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VERTICAL HABITS—July 2008
Rev. Peter Hoytema 

Midland Park, New Jersey

OUR WEAKNESS, GOD’S STRENGTH—August 2008
Rev. Mark Stephenson 

Grand Rapids, Michigan

Our devotional readings for July explore several 
kinds of statements that help us focus on “vertical 
habits” with God. Rev. Peter Hoytema prepared these 
devotions for his congregation as they participated in 
a worship renewal program sponsored by the Calvin 
Institute of Christian Worship in 2005. We offer these 
in the hope that all who read them may grow stronger 
in their communication habits with God.

For the month of August we’ll ponder together the 
Bible’s teaching that God can work great good out of 
great weakness. For example, the apostle Paul wrote, 
“When I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). Often 
we have trouble making sense of those words. We don’t 
always get to see or understand how God can work won-
ders of goodness out of weakness or suffering, but then 
sometimes we gain a peek through heaven’s window to 
see the Lord at work. As we do this by reflecting on sto-
ries about weakness and strength that help to illuminate 
God’s Word, let’s pray together that we may all grow in 
faith and in the ability to build each other up.

Rev. Peter Hoytema is the senior pastor of Midland Park 
Christian Reformed Church in Midland Park, New Jersey. 
He served previously as a pastor in Ancaster, Ontario. He 
and his wife, Grace, are the parents of four children.

Rev. Mark Stephenson is the Director of Disability Concerns 
for the Christian Reformed Church in North America. 
Previously he served in two congregations in Michigan. He 
and his wife have four children.



Colossians 2:1-7� TUESDAY, JULY 1
LET’S GET VERTICAL

Just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, con-
tinue to live in him . . . .� Colossians 2:6

This month we will be reflecting on “vertical hab-
its.” Just as young children need to learn how to say 
things like “Please” and “Thank you,” we need to 
practice habits that characterize a healthy relationship 
with God. This means telling God things like “I love 
you,” “I’m sorry,” and “I promise.”

Much of this takes place when we gather for wor-
ship in church, but each day also provides us with 
many opportunities to enjoy fellowship with God. One 
of the things we notice when we practice spiritual dis-
ciplines like prayer and Bible reading is that the lines 
of communication between us and God often change. 
Sometimes we speak to God, and other times we sense 
God speaking to us. Still other times we feel our rela-
tionship with God spilling over to affect the way we 
look at the world around us.

The image of a plant in today’s Scripture reading 
portrays our relationship with God beautifully: it con-
sists of roots that reach down, strength that builds up, 
and gratitude that flows out. And the good news is 
that all of this is God’s work. Our life in Christ is a gift, 
not something we earn. This gives us all the more rea-
son to cultivate healthy vertical habits. Such habits can 
provide us with fresh opportunities to receive the gifts 
that God never tires of giving.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for giving us new life 
through Jesus Christ, your Son. Help our 
faith to grow every day so that we can love 
you more and serve others better.� Amen.



Titus 3:1-8� WEDNESDAY, JULY 2
LOVE’S REDEEMING WORK

When the kindness and love of God our Savior 
appeared, he saved us . . . .� Titus 3:4-5

The title for today’s meditation comes from a well-
known Easter hymn: “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today.” 
The second stanza of that hymn begins with the words 
“Love’s redeeming work is done.” That’s a good way 
to describe Christ’s resurrection.

These words remind us that the power that raised 
Jesus was the power of God’s redeeming love. As to-
day’s Scripture reading points out, the love that God 
generously pours out is accompanied by the power of 
God that rescues us from sin and death.

Sometimes the love we show each other wields a 
similar redemptive power. In my files I have a news-
paper article about a prisoner who was scheduled to be 
executed. He was eager to die because it seemed he had 
nothing left to live for. In his 15 years on death row not 
one friend or family member ever came to visit him.

But then something curious happened. The media 
began covering his story.

Suddenly people began to visit him. Former friends 
and several relatives—some he had never even met 
before—took interest in him. This outpouring of love 
led the man to change his mind about wanting to die. 
He was now eager to live.

This happened because people said “I love you” to 
him. That’s the power of love’s redeeming work.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for showing us the power 
of your love. Help us to show your love to 
others so that they can see you living in us. 
In Jesus’ name we pray.� Amen.



Hebrews 12:1-3� THURSDAY, JULY 3
THE PRICE WE PAY FOR LOVE

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus . . . who for the joy set 
before him endured the cross . . . .� Hebrews 12:2

My daughter once had a stuffed animal that she 
crawled into bed with each night. Once when I was 
tucking her in, she showed me how some of the stitch-
ing was coming loose on her stuffed dog. She was sad 
because she wanted “Buddy” to stay new. I told her 
there was only one way to keep him from looking 
worn: we would have to put him away in a closet or 
drawer. She resisted that idea immediately. She would 
rather keep Buddy than put him away, even if that 
meant he would get more and more ragged.

That reminds us of how risky love can be. When we 
love someone, the wounds they sustain hurt us as well.

I once attended a worship service at Saint Thomas 
Episcopal Church in New York City. I noticed a pillar at 
the front of the sanctuary with the following inscription: 
“Grief is the price we pay for love.” Queen Elizabeth of 
England had chosen those words to conclude a mes-
sage she sent to this troubled congregation shortly after 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

Grief feels heavy because it corresponds to the size 
of love. Grief is as deep as love is high. When Jesus 
was crucified, his suffering was more than physical. 
He also felt the sharp pain of love deep in his heart. 
His grief was the price he paid for a love wide enough 
to cover the world.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for loving us so much. 
May all who feel sad today find comfort in 
your love. Help me to show your love to 
them, for Jesus’ sake.� Amen.



