April - June

HELPING PEOPLE TO THINK BIBLICALLY AND
THEOLOGICALLY

Daily Devotional

REV PROFESSOR A.T.B.
MCGOWAN BD STM PHD

www.rcrt.scot
information@rcrt.scot
01349 780030
07342 124667
Rutherford Centre for Reformed Theology
Highland Theological College UHI
High Street
Dingwall
IV15 9HA
Scotland
Charity Number SC015111

APRIL

1st April
1 Samuel 26:22-25
David and Saul exchange final greetings in which Saul
says that David will be blessed and will accomplish
great things. David arranges for the return of Saul’s
spear and reaffirms his recognition of Saul as the
Lord’s anointed. Perhaps the most significant statement
here is in verse 23: ‘The Lord rewards every man for his
righteousness and faithfulness’. When we use the
words ‘righteousness’ and ‘faith’ we are normally
speaking about the means by which we are placed in a
right relationship with God: justification by faith. Here,
however, it refers to the righteousness and faithfulness
of believers in their walk with God. Do we live in a
‘righteous’ way? Are we faithful to God in our daily
lives?

2nd April
1 Samuel 27:1-7
Despite all that God has done for David, this chapter
marks David’s decline into unbelief. Notice what we
read in the first verse: ‘David thought to himself, “One
of these days I shall be destroyed by the hand of Saul”’.
Saul had tried to kill David several times and each time
the Lord had delivered him. God had promised David,
through Samuel, that one day he would be king of
Israel. On numerous occasions, God had shown David
mercy and favour but now he begins to think that Saul
will win in the end and that he will kill him. Now from
a purely human point of view, we can perhaps
understand something of what David is feeling. He has
been under great strain. Saul has several thousand
men hunting for David with a view to killing him. There
have been several narrow escapes. He and his men
have been living rough in the mountains, on constant
alert against the enemy and they must have been tired
and often afraid. Nevertheless, it is sad to see him
reach the point. After having seen God’s providential
care over many years, have we ever come to doubt
him?

3rd April
1 Samuel 27:1-7
Today we read these verses again, to underline the
importance of reliance upon God. Just because
someone is a believer does not guarantee that they
will not backslide and fall into sin because our strength
is not in ourselves. When we become Christians, God
does not give us an entire store of grace and power to
last us our whole lives. He expects us to draw these
resources down daily. This is what Jesus said in John
15:4-5: ‘Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No
branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the
vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in
me. I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man
remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit;
apart from me you can do nothing’. David doubted God,
ceased to depend on God and ceased to draw his
spiritual strength from God and so he descended into
sin. Are we relying upon God and drawing down all the
spiritual strength that we need for each day?

4th April
1 Samuel 27:8-12
We have seen that David began to doubt God. Today
we see that this doubt led David into some very sinful
actions. Since he feels he can no longer trust in God,
he begins to trust in himself and in his own schemes.
First, he goes to the land of the Philistines, where he
thinks he will be safe. Here is the man who would later
become the greatest king Israel ever had and where is
he to be found? He is hiding among the enemies of
Israel because he does not trust God to keep him safe
from Saul’s attacks. He and his men attack and plunder
and when Achish asks him where he was raiding, David
lied. Then, in case anyone from the towns he was
raiding should tell anyone the truth, he engaged in
genocide, murdering men, women and children in
every town he attacked. Can we see where David’s lack
of trust in God has led him? We must learn from this.
When we doubt God, it will always lead us into sin.

5th April
1 Samuel 27
In reading the whole chapter today, we can see that the
experience of David is one that we can all recognise.
When we begin to neglect the things of the faith, our
lives begin to return to the old ways and we gradually
decline, not only in our faith but also in our morality.
Professor Blakie says that sin is like an enemy who is
trying to capture a city. At first, he deals with the small
surrounding villages, which might seem of little
importance but before long he has gained a strong
base from which to make his final assault on the city
itself. In the same way, says Blaikie, sin at first ‘hovers
about the outposts of the soul’. Perhaps we allow our
minds to contemplate what it would be like to sin in a
particular way, or perhaps we harbour lustful desires.
At first, it is all in the mind and we pretend to
ourselves that it is harmless but ultimately it leads to
actions which take us deep into sin. That is why it is
vital for us to remain in Christ and so to draw daily
spiritual strength from God.

6th April
1 Samuel 28:1-4
As our chapter opens, we find everything shaping up
for a major battle between the Israelites and the
Philistines. There had been many smaller engagements
between their forces, affecting one or two towns or
one wider area. This, however, was the big one, this
was the occasion when all Israel would be called out to
fight the largest Philistine force they had ever faced.
Even David, who had been enjoying the protection of
King Achish was drawn into the battle on the Philistine
side although, as we shall see, he was sent away
because the other Philistine leaders did not trust him.
The important point, however, is that this was no
skirmish, this was to be a massive battle which would
determine the very future and survival of the Israelites
or the Philistines. In this crisis, we see the final decline
of Saul. There is a famous saying which goes, ‘Cometh
the hour, cometh the man’. The idea is that in a great
crisis, a leader emerges who shows bravery and
wisdom, in order to save the day. In Christian terms,
we might say that God provides the gifts needed for
the most difficult of situations. In earlier days, Saul had
these gifts, but they had been withdrawn. This is the
beginning of the end for him.

7th April
1 Samuel 28:4-6
We are told that when the battle lines were drawn, the
Israelites were faced with the seriousness of their
situation. As we read in verse 5, ‘When Saul saw the
Philistine army, he was afraid; terror filled his heart’. It
was clear to Saul that the Philistine army that ranged
against him was superior to his own forces and he was
terrified. Saul decides to ask God for guidance but
there was silence. As the passage says, ‘he enquired of
the Lord... but the Lord did not answer him’. Saul now
finds himself in a terrifying situation. He faces an
overwhelming enemy and God is silent. Notice,
although Saul enquired of the Lord God, there is not
the slightest evidence of repentance, confession of sin,
or anything that might have helped to restore his
relationship to God. He was in trouble, so he wanted
help from God, but he remained a man in rebellion
against God. It was too late. Saul had turned away from
God long ago and God had judged him and rejected
him as king.

