
Phil Smith 

Karen and I have two adult sons, both married. When they 
come to our home for Sunday dinner, I sometimes get to use 
the grill. These shish kebabs turned out great, even though I 
forgot the onion chunks. 
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Sunday 
January 12 

Something I Already Know: 
Jesus Messiah 

BIBLE READING: Mark 1:1-8 
Perhaps we all know what it means to be “blinded by the 
familiar.” You notice beautiful flowers in someone else’s yard. 
While on vacation you see spectacular scenery—and the fur-
ther from home, the better. Students find great insight in the 
visiting professor’s lecture. Meanwhile, we hardly recognize 
good things close by. 

This kind of blindness often afflicts Bible readers, espe-
cially when pastors and other teachers have preached to us 
about certain things. We’ve heard it before. We dutifully read 
the text, but it seems all too familiar. 

This week and next, I invite you to consider again some 
of the things you already know. These passages of Scripture 
from Mark and Romans are well known to us for a very good 
reason: They tell us about Jesus. Almost certainly, I will tell 
you nothing you haven’t already heard or read about Jesus; 
nevertheless, you will be better off by looking again and lis-
tening again to these truths. Sometimes, when we look again 
at the familiar, heaven’s glory breaks through. 

“The beginning of the good news about Jesus Messiah…. 
He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit” (vv. 1, 8). Sure, we 
know about Jesus. But do we know the gospel (“good news”)? 
Do we know he is the Christ, the Messiah? Do we know that 
Jesus will baptize (change) us? 

When we read these texts, the Holy Spirit uses the 
words of the ancient authors to engage us. Are we willing to 
listen? 

SONG: Lord, Speak to Me 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, you are the Messiah 

of Israel and Lord of my life. Envelop me in your Holy Spirit 
through this day. 

—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
January 13 The Jesus Paul Preached 

BIBLE READING: Romans 1:1-5 
The apostle Paul has a reputation for being long-winded, 
using mind-bendingly complex sentences, and employing 
difficult theological concepts. All true! Suppose we tried to 
“tweet” what he says to the Romans. Just look at what he 
packs into his first two sentences: (1) Paul is an apostle. (2) 
Jesus is the Christ. (3) Jesus called Paul to preach the gospel. 
(4) God promised the gospel long ago through the prophets. 
(5) Jesus descended from David, humanly speaking. (6) But 
Jesus is God’s Son. (7) This is proved by his resurrection. (8) 
For Jesus’ sake Paul is commanded to preach the gospel to the 
Gentiles. (9) This gospel calls people into the obedience that 
comes from faith. 

Nine tweets! To many Bible readers, none of these state-
ments sounds all that shocking. Once again, we are blinded by 
familiarity. If we listen anew to what Paul says, we discover 
something that provokes wonder and thanksgiving. 

It took about three centuries for early Christian theologi-
ans to formalize the teaching about Jesus that Paul gives in 
these sentences. The church fathers said that Jesus had two 
natures: human and divine. As to his human nature, he was 
entirely like us except for sin; as to his divine nature, he is 
entirely God. Jesus’ two natures combined to make one per-
son—and this is not just academic theorizing. It is only be-
cause Jesus is a real human being and truly God that he brings 
us “righteousness from God.” We’ll hear more about that soon. 

SONG: All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, I don’t understand how 

you are both God and a man. But I am grateful that you ful-
filled God’s ancient promise. You are the king! 

—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
January 14 Jesus, Deliverer 

BIBLE READING: Mark 1:21-28 
“You don’t really believe in demons, do you? Scenes from  
The Exorcist ? Using ‘sacred words’ and crucifixes and throw-
ing holy water on people?” Maybe you’ve heard this sort of 
question. or when you read Bible stories of Jesus driving out 
demons, the questions occur in your own mind. And the 
questions are important, because Mark includes many such 
stories. One of the things Mark thought his readers needed to 
know about Jesus is that Jesus delivers people from demons. 

I admit to being pretty skeptical about some demon 
stories I’ve heard. And I’m extremely skeptical about the 
notions of demon possession portrayed by Hollywood. At the 
same time I’m dead certain that people experience captivity to 
spiritual powers. Consider the politician who is so gripped by 
narcissism that he shrugs off his sexual affairs because “the 
people need my service.” Think of the gambler who compul-
sively drives to the casino to place $5 bets, only because $500 
bets have emptied her savings and ruined her marriage. Peo-
ple suffer captivity to ever-increasing profits (greed), obses-
sion with “justice” (revenge), and unquestioning allegiance to 
political movements (nationalism). These kinds of things are 
spiritual captivity. 