Romans 12:9-21� FRIDAY, JULY 4
ALL YOU NEED IS LOVE

Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor 
one another above yourselves.� Romans 12:10

The words of today’s Scripture reading echo the 
words of Jesus, who taught, “You have heard that it 
was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 
But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those 
who persecute you” (Matthew 5:43-44). At first, this 
seems like an impossible task. Loving the lovable is 
easy. But how can we show real love to someone who 
mistreats us or is difficult to get along with?

Perhaps Samuel Johnson’s insight on the difference 
between kindness and fondness can help. He once 
said, “Kindness is within our power; fondness is not.” 
That was his way of saying that we all have it in us to 
be kind to people, even if we are not fond of them. We 
don’t have to wait until we like people before we can 
be kind to them.

When we discover the truth in that bit of wisdom, 
we are often surprised by another discovery: kindness 
can lead to fondness. The kinder we are to people, the 
more fond of them we will become.

In the power of the Holy Spirit, we can also pray for 
others, asking for the strength to forgive them and love 
them without conditions, the way God does.

As C. S. Lewis once pointed out, we shouldn’t waste 
time worrying about whether we love our neighbors 
or not. We should simply act as if we did.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for loving us even when we 
were your enemies. Help us to be devoted to 
showing your love to others and honoring 
them above ourselves.� In Jesus, Amen.



Hosea 11:1-11� SATURDAY, JULY 5
LOVE IS NOT BLIND

When Israel was a child, I loved him . . . .	
� Hosea 11:1

A popular television program for the past few years 
has been the PBS Antiques Roadshow. If you have seen 
the show, you know that appraisers travel around and 
assess the value of items people bring in to them, much 
to the people’s delight or disappointment.

I watched one episode in which a woman had some 
old toy trains that her great, great uncle had made. 
They were made entirely of wood and had many in-
tricate moving parts. The appraiser had never seen 
anything like them before. “But alas,” he said, “this is 
exactly what makes them worth very little.” Since they 
were so unique, there was nothing to compare them to 
when determining their value. “I’m afraid they aren’t 
worth much at all,” he concluded.

Surprisingly, the woman wasn’t disappointed. The 
unique trains remained highly valuable to her. She 
knew the difference between value and market worth.

This is similar to the way God sees us. Our reading 
today from Hosea reminds us how sinful the people of 
Israel were. But that didn’t keep God from loving them.

Even if we feel we don’t amount to much, we are 
profoundly valuable in God’s eyes. God sees all our 
imperfection and loves us anyway. There’s nothing 
blind about love like that. It’s the very thing that en-
ables us to see how good God’s love really is.

PRAYER
Lord, we often get confused about how 
valuable we are. Help us to see ourselves as 
you see us and to love others as you love 
them. We pray in Jesus’ name.� Amen.



Luke 18:9-14� SUNDAY, JULY 6
ONCE MORE, WITH FEELING

The tax collector stood at a distance . . . and said, 
“God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”� Luke 18:13

For the next four days we will be reflecting on the 
vertical habit of saying “I’m sorry” to God. We all know 
how important it is to apologize to people when we 
have offended them. If that’s true about the relation-
ships we have with other human beings, how much 
more is it true about our relationship with God?

We ought to make a habit of confessing our sins to 
God. But it’s something we can easily neglect.

One reason for our forgetfulness may have to do with 
the standards we use to distinguish right from wrong. 
The Pharisee in today’s Scripture reading felt mighty 
pleased when he compared himself to a scoundrel like 
the tax collector. It’s the same kind of feeling we have 
when we see how people behave these days in many of 
the programs described as “reality TV.” Programs like 
these will do wonders for your self-esteem.

But what if we compared ourselves to God’s righ-
teousness instead of other people’s unrighteousness?

As the parable makes clear, there’s a big difference 
between using the badness of others to define our own 
goodness, and using the goodness of God to define our 
own badness.

Perhaps the frequency of our saying “I’m sorry” to 
God depends on what we spend more time with: the 
holiness of God or the sins of other people.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for showing your amazing 
love to us sinful people. Thank you for im-
mersing us in your grace and forgiving us. 
Help us faithfully to say we’re sorry.� Amen.



Psalm 51� MONDAY, JULY 7
KINDA SORRY

I know my transgressions, and my sin is always 
before me.� Psalm 51:3

The title for today’s meditation comes from an arti-
cle written by the contemporary Christian commenta-
tor Martin Marty. The article describes how the simple 
act of saying “I’m sorry” seems to have all but van-
ished today. Marty points out that whenever celebri-
ties or politicians are caught in some kind of scandal, 
they tend to make statements to the media that hardly 
qualify as heartfelt acknowledgments of wrongdoing.

To illustrate, he listed a few “confessions” recently 
made by some well-known people. For instance, after 
making some racially insensitive comments, one politi-
cian offered the following: “I am sorry that my words 
might have been interpreted in a way that causes stress 
to anyone.” Another example was from a popular athlete 
whose reputation was damaged by a gambling scandal; 
he said, “I’m just not built to act all sorry or sad or guilty. 
I’m sorry it happened . . . now let’s move on.”

Psalm 51 captures the heart of true repentance. When 
David was made aware of his sin, he offered no lame 
excuses or feeble apologies. As painful as it was, he ad-
mitted the truth. It’s what we do whenever we say “I’m 
sorry” to God and mean it. True repentance is always 
uncomfortable. But here’s the good news: if we are hon-
est enough to face the truth about ourselves, we are well 
positioned to rediscover the joyful truth of God’s mercy.

PRAYER
Lord, how easy it is for us to downplay 
the effects of our sins. Help us to be honest 
about who we are and what we do. Thank 
you for the gift of forgiveness.� Amen.