8th April
1 Samuel 28:7-10
Since he could not get God to speak to him by the
normal means, Saul decides to consult a witch. This
was an astonishing decision and shows how desperate
Saul had become. The law of God (see Leviticus 19:31)
forbids consultation with fortune tellers and mediums.
Saul knew this. Indeed, in verse 3 of our chapter, we’re
told that ‘Saul had expelled the mediums and spiritists
from the land’. He knew what was right and what was
wrong but, in a moment of desperation, he decided to
consult a medium, known as the ‘Witch of Endor'. Saul
goes in disguise to consult the woman, taking two men
with him. She is terrified, thinking that it is a trap and
needs much reassurance before she will go on with the
business. Notice, she is terrified of Saul and his
pronouncement against mediums and spiritists but she
seems to have no fear of God and his law. The fear that
comes from evil is one thing but the fear of God is
something else entirely. Neither the woman nor Saul
feared God. Do we fear God?

9th April
1 Samuel 28:11-14
The woman asks Saul who she should call up and is
told, Samuel. Samuel had been the one who appointed
Saul as king and guided him in his early period of
kingship, while he was still humble enough to accept
help and guidance from the Lord’s servant. Ultimately,
however, Saul had disobeyed the clear teaching of God,
set a path for himself contrary to God’s command and
Samuel had turned his back on him and refused to visit
him again. Saul knew that if anyone would tell him the
truth it was Samuel so, even though he had failed to
listen to him during his life, he now wants to speak to
him in death. The woman describes a man she ‘sees’
coming, and, from the description, Saul knows that it is
Samuel. Samuel then speaks. Tomorrow we shall
consider the meaning of this event. Today we must
simply recognise the danger of such activities. Those
who are fascinated by horoscopes, get their palms read
‘for a bit of fun’ or use Ouija boards or consult a
medium should be aware of the danger in which they
place themselves.

10th April
1 Samuel 28:11-14
Before we consider what is said by Samuel, we must
ask what really happened in this incident. Christian
commentators on this passage have presented two
different views. Some commentators believe that this
was a mere apparition or that it was Satan who
appeared, disguised as Samuel. After all, this woman is
engaged in devilish pursuits and surely did not have
the power to bring a saint of God down from heaven.
The devil pretends to be Samuel and speaks his
message. Other commentators agree that the woman
had no power to bring Samuel down from heaven and
agree that she was an agent of the devil, but they
suggest that it really was Samuel who spoke. They
point out that the woman herself was more surprised
than anyone else when Samuel appeared, and that the
things Samuel said tied in with what he had said to
Saul during his life. They argue that God had permitted
a supernatural appearance of Samuel. I am inclined to
this second position because it does seem to make the
most sense of the text.

11th April
1 Samuel 28:15-25
When Samuel speaks, it is not the message which Saul
wanted to hear. Samuel makes it clear that because of
Samuel’s earlier disobedience, God was about to bring
his kingdom to an end and David would take his place.
Saul would be defeated by the Philistines and Israel
would be handed over to her enemies. Even more
chilling was the promise that by the very next day Saul
and his sons would be dead. Saul discovered that he
could not play games with God. He discovered that
God’s patience sometimes reaches an endpoint. He
discovered that when God pronounces judgement, it is
real and awful to contemplate. As the writer to the
Hebrews says, ‘It is a terrible thing to fall into the
hands of the living God’. Let’s be sure that our
understanding of God is firmly based on his selfrevelation in Scripture, rather than a nice description
of what we would like God to be like. He does and will
judge.

12th April
1 Samuel 29
In this chapter, we see a wonderful example of the
sovereign providence of God. David was asked by King
Achish to join him in the battle against the Israelites,
but the other Philistine leaders insisted that Achish
send David back to Ziglag. They didn’t trust him. Now
we might think that David would have been pleased
with this outcome because it released him from a
considerable dilemma, enabling him to avoid fighting
against his own people. Yet David was not pleased.
This wish to go and fight against Israel underlines the
fact that this period of exile away from Israel, living
among the Philistines, was David’s lowest point
spiritually. He had been treated very badly by Saul and
perhaps he thought that once Saul was defeated, he
could go back home in peace. Happily, the sovereign
providence of God was at work and prevented David
from being on the side of the Philistines in a battle
against his own people, the Israelites. This was to be
the battle where Saul would be killed. How could David
have become king if he had been part of the army
which killed the Lord’s anointed? How would David
have been viewed by the Israelites? God was at work
here.

13th April
1 Samuel 30:1-5
In our modern world, we are familiar with the terrible
things that happen in war and conflict situations. In
these verses before us today, we see a similar
situation. While David and his men were away, the
Amalekites raided Ziglag and carried off all the women
and children and old people, the ones left while the
men were away. David and his men were distraught
and wept until they had no tears left. We saw yesterday
the way in which God’s providence was at work in
preventing David from fighting against Israel. Here we
see another example of the same providence. If David
had gone to war against Israel and not returned to
Ziglag when he did, then he would have been too late
to go after the Amalekite raiding party which had
burned his city and taken all of the women and
children as plunder. God intervened and so rescued
the situation for David.

14th April
1 Samuel 30:6-8
Some of the men were talking about stoning David
because he had taken them away from the city and left
it vulnerable. We read, ‘each one was bitter in spirit
because of his sons and daughters’. David, however, in
his deep distress, sought the Lord. He called the priest
and enquired of the Lord as to what he should do. The
Lord answered David and told them to pursue the
raiders and that they would be successful. Two points
here. First, notice that David did not set off with his
men until he knew the mind of God. Many of us make
the mistake of choosing a course of action, setting off
and asking God to bless our plans. Instead, we ought to
listen to God first before making our plans. Second, see
the contrast with Saul, who enquired of God and found
silence. God listens to his faithful ones and leads them.

