray for
God to pour His refreshing and revitalizing Spirit upon the people of their parish. What
happened in the weeks and months that followed was a miracle: people were
compellingly drawn to Jesus Christ, and churches were filled to overflowing. Nothing
sensational had been organized. No charismatic leaders suddenly stepped into the
picture. No other events occurred that might have triggered an interest in spiritual
matters. The only explanation: God had answered faithful prayers. He was pouring out
His living water on the thirsty land, and making streams on what had been dry ground!
The promise of God in Isaiah 44:3 doesn’t let go of me. Please join me in praying that
our church. . . our community . . . our offspring . . . our descendants . . . our land . . . will
realize the fullness of God’s promise: “I will pour water on the thirsty land and streams
on the dry ground.”
Dear Father, during this Lenten season and throughout the year, may Your Living
Water renew and refresh the parched and dry areas of my life. Please awaken the
hearts and minds of my family and friends, our church, our community, and our land so
all can drink of Your Living Water and thirst no more.
Chris Romig, Senior Pastor, Session Moderator

Thursday February 15

Genesis 2:8-9

The Impact of God’s Word

“Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there He put the man
He had formed. And the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground—trees
that were pleasing to the eye and good for food.”
As a lover of nature and one who has planted gardens here and in many other places,
I’ve always taken comfort in those few words. As I work to plant, raise butterflies, and
beautify, I cannot help but realize that all are “pleasing to the eye.” But only if we follow
the proper instructions as to their care.
I cannot help but be awed by the wonder of it all. I can plant a seed, but do I actually
sprout it? No. That is the gift of God in the seed itself. I can provide a net cage for
monarch butterflies to pupate and then mature, but as I release the hatched butterfly,
and happily say, “There you go!” I realize it readied itself for its journey with the gift the
Father gave it. The same goes for the birds who cluster at the feeder, raise babies in the
nesting box, or complete the miraculous journeys of migration each fall and spring. They
have the built-in gifts from their Father. “His eye is on the sparrow.”
There have been times, when the sun comes over the woods behind us and we hear the
wild world waking in chirps and song, and I actually sing, “Morning has broken, like the
first morning.” God has given each of us gifts that are ours alone, built into us, even as
He gave to the sparrow and the lilies of the field. We are His children and even more
special to Him than the plants and animals of the garden. Even if we feel sadness or
loneliness, we can remember that God has given us our inborn gifts and all we need to
do is ask Him for the strength to discover them, nurture them, and share them with His
children who need our “gardening skills.”
Everything Adam and Eve needed came naturally from that beautiful Garden of Eden.
Sadly, they did not follow God’s instructions for how to live in that wonderful place. We
too are given God’s instructions through His Word, the Bible. When we follow His
guidelines, our lives yield His beauty and grace, a harvest we can enjoy and share. “Just
as you accepted Christ Jesus as your Lord, you must continue to follow Him. Let your
roots grow down into Him, and let your lives be built on Him. Then your faith will grow
strong in the truth you were taught, and you will overflow with thankfulness”
(Colossians 2:6-7 NLT).
Lord, please keep us open to the wonders of Your gardens, Your love, and Your gifts.
May we grow in You through digging deeply into Your Word. And may we happily share
Your love and grace with all You place along our way.
Duane Plummer, Elder

Friday February 16

Numbers 6:24-26

The Blessing

“The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make His face shine upon you and be gracious to
you; the Lord turn His face toward You and give You peace.”
Blessing – a word that is cited often in Scripture and one that is frequently used by Christians
as an expression of love and encouragement in the faith. The words recorded in Numbers
6:24-26 were given by God to Aaron and his sons to be used to bless the Israelites. The
Hebrew word used for the word “blessing” in this passage is barak meaning “peace,
congratulations, or salute.” This Aaronic blessing was intended to “ask God’s favor to rest on
the Israelites” (p. 199, NIV Study Bible).
Blessings in Scripture and in our modern society are given under many circumstances: in
worship, at meals, at weddings, at graduations, and other joyous occasions. The blessing is
often pronounced by an older person, a patriarch, and bestows an expression of approval or
good wishes. One meaningful example of a blessing takes place each year at the graduation
of the TCM International Institute. Before these Christian leaders leave the Institute to serve
the Lord, a blessing is given by a respected elder, a patriarch, who is grounded in God’s Word
and wise in the faith. For twenty years, my father-in-law was asked to give the blessing at
graduation. He had earned respect by his example of service and devotion to God as he
worked daily on the TCM campus. He considered it a privilege to provide a blessing to the
graduates as they left the Institute to impact the world for Christ.
J. Vernon McGee’s Thru the Bible commentary describes this passage: “Here we find the
Trinity in the Old Testament. God the Father is the source of all blessing. The Lord Jesus is the
One who makes His face to shine upon us. The Holy Spirit lifts up His countenance upon us
and gives us peace. This is the only way we can come to God and experience the peace of
God. He is the One who makes these things real to our hearts.”
What a wonderful blessing this is! God the Father keeps us (protects us); God the Son makes
His face to shine upon us (bestows His favor on us); God the Holy Spirit gives us peace
(provides wellbeing and contentment.)
My prayer for the believers at Venice Presbyterian Church is Paul’s benediction to the
Corinthian Christians: “May the grace of the Lord Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship
of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” (2 Corinthians 13:14)
Dear Lord, we thank You that we are able to experience God’s blessings every day and in
every way as we seek Him and live for Him. Thank You for the grace, peace, protection, and
love that You so freely give. May we walk with You, knowing that we are blessed people,
saved by grace.
Fred Gossman, Mission Chair

Saturday February 17

Joshua 1:1-3 NASB

Living Strong in the Changes of Life

“The Lord spoke to Joshua the son of Nun, Moses’ servant, saying, ‘Moses My servant is dead;
now therefore arise, cross this Jordan, you and all this people, to the land which I am giving
to them, to the sons of Israel.”
Things change! That could be the greatest understatement ever written. Certainly, some
changes are welcome but most are not. Even as believers in Christ, we tend to resist change.
So how do we maintain a consistent, victorious walk with the Lord in the midst of change?
Israel’s new leader, Joshua, must have wrestled with the same question. As the book of
Joshua begins (1:1-9), forty years of desert wandering have ended—and everything is
changing.
Joshua is admonished three times to “be strong and courageous” (v. 6,7,9). While the passage
is framed in Hebrew military terminology, the repeating phrase is actually a call to faith.
Certainly, the Lord would give Joshua a military strategy, but the greatest source of strength
and encouragement would be faith in God. It is the same for us when we face change. We
may plan and strategize, but our ability to remain strong and courageous comes from faith
in God. Be encouraged by the Lord’s message to Joshua and to us.
God’s Promises are True. “Be strong and courageous, for you shall give this people possession
of the land which I swore to their fathers to give them” (v. 6 NASB). God will do what God
has promised. He took an oath to keep His promises and His promises flow from His faithful
character. God cannot lie. His Word is truthful. Joshua could trust the promises of God and
so can we.
God’s Principles are Right. “Only be strong and very courageous; be careful to do according
to all the law which Moses My servant commanded you . . . for then you will make your way
prosperous and then you will have success” (v. 7-8 NASB). Joshua’s success in the days ahead
would be directly linked to his obedience to the laws of God. For us, as well as Joshua, this is
not simply “rule keeping”. Instead, it is following the teaching and instruction of God so we
can become all He intends for us to be. “Success” for the Christian comes as we apply the
truth of God’s principles to our lives.
God’s Presence is Sure. “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous! Do not
tremble or be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go” (v. 9 NASB).
What a great promise! No matter what lies ahead, God is with us, just as He was with Joshua.
The Hebrew for “dismay” means, “don’t crack under the pressure.” Certainly, there will be
trials, and changes, and crisis, but be strong! The Lord is with you.
Lord, by the power of Christ in me, enable me to live in strength and courage, no matter what
changes come into my life. Please bring to my mind the truth of Your promises, the rightness
of Your principles, and the assurance of Your presence.
Jennifer Speer, Bible Study Leader

Sunday February 18

Psalm 23:1,6

My Shepherd’s Care

“The Lord is my Shepherd . . . Surely Your goodness and love will follow me all the days of my
life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
When I look at Psalm 23, I realize that the Lord, the tender Shepherd, has been watching over
me all the days of my life. Each line written by David is true my own life.
“I lack nothing” (v. 1 NET). I came from two people who truly loved the Lord, and lived His
Word each day through prayer, Bible reading, and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. When
speaking with people about growing up poor, I tell them that we had everything--except
money. I was taught to never be envious of anything or anybody. How could I be when I was
surrounded by so much love?
“He leads me by calm pools of water” (v. 3 ERV). My home was filled with peace. It was never
chaotic. I thought everybody’s home was as calm and loving as mine.
“He leads me in the paths of righteous for His name’s sake” (v. 3). I have seen and believe
that God takes care of those who stay committed to Him. While no one is perfect, those trying
to live God’s way recognize His hand of blessing in their lives.
“I will fear no evil” (v. 4). As a young person, I felt cherished by my grandparents and parents.
I was so cushioned and surrounded by the love of God through them that I did not fear evil
nor was I afraid.
“You prepare a feast for me in the presence of my enemies” (v. 5 NLT). My life’s work was
set before me before I knew I had been prepared for it. The Lord gave me His unbelievable
strength to withstand and ignore the evil deeds and words of others. Those who have not
followed the Shepherd do not understand the strength and goodness that comes from the
heart that believes and trusts in Him.
“You honor me” (v. 5 NLT). I have been truly cared for by the love of family and friends. I have
also been blessed by the wonderful hearts of those I have the honor of knowing and working
with each day.
“My cup overflows with blessings” (v. 5 NLT). I am overcome as I see the goodness of the
Shepherd on my life. I am truly blessed.
Dear Lord, Thank You for being my Shepherd. I pray for You to reach into and change the
hearts of those who don’t know the power of Your love. Help them to lean on You. May we
all trust in You and Your goodness. You are faithful and just. May we trust Your plans,
knowing Your will is good, both now and forever.
Sandra Terry, Laurel Civic Association

Monday February 19

Psalm 46:10

Be Still

“Be still and know that I am God. I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in
the earth.”
I was standing by a small shelter high in the Rocky Mountains and noticed the words-“Be still and know that I am God”--emblazoned above the entrance. The only sound was
the whistling wind as I looked out at the majesty of the miles of mountains surrounding
me on all sides. It was easy to understand how small my concerns are compared to the
power and authority of the One who created the mountains.
I am driven; a high achiever and a worrier. I like to feel like I am in control. This verse is
the one I meditate on frequently as I struggle to remember that God is in charge. Every
day we are faced with troubling news of terrorist attacks, senseless shootings, and the
sad situations so many in the world face. We carry personal burdens of broken
relationships, family struggles, financial worries, and health concerns. And some days
small things like plumbing problems and computer malfunctions cause us to despair.
These words give us a much needed perspective.
The New American Standard Bible translates “be still” as “cease striving.” It is an
important reminder as we keep trying to bring solutions to problems too big for us to
solve. God wants us to simply let go and allow Him to do His work.
Psalm 46 is a psalm about trust in God. He is “our refuge and strength, an ever present
help in trouble” (v. 1). In natural disasters we are not to fear “though the mountains fall
into the heart of the sea” (v. 2). As we hear of terrorism, destruction and wars we can
be sure that even “though nations are in uproar and kingdoms fail, His voice will cause
the earth to melt” (v.6). As we long for peace in the world, He alone has the power to
bring peace for “He makes wars cease to the end of the earth” (v.8). And as we wonder
if good will ever win, we can be sure that He “will be exalted among the nations;” and
“will be exalted in the earth” (v. 10).
Take a moment to give all that is troubling you to Him and be still and know that
He is God. “For. . . we know that for those who love God all things work together for
good . . . ” (Romans 8:28a ESV)
Our Lord, there are so many things that trouble me today. I give them to You. I want to
be still in this moment and know that You are God. Thank You for taking care of all that
concerns me.
Carol Gibbs, Evangelical Church, Hong Kong