Matthew 5:23-24� TUESDAY, JULY 8
MAKING THE FIRST MOVE

“First go and be reconciled to your brother; then 
come and offer your gift.”� Matthew 5:24

Some years ago I watched an interview with a mar-
riage counselor on television. One thing he said has 
stuck with me ever since. He said that in his work with 
countless couples over the years he noticed a pattern of 
behavior repeating itself. The spouse who was least re-
sponsible for problems in the marriage was typically the 
most interested in working them out. And usually the 
one who was most to blame for the breakdown of the 
marriage showed the least interest in trying to restore it.

That insight says a lot about the hardening effect of 
sin on the human heart.

To borrow a line from Shakespeare’s King Lear, some 
people are “more sinned against than sinning.” Often 
these are the ones who initiate reconciliation by reach-
ing out to those who have hurt them.

Did you notice what Jesus says in today’s Scripture 
reading? He says we must be reconciled with those 
who have something against us. Often that includes 
those who have hurt us and have never apologized.

Are you waiting for an apology that may never 
come? Here’s another thing the marriage counselor 
said: the fact that someone has wronged you may be 
the very thing that prevents him from making it right.

Who knows what wonderful things could happen if 
you just made the first move to be reconciled?

PRAYER
Dear Lord, thank you for making the first 
move by loving us even when we were 
your enemies. Help us to live in peace with 
others. We pray in Jesus’ name.� Amen.



Psalm 139� WEDNESDAY, JULY 9
THE LIGHT MUST BE GENTLE

Search me, O God, and know my heart . . . . Lead 
me in the way everlasting.� Psalm 139:23-24

When we practice the vertical habit of saying “I’m 
sorry” to God, it’s important to position our healthy 
confession of sin between the unhealthy extremes of 
denial and despair.

On the one hand, the thought that every corner of 
our lives is exposed by God’s floodlight might be so 
intimidating that a person could try to deny sin’s real-
ity and avoid God altogether.

On the other hand, the thought of God’s continual 
scrutiny might fill a person with constant feelings of 
inadequacy and despair.

Psalm 139 helps us find a balance by teaching that 
the shining of God’s penetrating light on our lives is 
precisely how God leads us in the way everlasting. It 
shows us how God’s light both mysteriously consumes 
and comforts at the same time.

An ancient spiritual writer once put it this way: 
“Those who neither see their sins nor confess them 
are not illumined with light. But those for whom their 
sins loom so large that they despair of forgiveness are 
drowned in light. What follows from this? The light 
must be gentle.”

There’s the balance we need, graciously provided 
by our loving God.

It’s there in the blazing yet gentle light of his glory.
PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for shining the light of 
your holiness into our lives. May your glory 
scatter the shadows of our sin and allow us 
to bask in your love.� In Jesus’ name, Amen.



1 Samuel 2:1-10� THURSDAY, JULY 10
GOD MAKES BIG PROMISES TO LITTLE PEOPLE

The Lord . . . raises the poor from the dust . . . and 
has them inherit a throne of honor.� 1 Samuel 2:7-8

For the next few days we will be reflecting on the 
importance of promises. Have you ever noticed that 
many people in the Bible respond to God’s presence 
in similar ways? They all feel ill prepared for whatever 
task God has in mind for them. Gideon believed that 
coming from a small tribe disqualified him for service as 
God’s warrior (Judges 6:15). Both Isaiah and Peter were 
overwhelmed by their own sinfulness when the Lord 
called them (Isaiah 6:5; Luke 5:8). Jeremiah felt he was 
too young to speak for God (Jeremiah 1:6); like Moses 
(Exodus 4:10), he didn’t think he was eloquent enough.

Throughout the Bible, God promises great things 
to little people. In her prayer to the Lord, Hannah cel-
ebrates how God remembers the humble. This shows 
us that when God makes promises, he focuses not only 
on people who are impressive and popular. When God 
promises to bless people, he has everyone in mind. In 
fact, in the topsy-turvy character of God’s kingdom, the 
poor and powerless receive God’s gifts first, while the 
high and mighty find themselves at the end of the line.

We know this even better than Hannah did because 
we live after the coming of Jesus. Because the mighty 
Son of God took the form of a humble servant, every 
weak and neglected person can know that when God 
makes a promise, he has them in mind.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for remembering all your 
promises to us. Help me to focus on your 
strength and not my weakness and to serve 
others as you serve us.� In Jesus’ name, Amen.



Genesis 9:8-17� FRIDAY, JULY 11
PROMISES COME WITH A SIGN

God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the cove
nant I have established . . . .”� Genesis 9:17

Are you familiar with the “pinky swear”? Perhaps 
you remember it from childhood or still play it from time 
to time, as I do with my children. Here’s how it works: 
someone promises you something, and because you 
want to make sure they mean it, you say the words “pin-
ky swear.” The two of you then hook your pinky fingers 
together to confirm the promise that has been made. You 
can also link both your pinkies to seal the promise with 
a “double pinky swear.” While this is just a game, it can 
help kids learn that promises are important.

Adults also accompany their promises with ac-
tions to show that they intend to honor their commit-
ments. People shake hands after a business deal. In a 
wedding ceremony the bride and groom confirm their 
vows by placing rings on each other’s fingers. Done in 
good faith, these signs indicate that when people make 
promises, they mean what they are saying.

When God makes promises, he gives signs too. The 
rainbow confirms the covenant God made with Noah. 
One of the best signs God ever gave was the one men-
tioned by angels when Jesus was born: “This will be a 
sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and 
lying in a manger” (Luke 2:12). Paul puts it this way: 
“No matter how many promises God has made, they 
are ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:20).

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for giving us so many re-
minders of your love and for being faithful to 
each promise you have made. Help us to keep 
our promises too.� In Jesus’ name, Amen.



