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To Lois, my wife, who shares in my passion and our ministry 
to help people better understand the Bible and adopt a 

biblical worldview.





INTRODUCTION
If  the Bible is confusing to you, then you are not alone.
My friend’s college-age daughter summarized it well. She was 
lamenting the struggles she was having in her freshman-year 
Bible survey class at the Christian college she was attending. I 
asked her why it was so hard. After all, she had attended one 
of  the largest and most influential churches in America for 
several years. She had been active in her youth group and was 
exposed to hundreds of  sermons and talks based on the 
Bible. She even served as a volunteer in student ministries, 
teaching from the Bible. She was also engaged to the pastor’s 
son, who is one of  the most well-known pastors in America. 
So why was she having so much trouble?
“All the Bible teaching and preaching I’ve experienced quotes 
the Bible extensively, but I have no sense of  how it all fits 
together,” she explained.

How It All Fits Together
She is not alone. When we surveyed our congregation in 2010 
on their knowledge of  basic Bible facts, chronology, and 
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teachings, the majority could not answer half  the questions 
correctly. They failed miserably, even though, according to 
our quarterly surveys, the majority of our attendees read their 
Bibles on their own at least five days a week and most are 
involved in weekly or biweekly home groups that study the 
Bible. Could it be because they don’t know how it all fits 
together?
Consider what has been learned by memory experiments with 
chess masters. Show a chess master an ongoing game, where 
most of  the pieces are still on the board, for as little as seven 
seconds. Most chess masters are able to recreate the game in 
its entirety—every single piece in the same square on the 
board. Now show a novice player the same board for seven 
seconds. The novice will be able to place no more than seven 
pieces.
You might conclude that chess masters have great memories. 
But show a chess master a board with the same number of  
pieces randomly distributed, and the chess master will 
remember only two or three pieces more than the novice 
remembers.
What is the difference? The difference is in what some 
researchers call “mental models” and the role they play in 
learning and retention of  information. A mental model is an 
understanding of  how it all fits together for any given field of  
knowledge.
If  you do not have a mental model of  the Bible, then you will 
have trouble learning from it or retaining what you learn. 
This forty-day guide is designed to help you develop a mental 
model of  how the Bible fits together so that you can learn 
more from God’s Word and retain more of  what you learn.
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One Story of  Redemption
The Bible is one story; it all fits together. Nevertheless, it is a 
complex story made up of  a collection of  sixty-six books 
written by more than forty authors over hundreds of  years. 
That’s intimidating! But it helps to know its storyline. It tells 
the story of  redemption. It is an account of  how God is 
redeeming, rescuing, and saving his creation, especially his 
prize creation, humanity.
The risen Christ explained this to two disciples who were 
despondent after the crucifixion. They didn’t even realize it 
was Jesus who was walking and talking with them. Jesus was 
somewhat incredulous:

Then Jesus said to them, “You foolish people! You 
find it so hard to believe all that the prophets wrote in 
the Scriptures. Wasn’t it clearly predicted that the 
Messiah would have to suffer all these things before 
entering his glory?” Then Jesus took them through 
the writings of  Moses and all the prophets, explaining 
from all the Scriptures the things concerning himself. 
(Luke 24:25–27, NLT)

Jesus took them through what Christians call the Old 
Testament (“the writings of  Moses and all the prophets”), 
explaining to them the things that pertain to him. Later, Jesus 
met with a larger group of  disciples:

Then he opened their minds to understand the 
Scriptures. And he said, “Yes, it was written long ago 
that the Messiah would suffer and die and rise from 
the dead on the third day. It was also written that this 
message would be proclaimed in the authority of  his 
name to all the nations, beginning in Jerusalem: 
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ʻThere is forgiveness of  sins for all who repent.ʼ You 
are witnesses of  all these things.” (Luke 24:45–48, 
NLT)

“All the Scriptures” point to Jesus and the story of  
redemption.

One Story, Two Acts
The Bible story of  redemption is told in two parts, like two 
acts of  a theatrical play. Each act is made up of  a series of  
scenes, although the Bible itself  is not arranged in strict 
chronological order. The first act, the Old Testament, starts at 
Creation and ends four hundred years before the coming of  
Christ. There is a four-hundred-year “intermission,” and then 
the second act, the New Testament, starts with the coming of  
Jesus and ends with a vision of  his return some day in the 
future.
The framework we will use for the Story of  God begins with 
Creation and ends with New Creation.

The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Creation



THE STORY OF GOD: A 40-DAY GUIDED JOURNEY THROUGH 

THE BIBLE 9

Scene 2: Separation

Scene 3: Promise
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Scene 4: Sacrifice

Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings
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Scene 7: Prophets

Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation 

Scene 2: Spirit
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Scene 3: New Creation

 

Degree of  Difficulty
This is a challenging assignment, but let’s put it into 
perspective. First, the daily reading load is equivalent to the 
amount of  daily reading in a one-year Bible reading plan—
except this one lasts only forty days. You might say it is like 
doing a one-mile run at a marathon pace. But one mile can be 
challenging if  you are out of  shape.
If  you struggle as a reader, you can labor through the reading, 
or you can listen. Many Bible websites and apps for 
smartphones or tablets have the option to play a recorded 
version of  the selected passage in a variety of  translations.
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Before You Start
Do not attempt this journey without a print copy of  the 
Bible, even if  you are using a Bible app to listen to the 
assigned readings. It is very important for you to see where 
you are in the Bible as you read through it. At times we will 
simply summarize large portions of  the Bible, and you need 
to see just how much you missed. This is not as effective with 
an electronic version of  the Bible on your computer, e-book 
reader, or smartphone. These are excellent tools, but not for 
the purposes of  seeing how it all fits together. So have a Bible 
by your side even if  you are listening.
Use a readable and accurate modern translation of  the Bible 
like the New Living Translation (be sure to use the 2004 
edition) or the New International Version (2011 edition). You 
will miss out on important terminology if  you use an 
idiomatic translation like The Message or a paraphrase like The 
Living Bible.
For ebook readers, use a journal to jot down your reflections 
and notes on your reading when prompted (“Journal”).
With a Bible, a pen, a journal and a copy of  this forty-day 
guide, you are ready to see how it all fits together.

If  You Already Know How It All Fits Together
It is quite common for seminary-educated pastors—schooled 
in the original languages, church history, biblical 
interpretation, and systematic theology—to have a hard time 
understanding how it all fits together. It is quite possible that 
you know a lot about the trees in the forest without having a 
clear sense of  the shape and contours of  the forest itself. 
What may seem at first to be a very basic exercise may 
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develop into some profound “aha” moments for you.
On the other hand, maybe you have received some training 
that has provided a useful mental model, or you have 
developed a model on your own. This journey still may be 
valuable for getting you on the same page with the rest of  the 
Five Oaks Church community (speaking the same language) 
or as a review or fresh perspective on the Story of  God.



W"K 1



DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Today you will read from the story of  Creation. The story of  
Creation is Scene 1 of  the first act.

The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT
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Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation

Scene 3: Promise

Scene 4: Sacrifice

Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings

Scene 7: Prophets

Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation

Scene 2: Spirit
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Scene 3: New Creation

Each day you will be asked to read and reflect on one or 
more passages. Sometimes the highlights follow the reading 
assignment (like today’s reading). These can be read before or 
after the biblical passage. Space is provided for your own 
notations and reflections on the passage at the end of  each 
day’s section. You do not need to wait until you get to the end 
of  the day’s readings to begin making notes and writing down 
your thoughts on what you are reading.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 1
◆ God creates something from nothing. Therefore, he 

owns it all. We are stewards of  his creation.
◆ God is the all-powerful Creator of  a material world 

that is good. 
◆ The Creator transcends the creation.
◆ God creates humanity in his image, which grants us 

dignity and value.
◆ God puts humanity in charge of  the world. We are 

called to accomplish his purposes.
◆ God gives humans all they need to live fulfilling, 

good, and meaningful lives.

Journal



DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Genesis 2 retells the story of  Creation from a complementary 
perspective, focusing on the sixth day of  Creation.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 2
◆ God relates personally with humanity, which is made 

in his image.
◆ Humans, like God, are relational beings.
◆ God places two trees in the Garden. 
◆ Humans have a choice to follow God’s leadership or 

choose their own way.
◆ The man and woman are innocent and experience no 

shame.

Journal





DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Open your Bible to the Table of  Contents. The Old 
Testament has thirty-nine books. The first five books of  the 
Old Testament (Act 1) are known by several names: the 
Books of  Moses, the Books of  the Law, the Torah, and the 
Pentateuch.
Yes, all those names are a little confusing, but continue down 
the list of  books from Joshua to Esther. These are the 
Historical Books. 
Now look at the next five books in the Table of  Contents, 
from Job to the Song of  Solomon (sometimes called the 
Song of  Songs). These are the Poetic and Wisdom Books.
The rest of  the Old Testament is made up of  the Prophetic 
Books (Isaiah through Daniel are known as the Major 
Prophets, and Hosea through Malachi are known as the 
Minor Prophets). 
The simplest way of  understanding these divisions is as 
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follows:
◆ History: Genesis to Esther 
◆ Poetry and Wisdom: Job to Song of  Solomon 
◆ Prophecy: Isaiah to Malachi

Take your pen and mark up your Table of  Contents by 
bracketing these three major divisions. Write “History” to the 
left of  the first bracket and so on.
To get a sense of  how much of  the Old Testament is History, 
how much is Poetry and Wisdom, and how much is 
Prophecy, take strips of  scrap paper and place them at the 
beginning of  each section, including one at the end of  the 
Prophecy books. Notice which section is the longest and 
what percentage of  the whole Bible is the Old Testament 
compared to the New.
Now let’s move on to the second scene of  Act 1: Separation. 
We will remain in this scene the rest of  the week.

 

The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT
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Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation 

Scene 3: Promise

Scene 4: Sacrifice

Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings

Scene 7: Prophets
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Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation

Scene 2: Spirit

Scene 3: New Creation

The first two scenes, Creation and Separation, are short 
compared with the rest of  the Bible, but they are crucial for 
setting the stage for the Story of  God.
In Scene 2, the first humans reject God’s lordship and 
leadership over their lives. They choose to determine what is 
good and evil for themselves. They sin, which is much more 
than breaking God’s commands. Sin is cosmic treason against 
the Creator and God of  the universe. It is a betrayal of  the 
God who loves us and wants to live in a close relationship 
with us.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 3
◆ God is holy and just. He must judge evil. Therefore, 

he judges the first humans and casts them out of  the 
Garden. 

◆ The humans hide after they sin, but God pursues 
them. God initiates redemption and reconciliation. 

◆ God sacrifices an animal to cover the sin and shame. 
They do not confess their sin. They blame God and 
each other. They take no ownership for their own 
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choice.

Journal





DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

The story of  the Bible is about God’s creating us to relate to 
him, to each other, and to our world in peace and wholeness. 
We were created to live in harmony with others and with our 
world. 
The next account shows how sin quickly spreads and 
intensifies after the initial act of  disobedience in the Garden. 
One of  Adam’s sons kills his own brother. Chapters 4 
through 11 trace the increase of  sin, dysfunction, and 
destruction in the human race.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 4–5
◆ God continues to relate to people, even after driving 

them from his presence.
◆ Sin is more than an individual action or attitude. Sin is 

a power that seeks to dominate us. When we allow sin 
to occupy our lives, it grows.
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◆ God looks into the heart. Cain’s actions against his 
brother reveal his heart.

◆ God does not give Cain what he deserves (death), but 
he does not overlook Cain’s sin.

◆ Genealogies are important in the Story and often 
contain interesting gems of  information, although 
they may be boring to read. 

Journal



DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

As the Story continues in Genesis, humanity pulls farther and 
farther away from God. It comes to a point where God even 
says he regrets creating humans and decides to start over 
through the immediate family of  one man named Noah, after 
destroying everything in a flood. Noah is a descendent of  
Seth, the third son of  Adam and Eve.
The story of  Noah and the Flood is told in Genesis 6–9. You 
can read the entire four chapters or stick to the plan below.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 6:5–22; 7:11–17; 8:19–9:17
◆ The farther people get from God, the more 

corruption and violence rules the day.
◆ God’s judgment is just.
◆ Noah finds favor in the eyes of  God, meaning that he 

experiences the grace of  God in spite of  his sin.
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◆ Considering the scene as the waters rise, one of  the 
most haunting lines in Scripture is found in Genesis 
7:16: “Then the Lord closed the door behind 
them” (NLT).

◆ God finds a way to show mercy and grace even while 
justly punishing human rebellion. He chooses a 
person or family line and draws them into his plan to 
redeem humanity and the earth.

◆ God says that all life belongs to him.

Journal
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DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

This week you will be reading from the story of  Promise. The 
story of  God’s promise is Scene 3 of  Act 1.

The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT
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Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation

Scene 3: Promise
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Scene 4: Sacrifice

Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings

Scene 7: Prophets

Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation

Scene 2: Spirit

Scene 3: New Creation

God’s next major initiative in his rescue mission is to make a 
promise to one man. We cannot overestimate how important 
this promise is in the context of  the whole story of  God.
Today you will read portions from the story of  Abraham. For 
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the Jewish people, Abraham is the father of  their nation and 
religion. Abraham also looms large in Islam. And for 
Christians, Abraham is our father in the faith.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 12:1–9
◆ Abraham and Sarah are unlikely candidates to start a 

nation.
◆ God initiates the relationship. We learn later that 

Abraham is an idolater when God calls him.
◆ Bible scholars have noted four core elements 

contained in God’s promise, and all four feature 
prominently in the entire story of  God: one, a people 
who know God; two, a land of  blessing; three, future 
blessing to the nations; and four, a king and a 
kingdom. (This one is implied in the promise to make 
him into a great nation.)

◆ God’s promise is essentially about a new creation.
God takes the promise to the next level when he establishes a 
covenant with Abraham and his descendants.
In the ancient world, a covenant was a contract or agreement 
between someone in authority (such as a landowner or king) 
and a person of  lesser means or power (such as a peasant or 
weaker king). The covenant spelled out what each party was 
to do, as well as the rewards and the consequences of  failure 
to keep the agreement. For example, the landowner would 
offer protection and a small plot of  land for home and 
garden, while the person of  lesser means would work the 
landowner’s land and live under his authority. 
Covenants involved much more than contemporary contracts 
in that they established an all-encompassing relationship 
between the two parties. A covenant made claims regarding 
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authority structures, loyalty, and allegiance, and its obligations 
were often kept by future generations. 
Sometimes a covenant was ratified by splitting animals down 
the middle, laying the carcasses down on the ground, and 
walking between the carcasses to signify, “May this be done to 
me if  I break this covenant.” In other words, there would be 
grave consequences for failure to keep one’s end of  the 
agreement. However, in actual practice, the more powerful 
party rarely took the walk or experienced any consequences 
for failure.
You are about to read Genesis 15:1–19 where God 
establishes his covenant with Abraham. Later, in Genesis 17, 
God calls it an everlasting covenant. It is irrevocable. But 
chapter 15 also makes it unconditional. Anyone familiar with 
covenants (that is, everyone in the ancient world) would have 
been stunned by what God does . . . and by what Abraham is 
never asked to do.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 15:1–19

Abraham never walks through the carcasses. Only God passes 
through (symbolized in the smoking firepot and flaming 
torch). God is accepting full responsibility for keeping both 
sides of  the agreement, and he himself  will bear the penalty 
should Abraham and his descendants fail. 
Did you notice what it says about faith and righteousness in 
Genesis 15:6? If  not, take a look again because this statement 
is central to the story. 
Faith in God means believing in the true God and placing 
your trust in him. Faith in God makes Abraham (and all 
humanity) righteous. It has not been about human 
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performance and religiosity; it has been about God’s initiative 
and human response. That does not change at any point in 
the rest of  the Bible story.
◆ The story was first delivered to the Israelites—the 

descendants of  Abraham—about four hundred years 
after this covenant was ratified. At the time when they 
were told of  this event in their past, they were being 
led by God in a wilderness. God visibly manifested 
himself  to them as a pillar of  cloud by day and a pillar 
of  fire by night. The smoke and fire that passed 
through the carcasses are unmistakably a 
manifestation of  God, as his words to Abraham 
confirm. 

