
Paul Almquist

Several years ago I did a series of devotions for this publication on 
the theme of “What would Jesus do?” playing on an old but important 
question popularized again with WWJD bracelets, stickers, and study 
groups. Some would say a better question is “What is Jesus doing, and 
how can we help?” This week is based on a sermon series asking, “What 
did Jesus say?” It seems to me that a good starting point in any attempt 
to grow in faith is to look at what Jesus actually said. I pray this is 
helpful.

My amazing wife, Nancy, has been my greatest encourager since our 
marriage in 1990. Our family includes three sons and two daughters-
in-law (or daughters-in-love as Nancy likes to say) spread around the 
country, finding their next steps as young adults. I serve as a pastor at 
West Chehalem Friends Church and as an adjunct professor at George 
Fox University, both in Newberg, Oregon.
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Sunday
September 2 The Blessed Life

BIBLE READING: Luke 6:17–26

I love the old song “Count Your Blessings,” which calls us 
to name them one by one. I feel like I have so many things 
to be thankful for: family, church, friends, great traveling 
experiences, fun hobbies. We so often hear people use the term 
blessed when recounting something that was not expected or 
deserved but happened to come along at the right time to meet 
the need, sometimes even to excess. We look at those who seem 
to have much and say they are really blessed!

This all seems pretty good and normal, even biblical. But 
here comes Jesus saying that we are blessed when we don’t 
have what we want. Poor when we’d rather be rich. Hungry 
when we would prefer to have our bellies filled. Crying our 
eyes out when we would much rather be laughing until we cry. 
He even says we are blessed when we are hated, insulted, and 
rejected.

What is he talking about!
I don’t claim to have it all figured out, but Jesus reminds 

the disciples that they have reason to rejoice—in fact he tells 
them to “leap for joy!” because they have a great reward in 
heaven. They are simply treated the way the prophets were 
treated. What a hard lesson for them—and for us—to learn! 
Blessings come in many different packages.

SONG: Count Your Blessings
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Lord, for the many 

blessings in my life. Help me to see blessing in the things that 
don’t seem good, but may bring about good in your time.

—Paul Almquist
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Monday
September 3 The Changed Life

BIBLE READING: Luke 6:27–36

Does Jesus really change us? We can probably all think of the 
testimony of a person who, like the apostle Paul, was so anti-
Christ that we thought they would never become a devout 
follower. Not only did they do so, but they were completely 
sold out to the gospel. But what about those who find believing 
in Jesus a natural result of the way they were raised? It makes 
sense to commit to Christ. That’s my experience, and perhaps it 
is yours, too. However, it doesn’t mean discipleship is easy; it 
still requires deep change.

Jesus knows our tendency to take the path of least resis-
tance. So he digs deep: Love enemies. Do good to those who 
hate you. Bless those who persecute you. Pray for those who 
mistreat you. Yikes! That doesn’t sound like much fun!

In Romans 12, Paul uses the term transformed to describe 
this amazing change. In Christ we can be sort of like those 
movie characters who transform from a car into a massive, 
alien-fighting robot with feelings.

The possibility of change is an important reason why 
going to church is so helpful. As we invest ourselves in wor-
ship and learning, we can hardly help but become more like 
Jesus. If that isn’t happening, we may need to ask why not. 
Disciples look at the world differently. Jesus calls us to turn the 
other cheek. Give to the one who asks. Be merciful. Do unto 
others as we would have them do unto us. Yes, the Golden Rule 
really is in the Bible!

SONG: Spirit of the Living God
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, I know I can get 

comfortable in the routines of faith. Show me where your 
Spirit wants to do a deeper work in me.

—Paul Almquist
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Tuesday
September 4 The Growing Life

BIBLE READING: Luke 8:1–10

I love it that in his account of the parable of the seed, sower, 
and soils Luke includes a context which makes clear that the 
group of followers included women who had received healing 
from Jesus. The three mentioned, Mary Magdalene, Susanna, 
and Joanna were among a group of many. The kingdom of God 
includes all kinds of people from all walks of life.

Interestingly, Joanna was married to the manager of 
Herod’s household. What an interesting fact! These women 
supported the ministry of Jesus with their own means. Here 
is Joanna, in some way subverting the work of her husband’s 
employer! This context adds to the power of the parable. 
These women were growing in their faith. Traveling with Jesus 
showed they were not letting the rocks, the thorns, or the birds 
get in their way. 

Jesus knew that even religious people can miss the point, 
and stories put us on the same field of understanding. But 
just because something is simple doesn’t meant it is easy. We 
can identify times when it feels like the “birds” pluck up the 
good things in our lives. We know we can get inklings of faith 
trampled by others. We’ve stepped on “rocks” that make the 
path less pleasant, or we’ve drawn blood from trying to pull 
out an unwanted “brier.” Good soil takes work, amendment, 
and cultivation—and along the way, we need the help of others 
with us on the path.

SONG: Seek Ye First
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, I want the soil of my heart 

to be rich and soft so the seeds of faith you sow in me will 
grow and flourish.

—Paul Almquist
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Wednesday
September 5 The Generous Life

BIBLE READING: Luke 10:25–37

What gives rise to this treasured parable? A teacher, attempting 
to test Jesus, asks what must be done to inherit eternal life. 
Jesus turns it back to him, “What is written in the Law?” and 
“How do you read it?”

