JESUS OF THE PROPHETS
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In Jesus all the prophecies and promises of Scripture are fulfilled. This month, as we take note of the season of Lent, we’ll focus on many prophecies and promises from the minor prophets—the last twelve books of the Old Testament. The minor prophets aren’t called “minor” because they are unimportant; these books of prophecy are simply shorter than most other ones. In fact, some of the prophecies about Jesus in these shorter books are so important that, without them, we wouldn’t be able to understand some crucial teachings about Jesus and his mission to save us.
May the Spirit of God fill us this month as we trace together many of Jesus’ important steps on his way to suffer and die for us on the cross, leading the way for us to enjoy full life with God forever.
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John 19:28-37
MONDAY, MARCH 1
FEEL THE PAIN
“They will look on the one they have pierced.”


John 19:37
The season of Lent began a couple of weeks ago and will span the whole month of March. Our meditations for this month will focus on Scriptures that are not often associated with our Lord’s journey to the cross: the twelve books of the minor prophets at the end of the Old Testament.
What should we keep in mind as we work through these Old Testament passages? One thing we should do is try to feel the pain that is being described. Reading these books of prophecy can be downright depressing at times. But the anguish we encounter here is real. It is an accurate description of a world that is often at odds with God, its Creator.
Sometimes we feel the pain described in these books in a very personal way. We feel the prophets’ fear, and we join them in their laments. In times like these, we are well positioned to appreciate the suffering of Jesus in new ways. As John indicates in today’s Scripture reading, when Jesus was pierced by a soldier’s spear, a prophecy in Zechariah 12:10 was fulfilled. Golgotha, the hill where Jesus was crucified, is the site of both suffering and healing.
Let’s look carefully at the One who was pierced. Let’s come to the cross, where Jesus endured his greatest pain, and where the world finds its ultimate promise.
PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for taking on all the hurts of the world. Help us always to turn to you for comfort and to share the hope of the good news with others.
In your name, Amen.
Matthew 8:14-17
TUESDAY, MARCH 2
HEAR THE GRACE

[As] spoken through the prophet Isaiah: “He took up our infirmities and bore our diseases.”
Matthew 8:17
Have you ever wondered why the last twelve books of the Old Testament are known as the “minor” prophets? It’s not because they aren’t important books. They’re just shorter than most of the other books in the Bible. These twelve books may be small, but they have a lot to teach us about who Jesus is and what his suffering on the cross means for you and me.
As we read from those books this month, it’s important that we sense the pain being described there. But it’s also important that we hear the message of God’s grace recorded there too. No matter how much anger, judgment, or lament we find in the books of the prophets, the grace of God is always most important.

It’s true that God punishes those who forsake him. But the prophets also assure us that God is compassionate, merciful, and slow to anger. God’s grace and forgiveness are freely offered to all who humbly seek him.
The minor prophets include some of the most beautiful testimonies of hope and God’s faithful love found in the Bible. The grace of God conveyed in these passages finds its ultimate revelation in Jesus Christ. He is the one who took all our suffering upon himself. There is nothing “minor” about a message like that. The announcement of God’s grace in Jesus is the most important news anyone will ever hear.
PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for showing us such amazing grace. May the good news of salvation continue to change our hearts and help us to obey your Word.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.
Luke 24:13-27
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 3
CELEBRATE THE FULFILLMENT

He explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.
Luke 24:27
Feel the pain. Hear the grace. These two things will help us get the most out of our Lenten journey through the minor prophets. But as we seek to unpack the prophets’ messages, we should also celebrate the fulfillment of those messages.
Many of us find the books of the minor prophets a bit difficult. The prophecies contain some obscure imagery, and there are historical references to nations and empires that don’t exist anymore.

What messages in these books can we apply to our lives today?
Many personal applications could be mentioned—all of which are connected to one overarching theme: every prophecy finds its ultimate fulfillment in Jesus Christ. All the judgments the prophets foretold were poured out on Jesus, who suffered and died in our place. And all the blessings the prophets described apply ultimately to the kingdom that Jesus will bring completely to a renewed creation.
Each of the prophets lived in a specific time and place. Each one also announced a message that was timely for the original audience. But it’s important to know that in those same books we can find passages pointing to the good news about Jesus, helping us to grow in our faith and life in him.
PRAYER

Lord, long before you sent Jesus into the world, you sent prophets who spoke about his coming. Use their messages to bring us closer to Jesus, we pray.
In his name, Amen.

Hosea 1:1-9
THURSDAY, MARCH 4
A MATCH MADE IN HEAVEN

The Lord said to [Hosea], “Go, marry a promiscuous woman . . . .”
Hosea 1:2

Sometimes a husband and wife are so right for each other that we say their marriage is “made in heaven.” But people probably wouldn’t have said that about Hosea and Gomer. They could not have been more wrong for each other. Hosea was a prophet, and Gomer was a prostitute. Now, for some people this might bring another saying to mind—that “opposites attract.” But the only reason Hosea married Gomer was because God told him to. If ever there was a match made in heaven, it was this one.
The purpose of this arranged marriage was to demonstrate an important spiritual point. Just as Gomer was an unfaithful wife, so the people of Israel had been unfaithful in their relationship to God.
Our relationship with God is also like a marriage. The New Testament calls Christ the “husband” of God’s people, the church (2 Corinthians 11:2; Ephesians 5:21-33), and the church is his “bride” (Revelation 21:2). Like Israel, we too are unfaithful to God. But the gospel announces that Jesus is the faithful one who forgives our wandering ways and restores our broken relationship with God. This is why the celebration at the end of history is appropriately called “the wedding of the Lamb” (Revelation 19:7). Our life with Jesus is not only a match made in heaven. It’s a marriage that will last forever!