Journal





DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

As Abraham and Sarah’s story unfolds, they are shown to be 
typical humans, deeply flawed. Yet they also face big 
challenges with faith and courage. 
Although God makes it clear that Sarah will bear a child, 
Sarah and Abraham devise their own plan when she is well 
into her seventies. Abraham sleeps with Sarah’s servant, 
Hagar, and they bear a son named Ishmael. Much drama 
ensues (together with some bad behavior on everyone’s part), 
but God continues to insist that Sarah’s child will be the child 
of  promise. And so it happens that Sarah bears Isaac when 
she is about ninety years old!
Then, in a world where child sacrifice was fairly common, 
God comes to Abraham and asks for the ultimate sacrifice 
that Abraham could possibly give.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 22:1–14
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◆ Abraham’s words and actions suggest that he believes 
God will provide a substitute for the sacrifice. 
“Substitutionary sacrifice” is a key theme in the Story 
of  God.

Journal



DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Abraham’s son Isaac has two sons, Esau and Jacob. God, for 
reasons he doesn’t reveal to us, chooses the younger son, 
Jacob, to become the head the family. 
Isaac favors Esau (a burly, hunter-gatherer type) and Isaac’s 
wife Rebekah favors Jacob. Jacob and Rebekah successfully 
execute two schemes to trick Esau, “stealing” the blessing and 
birthright due to him as the eldest son. Esau decides to 
murder his brother in retaliation, so Rebekah and Isaac send 
Jacob away to live with Rebekah’s brother (Uncle Laban) until 
Esau cools down. 
Jacob remains there for years, marrying and building 
significant wealth. Jacob’s uncle is Jacob’s equal when it 
comes to deception. Jacob is in love with Laban’s younger 
daughter Rachel. He works for Laban seven years to win her 
hand in marriage. On his wedding day, Laban makes his older 
daughter Leah join Jacob in the darkness of  his tent to 
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consummate the marriage.
When morning comes, Jacob realizes the deception and 
complains bitterly to Laban. Laban explains it would have 
gone against custom to for the younger daughter to marry 
before the older and exacts the promise of  another seven 
years to get Rachel as his second wife.
Jacob agrees, and he manages to accumulate great wealth 
through some trickery of  his own. One day God tells Jacob 
to return home to the land of  promise. Rebekah has died, 
and his brother Esau has grown quite rich and powerful, but 
Jacob follows God’s leading.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 32:1–8; 32:22–33:11
◆ Jacob’s name is changed to Israel through his 

transformative experience of  wrestling with God. 
While he remains a flawed individual, for the first 
time in his life he looks to God for a blessing.

◆ Although Esau is not the chosen one, God blesses 
him and is at work in his life to accomplish God’s 
purposes.

Journal



DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Chapter 37 through the end of  Genesis focuses on Jacob’s 
son, Joseph. Joseph is one of  very few people in Act 1 who 
provides a consistently good example and exhibits great 
integrity throughout his entire life. Joseph is consistently 
faithful to God in spite of  great suffering. He has every 
reason to believe that God has abandoned him, yet he 
remains faithful at every bad turn in the narrative.
Yet, as impressive as Joseph’s life is, the primary plot line 
highlights God’s sovereign work to save Jacob’s family from 
famine and to get the Israelites, now made up of  Jacob’s 
family, to Egypt and the next crucial scene in the Story of  
God.
You will read several episodes from Joseph’s story today and 
tomorrow.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 37:18–36; 39:1–40:23
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◆ God blesses Joseph by giving him special abilities.
◆ God works through difficulties to accomplish his 

plans.
◆ God can even use evil to bring about his good plan.

 
Journal



DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

If  you have some extra time, you may want to read the rest 
of  Joseph’s story in Genesis 41:1–50:21. It is one of  the most 
moving stories in the Bible, and I dare you not to cry at the 
climax of  the story. I highly recommend that you read it. 
Otherwise, you can read the following summary and skip to 
the end. If  you read the whole story, note and reflect on 
Scripture’s greatest declaration of  God’s providential care of  
his people in Genesis 50:19–21.

SPOILER ALERT
If  you’re going to read the whole story, then
don’t read the next few paragraphs.

Joseph is forgotten for two more years until Pharaoh has a 
troublesome dream, and the cupbearer tells Pharaoh about 
this young Hebrew, Joseph, who can interpret dreams but is 
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languishing in prison. When Joseph interprets the dream, 
which promises seven years of  incredibly good harvests 
followed by seven years of  extreme famine, Pharaoh puts 
Joseph in charge of  preparations for the famine. 
When the famine strikes, Jacob hears there is food in Egypt 
and dispatches his sons there, minus his youngest, Benjamin. 
When they arrive they come face-to-face with the brother 
they had plotted to murder but had sold into slavery. Joseph 
recognizes them immediately, but they do not know it is 
Joseph. 
Joseph keeps his identity from them for quite some time. 
Time and again, he has to exit the room while dealing with 
his brothers because he is overcome with emotion. Joseph 
cleverly maneuvers and tricks them into convincing Jacob to 
allow Benjamin to travel to Egypt. Jacob resists, but 
eventually he relents to save his family from the famine. Once 
Joseph gets Benjamin to Egypt, he leverages Benjamin to get 
Jacob to come and live in Egypt. 
In Genesis 45 he finally reveals his identity, to the horror of  
his brothers who interpret everything up to that point as 
Joseph’s revenge. (You will read that story in a moment.)
Jacob finally comes to Egypt; father and son are reunited. 
The second reading explains what happens after Jacob dies. It 
contains one of  the Scripture’s greatest declarations of  God’s 
providence.

Read and Reflect: Genesis 45:1–28 and 50:1–21

Your Notes and Reflections
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DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

This week you will be reading from two scenes in Act 1: 
Sacrifice and Law.
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The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation
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Scene 3: Promise

Scene 4: Sacrifice
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Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings

Scene 7: Prophets

Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation

Scene 2: Spirit

Scene 3: New Creation

The two scenes, Sacrifice and Law, are intertwined in the 
Story of  God. Sacrifice comes first (in the story of  the 
Passover), but then the Law codifies and expands the role of  
sacrifices in Israelite worship. The Law, however, includes 
much more than instructions for sacrifice.
From a chronological perspective, this week we’re looking at 
the period right after Joseph’s death to the anointing of  the 
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first king of  Israel. 
The second book of  the Bible, Exodus, picks up right where 
Genesis concludes. In fact, in the Hebrew text (the language 
of  the original books that made up the Old Testament), the 
first word of  Exodus is and. The opening chapter summarizes 
a period of  four hundred years and explains how Jacob/
Israel’s family multiplies into a great nation, but they are still 
living in Egypt. One of  the Pharaohs who does not 
remember Joseph feels threatened and turns them into slaves. 
He also implements a genocidal plan to kill their baby boys.
So it is that a Hebrew boy, a descendant of  Abraham’s named 
Moses, is born. His mother and sister implement a plan to 
save him, and in God’s providence he ends up being raised by 
one of  Pharaoh’s daughters.
It isn’t until he is an adult that he discovers his ancestry, and 
at age forty, in a fit of  anger, he kills an Egyptian who is 
abusing a fellow Israelite. Fearing for his life, Moses flees to 
the land of  Midian where he settles down, marries, and works 
as a shepherd for the next forty years. At the age of  eighty, 
God appears to him, tells him he has seen the suffering of  his 
own people, and calls Moses to lead the Hebrew people out 
of  Egypt.
Moses is resistant to God, but eventually God refuses to take 
no for an answer and sends Moses and his brother, Aaron, 
off  with a miracle-working shepherd’s staff  and a message 
for Pharaoh: “Let my people go.” 
Moses delivers God’s message, but Pharaoh refuses to let the 
Jews leave the land. Then God brings down nine successive 
plagues on Egypt, but to no avail. Finally, after the tenth 
plague, Pharaoh relents.
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Read and Reflect: Exodus 11:1–12:13; 12:28–33
◆ When God exacts violent judgment on earth, he is 

speeding up the inevitable death and destruction we 
have unleashed in our world with our sin. Every sin 
we commit has ramifications far beyond what we can 
see. Each sin creates a chain reaction that negatively 
and tragically impacts our world. God can see it all. 
He is perfectly holy, good, and just. He will not let sin 
go unpunished.

◆ If  the Jews leave their homes or fail to apply the 
blood of  the Passover lamb, they will not be 
protected. They are not better than the Egyptians; 
they are God’s people, by his grace, and God’s 
instrument to bless all the nations. Their only 
protection is a lamb whose death is a substitutionary 
sacrifice for the penalty they should have paid for 
their own sins.

◆ A lamb itself  could never pay the penalty for our sin. 
It simply provided a cover from God’s rightful and 
just wrath against sin, and it pointed to the day when 
God would pay the penalty for our unfaithfulness, as 
he had promised Abraham when he cut the covenant 
in Genesis 15.

Journal





DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

After the Israelites leave Egypt, Pharaoh changes his mind 
and chases them with his army.

Read and Reflect: Exodus 14:10–31
God delivers the Israelites, provides for their needs, and 
guides them toward the Promised Land. He guides them 
through a wilderness area between Egypt and the land he had 
promised Abraham. 
It is at this point in the Story of  God that God begins to 
reveal his Law for his people. It is also at this point that God 
explicitly reveals his holiness. Holiness is a comprehensive 
word that includes many of  God’s characteristics and 
summarizes his character. It describes his “otherness” or 
“apartness” from sinful humanity. It also refers to his purity 
and the rightness of  everything he does. Another way to 
think of  the holiness of  God is to think of  his wholeness. He 



56 H. Henry Williams

is not broken, fragmented and stained by sin; he is 
“integrated” (his integrity is intact). Because God is holy, we 
can be assured that he is good. His actions, motives, and 
purposes are pure. But imagine our predicament if  the most 
powerful being in the universe were not holy. If  God were 
willing to overlook sin and justice, what else may he being 
willing to tolerate?
Sometimes objects are also called holy or pure in the Bible. 
When they are, it refers to their “set apartness” for God’s 
purposes (in essence, the items are “consecrated” for use in 
the holy temple). Cleansing the items and discarding them if  
they are broken symbolizes God’s purity and wholeness.
Humans are also made holy (sanctified) by God in the Bible 
by the work of  God and by being set apart for his work 
(commissioned or consecrated for service to God). They are 
also repeatedly called to live holy lives—to reflect God’s 
holiness in their thoughts and actions.

Read and Reflect: Exodus 20:1–20
◆ The Ten Commandments summarize the moral laws 

of  God and speak to our everyday struggles to love 
God and love people.

◆ The Old Testament laws can be grouped into three 
broad categories: civil (for Israel as a nation ruled by 
God), ceremonial (this includes the purity laws and 
laws related to Israelite worship), and moral.

As part of  giving the Law, God reveals the specifications for 
a place of  communal worship where the people can meet 
God through the mediation of  the high priest, who is in the 
line of  Aaron (Moses’ brother). God is to be worshiped 
personally and communally, and sacrifices are to be 
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conducted by the priests at a portable temple called the 
Tabernacle. The Tabernacle is God’s home among his people 
and was built with exacting specifications.
The rest of  Exodus and the book of  Numbers (the next 
book in the Bible) document the constant complaining and 
rebellion of  God’s people in the wilderness. What happens 
next seals the fate of  all but two Israelites who experienced 
the exodus from Egypt.

Read and Reflect: Numbers 13:1–14:25
◆ When the people decide not to enter the Promised 

Land because they fear the inhabitants and don’t trust 
God, God’s judgment is to let them have their way.

◆ Moses prays boldly and passionately for the people. 
The Story of  God is filled with the bold, passionate 
prayers of  God’s people.

Journal





DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

The Law stipulated many sacrifices that were to be conducted 
under strict circumstances and only in the Tabernacle. One 
of  the most important and magnificent sacrifices took place 
yearly on the Day of  Atonement. You will read how the 
drama of  that day unfolded.

Read and Reflect: Leviticus 16:1–34
◆ Atonement is about making amends or setting things 

right. The Day of  Atonement was a day for setting 
things right between a holy God and his unholy 
people. It meant satisfying God’s justice, and it 
involved substitution—something that is innocent 
pays a penalty for someone who is guilty.

◆ The high priest made atonement for the people, but 
first he exchanged his elaborate priestly garments for 
the simple white cloth worn by slaves or the poorest 
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of  the people. Then he offered a sacrifice for his own 
sins.

◆ There were two goats. One was sacrificed for the 
people’s sins. After the sacrifice, the high priest laid 
his hands on the live goat and confessed the sins of  
the people. That goat was led away from the camp, 
never to be seen again, signifying forgiveness and the 
removal of  their sins.

The Law contains over six hundred individual laws. It sounds 
like a lot, but it isn’t that much when compared with the 
number of  laws in our own judicial system.
There were many laws regarding offerings and tithes the 
people would give in their worship. A tithe is 10 percent, and 
the Bible says a tithe was given in worship as a way of  
reminding the people that God owns everything they 
possessed, and they were stewards (managers), not owners, of  
all their possessions. The tithe also tangibly demonstrated 
they were putting their in trust God to provide for all their 
needs. 
You are going to read about one of  the tithes in a moment. 
Read carefully and take note of  how God turned generous 
giving into a party for the people. (By the way, the party 
would put a dent in the total amount tithed, but it left the vast 
majority for the offering.)

Read and Reflect: Deuteronomy 14:22–29

Journal



DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

We have concluded the first five books of  the Bible. 
Although they form their own division in the Old Testament 
and go by several names (the Books of  Moses, the Torah, or 
the Pentateuch), they are part of  what we’re calling the 
History Books. We will focus on the next two of  the History 
Books for the rest of  the week—Joshua and Judges. 
Joshua covers the time of  the conquest of  the Promised 
Land under the leadership of  Moses’ successor, Joshua. It 
shows how God kept his promise to Abraham regarding the 
land and continues to document the unfaithfulness of  God’s 
people.
You will read about the transition of  leadership, one famous 
story from the conquest of  the Promised Land, and the 
summary statement of  the whole book.

Read and Reflect: Joshua 1:1–11; 5:13–6:27; 21:43–45
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The conquest of  the land is not only a way of  making good 
on his promise; it was also God’s judgment on the people of  
that land, the Canaanites (also known as the Amorites). We 
get a little peek into God’s perspective in a conversation he 
had with Abraham in Genesis.

As the sun was going down, Abram fell into a deep 
sleep, and a terrifying darkness came down over him. 
Then the Lord said to Abram, “You can be sure that 
your descendants will be strangers in a foreign land, 
where they will be oppressed as slaves for four 
hundred years. But I will punish the nation that 
enslaves them, and in the end they will come away 
with great wealth. (As for you, you will die in peace 
and be buried at a ripe old age.) After four 
generations your descendants will return here to this 
land, for the sins of  the Amorites do not yet warrant 
their destruction.” (Genesis 15:12–16, NLT)

Then, after Pharaoh relents and lets the people go, Exodus 
records the following summary:

The people of  Israel had lived in Egypt for 430 years. 
In fact, it was on the last day of  the 430th year that all 
the Lord’s forces left the land. On this night the Lord 
kept his promise to bring his people out of  the land 
of  Egypt. . . . (Exodus 12:40–42, NLT)

God’s timing is not our timing. We might chafe when he takes 
a long time fulfilling his promises. On the other hand, we can 
be grateful that God “suffers long” with our rebellion and 
gives us ample opportunity to turn to him, as he did with the 
Amorites.
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DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

The book of  Judges covers a period of  hundreds of  years in 
which Israel is led by a series of  leaders called Judges. It 
details Israel’s failure to keep their end of  the covenant. This 
is the book where you read about men like Gideon and his 
fleece and about Samson, as well as his nemesis Delilah.
One of  the most prominent features of  the book of  Judges is 
a cycle that repeats itself  throughout the book:
◆ Israel worships false gods.
◆ God hands them over to their enemies.
◆ Israel suffers greatly under her enemies.
◆ God raises a leader (a judge) to deliver them.
◆ Soon after being delivered, they go back to their idols.
◆ Israel goes from bad to worse.

This cycle repeats itself  for hundreds of  years.
The opening chapters of  the next book in the Bible, 1 
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Samuel, transitions us from the last of  the judges to the first 
king of  Israel.