1 Timothy 1:12-17� SATURDAY, JULY 12
YOU HAVE BEEN PRE-APPROVED!

Even though I was once a blasphemer and a per-
secutor . . . I was shown mercy.� 1 Timothy 1:13

Many of us today receive unsolicited credit card ap-
plications in the mail. The accompanying letters usually 
begin the same way: “You have already been approved 
to receive this card!” Being told we are approved for 
something we haven’t applied for can sound strange. 
But in a way it can remind us of how God’s love is ex-
tended to us: unconditionally.

We don’t have to worry about trying to earn God’s 
favor. God loves and accepts us in spite of who we are 
or what we have done.

Sometimes people make promises accompanied by 
certain conditions. They say, “I will love you as long 
as you stay thin,” or, “I will pay your tuition, but only 
if you enroll at this college.” Sometimes what appears 
to be a gift is actually a veiled attempt to manipulate 
someone into meeting certain expectations.

God’s promises are nothing like that. Paul experi-
enced the unconditional love of God in his life, and he 
describes it beautifully in today’s Scripture reading. 
His words remind us that the very nature of grace in-
volves showing love to the undeserving.

Of course, we need to respond to God’s promises 
by making promises of our own. But as Augustine 
summed it up long ago: “God does not love us because 
we obey. We obey because God loves us.”

PRAYER
Lord, we know there is nothing we could ever 
do to earn your love. Thank you for forgiving 
our sins and accepting us through Jesus, your 
Son. We pray in his name.� Amen.



Romans 16:1-16� SUNDAY, JULY 13
WE ALL HAVE PROMISES TO KEEP

Our sister Phoebe . . . has been a great help to 
many people, including me.� Romans 16:1-2

Most of us tend to avoid Scripture passages like the 
one we have read today. Paul’s personal greetings rank 
in popularity alongside genealogies and lists of ancient 
tribe members recorded in the Bible.

But let’s not miss the gospel found in passages 
like these. The inclusion of these names at the end of 
Romans has a lot to say about the importance of com-
munity and the promises we make to each other.

Paul’s love for the people he mentions shines through 
these verses. These saints labored hard with Paul in 
ministry, and he wants them to know how much they 
mean to him. Almost all of the people he mentions here 
are unknown to us. We know nothing about them ex-
cept for the little that Paul writes here. But one thing is 
clear: each of these men and women demonstrated their 
faith in God by committing themselves to Paul and his 
apostolic ministry.

That’s the way it is in the kingdom of God. The 
promises we make to God tend to get lived out in the 
commitments we make to other people. In this way, 
the vertical habit of making promises to God is given 
a horizontal dimension. Sometimes the best way to be 
faithful to God is to be faithful to the people he has 
called us to serve. How are you doing when it comes 
to keeping your promises to God?

PRAYER
Lord, you give us so many people who help 
our faith grow. Thank you for also using us 
to bless the lives of others. By serving others, 
help us remember we are serving you.� Amen.



Matthew 1:18-25� MONDAY, JULY 14
THE QUIET MAN

Joseph . . . did what the angel of the Lord had 
commanded him . . . .� Matthew 1:24

For the next three days we will explore the vertical 
habit of saying “I’m listening” to God. A big part of our 
relationship with God consists of our talking to him. 
But the Lord also has a lot to say to us. So it’s important 
for us to listen to God too.

I don’t know if you’ve ever noticed this, but the Bible 
doesn’t record a single word spoken by Joseph, Mary’s 
husband. On the one hand, that seems odd, given his 
important role in the events surrounding Jesus’ birth. 
On the other hand, Joseph’s quiet obedience says a lot.

Joseph was someone we could describe this way: 
“His actions spoke louder than his words.” His silence 
reminds us that the best way to obey God is to actually 
do God’s will and not just talk about it.

There is a direct connection between hearing and 
obeying. Did you know that the English word obey is 
derived from the Latin verb meaning “to hear”? Obe
dient children listen to their parents. And obedient be-
lievers do what God tells them to do.

The Bible clearly indicates the kinds of things faith-
ful disciples should do. By forgiving others, respecting 
authority, and caring for the poor, we demonstrate that 
we are serious about listening to God.

As it was for Joseph, our quiet obedience has a voice 
all its own.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for showing us in your 
Word what obedience looks like. As we hear 
you speak to us in the Bible, help us to put it 
into practice.� In Jesus’ name, Amen.



Luke 1:5-22� TUESDAY, JULY 15
WAITING QUIETLY FOR GOD

The angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; 
your prayer has been heard.”� Luke 1:13

Zechariah and Elizabeth may well have stopped 
praying for a child some years before Gabriel appeared 
to Zechariah in the temple. I picture the two of them, 
fresh into their marriage, praying that God would bless 
them with children someday. I imagine their prayers be-
came more intense as the years rolled by and the answer 
to their prayers appeared to be no. And at some point 
they probably stopped asking God to give them a baby. 
At their age, it just didn’t look like that would happen.

But then one day, when they were well along in 
years, an angel came to tell Zechariah that God had 
heard his prayer. Elizabeth would have a baby.

Imagine that! Prayers from years earlier continued 
to echo around God’s throne. 

This is great encouragement for any of us who may 
be thinking God hasn’t heard our prayers in the past. 
Even if we think the answer has been a definite no, 
it might instead be “Not yet . . .” or “Not in the way 
you expect . . .” Still, we know we must ask with pure 
motives and in line with God’s will (James 4:3; 1 John 
5:14). Are we listening for God’s possible answers?

Zechariah couldn’t believe his ears when he heard 
God’s answer through the angel. So for the next nine 
months he would be mute. Perhaps the silence gave him 
an opportunity for deeper conversations with God.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for hearing every one of our 
prayers. Give us patience as we wait for you 
to show us how you will answer them. In the 
name of Christ, our Lord, we pray.� Amen.