Jesus, Paul says in Colossians, is the head over every 
“power and authority.” Sometimes Jesus delivers instantane-
ously, and sometimes slowly through the work of counselors. 
Christians should no more reject the work of therapists than 
the work of physicians. Whatever the method of deliverance, 
we recognize Jesus as Deliverer. 

SONG: You Make Beautiful Things 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I feel trapped by 

________. Help! Be my deliverer. 
—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
January 15 The Gospel Paul Preached 

BIBLE READING: Romans 1:14-17 
Imagine what it would have been like to gather with other 
Christians in Rome in the fourth year of Emperor Nero (circa 
57 AD) and hear this letter from Paul for the first time. 

Paul says he is eager to come to Rome because he wants 
to preach the gospel to you. But he is writing to Christian 
believers, so you already know the gospel, right? Well, yes, 
you do…. Nevertheless, Paul wants to tell you something very 
important. Perhaps you have not fully understood the signifi-
cance of your faith. Paul writes: “In the gospel a righteousness 
from God is revealed.” As you listen to the church elder read-
ing Paul’s letter, you consider carefully “a righteousness from 
God.” 

Okay. Return to the twenty-first century. This isn’t the 
first time you’ve read Paul’s letter to the Romans. It’s famil-
iar—all too familiar. If you’re like me, we’ve heard lots of 
sermons on this very passage, beginning with Paul’s bold 
words: “I am not ashamed of the gospel…” (v. 16). 

Ah! Let us consider carefully “a righteousness from 
God.” Why is righteousness important? Paul says this right-
eousness from God is by faith. How is that a new idea? Paul 
will answer these questions shortly. But for now, it might help 
to remind ourselves—repeatedly—that we have righteousness 
from God by faith. Write these words down or say them aloud: 

I have righteousness from God by faith in Jesus. 
I have righteousness from God by faith in Jesus. 
I have righteousness from God by faith in Jesus. 

SONG: It Is Well with My Soul 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Spirit, please teach me deep 

within what it is to have righteousness from God. 
—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
January 16 Jesus, the Healer 

BIBLE READING: Mark 1:40-45 
Mark reports many healing miracles. A big part of Mark’s 
message is that Jesus Christ can heal. In this story he healed 
leprosy; in other cases Jesus healed crippled people, blind 
people, deaf people, and people with a variety of other ill-
nesses. 

On this occasion, Jesus gave the man he healed a “stern 
warning” not to tell people about his healing. Rather, he told 
the man to show himself to the priest and offer the sacrifices 
prescribed in Torah for this sort of situation. Jesus said this 
would be a “testimony to them.” 

“To them”? To whom did Jesus want the man to bear 
testimony? If we read on, we will soon get the answer (see 
Mark 2:6, 24; and 3:6). Jesus wanted the healed man to show 
himself to a priest, someone who taught Torah and who 
would be connected to the priesthood in Jerusalem. Jesus was 
trying to send a message to the religious hierarchy, both Phari-
sees and Sadducees, that he had legitimate authority from 
God. Unfortunately, the healed man disobeyed Jesus. In the 
end, a confrontation between Jesus and the religious and 
political leaders of the nation could not be avoided, but the 
healed man’s disobedience didn’t help the situation. 

Should we always proclaim the acts of God publicly? 
Obviously, it is right to praise God in worship and to celebrate 
his salvation. But the story of the healed leper raises the possi-
bility that in some cases we should offer our testimony pri-
vately to “them.” Who might “they” be in my situation—or 
yours? 

SONG: There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, show me when and 

where to speak of the healing in my life. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
January 17 The Unrighteousness of Gentiles 

BIBLE READING: Romans 1:18-25 
We have to wrap our minds around Paul’s anthropology. In 
Paul’s mind, there were two kinds of people in the world: 
Jews and Gentiles. Male/female, slave/free, young/old—
obviously Paul knew about such differences, but he regarded 
the distinction between Jew and Gentile as crucial. First-
century Jews would have agreed. 

In today’s reading, Paul says nothing unusual, from a 
Jewish perspective. Gentiles—the vast majority of the people 
in the Roman world and all barbarians living outside the 
empire—live sinful, darkened lives. They do not worship 
Yahweh, the true God; rather, they worship all sorts of idols 
(and stupid idols at that—images of birds, snakes, etc.). Most 
Gentiles have never heard of God’s law revealed to Moses nor 
the words of the prophets, but this ignorance is no excuse. 
Human beings should have known better, Paul says, by look-
ing at God’s creation. It is only because Gentiles turn their 
back on God and run away from what they should know about 
him that they live as they do. Verses 26-32 pile on the descrip-
tors of Gentile sin: malice, greed, deceit, arrogance.  