PRAYER

Lord, how wonderful it will be to serve you perfectly in heaven one day. Until then, help us to obey you joyfully and love you faithfully.
For Jesus’ sake, Amen.

Hosea 3
FRIDAY, MARCH 5
SOLD TO THE HIGHEST BIDDER

“Go, show your love to your wife again . . . . Love her as the Lord loves the Israelites . . . .”
Hosea 3:1
The scene played out in today’s Scripture reading is heart wrenching. Apparently Hosea and Gomer had been living apart, and she had become the property of someone else. Gomer’s usefulness as a prostitute slave had ended. So she was brought by her owner into a slave market, where she was put up for sale.
Imagine how degrading that would have been! Imagine the astonishment and pity (or disgust) on the face of every onlooker. Imagine every whisper hushed by the announcement that the bidding on Gomer had begun.
Then the silence in the slave market was broken by the voice of a bidder—Hosea! He was the last person anyone would have expected to have interest in Gomer, but Hosea bought back his unfaithful wife and took her home. Someone once said that this passage records the only time in history that “a slave market was bright with the revelation of the love of God.”
The Bible calls this kind of transaction a redemption. Jesus has done for us what God told Hosea to do for Gomer. We used to be “slaves to sin” (Romans 6:17), but we have been “redeemed . . . with the precious blood of Christ” (1 Peter 1:18-19). He “gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good” (Titus 2:14). Jesus has bought us, and we belong to him.

PRAYER

Lord, how can we thank you enough for the love you have shown us? Help us to live every day as those who belong to Jesus, our Master. We pray in his name.
Amen.

Hosea 6:1-6
SATURDAY, MARCH 6
MERCY, NOT SACRIFICE

After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will restore us.
Hosea 6:2
Like many of the prophets, Hosea spoke against religious activity that was not sincere worship of God. In the northern kingdom of Israel where Hosea prophesied, there was plenty of worship. But the worship of Baal had corrupted the worship of God. Priests, set apart by God for holiness, were now promoting the very opposite. “The more the priests increased,” God said, “the more they sinned against me” (Hosea 4:7).
Through Hosea, God reminded the people that renewal of the heart was more important than merely following religious rituals. “I desire mercy, not sacrifice,” God told them. Centuries later, Jesus said these very words to the religious leaders of his day (Matthew 9:13).
It seems that the tendency to just go through the motions of worship confronts every generation of God’s people. How can we avoid that critical mistake?
In 1 Corinthians 15:4, Paul writes that Jesus was “raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.” Many have wondered which Old Testament passages Paul had in mind, but Hosea 6:2 is often suggested as a possibility. In Jesus Christ, mercy and sacrifice come together perfectly. His sacrificial death atones for all our tainted worship. And his resurrection restores us to a life of worship with which God is pleased.
If true worship is what you seek, stay close to Jesus.

PRAYER

Forgive us, Lord, for often being more concerned with “talking the talk” than “walking the walk.” Fill our hearts with your mercy so that our love for you in Christ will grow.
Amen.

Hosea 13:9-14
SUNDAY, MARCH 7
RETURN OF THE KING

“I will deliver them from the power of the grave; I will redeem them from death.”
Hosea 13:14
The history of Israel is summarized by the failure of its monarchy. From the beginning, Israel’s desire for a king represented the rejection of God as their King (1 Samuel 8:7). And over the years, wickedness characterized most of Israel’s rulers, with disastrous economic, political, and spiritual results.
In today’s reading, God asks the people a rhetorical question. “Where is your king, that he may save you?” The tragic answer is that there is no earthly king powerful enough to undo the consequences of centuries-long disobedience. Israel will be defenseless in the face of God’s coming judgment.
But all is not lost. God’s punishment is compared to the pain a woman feels when her child is born. Like childbirth, God’s judgment will be intense and difficult. But the pain will eventually be replaced by the joy of new birth.
Jesus said that for his followers his death would be like the pain of a woman giving birth (John 16:21), but the pain of the cross would be overcome by the joy of resurrected life. Jesus shares his victory with us, and Paul notes this by quoting from Hosea when he describes Jesus’ triumph (1 Corinthians 15:55). Jesus is our true King, given not in anger, but in love. In him the darkness of death is replaced by the light of life.

PRAYER

Lord, sometimes our priorities are all mixed up, and we don’t give you, our King, our total allegiance. Help us to serve you in all we do. We pray in Jesus’ name.
Amen.

Joel 2:1-11
MONDAY, MARCH 8
THE DAY OF THE LORD

The day of the Lord is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?
Joel 2:11
In September 2008, Hurricane Ike was gaining strength over the Gulf of Mexico and tracking straight for the coast of Texas. It had been more than a century since America’s deadliest hurricane hit Galveston back in 1900, killing more than 6,000 people, but stories of that terrible storm remained in the minds of the residents. Police issued an evacuation order, and more than a million people fled before Ike reached land.
Curiously, some stayed behind, even though officials warned that they faced “certain death.” A newspaper article from a day or so before Ike hit Texas reported that those who would not evacuate were told to write their names on their arms in black marker so that their bodies could be identified later. Why wouldn’t they leave?
Today’s Bible reading sounds a similar alarm. It warns people about a deadly, approaching storm that is called “the day of the Lord.” Only God’s grace can protect us from this storm, and that grace is freely offered by God in Jesus. On the cross, Jesus suffered all the punishment of God’s wrath against sin; he did that in our place so that we would not be destroyed. Without faith in Jesus, people will face certain death when the final “day of the Lord” comes (2 Peter 3:10-14).
Have you listened to the Bible’s warning and found refuge in Jesus?