Matthew 11:1-6� WEDNESDAY, JULY 16
PROMISES IN THE DARK

“Are you the one who was to come, or should 
we expect someone else?”� Matthew 11:3

Times of intense waiting often take place at night. A 
mother stays awake, hoping to hear the sound of her 
teenage son or daughter coming home. Waiting to hear 
the results of tests from a doctor’s office seems to inten-
sify during the long, quiet hours of the night. When the 
world around us falls silent, we especially hear voices 
of doubt and fear murmuring inside us.

Maybe this is what John the Baptist was experienc-
ing in prison. In the dark stillness of his prison cell, he 
waited for his disciples to return with answers to his 
questions. In effect, he was asking, “Lord, if you really 
are the promised Messiah, why am I languishing here 
in prison? Where is the powerful kingdom that I be-
lieved you would bring?”

In a way, we all wait for Jesus to answer these ques-
tions because we too live in a kingdom that is coming 
but is not yet here completely.

Jesus assured John, as he assures us today, that there 
is enough evidence of his work in the world to confirm 
his identity. The beginnings of his ministry guarantee 
the kingdom’s full arrival later on.

So if we are waiting and listening for the Lord and 
beginning to grow disappointed, let’s take heart: God 
has whispered the coming of a kingdom that will one 
day arrive with an unmistakable shout.

PRAYER
Lord, sometimes it’s hard to believe your 
kingdom has come when we go through dif-
ficult times. Help us to trust in you and to help 
others hear the good news of Jesus.� Amen.



Psalm 30� THURSDAY, JULY 17
PRAISE AND THANKSGIVING

Sing to the Lord . . . praise his holy name. . . . O Lord 
my God, I will give you thanks forever.� Psalm 30:4, 12

One of the most important things we can ever say 
to God is “thank you.” It’s a habit that should never 
get old. When we give thanks to God, we are usually 
responding to specific gifts or blessings God has been 
pleased to give us.

Praise, though, is different. When we praise God, we 
are not so much thanking him for what he has done. 
We are honoring and adoring God for who he is.

If you read Psalm 30 closely, you discover that like 
many of the psalms, it is characterized by both praise 
and thanksgiving.

Most of the psalm consists of David’s expressions of 
thanks to God. David thanks God for hearing his voice 
when he called out to him, and for lifting him up when 
he was down. But nestled in the middle of the psalm, 
in verses 4-5, is a call to praise. Like all expressions of 
praise, it is rooted not only in God’s actions but also in 
God’s character.

It’s important that we remember the difference be-
tween praise and thanksgiving. We ought to work hard 
at practicing the vertical habit of saying “thank you” to 
God in response to all his gifts. But we should also re-
member to praise God simply for who he is. Perhaps 
in this way we can become what Augustine said every 
Christian should be: “an alleluia from head to foot.”

PRAYER
Lord, we thank you for all your gifts, and we 
praise you for all your glory. Thank you for 
hearing us when we call to you. Help us to 
give you glory in everything we do.� Amen.



Ephesians 2:1-10� FRIDAY, JULY 18
GRACE AND MERCY

God . . . is rich in mercy . . . —it is by grace you 
have been saved.� Ephesians 2:4-5

Yesterday we reflected on the difference between 
praise and thanksgiving. Today let’s think about the 
difference between grace and mercy.

Did you notice how both words are used in today’s 
Bible reading? In verse 4 we read that God is rich in 
mercy, and in verses 5 and 8 we read that it is by grace 
we have been saved. What’s the difference?

Maybe the best way to explain is to say that mercy is 
shown when a person does not get what he deserves, 
and grace is shown when a person gets what he does 
not deserve. I once heard a preacher illustrate this by 
asking us to imagine we had been stopped by a police 
officer for speeding. He said, “If the officer is merciful, 
he will let you off with a warning instead of a ticket.” 
The preacher continued, “But suppose the officer then 
reached into his wallet and gave you a hundred dollars 
before sending you on your way. In that case, he would 
be following up mercy with grace.”

God’s mercy and grace work in a similar way. When 
we believe in Jesus, we are spared from the punishment 
we deserved. And there’s more—we also receive the 
riches of God’s grace that he freely pours out on us.

So let’s offer rich thanksgiving to God! Remember 
to thank him for giving us what is good. And remem-
ber to thank him for not giving us what we deserve.

PRAYER
Lord, your mercy is amazing, and your grace 
never ends. Thank you for sending Jesus to die 
in our place and for all the riches we have in 
him. We pray in his name.� Amen.



Luke 17:11-19� SATURDAY, JULY 19
PLEASE AND THANK YOU

Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where 
are the other nine?”� Luke 17:17

The story of Jesus’ healing of the ten lepers confirms 
a point that many of us know from being around young 
children: saying “thank you” does not come naturally 
to most of us.

Often our practice of this vertical habit requires 
prompting and encouragement from others. If the sta-
tistics in today’s Scripture reading are any indication, 
all of us are well rehearsed in the habit of asking God 
for help, but only 10 percent of us thank him for it.

Some people have wondered why God expects to be 
thanked and praised so much. When we see that some 
people have the need to be constantly complimented, 
isn’t that the very thing that makes them unlikable?

C. S. Lewis struggled with this very point as a young 
Christian. The idea that God demanded to be praised 
all the time seemed to make Lewis all the more resis-
tant to doing it.

Then Lewis began to think through this a bit more. As 
he reflected on the nature of praise, he noticed that it in-
volves much more than paying someone a compliment. 
He discovered that praise is connected to whatever it is 
we enjoy. It’s not something added on to a happy expe-
rience; it’s a vital part of the happiness itself. This is why 
thankful people are also joyful. Saying “thank you” to 
God gives us as much pleasure as it gives him.

PRAYER
Dear Lord, we are often quick to ask for 
your help but not always so eager to thank 
you for it. Help us to be aware of all your 
gifts and to be grateful for each one.�Amen.