15th April
1 Samuel 30:9-20
David and his men find an Egyptian, the abandoned,
sick slave of an Amalekite. He agrees to take David and
his men to the raiding party of Amalekites. Battle
commences and all of the Israelites who had been
captured were recovered, as were all of their flocks and
property. Once again, we see the remarkable way in
which God blessed and protected David and gave him
victory over his enemies. This underlines a truth that
we find again and again in the Old Testament, namely,
no one can successfully stand against the Lord and his
covenant people, unless the covenant people are
themselves under the judgement of the Lord. We
should take heart from the fact that God, in His
sovereign power, is greater than any opposition that
we might face in living the life of faith.

16th April
1 Samuel 30:21-31
Despite seeing the gracious hand of the Lord at work,
some of David’s men were greedy and selfish. In fact,
they are called ‘evil men and troublemakers’.They were
refusing to share the plunder with the 200 men who
had been too exhausted to go into battle and had
remained at the Besor Ravine. David insisted that they
have their share and made it a rule for Israel in all
future conflicts that those who remained with the
supplies were to have equal shares in the plunder. This
shows David to have been a just and fair man. It also
shows up in a bad light the characters of some of his
men. As Christians, we should be just and fair in all of
our dealings. God has blessed us richly and so we
should seek to bless others.

17th April
1 Samuel 30:21-31
We noted yesterday that these verses demonstrate
David to have been a man who was just and fair. We
also see in these verses a generosity which goes
beyond simple justice for those who could not
physically take part in the battle. Here we see David
distributing some of the plunder taken from the
Amalekites to many of the towns where David and his
men had been. Professor Blaikie likens this to the rich
generosity of the Lord himself: ‘It is a most blessed and
salutary thing for you all to cherish the thought of the
royal munificence of Christ. Think of the kindest and
most lavish giver you ever knew and think how Christ
surpasses him in this very grace as far as the heavens
are above the earth. What encouragement does this
give you to trust in him!’

18th April
1 Samuel 31:1-2
The battle was fierce, the Philistines were strong, and
Saul’s three sons were killed. One of these, Jonathan,
has played a significant part in the story but now
meets an unhappy end. Jonathan was a good and wise
man, but he was caught in an impossible situation.
David was his friend, and Jonathan knew that God had
decided David would be king. He was willing to step
aside from his rightful place as heir to the throne in
favour of his friend. Nevertheless, he was his father’s
son and was loyal to his father right to the end, dying
alongside him. Even righteous people will suffer when
their nation comes under God’s judgement. The
problem with Jonathan was that he had mixed loyalties.
He wanted to be loyal to God but also loyal to his
father. Ultimately this was not possible. Sometimes we
have to make a choice between personal loyalties and
loyalty to God. Sometimes a relationship or a
friendship can get in the way of our commitment to
God. Standing firm for God must not be compromised.

19th April
1 Samuel 31:3-6
Here we see the end of Saul’s reign as king. The
Israelites are joined in battle with the Philistines and
are losing badly. The Philistines advance and Saul’s
sons, including Jonathan, are killed. Saul realises that it
is only a matter of time before he himself will be
captured or killed. He does not want to end up in the
hands of the Philistines (no doubt aware of the barbaric
acts they might inflict upon him) so he asks his armour
bearer to kill him. The terrified man refuses and so
Saul falls on his own sword. A tragic end to a tragic
life. His death was the result of decisions taken much
earlier. Make no mistake, sin has consequences and
disobedience to God will ultimately result in the
tragedy of one kind or another. Saul was a military
king, proud and boastful, a despot both in his family
and kingdom. He was jealous and vindictive. Saul did
not stand for God, he stood for himself. He was more
interested in his own succession, his own dynasty, than
in serving the God who had chosen him as king in the
first place.

20th April
1 Samuel 31:7-13
When the deaths of Saul and his sons were discovered
by the Philistines, they were overjoyed. Saul’s body was
desecrated and displayed as a trophy. As we read in
verse 9: ‘They cut off his head and stripped off his
armour, and they sent messengers throughout the land
of the Philistines to proclaim the news in the temple of
their idols and among their people’. Then the bodies of
Saul and his sons were taken into the temples of the
pagan gods and so these pagan gods were thought to
have triumphed over the God of Israel. It was only
when the men of Jabesh Gilead heard about this that
the bodies of Saul and his sons were recovered,
cremated and buried. What a tragic end to a story
which had such a fine beginning. Saul started well and
seemed to be a man of God. He did not end well. To
begin with, God is one thing, we must also persevere to
the end.

21st April
Galatians 1
Over the next few days, we shall consider these verses
in more detail, but a word of introduction may be
helpful. This letter to the Galatians was probably the
first to have been written by Paul. The first Christians
were Jews, like Jesus himself. By the time this letter
was written, however, Christianity had taken root
beyond the Jewish community, among those who were
known as Gentiles. This letter was written to some of
these Gentile Christians. It was written for one main
purpose. These Gentile Christians were in danger of
losing the simple Gospel of Jesus Christ because of the
bad influence of some Jewish Christians, who were
saying that to be a Christian you must not only believe
in Christ, but you must also be circumcised and keep
all the Jewish rules and regulations. They knew that
Paul was preaching a very different message, but they
said that the Galatians should not listen to Paul
because he was not one of the twelve apostles.