Tuesday February 20

Psalm 84:5-7

From Strength to Strength

“Blessed are those whose strength is in You, who have set their hearts on pilgrimage. As
they pass through the Valley of Baca, they make it a place of springs; the autumn rains
also cover it with pools. They go from strength to strength, till each appears before God
in Zion.”
Hills and valleys are the common life experience. One must journey through a valley to
reach a mountain, and having reached a mountain the next part of the journey is into a
valley. Valley experiences are impartial--everyone has them. They are unpredictable,
often inconvenient, unexpected, even sudden. A phone call, an accident, or a diagnosis
may plunge us into a valley of darkness and despair.
The Valley of Baca (emeq ha-Baca, Heb.) is a desert place: dry, desolate, barren, where
nothing grows. “Baca” in this scripture was translated into ancient Greek texts as
“weeping” and associated with grieving or mourning. When we find ourselves in the
Valley of Baca we may have no energy to go forward. The Psalmist tells us that when we
receive our strength from the Lord and through our faith in the promises of God, our
weeping becomes a source of water until the valley itself becomes a place of life-giving
springs. The good news is that valleys are also temporary! We don’t need to remain in a
dry desolate place. With each valley, with each step by faith, we are able to move from
one valley to another--strength by strength!
In our valley experience, we may be certain we are not alone. Our Sovereign Father
walks through the valley with us. We can sing as Moses and the Israelites sang in the
Exodus, “The Lord is my strength and my song; He has become my salvation” (Exodus
15:2). And again with the Psalmist, “As for me, God’s presence is all I need! I have made
the Sovereign Lord my shelter” (Psalm 73:38).
Thanks be to the God of both the mountain top and the valley!
Dear Father, thank You that although we sometimes walk through a valley of darkness
and despair, we know that You are beside us. May we depend on Your strength in the
hard times and rejoice in Your goodness all the time. Thank You for being our salvation
and our strength in life’s pilgrimage.
Eileen Reamy, Elder

Wednesday February 21

Psalm 91:1 VOICE

Trust in the God Who Protects

“He who takes refuge in the shelter of the Most High will be safe in the shadow of the
Almighty.”
The warmth of a mother’s breath, the sweet kiss on the newborn’s forehead, the softly
spoken “I love you” and the gentle arms as the mother welcomes the baby into its new world,
speaks wonders. The newborn senses the security of trust and belonging.
At times that sense of trust erodes as the child seeks another place of safety, comfort, hope,
and love. Perhaps the child finds a garden, a place of belonging, as Mary did in the eloquently
written “The Secret Garden” by Frances Hodgson Burnett. It might be a place of sanctuary,
as my Stephen Ministry care receiver describes: a small cozy, narrow place “behind the
stairs,” separated by doors, between the lower and upper rooms of her grandparent’s
cottage in Wales. A place of safety, under a lilac bush with cascading branches of leaves and
fragrant purple buds, can bring comfort and reassurance. Or similarly, jumping in bed
between parents for protection and warmth in a storm; cuddling a pet; seeking shelter
behind a sofa; or playing “hide and seek” with friends can bring safely and comfort.
Children continually seek a sense of security, a place of belonging and comfort when people
and experiences deny them what they are searching for. Is this a built-in trust that has been
placed in their hearts by our loving Father? I would like to think so. God does protect and
love all the children and guides their way.
Sadly, as adults, that childlike trust fades. We who love God must reaffirm that trust by asking
Him, in confidence, for His love and protection. God reconfirms that protection,
understanding, and love through the Psalmist:
1 He

who takes refuge in the shelter of the Most High
will be safe in the shadow of the Almighty.
2 He will say to the Eternal, “My shelter, my mighty fortress,
my God, I place all my trust in You.
3 For He will rescue you from the snares set by your enemies who entrap
you and from deadly plagues.
4 Like a bird protecting its young, God will cover you with His feathers,
will protect you under His great wings; His faithfulness will form a shield
around you, and a rock-solid wall to protect you. (Psalm 91:1-4, VOICE)
So simply yet comfortably offered to us, God holds out His loving arms to protect us who
believe in His name. All we need to do is confidently say, “God I trust You with all my heart
and being.”
Lord, we thank You that You are a refuge in times of trouble and distress. May we always
trust in Your love and protection. And may we take shelter in Your abiding love.
Ardith Pinner, Librarian

Thursday February 22

Psalm 91:11,14

Guarded and Protected

“For He will command His angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways . . . ‘Because
he loves Me,’ says the Lord, ‘I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges My
name.’”
Just ask Daniel. He’ll tell you who shut the mouths of the lions (Daniel 6:22). And then there
was Peter, sleeping between two soldiers, chained, with sentries guarding the entrance. He
was awakened by an angel who led him out, past the guard, and through an iron gate that
opened by itself (Acts 12:6-ll). Still not convinced? Ask any parent if his child would have
made it to adulthood if he hadn’t been protected by a guardian angel (Matthew 18:10).
Angels, created and commanded by God, have a big job description. In Psalm 91 we see one
aspect: that God has His angels on guard duty for the men, women and children who love the
Lord, look to Him, and put their full trust in Him. God is faithful to His promises, and He has
a host of angels, that, among all their other duties, are on protection detail, and have their
arms out, ready to catch the one who may stumble.
In Hebrews 13:2 we learn that it is possible to have an encounter with an angel and not even
know it. My dear granddaughter, Nikki, who is diabetic began to feel tired in her Connecticut
college class. Her insulin pump had run out and she had no candy, but was sure she could get
home. But first she went to work at her after school job. Then she left, got on I-91 to proceed
northward to her apartment. She was only ten minutes from home, but kept going up 91,
past Springfield, Massachusetts to Northhampton, half way up Massachusetts, totally
unaware of what she was doing. In a diabetic coma, she bounced across the median into the
southbound lane and crashed into a guard rail, totaling her car. Because of the coma she had
no injuries, she just folded up. But she did have immediate help. A woman stopped, got her
out of the car, directed traffic around her, and called an ambulance and the state police.
Why no southbound traffic just then? Why no injuries? Who was that woman? I said to a
friend, “I wish I knew who she was, I’d like to write her and thank her.” My friend put her
hand on my arm and said, “You’ll never know.”
Or do I know? Everything was in place for Nikki to die that day, but she didn’t. She didn’t
have a mark on her. She did have God’s protection around her and “someone” immediately
there to be His hands. I’ve thanked God for that over and over.
Lord, thank You for giving Your angels to look out for us and guard us. We are blessed by Your
love and protection. And we know Your love never fails. But sometimes we wonder why one
of your angels was not there for a loved one. Please help us, even in this, to come to You, for
You are our refuge, our safe place, our shelter.
Duane Plummer, Elder

Friday February 23

Psalm 94:18-19

God Held Me!

“When I said, ‘My foot is slipping,’ Your unfailing love, Lord, supported me. When anxiety
was great within me, Your consolation brought me joy.”
Scholars are not sure who wrote the above passage, but it is thought to be applicable to
the common person, not just the King. The verses speak for the one who is anxious,
troubled, and oppressed. He is never alone. God is with him, supporting him, and
comforting him. And such encouragement brings joy even in the midst of trials.
These verses helped me through a frightening time. I had just heard the words “breast
cancer” and my name in the same sentence. I felt sucker punched. After retreating to
our wilderness island in northern Minnesota, the next morning I sat out on a beautiful
rock, thinking I should be praying without ceasing, but words seemed to scramble in my
brain. I had no energy nor ability to unscramble them. Prayer seemed beyond me. Was
I a failure as a Christian? Then I felt as though God lifted me up, held me in His arms, and
spoke to me, saying, “Don’t worry about that. I have people praying for you. You can
just rest in Me.”
And I did! Resting in the Lord was what I really needed. It was a precious and amazing
experience; an immediate reality check about Who was in control and how little I
needed to fear. I knew my family had been praying for me, but I later learned that my
home church had also been praying. I cannot comprehend how intercessory prayer
works or how God uses it. I just know there is power in it. Also, I learned in a personal
way that God is always ready to hold us, guide us, comfort us, and support us.
When we are hurting, let us turn to God. He is always ready. When we feel strong, let
us use our energy to pray for others. Prayer is hard work, and those hurting may not
have energy to pray for themselves. Be strong and faithful for them.
Lord, please help me to remember that Your love, comfort, and strength are always
ready for me. Help me to pray for those who are too weak to pray for themselves.
Lois Weeks, Helps International Stove Team

Enter His Gates with Thanksgiving!
The Church Doors

200th Anniversary Commemorative Plate

After Restoration and Move to Cabin Home

Saturday February 24

Psalm 100:4-5

Enter His Gates with Thanksgiving

“Enter His gates with thanksgiving and His courts with praise; give thanks to Him and praise
His name. For the Lord is good and His love endures forever; His faithfulness continues
through all generations.”
We are blessed with 150 Psalms compiled some time before the 2nd century BC and brought
together in the Old Testament. Many scholars think of them as “The Old Testament Hymnal,’’
and C.S. Lewis points out that they “are poems intended to be sung . . . They must be read as
poems if they are to be understood” (Erdmans Handbook of the Bible, pp 327-328).
Psalm 100 is one of the shortest Psalms, with only five verses, and the NIV identifies it as “a
psalm for giving thanks.” But to me, it is the Psalm of Joy! We “come before Him with joyful
songs,” as we “enter His gates with thanksgiving.”
As Snow Birds, Suzanne and I are Affiliate Members of a small Brethren church, the parish of
my ancestors, which recently celebrated its Two Hundredth Anniversary. Nestled in the
Laurel Highlands of the Allegheny Mountains in southwestern Pennsylvania, about two miles
down the road from my cabin, we worship in the summer with perhaps fifty neighbors. But
when these “country folk” enter His gates with thanksgiving, their ol’ time religion is
authentic and fervent.
Going back seventy years, when I was a little boy spending summer vacations here, my first
impression at church each Sunday were the double doors of solid oak through which we
entered, each with a centered small window in the shape of the cross. But, after weathering
many harsh winters, as part of the anniversary planning, the Trustees determined that these
old doors needed to be replaced. They were offered for sale at $30.
I phoned from Venice and bought them. An Amish neighbor specializing in woodworking
picked them up with his horse and buggy. After much work cutting them to size, removing
layers of paint, and sanding them down to the original wood, he stained them, added old
fashioned hardware and heavy-duty hinges, and installed them in my cabin, where they
welcome me back each year to my seasonal return.
Derek Kidner (Erdmans Handbook, p.317) noted that in the Psalms, poetry is put to work to
be “the way to heaven’s door.” And my doors bring me joy each time I enter. I think of those
who passed through them at church throughout the years. And I picture those yet to pass
through them as they are welcomed here in years and generations yet to come.
Dear Lord, as we enter Your gates, we give thanks for the many blessings You have bestowed
upon us and our families. “I shout for joy” especially as I return each summer to my country
roots and remember my heritage. May my future generations experience enduring love with
praise and thanksgiving, knowing that “the Lord is good and His love endures forever. His
faithfulness continues through all generations.”
Robert L. Johnson, Elder and Lenten Worship Guide Editor

Sunday February 25

Psalm 119:105 KIV

A Light for Our Lives

“Thy Word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.”
One year as I was teaching in a Christian school, my students gave me a new Bible for my
birthday. I immediately wrote in it the above words, along with the names of each student.
Over the ensuing years, as I began to read and study the Bible, I realized that God was
showing me a better way to live. And that by reading and following the guidance that God
gives in the Bible, I was walking in a far better path. And, as I learned, I was also growing
more and more in understanding and desire to live by the light of the Bible.
I am still in awe that the Bible was written over 1500 years ago by about forty different
authors. The scope of God’s Word covers the knowable and the unknowable, man’s
accomplishments and his failures, the past and the future. It is the account of God reaching
down into His creation and redeeming man for life with Him eternally, through Jesus Christ.
The Bible has been an “inspiration” over all these years. The word “spiration” means “God
breathed out truth” or “filling or breathing into” (2 Timothy 3:16). God “breathed” His Word
into the hearts and minds of the forty authors. The Holy Spirit Guided them as they wrote to
the situations of their day, yet in words that apply to us today. We need to be keeping these
words deep in our hearts and live by them. As the psalmist wrote, “Your Word I have
treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against You” (Psalm 119:11 NASB).
In the Message we read: “You’re blessed when you stay on course, walking steadily on the
road revealed by God. You’re blessed when you follow His directions, doing your best to find
Him ... You, God, prescribed the right way to live; now You expect us to live it. Oh, that my
steps might be steady, keeping to the course You set; Then I’d never have any regrets in
comparing my life with Your counsel” (Psalm 119:1-6).
God our loving Father gave us a great gift when He gave us His Holy Word, the Bible. How
blessed we are to learn directly from Him how to live, and behave, and to bless others. We
have the ingredients for successful living if we allow God’s Word to flow through us and
manifest itself in our personal world, radiating out through all our deeds and lovingly
reaching all those we meet. The more we read it, the more we study it, the more light we
have to walk in the path He has laid out for our lives. His light, His Word, guides us to the
very best path our loving Father would have us take.
Dear Father, as we seek to live by the light of Your Word, may we have an ever-growing sense
of love and wellbeing so that we may bless others with Your love and grace.
Micki Knowles, Member