This description applies to Gentiles as a group. Paul 
doesn’t say that every Gentile has sinned in all these ways, 
but no one would dispute the conclusion that Gentiles are 
unrighteous. Experienced Bible readers know that Paul is 
laying a rhetorical trap for Jewish readers which he will 
spring in chapter 2. But since I am not a Jew, I want to stop 
and pay attention. These Gentiles are my people, and I fit 
right in. 

SONG: At Calvary 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, the apostle reminds me 

of what I know well: I have no righteousness except what you 
give. 

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
January 18 Jesus, Forgiver of Sins 

BIBLE READING: Mark 2:1-12 
Mark writes his book so that the healing of the leper (1:40-45) 
leads directly into the healing of a paralyzed man. But today’s 
story is not primarily about healing—it is about Jesus. Jesus 
told the paralyzed man that his sins were forgiven. Torah 
teachers were present, and they objected: “Who can forgive 
sins but God alone?” These Torah teachers were partly right—
only God has the authority to forgive sins. Their error lay in 
their unstated assumption: This Jesus fellow can’t be God. 

Notice that Mark, the gospel writer, skillfully and subtly 
pushes his reader to the very point we saw in Paul’s doctrine: 
Jesus was a real man and God. Mark doesn’t spell it out as 
explicitly as Paul. Instead, he reports Jesus’ words that “the 
Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” 

(Brief historical note: Paul wrote Romans about 20 years 
before Mark wrote his gospel. Paul never called Jesus “Son of 
Man.” So why did Mark use that easily misunderstood 
phrase? The best answer is that Jesus actually called himself 
Son of Man, and Mark is being faithful to the verbal tradition 
of Jesus’ words.) 

Mark prods his readers to ask, Who is this Jesus? Some 
clues given: Jesus heals the sick, Jesus delivers captives, and 
Jesus forgives sins. Remember Mark 1:1: “The good news 
about Jesus Messiah, the Son of God.” 

It is helpful to read Mark in tandem with Romans. Yes-
terday’s reading reminded us (if we needed it) that we Gen-
tiles are sinners. Jesus made the shocking claim that he can 
forgive. 

SONG: Jesus, Lover of My Soul 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy God, I depend on your 

forgiveness. 
—Phil Smith 
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Sunday 
January 19 The Unrighteousness of Jews 

BIBLE READING: Romans 2:17-24 
The Gentiles are sinners. Perversely, “they invent ways of 
doing evil” (Romans 1:30). The age-old vices of greed, lust, 
deceit, and malice aren’t enough; Gentiles actually spend time 
trying to think up new sins to commit. 

Then Paul springs his trap. He turns to the Jews: Are you 
better? You know better, but do you do better? “You who 
preach against stealing, do you steal?” (v. 21). Paul points out 
that thoughtful Gentiles turn away from God when they see 
Jews who brag about Torah and then break its commands. 

May God have mercy on us! The same thing can be said 
two thousand years later, now in reference to Christians. 
“God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles (unbelievers) 
because of you.” 

Paul’s argument is straightforward. If you want to 
achieve righteousness by obeying the law, you need to obey 
all of it. It’s not enough to keep kosher, celebrate holidays, 
practice circumcision, or avoid the gross sins of Gentiles. Real 
obedience to God requires a circumcision of the heart 
(Romans 2:29), and that doesn’t happen through a written 
code. 

Someone, Jew or Gentile, might say, “Terrific! I have a 
clear conscience before God. I don’t need a savior, because I 
have righteousness of my own.” 

I don’t think we need to argue with such a person. Hu-
man beings have an enormous ability to deceive themselves 
and to genuinely believe what they say. The good news is for 
us, Jews or Gentiles, who admit the truth. 

SONG: Amazing Grace 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Gracious God, I live in you. 

Please live in me! 
—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
January 20 Jesus, the Bridegroom 

BIBLE READING: Mark 2:18-22 
Bible readers are familiar with a wedding metaphor: the 
church is the bride of Christ. Both Paul (Ephesians 5) and 
John (Revelation 21) refer to this idea. Christians as a group 
(the church) are “married” to Jesus in this life and forever. It’s 
a provocative image—a picture of love, submission, intimacy, 
and joy as part of our life with God. 

In today’s reading, Jesus’ words give the metaphor a 
slightly different twist. Jesus is the bridegroom, but rather 
than being Jesus’ bride, Jesus’ disciples are pictured as the 
friends of the bridegroom. They have been invited to a wed-
ding feast, a celebration that in Jewish and other Middle East-
ern cultures might last several days. It would be strange in-
deed to find wedding guests fasting! 