PRAYER

Lord, your Word commands a response from all who hear it. Thank you for sending Jesus into the world to die in my place. Use me to lead someone to faith in him.
Amen.

Joel 2:12-17
TUESDAY, MARCH 9
HOPE FOR HURTING HEARTS

“Return to me with all your heart. . . .” Rend your heart and not your garments.
Joel 2:12-13
The words of today’s Scripture are read every year in the traditional Ash Wednesday liturgy. Ash Wednesday, which fell this year on February 17, is the first day of Lent, a season in the church calendar that invites us to pay special attention to the suffering and death of Jesus.

Why are these instructions about rending hearts and not garments significant? In the Bible the tearing of clothes is a sign of mourning and is often accompanied by the placing of ashes on one’s head.
Jacob tore his clothes when he heard a report that his son, Joseph, had been killed (Genesis 37:34). And when King Josiah heard the words of the Book of the Law after it was rediscovered in the temple, he tore his robes as a sign of grief over the nation’s sin (2 Kings 22:11).
Sometimes the reality of sin is enough to break our hearts.

The season of Lent reminds us that no one felt the pain of sin more than Jesus. When he was crucified, Jesus was stripped of his garments. More than that, his heart broke under the weight of our sin.

God’s invitation to return to him is answered by our looking to the cross of Christ and asking forgiveness through his sacrifice for us. God promises to wash away our sin and give us new life through the One whose torn garments and broken heart bring healing for the world.

PRAYER

“Amazing love! How can it be that you, my Lord, should die for me?!” Thank you, Jesus, for paying the penalty for my sin. Help me to love you with all my heart.
Amen.

Joel 3:12-21
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 10
THE VALLEY OF DECISION

The day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision.
Joel 3:14
Joel 3:14 is sometimes used to encourage people to make a commitment to God. Maybe you have attended an evangelistic rally, or watched a mass worship service on television, where this verse was cited. The preacher might have read this verse to impress upon people the urgency of making a personal decision to follow Jesus.
There is nothing wrong with a message like that. But it’s not the best way to apply this verse to our lives.

As we read in today’s verses, the valley of decision is the Valley of Jehoshaphat. This is not a literal valley, but one that is used as a symbol of God’s judgment (“Jehoshaphat” means “the Lord judges”).
Even more important, the “decision” in today’s Scripture reading is not a decision by the people who are gathered. The people of the nations are gathered before the Judge of all nations. So there is only one person who renders a decision, and that’s the Judge. The Lord God is the one who decides.
This does not mean we have no decisions to make in our relationship with God. It simply means our commitment to God is a response to the verdict our Judge has given.

In the valley of decision, God has declared us innocent. Jesus was judged in our place.

How can we not love a God who has so loved us?

PRAYER

Lord Jesus, you are the way to God. Your blood paid our ransom. In you we face our Judge and Maker unafraid. Thank you for giving us the life we have in you.
Amen.

Amos 3:1-7
THURSDAY, MARCH 11
THE BURDEN OF BEING CHOSEN

“You only have I chosen . . . therefore I will punish you for all your sins.”
Amos 3:2
In the movie Fiddler on the Roof we meet Tevye, a dairyman who lives with his wife and five daughters in a small Russian village. Life is difficult for this Jewish family. Throughout the story Tevye talks with God and expresses his disappointment with his lot in life. In one of his conversations with God, Tevye says, “I know, I know. We are your chosen people. But once in a while, can’t you choose someone else?”
Tevye felt the burden of being chosen. Perhaps you have also felt that burden sometimes. Maybe you’re the oldest child, and you think having extra responsibilities is unfair. Or perhaps you have a friend who tends to call only when he or she has a favor to ask. In many situations, being chosen can feel pretty good. But sometimes it’s a burden we would rather not carry.
The New Testament tells us that Jesus “was chosen before the creation of the world” (1 Peter 1:20). The burden he carried was that of our sin. “He saved others; let him save himself if he is God’s Messiah, the Chosen One,” the mocking crowd said when Jesus was crucified (Luke 23:35).

They didn’t realize that the Chosen One did not come to save himself. He came to save us. That was his burden, and it relieves us of the greatest burden anyone could ever carry.

PRAYER

Thank you, God, for choosing us to be your children through Jesus, your Chosen One. Help us to share the good news of forgiveness with a world burdened by sin.
Amen.