Monday February 26

Psalm 131:2

Hope and Trust in the Lord

“I have stilled and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with its mother, like a weaned child
is my soul within me.”
Psalm 131 reminds me of a time in my childhood when I sat on my mother’s lap, my head
against her shoulder. My precious pet was missing. There in the softness of her embrace, I
found love, comfort, understanding, and the security of her presence. My sobbing ceased,
and I grew calm.
How many times, as a child of God, have I been fearful, worried, stressed, lonely, grieving, or
overcome? Yet when I remember, when I stop and bring my cares to the Lord, I find not only
God’s great comfort, but a renewed sense of His care and His control. I am more able to fully
trust His good and faithful plan. Like the Psalmist realized, I do not have to concern myself
about the cares of life, or my place in them (v. 1). The God of the universe is in control. He
will do what He will do. And He is good.
Oh, I am so tempted to pick up the burden of control. I have a solution. My way is right. Why
don’t they ask me for the plan? Oops. What a prideful and haughty spirit. How I need to be
still and quiet my soul. To trust and hope in the One who does all things well. To do as Peter
wrote, “Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7).
As a child holds the hand of his trustworthy parent through a busy parking lot or crowded
store, so I must hold on to my Father and be guided by Him throughout all the decisions and
circumstances of my life. As a follower of God, I am to put my “hope in the Lord, both now
and forevermore” (v. 3).
The evening prayer my parents taught me as a child expresses well God’s tender care. “Here
I lie in perfect peace, all of heaven is above. Worries, pain and cares shall cease, in the arms
of God’s dear love. There is nothing I need fear. God will guard His child and keep every
nighttime blessing near, all the hours I rest and sleep. Drifting softly, breathing low, into sleep
I glide away. God is with me as I go, God will bring another day.”
God is my hope. I trust His goodness.
Dear Lord, thank You that You are always with me. “You hold me by my right hand. You guide
me with Your counsel, and afterward You will take me into glory. Whom have I in in heaven
but You? And earth has nothing I desire besides You. My flesh and my heart may fail, but [You
are] the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:23-26).
Chris Dowden, Co-Editor of Devotionals

Tuesday February 27

Psalm 139:1-6

God is With Us and Knows Us

“O Lord, You have examined my heart and know everything about me. You know when I sit
down or stand up. You know my thoughts even when I’m far away. You see me when I travel
and when I rest at home. You know everything that I do. You know what I am going to say
even before I say it, Lord. You go before me and follow me. You place Your hand of blessing
on my head. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too great for me to understand.”
Psalm 139, a psalm of David, is my favorite passage in the Bible! In this prayer, David is asking
God to examine his heart and life while acknowledging that God is all-knowing (omniscient)
and ever-present (omnipresent) in his life.
The first part of David’s prayer speaks to God’s knowing everything about us. I’m always
amazed when I try to grasp the significance of God’s omniscience in my life. I take great
comfort in knowing God knows me better than anyone else does, knows my thoughts before
I speak, knows me more intimately than I know myself.
In His wisdom, God goes before me and blesses me in spite of my weaknesses and failures. I
would not have the confidence to do many of the things I have done in life were it not for the
wisdom and power He provides in each moment of life.
In the second part of this passage, David speaks of God’s omnipresence. He writes:
“I can never escape from Your spirit! I can never get away from Your presence! If I go up to
heaven, You are there; if I go down to the grave, You are there. If I ride the wings of the
morning, if I dwell by the farthest oceans, even there Your hand will guide me, and Your
strength will support me. I could ask the darkness to hide me and the light around me to
become night – but even in darkness I cannot hide from You. To You the night shines as bright
as day. Darkness and light are the same to You.” (Psalm 139:7-12, NLT)
I often hear people speak of how distant God feels to them. Nothing can be further from the
truth! God is all present, all the time, in all situations, but we create this feeling of distance
from God by doing things our way and failing to consult Him in prayer for our daily challenges.
God never leaves us. He is all present.
So friends, let’s revel in the awareness that God knows everything about us and is ever
present in our daily lives, and let us live more victoriously for Him. When things aren’t going
well, pray because God is there. When times are good, thank Him for His guidance and
presence.
Dear Heavenly Father, thank You for Your intimate love and guidance in my daily life. Help
me to sense Your presence no matter what I am doing. Please guard my thoughts and speech.
And may my actions reflect Your son Jesus.
Nick Clemmer, Elder and Facilities Coordinator

Wednesday February 28

Jeremiah 1:5

On Purpose, For a Purpose

“Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you. Before you were born, I set you apart.”
Did you know that you were created on purpose, for a purpose, by an intentional God
who does not make mistakes? Your life is not an accident; the way God created you is
not an accident either. This verse describes the purposeful and intentional nature of our
Father God. Jeremiah was known by the Lord and was called to prophesy long before he
was born. In the same manner, long before the date of our birth, God knows each of us
and sets us apart to be used for His purposes.
Each of us possesses a unique combination of skills, abilities, attributes, and experiences
that have never existed before and will never exist again. Just as no two snowflakes are
the same, and just as no two sets of fingerprints are the same, God uniquely created you
differently from every other created being. On purpose. For a purpose.
That purpose, by the way, has no expiration date. Yes, it may appear differently as we
go through various seasons of our life. But as long as you are on this earth, God has a
purpose for your life. Your existence, your presence on this earth, is no accident.
And so it is for everyone we meet. Each life we encounter has value because it has been
created by God. Each person we meet is created in the image of our Lord, each one
known and loved by Him.
When we begin to see people this way, as uniquely created by an intentional God who
knew them before they were born, we begin to value our differences and embrace our
diversity. We see how God has given each of us different gifts, each different abilities.
And that He has done that on purpose, for a purpose.
He knows us. He formed us. He sets us apart. May we live in light of that truth.
Oh Lord, help us understand that You have a purpose for each life You have uniquely
created. Help us to see Your creativity in Your creation and Your intentionality in what
You have made. Give us eyes to see ourselves the way You see us, and to see others the
way You see them—dearly beloved, known by You, and made in Your image.
Callie Cowen, Executive Director, Pregnancy Solutions

Thursday March 1

Matthew 14:31-32

The Storms of Life

“Immediately, Jesus reached out His hand and caught him. ‘You of little faith,’ He said,
‘why did you doubt?’ And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down. Then
those who were in the boat worshiped Him, saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God.’”
These verses conclude a familiar story in which Jesus walked on the water during a
powerful Sea of Galilee storm and demonstrated His deity by calming the wind and the
waves. Matthew records that Jesus, following His miraculous healing of the 5,000, sent
His disciples across the choppy waters of the Sea of Galilee while He stayed alone to
pray. Eventually, Jesus walked across the lake toward the disciple’s boat. Because of the
storm, they did not recognize Him, mistaking Him for a ghost. Impulsive Peter, sensing
that it might be the Lord, got out of the boat and started to walk to Jesus--on the water-but began to sink because he was afraid. Jesus saved him from drowning and then asked
him: “Why did you doubt? Peter and the other disciples demonstrated a lack of trust in
Christ’s deity and the miracles He could perform.
None of us are free from the storms of life. A blog on Fathlife.com puts it this way.
“Contrary to what some television preachers teach, God will not shower us with
prosperity and success by following Him. This is a false promise!” God never promised
His followers an easy life. In fact, He warned us to expect the opposite from the world - hardship and persecution. Jesus tells us that “In this world you will have trouble. But
take heart!! I have overcome the world” (John 16: 33b). The Christian life is not
necessarily a life filled with comfort, but it is a life filled with joy and contentment.
Because we cannot avoid the storms, we must consider the ways we face them and calm
the waters. Much can be learned from the actions of Jesus and Peter. Jesus extended
His hand, lifted Peter when his doubt caused him to sink, led him back to the boat, and
calmed the water. When I have been assailed by the storms of life, I have been blessed
to have many Christ-like members of the covenant community acting as Jesus did and
immediately extend their hands, lead me back to the safety of the boat of belief, assuage
my doubt, and calm the stormy waters. What I have come to appreciate in their actions
is the immediacy and boldness with which they acted. It took boldness for Peter to step
from the boat and it takes boldness for each of us to step forward and extend a loving
hand to those who are being battered by a storm of life. Christ immediately extended
His hand to Peter. When the Holy Spirit places us in the position to come along side a
person facing a storm of life, we must act immediately and with boldness. And when we
experience such times in life, we must not doubt but depend on the One who can save
us.
Holy God, please let us always extend the love of Christ to calm the storms in someone’s
life. Empower us through the Holy Spirit to act quickly and with boldness.
Harley Allen, Worship Committee

Friday March 2

Matthew 19:23,26

How Hard Is It for the Rich to Enter Heaven?

“I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven . . . With man
this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”
Jesus tells his disciples that it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of the needle than
for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.
In these verses as recorded in Matthew 19:16-26, a rich man asks Jesus what good thing must
he do to earn eternal life. Jesus tells him he should obey the commandments and gives him
some specifics to follow. The man answers that he has followed all of them. Then Jesus says
that if he wants to be perfect he must sell his riches, give them to the poor and follow Him.
The man leaves sad because he has much wealth.
Wow! What a story! Must we sell all we have and give the proceeds to the poor to earn
eternal life?
No. Scripture teaches us that it is our acceptance of God’s grace through our faith in Jesus
Christ that guarantees us eternal life. Then what could it be that Jesus was trying to teach us?
I believe Jesus is teaching that our love for possessions can get in the way of accepting God’s
grace and in trusting our entire lives to Him. In our wealth, we believe we can manage our
lives just by ourselves. After all, doesn’t our accumulation of wealth prove we have been
good at managing our lives? We believe in God, Jesus as our Savior, and the Holy Spirit, but
it seems we want to put God in a corner, handy for when we might need Him. Often, it is not
until we run into a problem we can’t manage such as family problems, medical issues, the
loss of a loved one, or a financial disaster, that we turn to God.
Jesus is telling us we are missing the message! We need God in our lives every moment of
every day, not just when we have problems.
What was once a popular question “What would Jesus do?” should really be our guidance for
the way we live our lives. When we achieve that relationship with our Lord, we will truly
realize the joy and satisfaction of life as God meant it. Something that we can never get from
accumulating worldly goods.
Father, let us not be guided by our lust for wealth, possessions and personal satisfaction, but
rather by our desire to follow Jesus, and His model of a life well lived. Thank You for Your
grace that we willingly accept through our faith in His sacrifice for us.
Alan Penick, Elder

Saturday March 3

Matthew 25:31-40 ESV

The Least of These

“When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with Him, then He will set on His
glorious throne. Before Him will be gathered all the nations, and He will separate people one
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. And He will place the sheep
on His right, but the goats on His left. Then the King will say to those on His right, ‘Come, you
are blessed by My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared from the foundation of the world.
For I was hungry and you gave Me food, I was thirsty and you gave Me drink, I was a stranger
and you welcomed Me, I was naked and you clothed Me, I was sick and you visited Me, I was
in prison and you came to Me.’ And then the righteous will answer Him saying, ‘Lord, when
did we see You hungry and feed You, or thirsty and gave You drink? And when did we see You
a stranger and welcome You, or naked and clothe You? And when did we see You sick or in
prison and visit You?’ And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to the
least of these my brothers, you did it to Me.’”
Several years ago we lived on the East Coast of Florida. I had a regular early morning
routine—travel four blocks to the local Dunkin Donuts for coffee and a copy of the local
paper. As I arrived one morning, a beat-up old car parked just across from me. I was surprised
the car was still running as one of the back windows was broken and covered with
newspaper. The back seat was filled to the roof with junk. A disheveled women got out of
the car and headed toward Dunkin Donuts. I stayed seated (not wanting to meet her inside)
and waited for her to exit. As she left, I proceeded for my coffee and paper. Several weeks
later, when I heard a teaching on Matthew 25:31-40, I was convicted that by avoiding the
women, I missed a potential encounter with Jesus. It was a memorable teaching moment.
The setting for these verses in Matthew is Jesus teaching the disciples about the reward at
the time of His return. The clear theme is that when we serve those in need, these acts of
compassion toward the needy are the same as if they had been done for Jesus Himself. His
ministry involved His service to those in need, many of whom were considered socially
unacceptable. Throughout Scripture, dealing with those in need is a repeating message:
• Deuteronomy 15:7--God encouraged the people to be generous to the poor.
• Luke 14:12-23--In the Parable of the Great Banquet, Jesus again emphasizes the radical
generosity and care that we are to show toward those who are physically, mentally and
economically deprived.
• Acts 2:44-46--Describes the unity of the early church as they came together and
voluntarily shared everything they had with those in need.
The Bible’s command is clear. As you spend time with the sick and hurting, hungry and thirsty,
those in prison and alone, or the homeless, remember that you are both representing Jesus
and serving Him.
Lord Jesus, I know I have fallen short. Lift up all those hurting and in need. Please challenge
me by presenting opportunities to serve. Help me to love others in Your name.
Board Member, Family Promise of South Sarasota County