Read and Reflect: 1 Samuel 1:9–28; 3:1–4:1; 4:10–18 
Before you conclude this week’s readings, I want you to look 
back for a moment. Open the Table of  Contents in your 
Bible. Take a look at what we have covered in the last three 
weeks:
◆ Genesis 1–2: Scene 1 (Creation)
◆ Genesis 3–11: Scene 2 (Separation)
◆ Genesis 12–50: Scene 3 (Promise)
◆ Exodus–Judges: Scenes 4–5 (Sacrifice and Law)

Hopefully you’re getting the framework of  the story and are 
seeing how it fits together up to this point. The last two 
scenes of  Act 1 cover an enormous amount of  territory, 
from 1 Samuel to Malachi (the last book in the Old 
Testament).

Journal
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DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

This week you will be reading from Scenes 6 and 7: Kings 
and Prophets.
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The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation
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Scene 3: Promise

Scene 4: Sacrifice
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Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings

Scene 7: Prophets
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Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation

Scene 2: Spirit

Scene 3: New Creation

Take a look at the Table of  Contents in your Bible. To help 
make sense of  what you are about to look at, you may need a 
basic historical framework for what happens in Act 1 from 
this point on. All the books that follow come from three 
historical eras, although some straddle more than one of  
these eras:
◆ Kingdom: The first three kings are Saul, David, and 

Solomon. Their stories are most prominent in the 
Old Testament. After Solomon’s reign, civil war 
divides the kingdom into a northern kingdom called 
Israel and a southern kingdom called Judah. Jerusalem 
(the capital, established by David) and the temple, 
built under Solomon’s rule, are both in Judah. All the 
kings of  the northern kingdom, Israel, reject God’s 
leadership, worship idols, and promote immoral 
practices. A handful of  the kings in Judah please God, 
but most reject God. 

◆ Exile: The northern kingdom, Israel, is defeated and 
loses its distinctly Jewish identity through 
intermarriage and separation from the temple. Judah 
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lasts longer, but it is eventually defeated by the 
Babylonians. Jerusalem and the temple are destroyed. 
And Judah’s elite are taken into exile in Babylon for 
70 years.

◆ Post-exile: The exiles from Judah are allowed to return 
to their homeland. The walls and temple are rebuilt 
and the Book of  the Law is reestablished.

Now look again at your Table of  Contents. The kingdom era 
stretches from 1 Samuel through 2 Chronicles. These books 
overlap to some degree, often telling the same stories from 
different perspectives. Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther are from 
the post-exile period. 
The next five books are the Poetry and Wisdom Books. Job is 
hard to date, but the rest come from the kingdom period. 
David, the second king, wrote many of  the Psalms, and most 
of  the Proverbs are attributed to Solomon (the third king), as 
are the books of  Ecclesiastes and Song of  Songs.
If  you’re not thoroughly confused by now, the rest of  the 
books are the Prophetic Books. They span all three eras: 
kingdom, exile, and post-exile. They are not listed in 
chronological order. They are basically listed in the order of  
their length, from longest to shortest.
Now to complicate things a wee bit more, many of  the 
prophets never wrote books. Among the best known who did 
not write books are Elijah, Elisha, and Nathan.
A biblical prophet was someone who spoke the words of  
God to the people. For this reason, Moses is considered the 
greatest prophet of  all, even though he appears much earlier 
in the Story. Moses not only communicated God’s words to 
the people, but he also communicated the Law and 
established a new covenant with the people of  Israel. (This 



74 H. Henry Williams

covenant concerned the Law, the kingdom of  Israel, and the 
land God had promised.) 
The rest of  the prophets all come from the kingdom, exile, 
and post-exile periods and were covenant enforcers. They 
spoke God’s word, reminded the people of  their part of  the 
agreement (obedience to the Law), repeatedly warned the 
people, and eventually pronounced judgment. Sometimes 
speaking the words of  God included foretelling, a function 
we most associate with prophets.
At the end of  last week, you read about Eli and Samuel. 
Under Samuel’s rule as judge, the people come and ask for a 
king. God is not pleased, but not because they asked for a 
king. A king who ruled under God’s leadership would have 
been a fine request, and the Mosaic Law even made provision 
for it hundreds of  years earlier. What displeased God was 
this: they were looking for a king to rule them instead of God.
God grants their wish, and Saul becomes the first king. He is 
impressive on the outside, but it does not take long to 
discover that his character is flawed. When God rejects Saul’s 
kingship, he sends Samuel to secretly anoint a new king. You 
will read this story and the exploits of  this new king who is 
not yet crowned.

Read and Reflect: 1 Samuel 16:1–17:58

Journal



DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

King Saul becomes extremely jealous of  David. Although 
David and Saul’s son Jonathan form a deep friendship and 
bond, Saul repeatedly tries to kill David. So David goes on 
the run with a small army. He has several adventures and 
consistently defeats the Philistines in battle. On two occasions 
he has the opportunity to kill Saul, but he refuses to take the 
matter into his own hands. He is not crowned as king until 
Saul dies in battle.
David’s reign is marked by more and more success. He 
expands and secures Israel’s borders, establishes Jerusalem as 
the capital, and builds a castle for himself. It is at this high 
point in his reign that he decides to build a temple for God to 
replace the Tabernacle.

Read and Reflect: 2 Samuel 7
Later we learn that one of  the reasons God says no to David 
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is because he has spilled too much blood.
The prophecy of  a king who will rule forever is a good 
example of  an important feature of  biblical prophecy. This 
prophecy of  a king in David’s lineage who will live forever is 
fulfilled in Christ. Yet this prophecy is also partially fulfilled in 
David’s son, Solomon, who builds the temple. However, even 
the prophecy of  building the temple is fulfilled in Christ. But 
the prophecy also talks about God’s discipline on this son 
when he sins. Jesus never sinned. So what’s going on here? A 
lot of  things, but let’s look at two.
◆ God’s revelation of  his plan and the way he works it 

all out is unveiled and executed over time. 
Theologians call this “progressive revelation.” The 
Bible tells one Story, and it doesn’t give away the end 
of  the Story at the beginning. Even when it foretells 
something through a prophecy or a promise, the final 
fulfillment of  that prophecy helps us understand the 
original prophetic utterance itself. So the promise of  a 
land of  blessing to Abraham and of  a Promised Land 
to the Israelites are on the same trajectory in the 
Story, but this promise is ultimately fulfilled in the 
final scene of  the Story when God describes the new 
heaven and the new earth. Not even Abraham and 
Moses had the full picture as they heard and spoke 
the words of  God. 

◆ When the prophets look to the future, what they 
report as one event is often two or more events. It’s 
similar to what happens when you look straight on at 
a mountain and its peak, but you don’t realize that you 
are looking at several mountains with valleys in 
between. You see the highest peak, but the other 
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smaller mountains just blend in. The prophets often 
see it as one mountain, but there are several peaks and 
valleys along the way. The prophecy in 2 Samuel 7 
refers, in part, to Solomon, but its ultimate fulfillment 
is in Christ. It is likely that neither Christ nor the 
nature of  his reign is clearly seen by Nathan the 
prophet.

Sometime after David’s highest moment comes one of  his 
lowest. You will read that story and a psalm that David wrote 
as a result of  that event.

Read and Reflect: 2 Samuel 11:1–12:14; Psalm 51
◆ Although God is all-powerful, he does not abuse his 

power. He is greatly displeased when those to whom 
he has granted authority over his people abuse that 
power. God holds leaders accountable for their sins.

◆ God expects faithfulness in marriage.
◆ Forgiveness wipes away guilt, but not necessarily the 

consequences of  our sins.

Journal





DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Solomon was the second son of  Bathsheba. It might surprise 
you that God would choose a son of  Bathsheba to continue 
the line of  Abraham all the way to the Messiah. In fact, the 
genealogy of  Jesus is filled with notorious sinners, outsiders, 
and scoundrels. It is all part of  the story of  God’s grace.
Today you will read about the rise of  Solomon, the dedication 
of  the temple, and Solomon’s colossal failure to remain 
faithful to the covenant.

Read and Reflect: 1 Kings 3:1–15; 8:1–13; 10:1–13; 11:1–13
◆ God desires to live in the midst of  his people.
◆ As Solomon and Israel’s fame spread throughout the 

world, it is easy to imagine how the people would 
believe Solomon was the one whose kingdom would 
last forever. Instead, as part of  God’s plan, he was a 
type or pattern of  the One who was to come.
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◆ When the leaders and the people of  Israel turn to 
idolatry, they are breaking the covenant with God 
because other gods can’t atone for their sins. Even if  
they continue to worship in the temple and bring 
sacrifices to God, their worship is meaningless 
because they have turned away from the true God. 
The means by which they remain faithful and receive 
forgiveness becomes meaningless, or an empty ritual. 
They are unable to repent and turn to God when they 
are no longer following him.

Although Solomon’s life ended badly, his proverbs contain 
practical guidance from God. Proverbs and other wisdom 
teachings give insight that, if  followed, put us in the best 
position to succeed in life, but they are not promises. If  you 
have time, do the optional readings below that illustrate the 
kind of  teachings found in the book of  Proverbs, which is 
found in the Wisdom and Poetry Books of  the Bible (Job, 
Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of  Songs).

Optional—Read and Reflect: Proverbs 1:1–3; 16:1–33
The Song of  Songs is filled with beautiful love lyrics and 
sexual imagery, celebrating intimacy and love between a man 
and a woman as it was intended when God created humanity, 
male and female.

Optional—Read and Reflect: Song of  Songs 7:1–13

Journal



DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

The kingdom of  Israel split in two after the reign of  
Solomon. The northern kingdom, called Israel, became 
separated from the temple, which was located in the southern 
kingdom of  Judah. This fact and the wickedness of  every 
king who ruled Israel from that point on doomed its future. 
God’s patience with the northern kingdom is astounding. He 
gave them multiple opportunities to turn back to him by 
sending prophets and working attention-getting wonders. 
Today you will read about one of  the greatest of  these 
prophets and one of  the most evil kings of  the northern 
kingdom.

Read and Reflect: 1 Kings 16:29–33; 18:16–19:18
Most of  the kings in the southern kingdom of  Judah also did 
evil in God’s sight, but several stood out as exceptions. One 
of  them was Josiah.
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Read and Reflect: 2 Chronicles 34:1–33
Josiah’s reform ultimately failed, and Judah was plunged again 
into idolatry, immorality, lack of  compassion toward orphans 
and widows, abuse of  power, and injustice to the poor and 
powerless in society. These sins led to destruction and exile 
according to the covenant enforcers, the prophets. And so a 
day came when God lifted his protection from Judah and the 
city fell to the Babylonians.

Journal



DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

After the fall of  Judah, the Babylonians take Judah’s leaders, 
the highly skilled, and the most educated into exile in 
Babylon. The city is left in ruins. False prophets promise a 
quick return, but Jeremiah prophesies that the exile will last 
seventy years. He explains that God wants the exiles to pray 
and work for the prosperity of  their new cities. Daniel is one 
of  the elites taken into exile who serves the Babylonians well 
while remaining faithful to God in the face of  death.

Read and Reflect: Daniel 1 and 6
The exiles of  Judah are eventually allowed to return to the 
land, and the books of  Ezra and Nehemiah chronicle the 
rebuilding of  the walls of  Jerusalem, of  the temple, and of  
the spiritual lives of  the people. In spite of  all this, the glory 
of  God does not return to the Holy of  Holies, and as the 
Old Testament closes, the glory days of  Israel remain in the 
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past.
However, scattered throughout Scenes 6 and 7, the prophets 
often speak of  a day when God’s promises to Abraham will 
come to pass, a remnant of  God’s people will triumph, and a 
Messiah will deliver the people from sin and bondage. They 
also speak of  a day when God’s laws will be written on the 
hearts of  his people and his Spirit will reside not just in 
leaders, but also in all of  his people.

Read and Reflect: Isaiah 52:1–53:12; Jeremiah 31:31–34; 
Joel 2:28–32
When the last of  the prophets of  the Old Testament dies, the 
prophets go silent for nearly four hundred years. It is an 
intermission of  sorts, but it does not mean that God is not at 
work, preparing the way for Act 2, Scene 1.
Do you realize what you’ve done? You have begun to develop 
a framework for understanding the first act of  the story of  
God. You can now talk through the main scenes of  the Story. 
You do not know every event or every person or every 
teaching, but you have a framework for placing and 
understanding texts in the Old Testament. And the best is yet 
to come.

Journal
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DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Today we begin Scene 1 of  Act 2 of  the Story of  God (the 
New Testament). The first scene is called Salvation.

The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT
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Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation

Scene 3: Promise
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Scene 4: Sacrifice

Scene 5: Law
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Scene 6: Kings

Scene 7: Prophets

Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation
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Scene 2: Spirit

Scene 3: New Creation

Let’s start with a quick overview of  how the New Testament 
is organized. Please open your Bible to the Table of  
Contents.
The New Testament contains twenty-seven books. The first 
four books of  the New Testament are Gospels: Matthew, 
Mark, Luke. and John. They tell the story of  Jesus Christ, the 
center of  the Christian faith. The Gospels and Christ will be 
our focus this week.
The fifth book is called Acts. It tells the story of  how Jesus’ 
followers take his message out to the world, starting in 
Jerusalem and spreading out through the Roman Empire. 
Their method is to proclaim the message of  Jesus, call people 
to respond to the message, and then gather new followers of  
Jesus into groups called churches. The churches meet 
together in homes, and the new believers are trained in what 
it means to follow Jesus in every area of  their lives (including 
their life as a community of  faith) and to continue to spread 
his message to the ends of  the earth.
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Acts is written by Luke (the writer of  the third Gospel) and 
serves as the second volume of  a two-volume work. These 
first five books are the Historical Books of  the New 
Testament.
The rest of  the books are Epistles. Epistles are letters written 
to churches and individuals, although even the letters to 
individuals were intended to be read to the local churches of  
those individuals. The first thirteen epistles (from Romans to 
Philemon) are written by a prominent church planter and 
missionary called Paul (his story is told in a good portion of  
Acts).
The remaining Epistles (from Hebrews through Revelation) 
are written by a number of  different leaders in the early 
church. They are referred to as the General Epistles. The last 
of  the Epistles, the book of  Revelation, is quite different 
from all the rest. It actually contains several epistles in the 
opening chapters and then a series of  apocalyptic and 
prophetic visions. Because the message of  these visions was 
intended for the churches, it falls into the category of  Epistle.
We have three divisions:
◆ History: Matthew to Acts
◆ Paul’s Epistles: Romans to Philemon
◆ General Epistles: Hebrews to Revelation

Take your pen and mark up the Table of  Contents in your 
Bible by bracketing these three major divisions. Write 
“History” to the left of  the first bracket and so on.
As you read from the four Gospels this week, you will see 
many of  the themes from Act 1 finding their fulfillment in 
Jesus.
Without some exposure to and understanding of  Act 1, the 
best you can hope for is a superficial understanding of  Jesus. 
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But if  you have the basic framework of  Act 1, the depth of  
your understanding increases exponentially. Everything up to 
this point has been pointing to him.
If  you are familiar with the story of  Jesus, here’s a summary 
of  how some of  the themes from Act 1 find their fulfillment 
in Jesus. (You may want to revisit this summary at the end of  
the week, especially if  you are not familiar with the basic 
narrative of  Christ’s life.)
◆ Creation: Jesus, who is truly God but also truly man, 

has the kind of  relationship of  perfect harmony, 
peace, and intimacy with God the Father that we were 
created for. Adam and Eve brought death to the 
human condition, but in Jesus we can be born anew 
and experience new life. We are recreated in him, and 
God refers to us as a new creation when we put our 
faith in Jesus and on his death for our sins.

◆ Separation: Jesus is born of  a virgin and conceived by 
God the Holy Spirit. How this works is mysterious, 
but we know this means that Jesus is born free from 
the sin nature the rest of  humanity shares—yet he is 
able to be tempted. Unlike Adam and Eve, he never 
sins. He is blameless, without blemish, and perfect. 
He is the son of  Eve, who will crush the Serpent and 
experience his bite.