Amos 8:9-12
FRIDAY, MARCH 12
DARKNESS AT NOON

“I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight.”
Amos 8:9
In a memorable sermon, Frederick Buechner preached about what he called the “hungering dark.” The sermon was delivered in the late 1960s, a time of great social and political unrest in North America. Buechner suggested that “darkness” was a fitting description for the assassinations, dread of war, and riots at that time. But he also spoke of how darkness intensifies our craving for the light of Christ’s presence.
In this way the “hungering dark” is like our physi​cal hunger. We are probably no more aware of our need for food than when we are hungry. Hunger is as much a craving for fullness as it is a testimony to emptiness.
Through the prophet Amos, God said that the judgment to come would be characterized by both darkness and hunger. The sun would go dark at noon, and people would hunger for words of God that they could not find, no matter where they looked.
That judgment is what Jesus experienced on the cross. When Jesus was crucified, there was darkness from noon till three (Matthew 27:45). He cried out to God, hungering for responses that never came. The Word of God fell silent amid the darkness at Golgotha. But that’s not all. On the cross we also see Jesus, the light of the world who pierces our darkness. And we receive the bread of life that satisfies our deepest hunger.

PRAYER

Lord Jesus, thank you for shining the light of your love into our hearts, and for feeding us with your Word. Help us to walk in your light. Feed a hungry world through us.
Amen.

Amos 9:8-15
SATURDAY, MARCH 13
GOD’S RESTORATION PROJECT

“I will restore David’s fallen shelter—I will repair its broken walls and restore its ruins.”
Amos 9:11
Type the word “restore” into an Internet search engine, and links to many different websites will appear. You can find information on how to restore a classic car, an old piece of furniture, or an antique piano. Every restoration project involves more than making something look nice on the outside. A restored ship has to be seaworthy, and a restored house must become a home.
Like several other prophets, Amos speaks out against religious practices that are not accompanied by justice and mercy. “I despise your religious festivals,” God said through Amos. “Let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never failing stream!” (Amos 5:21, 24).
When God restores his people, they fulfill God’s original purpose for them. But there’s something unique about God’s restoration project. Most often, when something is restored, it is returned to its original condition. When God restores his people, he doesn’t just bring them back; he also carries them forward.
In Amos 9, God’s portrait of a restored kingdom includes gardens and cities. The Bible begins with Eden and ends with the New Jerusalem and the tree of life. At the center of Scripture is the cross of Jesus. The restoration rests in the One who is both “the Root and the Offspring of David” (Revelation 22:16). Former beauty and future glory come together in him.

PRAYER

Lord, your Word has so many beautiful descriptions of the kingdom of heaven. Thank you for sending Jesus into the world and for restoring your creation in him.
Amen.

Obadiah
SUNDAY, MARCH 14
ARE YOU A HURTER OR A HEALER?

You should not gloat over your brother in the day of his misfortune.
Obadiah 1:12
The short book of Obadiah is a prophecy against the nation of Edom. Edom is also called Esau, because the Edomites were the descendents of Esau, Jacob’s (Israel’s) older brother. The book of Genesis tells us that Jacob and Esau struggled even before they were born. God said that the two boys represented two nations, and throughout history they often fought (Genesis 25:22-26).
Things were at their worst in Obadiah’s day, when Jerusalem was attacked by the Babylonians and Edom rejoiced over Jacob’s destruction (see 2 Kings 25; Psalm 137:7). Through Obadiah, God told the Edomites that gloating over their brother’s misery would result in their own destruction.
Sometimes it’s hard not to delight in the misfortunes of others, especially if we think they deserve them. But the season of Lent encourages us to live by a higher stan​dard. Peter reminds us of the example of Jesus. “When they hurled . . . insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead he entrusted himself to him who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:23).
If ever there was someone who had the right to pay back those who hurt him, it was Jesus. But “by his wounds we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5). The finished work of Christ breaks the cycle of vengeance, and we show the healing of Jesus by not taking part in hurting others.

PRAYER

Lord Jesus, only your crucified hands can pry open our clenched fists. Help us to share the power of your healing grace with a hurting world. We pray in your name.
Amen.

Jonah 1:1-16
MONDAY, MARCH 15
AN INNOCENT MAN

They took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm.
Jonah 1:15
You have to feel for the sailors on the ship with Jonah. They were terrified of losing their lives in the tempest, and Jonah told them that tossing him into the sea was the only way to quiet the storm—but they simply wouldn’t accept that. Jonah said it was his fault that they were all caught in this storm, but the sailors wanted nothing to do with killing an innocent man. So they tried everything they could think of to navigate back to land. But finally, after asking God to pardon them for what they were about to do, they threw Jonah overboard.
Just before Jesus was crucified there was someone else who wanted nothing to do with killing an innocent man. The wife of the Roman governor, Pilate, sent a warning to her husband as Jesus stood before him, on trial. She said, “Don’t have anything to do with that innocent man, for I have suffered a great deal today in a dream because of him” (Matthew 27:19).
Jonah was more guilty than the sailors realized. And Jesus was more innocent than Pilate’s wife or anyone else had ever dreamed (see Hebrews 4:15; 1 Peter 2:22).
The man standing before Pilate was no criminal and no sinner. In fact, he was the Son of God, so he had infinite authority over Pilate. But Jesus had come to lay down his life for our sake. Trusting in him, the world’s most innocent man, will quiet all our storms.

PRAYER

Lord, we know that it is only by faith in you that the guilty are declared innocent. Thank you for your grace that forgives us and gives us new life. In your name we pray.
Amen.