22nd April
Galatians 1:1-5
At the very beginning of this letter, Paul defends
himself against the attacks of these Judaisers by stating
his credentials. Notice how he describes himself: ‘Paul,
an apostle - sent not from men nor by man, but by
Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from
the dead...’ Do you see what he was doing? Right at the
beginning of his letter, he defends his right to preach
the Christian Gospel and to define what that Gospel is.
He insists that he was an apostle, someone who was
called by Jesus Christ. That calling came on the road to
Damascus. Paul is saying clearly that he is God’s
ambassador, that his credentials are not in doubt and
that he has been sent with a Gospel which must be
taken seriously because it comes from the very voice
of God.

23rd April
Galatians 1:6-7
In these verses, we find Paul expressing astonishment
that these Galatians should so quickly abandon the
true Gospel and accept something else in its place. The
keyword in these verses is the word ‘grace’, which
means ‘unmerited favour’ and lies at the heart of the
Gospel. God so loved the world that he sent his only
Son to die on the Cross in our place, taking the
punishment due to us for our sins. Now, all we have to
do is believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and God will
pardon our sins. The Christian Gospel has often been
misunderstood. The most common misunderstanding is
that to be accepted by God, we have to do certain
things and refrain from doing certain other things. In
other words, many people believe that being a
Christian is about keeping commandments, obeying
rules and avoiding sin. This, however, is not the
Gospel. The Gospel is about God’s grace which is
received by faith.

24th April
Galatians 1:8-9
No wonder Paul is astonished. How could these
Galatians depart from a simple Gospel of grace and
replace it with a huge burden of obedience and rules
and regulations and religious practices and so on? The
answer is that the human heart is very unwilling to
accept the grace of God. The human heart is proud and
says, ‘I am not a sinner and so I do not need grace and
forgiveness’. The human heart says, ‘I can make myself
right with God by doing all these religious acts’. The
truth is that, until we recognise our true condition, we
will never accept the true Gospel. This is serious. Paul
says that if anyone brings another Gospel they should
be eternally condemned, even if this new Gospel
should be brought by an angel from heaven! Strong
words.

25th April
Galatians 1:1-10
Here is a summary of verses 1-10: The Gospel of the
Lord Jesus Christ which Paul preached was not of
human origin but came directly from God by
revelation. It is a simple Gospel, calling men and
women and children to believe in the Lord Jesus
Christ. When we come to Christ in faith, we are
pardoned and accepted by God and enter into a right
relationship with God. Once that has happened, we will
want to keep God’s commandments and obey the
teaching given in his word but salvation itself does not
come by obeying commandments, it comes by grace
through faith. May God help us to trust in Jesus Christ
and so enter into the experience of salvation.

26th April
Galatians 1:11-12
Paul says that he received the Gospel. What is the
Gospel? Put simply, the Gospel is the good news of the
forgiveness and salvation to be found in Jesus Christ.
God has chosen to bring men and women to Christ
through the Gospel message. Therefore, it is the duty
of every Christian to share this Gospel, this good news.
The Holy Spirit takes that message and enables men
and women and children to believe in the Lord Jesus
Christ. Now, this is a great mystery, but God saves
people, as Paul said, through the foolishness of what is
preached. In the eyes of the world, it is foolishness to
talk about salvation through a man crucified 2,000
years ago, outside Jerusalem but it is God's designated
way of bringing people to Christ. There are countless
numbers of people who are facing a lost eternity in
Hell unless they hear the life-transforming message of
the Gospel and turn to Christ to be saved.

27th April
Galatians 1:11-24
A keyword in these verses is ‘revelation’.Paul says that
he did not receive the Gospel from any man, nor was
he taught it. Rather, he ‘received it by revelation from
Jesus Christ.’ Paul is saying that the Gospel came
directly from God. It was revealed to him. He did not
learn it from Peter or the other apostles, he received it
directly from God. He is really answering the question
which must have been in the minds of the Galatians:
why should we listen to you? He tells of his meetings
with the apostles and so on but emphasises that he
had by that stage already received the gospel from
God by direct revelation. This underlines his authority
to speak as an ambassador for God and underlines the
truth of his Gospel. Revelation means that Paul didn’t
receive the Gospel by tradition or by instruction, rather
he received it directly from God. Revelation is the key
to understanding the Christian message. We could not
know anything for sure about the Christian faith if God
had not revealed it to us.

28th April
Galatians 1:11-24
In verse 15, Paul says that God ‘set me apart from birth
and called me by his grace’. To make the point, Paul
tells his story – and what a fascinating story it is. He
tells of how he was a zealous Jew who persecuted the
Christian church (verses 13-14). But then God called
him, and he became a Christian and a preacher of the
Gospel. He doesn’t give the details here in this chapter,
but we know the story of his conversion from Acts 9. If
it had not been for the grace of God and the
transforming power of the Holy Spirit, he would have
remained an enemy of Christ. In the past few days, we
have thought about the words ‘Gospel’, ‘revelation’ and
‘grace’. If only people understood the meaning of these
words, they would understand why it is so important to
come to Christ for salvation.

29th April
Galatians 2:1-10
The Christian Church today is deeply divided. There
are believers who describe themselves as Eastern
Orthodox, Catholics, Anglicans, Presbyterians, Baptists,
Methodists, Pentecostals and so on. Even within these
groupings, there are divisions. There are, for example,
eight Presbyterian denominations in Scotland alone.
Many of the things that divide us are trivial and we
ought to be ashamed that we have allowed such
matters to break our fellowship. Other divisions,
however, are serious, concerning the very heart of the
gospel. Divisions in the Church are not new. In the
earliest days of the Christian Church, there was a
division among the believers. The passage of Scripture
which we have just read describes a visit to Jerusalem
by Paul and Barnabas to resolve this division.