◆ Promise: Jesus is a Jew, a descendant of  Abraham. All 
the promises to Abraham will be fully understood and 
fulfilled through Jesus. And by him the commission to 
Abraham to bless the whole world through his 
descendants will be accomplished. God cried out to 
Abraham to stop just before he sacrificed Isaac, 
Abraham’s son, his only son. But no one cried out to 
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stop when Jesus, God’s Son, his only son, was 
sacrificed on the cross. The cross is how God was 
torn to pieces like the animals were when God 
established the covenant with Abraham. Only God 
walked through the carcasses. God pays the price for 
those who put their faith in him as Abraham did.

◆ Sacrifice: John the Baptist calls Jesus “the Lamb of  
God, who takes away the sin of  the world” (John 
1:29). He is spotless, like the Passover lamb. His 
blood is shed for the sin of  the world. His followers 
are “covered” by his blood through faith, as were the 
Israelites who trusted God’s provision of  “salvation” 
by applying the blood to the doorposts. Jesus 
institutes a new covenant in his blood on the night of  
his betrayal while celebrating the Passover meal. He 
dies on the cross, and none of  his bones are broken. 
Jesus also leads us in a new “exodus” from our slavery 
to sin by his death and resurrection. We still sin, but 
we are no longer under s in’s power and 
condemnation.

◆ Law: Jesus repeatedly says he did not come to abolish 
the law but to fulfill it. The ceremonial laws regarding 
sacrifices and ritual purity are fulfilled in his sacrifice. 
Jesus is the new temple. The moral laws are clarified 
by him and kept with absolute perfection because all 
of  his actions reflect the character of  God.

◆ Kings: Jesus is a descendant of  King David’s. He is the 
son of  David, whose throne will never end. He is 
Wisdom incarnate, and all the treasures of  the 
kingdom are his, but unlike Solomon, he is faithful to 
God to the end. His teaching is primarily about the 
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kingdom rule of  God, and his ministry inaugurates 
the kingdom (God’s rule).

◆ Prophets: Jesus is the Messiah and King spoken of  by 
the prophets, but his first mission is to die for our 
sins. He is the suffering servant of  Isaiah 53 who 
bears the sins of  his people. He will return, he tells us, 
to establish his kingdom fully on earth as it is in 
heaven. In the meantime, he promises to be with all 
of  his people in the person of  God the Holy Spirit 
and to transform us from the inside out. His laws will 
be written in our hearts.

Jesus is the culmination of  the entire first act, the Old 
Testament. He has been God’s plan all along. His death in our 
place and for our sakes is God’s rescue plan. But it involves 
more than our salvation and reconciliation with God; it 
involves the renewal of  all things. Because of  Christ, there 
will be a New Creation (the last scene in the Story of  God).
The Salvation scene is about our rescue and redemption from 
sin. It’s about forgiveness and reconciliation with God. And 
it’s much more. It’s ultimately about the renewal of  
everything. Everything! The ground was cursed when Adam 
and Eve sinned. The whole world awaits this renewal. All this 
is made possible by Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.
Okay, that’s a lot to look for and reflect on as you read, but 
it’s time to start reading. (I promise to keep the readings short 
today.)
We’ll start in the third Gospel, the book of  Luke. In four 
verses Luke tells us how he went about writing his Gospel. 
This is a well-researched, historical account of  the life of  
Christ, written while many of  the witnesses to these events 
were still alive. If  it were untrue, it easily would have been 
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refuted. 
The fact that nothing is sugarcoated also speaks to the 
authenticity of  the story. For example, the leaders of  the 
church in Luke’s day (the disciples) repeatedly failed to 
understand Jesus during his earthly ministry, and they 
abandoned him in his time of  greatest need. Why would this 
be recorded unless it really happened that way? Similarly, in a 
world where a woman’s testimony counted for nothing, the 
Gospels record that women were the first witnesses to the 
Resurrection. Again, this does not make sense unless it 
reflects what actually took place.
Ultimately attesting to the truth of  the story of  Jesus and his 
resurrection is the historical fact that most of  the disciples 
suffered martyrs’ deaths. Someone might die for a lie if  they 
do not know it is a lie. But the disciples claimed they saw the 
risen Christ. They went to their deaths for that claim. Who 
dies for a lie they know is a lie?

Read and Reflect: Luke 1:1–4
Next, you will read the opening verses of  the gospel of  John. 
John begins in eternity past. The Word, who is God, becomes 
flesh. Amazing!
John’s introduction summarizes Christ’s mission. The Word, 
who is God, comes to his creation and to his own people, but 
most reject him. But God receives into his family those who 
believe in Christ and receive him.
God’s promise of  a people through Abraham is being 
fulfilled in Christ and his followers. They receive a new birth 
when their separation from God is repaired, and they are 
given spiritual life. Jesus is the ultimate sacrifice for sins.
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Read and Reflect: John 1:1–18, 29–31
It’s likely that you are very familiar with the next two short 
readings. You hear them every year around Christmas. But 
you may not have been tuned in to the frequency of  echoes 
from the Old Testament, Act 1.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 1:18–25 and Luke 2:1–7
I left the best for last: a genealogy. (Okay, I’m only kidding 
about it being the best.) But you will read a portion of  
Christ’s genealogy. I think you’ll recognize a few names from 
Act 1.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 1:1–6, 17

Journal



DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Today’s readings introduce you to the ministry of  Jesus. His 
public ministry begins with his baptism and forty days of  
temptation.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 3:1–3, 13–17; Luke 4:1–13
◆ You see all three members of  the Trinity in the 

baptism and ministry of  Jesus—God the Father, God 
the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.

◆ Jesus battles Satan’s temptations with the truth of  
Scripture.

◆ Jesus was tested as to who he is (the Son of  God) and 
why he is here (a kingly Messiah who suffers and dies 
to pay the penalty for our sin).

◆ Jesus succeeds where Adam and the rest of  humanity 
have failed.
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◆ After the temptation, it says the Devil leaves and waits 
for the next opportune time. 

Jesus launches his preaching ministry at his hometown 
synagogue in Nazareth. You will read the content of  his 
message, which summarizes the nature of  his ministry by 
quoting the prophet Isaiah. You will see how Jesus perceives 
his ministry in light of  God’s Word. 

Read and Reflect: Luke 4:14–18
The initial enthusiasm over the hometown boy turns ugly, and 
they try to kill Jesus. The verses that follow this encounter 
illustrate his ministry of  preaching the gospel and 
demonstrating it through acts of  compassion. 

Read and Reflect: Luke 4:38–42
Jesus proclaims God’s rule over everything (in essence, the 
kingdom of  God), and he demonstrates it through acts of  
power and compassion. Jesus “inaugurates” the kingdom of  
God, but the kingdom will not be fully established until his 
return. His miracles, healings, and exorcisms demonstrate his 
compassion for our suffering, but they are most importantly 
demonstrations of  the kingdom’s presence in Jesus.
They are a taste of  what is to come when evil is defeated, 
Satan is vanquished, and the curse is lifted on the world at the 
second coming of  Christ. He is at war with Satan.

Journal



DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

It is vitally important to see that Jesus did not try to 
accomplish his ministry on his own. He calls men and women 
to follow him closely, to be his disciples. The crowds around 
Jesus often number in the thousands, while his true disciples 
number in the hundreds. But twelve disciples are in his inner 
circle.
He not only calls disciples to follow and learn from him 
(“disciple” means a student or apprentice who follows a 
teacher), but he also trains them to do the same ministry he 
does, including proclaiming and demonstrating the kingdom 
through acts of  compassion. Jesus also calls them to become 
fishers of  men by bringing others into the kingdom. And 
Jesus calls the disciples to simply be with him in a close, 
intimate relationship of  mutual love and care.
Not even Jesus tries to live out his life without the fellowship 
of  other believers. He even counts on their prayers when he 



100 H. Henry Williams

is overwhelmed by the prospect of  the separation from the 
Father that he will experience on the cross.
Not all who are invited follow Jesus. And many who follow 
walk away.
Jesus often taught in parables, which are small stories that 
make a big point. Here is one example of  a parable that 
explains why so many turn away from him.
 
Read and Reflect: Luke 8:1–15
The Gospel accounts detail how the religious leaders of  
Jesus’ day reject him, while the irreligious and outcasts 
embrace him and his ministry. The Pharisees and teachers of  
the Old Testament Law lead the charge against Jesus. 
Pharisees were a religious sect greatly admired for their 
devotion to the laws of  God. Jesus often accused them of  
focusing too much on externals and missing the point of  the 
laws—to love God and people better. Most of  these folks 
rejected Jesus, but he never stopped reaching out to them.
You’re about to read what is known as the parable of  the 
prodigal son. It illustrates Jesus’ heart for two kinds of  
prodigals: the irreligious and the religious. Notice how the 
entire story is told in response to a frequent complaint of  the 
Pharisees. There is no doubt the elder son represents the 
religiously devoted Pharisees and all who are like them. 
Although the elder son never left or lived the immoral life of  
his younger brother, this parable shows he was not motivated 
by love for his father. Because Jesus tells this parable in 
response to the Pharisees’ complaint, why do you think the 
story ends without a resolution?

Read and Reflect: Luke 15:1–2, 11–32
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John’s gospel contains a story of  a religious leader, a Pharisee, 
who seems very open to the ministry of  Jesus. He comes to 
him at night for fear of  reprisals from other Pharisees. Jesus 
explains that being religious—even if  the religion is Judaism
—is not enough to inherit eternal life.
It has always been about faith in God, just as we learned 
through the life of  Abraham. And our plight is much worse 
than we imagine. We are spiritually dead and in need of  a new 
life. We need to be born again by the power of  God.

Read and Reflect: John 3:1–7, 16–21
Many thought Jesus came to abolish Judaism and the Law 
because his teaching was so radical. But he explains his entire 
ministry in terms of  fulfilling it and blessing the world as 
God’s holy people.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 5:13–19
Jesus can be tough and tender. He doesn’t lower the bar; he 
raises it. When he is asked about the greatest commandment 
of  all, his summary is all-encompassing and comprehensive 
for our lives.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 22:35–40
Jesus calls for perfect love for God and humanity! This call 
for love summarizes all the laws given in the Old Testament. 
But only Jesus is able to clear the bar. His followers are not 
those who accomplish the laws of  God but those who can 
humbly admit their failure to please God. He came to die for 
us, in our place. He took the penalty that we deserved for 
failing to keep God’s laws. 
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Read and Reflect: Matthew 5:3; Luke 18:9–14; Mark 10:45

Journal



DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Jesus did not come to promote a new religion or better law 
keeping; he came to do something different altogether. He 
came to fulfill the Law and to call us to a new way of  life 
grounded in a relationship with God through himself  and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit. This relationship for which we 
were created is made possible by what happened next in the 
Story of  God.
Jesus’ fellow Jews were looking for a Messiah that would 
come and liberate them from Roman occupation. They were 
expecting a descendant of  David’s who would defeat the 
enemy and reign forever. Jesus was that Messiah. The day is 
yet to come when he will do more than defeat Israel’s 
enemies. The day is coming when he will vanquish evil and 
recreate the heavens and the earth. But first Jesus had to die, 
rise from the dead, and ascend into heaven, from which he 
will someday return to renew all things. This was the last 
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thing anyone expected.
The disciples could not comprehend this, even though he 
repeated it several times over the next weeks and months.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 16:21–28

Then, after about three years of  ministry, Jesus celebrated the 
yearly Passover meal with his disciples. It would be his last 
meal with them. It was the night he was betrayed by one of  
his disciples, Judas, and he was handed over to the religious 
authorities.

Read and Reflect: Luke 22:13–20

Jesus came as the fulfillment of  the Passover. As the lamb’s 
death and its blood on the doorposts protected the Israelites 
on the first Passover night, Jesus’ blood would be shed as a 
sacrifice for our sins, establishing a new covenant in his 
blood. God the Son would die for the failure of  Abraham 
and his descendants to keep the covenant.
Jesus and the disciples depart the meal and enter a garden. 
Jesus’ heart is deeply troubled by the prospect of  the cross. 
On that cross, God the Father and God the Son—united as 
one from all eternity—would in some mysterious way be 
separated by our sin. Jesus became sin for us on the cross:

God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so 
that in him we might become the righteousness of  
God. (2 Corinthians 5:21, NIV)

In the garden, Jesus asks the Father to find another way of  
accomplishing the plan if  at all possible. But he trusts his 
Father, surrenders his own will, and does the will of  the 
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Father. After an intense time of  prayer, he is arrested. 
After his arrest, Jesus endures humiliating trials before the 
Jewish religious authorities and Pilate, the Roman governor. 
He is beaten within inches of  death, mocked, spit on, and 
forced to carry a cross to the place of  execution. 
Each account of  his execution offers unique insights and 
information, so you will be reading from three of  the Gospel 
accounts.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 27:35–56; Luke 23:39–46; 
John 19:20–30

Journal





DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

When Jesus told the disciples what was going to happen to 
him in Jerusalem, he used the word “must” every time. Jesus 
must suffer and die. He must die because he came to pay the 
penalty for our cosmic rebellion and disobedience to God.
At his last supper with the disciples, as they celebrate 
Passover, he explains he is establishing a new covenant in his 
blood, poured out as a sacrifice for many. In the Garden of  
Gethsemane, Jesus spoke of  a cup, an Old Testament symbol 
of  God’s judgment and wrath against sin.
Although Jesus is innocent, he will experience God’s wrath. 
During his trial, Pilate repeatedly refers to Christ’s kingship 
and innocence. On the cross Jesus cries out to God using the 
words of  Psalm 22: “My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34). He carries our guilt and 
experiences the wrath of  God in our place as God the Father 
goes silent. After an eternity of  fellowship, God the Father 
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turns away from God the Son. 
But the Crucifixion is not the whole story. Jesus said he also 
“must” rise. And the Resurrection is the final confirmation of  
his Messiahship.

Read and Reflect: John 20:1–9
The twelve disciples and other followers of  Jesus have a hard 
time believing he has risen. Jesus meets up with two of  them 
who are walking away from Jerusalem on the day of  his 
resurrection. They have heard rumors of  his resurrection, yet 
they are leaving Jerusalem despondent. They simply don’t 
believe it. 
Jesus conceals his identity as he joins them on their journey 
and gives them a lesson on the Story of  God. He explains 
that the entire Bible (at that time, our Old Testament) points 
toward him. He is the fulfillment of  it. And it clearly 
predicted his death and resurrection. 

Read and Reflect: Luke 24:13–34
Over the next forty days Jesus continues to appear to his 
disciples and teach them about the kingdom of  God (see 
Acts 1:3). But at the time of  his return to heaven, many still 
doubt their own eyes, and all of  them still misunderstand the 
nature of  his kingdom. Before ascending to heaven, he 
commissions his disciples to continue and complete the 
mission of  God’s people, the promise to Abraham that 
through his descendants all the nations would be blessed.

Read and Reflect: Matthew 28:16–20
All followers of  Jesus are disciples, and disciples are called to 
make disciples. Disciples are not an elite group of  the most 
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committed. All disciples have been given this commission. 
You have heard the gospel because Jesus’ disciples 
throughout the ages have suffered hardship, ridicule, 
persecution and death to carry out Jesus’ command. You have 
been given this commission if  you are a follower of  Jesus. 
This is not for super-Christians or clergy or missionaries. This 
is your commission. And you are not alone. You number 
among disciples all over the world who share this mission. 
And you have the promise of  Jesus: “And be sure of  this: I 
am with you always, even to the end of  the age” (Matthew 
28:20, NLT).