It gives me comfort that Jesus asks him about how he reads 
it. Maybe the same is true for us. How do we read it? He cares 
about what we think regarding the things we read in Scripture. 
The man in the story gives a fine reply, but wanting to justify 
himself he asks, “And who is my neighbor?” Thankfully, that’s 
still a great question and has given rise to millions of sermons, 
no doubt. The teacher of the law, basically a lawyer, wants 
to know the requirements of what to do. Jesus turns it into a 
question of how to do it.

As he was prone to do, Jesus makes a Samaritan the hero. 
With plenty of rocks for robbers to hide behind, the road to 
Jericho was a notorious place for muggings. It was the Samaritan 
who took a risk, who didn’t worry about being defiled, who did 
the right thing.

The answer to “Who is my neighbor?” is really “Whom 
are you a neighbor to?” In this case it wasn’t the person who 
had the correct theology according to the Jews, rather it was 
the one who responded and helped the injured man. He went 
above and beyond by not only paying for the man’s needs, but 
also being willing to come back and give more if necessary.

SONG: Freely, Freely
PRAYER SUGGESTION: The world is full of needs. How 

do I know whom to help? Show me, Lord, those whom I am 
called to serve, in love, for your glory.

—Paul Almquist
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Thursday
September 6 The Prayerful Life

BIBLE READING: Luke 11:1–13

Our church has a very nice kitchen, and we use it well. On the 
refrigerator door is a small whiteboard that says “needs list” at 
the top where people can list things like cups, napkins, etc. I 
got a kick out of it one day when the only thing on the list was 
“prayer.” Other needed kitchen items have been added from 
time to time, but “prayer” remains.

We tend to focus on Matthew’s version of the Lord’s 
Prayer because there’s a little more to it. The story Jesus tells 
after the prayer in Luke is almost comical. What if you went to 
your friend’s house in the middle of the night to ask for bread 
for your guests? Your neighbor doesn’t want to get up, but be-
cause of your persistence, or “shameless audacity” as the NIV 
puts it, you get what you want. Jesus tells us to ask, seek, and 
knock. He gives us what we need. He won’t play a cruel trick 
on us. And most importantly, God gives the Holy Spirit to all 
who ask.

If there is a better reason for prayer, I can’t find it. What 
do we need? The Spirit of God to come to us, be in us, and lead 
us in all ways. The prayerful life is one that sees that the true 
answer to prayer is not necessarily the thing we think we need, 
but the One who is available to us at any time.

SONG: Teach Me to Pray, Lord
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you for the gift of prayer. 

Show me how to live in the power of the Holy Spirit that you 
so freely give.

—Paul Almquist
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Friday
September 7 The Trusting Life

BIBLE READING: Luke 12:13–26

Jesus receives a demand from someone who has a problem on 
their hands: “Tell my brother to divide the inheritance with 
me.” Jesus’ response was classic, “Man, who appointed me a 
judge or an arbiter between you?” I find that kind of funny, 
until I realize how some of my requests must sound. “Figure 
this out for me, because I can’t figure it out myself!”

Jesus knows the heart of the matter. He is well aware that 
humans are prone to greed and need to be on guard against it. 
Does stockpiling really solve the issue that is at the root of our 
fears? Is enough ever really enough? When we have excess are 
we really satisfied?

“Don’t worry,” he says. Easy for him to say; he’s God 
after all! Does worry help? Does it give us more time on this 
earth? On the contrary, it may bring all kinds of unhealthy 
stress. Genuine trust is willingness to examine that on which 
we have our hearts set, asking if it is out of line with anything 
God wants for us.

Oh, I know trust is complicated. I have watched people 
who lean on the side of “no worries” face some pretty stark 
realities from lack of preparation. I also have seen those who 
thought they were prepared for anything get their world turned 
upside down by something not anticipated. Trust is moving for-
ward, preparing for God’s good future while being attentive to 
the beauty of the moment we live in now.

SONG: Trust and Obey
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, I can get pretty uptight 

about the future. I’m glad I can count on you to be there, no 
matter what.

—Paul Almquist
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Saturday
September 8 The Authentic Life

BIBLE READING: Luke 18:9–17

One of the biggest accusations made toward Christians is that 
we are hypocrites. On the surface, that is offensive. But with a 
little thought, perhaps we should say, “You are so right; there 
is no way I am always going to be a perfect example of Jesus.” 
This parable was directed to “some who were confident of their 
own righteousness and looked down on everyone else.”

It’s no fun to hear someone pray aloud about their own 
piety while addressing those who don’t measure up, especially 
when you feel you’re a target of the prayer. God wants us to 
be honest about our shortcomings. We can’t fool God. It’s 
impossible. God always knows exactly what is going on. If we 
try to put some spin on it, God sees right through it.

Authenticity is what both believers and non-believers 
long for in those who call themselves Christians (little Christs).
The tax collector who humbled himself and asked for mercy 
was the one who went home justified. He asked for mercy 
because he knew God was full of mercy, and he needed it.

Right after this, Jesus welcomed the children and rebuked 
those who hindered them. Kids are often brutally honest. 
They just blurt out what they think. We find so much freedom 
and blessing when we are simply honest with God about our 
feelings, hurts, sins, and questions, and then couple it with 
confession and pleas for mercy. The Spirit of Jesus unmasks 
our weakness and looks us in the eye of our soul and assures us 
we are welcome in his presence.

SONG: I Want to Know You More.
PRAYER SUGGESTION: I want to quit playing games in 

my spiritual life. I want to know you, see you, and love you 
more!

—Paul Almquist