Colossians 3:15-17� SUNDAY, JULY 20
In ALL THINgS Give THANKS

Do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving 
thanks to God the Father through him.� Col. 3:17

Many of us practice the habit of saying “thank you” 
to God most often during mealtime devotions. Someone 
once said that the easiest way to get some people to 
pray is to put a plate of food in front of them.

Of course, it’s appropriate to thank God for the gifts 
of food and drink (see John 6:11). But as today’s Bible 
reading reminds us, gratitude is something that should 
permeate our entire lives.

In line with this, 1 Timothy 4:4-5 says, “Everything 
God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it 
is received with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated 
by the word of God and prayer.”

G. K. Chesterton once commented on the practice 
of “saying grace” before a meal. He saw that thanking 
God our Provider before eating our food was good.

Then he went on to describe a host of other activi-
ties—such as reading and playing—that he would also 
not participate in until after he had offered a prayer of 
thanks to God.

Perhaps we should “say grace” a lot more often. 
God has scattered little revelations of his goodness and 
grace all over his creation. The more aware of these 
gifts we become, the more grateful we will be.

George MacDonald put it this way: “When in all gifts 
we find him, then in him we shall find all things.”

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for filling your world 
with so much goodness and beauty. Thank 
you for sending Jesus, your Son, the great-
est gift of all. We pray in his name.� Amen.



Luke 13:1-5� MONDAY, JULY 21
THE QUESTION EVERYONE ASKS

“Do you think that these Galileans were worse sin-
ners . . . because they suffered this way?”�Luke 13:2

The vertical habit we will be exploring for the next 
few days deals with the one-word question “Why?” This 
may be a short word, but its three letters pack a lot of 
power. Young children ask “Why?” with wild abandon 
as they explore the world around them. And no matter 
how old we get, we never stop asking this question.

Perhaps it’s because we all ask “Why?” that some 
people try to come up with easy answers when trage-
dies happen. After Hurricane Katrina devastated most 
of New Orleans, some people said that God sent the 
storm to punish a wicked city. A few years ago, when 
Ariel Sharon, Israel’s prime minister, suffered a stroke, 
a well-known evangelist said God was punishing him 
for giving parts of Israeli territory to Palestinians.

This tendency to explain the problems of life is noth-
ing new. Reading between the lines of our Scripture for 
today, we get the impression that people were suggest-
ing to Jesus that the Galileans whom Pilate had killed 
were just getting what they deserved.

As the gospels later inform us, Jesus also asked 
“Why?” when he was lifted up to die on a cross. For 
his sake, we receive mercy instead of the punishment 
we all deserve. God does not promise to give us all the 
answers we want. But he does give us One who is in 
some way the answer to our every question.

PRAYER
Lord, we have so many questions that seem to 
have no satisfying answers. Help us to trust 
your good will and to point others to you in 
their search for answers.� In Jesus, Amen.



Matthew 10:27-31� TUESDAY, JULY 22
thE GRACE OF GOD’S PRESENCE

“Not one of them will fall to the ground apart 
from the will of your Father.”� Matthew 10:29

At some point, every person experiences suffering 
in his or her life.

C. S. Lewis, who wrote extensively on what he 
called “the problem of pain,” claimed that suffering 
is in some ways harder for believers than unbelievers. 
The reason, he suggested, is that believers must recon-
cile their suffering with their faith in a good and loving 
God. This is a dilemma that unbelievers obviously do 
not need to address.

In today’s Bible reading Jesus seems to indicate that 
a sparrow dies when God has willed it to die. The orig-
inal Greek text, however, does not mention the will of 
God here. It simply says, literally, “Not one sparrow 
will fall to the ground without your Father.”

In an attempt to make more sense of this, transla-
tors added a reference to God’s will, but perhaps the 
original reading is better. It assures us that God does 
not ultimately intend for us to suffer and that he is gra-
ciously present with us in all the painful experiences 
we go through. Sparrows and all other living creatures 
will eventually suffer and die. But as Luke’s recording 
of this teaching puts it, the comforting news is that not 
one sparrow “is forgotten by God” (Luke 12:6).

Trusting in God will not solve all the mysteries of his 
will. But it does confirm the grace of God’s presence.

PRAYER
Dear Lord, help all who are suffering to 
know that you are with them. Use us to 
show them your love. We pray in the name 
of Immanuel—“God with us.”� Amen.



Hebrews 12:4-11� WEDNESDAY, JULY 23
GOD’S GYM

Do not make light of the Lord’s discipline . . . the 
Lord disciplines those he loves.� Hebrews 12:5-6

According to a popular legend, Teresa of Avila was 
riding one day when something startled her horse. She 
was thrown to the ground, where she landed in a mud 
puddle. Then she asked God the question we have 
been reflecting on for the past few days: “Why?” And 
apparently she heard God respond by saying, “This is 
how I treat all my friends.” Not satisfied, Teresa appar-
ently replied, “Then, Lord, it is not surprising that you 
have so few.” We might first be taken aback by Teresa’s 
response. But her words point to a serious question: 
Why do those who are friends with God suffer?

It may sound contradictory, but today’s Bible reading 
says that the painful discipline we sometimes receive 
from God is a sign of his love for us. In verse 11 we read 
about being “trained” by God’s discipline. Borrowing 
from the field of athletic training, the writer is suggesting 
we are in a gym where our fitness instructor is God him-
self. Anyone who works out in a gym knows the strain of 
physical activity. Our spiritual life can be just as strenu-
ous, especially when we are in discipline training.

If God has rebuked you and you’re in discipline 
training, don’t lose heart. You are in God’s gym. He 
has designed a fitness program specifically for you. He 
knows what areas of your life need to be strengthened. 
He is training you for greater service in his kingdom.

PRAYER
Lord, sometimes it’s hard to see any connec-
tion between our pain and your love. Fill us 
with your strength so we can endure hardship 
and bring comfort to others.� In Jesus, Amen.