A Special Message for Those Who Want to Begin a 
Relationship with God through Christ
A friend of  mine sank into a deep depression after the events 
of  September 11, 2001. Her business often took her to the 
Twin Towers, and she was there only days before. Simply 
getting on an airplane was emotionally debilitating for weeks 
after the event. She was desperate for something, anything to 
help her cope with and stop the pain. She had not been 
interested in attending church before, but now she was so 
desperate that she started looking for one that might help her 
make sense of  it all. 
While visiting a church in our community and taking their 
newcomers class, she kept hearing them refer to a “personal 
relationship with God.” She had never heard the phrase 
before, but as a public relations specialist, she thought they 
had come up with an amazing tagline for their cause. Over 
time she came to understand that this was not a PR ploy; it is 
a way of  describing reconciliation, the theme that is central to 
the whole Story of  God.
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She also came to realize that she had a choice, the choice you 
read about this week in John 1: either she could ignore (or 
reject) the Word that became flesh, or she could receive him. 
But how do you receive him now that he is no longer here? 
The answer spans the whole Story of  God. By faith Abraham 
was made right with God. And by faith in Jesus, you are born 
again. You receive eternal life (a life that begins now), and you 
will not perish. “You will not perish” means that you will not 
pay the price for your own cosmic rebellion and the sins that 
have hurt so many people directly and indirectly as their 
impact rippled out from you to others. Jesus paid the price 
for you. Faith is how you come to the Father and present the 
Lamb of  God as a sacrifice for your sins. Faith (trusting him 
alone) is how you figuratively kill an unblemished lamb and 
cover the doorposts of  your house with its blood. 
It’s not about being good or about your good works 
outweighing your sins. It’s not about keeping the law or being 
religious. It never has been. It’s about putting your trust in 
God—faith alone, not faith plus your good works or 
religiosity. It’s about faith in Christ alone because there is only 
one God. And because it is about establishing a relationship 
with God by faith in what Christ has done for us, there is no 
other way to be saved. If  there were, Christ’s death would not 
be necessary. 
So will you put your trust in God today? Will you begin a 
relationship with God through Jesus Christ by putting your 
faith in him? 
If  so, talk to God about it. Talk to him about your sin and 
rebellion. Tell him you have sinned. Confess that you have 
wronged him and his creation. Tell him you are sorry. Tell 
him that you are turning from your sin and yourself  to him 
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alone. Ask him to forgive you based on what Jesus did for 
you. Ask him to be your Savior and to take his rightful place 
as God of  your life. Do this, and begin your personal journey 
of  discipleship.

Journal
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DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Today we begin Scene 2 of  Act 2 of  the Story of  God: Spirit.

 
The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT
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Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation

Scene 3: Promise
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Scene 4: Sacrifice

Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings
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Scene 7: Prophets

Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation
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Scene 2: Spirit

Scene 3: New Creation

At the start of  this forty-day journey, I explained how 
important it is to have a framework for the Bible so as to 
understand how it all fits together. Over the next three weeks 
we will continue to explain a framework for how it all fits 
together by looking at the last two scenes. But we also will offer 
a framework for spiritual growth. Like the framework of  the 
Bible, it will not be exhaustive, but it will be comprehensive. 
The framework unfolds as we look at Scene 2 of  Act 1.
At the Last Supper, Jesus explained that he would send the 
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Holy Spirit after he returned to the Father. The Spirit led and 
empowered Jesus’ ministry on earth, but now the Holy Spirit 
would lead, empower, and indwell his disciples, a fulfillment of  
the repeated prophetic promise that God would someday 
inhabit his people.

Read and Reflect: John 14:15–21; Acts 1:1–11; Acts 2:1–6; 
2:13–21
◆ The disciples still expect Jesus to establish his rule on 

earth right away. Instead, Jesus commissions them to 
be his witnesses. Every one of  the Gospels and the 
book of  Acts contain a commissioning of  the 
disciples to take the message of  the gospel to the 
ends of  the earth. This is directly related to 
Abraham’s calling. It is referred to as the Great 
Commission of  Christ. Together with the Great 
Commandment, it provides the essential foundation 
for the purpose of  our lives.

◆ Jesus tells the disciples to wait for the coming of  the 
Spirit before they launch the Great Commission. It is 
only by the power of  the Spirit that they (and we) can 
be effective messengers of  the gospel.

◆ The Holy Spirit will now indwell all of  God’s people. 
In Act 1, the Spirit only came upon a chosen few to 
accomplish a specific task for God.

◆ When Peter preaches to the crowds at Pentecost, his 
sermon focuses on the Story of  God.

 The Spirit scene in the Story of  God surprised the 
disciples. In fact, no one was expecting it. And the fact that 
you and I are still living in this scene almost two thousand 
years later probably would have been inconceivable to the 
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early Christians. Yet we are still living in this scene. All the 
New Testament documents were written after the coming of  
the Spirit to help guide us in this scene of  the Story of  God. 
All were inspired by the Spirit in the same way as the Old 
Testament documents to form the Word of  God made up of  
the Old and New Testaments. This scene will come to an end 
when Christ returns and renews all things in the last scene of  
the Story, the New Creation.
This scene is called Spirit because Jesus said it would be 
through the Holy Spirit that he would be active and present 
with his followers after his return to heaven. This is how God 
is active and present in our lives today—through God the 
Holy Spirit, the third Person of  the Trinity.
It is through the Spirit that:

1. The church is formed as God’s new community made 
up of  Jews and Gentiles.

2. We personally relate to God.
3. We are transformed in our hearts and wills to be more 

like Christ and therefore reflect God’s image more 
and more in our lives.

4. We are empowered to make disciples of  all nations, 
proclaiming and demonstrating the kingdom of  God 
to people who are far from God.

(You may want to reread the above points slowly. There’s a lot 
packed into them.)
As you read the Bible and see what God wants to do in you 
and through you by the Spirit, you begin to understand a 
basic framework for living in this scene.
Spiritual growth, a vital relationship with God, and our 
purpose develop as we connect to the body of  Christ (i.e., the 
church community), deepen our personal relationship with 
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Christ, and impact the world for Christ. It is as we connect, 
deepen and impact that we live out the Great Commandment 
and the Great Commission. 
These three dynamics and nine spiritual practices that 
accompany them can be diagrammed as follows:
 

We will explore this over the next three weeks. But first let’s 
look at where it all began. Acts 2 recounts how Peter was 
finishing a message to a crowd that had gathered after the 
Spirit entered into the disciples. Thousands of  Jews from all 
over the Roman Empire responded to his gospel message, 
and the church was born that day.
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Read and Reflect: Acts 2:36–47
◆ Following Christ as his disciple is not a solo activity. 

To follow Christ means to join his church made up of  
his people, his family.

◆ The church is devoted to several essential activities 
that make it an effective force for God and bring 
spiritual growth and vitality to its members. The 
members of  the church are connecting with each other 
in worship, fellowship, and stewardship of  their 
resources for God’s purposes. They are deepening their 
relationship with Christ through prayer, learning from 
the apostles, and following God’s leadership in their 
lives. They are impacting the world for Christ by 
sharing what they have with those in need and making 
more disciples as people are added to the church daily. 

Journal



DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Following Christ is something we do with others. God calls 
his people to live in a fellowship of  his followers, a 
community. As a church community, his people are called to 
worship God together, personally care for and connect with 
each other in vital relationships, and steward their talents, 
time, and treasure for the sake of  his people and his mission.
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It’s very important for you to realize that the church 
community is a new expression of  what God has been up to 
all along in the story.
◆ Creation: God is a loving community within himself—

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (the Trinity). He created 
humanity to share in his infinite love. Everything in 
his creation is good except one thing: it is not good 
that Adam was alone. So God creates Eve and 
establishes the institutions of  marriage and family. 
Adam and Eve have perfect fellowship with God and 
each other. Their lives reflect the glory of  God as his 
image-bearers; therefore, they are living in perpetual 
worship of  God. They are given authority by God to 
steward everything in his good creation. Their talent, 
time, and treasure are all applied in a Godward 
direction.

◆ Separation: Adam and Eve choose to be their own 
gods and call the shots. There is a separation from the 
Life-Giver, God. They cease to live a life of  worship. 
Relationships become mired in conflict, even to the 
point of  murder. They cease to steward their talent, 
time, and treasure for God’s sake and his purposes. 
Instead, they turn from God toward created things 
and worship them.

◆ Promise: God calls Abraham out of  idolatry to 
worship God and be the father of  a new nation that 
will be the people of  God (a new worshiping 
community). He learns to trust God with everything
—his future, his money, and even his only son. And 
he demonstrates genuine care and generosity toward 
his nephew Lot.
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◆ Sacrifice and Law: God demonstrates his love for his 
people through all the events surrounding the exodus 
from Egypt. He calls them a nation of  priests, his 
holy people, and his treasure. The Passover meal is 
celebrated yearly as an act of  communal worship. 
Then through the Law, God continues to guide their 
communal worship, which is focused on the 
tabernacle/temple and on the sacrifices, he explains 
how to live in harmony with each other and care for 
each other, and he calls them to live generously and 
gratefully with all their possessions, tithing to God, 
living justly, and helping the poor, foreigners, orphans, 
and widows among them. 

◆ Kings and Prophets: While God cares about individuals, 
the primary story line of  the Bible regards a nation. 
He blesses Israel as a nation, and he disciplines them 
as a nation. There is no escaping the fact that the 
quality of  each Israelite’s life is deeply impacted by 
the quality of  their families and their national leaders
—political and spiritual. When the leaders of  families 
and the nation fail to steward their talent, time, and 
treasure as belonging to God and for his purposes, 
everyone suffers. One of  the major themes in the 
prophetic books is the call to God’s leaders and his 
people to worship him alone, to care for each other as 
the law demands, and to steward everything for God.

◆ Salvation: Jesus calls a new community of  followers. 
He models a life of  worship as he completely 
depends on his Father and always does his will. He 
chooses twelve from among his followers to live in 
vital relationship with him. He trains them for 
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ministry and community life, and he calls them to live 
as though they were stewards of  a master’s household 
while the master is gone, investing everything for him 
and managing the master’s household rightly and 
lovingly in his absence. He calls his followers to live as 
servants to one another, and Jesus modeled it in his 
life and his death. 

Living in community with other believers is our calling from 
the beginning, but it is often difficult and messy. Even the 
idyllic condition of  the church in its early days is soon marred 
by sin and relational conflict within the church.

Read and Reflect: Acts 5:1–5 and 6:1–7
◆ The church is made up of  flawed, broken people who 

have received God’s grace in Christ but still sin, as 
well as some who are false disciples—Christians in 
name only. 

◆ The disciples are not above serving tables, but they 
are vitally aware of  their particular ministry calling. 
They focus on that calling. This models how God’s 
people should do ministry. We need to be willing to 
serve in any capacity but should focus on God’s 
particular calling and gifting for our lives. 

◆ Those chosen to distribute the food are godly, Spirit-
filled individuals. Serving food and other hands-on 
ministry roles are not for “lesser Christians.”

One of  those chosen to distribute food is a man named 
Stephen, and he becomes the first Christian martyr. Presiding 
over his execution is Saul, a fierce opponent of  the church 
and a deeply committed Pharisee. While the first half  of  Acts 
focuses on the ministry of  Peter and the other apostles in 
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Jerusalem, the second half  focuses on Saul, who becomes a 
devoted follower of  Christ, changes his name to Paul, and is 
sent out by the church in Jerusalem to plant new churches 
throughout the Roman Empire. 

Read and Reflect: Acts 9:1–19 and 13:1–5
◆ Prayer and spiritual discernment played a major role 

in the missionary work of  the early church. The book 
of  Acts documents how Paul was hindered by Satan 
and directed by the Spirit in his journeys. The Holy 
Spirit and the Spirit of  Jesus are spoken of  
synonymously. It is in the third Person of  the Trinity 
that Jesus remains present with his followers.

Journal





DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

God’s people are a worshiping community. You already have 
seen how the church in the city of  Antioch was gathered for 
worship when the Holy Spirit called out Paul and Barnabas to 
serve as missionaries. The rest of  Acts chronicles Paul’s 
mission to plant churches throughout the Roman Empire.

Does your Bible have maps in the back? If  so, take a look at 
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the ones outlining Paul’s three missionary journeys.
When Paul entered a city, it was his custom to go and preach 
in the local synagogue. Nearly everywhere Paul went he met 
intense opposition. In some cities he would be driven out 
within days of  arriving, and in others he was able to stay for 
months and years. Paul planted churches everywhere he went. 
After he moved on to other cities, he communicated with 
these fledgling churches through other believers who were 
traveling, through his partners in ministry, and through letters. 
Many of  his letters were preserved and are found in the New 
Testament.
As you read the letters, you can see the church was a 
worshiping community.
In the followings readings, you will see how worship sustains 
Paul, who was in prison for preaching the gospel. You also 
will read Paul’s instructions regarding communal worship in 
Corinth and Ephesus.

Read and Reflect: Acts 16:16–34; 1 Corinthians 11:20–34; 
Ephesians 5:15–21
◆ Silas was Paul’s church planting partner on this 

particular missionary journey that included this 
incident in Philippi.

◆ Paul addresses several problems in the worship 
gatherings of  the church in Corinth in 1 Corinthians 
11–14. One of  those problems regards the 
celebration of  the Lord’s Supper, which is being 
celebrated as part of  a communal meal. The problem 
is the rich were arriving early and were eating all the 
food before the poor people arrived (many of  whom 
were slaves). This demonstrates disregard for the 



THE STORY OF GOD: A 40-DAY GUIDED JOURNEY THROUGH 

THE BIBLE 131

body of  Christ (the church community). The problem 
is not that they are taking Communion without regard 
for Christ’s literal body or without regard for his 
death on the cross.

◆ The centrality of  the Lord’s Supper in worship is 
evident in the description of  the church in Acts 2 and 
throughout the New Testament. Worship throughout 
the Bible follows a pattern of  revelation and response. 
Biblical worship today continues to follow that 
pattern, and the Lord’s Supper (also known as 
Communion) is a key element in that response.

◆ The role of  teaching in worship gatherings is evident 
in the Acts 2 church. It is how we receive God’s 
revelation. In addition to the Lord’s Supper, singing is 
another way that we worship and respond to God’s 
revelation. 

In Revelation 5:1–14 the apostle John, one of  the twelve 
disciples, has a vision of  the worship currently taking place in 
heaven. Our worship on earth joins an ongoing chorus of  
worship in heaven. 

Read and Reflect: Revelation 5:1–14
◆ Note that references are made to several key places, 

people, and ideas from the Story of  God: Judah, 
David, the Lamb who has been sacrificed, the 
kingdom, and the priesthood.

 
Journal





DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Today we will focus on the practice of  fellowship and its role 
in the Spirit scene and in our spiritual growth.

 
We are told in Mark’s gospel that when Jesus called the twelve 
disciples, he called them “to be with him.” He valued their 
friendship and companionship, as well as their prayers. So it is 
not surprising that fellowship is a prominent feature of  life 
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within the church community.
When the church is established in Acts 2, fellowship is a 
prominent feature of  this new community.

A deep sense of  awe came over them all, and the 
apostles performed many miraculous signs and 
wonders. All the believers devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing in 
meals (including the Lord’s Supper), and to prayer. 
And all the believers met together in one place and 
shared everything they had. They sold their property 
and possessions and shared the money with those in 
need. They worshiped together at the Temple each day, 
met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their 
meals with great joy and generosity—all the while 
praising God and enjoying the goodwill of  all the 
people. And each day the Lord added to their 
fellowship those who were being saved. (Acts 2:43–
47, NLT, emphasis added).

Paul modeled the importance of  community and fellowship 
by always traveling and ministering with others like Barnabas, 
Silas, Timothy, and Luke on his missionary journeys. He 
never traveled alone. He also underscored the vital role of  
fellowship by founding churches on his missionary journeys, 
not simply seeking individual conversions. 
In today’s readings you will see how Paul also modeled the 
importance of  community by submitting to the leadership of  
the other apostles and by appointing leaders in the churches 
he planted. 