Jesus uses the wedding metaphor to emphasize the 
newness of his ministry. Jesus is not just another itinerant 
rabbi or a prophet. He is not a mere Torah teacher. Jesus is 
doing something that has never been seen before. This work of 
God is new and vigorous, and it will not fit into the patterns 
of life and thought of the past. The “new wine” of the Jesus 
way must be expressed in new ways of living. (Early Chris-
tians sometimes called their movement “the way.”)  

We should not let familiarity blind us to the excitement 
of this image. Jesus invites us into newness of life. When we 
believe in Jesus and walk in his way, we enter a kind of life 
we wouldn’t have known any other way. 

SONG: 10,000 Reasons 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: I praise and thank you, Holy 

Son of God, for the new life. Be exalted in the church, your 
bride. 

—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
January 21 Righteousness from God 

BIBLE READING: Romans 3:19-26 
Where does righteousness come from? After almost two thou-
sand years of Christian history, and almost five hundred years 
since Martin Luther instigated the reformation, still many 
people will be stumped by this question. Here are three para-
digmatic answers. (1) The Pharisee: “Righteousness is right 
standing with God and comes from obedience.” (2) The disci-
ple of philosopher Immanuel Kant: “Righteousness is a clear 
conscience and comes from doing your duty.” (3) The disci-
ples of sociologist Ruth Benedict and psychiatrist Sigmund 
Freud: “Righteousness is community approval and comes 
from social conformity.” 

Paul was very familiar with the Pharisee answer. Until 
he met Jesus, Paul would have approved it. In Christian his-
tory, the Pharisee answer turns up again and again. It seems so 
right. After all, if God is holy, we need to be good. Don’t we 
try to teach our children to be good? Surely, righteousness 
comes from doing God’s will. The Kantians adopt the Pharisee 
answer, but they leave God out of it. Modern social scientists 
(some of them, anyway) are skeptical of the whole question. 

In our culture, these three answers mingle, overlap, and 
compete. Christians sometimes get sucked into debates be-
tween (1), (2), and (3), thinking that since they need to stand 
against (3), they should support (1) or (2). The truth is won-
derfully different and so surprising that we must remind 
ourselves over and over. Repeat after me, as often as needed: 

I have righteousness from God by faith in Jesus. 
I have righteousness from God by faith in Jesus. 
I have righteousness from God by faith in Jesus. 

SONG: My Faith Looks Up to Thee 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Spirit of Truth, let Paul’s  

teaching settle deep into my heart. 
—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
January 22 Jesus, Lord of Sabbath 

BIBLE READING: Mark 2:23—3:6 
We need to be careful in reading these stories. The conflict 
between Jesus and the Pharisees was not only about the Phari-
sees’ picky rules. It’s true that Jesus criticized the Pharisees 
and Torah teachers for so emphasizing minor points of the 
law that they missed the main principles of Torah. And in 
today’s reading Jesus becomes angry and deeply distressed at 
their stubborn attitude which would rank obedience to a 
detail of the law above meeting human need. 

Nevertheless we must not miss the central claim of these 
stories. “The Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath” (Mark 
2:28). In a Jewish context, this statement is like claiming 
authority to forgive sins. God commanded the people of Israel 
to keep the Sabbath day; only God is “Lord” of the Sabbath! 
Who does this Jesus think he is? 

The way Mark writes his gospel makes the answer pat-
ently clear: Jesus thinks he is the Son of Man, the Messiah of 
Israel, the Son of God. Jesus has power to heal and deliver 
from demonic captivity. Jesus claims authority that belongs to 
God alone. 

The point of all this is not what Jesus thinks of himself, 
but how the reader responds to Jesus’ claims. We must not let 
our familiarity with these stories blind us to the challenge 
Mark gives us. In a sense, Mark is reaching out to us, across 
the centuries, confronting us with the question: Do you accept 
Jesus, the Lord of the Sabbath? Is he your Lord? 

SONG: O Jesus, I Have Promised 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Father, I am committed to 

following Jesus. By your Spirit help me to live my commit-
ment today. 

—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
January 23 Peace with God 

BIBLE READING: Romans 5:1-11 
As we have seen in the early chapters of Romans, the theme 
of the gospel that Paul preached is righteousness from God. 
Gentiles and Jews receive righteousness from God by faith in 
Jesus. In Romans 4, Paul defended his gospel of salvation by 
faith by appealing to the example of Abraham. If even the 
great patriarch was saved by faith, Paul wrote, it shows that 
salvation comes to all people by faith. 