Ephesians 1:15-23� THURSDAY, JULY 24
GOING RIGHT TO THE TOP

God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to 
be head over everything for the church.� Ephesians 1:22

For the next few days we will be thinking about the 
vertical habit of saying “Help me” to God. Like each of 
the other habits we have been looking at so far, this is 
one we learn early in life.

“Help” is a dominant word in the language of faith 
as well.

From today’s Scripture reading we learn that Jesus 
is exalted higher than all the powers in the universe. 
God has given his Son the highest position of authority 
in the cosmos.

This is why the vertical habit of saying “Help me” 
is so amazing. The most remarkable thing about our 
prayers is that they soar right up to the highest heav-
enly realm where Christ is seated. The prayer of every 
believer is heard by the King of the whole universe.

I remember when my children were learning about 
the nation of Bhutan in school. They were surprised to 
learn that the Bhutanese people are permitted to visit 
the king of Bhutan whenever they want to. About 30 
people go to see the king each day.

Can you imagine being able to speak with the leader 
of your country?

As amazing as that sounds, we have a far greater 
privilege that is ours to enjoy every time we pray. We 
get to speak directly to the Lord of creation.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for being our King who 
hears all our prayers. In all of the struggles we 
face in life, may we always turn to you alone 
for help. In your name we pray!� Amen.



Philippians 2:19-30� FRIDAY, JULY 25
WHAT GOES AROUND COMES AROUND

I hope . . . to send Timothy to you soon . . . . He has 
served with me in the work of the gospel.� Phil. 2:19, 22

Today’s Bible reading includes a rather sobering 
statement: “Everyone looks out for his own interests, 
not those of Jesus Christ.” It’s seems a bit odd that Paul 
would write this, because Timothy and Epaphroditus 
do not fit that description. Paul says Timothy “takes 
a genuine interest” in the welfare of the Philippians. 
And Epaphroditus is someone who “almost died for 
the work of Christ, risking his life.” These men clearly 
were not preoccupied with their own interests.

Paul himself was also more concerned about the 
Philippians’ well-being than his own. Did you notice 
how eager Paul was to send Timothy and Epaphroditus 
back to Philippi so that the Philippians would be blessed 
by their ministry? Both of these men were indispensable 
to Paul. In reference to Timothy, Paul writes, “I have 
no one else like him,” and Paul calls Epaphroditus his 
“brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier.”

We would understand if Paul wanted these men to 
remain with him for his own encouragement. After all, 
Paul was in prison while he wrote this letter; if anyone 
needed encouragement, it was him.

But Paul’s concern was with other people’s walk 
with the Lord. In helping their faith grow, his own faith 
grew too. Perhaps our prayers also should include a lot 
more “Help them” requests than pleas of “Help me.”

PRAYER
Lord, we can easily become preoccupied with 
our own concerns and neglect the needs of 
others. Help us put others ahead of ourselves. 
Thank you for the joy of helping others.� Amen.



Matthew 26:6-13� SATURDAY, JULY 26
TURNING AN EXCUSE INTO AN INCENTIVE

“The poor you will always have with you . . . .”	
� Matthew 26:11

When some people quote these words of Jesus—
“The poor you will always have with you”—they say 
it in a way that suggests we don’t have to be too con-
cerned about helping poor people, since there will nev-
er be an end to poverty. That kind of thinking makes it 
easy to lose a sense of urgency about social justice and 
caring for others in need.

To avoid that kind of thinking, we need to dig a little 
deeper into the words of Jesus. When he says, “The poor 
you will always have with you,” he is quoting from the 
Old Testament. The original setting of these words is in 
Deuteronomy 15:11, and the full reading in that context 
is enlightening. God says to the Israelites, “There will 
always be poor people in the land. Therefore I com-
mand you to be openhanded toward your brothers and 
toward the poor and needy in your land.” Earlier in 
that chapter God makes clear as the people are poised 
to enter the promised land, “There should be no poor 
among you,” for in the land God was giving them they 
would be richly blessed (Deuteronomy 15:4).

The presence of poor people among us is the very 
thing that should compel us to ease their suffering. In 
so much of the world the divide between the rich and 
the needy is increasing. Each of us needs to ask, “How 
can the Lord use me to help?”

PRAYER
Forgive us, Lord, for not being concerned 
enough about the poor. Help us to share your 
gifts with others. Thank you, Lord Jesus, for 
becoming poor for our sake.� Amen.



1 Thessalonians 2:1-12� SUNDAY, JULY 27
THE GIVER IN THE GIFT

We were delighted to share . . . not only the gospel . . . 
but our lives as well . . . .� 1 Thessalonians 2:8

Paul’s words remind us that the greatest blessings 
we receive from others are found not so much in the 
gifts they give but in the people they are. They invest 
themselves in us, and in so doing some of their own 
good character rubs off on us.

In one of his books Lewis Smedes writes about the 
time he and his wife came home and found a package 
on their front porch. They opened it and found inside 
a beautiful afghan that someone had knitted for them. 
It was a gift from a woman who had been a member 
of Smedes’s congregation many years before and who 
had stayed in touch with them over the years.

Smedes writes poetically about how the gift they re-
ceived was much greater than the afghan. It was as if 
the person who made it had stitched compassion right 
into it. The love and kindness of their friend’s gift made 
Smedes and his wife feel warmer than the warmth any 
afghan could provide.

When we invest ourselves in the lives of other peo-
ple, we give them greater help than any mere gift can 
supply. Every gift is but an extension of the great gift 
of ourselves. That’s why helping others must include 
more than just praying for them. When we ask God 
to help others, the intersection of our lives with theirs 
may be the best answer to our prayers.

PRAYER
Lord, you have given yourself so fully to us. 
Help us to follow your example by investing 
ourselves in the lives of others. Teach us to be 
humble, and show us how to serve.� Amen.