Read and Reflect: Acts 9:26–28; Acts 15:1–4; Galatians 
2:1–3; Acts 14:21–23
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Unity and mutuality within the fellowship of  believers are 
prominent features in the entire New Testament. One of  the 
most striking ways to illustrate this point is to look at what is 
often called the “one anothers” of  the New Testament. Carl 
George lists fifty-eight in his book Prepare Your Church for the 
Future:1

1. “Be at peace with each other.” (Mark 9:50, NIV 1984)
2. “Wash one another’s feet.” (John 13:14, NIV 1984) 
3. “Love one another.” (John 13:34, NIV 1984)
4. “Love one another.” (John 13:35, NIV 1984)
5. “Love each other.” (John 15:12, NIV 1984)
6. “Love each other.” (John 15:17, NIV 1984)
7. “Be devoted to one another in brotherly 

love.” (Romans 12:10, NIV 1984) 
8. “Honor one another above yourselves.” (Romans 

12:10, NIV 1984)
9. “Live in harmony with one another.” (Romans 12:16, 

NIV 1984)
10. “Love one another.” (Romans 13:8, NIV 1984)
11. “Stop passing judgment on one another.” (Romans 

14:13, NIV 1984)
12. “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted 

you.” (Romans 15:7, NIV 1984) 
13. “Instruct one another.” (Romans 15:14, NIV 1984)
14. “Greet one another with a holy kiss.” (Romans 16:16, 

NIV 1984)
15. “When you come together to eat, wait for each 

other.” (1 Corinthians 11:33, NIV 1984)
16. “Have equal concern for each other.” (1 Corinthians 

12:25, NIV 1984)
17. “Greet one another with a holy kiss.” (1 Corinthians 
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16:20, NIV 1984)
18. “Greet one another with a holy kiss.” (2 Corinthians 

13:12, NIV 1984)
19. “Serve one another in love.” (Galatians 5:13, NIV 

1984)
20. “If  you keep on biting and devouring each other . . . 

you will be destroyed by each other.” (Galatians 5:15, 
NIV 1984) 

21. “Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying 
each other.” (Galatians 5:26, NIV 1984) 

22. “Carry each other’s burdens.” (Galatians 6:2, NIV 
1984) 

23. “Be patient, bearing with one another in 
love.” (Ephesians 4:2, NIV 1984) 

24. “ B e k i n d a n d c o m p a s s i o n a t e t o o n e 
another.” (Ephesians 4:32, NIV 1984) 

25. “Forgiving each other . . .” (Ephesians 4:32, NIV 
1984) 

26. “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and 
spiritual songs.” (Ephesians 5:19, NIV 1984) 

27. “Submit to one another out of  reverence for 
Christ.” (Ephesians 5:21, NIV 1984)

28. “In humi l i ty cons ider others bet ter than 
yourselves.” (Philippians 2:3, NIV 1984) 

29. “Do not lie to each other.” (Colossians 3:9, NIV 
1984) 

30. “Bear with each other.” (Colossians 3:13, NIV 1984) 
31. “Forgive whatever grievances you may have against 

one another.” (Colossians 3:13, NIV 1984)
32. “Teach . . . one another.” (Colossians 3:16, NIV 1984) 
33. “Admonish one another.” (Colossians 3:16, NIV 
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1984)
34. “Make your love increase and overflow for each 

other.” (1 Thessalonians 3:12, NIV 1984)
35. “Love each other.” (1 Thessalonians 4:9, NIV 1984) 
36. “Encourage each other.” (1 Thessalonians 4:18, NIV 

1984)
37. “Encourage one another.” (1 Thessalonians 5:11, 

NIV 1984)
38. “Build each other up.” (1 Thessalonians 5:11, NIV 

1984)
39. “Encourage one another daily.” (Hebrews 3:13, NIV 

1984)
40. “Spur one another on toward love and good 

deeds.” (Hebrews 10:24, NIV 1984) 
41. “Encourage one another.” (Hebrews 10:25, NIV 

1984)
42. “Do not slander one another.” (James 4:11, NIV 

1984)
43. “Don’t grumble against each other.” (James 5:9, NIV 

1984) 
44. “Confess your sins to each other.” (James 5:16, NIV 

1984) 
45. “Pray for each other.” (James 5:16, NIV 1984)
46. “Love one another deeply, from the heart.” (1 Peter 

3:8, NIV 1984)
47. “Live in harmony with one another.” (1 Peter 3:8, 

NIV 1984)
48. “Love each other deeply.” (1 Peter 4:8, NIV 1984)
49. “Offer hospitality to one another without 

grumbling.” (1 Peter 4:9, NIV 1984) 
50. “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to 
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serve others.” (1 Peter 4:10, NIV 1984) 
51. “Clothe yourselves with humility toward one 

another.” (1 Peter 5:5, NIV 1984)
52. “Greet one another with a kiss of  love.” (1 Peter 5:14, 

NIV 1984)
53. “Love one another.” (1 John 3:11, NIV 1984)
54. “Love one another.” (1 John 3:23, NIV 1984)
55. “Love one another.” (1 John 4:7, NIV 1984)
56. “Love one another.” (1 John 4:11, NIV 1984)
57. “Love one another.” (1 John 4:12, NIV 1984)
58. “Love one another.” (2 John 1:5, NIV 1984)

You will not grow as a disciple if  you are not deeply 
embedded in a local church of  believers where you can both 
receive and offer the ministry of  the “one anothers.”

Journal



DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Today we will focus on the practice of  stewardship and its 
role in the Spirit scene and in our spiritual growth.

We learn in the creation account that creation begins and 
ends with God. He creates from nothing, and then he rests 
on the seventh day. As Creator, everything belongs to him, 
and we are managers of  his creation. God designed us to 
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experience peace, joy, and purposefulness when we orient 
everything in our lives toward him. Conversely, when we seek 
peace, joy, and purposefulness in anything other than God, 
we can expect inner turmoil, emptiness, and meaninglessness. 
Stewardship is about this basic life orientation. It’s about 
stewarding (managing) for God all we possess, including 
intangibles like our time and our talents, because all we 
possess ultimately belongs to God. Ever since Adam and Eve 
turned away from God and toward the things God created, 
making those things the center of  their lives, the temptation 
has been to think our possessions, time, or talents ultimately 
belong to us.
We may think that the alternatives we face are between God’s 
ownership and ours. It is not. Either we acknowledge that 
God owns it all, or it owns us.

They traded the truth about God for a lie. So they 
worshiped and served the things God created instead 
of  the Creator himself. (Romans 1:25, NLT, emphasis 
added)

One of  the catalysts and results of  spiritual growth is a 
renewed sense of  God’s ownership in our lives, resulting in 
greater stewardship of  our talent, our time, our money, and 
our possessions. 

Read and Reflect: Ephesians 4:11–13; 1 Corinthians 12:4–
31; 2 Corinthians 8:1–9; 9:6–12; 1 Timothy 6:6–10, 17–19
◆ Spiritual gifts are abilities that God gives us for the 

sake of  serving others in the body of  Christ and 
helping others grow into maturity. We are called to 
steward those gifts by applying them in serving one 
another.
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◆ Leaders of  the church are not called to do the work 
of  the ministry for the people of  God. They are 
called to use their leadership gifts to equip the people 
of  God so that the people of  God will do the work 
of  the ministry.

◆ Our personal ministry calling is guided by how God 
has SHAPEd us for ministry. Spiritual gifts, heart (a 
sense of  calling to a particular focus), abilities 
(including our talents and skills), personality, and 
experiences SHAPE our calling. As Paul explains in 1 
Corinthians 12, our gifts differ, so we should not look 
down on ourselves for not having certain gifts—or on 
others who are gifted differently than we are. We all 
need each other, and the differences are our strength.

◆ Beware of  avoiding an opportunity that God places 
right in front of  you to serve him just because it does 
not match your gifts or calling, as you understand 
them. (After all, Jesus was not particularly gifted or 
called to wash feet.)

◆ The Bible does not explain how to discover your gifts. 
This implies that you discover your gifts as you serve 
God and others. 

◆ Giving generously should be motivated by God’s 
grace toward us in Christ, according to 2 Corinthians 
8.

◆ God will reward our generosity. It would be a mistake 
to limit God’s reward to this life. Conversely, we 
should not exclude tangible rewards in this life from 
among the ways God chooses to reward us. 

◆ We experience contentment (inner peace) when we 
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put everything we possess in the right perspective and 
orient it all toward God. God wants us not only to 
share our possessions, but also to enjoy them. On the 
other hand, loving money and setting our hearts on 
getting rich leads to ruin and destruction.

Journal
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DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

This week we will focus on how we personally deepen our 
relationship with Christ as we live in the Spirit scene of  the 
Story of  God.
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Deepen applies primarily to my personal life. It intersects 
with life in the church community. After all, connecting with 
other believers in worship, fellowship, and stewardship also 
deepens my relationship with Christ. But the deepen circle 
extends beyond gatherings with other believers. The deepen 
circle is primarily about my life when I am away from the 
church community.
As crucial as connecting with other believers is to my spiritual 
growth and obedience to God, the deepen circle reminds me 
that I have to take personal responsibility for my own 
spiritual growth. This has several implications:
◆ If  I am not growing, I cannot blame my church or 
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anyone else.
◆ No one can make me personally engage in corporate 

worship or fellowship. I cannot be forced to orient 
everything in my life toward God, including my talent, 
time, and treasure. Likewise, after I have gathered 
with other believers and gone home, no one can read 
the Bible for me or serve as a surrogate for my prayer 
life.

◆ If  gathering with other believers for worship and 
fellowship is like a meal for my spirit, I also have to 
feed myself  the rest of  the week.

Three essential deepen practices are daily Bible reflection, 
prayer, and growing in a life of  surrender to God’s leadership 
in our lives. We will focus today on the practice of  daily Bible 
reflection. 
The importance of  daily Bible reflection cannot be 
overstated. Although no one had a Bible in their home or at 
their fingertips like we have today, the people of  God in the 
Bible found ways to reflect on it daily.

This Book of  the Law shall not depart from your 
mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so 
that you may be careful to do according to all that is 
written in it. For then you will make your way 
prosperous, and then you will have good success. 
(Joshua 1:8)
Oh, the joys of  those who do not follow the advice 
of  the wicked, or stand around with sinners, or join in 
with mockers. But they delight in the law of  the Lord, 
meditating on it day and night. (Psalm 1:1–2, NLT)
Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long. 
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(Psalm 119:97, NIV)
To reflect on the Bible, they had to recall it from their 
worship service readings and their studies because the Bible 
was on scrolls, kept in the temple and in local synagogues. 
(Remember, bound books and the printing press had not yet 
been invented.) They had to memorize it to recall it.
When the writers of  the New Testament quoted the Old 
Testament, as they often did, most of  them quoted from 
memory. And even though most of  the New Testament 
epistles were written to churches containing a fair number of  
Gentiles, it is clear that part of  their training in discipleship 
included a thorough study of  the Bible. As you read, it 
becomes obvious they understood the value of  grounding 
believers in the Story of  God.
A recent in-depth study conducted with tens of  thousands of  
believers confirmed the power of  daily Bible reflection. While 
there is no hierarchy of  spiritual practices (Bible reflection is 
not more important than prayer and vice versa), there is no 
other single catalyst for personal spiritual growth as impacting 
as daily Bible reflection, according to this study.2

Why is reading and reflecting on the Bible so important? It is 
God’s Word! God speaks to us in a number of  ways, 
according to the Bible. He reveals his existence and his nature 
through the Creation (see Romans 1:19). He speaks directly 
to us by the Spirit through promptings, dreams, and visions 
(see Acts 8:29; 10:19; 15:28; 16:6, 9; 19:21). God also speaks 
to us through others (see Acts 13:2; 21:4). But the Bible is his 
special revelation to us:

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for 
teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in 
righteousness, so that the servant of  God may be 
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thoroughly equipped for every good work. (2 
Timothy 3:16–17, NIV)

The Bible is inspired by God, and it is “God-breathed,” even 
though God used human agents to write it (including their 
culture and personalities). Because it is “God-breathed,” the 
Bible is the only fully authoritative and completely reliable 
source for truth.
For instance, you may think you have received a prompting 
from the Holy Spirit, and you may be right. But the only way 
you can be certain that God is speaking is through His Word. 
This is not to diminish all the other ways the Holy Spirit 
speaks to us. Nor does it imply that my interpretation of  
God’s Word is flawless. Rather, it is to affirm that nothing 
compares to the authority of  the Scriptures.
Much can be said regarding the reliability of  Scripture in 
building the case for its authority, but the case for its 
reliability is largely outside the scope of  this guide. However, 
two pieces of  “evidence” concerning the Bible’s authority and 
truth are central to our purposes in this guide.
The first is the amazing revelation of  one story, consistently 
portrayed by over forty writers over the span of  two 
millennia. The second is closely related: the same Gospels 
that report Jesus’ life, teaching, and resurrection also report 
the centrality of  Scripture in his life. Jesus is the One who 
explains that the Bible ultimately points to him:

“Don’t misunderstand why I have come. I did not 
come to abolish the Law of  Moses or the writings of  
the prophets. No, I came to accomplish their purpose. 
I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, 
not even the smallest detail of  God’s law will 
disappear until its purpose is achieved.” (Matthew 
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5:17–18, NLT) 
Then Jesus took them through the writings of  Moses 
and all the prophets, explaining from all the Scriptures 
the things concerning himself. (Luke 24:27, NLT)
Then he said, “When I was with you before, I told 
you that everything written about me in the law of  
Moses and the prophets and in the Psalms must be 
fulfilled.” Then he opened their minds to understand 
the Scriptures. And he said, “Yes, it was written long 
ago that the Messiah would suffer and die and rise 
from the dead on the third day. It was also written 
that this message would be proclaimed in the 
authority of  his name to all the nations, beginning in 
Jerusalem: ‘There is forgiveness of  sins for all who 
repent.’ You are witnesses of  all these things.” (Luke 
24:44–48, NLT)

Because of  the nature of  the Bible as one story about Christ 
and the grace we can experience in him, it is always helpful to 
keep three things in mind as you read, study, and reflect on 
the Bible:

1. When you read the Old Testament, ask yourself  how 
the big ideas, major themes, and message of  each 
passage are fulfilled in Christ. Beware of  treating each 
passage like an allegorical tale in which each element 
points to some aspect of  the Christian life. And do 
not ignore the intended message of  the writer for the 
original recipients. Focus on the big ideas and major 
themes that are developed further in the New 
Testament.

2. When you read the Gospels, ask yourself  how the life 
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and teachings of  Jesus ultimately point to his sacrifice 
on the cross. Even our best efforts as his disciples will 
fall short of  the requirements he laid out for his 
followers. We are as dependent on God’s grace for 
our righteousness after we become Christians as we 
are when we cross the line of  faith.

3. When you read the rest of  the New Testament, ask 
yourself  how the teaching in every passage points to 
what Christ has done on the cross and the new life we 
have in him as a result of  his resurrection.

As you read the Bible in this way, you will avoid reducing it 
into a manual for living or turning Christianity into simply 
another religion offering a moral code of  behavior. Keep 
Christ, the gospel, and grace at the core. Our lives are 
transformed by reflecting on the core message.

Read and Reflect: Romans 12:1–2

Journal



DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

We not only deepen as we read and reflect on God’s Word, 
but we also deepen as we pray.