Sunday March 4

Matthew 27:46

Zero Degrees of Separation

“About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi lama sabachthani?—
which means, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”
These words that Jesus cried out in anguish and pain as He hung on the cross were
quoted from the words of the Psalmist David as recorded in Psalm 22:1. These are the
words of a “righteous sufferer.” When David uttered them, he had experienced
unprovoked attacks from what he describes in Psalm 22 as “strong bulls” (v. 12), “roaring
lions” (v. 13), and “band(s) of evil men” (v 16). He questioned why God was silent and
prayed to have God’s presence in his life. His pain and sense of alienation from the Lord
are captured in two poignant questions: “My God, My God why have You forsaken me?
Why are You so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning?” (v. 1) His
crying out to the Lord and self-reflection leads David from great suffering to great joy
when at end of the Psalm he praises the Lord for His goodness to him and his
descendants and instructs us to “. . . proclaim His righteousness to a people yet unborn-for He has done it” (Psalm 22:30, 31).
Psalm 22 is personal for David but it also is prophetic, predicting the agony that Jesus
would suffer. As David was in anguish over separation from God, so was Jesus. From a
young age, Jesus knew His fate, as it was well foretold in the scriptures, from His birth
to His death. His prayer in the garden to “take this cup from Me” tells us that He knew
the anguish His would feel during His crucifixion when He would experience spiritual
separation from God. Jesus suffered a double death--spiritual and physical--“so we
would never have to experience eternal separation from God” (NIV Life Application
Bible, 1991, Zondervan, p.2037).
Some define sin as the momentary separation from our Lord, but because of Jesus’ death
on the cross, our unwavering belief in Jesus gives us freedom to live without fear of
eternal damnation for our sinful ways. Our sins have been forgiven because of our belief
in Jesus as our Savior and Lord. His death and resurrection allows us to live a life without
fear of rejection by our Lord or separation from Him. And so we join David in joyfully
proclaiming: “I will declare Your name to my people: in the assembly I will praise You”
(v 22).
Our most Gracious Father, we are so thankful for Your love for us as demonstrated in the
gift of Your Son who showed us the path to eternal life. His death on the cross gives us
freedom to attempt to live His way without the fear of failure. Help us follow this path
so we may encourage others and share the good news of the Gospel.
Glenn Breitzig, Missions Committee

Monday March 5

Mark 8:35-37

Surrender to Celebrate Victory

“For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for Me and
for the gospel will save it. What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet
forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?”
Jesus uses this powerful message to tell us how to live our lives. No matter how much
wealth, prestige, or reputation we gain, it has no significance if we lose our lives and our
souls. The first question in the Heidelberg Catechism teaches that our only comfort in
life and in death is that we belong not to ourselves but to our faithful Savior Jesus Christ.
Sadly, our culture encourages us instead to find purpose in devotion to ourselves.
Advertisements convince us that we need the latest products to keep up with the status
quo. Scores of books describe how to claim our lives and create our own happiness and
destiny. However, the truth is found in the Bible. Jesus says that if you gain the whole
world it will never be enough to satisfy.
I was blessed to be a member of our Guatemala Mission Team, whose hope was to share
the love of Jesus by installing energy efficient word-burning stoves for Mayan families.
How stunning it was to see these remarkable people living in tiny homes with dirt floors,
no electricity or indoor plumbing, and little or no furniture. Theirs was not an
individualistic culture. Their immeasurable wealth was found not in their possessions,
but in the way they lived their lives. They were loving, kind, content, and generous. They
didn’t buy into the myth that joy is found in self-enrichment. The joy in their lives was
defined by what they could give away.
When our wishes become the center of our world, we lose everything worth enjoying.
This is true in every aspect of our lives. Relationships that are based on what we can
receive rather than what we contribute fail miserably. Prize your possessions and
wealth, and eventually they own you. Insist on always being right and you end up alone.
Jesus modeled how to live. He lived as a humble servant, and gave His life for us. May
we give joyously! May we hold nothing back! Whatever we do not give away will never
be ours anyway. Live all of life all for Christ. Jesus promises that if we lose our lives for
Him, we will save our souls.
Lord, help us to surrender our desires and live a life of love. May our final victory be that
we have used all our gifts to glorify You.
Marika Fries, Nominating Committee

Tuesday March 6

John 14:6

Only Through Jesus

“I am the way, and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through
Me.”
As a cellist, I have participated in religious services for many years. As I heard messages
from different faiths, I realized that many people desire a relationship with God, but
they often think the way to Him is to do more good works and less selfish or evil deeds.
They may have an understanding of the holiness of God, and recognize they fall far short
of God’s goodness, but they do not have the assurance that there is a way to God.
From the Old Testament, we learn that God reached out to mankind. God designed the
tabernacle of the Israelites to include the separated Holy of Holies, His dwelling place,
which could only be entered once a year by the High Priest offering the blood sacrifice
of a perfect lamb for the sins of the people. In the New Testament, Jesus, the sinless Son
of God, gave Himself to be crucified, dying once for all, for all time, that God might
redeem all people to Himself. “By one sacrifice He has made perfect forever those who
are being made Holy” (Hebrews 10:14).
Those hoping to tip the scales of good works in their favor, to earn their way to heaven,
may hope their prayers are heard, that their good deeds are enough, but they do not
have the assurance of God’s favor and life eternal in heaven. Many religions have
degrees of truth, but they miss out on God’s gift of redemption. Only in Jesus do we find
the Truth, the Way, and the Life.
“Though we were dead in our sins, God, who is rich in mercy, because of the great love
He had for us, gave us life together with Christ—it is, remember, by grace and not by
achievement that you are saved—and has lifted us right out of the old life to take our
place with Him in Christ in the Heavens . . . It was nothing you could or did achieve—it
was God’s gift to you. No one can pride himself upon earning the love of God” (Ephesians
2:8-10, Phillips).
While God’s gift of redemption first came through the Jews, in Jesus we have become
God’s sons and daughters by adoption. In Jesus we live in fullness of life, now and
forever. In Jesus our eyes are opened. “I was blind but now I see” (John 9:25, NIV). Our
songs and hymns reflect the love, joy, and peace that Christians have as a result of their
relationship with Jesus. His Spirit works in true believer’s hearts and souls to reflect His
light and nature in us.
Thank You God for Your Son Jesus. And thank You for the blessed assurance of spending
eternity with You. May our lives be a light in the darkness of this world and may we
share Your Gospel to those who don’t know You.
Julie Faith Cornwall, Member

Wednesday March 7

John 15:5

Essential Vine Connection

“I am the Vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit;
apart from Me you can do nothing.”
How often does someone sit alone weeping in a service and we don’t even notice? How often does
a prayer go unanswered because we were not sensitive to a “Holy nudge”? How often does a
lonely, sad soul leave the church on a Sunday morning because we don’t want to move out of our
comfort zone? How often does someone walk a painful journey alone because we don’t have time
to listen?
In John 15:1-8 we read that Jesus is the Vine to which we are to be connected. In the vineyard, it
is so essential for the fruit bearing branches to have a strong connection to the vine. It is the vine
that “passes [the sap] to the needy branches. It is the vine that enables them to hold on, in order
that they might get more nourishment and grow and flourish. Apart from the vine, the branches
are mere withering sticks” (Rev. Shaun Seaman, Trinity Presbyterian Church; Carp, ON; May 3,
2015). That would be us, “mere withering sticks” without Jesus, without the Holy Spirit.
We read that no branch can bear fruit by itself (v. 4-6). We must keep our eyes on Jesus and stay
connected to Him, or we will sink like Peter did when his focus changed from Jesus to the storm
around him (Matthew 14:22-33). “Apart from Me you can do nothing” (v. 4-5). This takes the
pressure off. We are not in this alone. Impulsive behavior without God’s leading can be disastrous.
Our responsibility is to stay connected to the Vine and He will produce His fruit in us.
One wintry night years ago I was loading the washing machine when a strong impression came
over me that I must call my mother immediately. It was so strong that I ran to the phone and
called. It was obvious my mother was in deep trouble. She struggled to talk and was gasping for
air. She insisted she just had the flu. She’d be better soon. I was three hours away so I phoned my
brother. Upon arriving he called an ambulance. After x-rays the doctor said my mother would have
died that night if she had not gotten help. Her lungs were almost totally full of fluid. I was so
thankful that I was, on that particular evening, connected to the Vine.
So how can we stay connected?
By reading scripture in marinade method, soaking in it, reading it over and over, and applying it to
our lives. By memorizing scripture. By having quiet contemplative times before God. By listening
to sermons. By joining Bible studies and having discussions with other Christians. By listening to
Christian music. By taking a servant attitude.
We so desperately need to be sensitive to the “Holy nudges” that come and have the courage to
act on them. This will happen only if we keep our focus on Jesus; if we stay deeply connected to
the Vine.
Lord Jesus, we want “to remain in You and have You remain in us” so that we might bear much
fruit for You in our time on this earth.
Lois Armstrong, Stephen Ministry Leader

Thursday March 8

Romans 3:22-24

A Gift Beyond Understanding

“This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe . . . for all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by His grace through
the redemption that came by Jesus Christ.”
Paul’s letter to the Romans was written on his third missionary journey as he was preparing
for a visit to Rome. The letter serves to introduce Paul to the Roman church, and provides
Christians with all they need to know about God’s great plan for redemption. In it, Paul
summarizes what he has been preaching: sin, Christ, and the way of salvation. As we read
the book of Romans, we can better know how much God loves each of us by sending His Son
Jesus.
The Bible teaches that Christ’s death made us all right with God, a fresh start. He died that
we might be forgiven of our sins. Theologians have many sophisticated words and complex
theses to describe how this works. Most of us as believers in Christ don’t totally understand
the theology of redemption and justification. But what Christians agree on is this: through
God’s grace we are forgiven.
A helpful analogy is to compare the miracle of the Cross to the nourishment of our bodies.
For ages we have known that when we are tired and hungry, a meal nourishes us and makes
us feel much better, but we don’t understand why. Knowing the scientific explanations about
how a good meal makes us feel better is not important; the result is all we need. The same is
true of Christ’s death on the cross.
Christians don’t need to totally understand the complex theological explanations about
Christ’s death on the cross. But we can all agree that the death of Christ is that point in history
when something absolutely unimaginable shows through into our world. This event is
incredible; the thing from beyond nature that strikes down into our world like lightning. Even
if we don’t totally understand it, we can freely accept what Christ did for us on the cross.
A person can eat a meal without understanding how food nourishes the body. Similarly, a
Christian can accept God’s gift of salvation without knowing how it works.
The noted theologian Karl Barth, after years of teaching and writing about theology, was
asked to summarize in one sentence his theological study. He replied: “Jesus loves me, this I
know, for the Bible tells me so.” We may not have a deep knowledge of theology, but we
know that Jesus loves us and we can accept His incomparable gift of redemption and
salvation.
Lord, often I stand amazed when I reflect on Your redemptive work on the cross. You died for
my sins so I can be made righteous through faith in You. Thank you for this matchless gift.
James Garard, Elder

Friday March 9

Romans 6:23 ESV

The Free Gift of God

“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
When we are new to the faith, it can be tricky to truly understand what the Gospel is trying
to tell us. Growing up in the church, I know for certain that it was difficult for me to grasp this
concept of salvation. In fact, I didn’t truly understand until the Navigators, an on-campus
ministry at Florida State University, helped me to comprehend this free gift of God.
I had always thought that salvation was another thing I had to earn, much like most
everything else in life. When I started to get deep into my faith journey as a student at FSU,
I still carried with me the idea that salvation was earned through keeping all the rules and
laws of the Bible. The Navigators staff member who “discipled” me helped me to grasp the
concept of salvation by directing me to the Romans 6:23. In twenty-one words, the message
of the gospel is summarized in what I believe to be an essential verse for all believers. The
verse provides all the tools we need to affirm our own salvation and to share the Good News
with friends and family members who aren’t followers of Christ. It’s straightforward and to
the point, answering all the extremely important questions that we ask about God’s Word:
Where does our sin lead us? How can we escape our sin? What is the grace of God?
This verse from the pen of Paul describes the damaging effects of sin in one bold statement.
Paul is telling us that if we continue to sin without repenting of our sins and receiving Christ
as Savior, we will not only physically die but we will be separated from God. The gift Paul
describes cannot be bought or earned; it is free. It is there for us to reach out and take by
inviting Christ into our hearts and letting the Holy Spirit transform us.
This free gift is the Good News that should be shared with everyone we know. The Great
Commandment compels us to go and make disciples of all nations! It only takes a few seconds
to say twenty-one words to someone, and those few seconds are all the time that God needs
to change someone’s life forever.
God, I pray that these words--Your words--can help others to understand the true message of
Your Gospel. I pray that these twenty-one words will continue to impact the lives of others
and that through us, we can continue to make disciples of all nations. God, I thank You for
this free gift which enables us to come and live with You in our true home. I pray for those
reading this verse, that it impacts them as it impacted me. God, You are so great and I’m
thankful to have You in my life. All honor and glory is Yours.
Will Harwell, Member and Student at FSU