Jonah 1:17-2:10
TUESDAY, MARCH 16
THE SIGN OF JONAH

Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.
Jonah 1:17
When the religious leaders asked Jesus to give them a sign that he was the promised deliverer of his people, he knew that they didn’t really believe in him. So he said that the only sign they would be given was “the sign of the prophet Jonah.” Jesus explained, “As Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40).
There are similarities and differences between what Jesus and Jonah experienced. The biggest difference is that Jonah was alive for three days in the fish, while Jesus was dead for three days in the earth. Jonah must have certainly expected to die when he was tossed into the sea. But in his mercy, God kept him alive. Unlike Jonah, Jesus was not spared from death.
But there is one important similarity. Both Jonah and Jesus came out of their three-day prison. The fish vomited Jonah onto dry land, and the tomb burst open on Easter to show that Jesus had conquered death. Because Jesus was raised to life, the deliverance given to Jonah is what happens to us as well.
Drowning and deliverance are symbolized in the water of baptism. We are united with Jesus in both his dying and his rising. All who are baptized are marked with a sign. Not the sign of Jonah. The sign of Jesus.

PRAYER

Lord, in your dying you took upon yourself all the pain of our lives, and in your rising you give us the joy of new life. Thank you for your amazing love.
In your name, Amen.

Micah 4:1-8
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 17
THE LORD AND HIS TEMPLE

In the last days the mountain of the Lord’s temple will be established . . . .
Micah 4:1
In eleven days we will celebrate Palm Sunday. In Matthew’s account of Palm Sunday, the first thing Jesus did upon entering Jerusalem was to go to the temple to drive out money changers who had turned the court of the Gentiles into a market. Clearing out those who were buying and selling there made room for what happened next: “The blind and the lame came to [Jesus] at the temple, and he healed them” (Matthew 21:14).
That passage may not seem to have much to do with Micah 4, but there is one interesting connection. Through Micah, God promised that his temple would be reestablished on the mountain of the Lord: all the nations would be drawn to it, and there God would “gather the lame . . . [and] make the lame a remnant.”
In the Old Testament, anyone who was blind or lame could not come near the sanctuary of God’s presence (see Leviticus 21:16-23). But in the New Testament, the glory of God is present not in a building but in a person. Jesus heals the lame because he is the new temple of God’s glory (see John 2:20-21), and all are invited to find healing in him.
Micah’s prophecy finds its fulfillment in Jesus, the Lamb whom John would later see “standing on Mount Zion” (Revelation 14:1). Each of us has some kind of disability or weakness, but all will find healing in the Lamb.

PRAYER

Dear Lord, because we could never come to you, you have come to us. Thank you for sending Jesus, our King, who gathers us and freely gives us your healing love.
Amen.

Micah 5:1-4
THURSDAY, MARCH 18
THE SHEPHERD FROM BETHLEHEM

He will stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord . . . .
Micah 5:4
Micah lived during a very tumultuous time. Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah were kings of Judah in Micah’s lifetime (see Micah 1:1), which means he lived seven centuries before Jesus was born. In Micah’s day the northern kingdom of Israel was on the brink of collapse and was eventually destroyed by the invading Assyrians in 722 B.C. Micah warned the people of the southern kingdom (Judah) that they would meet the same fate if they did not turn back to God.
A rebellious kingdom was like sheep without a shepherd. Through Micah, God promised that he would be that shepherd. “I will surely gather all of you, Jacob [Israel],” says the Lord in Micah 2:12. God promises to bring his people together “like sheep in a pen, like a flock in its pasture.”
Jesus is the shepherd who accomplishes what God promised. Today’s passage is usually associated more with Advent—in the weeks leading up to Christ’s birth. But there is also something fitting about reflecting on these verses as we prepare to remember Jesus’ death.
The King whose birth is celebrated at Christmas is also the good shepherd who “lays down his life for the sheep” (John 10:11). He is the Lamb who is also our shepherd and who leads us “to springs of living water” (Revelation 7:17; see Psalm 23:1-3; John 4:9-13; 7:37-39).

PRAYER

Thank you, Lord for being both the Lamb who is sacrificed and the good shepherd who leads us. Use us to gather sheep into your flock so they too can know your love.
Amen.

Micah 6:1-8
FRIDAY, MARCH 19
GOD’S CASE AGAINST HIS PEOPLE

With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down before the exalted God?
Micah 6:6
An important part of many court decisions is known as “restitution.” Restitution means that a guilty person’s sentence includes making amends for the wrong that was done. So when someone is found guilty of theft, he is not only punished for his crime but is also ordered to repay what he stole.
Today’s Bible reading portrays the ultimate courtroom drama. God has a case against his people, and the entire creation is called in as the Lord’s witness. In the first five verses of Micah 6, God pours out his heart like a rejected lover. What did God ever do to deserve the way he was treated by his unfaithful people?
The people stand silent before God, their Judge. Their guilt is obvious, and no defense argument can be offered. So verses 6-7 move right into the matter of restitution. But how can sinful people ever repay a holy God? Micah confirms that no sacrifice on our part can ever sufficiently provide restitution to God.
How wonderful that the good news of Jesus announces God’s provision of the sacrifice we could never make. In Paul’s words, Jesus is the one who “loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Ephesians 5:2). Nothing we could offer would be enough to make restitution. But the offering of Jesus, who laid down his life for us, is.

PRAYER

Lord God, forgive us for all the things we do to break your heart. May the sacrifice of Jesus prompt us to act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with you, our God.
Amen.