30th April
Galatians 2:1-10
The Christian Church today is deeply divided. There
are believers who describe themselves as Eastern
Orthodox, Catholics, Anglicans, Presbyterians, Baptists,
Methodists, Pentecostals and so on. Even within these
groupings, there are divisions. Many of the things that
divide us are trivial and we ought to be ashamed that
we have allowed such matters to break our fellowship.
Other divisions, however, are serious, concerning the
very heart of the gospel. Divisions in the Church are
not new. In the earliest days of the Christian Church,
there was a division among the believers. The passage
of Scripture which we have just read describes a visit
to Jerusalem by Paul and Barnabas to resolve this
division.

MAY

1st May
Galatians 2:1-10
When the Christian Church began, on the Day of
Pentecost, the evangelism of the Church was focused
on reaching the Jews. Jesus was himself a Jew and said
that he came first to the Jews. His earliest disciples
were all Jews. Peter was the leader of this part of the
Church and the primary evangelist to the Jews, but God
had also called Saul of Tarsus to be an evangelist. He
became known as Paul the Apostle and God sent him
to reach the non-Jews, the Gentiles. He was reluctant to
do this at first since he was a passionate Jew. In his
letter to the Philippians, he describes himself in this
way, ‘of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in
regard to the law, a Pharisee’. Nevertheless, God
showed him clearly that he was not to call ‘unclean’
what God regarded as ‘clean’ and that he was to go to
the Gentiles with the gospel and so he did. The
Mission to the Jews led by Peter and the Mission to the
Gentiles led by Paul went on in parallel and there was
not much contact between them. Unfortunately, some
of the Jewish Christians did not understand what God
had explained to Paul and they believed that to be a
Christian you must first become a Jew.

2nd May
Galatians 2:1-10
The division we read about yesterday, became more
and more serious. Some of the Jewish Christians began
to insist that Gentile Christians must be circumcised
and must keep the whole Jewish law and obey all the
traditions and practices of the Jewish people. They
seemed to believe that salvation was only possible for
those who were first Jews. To resolve this problem, a
Council of the Church was held in Jerusalem, which is
described for us in Acts 15. It seems likely that the visit
to Jerusalem described in our passage from Galatians
refers to Paul and Barnabas attending this Council. It is
clear that the matter was settled amicably. Paul and
Barnabas were given the right hand of fellowship and
returned to their evangelistic ministry. The issue was,
however, very serious and went to the heart of the
gospel. It is also the issue that lies at the heart of this
letter to the Galatians: how can we find salvation?
Paul’s answer was very clear: by faith in Jesus Christ.
Anything which challenged this simple truth or
undermined it must be resisted.

3rd May
Galatians 2:1-10
There is one more point to be made before leaving
these verses, namely, the one thing that they were
agreed upon! As we read in verse 10: ‘All they asked
was that we should continue to remember the poor,
the very thing I was eager to do.’ These two groups of
Christians had many disagreements, including this very
important disagreement about the nature of the gospel
but they were agreed on the need to care for the poor.
We must not pass over this too lightly. It is a function
of the Church to care for the poor. This concern for the
poor was especially relevant at that time because the
Christians in Jerusalem were under severe hardship.
We see this in Acts 24:17 and in 1 Corinthians 16:1-2.
This was no new idea. In fact, throughout the Old
Testament, there was a constant emphasis on the care
of the poor, of widows and orphans and even of the
foreigners among them. Today we often make the
mistake of assuming that the care of the poor is
someone else’s problem: the government, the welfare
state, social workers, charities and so on. The Scripture
teaches us that as Christians we ought to have a
concern for the poor, especially our brothers and
sisters in Christ.

4th May
Galatians 2:11-21
When we looked at the first half of Galatians 2, we read
of the great Council at Jerusalem when it was decided
that Peter should continue with his work among the
Jews, and Paul was given the blessing of the Jerusalem
Church for his work among the Gentiles. This was a
happy, friendly conclusion and they parted having
given one another the right hand of fellowship. The
passage we have read today, however, tells quite a
different story. Here again, we find division, hypocrisy,
separation and ‘factions’. What caused this? Well, it was
Peter and the picture we have of Peter in this chapter
does him little credit. Peter was weak, afraid,
hypocritical and wrong. Yet this was the man who had
preached bravely in Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost
and seen 3,000 converts! It seems that, on this
occasion, he was more concerned with what other
people thought than with what was right. Paul would
have none of it. Once again, the issue was the one
about Jews and Gentiles. It seems as if Paul was the
only one who had really grasped the significance of
the Gospel.

5th May
Galatians 2:11-21
This confrontation between Peter and Paul was really
the confrontation between the Gospel and half a
Gospel. Peter had grasped the fact that the believer is
dead to sin, but he had not grasped the fact that the
believer is also dead to the law, as Paul says here in
verse 19. Peter was in danger of falling into the heresy
that salvation comes partly by God’s grace and partly
by following rules and regulations. Paul was clear that
this was impossible, as he spells out in verses 15-16 of
our passage. Now it would be very easy for someone to
write off this whole chapter as just a ‘squabble’ over
words! You might be saying that all this talk of Jews
and Gentiles, the law and the Gospel, Peter and Paul,
none of it is relevant today. Well, you couldn’t be more
wrong. This confrontation between Peter and Paul
takes us to the heart of the Gospel and the Christian
faith. Paul himself sums it up in verse 20. The Gospel
is not about circumcision or the commandments. It is
about a man hanging on a cross in our place.

6th May
Galatians 3:1-5
In the first verse of our passage, Paul offers a stinging
rebuke: ‘You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched
you?’ These Galatian Christians had forgotten about
the grace of God in the Gospel and imagined that
either achieving salvation, or staying in the state of
salvation, was about works of righteousness. Paul lays
out clearly that justification (being in a right
relationship with God) is by faith and not by works.
This Galatian mistake is often repeated today. There
are countless numbers of people in Scotland who do
not have faith in Christ but who believe they will go to
heaven when they die, on the basis of their own works,
their own efforts. They say, ‘I have tried to live a good
life, I have never harmed anyone, I have done my
best…’ and so on. Why then did Christ have to die if we
could be saved by our own works?