Saturday March 10

Romans 8:38-39 RSV

Branching Out

“For I am sure that neither death, nor life, nor angles, nor principalities, nor things present,
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will
be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
In this letter to the church at Rome, Paul powerfully shares the truth of the Gospel and the
power of Christ to save us from the law of sin and death (Romans 8:2b) if we freely accept
His gift of love, grace and forgiveness. As we accept Christ’s love for us, we are able to live a
life controlled by the Spirit (Romans 8:9-11) and one free from condemnation for our sins.
(Romans 8:1,34)
Paul reflects on his own faith and the persecution and hardship he experienced and offers a
word of encouragement to all believers: “We are more than conquerors because of Christ’s
sacrifice and love” (Romans 8:37b). Whether we face “trouble or hardship, persecution or
famine, or nakedness or danger or storm (Romans 8:35b), we cannot be separated from
Christ’s love. He is always for us and therefore “who can be against us” (Romans 8:31b).
Christ’s love is so expansive that nothing that we do or nothing that the world throws at us
can separate us from Christ’s love.
In June, Cindy and I had the privilege and pleasure of attending our fifth “Grands Camp” at
Presbyterian Clearwater Forest in northern Minnesota. The three-day camp provides time
for grandparents to enjoy their grandchildren in a beautiful north woods setting through
worshiping, dining and playing together.
Each summer features a Bible verse and theme which serve as the focus for our time
together. The theme for this past summer was “Branching Out” and the theme verse was
Romans 8:38-39.
The theme and verse were particularly meaningful in light of the evil and hardship we face in
our present day. In these times of crumbling family relationships, intolerance of differences,
and distain for the natural environment and God’s creation, all generations have the
opportunity to branch out, become better people and live life in the knowledge that Christ
loves us and will never leave us, no matter what. Paul reminds us that nothing--past, present
or future--can separate us from God’s love. Our response to Christ’s love is to trust in the
Lord, listen to His word, and walk in the Spirit. “Whom then shall we fear?” (Psalm 27)
Dear Lord, in these times of uncertainty, bring us back to Your word to remind us that nothing
can separate us from Your love, no matter what. May Your love grow in our hearts on a daily
basis and may we trust in You and walk in Your Spirit.
Tom and Cindy Clark, Friends of VPC

Sunday March 11

Romans 12:6-8 NLT

Made by Design

“In His grace, God has given us different gifts for doing certain things well. So, if God has
given you the ability to prophesy, speak out with as much faith as God has given you. If your
gift is serving others, serve them well. If you are a teacher, teach well. If your gift is to
encourage others, be encouraging. If it is giving, give generously. If God has given you
leadership ability, take the responsibility seriously. And if you have a gift for showing
kindness to others, do it gladly.”
As parents of 5 children, my husband and I have had our times of frustration. From
conception on, you think you have it all planned out for them. The academics, the sports, the
talents, the spiritual walk, the dreams of yours that seem to pour over onto your children
before they even take a first breath. It’s hard not to – for months you have waited and
planned for this moment. Months turn into years and with a “blink of an eye” they are driving
off to college.
As your children grow into young adults, they begin to carve their own path. Parents can put
them in dance classes, teach them an instrument, help them throw a ball, and encourage
them in life’s journey, but as the children mature, their God-given gifts and desires become
more evident. Even then, we often attempt to draw them toward the dreams and visions we
once had for them.
This is what the Lord must think of His children on earth. The first three words of the passage,
“In His grace” remind us we are all part of Christ’s body. Grace is the free and unmerited favor
of God. He has given us gifts and we are not the central figure, He is. It is not about our
preferences, but His truth. It is not about our needs, but His will. To be effective, we have to
work the way we have been designed to work.
Paul reminds us we all have our own role to play in this life and it is our duty as Christians to
use our giftedness for God’s purpose. Don’t feel inferior because you aren’t the best public
speaker, or can’t carry a tune, or can’t catch a football. God never intended for everyone to
have the same giftedness. You are made “by design.” Different does not mean better than or
worse than . . . it is simply different. Are you playing the role God called you to play? How
are you enriching the body of Christ?
Lord, thank You for being our conductor and for orchestrating this beautiful life on earth. And
thank You for the unique gifts and abilities You have gracefully given each of us. Please work
within us so that our faith will grow and may that faith guide us as we use our gifts for Your
honor and glory. Give us the courage to show others the talents we see in them and the
strength to use our gifts to serve others in the community. Please give us favor in our words
and strength in our actions, so that we will please You and glorify Your name.
Paige Pierce

Monday March 12

1 Corinthians 11:26 NRSV

Journey Toward Jerusalem

“For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until
He comes.” (1 Corinthians 11:26 NRSV)
I’ve always thought that this statement is especially true during the season of Lent,
when the season of the Christian year, as well as the sacrament, proclaim the Lord’s
death. During this season of Lent, the church considers the life of Jesus in a special way
. . . His temptations, His teachings, His conversation with His followers, and especially,
what we know about His death and resurrection.
As we continue on our way toward Jerusalem during this Lenten season, why do we
proclaim the Lord’s death? Because through the Lord’s death we are able to be made
whole. The death of Christ reveals the depths of sin. The crucifixion of our Lord was
terrible, cruel, and showed humanity at its worst.
It would be a relief if we could say that our Lord’s death was totally a past event in
history. If so, we could blame those who had taken part and maybe say how it would
have been different if we had been there. You know and I know that’s not the case.
Were you there when they crucified my Lord? . . . yes, and we don’t just blame others.
We are sinners . . . guilty people . . . guilty of separating ourselves from God. As bad as
that sounds, it’s necessary for us to understand this truth before the Good News of the
Gospel makes any sense. We all need the forgiving love of God. As the cross of Christ
shows us the worst side of humanity, it also shows us the depths of God’s love.
We stand at the foot of the cross of Christ and say: “God so loved the world that He gave
His only Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life”
(John 3:16 NRSV). The eternal God asks us to accept a love from Him that is way beyond
our ability to understand. If God’s love for us were not a suffering love, would it have
any power to free us to newness of life? No! Christ bears the cost of sin on a cross, my
sin and yours. That’s a love that will not let us go, a love that seeks us wherever we go,
a love that bears all things.
Lord Jesus Christ, we are hungry for a faith that supports us in the days of life and in the
promises of life everlasting. Thanks be to You, O God, for the privilege of worship.
Burke Johnson, Assistant Pastor

Tuesday March 13

2 Corinthians 2:14-17

The Aroma of Christ

“But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and
through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of Him. For we are to
God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing.
To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life. And who is equal
to such a task? Unlike so many we do not peddle the Word of God for profit. On the
contrary, in Christ we speak before God with sincerity, like men sent from God.”
Some of my favorite fragrances are bread baking, my morning coffee, and essential oils
diffusing in my home; but how do I become “the aroma of Christ to God” so that those
with whom I come in contact can smell that sweet fragrance?
When we are doing what we are supposed to be doing as Christians—living as Scripture
teaches—our behavior produces a pleasing aroma. For those who reject God, the aroma
of the Gospel is a stench. Paul tells us “in Christ we speak as persons of sincerity, as
persons sent from God and standing in His presence” (v. 17 NRSV). Paul sees the life of
faith as one of progress or growth, but he also admits that even his life was not always
one of improvement and success.
We have an ongoing challenge to develop what might be our “signature scent” by
spending time in the Word, by spending time in prayer and repentance, and by
witnessing--spreading the fragrance of the knowledge of Christ. Through our lives God
produces a sweet aroma, the aroma of Christ. Where Christians live out the life of Christ,
a sweet aroma ascends God-ward.
In his book Meditation, author Jim Downing suggests that in our time alone with God
we should identify the most refreshing part about that time and recall it throughout our
day. “It will serve as a reminder of our time with God. As the person who has been to
the flower garden shows evidence that he has been there by the flower he has picked
and taken with him, so our time in communication with the living God should remain
fragrant to us and to all those whom we meet throughout the day” (2011, p. 84).
Holy God, thank You that when I call upon Your name, You are always there. Lord, please
shape my thoughts and actions so others will sense that I have been with You. May Your
exquisite fragrance, this signature scent, impact every person I meet so they will know
the peace of being the aroma of Christ to God.
Eleanor Johnson, Member

Wednesday March 14

2 Corinthians 5:17

All Things are New

"Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has
come!"
When I think of living as a new creation, the name that comes immediately to mind is
the Apostle Paul. A devout Jew, Paul, who was known as Saul at the time, hated
Christians. He was present at the stoning death of Stephen (Acts 7:58). After Stephen's
death, Saul sought to persecute and destroy the early Christian church (Acts 8:3).
On his way to Damascus, looking for Christians to arrest, Saul was stopped by a brilliant
light and a voice from heaven. "Saul, Saul why do you persecute me?" (Acts 9:4) Blinded
from the light, Saul was led to Damascus where he remained for three days, taking no
food or water. The Lord spoke to a believer named Ananias, directing him to where Saul
was staying. Ananias did as the Lord commanded, laying hands on the repentant man.
Saul’s sight was restored and he was baptized. Instead of persecuting Christians, this
new believer became a new creation. Now called Paul, the Lord made him His chosen
instrument to take the message of reconciliation to all people, including Gentiles. Paul
traveled to cities near and far proclaiming Jesus as the Son of God. He had many
difficulties during his missionary journeys, including beatings, shipwreck and prison. Yet
the Holy Spirit was with him and many became Christians through his ministry. (Acts
9:1-31)
Paul knew what it meant to be a new creation. “All this is from God, who reconciled us
to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation . . . We are therefore
Christ’s ambassadors” (2 Corinthians 5:18-20).
We were recently in the smoky mountains, having a picnic by a stream. A young couple
wearing white was led into the stream by a minister, where they were baptized. As they
came out of the water, their faces shone with the joy of Christ. They were truly new
creations! That couple, like Paul, will face challenges during the years ahead. But with
the help of the Holy Spirit, they will remain new creations.
As I continue on my Christian walk, God puts scenes before me like that of the young
couple as a reminder that I, too, am a new creation.
Lord, help us look for Your new creation in our daily walks. May our lives reflect You as
we interact with others. As we seek to walk with You each day, may we make You known
to a world that desperately needs You.
Paula Carlsen, Stephen Minister

Thursday March 15

2 Corinthians 9:12 ESV

God’s Indescribable Gift

“For the ministry of this service is not only supplying the needs of the saints but is also
overflowing in many thanksgivings to God.”
Paul, as recorded in 2 Corinthians 9:12-15, is thanking the church at Corinth for their
generosity which he says will impact the church-at-large, resulting in prayer, praise, and
thanks to God. He saw a vital connection between God’s grace and our giving. Just as God
has been gracious toward us, we should be gracious toward others, sharing the spiritual and
physical blessings God has given us. Although good works can never pay for God’s grace, they
are an expected result of God’s grace working in our lives. Paul teaches three lessons
regarding grace-filled giving.
First, Paul teaches us that by being generous, we affirm our profession of the Gospel. The
Corinthian Christians were motivated to help God’s people. They were intent on “supplying
the needs of God’s people” (v. 12). This should be the concern of every one of us who are the
children of God.
Second, Paul reminded the Corinthian Christians that the world-wide church praises God
when they see grace-inspired-giving evident in fellow believers. Paul writes that because of
their obedient service to the Lord and generous giving, “men will praise God . . . for your
generosity in sharing with them and with everyone else” (v. 13b). We need to be reminded
that our giving brings praise to our Lord and encourages others.
Third, Paul affirms that our expressions of kindness, sacrifice, energy, and love are a direct
result of God’s sovereign grace in our lives. All that we are and all that we ever will be is
because of the surpassing grace of God. It was this grace that chose us in Christ before the
foundation of the world, brought us into contact with the Gospel, and gave us a birth from
above. This grace illuminated our understanding of the Christian message and made us sons
and daughters of God. And, this grace strengthens us to keep obeying God and walking with
confidence. It is a saving, transforming, keeping, and glorifying grace and it will ultimately
carry us to heaven.
Gratitude is the main motive in the Christian life and our main motive for giving. Our lives
have been saved by the powerful rescue work of Jesus Christ. We could have been wrecked.
Instead we have been accepted and loved. We should join with Paul and say, “Thanks be to
God for His indescribable gift!” (v. 15)
Thank You, generous Father, for giving Your many lavish gifts to me. Open my eyes to see
how I can pass on those blessings to those around me who need them. As I share the blessings
You have so richly given me, may others give thanks for the indescribable gift of Your loving
grace.
Allen Speer, CEO, Agape Flights