We should not reflect on the Bible or pray in order to deepen 
our spiritual lives. (I know that sounds strange. Stay with me.) 
We reflect on God’s Word and pray in order to communicate 
with God and deepen our relationship with him. The result is 
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a deepening of  our spiritual lives. Maturity follows a 
deepening relationship with God. Do you see the difference? 
It’s subtle, but important. The ultimate goal is a deeper 
relationship with and love for God—not spiritual maturity. 
Jesus modeled a praying life, and he invited us to follow in his 
footsteps. As author Paul Miller pointed out,

Whenever Jesus starts talking about his relationship 
with his heavenly Father, Jesus becomes childlike, very 
dependent. “The Son can do nothing of  his own 
accord” (John 5:19). “I can do nothing on my 
own” (John 5:30). “I do nothing on my own authority, 
but speak just as the Father taught me” (John 8:28). 
“The Father who sent me has himself  given me . . . 
what to say and what to speak” (John 12:49). . . . Jesus 
is, without question, the most dependent human 
being who ever lived. Because he can’t do life on his 
own, he prays. And he prays. And he prays.3 

The apostles learned this well. The book of  Acts is filled with 
references to the apostles and the early church praying 
together (see Acts 1:14; 2:42). And the apostle Paul refers to 
his personal prayers regularly in his epistles:

God knows how often I pray for you. Day and night I 
bring you and your needs in prayer to God, whom I 
serve with all my heart by spreading the Good News 
about his Son. (Romans 1:9–10, NLT)
Dear brothers and sisters, the longing of  my heart 
and my prayer to God is for the people of  Israel to be 
saved. (Romans 10:1, NLT)
I pray that God, the source of  hope, will fill you 
completely with joy and peace because you trust in 
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him. Then you will overflow with confident hope 
through the power of  the Holy Spirit. (Romans 15:13, 
NLT)
We pray that you will become mature. (2 Corinthians 
13:9, NLT)
I pray that your love will overflow more and more, 
and that you will keep on growing in knowledge and 
understanding. (Philippians 1:9, NIV)
We always pray for you, and we give thanks to God, 
the Father of  our Lord Jesus Christ. (Colossians 1:3, 
NLT)
We always thank God for all of  you and pray for you 
constantly. (1 Thessalonians 1:2, NLT)
Night and day we pray earnestly for you, asking God 
to let us see you again to fill the gaps in your faith. (1 
Thessalonians 3:10, NLT)
So we keep on praying for you, asking our God to 
enable you to live a life worthy of  his call. May he give 
you the power to accomplish all the good things your 
faith prompts you to do. (2 Thessalonians 1:11, NLT)
Timothy, I thank God for you—the God I serve with 
a clear conscience, just as my ancestors did. Night and 
day I constantly remember you in my prayers. (2 
Timothy 1:3, NLT)
I always thank my God when I pray for you, 
Philemon. (Philemon 1:4, NLT)
An I am praying that you will put into action the 
generosity that comes from your faith as you 
understand and experience all the good things we 
have in Christ. (Philemon 1:6, NLT)
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Read and Reflect: Ephesians 1:15–23
Paul not only models prayer by sharing the content of  his 
prayers, but he also continually asks for prayer on his behalf  
or on behalf  of  his mission:

Bless those who persecute you. Don’t curse them; 
pray that God will bless them. (Romans 12:14, NLT)
Dear brothers and sisters, I urge you in the name of  
our Lord Jesus Christ to join in my struggle by 
praying to God for me. Do this because of  your love 
for me, given to you by the Holy Spirit. (Romans 
15:30, NLT)
Pray that I will be rescued from those in Judea who 
refuse to obey God. Pray also that the believers there 
will be willing to accept the donation I am taking to 
Jerusalem. (Romans 15:31, NLT)
And you are helping us by praying for us. Then many 
people will give thanks because God has graciously 
answered so many prayers for our safety. (2 
Corinthians 1:11, NLT)
Stay alert and be persistent in your prayers for all 
believers everywhere.And pray for me, too. Ask God 
to give me the right words so I can boldly explain 
God’s mysterious plan that the Good News is for 
Jews and Gentiles alike. I am in chains now, still 
preaching this message as God’s ambassador. So pray 
that I will keep on speaking boldly for him, as I 
should. (Ephesians 6:18–20, NLT; see also Colossians 
4:3–4)
Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about 
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everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him 
for all he has done. (Philippians 4:6, NLT)
Dear brothers and sisters, pray for us. (1 
Thessalonians 5:25, NLT)
Finally, dear brothers and sisters, we ask you to pray 
for us. Pray that the Lord’s message will spread 
rapidly and be honored wherever it goes, just as when 
it came to you. Pray, too, that we will be rescued from 
wicked and evil people, for not everyone is a believer. 
(2 Thessalonians 3:1–2, NLT)
I urge you, first of  all, to pray for all people. Ask God 
to help them; intercede on their behalf, and give 
thanks for them. Pray this way for kings and all who 
are in authority so that we can live peaceful and quiet 
lives marked by godliness and dignity. (1 Timothy 2:1–
2, NLT)
In every place of  worship, I want men to pray with 
holy hands lifted up to God, free from anger and 
controversy. (1 Timothy 2:8, NLT)
One more thing—please prepare a guest room for 
me, for I am hoping that God will answer your 
prayers and let me return to you soon. (Philemon 
1:22, NLT)
At other times Paul simply tells them to keep on 
praying and never give up:
Rejoice in our confident hope. Be patient in trouble, 
and keep on praying. (Romans 12:12, NLT)
Pray in the Spirit at all times and on every occasion. 
(Ephesians 6:18, NLT )
Devote yourselves to prayer with an alert mind and a 
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thankful heart. (Colossians 4:2, NLT)
Never stop praying. (1 Thessalonians 5:17, NLT)

Praying and knowing how to pray is learned mostly with 
practice. Praying with other believers and being mentored in 
prayer practices is also helpful. Along the way we pick up on 
the wisdom of  the ages on prayer.
◆ We learn to pray as we start of  the day, but we might 

reserve a more extended time until later if  we are not 
morning people.

◆ Some people find that praying at appointed times of  
the day helps them focus on God throughout the day. 
The Jews prayed at set times of  the day. The apostles 
and many of  the early Christians seem to have 
continued with this practice (see Acts 3:1; 10:30; 
16:13). 

◆ Some people find certain postures help them stay 
focused (whether walking, kneeling, sitting, or 
standing).

◆ Praying out loud also helps keep the mind focused on 
prayer.

◆ Most Jews and Christians throughout the ages have 
used Scripture as the catalyst and guide for prayer by 
praying the words of  Scripture as their own or by 
praying through the ideas in a passage of  Scripture, 
using their own words. The Psalms, the Lord’s Prayer 
(see Matthew 6:7–13; Luke 11:1–4), and Paul’s prayers 
are especially helpful in this way.

In addition to learning from Scripture and from other 
believers, Paul explains that the Holy Spirit helps us when we 
pray.
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Read and Reflect: Romans 8:26–30

Journal





DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Before we move on to the third deepen practice, we need to 
explore a subject that relates to yesterday’s focus on prayer. 
Why does God say no to so many prayers that are aligned 
with his will, his concerns, his mission and his purposes? 
Didn’t Jesus come to bring healing and freedom from sin? 
Then why do so many go unhealed or struggle with ongoing 
addictions when we pray? Doesn’t the Bible say that God 
wants all people to be saved? Then why do the friends we 
pray for continue to resist his grace?
The underlying answer to these and similar questions lies in 
what the New Testament teaches about the nature of  our life 
in the Spirit scene of  God’s story.
Since the time of  the death and resurrection of  Christ, we 
have been living in the tension between what Christ 
accomplished in the First Coming and what he will 
accomplish in the Second Coming. Christians live in the 
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present reality of  what Christ’s death has accomplished for us 
in his First Coming. But we also live in light of  the future 
reality of  Christ’s return, when he will establish his kingdom 
fully on earth as it is in heaven. Romans 8 describes how the 
whole creation groans for that day when all things will be 
made right.

Read and Reflect: Romans 8:18–30 
(Yes, part of  this reading overlaps with your last reading from 
yesterday.) 
We live in the tension of  what many refer to as the “already/
not yet.” We already have received forgiveness for our sins, 
and we have been reconciled with God. We already are new 
creations. But we are not yet made whole and perfect.
We are already free from the power of  sin, but we still sin 
because evil and Satan have not yet been vanquished forever.
We already have victory over death, but we still die because 
death has not yet been eliminated.
We are “in Christ,” but we still live in this world. We are new 
creations, but we still battle with what Paul calls “the flesh,” 
that part of  us that is not yet redeemed and renewed. We are 
being renewed. We are becoming more like Christ.
We live in the time between the First and Second Coming of  
Christ, so the “old age” has not passed away, but the “new 
age” has begun; it has broken in. Therefore, we can expect 
God to work miraculously and can expect him to answer with 
a not yet. We can expect to thrive in our battle with sin when 
we embrace our identity in Christ, but we will constantly 
struggle to embrace it, and we still will sin.
A frequent analogy to help explain this tension is the 
experience of  the Allied troops in Europe between D-day 
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and VE-day during World War II. After D-day, the end of  the 
war and the Allied victory was certain, but the battles 
continued with numerous casualties. The fighting was not 
concluded, and victory was not complete until Victory in 
Europe Day, when all fighting with Germany ceased. 
Similarly, God’s victory is assured in the death and 
resurrection of  Christ, but our battle with the influences of  
an unredeemed world, unredeemed flesh, and the forces of  
evil continue until Christ’s return. 
This is a time of  tension, and it cannot be resolved until 
Christ returns. The tension must be managed in the power of  
the Holy Spirit and by trusting in the sovereignty of  God. 
Many of  the problems in the early church could have been 
avoided by living in and understanding the tension of  the 
“already/not yet” nature of  life now. It is a topic the apostles 
continually addressed, helping believers embrace their new 
identities and helping them not to underestimate the powers 
of  evil arrayed against them.
You will read a chapter from 1 Peter today. Be sure to note 
how the “already/not yet” theme runs throughout the 
passage, and take the tension to heart as you seek to live out 
your life for the glory of  God.
As you read, also keep in mind that the epistles are letters to 
real people and real churches. They are not theological essays. 
The authors and recipients lived in a different culture than 
ours; we are separated by time, language, and customs. 
Therefore, sometimes they are difficult to understand because 
of  that “distance.” But they are understandable. They are 
understandable, in part, because people are people. This 
becomes obvious as you read and see that we share in 
common most of  the same fears, struggles, joys, and hopes.
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The epistles are also understandable because we have an 
enormous amount of  cultural and historical information 
about the Bible that illuminates their historical context. We 
have access to most of  this information in a good study Bible 
like the ESV Study Bible, the NIV Study Bible, or the Life 
Application Study Bible.
Even without study aids, it is possible to understand the 
epistles by reading each part in light of  the whole document, 
what is referred to as their literary context. Paying attention 
to the historical and literary context is important when 
reading any part of  Scripture, not just the epistles. 
Basically, as you read the Bible and take into account the 
literary and historical contexts, continually ask, “What did the 
author intend to say?” Then remember one simple, common-
sense guideline when you consider implications of  that 
passage for your own life: The meaning of  the passage for 
you must be aligned with its original, intended meaning. If  
what it means for you is not grounded in the author’s 
intended meaning, then you can make it say anything you 
want it to say. It becomes your word, not God’s Word. 
Most of  these letters were written within twenty to thirty 
years after the death of  Christ, so recipients of  these epistles 
were pioneers in living between the times. They faced conflict 
in the church and within themselves. Many were learning the 
Story of  God for the first time because they were Gentiles. 
Some faced persecution. Their church leaders were relatively 
new to the faith. They had many questions, but they did not 
have study Bibles, Bible reference works, or high-speed 
Internet service. They might send a letter to their founder, 
who would be off  starting other churches, and then wait 
months to receive an answer.
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In spite of  all these challenges, their little movement spread 
throughout the known world, and it continues to spread and 
thrive today.

Read and Reflect: 1 Peter 1
◆ This is a letter written by the apostle Peter to 

churches located in the area of  modern-day Turkey. 
Like all the New Testament letters, it’s called an 
epistle because it was intended to be read out loud to 
entire congregations. 

◆ It is evident from the content that these believers 
were experiencing a fair degree of  suffering. Their 
newfound faith had not made life easy or free from 
trouble. Yet Peter reminds them that the new age has 
begun: God’s Spirit has already made them holy, and 
they are cleansed by the blood of  Christ (1:2); they 
have already been born again (1:3, 23); they are 
already children of  God and brothers and sisters of  
each other (1:14, 23); they have been saved already 
because God paid a ransom for them (1:18); they have 
already been cleansed from their sins (1:22).

◆ He also assures them they can live confidently before 
God, assured of  their standing with him by faith now 
and at the return of  Christ because of  God’s 
faithfulness (1:5, 20, 24–25).

◆ In spite of  the suffering they are experiencing, they 
can live filled with hope and expectation for what is 
not yet: a priceless inheritance awaits them (1:4); they 
will be saved (1:5, 9, 13); they will receive praise, 
honor, and glory at the return of  Christ (1:7); their 
new life will last forever (1:23). 
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◆ Peter writes about the unfolding Story of  God (1:12). 
◆ Peter calls them to live out of  the grace they have 

received in Christ and the reality of  their new identity 
in Christ. 

Journal



DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

We deepen as we reflect on the Bible daily, pray, and 
surrender our lives to Christ.

Surrendering your life to Christ’s leadership is the result of  
knowing you can trust him with your life. To know God, his 
character, his glory, and the beauty of  his holiness deepens 
your love for him. You were created to know God personally 
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and intimately. As you grow to know him deeply, you 
increasingly recognize that nothing and no one is more 
beautiful, captivating, good, and gracious than he is. So the 
more you know him, the more you love him and more fully 
trust him with your life and surrender it to his leadership. 
Loving God more deeply and willingly surrendering your life 
to him is what spiritual growth and maturity are about.
Three analogies help us understand the dynamics of  spiritual 
growth: driving a car, waterskiing, and training.

Driving a Car and Spiritual Growth
Before we cross the line of  faith, Christ is outside the car that 
is our life, and we are in the driver’s seat. When we receive 
Christ, we invite him into the car. In a sense, we invite him 
into the backseat of  the car. It’s not that we don’t want him 
driving the car; it’s that we’re only beginning to learn what it 
means to bring Christ into our everyday lives. What are the 
implications of  discipleship for how we do our jobs, for our 
friendships, for our thought life? We are only at the beginning 
of  a journey of  coming to know and trust him with 
everything in our lives. 
As we grow deeper in love with God and mature in our faith, 
we eventually invite Jesus into the front passenger’s seat 
where we can talk to him regularly, enjoy his company, and 
seek his counsel. We increasingly go where he wants us to go, 
but we struggle with letting go of  the wheel. However, on 
our best days and in our best moments, we give him the 
wheel in surrender to his will and leadership. 

Read and Reflect: 1 John 1:5–2:6; Ephesians 3:14–21
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Waterskiing and Spiritual Growth
The analogy of  a car breaks down at this point because our 
surrender does not mean we do nothing. We’re not simply 
along for the ride. Surrender involves effort. Our effort is in 
cooperation with the Holy Spirit in our lives as he guides and 
empowers us to do God’s will. 
Surrendering to God’s leadership is like cooperating with the 
power of  a boat when waterskiing. Without the power of  the 
boat, you will never get up and stay up on skis by keeping 
your arms straight out in front of  you, leaning back just 
enough, and standing up on the skis. The power of  the boat, 
however, will not get you up on the skis and keep you there 
unless you cooperate with its power. If  you try to pull 
yourself  up or put no effort into it, you will not get up on the 
skis. You must cooperate with the power of  the boat.
Similarly, you cannot live the life God created you to live 
without his power and your cooperation with his power. You 
need to apply God-directed and God-empowered effort. 

Training and Spiritual Growth
Our effort and cooperation with the Holy Spirit’s power is 
also like athletic or musical training. Even the best athletes 
and musicians cannot do what they do simply by trying. They 
can only do it by training.
So also our effort is directed toward spiritual practices and 
kingdom actions that not only keep us connected to Christ 
and to his mission and reflect a surrendered life, but they also 
train us to think and live like Christ and reflect his image 
more and more.
Christian philosopher Dallas Willard was fond of  saying that 
spiritual practices (disciplines of  God’s grace) like worship, 



168 H. Henry Williams

fellowship, stewardship, Bible reflection, prayer, and 
compassion help us to do by training what we cannot now do 
simply by trying.

Read and Reflect: 1 Timothy 4:7–16
◆ This is a letter written by Paul to his protégé Timothy.

Journal



DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you 
through His Word.

Today’s readings focus on an extended passage from one of  
Paul’s epistles. He specifically addresses how believers should 
live their lives. Paul is providing moral instruction. As you 
read, notice how he bases his instructions on grace (not our 
moral effort), on the new life we have only in Christ, on the 
training we have received in Christ, and on the transforming 
work of  the Spirit.

Read and Reflect: Ephesians 4:17–24
◆ Most translations add the word about in Ephesians 

4:20 (NLT): “What you have learned about Christ.” 
But the English Standard Version reflects more 
closely what Paul wrote in Greek: “But that is not the 
way you learned Christ!” Paul is referring to their 
training in their new faith. The curriculum, as it were, 
was Christ. Verses 21–24 then outline the “Christ 
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curriculum.”

As you continue reading in a moment, you will see Paul 
getting very specific about certain behaviors we should avoid, 
but in nearly every case, he offers a contrasting, positive 
behavior. He calls us to replace one behavior with another 
behavior. This is a very important practice we see repeated 
throughout the Bible. God rarely asks us to simply stop doing 
something without offering something positive to replace the 
negative. In addition, throughout the Bible God explains how 
the positive, right things we should do lead to better 
outcomes, reflect our created design and Designer, bring 
glory to God, and lead to rewards from God. 
You also will notice as you read further in this passage that 
Paul frequently reminds us of  the new identity we have in 
Christ and the “already” of  what Christ has accomplished 
through the Cross and the Resurrection. He calls us to live in 
the grace we have received (the “already”). We are God’s very 
own (4:30), we are saved by his grace (4:30), we are forgiven 
(4:32), we are God’s dear children (5:1), we are deeply and 
sacrificially loved by Christ (5:2), and we are people who now 
live in the light (5:8).