7th May
Galatians 3:6-14
In these verses, Paul turns to the Old Testament to
confirm his teaching that justification is by faith and
not by works. He uses Abraham as an example
because, to the Jews, the authority of Abraham was
decisive. Paul explains that Abraham was saved by
faith and not by works. Paul also deals with
justification by faith in his letter to the Romans and, in
Romans 4, deals with the case of Abraham. This was a
very important argument. Many of the Jews believed
that Abraham was saved by works when he showed he
was willing to sacrifice his son. Paul takes them back to
the biblical story and demonstrates that Abraham was
indeed saved by faith. Paul also says that the true
children of Abraham are not the blood descendants but
those who share Abraham’s faith. There is only one
way of salvation, says Paul, the way of Abraham and it
is by faith.

8th May
Galatians 3:15-25
In these verses, Paul is asking the question: what is the
relationship between God’s covenant with Abraham
and the giving of the law through Moses? In other
words, what is the relationship between the covenant
and the law? Paul understands the problem. If God
made a covenant with Abraham and that covenant was
the basis for the relationship between God and his
people, then what happened when the law was given
through Moses? When God gave the law, did that
cancel the covenant? Is there now a new situation, so
that salvation is not by grace but by law? It could easily
seem that way. Paul explains that when the law was
given, 430 years after God had made the covenant with
Abraham, it did not overturn the covenant. Through the
covenant with Abraham, God chooses a people who
will live by faith. Through the covenant with Moses,
God gives the law, showing his chosen people how to
live.

9th May
Galatians 3:26 – 4:11
The key theme in our passage today is the affirmation
that, as Christian believers, we are the children of God.
The Jews were very proud to be the descendants of
Abraham and heirs to the promises God made to
Abraham but here Paul tells the Christians that they
are the true heirs of Abraham. The children of God are
the believers, whether Jews or Gentiles. In the first
three verses of chapter 4, Paul gives an illustration to
explain this new status: it is the difference between
being a slave and being a son. This idea of being a
child of God by faith in Jesus Christ is very important
in the New Testament. The writer of the fourth Gospel
explains how we become the children of God (John 1:1113). We also see this theme in 2 Corinthians 6:18: ‘I will
be a Father to you, and you will be my sons and
daughters, says the Lord Almighty’. We could go on to
read 1 John 3:1-2 and Romans 8:14-17. No wonder, then,
that Paul spends the rest of our passage demanding to
know why the Galatians, having once known the
glories of being the children of God are now returning
to slavery. He is deeply concerned for them.

10th May
Galatians 4:12-20
In these verses, Paul speaks with a heartfelt concern
for the Galatian Christians. He speaks of his
connection with them and of how he came to preach
the Gospel to them in the first place. He demonstrates
a real love for them, like a father who does not want
his children to go astray. Paul’s passionate plea here
reminds us of the parable of the Prodigal Son. The
prodigal did not want to remain in his father’s house,
he wanted to go his own way. He walked away from
everything that his father had taught him. It was only
much later that he came to his senses and realised that
his proper place was at home, even if he had to be a
servant. The Father welcomed him home with open
arms. Paul is writing to these ‘prodigal’ Galatians,
urging them to come home.

11th May
Galatians 4:21-31
One of the things about the Judaisers which most
impressed the young Galatian Christians, was their
claim that they were the ‘sons of Abraham’. The
Galatians could see the strength of this argument and
were all the more ready to listen to them. Paul,
meanwhile, was furious. As far as he was concerned,
this young Galatian church had been deceived and led
astray by people who didn’t really understand the
Gospel and who were not children of Abraham at all. In
order to prove that these Judaisers were not true sons
of Abraham Paul uses an allegory. That is to say, he
takes a story from the Old Testament and uses it as an
example of spiritual truth. He says that it is all very
well to call yourself a ‘son of Abraham’ but in Genesis,
we see that Abraham had two sons – and they were
quite different! In other words, there are two ways of
being a son of Abraham: you can be an Isaac, or you
can be an Ishmael. If you know your Old Testament
history, then you will know the difference between
these two. It was Isaac who was God’s choice as heir
and successor to Abraham. Those who are the true
children of Abraham are, like Isaac, ‘children of the
promise’.

12th May
Galatians 4:21-31
In following the teaching of the Judaisers, the Galatian
Christians were going back from freedom to slavery!
Christ had set them free, but they were putting
themselves back in chains. Instead of simply accepting
the grace and the salvation which God wanted to give
them, they were trying to ‘go it alone’. These Judaisers
in Galatia were really insulting God by suggesting that
faith in Christ was not enough. The Scripture says, ‘God
so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son
that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have
eternal life’. No one has the right to add anything to
this or take anything away from it. Well, what kind of
people are we? Like Isaac or like Ishmael? Children of
the promise, or natural children still in slavery and
bondage? Have we experienced the freedom of which
Paul speaks? Or are we still struggling to obtain it?

13th May
Galatians 5:1-12
The theme of these verses is freedom. This is well
expressed in the first verse of the passage: ‘It is for
freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then,
and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke
of slavery.’ The word ‘freedom’ is a popular one today.
Everyone wants to be free. We see this in revolutionary
and freedom movements all over the world. People
want the freedom to believe, freedom to think, freedom
to act, freedom from tyranny and oppression. Now, this
is all very well and there is nothing wrong in
themselves with these aspirations. The problem is that
no human being is truly free. The Bible tells us that we
are all slaves to sin and that only in Christ can we be
set free. What Paul wants the Galatians to experience is
a real and lasting freedom from everything that binds
us or burdens us. Real freedom is to be in bondage to
Christ rather than sin.