Friday March 16

Galatians 6:2

On My Knees Praying for a Stranger

“Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”
The worship service in Southern California is about to begin. She sits down at the end of the pew.
I have never seen her before, mid-20’s, well dressed, attractive. As soon as she sits I feel compelled
to pray for her. I have no specifics for prayer, but even though there are no visible signs, I feel she
is in distress. Fifteen minutes later, she suddenly leaves, but not before quietly asking if I would
put her envelope (it has a number, but no name) in the offering plate. I quickly agree but feel
driven to pray harder.
The service ends, but my compulsion to pray remains and grows. I pray on and off until
midafternoon and then I’m driven to do something crazy--to write a letter to the address given to
me by the church office. I tell her--I now know that her name is Diane--that I have been praying
intensely for her even though I did not know why.
Only after I mailed the letter am I able to let it go, and then I virtually forget it. That is, I forget it
until two days later when I receive a phone call from Diane’s mother and hear these word: “When
we read your letter we finally understood how Diane had been saved.” She went on to explain
that Diane had exited the church, gone to her apartment, and written a note, placing it on top of
some clothes which read, “To be worn at my funeral.” She then sat down and consumed a high
dose of drugs. Her mother later found her, near death but still alive. Following medical treatment,
Diane survived and 18 months later was married.
This incident reminds me to pray for those in the pews around me each Sunday morning; to pray
for the clerk handling my transaction at Home Depot; the transient on the sidewalk outside; and
even the person who cut me off in traffic. All need God’s love and our prayers.
Paul, in his letter to the Galatians, reminds us to be “burden-bearers,” to care about the hardships
of others by encouraging them, helping them, and praying for them (v. 2). He writes that by caring
for others, we fulfil the “law [and teaching] of Christ.” And what has Christ taught us? It is this:
“Love the Lord your God with all of your heart and with all of your soul and with all of your mind
. . . . And love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39). If we love God and are committed
to follow Him, He will direct us to those who are in need and distress so that we can be
“burdenbearers,”sharing the love that Christ has freely bestowed on us.
Jesus teaches us that love is the distinguishing characteristic of those who follow Him. (John 13:35)
May we love others as Christ has loved us. And may we look for opportunities to “bear one
another’s burdens” (v. 2 ESV). By so doing, we will fulfill Christ’s law of love.
Our Father, as Christ has demonstrated, teach us to love others unconditionally. Teach us to
embrace others with arms full of love and care. And teach us to be sensitive to the needs around
us and to encourage, support and pray for our neighbors. Thank You that You stand beside us this
day in all that we face and You uphold us with Your mighty right arm.
Dick Armstrong, Elder and Chair of the Board of Trustees

Saturday March 17

Ephesians 2:19-22

We Are Members of the Household of God

“Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people
and members of God’s household, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets
with Christ Jesus Himself as the chief cornerstone. In Him the whole building is joined together
and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in Him you too are being built together to
become a dwelling in which God lives by His Spirit.”
I harken back to my household when I was growing up. My Dad traveled most weeks but he
and Mom formed a parental unit for us. They agreed upon the rules of behavior, set goals for
us and outlined the discipline we could expect if we misbehaved. Mom was home most of
the time. She would explain why we had to behave in a certain way; she encouraged us,
listened to us, and reminded us whenever we needed it.
One could visualize God’s household in much the same way. God the Father sets the rules for
behavior and performance. He provides all that we need.
Jesus is fully man and fully God. He has been in our shoes Himself. He acts as an example for
us as an older brother might. We trust Him to show us the path that He knows so well. He is
our Coach, our Leader, and our Savior who died so that we could have eternal life in Him.
The Holy Spirit is the Person of the Trinity who worked in our hearts to lead us to accept
Christ as our Savoir. He is our teacher of truth, our advocate before the Father and the One
who intercedes for us as we pray.
Paul writes in Ephesians 3:19-22 that we who believe in Christ’s reconciling work on the cross
are all “members of God’s family” (v. 19b NLT). He reminds us that as Gentiles, we were once
“excluded from citizenship among the people of Israel” (Ephesians 2:12, ELT) and considered
foreigners and aliens in God’s Kingdom. But now, because of Christ, we are fellow citizens
along with the Prophets and Apostles: those who have gone on before, have testified to
Jesus’s Messianic work, and have set for us a model for living.
God’s household, in which we are now members, is built on a sure foundation with Christ as
the chief cornerstone. In ancient and modern construction practices, “the cornerstone is the
first stone set” and is “important since all other stones are set in reference to it . . . The
cornerstone determines the position of the entire structure” (Wikipedia). Paul is assuring us
that we are building our individual and corporate lives in Christ on a foundation which is fully
aligned to our chief cornerstone, Jesus Christ. We rejoice because we are members of God’s
household through Christ’s redeeming work on the cross. Thanks be to God for His abundant
grace and mercy.
God our Father, we are in awe of Your marvelous works. We are thankful for all of Your gifts
to us, but we are most grateful for the privilege of being members of Your household, invited
by Jesus Himself.
Tom and Bonnie Parlette, Family Ministry Leaders

Sunday March 18

Ephesians 6:4

Magnificent Opportunities

“Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and
instruction of the Lord.”
Building Godly homes in a world struggling with poverty, addiction, stress, injustice and
competition often leads to complacency. Women’s liberation might have just liberated
everyone, including the husbands. Too many families are without a father. Training in
the instruction of the Lord in the home has been neglected, and more and more children
are leaving the faith, in part, because of family priorities. There is a battle going on. How
do we bring up compassionate children in a world of bullying and lack of discipline?
We have great opportunities for teaching moments, but they are frequently ignored. As
a young mother with no parenting skills I often said to my children “Just wait until your
father gets home.” In today’s world we find different kinds of parenting. We find single
moms, single dads, grandparents, foster parents, and same sex parents, all raising
children. No matter the home, parental care, training, and discipline can be a mark of
love. The home is one of the best, yet toughest, places to make disciples. Using nurturing
words and Jesus’s teachings, we have the potential to develop a stronger next
generation.
Today we are called more than ever to be the example of Christ to the children around
us. Remember the old saying, “It takes a village”. There are many ways to “Let the
children come to Me” (Matthew 19:14 NLT). Everyone has opportunities to teach,
nurture, show compassion, and love to a child who may never experience a kind word.
Pray and ponder these questions.
1. How can I keep from responding in anger and nurture a child?
2. How can I avoid stress and help develop a child’s potential?
3. How can I avoid using hurtful words and instead build a child’s self-esteem?
My prayer is that we not neglect this magnificent opportunity to make a difference.
Dear Lord, show me Your way to love families who are struggling. Put on my heart the
words that might nurture instead of question. Help me to guard my opinions and listen
to the hurts of a parent. Protect the children who are lost and forgotten.
Sheryl Morford, Elder

Monday March 19

Philippians 2:5-7

The Humility and Majesty of Christ

“Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus; Who being in the very nature of
God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made Himself nothing,
taking the very nature of a servant in human likeness.”
In Philippians 2:1-5, the Apostle Paul encourages believers to live in humility and discipline
(v. 1-5) because we have experienced Christ’s love and encouragement, have enjoyed
fellowship among believers, and have received tenderness and compassion from caring
Christians. He describes in verses 6-11 Christ’s divine nature, humility, servanthood, and
majesty as the example that we should follow.
Every believer has received encouragement and comfort from Christ. We’ve all experienced
Christ’s love. We enjoy fellowship together in the Spirit. We ought to have hearts that are
tender and compassionate. These experiences result in common characteristics of Christfollowers: like-mindedness, love, unity in the spirit, humility, and consideration for others.
All these common experiences and characteristics help to unify a body of believers and
prevent divisions which so easily develop in the church.
Paul instructs that if we are to live as believers in unity of spirit, purpose, and love, we need
to have the same mindset as Jesus, our perfect example. And what was Christ’s mindset? It
is this: that although Christ is God, with all His divine characteristics, from eternity past to
eternity future, He didn’t demand or cling to His rights as God but instead voluntarily set
them aside and allowed Himself to be limited to time, space, and human physical limitations.
He didn’t come as a prince in a palace, but as a slave. He humbled and emptied Himself to
accept the task for which He came—to live a perfect, sinless life, and to die for sinful
humanity in order that we might have eternal life. We can’t even imagine the magnitude of
this; how exalted Jesus was and how low He humbled Himself. Noted Bible teacher, J. Vernon
McGee, wrote: “The billions of light years across known space are nothing compared to the
distance He came!” What amazing grace!
Because Christ willingly set aside His glory to totally obey the Father’s will, and because Jesus
did not cling to His equality with God but willingly obeyed God’s plan, He is exalted and God
gave Him “the name that is above every name” (Philippians 2:9b). At the name of Jesus, now
and ultimately when he returns, “. . . every knee should bow . . . and every tongue confess
[recognize] that Jesus Christ is Lord!” (Philippians 2:10-11)
Lord Jesus, You are Lord of Lords and King of Kings! Yet You gave up Your majesty to be our
perfect, sinless example, and to die for us. I praise You and thank You for salvation, the
abundant life in You, and the promise of Heaven. Please help me to be more like You and to
show Your love to others. Hallelujah, what a Savior!
Cindy Gossman, Chancel Choir

Tuesday March 20

Philippians 4:6

Learning to Pray

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with
thanksgiving, present your requests to God.”
Comedian Steve Allen told the story of how he and his wife were somewhat concerned that
their two-year-old son had not yet begun to talk. As it happened, Mr. Allen said, he was
getting his son dressed for church on Easter morning. Having finished tying his son’s shoe, he
looked at the young man and said “There son, how’s that?” The boy looked at his father and
said, “It’s too tight.” Steve Allen was dumb-founded and said, “Son you haven’t spoken in all
this time, why today?” The boy calmly said, “Up until now everything’s been OK.”
While this story is meant to be humorous, it struck me that this is how many people approach
prayer, often reserving a posture of prayer for the “big moments” of crises or trials in life.
Though we do not say it, we act as though there are a limited number of times we can come
before the Lord in prayer. Or for some perhaps it is a struggle to pray. From the logistics of
“when” to pray in a busy schedule to the “how” to pray when we can find the time, prayer
can be hard. Sometimes I wonder if we make it harder than it has to be.
So often we approach prayer like it is a test of our devotion or knowledge. We have to make
sure that God sees our sincerity and hears how theologically precise and correct our prayers
are. Sometimes it may even become so much like a formula that helpful order turns into
almost rote obedience; simply check off a box on the daily to do list.
Maybe this isn’t true Christian prayer. Shouldn’t we be learning the relational language of
heaven and letting it become the language of our hearts? The beauty of Christian prayer is
that we never have to have it all together to speak with God. Prayer isn’t the exclusive
privilege of the strong. Often it is the desperate cry of the weak. And in our weakness, we
are neither shamed nor rejected. Instead, as Paul reminds us in Romans 8:26-27, the Spirit
helps us in our weakness.
The Holy Spirit lifts us up when we are weak and helps us pray when we don’t know how.
God’s love is so deep that He wants a relationship with us and sustains us even when we are
too weak to respond. He knows the deepest desires of our hearts, and from Him nothing is
hidden. Yet this knowledge is never used against us or to shame and condemn us. Instead it
is one of the ways He continues to draw us into a closer relationship.
The writer and theologian Richard Foster says, “In prayer, real prayer, we begin to think God’s
thoughts after Him: desire the things He desires, to love the things He loves, to will the things
He wills.” Even in our weakness, may this be true of us today: that we learn to love as God
loves and live faithfully in His presence!
Father, thank You that You love us even in our weakness. Teach us to pray and live in the
rhythms of Your grace.
Tom Hoffman, Elder

Wednesday March 21

Philippians 4:6-7

Don’t Worry

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all
understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”
Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi was written from Rome or Ephesus where he was
imprisoned because of the Gospel. Paul describes himself as “in chains for Christ”
(Philippians 1:13). In spite of his imprisonment, the letter is filled with encouragement
for the Philippian Christians as he shares his joy in the Lord. It is remarkable that in this
setting, one which would be discouraging to most of us, he teaches us to not worry but
to pray in all situations. And in our prayers, he says to pray with a heart filled with
thanksgiving to our Lord for what He has done for us. As we pray with thanksgiving, Paul
assures us that we will experience an unusual sense of God’s peace because we know
He will guard our emotions and thought life against fret and anxiety.
We have a 14-year-old dog that is usually very calm. She sleeps quite a lot except during
turbulent weather. When it is lightening, she seeks closeness with my husband or me,
to hold her or wrap a blanket around her so she knows she is safe. As we speak quietly
to her, her demeanor changes and she is peaceful, even though the weather outside is
thundering and lightening.
When we are anxious, what is it we seek? To have God wrap His arms around us? Talk
to us? God encourages us not to be anxious but speak to Him through petition and
prayer with thanksgiving. How much more peaceful would our lives be if we trusted
God, remembering that the “peace of God transcends all understanding and guards our
hearts and minds?”
Jesus, help us to daily live our lives free from worry because of Your work on the cross.
May we always remember to bring our burdens to You through prayer. We thank You
for the peace that You provide through Your Holy Spirit.
Cris Anderson, Elder and Office Team Lead