Now what? In today’s reading, Paul writes about the 
significance of righteousness from God. “Since we have been 
justified by faith, we have peace with God…” (Romans 5:1). 

Have you ever thought that God was your enemy? Once 
again, we must be careful to pay attention to familiar words. 
The fact that we have peace with God now implies that we 
were his enemies. It is not the case that God hated us, in-
tended evil for us, or turned away from us. The enmity be-
tween God and us was caused by our rebellion: our rejection 
of God’s authority over us and our determination to be the 
masters of our own lives. God always pursued reconciliation, 
and through Jesus he has achieved it. 

Peace with God comes through the mystery of Jesus’ 
cross. In its ultimate act of rebellion, the human race crucified 
Jesus. (Who killed Christ? Not only the Sanhedrin, and not 
just Roman soldiers. All of us!) To our astonishment, God 
defeated and reconciled us through Jesus’ death. We killed 
him, yet his love overwhelms us. We have peace with God. 

SONG: I Stand Amazed 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, help me to stand in this 

grace. Help me to grow in perseverance and hope. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
January 24 Jesus, the Teacher 

BIBLE READING: Mark 4:1-8 
Many Bible readers have observed that while Mark often says 
that Jesus was a teacher (see Mark 1:21; 2:13; 6:2, 6), Mark 
doesn’t actually include very much of Jesus’ teaching. It is 
evident that Matthew and Luke used Mark’s gospel as an 
outline for their own writing. Interestingly, they each in-
cluded much more of Jesus’ teaching: more parables, more 
teaching about money, more instruction about love for ene-
mies. 

It’s not as if Mark didn’t know more of Jesus’ teaching. 
Mark 4:33 states, “With many similar parables Jesus spoke the 
word to them….” We probably ought to think that Mark wrote 
this way on purpose. He wanted his readers to know that 
Jesus was an amazing teacher (see Mark 1:27), but he wanted 
them to focus more on Jesus himself than on the things he 
taught. 

Many modern readers are determined to reverse this 
order. They want to know what Jesus taught so they can 
evaluate it objectively—to keep Jesus at arm’s length, as it 
were. Only if Jesus’ teaching measures up (against what?) will 
they consider whether he deserves allegiance. 

Mark’s gospel gives no comfort to this enlightenment 
mindset. The upshot of Jesus’ teaching is a question, not 
pointed to Jesus but pointed at the reader: What kind of soil 
are you? The sower is sowing his seed even now, at this mo-
ment, as you read the gospel. Will you let it take root in you? 
Will you persist and produce a good crop? 

SONG: Little Bitty Seeds 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Yes, Lord Jesus! Sow your word 

in me and help me to produce a crop of righteousness, peace, 
and joy. 

—Phil Smith 



32 

Saturday 
January 25 Life in the Spirit 

BIBLE READING: Romans 8:1-11 
Many people have reservations about Paul’s teaching in Ro-
mans. Here is the worry: If we have righteousness from God 
by faith in Jesus, if we do not gain righteousness by obeying 
the law (and Paul emphatically says we don’t), then it seems 
that people can do anything they like. They can sin, disobey-
ing God in obvious ways, and still have fellowship with God. 
People could deceive themselves into thinking they were real 
Christians when they really weren’t. They might even—hold 
your breath, the shocker is coming—eat meat offered to idols. 

Eating idol meat was the hot button issue in AD 57. 
Since then, lots of other behavioral issues have divided Chris-
tians: participating in war, owning slaves, watching movies, 
divorcing and remarrying, swearing oaths—the list is very 
long. Don’t misunderstand me. Since these are important 
moral questions, it is inevitable that Christians will disagree, 
debate, and strive to convince each other. Good! 

Nevertheless, our disagreements about moral questions 
do not change the truth: “There is now no condemnation for 
those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). Does this mean 
Christians can do anything they like? Not at all! According to 
Paul, we don’t live according to the sinful nature but accord-
ing to the Spirit. We need to set our minds on what the Spirit 
desires. We need to listen and obey. 

What do we do about the sister or brother who seems to 
“hear” the Spirit wrongly? Speak the truth in love with gentle-
ness, kindness, graciousness, and persistence. And keep lis-
tening—God may use the “error” of others to teach you! 

SONG: Teach Me Thy Way, O Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I know some of 

your people disagree with me about _____. Please bless them. 
—Phil Smith 



C. S. Lewis: 

I think all Christians  
would agree with me if I said that  
though Christianity seems at first  

to be all about morality,  
all about duties and rules  

and guilt and virtue,  
yet it leads you on,  

out of all that, 
 into something beyond. 