Read and Reflect: Ephesians 4:25–5:20
Next Paul gives instructions to husbands and wives, children 
and fathers, and slaves and masters. In doing so, he draws 
from the Old Testament Scripture, the example of  Christ, 
and the nature of  God as revealed in the gospel. 

Read and Reflect: Ephesians 5:21–6:9
The Bible is God’s special revelation that points to the gospel 
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of  grace in Christ from start to finish, even when offering 
moral instruction. The moral instruction it contains proceeds 
from grace, and our lives are empowered to obey by applying 
the gospel of  God’s grace to all areas of  our lives.

Journal
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DAY 1
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Before we launch into the last circle in the framework for 
spiritual growth, let’s review where we are in the Story of  
God. For the last two weeks and most of  this week, we are 
focusing on the Spirit scene. The Spirit scene began after the 
ascension of  Christ when the Holy Spirit came on the 
disciples. From that point on, all believers receive the Holy 
Spirit when they put their faith in Christ alone for their 
salvation. We are still living in the Spirit scene, so we have 
been exploring how to grow and thrive spiritually in this time 
between the first and second coming of  Christ.

The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Creation
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Scene 2: Separation

Scene 3: Promise
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Scene 4: Sacrifice

Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings
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Scene 7: Prophets

Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation

Scene 2: Spirit
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Scene 3: New Creation

For the first four days of  this week, we will focus on how we 
impact our world for Christ as we live in the Spirit scene of  
the Story of  God. On day five, our final day of  the journey, 
we will look at the last scene in the Story of  God.
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Impact applies to my life out in the world. It intersects with 
my life in the church community and my personal life, but the 
impact circle extends beyond those two contexts. The impact 
circle is primarily about my life as a citizen of  my country and 
of  our world, about my life at work or school, and about my 
life in the neighborhood and local community.
As crucial as it is to connect with the body of  Christ and 
deepen my relationship with Christ, I have a mission from 
Christ to impact the world for him. This has several 
implications:
◆ I cannot spend all of  my free time in church 

gatherings. I need to be developing relationships with 
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people who are unchurched and far from God.
◆ My service in the church, using my spiritual gifts and 

carrying out the “one anothers,” is not the only way I 
serve. I am called to serve a lost and broken world 
outside the church, and I cannot wait for the world to 
come to me. I have been called to go and make 
disciples.

◆ My service outside the church “counts,” even if  I am 
not serving in an outreach initiative sponsored by my 
local church. I am the church (I represent it) when I 
am serving the world for Christ, whether or not the 
church has organized and initiated the action. In fact, 
my local church will not initiate most of  my service in 
the world.

Three essential impact practices are evangelism, compassion 
and missions. We will focus today on evangelism.
Evangelism is actually a subset of  making disciples.

Jesus came and told his disciples, “I have been given 
all authority in heaven and on earth. Therefore, go 
and make disciples of  all the nations, baptizing them 
in the name of  the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit.” (Matthew 28:18–19; NLT)

When Jesus tells us to go and make disciples in the above 
verses, also known as the Great Commission, he is calling us 
to make disciples from scratch, from people who do not 
know God or follow Jesus.
In Acts 1:8, Jesus refers to our task as being his witnesses:

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 
comes upon you. And you will be my witnesses, 
telling people about me everywhere—in Jerusalem, 
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throughout Judea, in Samaria, and to the ends of  the 
earth.” (Acts 1:8, NLT, emphasis added)

Evangelism is about helping people take the first step in 
discipleship, and we help them take that first step by being his 
witnesses, by testifying to what Christ has done. 
One of  the most powerful ways of  testifying to what Christ 
has done is to tell your own story of  how your life has been 
impacted by what he has done.

Read and Reflect: Acts 26:1–24 and 17:16–24
◆ Paul gives his own personal testimony several times in 

the book of  Acts (see Acts 22:1–22 and also 
Philippians 3:1–11).

◆ Paul’s story is quite dramatic; yours may feel 
mundane. Remember, there is nothing mundane 
about going from death to life, and you have the same 
Spirit who empowered Paul’s testimony.

◆ Even though your story may not be as dramatic as 
Paul’s, you can follow Paul’s pattern when you tell 
your story. Paul always tells his story in three parts: 
first, his life apart from Christ; second, how he turned 
to Christ; and third, how his life changed as a result 
of  following Christ. You can tell your story in the 
same way, but be sure to include the basics of  the 
gospel when you share how you turned to Christ.

◆ If  you became a follower of  Christ early in your 
childhood, you may not have much to share regarding 
your life apart from Christ. You may want to focus 
more on parts two and three, underscoring the basic 
gospel of  God’s grace in Christ in part two. Or, you 
may want to focus on a time in your life when your 
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commitment as a child became more real to you later 
in life.

God will empower your witness in all situations, but 
remember that people are more likely to listen to your witness 
if  they know you and respect you, and if  you know what you 
are talking about.

Pray for us, too, that God will give us many 
opportunities to speak about his mysterious plan 
concerning Christ. . . . Pray that I will proclaim this 
message as clearly as I should. Live wisely among 
those who are not believers, and make the most of  
every opportunity. Let your conversation be gracious 
and attractive so that you will have the right response 
for everyone. (Colossians 4:3–6, NLT)
Make it your goal to live a quiet life, minding your 
own business and working with your hands, just as we 
instructed you before. Then people who are not 
Christians will respect the way you live, and you will 
not need to depend on others. (1 Thessalonians 4:11–
12, NLT)
And if  someone asks about your Christian hope, 
always be ready to explain it. But do this in a gentle 
and respectful way. Keep your conscience clear. Then 
if  people speak against you, they will be ashamed 
when they see what a good life you live because you 
belong to Christ. Remember, it is better to suffer for 
doing good, if  that is what God wants, than to suffer 
for doing wrong! (1 Peter 3:15–17, NLT)

We are most effective in our witness when we are already in a 
relationship with a person who is far from God. And one of  
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the most powerful ways we can leverage our relationships 
with those who are far from God is by inviting them to 
gatherings with other believers. There is power in a crowd, as 
is witnessed in the ministry of  Jesus to the crowds, Peter’s 
sermon in Acts 2, and throughout the book of  Acts.
You are not alone in your witness. Others can come alongside 
with their gifts, and there is something compelling and 
attractive to a genuine seeker who is exposed to Christians 
worshiping and to the truth of  God’s Word. 
Expect resistance, but don’t let fear dictate your actions. 
Remember, God loves you and accepts you because of  the 
grace you received in Christ. You need not fear the rejection 
of  people to whom you witness about the love of  Christ. You 
need not even fear God’s rejection for not witnessing. 
Witness for him because you already have his approval and 
acceptance. Witness for him because people far from God 
matter to him. The more you grow to love God, the more 
what matters to God will matter to you.

Journal





DAY 2
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

We impact our world for Christ when we share our faith with 
others. It is a continuation of  the ministry of  Jesus, 
proclaiming the kingdom of  God. We also impact the world 
for Christ when we do acts of  compassion toward people in 
need. It is a continuation of  Jesus’ ministry of  demonstrating 
the kingdom of  God. We proclaim the kingdom of  God with 
our witness, and we demonstrate the kingdom of  God 
through acts of  compassion.
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Read and Reflect: Matthew 25:31–46; Luke 10:25–37; 
Acts 3:1–10; 5:12–16; 6:1–4; 2 Corinthians 8:10–15; 
Galatians 2:9–10; James 1:27
◆ When Jesus says to take care of  the “least of  these 

brothers and sisters of  mine,” he is continuing a 
prominent theme from the Old Testament Law and 
the preaching of  the prophets. The Law required 
Israelites to provide for the poor and powerless. The 
powerless included the widows, the orphans, and the 
foreigners who lived among them. It also provided 
for the redistribution of  land every fifty years in what 
was called the Year of  Jubilee. The prophets 
condemned Israel for neglecting the poor, supporting 
systems that were unjust, taking advantage of  the 
powerless, and neglecting the Year of  Jubilee.

◆ The emphasis in the New Testament, as in the Old 
Testament, is to show compassion first within the 
people of  God. But compassion also was to be 
extended beyond the house of  God, as is evident in 
many of  the Old Testament laws regarding care for 
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foreigners and in the story of  the good Samaritan (see 
Luke 10:30–37). In this parable, Jesus faults those 
who seek to narrow the field of  whom they must love 
by narrowly defining who is a neighbor.

Journal





DAY 3
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

We impact our world for Christ through evangelism, 
compassion, and missions.

Missions is about proclaiming and demonstrating the 
kingdom to the whole world, beginning in our own backyard.
The worldwide scope of  the Great Commission is clearly 
portrayed in Matthew 28 and Acts 1.
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“Therefore, go and make disciples of  all the 
nations. . . .” (Matthew 28:19, NLT, emphasis added)
“You will be my witnesses, telling people about me 
everywhere—in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in 
Samaria, and to the ends of  the earth.” (Acts 1:8, 

NLT, emphasis added) 
The mission began at home, in Jerusalem. The mission would 
spread across a new geographical boundary, reaching people 
who were just like them in Judea. But going to Samaria meant 
crossing near geographical and near cultural barriers. The 
Samaritans were an offshoot of  Israel. “The ends of  the 
earth” meant crossing all geographical, cultural, and religious 
barriers. 
Missions today continue to follow the same progression. We 
begin in our “Jerusalem” and “Judea.” As we cross cultural 
barriers, we take the gospel to our “Samaria.” Then we go 
well beyond our borders and our culture to the ends of  the 
earth.
The book of  Acts chronicles how the church moved beyond 
Jerusalem. While the new followers of  Christ seemed to be 
very comfortable with focusing their ministry to fellow Jews 
in Jerusalem and Judea, God had other plans. Your readings 
today focus on this outward expansion of  Christ’s mission as 
the Spirit constantly pushes the early church out of  its 
comfort zone.
It all begins when persecution of  the church breaks out after 
the execution of  Stephen, who was one of  the men who was 
chosen in Acts 6 to serve the widows.

Read and Reflect: Acts 8:1–8, 25; 10:1–29; 10:44–48
Peter’s experience with Cornelius opens the door to the 
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Gentile mission. Until that point the early Christians assumed 
that to become a Christian, you had to get circumcised and 
keep the purity and food laws just like the Jews. Cornelius and 
his household receive the Spirit without those actions. This 
issue was not settled until Acts 15, where it was concluded 
that Gentiles did not have to become Jews to follow Christ. 
However, this issue continued to create problems in the 
churches during the entire New Testament period.
Starting in chapter 13, most of  Acts chronicles the missionary 
journeys of  Paul and his companions. The book of  Acts 
concludes in an open-ended fashion. The church today is still 
writing the book of  Acts. The church will continue its 
mission until Christ returns. When will Christ return? No one 
knows, but the apostle Peter and Jesus give us one clue, which 
relates directly to our continuing mission.

Read and Reflect: 2 Peter 3:8–10; Matthew 24:3–14
And the Good News about the Kingdom will be 
preached throughout the whole world, so that all 
nations will hear it; and then the end will come. 
(Matthew 24:14, NLT)
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DAY 4
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

You are at the end of  the forty-day journey! You can now see 
how it all fits together, although you will need to keep reading 
and studying the Bible to retain what you’ve learned along the 
way. But now you have a mental model—a framework for 
understanding the various parts in light of  the whole. You 
also have a basic framework for spiritual growth. As you 
connect with the body of  Christ, deepen your relationship 
with Christ, and impact the world for Christ, you will grow in 
deeper love with God and love your neighbor as yourself.
However, there is one more scene. It is the New Creation.



194 H. Henry Williams

This scene comes at the end of  Bible, in the last two chapters, 
but it is taught by Jesus and the apostles throughout the entire 
New Testament. In addition, the Old Testament hope for the 
new age, the coming Messiah, and the renewal of  all things 
point to the second coming of  Christ.
 
The Story of  God: An Overview

ACT 1: THE OLD TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Creation

Scene 2: Separation
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Scene 3: Promise

Scene 4: Sacrifice
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Scene 5: Law

Scene 6: Kings

Scene 7: Prophets
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Intermission: Four Hundred Years of  Silence

ACT 2: THE NEW TESTAMENT

Scene 1: Salvation

Scene 2: Spirit

Scene 3: New Creation
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The coming New Creation is what the whole Story of  God 
has been about: the rescue of  God’s creation. It has been 
about redeeming God’s creation and reconciling humanity to 
himself  all along.
The last book of  the Bible, Revelation, may be the most 
difficult for us to understand. It’s an epistle, but most of  its 
message is written in a common literary form of  that day 
called “apocalyptic.” The most analogous literature we have 
in our day is fantasy and, to some degree, poetry. Beginning 
in chapter 4, after a series of  seven letters to seven churches 
in chapters 2 and 3, you have a series of  extraordinary images 
driving home one point. We’ll get to that one point in a 
moment. But first we need to understand the historical 
context of  this book.
John is the author. He is almost certainly the same John who 
was a disciple of  Christ and who wrote the gospel of  John as 
well as the epistles known as 1 John, 2 John, and 3 John (1–3 
John). The book was written near the end of  the first century, 
and John is living in exile on an island called Patmos. He was 
likely a teenager or a very young adult when he followed 
Jesus, but now he is old. 
The Christians to whom he writes were refusing to 
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acknowledge the Roman emperor as Lord and Savior (titles 
the emperor had appropriated for himself), and they were 
refusing to participate in emperor worship ceremonies, many 
of  which were seen as a civic duty for all good citizens. John 
is given visions about what is happening on a cosmic level. 
He prophesies the situation will get worse before it gets 
better, and the churches are poorly prepared for what is about 
to take place. A disaster is right around the corner, and many 
of  them are not ready.
In that context, God uses the common apocalyptic imagery 
of  that day, mixed extensively with imagery from the 
prophets of  the Old Testament, to communicate a timeless 
message to his people. It is no different than when God used 
the format of  epistles while inspiring Paul’s epistles, histories 
while inspiring the Gospel writers, and Hebrew poetry while 
inspiring the psalmists. 
There are various approaches to the interpretation of  these 
images, leading to many disagreements and conflict in the 
church throughout the ages, but there is widespread 
agreement that this book makes one overarching point: This 
present age is full of  trouble for believers because we are 
locked in a spiritual battle with the forces of  evil, but God 
wins in the end.
This is a message the recipients of  Revelation needed to hear 
as they faced the evil forces threatening to overcome them: 
state-sponsored persecution, war, financial collapse, illness, 
disease, and death. God wins in the end.
And we win, too, if  we are on God’s side by his grace in 
Christ. We win if  we quit pushing him away and attempting 
to be our own gods. We win if  we repent and receive by faith 
what God has offered us in Christ. 
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So, for your last reading, you will read one of  the epistles 
contained in Revelation, and the last reading is the vision of  
the New Creation itself.

Read and Reflect: Revelation 3:14–22; 21:1–22:5
◆ The new heaven and new earth of  the New Creation 

contains a Tree of  Life and a River of  Life as in the 
Garden of  Eden.

◆ There will be no curse on this New Creation.

Journal



DAY 5
Open your time in prayer, asking God to speak to you through His 
Word.

Congratulations! You now have a basic framework of  the 
Bible. You can see how it fits together. So what’s next? Let 
me suggest three next steps:

1. Read the entire Bible, cover to cover. Ultimately there 
is no substitute for reading the whole thing. Now that 
you have a basic framework, you will get so much 
more out of  the reading. There are hundreds of  
reading plans you can choose from on the Internet, 
most ranging from one to three years in length. 
Choose one and begin reading. Don’t worry if  it takes 
longer to finish than planned. Just keep reading, and 
don’t give up. And as you read, keep the basic 
framework in mind.

2. Make a daily habit of  reading and reflecting on the 
Bible and meeting regularly with other followers of  
Christ to discuss what you are learning and to study 
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the Bible together.
3. Join a local church where you can connect with the 

body of  Christ, further deepen your relationship with 
Christ, and together impact the world for Christ. 
Joining a church, not simply attending, declares you 
can be counted on and that you are accountable to 
others.
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