Thursday March 22

Philippians 4:8 ESV

Focusing our Minds

“Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure,
whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything
worthy of praise, think about these things.”
I am from Indiana and after moving to Florida, one of the first things I have noticed in the
early mornings is the tree frogs stuck all over my house. I rarely find them during the day but
at night they are literally everywhere. While I was drinking my coffee and watching them one
morning around 5:30 am, God tied two concepts together for me in a meaningful way. Those
frogs live the high life by staying close to my porch light during the night, crawling all over
each other just to get a little closer. They get big and fat off of all the bugs and, by staying
put, they are protected. It is no accident though. Instinct and thinking about nothing else
keeps them there. We are called by Christ to do the same thing, but sometimes we let our
environment distract us and we tend to wander off. The next thing we know we are in the
dark, starving for Christ, and in danger. We wonder, “How in the world did we end up here?
Where’d the light go?” The light didn’t move. We changed our focus. Paul reminds us in
Philippians 4:8 that as we live the Christian life, we need to maintain our focus on Him by
controlling our thought life; by focusing on the light that God’s Word provides.
If you spend 10 minutes in almost any church, you have passed by an inscription of the
Philippians 4:8 passage. This verse is familiar to all of us but it impacted me in a new way as
I reflected on Paul’s admonition. It is kind of tricky advice from Paul because it sounds like he
is saying: “Just keep your mind on the good things” or “Just think happy thoughts.” But when
we truly start to measure our thinking and pour out our “cesspool-of-a-heart” using Paul’s
teaching as filters, the only thing remaining is Jesus. Paul is handing us the tools we
desperately need to corral our thoughts and stay focused on the light. Without exception, if
you truly etch into your heart the words “True, Honorable, Just, Pure, Lovely, Commendable,
Excellent, and Worthy of Praise,” nothing we think or say can have even one of these qualities
without some Jesus in the mix.
The singer-songwriter John Mayer in the album titled “Where the Light Is” includes this lyric:
“Keep me where the light is.” These simple words make a great prayer because we definitely
cannot do it on our own and we know it!
The Holy Spirit acts as our instinct so we know where to go, but it takes intentional focused
effort to discipline our minds to think about things that are excellent and praiseworthy. To
have focused minds and stay in the light, we need to be in the Word on a regular basis. I pray
you’ll be encouraged to stay “where the light is” as you go forward in your own walk with
Christ.
Lord, control our minds and our hearts so that we can focus on You and the light that Your
Word provides. May we lift our minds from all thoughts that are harmful, evil, and unjust and
may we fill our hearts with all that is true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, excellent, and
praiseworthy.
Conrad Knepp, Director, Youth and A/V Ministry

Friday March 23

Philippians 4:8-9

Excellent and Praiseworthy Thinking

“Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy
– think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or
seen in me – put into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.”
I was working on a manuscript for a novel and had come to the point where my
protagonist needed to be introduced to God. The scene was set back in the mid-1960’s
and my character was a TV correspondent, notorious numbers of whom are not men or
women of religious dedication. My hero surely wasn’t. But he was about to begin a
transformation.
It started, I decided, when a fetching first date brought him the peculiar house-warming
gift of a brand-new Bible, a translation just published. New American Standard it was
called, only the New Testament, Psalms and Proverbs yet available. His date thought he
might be interested, a bad guess on her part, yes, but ultimately a great, life-changing
choice. For it was within those pages the reporter would ultimately find the words that
would change his work, his attitude, his life. He would have copies of the words printed
up on small cards to give to the staff of his new network TV program and he would try
from then on to live with the text in his mind all the time. The words? The insight? Paul’s
guide to live by? The reporter had discovered Paul’s admonition as recorded in his letter
to the Philippians: “if something is excellent or praiseworthy, think about these things”
(v. 8b, NET).
For myself, especially in times of testing, trials and terror, how I wish – how I pray – that
more of us heeded those wise words. Dwell not on the Crisis du Jour, the Scandal of the
Moment, on political hacks and Know-All prognosticators. Rather, give our attentions
and devotion to such as we find in the Bible and the wisdom of the great believers. That
is my prayer.
Dear Lord, help me to live a life pleasing to You by focusing my thought-life on that which
is decent, and lovely, and is of moral excellence. May Your Holy Spirit guide and protect
my words, thoughts, and actions, so that others would see Your love in me.
Jack Perkins, Elder

Saturday March 24

Philippians 4:13

Strength in All Things

“I can do everything through Him who gives me strength”
I was always fascinated with superheroes. What would it be like to be so powerful you could
do anything you wanted to do? I think it started for me with The Green Dragon. As a boy,
that was a radio show I listened to as I did the dishes in the evening. The deep sinister voice
would come on and say: “But the Dragon knows!” And then there was The Lone Ranger.
When the music swelled and the Lone Ranger would say, “Hi O Silver Away,” the masked
champion of justice would sweep down on the villains with silver bullets flying and justice
would prevail – although interestingly he was never wounded in the gunfire nor was I aware
he ever killed anyone! Tonto, his faithful Indian companion, also seemed to always escape
injury. And my young mind would take me on adventures and conquests through day-dreams
never to be realized. (Thank goodness!)
Paul, imprisoned in Rome, writes to the Christians at Philippi to thank them for their generous
giving and to encourage them in their faith. His letter, recorded in the book of Philippians, is
a letter describing the joy of living for Christ. His bold declaration that he can do all things
because he is strengthened by Christ is a fitting summary of his life. Paul had been through
prison, persecution, and physical hardships, but through it all, he was able to overcome
because of Christ’s work in his life. Paul is teaching us this truth: if we live for Christ and
follow Him daily, He will provide the strength we need to overcome any hardship,
temptation, or rejection that comes our way. It is not by our strength alone, but by the power
of Christ living in us that we can be “more than conquerors through Him who loved us”
(Romans 8:37).
I remembered first reading Philippians 4:13 when I was a freshman in Bible-theology college.
That’s when I knew I’d found my life verse. It was long ago in 1958. How, you might ask, has
Christ’s strengthening power in my life worked over a half-century later? First, I have been in
ministry over 60 years and though I have failed Him, He has never failed me. Second, I have
been through deep valleys with family disappointments, the death of my first wife, and
frankly, some pretty radical personal failures in ministry. Yet somehow, He has brought me
through. Third, I’ve actually experienced some amazingly effective ministry and personal
blessings from His hand. He has kept me focused and even today I’m still seeing life and
ministry as an adventure with Him. He has strengthened me through the difficult stretches
and given strength in the effective times. His strength has never failed me. That’s my witness;
I am highly favored.
Lord Jesus, I’m thankful I can witness to this truth: You are a strength to all those who trust
in You. I can witness to new believers that You will not fail. I can say to the young and strong
that You are faithful. Even in old age, I have found Your strength a reality in the stress and
rush of life. “Great is Your faithfulness, Lord unto me.”
Marv Gibbs, Pastor, Evangelical Church, Hong Kong

Palm Sunday March 25

Colossians 3:17

Do All in the Name of Jesus

“Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks
to God the Father through Him.”
The Book of Colossians instructs Christians to stay focused on Jesus rather than get caught
up in the legalism and traditions of the day. The first two chapters explain “God’s mysterious
plan, which is Christ Himself” (2:2 NLT). The third and fourth chapters are about how we
should live. “Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things” (3:2). Christians are to
reject their past sinful lifestyle, and instead be Christ-like, having a new nature: showing
mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience. Above all, followers of Jesus should be
loving, letting His peace and our thankfulness to God rule our hearts. (3:12-15) Every believer
should live and speak “as a representative of the Lord Jesus” (3:17 NLT).
I love these verses because they keep me grounded. First of all, I am reminded that
everything I do should be done in the name of Jesus, to the glory of God. I need to be
constantly and consistently in God’s service, and I need to do it with gratitude to God who
gave me new life through Jesus. But I can only do this by responding to the Holy Spirit’s
continual presence and guidance in my life.
Jesus was sent by God to teach and show us how to live. He died for us so that our sins would
be forgiven, and we could have everlasting life. As believers, we need to live not for ourselves
but as Christ’s ambassadors. Being grateful for all that God has done for us keeps our hearts
in a humble, other-centered mode.
So this is how it works for me. When I am at odds with another person, I attempt to bring
Jesus to the forefront of my mind, so that I can be the kinder, softer, more loving person He
would want me to be. I give thanks for the person God has placed before me, which reminds
me to speak and act as Jesus would.
Or when I wake in the middle of the night and start to worry, I try to remember to whisper
“Jesus” and I begin to focus on Him instead of the problem. I thank Him for the innumerable
blessings He has given me. And His peace begins to fill my heart again.
Gratitude is the attitude that keeps me from the depths of despair. If you know there is
something for which to be thankful, something good, then there is a bubble inside of you
that keeps you positive and even joyful. And there is always a reason to give thanks. God is
the giver of all good gifts. (James 1:17) He has given life, sustenance, nature’s beauty, eternity
with Him, and on and on. Jesus set the example of how God wants us to live. Our task as His
representative is to thank Him in all things and to live our lives fully for Him.
Dear Lord, please forgive us for all the times we do not reflect Your work in us. When we
grumble, criticize, or insist on our own way, we dishonor You. Thank you for cleansing us and
making us new. May we grow into the new nature You have given us.
Connie Sayers, Worship Coordinator

Monday March 26

2 Timothy 3:16-17

Inspired Words

“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in
righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”
I was un-churched into my twenties, but I discovered key truths of Scripture when I began
reading the Gospels and Acts. The narrative style was familiar, and a modern translation was
easily understood. I am thankful for that introduction to Scripture and I continue to explore
the richness of its truths. Certainly, all one needs to have confidence in the Bible is contained
in the first four words of 2 Timothy 3:16: “all Scripture is God-breathed”.
Because God inspired and preserved Scripture, we ought to read and apply it. William Barclay
wrote, “Only in the New Testament have we any picture of Jesus, any account of His life and
any record of His teaching . . . That is why the church which has no Bible Class is a church in
whose work an essential element is missing” (W. Barclay, The Letters to Timothy, Titus, and
Philemon, Revised 1975, p. 200).
God-breathed Scripture is useful for teaching, and so we begin with some basics: The Ten
Commandments (Exodus 20), Psalm 23, The Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:9-13). However, there
is more than a lifetime of learning in the inspired Words. That is why a crowd gathers to study
with VPC Pastor Romig, and the Fellowship Hall overflows as women study with Jennifer
Speer. Small Bible study groups meet regularly. Our library offers study aids. But all that is
truly required is a Bible—if we read it.
God-breathed Scripture is useful for rebuking. In other translations, “reproving and
convicting” illustrate the meaning. Scripture rebukes us and, instead, focuses our response
on being led by Jesus. It is not an exhortation to judge another’s shortcomings; rather, Godbreathed Scripture is useful for correcting. In knowing Scripture, we avoid false doctrine.
Finally, as we are trained by Scripture, we put on the breastplate of righteousness, one part
of our spiritual armor (Ephesians 6:11-17). The Apostle Paul counseled: “Do your best to
present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and
who correctly handles the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). Timothy was not to seek the
approval of men. Rather, he was to live a genuine, godly life based on the God-breathed
Scripture through which he had been trained. This is our challenge also—to know Scripture
and show Christ in our lives through right actions based on our training in righteousness.
Surely, God-breathed Scripture enables us to be genuine, to be approved by God!
We pray with the song, “Lord, I need You; oh, I need You; every hour I need You. My one
defense, my righteousness, Oh, God, how I need You” (Matt Maher, Lyrics.com. STANDS4 LLC,
2017).
Linda Ford, Hospitality Team

Tuesday March 27

Hebrews 11:1 GNB

Faith, Hope and Certainty

“Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we cannot see.”
This verse introduces Hebrews 11 which is often referred to as the “honor roll of faith.”
Listed are servants of the Lord who are commended for their faith, often in the midst of
doubt, despair, persecution, and death. Many did not see what God had promised –
especially the coming Messiah--but all were certain of their faith in things that they
could not see and that for which they hoped. They serve as inspiring models of
faithfulness for us as New Testament believers.
We read about faith, we think about faith, we say we live out our faith, but when it
comes down to it do we really? When we are tested and have to give up control do we
have the faith to put “it” in God’s hands, really, without taking “it” back?
I can’t remember the exact circumstance I was facing at the time but I was in a season
of wondering if all that I was working for in connecting people to Christ was worth it. I
was worn out, tired emotionally, physically, and mentally. I was really questioning
whether or not being in Church Leadership was still the place God wanted me to be. Was
being faithful enough?
God highlighted this scripture for me during my devotion time. I mean lifted it off the
page, swirled it around, smacked me in the face and then kept it in front of me for days
to come! He helped me to understand as a faithful follower of Christ it is ok to give Him
my worries, to celebrate my joys with Him. He wants me to have a deep, meaningful
relationship with Him and to share that with others in how I live every day because I can
be certain of what I cannot see! He gave me hope that I should continue on the path He
had charted for me. That He has a plan to continue using me in ways He could only reveal
in His timing.
In this Lenten season, be faithful, hopeful, and certain of what you cannot see! God is in
it!
Our dear Lord, help us to be faithful in the midst of doubt, hopeful in the midst of
hopelessness and certain of Your presence in the world and in our lives. Thank You for
the examples of Your faithful servants that help us to grow into a deeper and certain
faith in You.
Chris O’Brien, Executive Director