14th May
Galatians 5:13-26
Why is the world in such a terrible state? Why is there
so much corruption and scandal, whether dictators in
various parts of the world who steal to feather their
own nest, or politicians who have had to resign
because of various scandals? Why do people steal and
cheat and treat other people badly? Why is there child
abuse, violence, suicide bombers, wars, civil wars and
so on? Many people have tried to give reasons. They
blame the government, they blame our environment,
the concrete jungles which our cities have become.
They blame consumerism or socialism or capitalism.
They blame over-population, they blame immigration.
They blame those people who won’t work. In fact, they
blame everything and anyone, because they are not
prepared to accept the real reason - that the evil in the
world is caused by the evil in each one of us. They
refuse to believe that the problem is the struggle
between what we want to do and what God wants us to
do; between the desires of the human heart and the
will of God. In this passage, Paul explains clearly what
the problem is with our world, and he also shows how
to deal with it.

15th May
Galatians 5:16-21
In these verses, we are told that the desires of the flesh
are in opposition to the desires of the Spirit. This is
because human beings are fallen creatures and the
natural desires of the flesh stand in opposition to God.
Paul then says that the people who do such things
shall not inherit the kingdom of God. This is a serious
warning to us, because this list includes, not only sins
like idolatry and witchcraft, but also simple things like
jealously, anger and selfishness. We must get rid of
these things in our own lives and live only for God
because there is no difference between big sins and
little sins. Anything which goes against the will of God
or anything which comes between us and God is sin
and must be got rid of immediately.

16th May
Galatians 5:22-23
Having considered the acts of the sinful nature
yesterday, today we read of the fruit of the Spirit.
These are the things which should be evident in our
lives if we are Christians: ‘But the fruit of the Spirit is
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.’ Do we have
these in our lives? Do we have a real and genuine love
for God and for other people, a real joy which is deep
down and comes from the knowledge of God’s
Salvation? Do we really show forth the fruit of the
Spirit? We can only stand on one side of this great
divide, the side of the flesh or the side of the Spirit.
There is no unhappier person than a Christian who has
backslidden and is trying to enjoy both. It is not
possible.

17th May
Galatians 6:1-6
There are many themes in these verses, let’s highlight
two of them. First, in verse 2, Paul says this: ‘Carry each
other's burdens, and in this way, you will fulfil the law
of Christ’. This does not mean ‘put up with each other’
or ‘tolerate each other’ but ‘jointly shoulder each
member’s burdens’. The way of Christ is the way of
love. It is the kind of example Jesus showed when he
washed the disciples’ feet. In verses 3-5 Paul speaks of
the kind of attitude which prevents Christians from
sharing one another’s burdens, verses which are
deeply challenging. We each have our own burdens.
Ours may be lighter than someone else’s therefore
comparisons are unfair. The second theme is in verse
6: ‘Anyone who receives instruction in the word must
share all good things with his instructor’.

18th May
Galatians 6
In this final chapter of Galatians, Paul spells out the
practical implications of what we have read so far in
the earlier chapters. For example, the first verse of the
chapter deals with someone who falls into sin. Paul
says, ‘Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who
are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch
yourself, or you also may be tempted’.The situation
envisaged here is of a person who, without
deliberating intending to pursue a course of sin, falls
into some wickedness. How is the Church to deal with
that? The key to solving the problem is the word
‘restore’. This is the ultimate purpose of all Church
discipline. The word used for ‘restore’ is the same word
used in the New Testament for mending nets. In the
past, the Church has been guilty of punishing and
destroying, rather than ‘restoring’. Worse still, often the
Church has ignored sin. The message is clear: restore
the fallen in a spirit of gentleness, ‘But watch yourself,
or you also may be tempted...'.

19th May
Galatians 6
In verses 7-9 there is a warning. The warning is that
there will be a day of judgment. How do we prepare for
that day? Paul goes on in verse 10 to explain:
‘Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all
people, especially to those who belong to the family of
believers’. This is a high bar which is being set up. We
are to do good to all people. Perseverance in doing
good is a fruit of God’s grace. Notice that we have a
particular responsibility to ‘those who belong to the
family of believers’. Just as each of us is given by God
special responsibility for our own families, so now we
are part of a new spiritual family and that brings with it
responsibilities. No wonder that Paul says in verse 2:
‘Carry each other's burdens and, in this way, you will
fulfil the law of Christ’. This means that we should help
to shoulder the burdens carried by our fellow
believers.

20th May
Galatians 6
As we come to the end of this letter, we can sum up its
teaching. There is no other Gospel except the Gospel
of Jesus Christ. This Gospel was not made up but was
revealed by God. The only way to be in a right
relationship with God is by faith. Christ has set us free
from all that binds us, and it is foolishness to go back
to bondage. When we are truly justified the fruit of the
spirit will be seen in our lives. We must exercise our
newfound freedom in practical Christian living. All of
this is summed up in verses 14-15: ‘May I never boast
except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through
which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the
world. Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means
anything; what counts is a new creation’.

21st May
Mark 1
Today we begin a new series of readings in Mark’s
Gospel, studying the life, ministry and teaching of
Jesus. Most of us have some picture of Jesus in our
minds, which was created during our days in Sunday
School. As we read the Gospel of Mark, we ought to
reconsider that picture, to be sure it is an accurate
picture, built on the text of Scripture. It might also be
helpful to read Mark’s Gospel all the way through at
one sitting. It is quite short and that read through will
help you to bear in mind the big picture as we examine
the parts in some detail. Today we have read the whole
of chapter 1. Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark does not
make any reference to Jesus’ birth, he goes straight to
the beginning of his public ministry and what a
dramatic beginning it was! We are embarking on a
most exciting story. Over the next few days, we’ll break
down the chapter and look at it in more detail.