Nahum 1:7-15
SATURDAY, MARCH 20
TRUSTING IN TIMES OF TROUBLE

The Lord is good, a refuge in times of trouble. He cares for those who trust in him . . . .
Nahum 1:7
In Nahum’s day, Nineveh was the capital of the powerful Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians had laid to waste the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 B.C., and some 20 years later the Assyrian army surrounded Jerusalem, threatening to destroy it as well.

We read about this in 2 Kings 18. The Assyrian King Sennacherib taunted Judah’s King Hezekiah by having his field commander call out to the people, “Do not let Hezekiah persuade you to trust in the Lord. . . . He is misleading you when he says, ‘The Lord will deliver us’” (2 Kings 18:30, 32).
But God did deliver Jerusalem! In 2 Kings 19 we read that during the night an angel of the Lord went out to the Assyrians’ camp and put to death 185,000 troops. So Sennacherib broke camp and returned to Nineveh, where he too was soon killed—assassinated by two of his sons (2 Kings 19:35-37).
Perhaps Nahum had this incident in mind when he spoke about the Lord being a refuge in times of trouble. Are you experiencing trouble in your life? “Cast all your anxiety on [God] because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). The Lord’s goodness and care are most clearly displayed in Jesus, God’s Son. He is the one who said, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

PRAYER

Lord, thank you for being our refuge. It’s not always easy to trust you in a world full of trouble. Help us to strengthen each other as we trust in you.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Habakkuk 1:1-4
SUNDAY, MARCH 21
THE PROBLEM OF UNANSWERED PRAYER

How long, Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen?
Habakkuk 1:2
In the book of Habakkuk we find two complaints that the prophet directs at God. We might call the first one “the problem of unanswered prayer.” Like Habakkuk, we know this problem all too well.
Why doesn’t God seem to answer some of our prayers? There is no quick or complete answer to this question, but there is one thing that may help us understand this mystery: sometimes God’s refusals may well be the best answers to our deepest yearnings.
Philip Yancey illustrates this point in his book titled Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference? He writes about how Augustine’s mother, Monica, prayed fervently for her son’s conversion. Once, she stayed up all night praying that God would prevent him from going to the wicked city of Rome. He went anyway, and it was on that trip that Augustine became a Christian. Later, Augustine liked to say that God denied his mother’s prayer once so she could be given what she had prayed for always.
On the cross, Jesus also experienced the pain of unanswered prayer (see Matthew 27:46). When he asked his Father why he had forsaken him, no answer was given. That silence is the ultimate answer to all our prayers. God’s refusal of his Son on that day made it possible for us to be saved. Jesus, who took on the punishment for all our sins, is the best answer to all our deepest prayers.

PRAYER

Lord, sometimes we have so many questions that go unanswered, and our prayers seem to go unheard. Keep us close to Jesus and help us always to trust in him, we pray.
Amen.

Habakkuk 1:5-2:1
MONDAY, MARCH 22
THE PROBLEM OF ANSWERED PRAYER

Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrongdoing.
Habakkuk 1:13
The prophet Habakkuk wrestled with “the problem of unanswered prayer” (see 1:1-4). But as today’s Bible reading shows, Habakkuk wasn’t always satisfied with God’s answers to prayer either. Sometimes “the problem of answered prayer” can be as hard as “the problem of unanswered prayer.”
God told Habakkuk he would raise up the Babylonians to punish Judah for its injustice and wickedness. But Habakkuk wondered how that could be a solution to the problems he prayed about. The Babylonians were more wicked than the people of Judah! How could God use evil to accomplish something good? Would God just replace one kind of suffering (for the oppressed) with another kind that was worse (for everyone)?
That may be a question we also ask sometimes. We see evidence of sin, and we wish God would take it away. But then the problems seem to go from bad to worse. Is there no end to the suffering in this world?
God does not take pleasure in our pain. But God can use even suffering to reveal his good will in our lives (see Romans 8:28-39). We see the clearest example of this in the cross of Christ, where the greatest evil accomplished the greatest good. “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).

PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for assuring us that in all things you are at work for the good of those who love you. Help us always to trust in your perfect will for us.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Zephaniah 3:14-20
TUESDAY, MARCH 23
THE SONG OF SALVATION

“The Lord your God . . . will take great delight in you . . . [and] rejoice over you with singing.”
Zephaniah 3:17
Singing has been practiced by people in virtually every culture throughout history. Have you ever wondered why the act of singing has such universal appeal? One important reason is that words that are sung can have a much greater impact on us than words that are only spoken. This is why so much of the praise we offer God is done in song—and why Augustine once said that “whoever sings prays twice.”
But have you ever thought of God as a singer? We might think that the reference in today’s Bible reading to God singing is not meant to be taken literally, but I have a feeling it is. Way back in Deuteronomy 31:19, God told Moses, “Write down this song and teach it to the Israelites and have them sing it”—and most of the following chapter contains the song God taught Moses so that the people could learn it too.
The heavenly choir depicted in the book of Revelation also sings, and it draws from that old song of Moses as it sings “the song of God’s servant Moses and of the Lamb” (Revelation 15:3-4).

God has other songs to teach us as well, and we’ll spend eternity singing them. The singing of God and the praise of all whom God has redeemed in Christ will combine to form the most beautiful music anyone has ever heard.

PRAYER

Lord, our hearts and mouths are full of praise because of all you have done for us. Thank you for the way the songs we sing now anticipate the eternal worship to come.
Amen.