Wednesday March 28

Hebrews 12:1-2a NASB

Run with Endurance

“Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside
every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance
the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus.”
The scene is Corinth in New Testament Greece. Every two years, thousands of individuals
would gather on its slopes to watch athletes compete in the Isthmian Games. Athletes from
across the region would undergo rigorous training to compete for the victor’s pine wreath.
Authors of the New Testament letters frequently used athletic events, such as the Isthmian
Games, to illustrate the Christian life. Consider the description of a running competition in
Hebrews 12. In this passage, one imagines a runner entering a large amphitheater to the
cheers of thousands of spectators, his eyes fixed on the finish line, as he strives for the prize
that awaits him.
The author uses this description of an athletic competition to illustrate important truths
about our life with Christ. He reminds us that we are surrounded by a “great cloud of
witnesses.” The imagery is of a runner competing in a stadium where the stands are filled
with the great athletes of the past. These witnesses serve as role models and encouragers as
they cheer the runner on to victory. For the Christian, our “great cloud of witnesses” may
include a mom, grandfather or sibling, or perhaps a pastor, teacher, or one of the Biblical
heroes of the faith. They are men and women who have demonstrated an unfailing
commitment to the Lord through the twists and turns of life. To endure in our Christian life,
the author instructs us to look to those who are part of our “witnesses” and let them model,
teach, and encourage us.
Today’s runners do all they can to maximize performance and minimize obstacles to victory.
They wear shoes that incorporate the latest technology and light weight clothing that sheds
perspiration and cools the body. Can you imagine a runner entering a race wearing a winter
coat, mountain boots, and thick wool socks? To win the prize, a runner needs to shed
everything that would slow him down and make it more difficult to run. Likewise, to run with
endurance, the Christian needs to put aside everything that would make it difficult to live a
life pleasing to the Lord. The author cites the entangling effects of sin that so easily weighs
us down--even for the mature Christian-- and affects our life with the Lord. To run with
endurance, the Christian must ask the Holy Spirit to reveal overt and hidden sin, and seek the
Lord’s forgiveness.
How do we ultimately run with endurance? The athlete is focused on the finish line and the
prize that awaits. As Christians, our focus should be on the Lord as we “fix our eyes on Jesus”
(v. 2a). Bible study, prayer, and fellowship with other believers enables us to seek the Lord
each and every day. Our Christian walk is a marathon and not a sprint. Eugene Peterson
(1980) describes it as “a long obedience in the same direction.” It requires the endurance that
is only gained through hearts and lives focused on Jesus.
Dear Father, may we live Christian lives that are pleasing to You. Help us to not allow sin to
entangle our walk with You. May we daily focus on You as the “author and finisher of our
faith.”
G. Blair Dowden, Co-Editor of Devotionals

Maundy Thursday March 29

James 1:2-4,12 NET

Finding Joy in the Unlikeliest Places

“My brothers and sisters, consider it nothing but joy when you fall into all sorts of trials,
because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance
have its perfect effect, so that you may be perfect and complete, not deficient in
anything. . . . Happy is the one who endures testing, because when he has proven to be
genuine, he will receive the crown of life that God promised to those who love Him.”
Biblical joy often seems to be attached to something. In this passage, joy is connected
to trials. Trials may include suffering, temptation, grief, or consequences, to name a few.
Here James is asking his fellow Jewish Christians to consider that their joy comes from
their reaction to trials. As Christians, every trial we face presents a choice. We can either
turn away from God by giving in to human frailties such as fear, shame or trying to
control the situation ourselves; or we can turn towards God, draw close to Him and
follow Him through it.
When we consciously choose to draw close to God, we are exercising and honing our
Christian “muscles” by fighting against our natural human response to pursue our own
path, to solve our problems using “worldly wisdom” and to be influenced by human
emotion. Each time we resist our natural human reaction, and turn instead to God and
react as He directs, we are developing faith endurance.
James encourages us to develop the endurance that has a perfecting effect. Just as an
athlete with endurance doesn’t struggle with physical exertion like a beginner does, a
Christian with endurance can keep focus on God during trials and temptations easier
than a Christian just beginning the journey.
And as we practice in this life to prepare to spend eternity in God’s presence, we are
being perfected and made complete in the image of Christ. As James asks his readers in
this passage, let us consider trials as opportunities to develop the endurance that brings
joy. Biblical joy is tied more to relationship than circumstance. No matter what the trial,
the deeper our relationship and dependence on God, the more joy will fill our lives
despite our circumstances. And all of this points to our greatest hope: the crown of life
that God promises to those who love Him.
Dear Lord, please open my eyes to Your presence in my life. Forgive me when I have put
You in a corner and taken control from You. Get my attention when I am focused inward
and help me to turn outward. I want a closer relationship with You. Please help me build
one. Teach me to find joy everywhere and in every situation through my relationship
with You.
Stefanie Dooley, Shepherd

Good Friday March 30

1 John 1:9 KJV

Persistent People

“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us
from all unrighteousness.”
Her name was Aunt Jessie, at least that was what everyone at her church up North called
her. She was 76 years old when I first met her. Aunt Jessie had a bad heart and was
diabetic, but that didn’t keep her from walking a half mile to come to visit my husband
and me. Never mind that the trip home was an uphill climb all the way to her house. She
came often, bringing us fresh string beans or ripe tomatoes and even fresh corn from
her garden. Her conversation always steered to invitations to come to Hilltown Baptist
Church where she was a member. We thanked her politely, but always declined, telling
her we were both Presbyterians and when we began attending church, it would be a
Presbyterian church.
One day she called and told me her church was having revival meetings the next week,
and everyone from the church was assigned a pew on a specific day that they were
expected to fill with non-church goers. Aunt Jessie told me that my husband and I were
the only ones she knew who did not go to her church already. I heard myself agreeing
to go that next Saturday. Later as I told my husband, I said, “I can’t say ‘No’ to that dear
lady one more time.”
We went to the service on Saturday night, and sat with Aunt Jessie in her pew. We heard
George Sweeting, a chalk artist, tell the congregation, “Jesus is coming again, and we
need to be ready to go with Him.” I was 24 years old and this was the first time I ever
heard that Jesus was coming again. I remember going to bed that night and praying,
“Jesus, please don’t come tonight; I’m not ready.”
The following morning, we went back to Aunt Jessie’s church and sat with her in her
pew. The pastor was Norman Sweeting, brother of George Sweeting of Moody Bible
Church.
On the third Sunday we attended, Pastor Sweeting preached on 1 John 1:9, and when
the invitation was given, I responded to Jesus, and He changed my life.
I realized that when we confess and repent of our wrongdoing, believing in Jesus, we
are forgiven. We are cleansed from our sin, and Christ’s righteousness covers us, so that
we can be God’s children forever. Undeserving as we are, through the work of Christ,
we can have a relationship with God.
Dear Lord, thank You for Your Word and for Jesus in my life. And thank You for all of the
Aunt Jessies that never give up on us.
Hope Gordon, Stephen Minister

Saturday March 31

Revelation 3:20

Jesus’ Invitation

“Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will
come in and eat with him, and he with Me.”
For the last 13 years, my wife, Cindy, and I have spent our summers at our cottage in Ontario,
Canada, and have attended the United Church of Christ of Canada in the very small town
where we are located. We both sing in the choir, which on a good day has 6 or 7 members
with a congregation that numbers between 15 to 20. As we sit in the choir loft, we look across
the sanctuary at the large familiar painting by Warner Sallman titled “Christ at Heart’s Door.”
I have always loved that painting because it reminds me of how Jesus always is waiting for
us to answer His call on our lives. He is standing and knocking. It is our choice whether to let
Him into our lives.
In the old days before doorknobs had locks, doors had a latch on the inside of the door with
a leather strap attached to it. Above the latch was a small hole through which the strap could
be pushed to unlock the door from the outside. I always remember my dad, when saying
goodbye to a friend, would say: “We’ll leave the latch key out for you.” Ardith Penner in her
excellent devotional invited us to closely examine the Sallman painting. She noted that the
door does not have a latch on the outside (Penner, Lent 2017 Worship Guide, VPC, Sunday,
April 22). The artist undoubtedly did this to emphasize that Jesus will not enter unless invited.
We must open the door to our hearts and invite Jesus in so that we can experience the
abundant life that He provides. This is the best invitation we or anyone can ever receive! If
we allow Jesus in our lives and proclaim Him as Lord and Savior, His Holy Spirit will live in us
and guide us daily.
The other part of the painting that I appreciate is the artist creation of light emanating from
Jesus. There is no porch light, yet He is bathed in brilliant light as He stands in front of the
door. Jesus proclaimed: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in
darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). When we follow Jesus, this light will be
reflected from us to those with whom we come in contact. Christ instructs us to “let your
light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven”
(Matthew 5:16).
And so, as I sit across from this meaningful Sallman painting during the service each Sunday,
I am constantly reminded to open the door to my heart and let Christ in, to thank God for all
His blessings in my life, and to constantly let His light shine through me so I can share it with
others.
Lord, may we always invite You into our lives and may we reflect Your light to those around
us.
Stu Bischoff, Elder, Chancel Choir and Bell Choir

Easter Sunday April 1

John 10:10 ESV

Abundant Life

“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I came that they may have life, and
have it abundantly.”
John 10:10 is one of my absolutely favorite verses from the treasury of Scripture. In this
magnificent sentence, Jesus states his purpose: “I have come that they may have life
and have it abundantly.” This verse is often interpreted to mean that the “life” Jesus
refers to is life-after-death. But, actually, Jesus is also talking about a quality of life hereand-now. This kind of “abundant life” is not something that I can manufacture, and it’s
certainly not something that we can pretend to have. This abundant life is a gift of God’s
grace, and God’s invitation to us is simply to receive it and allow it to well up within us
like streams of living water.
A beautiful aspect of Scripture is how God imparts individual verses of His Word to each
of us, based on our unique life calling and circumstances. Why does this particular verse
hold such a significant place in my own soul? For one, Jesus’ words have become a
motivating verse for my ministry—fueling in me a passion for church revitalization. I
refuse to remain content with any forms of religion that fail to reflect the Kingdom life
that Jesus came to bring.
But on an even more personal level, I see in my own day-to-day life the battle that Jesus
speaks about when He warns about “the thief” who comes to rob us of life. I realize the
ever-present temptations to cave into life-stealing hopelessness, fear, and
despondency. But in the light of Easter—and armed with the promises of God’s Word—
I can choose to embrace the life that Jesus came to bring. The empty tomb on Easter
assures us that God’s desire to bestow life—both now and for eternity—is greater than
anything that would seek to defeat us, depress us, or destroy us. And, so, as I live in the
light of Jesus and His Resurrection, I pray that I might day-by-day reflect the picture
described by the 2nd century St. Irenaeus: “The glory of God is a human person who is
fully alive!”
Some of my favorite phrases to pray are taken from a prayer by John Eldredge. The
words are inspired by Jesus’ declaration in John 10:10.
O God, You are my life. You came that I might have life, and have it abundantly. Let Your
life flow through me and flow throughout this day. O Spring of Life, let Your river flow
through my heart, soul, mind, and strength. I now claim the resurrection triumph of Jesus
Christ against all forms of death and destruction that come against me. By Jesus Christ
and His great work I cut off every attempt of enemies to steal, kill, or destroy my life. I
take my place in the resurrection of Jesus Christ and His life. I choose to live by the
strength of Jesus Christ, and by His mighty life.
Chris Romig, Senior Pastor
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VPC’S VISION

To Glorify God as a Disciple-Making Outpost of Kingdom Life
GLORIFY GOD
Our chief purpose as a church is to point people to God. We aspire
to live as people who reflect Jesus every moment and to be living
exhibits to the value of knowing Christ.
DISCIPLE-MAKING
Our main business is to help people grow as disciples of the Master
(Jesus Christ). The Great Commission of Jesus is to “make disciples”. The life of a disciple can be simply summarized:
•
•
•

Connect with other Christians for mutual encouragement
Grow in Christ-likeness
Go beyond ourselves to make Christ known

OUTPOST
We want to emphasize that the local church is not a destination, but
an outpost.
The word “outpost” connotes a place where people are refreshed
and equipped before going forth to an adventure, an expedition, or
even a battle.
In our unique Southwest Florida context, VPC can also be seen as
an “outpost” for the many seasonal residents and visitors: we pray
that God can use our church to be a “sending place” that blesses His
kingdom throughout North America!
KINGDOM LIFE
Jesus came proclaiming and offering a wonderful quality of life,
described in the Gospels as the Kingdom of God. New believers are
drawn to Jesus and amazing transformation happens in our homes,
neighborhoods, and world as followers of Jesus demonstrate and
share this “Kingdom Life.”

Sunday Worship Services
9:00am and 11:00am

Easter Sunday Services
8:00am (Communion, Brass & Organ)
9:30 and 11:15am (Choir, Brass & Organ)
Mid-Week Communion
Wednesday, 9:00am (Chapel)
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