John 20:19-23� MONDAY, JULY 28
COMING AND GOING

“As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.”	
� John 20:21

For the last vertical habit we will be focusing on this 
month, we will be thinking about what it means to say 
to the Lord, “Send me.”

At the beginning of The Silver Chair, one of the nov-
els in C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia, Jill Pole and 
Eustace Scrubb travel to Narnia in an unusual way: 
they are carried by the breath of Aslan, the great Lion, 
who stands high on a cliff and blows them there.

It’s an image taken from the words Jesus speaks in 
today’s Scripture reading: “‘As the Father has sent me, I 
am sending you.’ And with that he breathed on them.”

The breath of the Lion of Judah not only fills the dis-
ciples with Jesus’ resurrected life; it is also the force that 
carries them out into the world to continue his mission.

Someone once said that the life of the church con-
sists of a kind of breathing in and breathing out. When 
believers gather for worship, they inhale, taking into 
themselves the life and power of God. And when the 
worship service ends, they are sent into the world, 
where they exhale, breathing out the same life and 
power they have received.

That’s a nice way of looking at the life of the church.
The warm breath of the Lion—that is, Jesus, through 

the Holy Spirit—fills us with joy. And he sends us into 
the world God wants to bless through us.

PRAYER
“Breathe on me, Breath of God.” Fill me 
with your life and your peace. Wherever 
you send me, use me to share your love 
with others. In Jesus’ name I pray.� Amen.



Matthew 9:35-38� TUESDAY, JULY 29
THE HARVEST IS PLENTIFUL

“Ask the Lord of the harvest . . . to send out 
workers into his harvest field.”� Matthew 9:38

Sometimes we doubt the assessment of Jesus regard-
ing how plentiful the harvest is. He seems to indicate 
that many people are just waiting to hear the gospel 
and will come into the kingdom as easily as crops are 
harvested by farmers. The actual results of the church’s 
evangelistic efforts often look very different.

In 1948 Rev. Bassam Madany began a radio min-
istry with The Back to God Hour in the Middle East. 
Preaching the gospel in the Muslim world did not 
bring in much of a harvest at first. Rev. Madany de-
livered radio broadcasts for two and a half years be-
fore he got his first letter from someone requesting in-
formation about Jesus. Some missionaries have spent 
their entire career preaching the gospel and have never 
seen a single person come to faith in Jesus.

This can sound discouraging. But the good news is 
that the faithful work done by God’s servants years ago 
is bringing in a harvest today. We may never reap what 
we have sown. But perhaps we may harvest what others 
have planted. God is always faithful to his promise. A 
plentiful harvest will be gathered in. Some of it we will 
gather, taking in what those who have gone before us 
have planted. As for the seeds we plant, there are har-
vesters yet to come. Perhaps their hands will gather the 
plants that have grown from the seeds we have sown.

PRAYER
Dear Lord, whether it is our job to plant or to 
harvest, send us into the field of this world to 
be your witnesses. Empower us till the day you 
return and the harvest is complete.� Amen.



Matthew 28:16-20� WEDNESDAY, JULY 30
THE GREAT COMMISSION

“Go and make disciples of all nations . . . .”	
� Matthew 28:19

These words that conclude the gospel of Matthew 
show us how big the kingdom of God really is.

The Lord sends his people everywhere in the world, 
and he promises to be with them always, until the end 
of time. The immensity of that time and space is be-
yond our ability to comprehend.

But we certainly can try to understand the way our 
own lives fit into the bigness of God’s kingdom. No 
matter who we are, when we have lived, or what we 
can accomplish, each of us has a role to play in expand-
ing the Lord’s kingdom here on earth.

Sometimes we think that being faithful to the Lord’s 
Great Commission in these verses means leaving where 
we are and going somewhere else. This may be true 
for some people. But while some are called to go to 
faraway places, most of us are called to penetrate our 
current locations with the good news of the kingdom.

The entire world is a mission field, and we don’t 
need to go very far to find it. It can be as close as the 
house next door, the seats occupied by people you 
travel with on the bus or subway each morning, or the 
locker down the hall.

The point is, the Great Commission confirms that 
we all have a place to go. For some of us, that place 
may very well be the place we already are.

PRAYER
Lord, I know you can use me no matter where 
I am. Thank you for giving me so many oppor-
tunities to share your love with others. Help 
me to make the most of them.� Amen.



1 Peter 2:9-12� THURSDAY, JULY 31
CHURCH DISMISSED

Live such good lives among the pagans that . . . they may 
see your good deeds and glorify God . . . .� 1 Peter 2:12

We have come to the end of our reflections on vertical 
habits. One way to remember them is to associate them 
with parts of a worship service. For example, we begin by 
saying “I love you” to God. When we confess our sin, we 
say “I’m sorry,” and we get ready for the sermon by tell-
ing God, “I’m listening.” Then, when we are dismissed at 
the end of worship, we say to God, “Send me.”

This dismissal is more important than we might 
think. As a pastor, I often notice that as I give the clos-
ing blessing, some people reach for their coats and 
purses. For them, these final words of worship give 
them a good opportunity to start making an exit.

But there’s a big difference between leaving worship 
and being dismissed from it. At the end of the service, 
God sends his people out of the church and into the 
world, where they continue to “declare the praises of 
him who called [them] out of darkness into his won-
derful light.”

In some Christian traditions the worship service is 
called a “Mass.” This word comes from the Latin words 
traditionally spoken at the end of worship: Ite missa est. 
These words mean, “Go, you are dismissed.” They are 
among the most important words God says to us.

Anyone can leave a worship service. But only God 
can dismiss us.

PRAYER
Thank you, Lord, for calling us out of dark-
ness and into light. Help us to live a life of 
praise in such a way that others will clearly 
see we belong to you.� Amen.