Haggai 2:10-19
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 24
CLEANSING FROM THE CROSS

“If a person [who is] defiled . . . touches one of these things, does it become defiled?”
Haggai 2:13
When I visit people in the hospital these days, I see a lot more dispensers of hand sanitizer than I used to. They’re in every hall and every room. For the protection of both themselves and the patients, anyone who visits someone in the hospital is encouraged to sanitize their hands before and after every visit. It’s a good way to help prevent illness from spreading.
If only we could spread health as easily as we contract disease. You can catch a cold from a sick person, but you can’t catch the cure from a healthy one. Today’s Bible reading illustrates that same point on a spiritual level. Haggai reminds the priests that touching something consecrated does not transmit holiness. But everything touched by an unclean person becomes unclean as well.
According to Jewish law, few things defiled a person more than touching a dead body. But do you remember Nicodemus, the Pharisee who visited Jesus at night (John 3:2)? He resurfaced when he helped with the burial of Jesus (John 19:39).

With a touch of gracious irony, the death of Jesus became the very thing by which the healing power of God’s holiness became available to a defiled world. Coming into contact with Jesus, who died, heals us of sin, our greatest disease.

Apparently Nicodemus came to believe that. Do you?

PRAYER

“Lord Jesus, I long to be perfectly whole.” Thank you for healing us by your wounds and for giving us life through your death. Keep us always close to you.
Amen.

Zechariah 2:1-9
THURSDAY, MARCH 25
THE APPLE OF GOD’S EYE

Whoever touches you touches the apple of his eye.

Zechariah 2:8
In the original Hebrew text of Zechariah, the phrase “the apple of his eye” is more literally translated “the little man of his eye.” If you look deeply into someone’s eyes, you actually see a tiny reflection of yourself in their pupils. (Our word “pupil” comes from the Latin “pupilla,” which means “little doll.”) At some point in our language development, the “little man” or “little doll” became the “apple” of the eye, possibly because pupils are round.
The amazing reality behind this image is that, figuratively speaking, when believers look into God’s eyes, they see their own reflection. Why? Because the Father is always looking at his children. “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous . . . but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil” (1 Peter 3:12; see Ps. 34:15-16). Sin turns our eyes away from God, but whenever we look back to God we are reminded of the steady gaze of his love. We see ourselves in God’s eyes.
All this is true because of what happened on the cross. If anyone was ever the apple of God’s eye, surely it was Jesus, God’s Son. But he closed his eyes in death so that being the apple of God’s eye could become a reality for us forever. God turned his face away from his Son for our sake, and now the eyes of the Father are focused, because of Christ, on us.

PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for showing us so beautifully in your Word how much you love us. Help us always to look to you and to tell others how much you love them too.
Amen.

Zechariah 3:1-10
FRIDAY, MARCH 26
JOSHUA THE HIGH PRIEST

“See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put fine garments on you.”
Zechariah 3:4
In the Bible, clothing is often a symbol of either sin or holiness. Joshua the high priest wears filthy clothes, a clear indication of his guilt. But when God forgives a person, the dirty garments of sin are replaced by clean robes of holiness.
This is what happens to Joshua in this vision. It’s also why the book of Revelation portrays the multitude of believers wearing white robes. They all “washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (Revelation 7:14).
That Lamb, of course, is Jesus. It’s interesting that “Joshua” is the Hebrew equivalent of the Greek name “Jesus.” In Zechariah’s vision, Joshua is the high priest who receives forgiveness, but in the New Testament Jesus is the high priest who gives it. In the Old Testament, high priests made atonement for sin by shedding the blood of animals. But as we read in Hebrews 9:11-12, “when Christ came as high priest . . . he did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves . . . he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood.”
When Jesus was crucified, he was both priest and sacrifice. He was the ultimate “Joshua” dressed in the filthy clothes of our sin. He took our guilt on himself, and his righteousness became ours. God removed our sin so that we could be “clothed . . . with Christ” (Galatians 3:27).

PRAYER

Lord, today we are reminded of how offensive sin is to you. Forgive us, we pray. Help us to put on Christ and to clothe ourselves in his holiness. We pray in his name.
Amen.

Zechariah 8:1-8
SATURDAY, MARCH 27
FATHER ABRAHAM AND BROTHER JESUS

“They will be my people, and I will be faithful and righteous to them as their God.”
Zechariah 8:8
“They will be my people, and I will be . . . their God.” This is covenantal language found throughout the Bible. God spoke words like these to Abraham when he was old and childless, saying that he and his wife, Sarah, would soon have a son. To Abraham God promised, “I will . . . be your God and the God of your descendents after you” (Genesis 17:7).
More often than not, the descendants of Abraham were not faithful in keeping the covenant God had made with them. God sent prophet after prophet to his people, calling them back to obedience, but they didn’t listen. Finally God sent his Son, Jesus, to the world. He was rejected more than any prophet before him. But in the death of Jesus we see the restoration of the covenant that had been broken by rebellious people.
“It is not angels he helps, but Abraham’s descendents,” we read in Hebrews 2:16. “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed,” says Galatians 3:29. This means “Jesus is not ashamed to call [us] brothers and sisters” (Hebrews 2:11).
In Jesus, the promise of a city where people old and young can rest and play is fulfilled. In the New Jerusalem, each of us will hear the loud voice that John heard: “They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God” (Revelation 21:3).

PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for your faithfulness that is greater than all our unfaithfulness. Help us to obey you more fully. Thank you for assuring us that we will live with you forever.
Amen.

Zechariah 9:9-13
SUNDAY, MARCH 28
OUR KING ON A DONKEY

See, your king comes to you . . . lowly and riding on a donkey.
Zechariah 9:9
Today is Palm Sunday. Did you know that over 300 years before Jesus entered Jerusalem on a donkey there was another king who entered that city? He too was welcomed with great jubilation. That king was Alexander the Great. The Jewish historian Josephus tells us that Alexander entered Jerusalem on his steed, the powerful war horse that had served him well in battle.
The high priest led Alexander to the temple, where the book of Daniel was opened to the place that predicted the coming of a Greek ruler who would destroy the Persian Empire. All agreed that Alexander was this conquering hero. He was so moved by the honor he received that he was pleased to grant any favors the people asked before leaving.
What a contrast to the way Jesus entered Jerusalem. Unlike Alexander, Jesus rode a lowly donkey, a pack animal. But the donkey was an animal of peace and a royal mount before the warhorse became common (see 2 Sam. 16:2). Even so, the crowd’s fervor for Jesus was short lived, for less than a week later he was crucified.
But Jesus was also fulfilling prophecy that day. The crowd that shouted “Hosanna” did not recognize the kind of king he was (see Matthew 21:4-11). He came not as a military warrior, but as the suffering Savior. His defeat of sin makes Jesus the greatest King who ever lived.

PRAYER

Lord Jesus, you humbly entered Jerusalem to save us from our sin. Help us to follow your example of humility and to lead others to you, our great King.
In your name, Amen.

Zechariah 13:7-9
MONDAY, MARCH 29
THE SHEPHERD AND THE SHEEP

“Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered . . . .”
Zechariah 13:7
In our journey through the minor prophets we have read many passages that are fulfilled in the New Testament’s account of Christ’s suffering and death. But not many of the verses we’ve read were directly quoted by Jesus. Today’s reading from Zechariah is an exception.
The night before Jesus died, he was with his disciples, and he told them, “This very night you will all fall away on account of me, for it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered’” (Matthew 26:31).
Peter, responding brashly, claimed that he would never leave Jesus, even if everyone else did. But the Lord’s prediction would prove accurate. Soon “all the disciples deserted him and fled” (Matthew 26:56).
The good news is that the Shepherd who was struck down is the same Lord who would rise again (Matthew 26:32). When he did, he would gather all the scattered sheep once more. Years later, Peter would express the joy of being brought back into God’s fold when he wrote: “’You were like sheep going astray,’ but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls” (1 Peter 2:25). Because of Jesus, the words God says at the end of today’s reading are applied directly to us: “I will say, ‘They are my people,’ and they will say, ‘The Lord is our God.’”

PRAYER

“Savior, like a shepherd lead us; much we need your tender care.” Thank you, Lord Jesus, for gathering us in your love and guiding us by your grace.
In your name, Amen.

Malachi 2:17-3:4
TUESDAY, MARCH 30
REFINER’S FIRE

Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner’s fire . . . .
Malachi 3:2
Fire is a common image in the minor prophets. It provides a fitting analogy to the judgment that the prophets say God will bring. Jesus echoed this message when he said, “I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” (Luke 12:49).
This description of fiery judgment might seem to be at odds with the message of love and grace often associated with Jesus. Didn’t Jesus say that “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (John 3:17)?
Yes, Jesus did say that. But the sweetness of God’s love and grace and the severity of God’s judgment are not opposed to each other. In fact, they are two sides of the same coin. The only reason we are forgiven is because Jesus experienced the fire of God’s judgment in our place.
This is why the fire Jesus brought is the refiner’s fire that Malachi spoke about. This is a fire that does not destroy us but purifies us. Malachi indicates that God’s people will offer acceptable worship as a result of their refinement. Because of what Jesus has done for us, this result will take place in our lives too. Refined by God’s grace, we are “being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:5).

PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for your love in Jesus. May “my heart’s one desire” be that I am “holy, set apart for you, my Master,” and “ready to do your will.”
In your name, Amen.

Hebrews 1:1-9
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 31
THE LAST WORD

In these last days [God] has spoken to us by his Son . . . .
Hebrews 1:1-2
Did you know that the last word in the Old Testament is that if the people do not repent, there will be destruction? But there is also a promise. (See Malachi 4:5-6.)

Before Jesus was born, that was the last, lingering word of God’s revelation. Then, when Jesus came, “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). In Jesus all the promises of Scripture are ultimately fulfilled. And now the last word in Scripture is about grace and life forever (Revelation 22:21).
The Word of God is more than a thing; it’s a person. Jesus is the Word “through whom also [God] made the universe.” Jesus is the most powerful Word that has ever been spoken.
In one of her poems, Emily Dickinson conveys the power of words:
A word is dead when it is said, some say.
I say it just begins to live that day.
Words do not stop having an impact after they have been spoken. Some of the deepest wounds people feel are connected to words spoken long ago, and  their painful influence continues. But the Word of Jesus has the opposite effect, bringing healing and new life. Jesus is the final Word. He is the “Amen” (see Revelation 3:14; 22:21), who fulfills every ancient prophecy, who announces the power of God’s living Word to everyone.

PRAYER

Thank you, Lord, for speaking so clearly and powerfully in your Son. Give us ears to hear his Word. Use us to announce the good news of salvation far and wide.
In Jesus, Amen.