22nd May
Mark 1:1-3
Mark begins his Gospel with an account of the story of
John the Baptist. It has been said that Mark portrays
Jesus as a mighty king and that his way of beginning
the story ties in with this theme. When a king was due
to appear in a city, a herald or ambassador would be
sent ahead to prepare the way and to announce his
coming. John the Baptist is the herald, the ambassador,
who prepares the way for the coming of King Jesus.
The Gospel begins with these words, ‘The beginning of
the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.’ In a
very real sense, the Gospel began with the ministry of
John the Baptist. To underline this point, Mark says that
the coming of John the Baptist was the fulfilment of a
prophecy in Isaiah. In this way, the stories of John and
of Jesus are seen as the fulfilment of the Old
Testament Scriptures. The people of God had been
waiting for the Messiah for 800 years but now he had
come in the flesh.

23rd May
Mark 1:4-6
John the Baptist was a most unlikely beginning to a
great work of God. The way he dressed, the food he ate
and the message he preached, were all unusual and yet
there was something about John that attracted the
crowds. We’re told that, ‘The whole Judean countryside
and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him.’ He
was different from all the other wandering rabbis,
preachers and prophets. The ordinary people
recognised that this man had been sent by God. The
Jewish religious leaders, of course, did not reach the
same conclusion! The ministry of John is described in
verse four: ‘And so John came, baptising in the desert
region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins.’ The people of Israel would not
have found it strange that John baptised people. There
were occasions in Israel when baptisms took place.
What did surprise them (and angered many of them)
was that John required this baptism not only of
outsiders and foreigners who became Jews, he required
it of the children of Abraham themselves. John’s
baptism was a sign of repentance and conversion and
to suggest that the Jews needed this transformation
was profoundly shocking to them.

24th May
Mark 1:7-8
John’s baptism was a baptism for the repentance of
sins in preparation for the coming of the Messiah.
John’s baptism was not a substitute for salvation in
Christ, it was a preparation for salvation in Christ. John
makes this plain himself as we see here in verses 7-8.
Notice John’s comment that Jesus would baptise with
the Holy Spirit. This refers to our new birth by the
Spirit. In other words, those who were baptised by John
still needed Christ and Christian baptism. In particular,
they needed the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit only comes
into our lives when we are united to Christ. That is
underlined by Acts 19:1-6. Only those who are ‘in
Christ’ have the Holy Spirit. As Paul says in Romans
8:9: ‘if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he
does not belong to Christ.’ The act of God whereby he
gives us a new birth and unites us to Christ is the
Baptism in the Holy Spirit. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians
12:13: ‘For we were all baptised by one Spirit into one
body’.

25th May
Mark 1:9-11
Suddenly Jesus himself appeared, to be baptised by
John. Many people have been puzzled by this. After all,
Jesus did not need to repent and turn back to God.
Why should he want to be baptised by John? In
Matthew’s account of the story, we find John himself
raising this very objection. This is what we read in
Matthew 3:13-15: ‘Then Jesus came from Galilee to the
Jordan to be baptised by John. But John tried to deter
him, saying, “I need to be baptised by you, and do you
come to me?”Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is
proper for us to do this to fulfil all righteousness.”
Then John consented’. The problem here is real. Since
John’s baptism was about the removal of filth from the
soul, why did the sinless one present himself for
baptism? The answer is that he took our sin and was
baptised on our behalf. In other words, he acted as our
substitute. Two verses of Scripture help here: John 1:29:
‘The next day John saw Jesus coming towards him and
said, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of
the world!”’ Then 2 Corinthians 5:21: ‘God made him
who had no sin to be sin for us so that in him we
might become the righteousness of God’.

26th May
Mark 1:10-13
Then something else happened. Verses 10-11 tell us
that the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus at his baptism and
that God bore audible witness to his son. This passage
does not mean that the Spirit was somehow separated
from Jesus until this point. Rather, what we have here
is Jesus receiving a special anointing for his public
ministry which was about to begin. As one scholar,
J.D.G. Dunn puts it, ‘The descent of the Spirit on Jesus
effects not so much a change in Jesus, his person or
his status, as the beginning of a new stage in salvationhistory. The thought is not so much of Jesus becoming
what he was not before, but of Jesus entering where he
was not before – a new epoch in God’s plan of
redemption.’ Our passage ends with Jesus being sent
out into the desert to be tempted by the devil. The
Spirit anoints Jesus, and he is strengthened. Now the
devil tempts him, he resists and is strengthened again.
The stage is now set for all that will follow. God has
come to earth and salvation will be accomplished.

27th May
Mark 1:14-20
In this passage, we see the beginning of Jesus’ public
ministry. He declares that the kingdom of God is near
and calls upon people to repent and believe the good
news. He then calls his first disciples: Peter, Andrew,
James and John. The kingdom of God played a vital role
in Jesus teaching. In these verses today, Jesus
announces that the kingdom is near. During his
ministry, much of his teaching was about the kingdom
(for example, the parables of the kingdom) and after
the resurrection, we read this in Acts 1:3: ‘After his
suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave
many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared
to them over a period of forty days and spoke about
the kingdom of God’.The kingdom of God was the
central theme of Jesus’ ministry. Why do we hear so
little about it today?

28th May
Mark 1:21-28
The central theme of these verses is that Jesus spoke
and acted with authority. We see this particularly in
verses 22 and 27. Authority! That was the mark of Jesus
from the beginning. There was no hesitation or doubt
or second thoughts with him. His words, his actions
and indeed his whole life and character showed that
here was a leader, a decisive and authoritative man, a
man who knew the mind of God. We find the same
reaction at the end of the Sermon on the Mount, in
Matthew 7:28-29: ‘And when Jesus finished these
sayings, the crowds were astonished at his teaching,
for he was teaching them as one who had authority,
and not as their scribes.’ They were astonished
because they did not yet understand his identity as the
Son of God. Jesus was able to speak with authority
because of who he is. In John 10:30 he says, ‘I and the
Father are one’ and again, in John 14:9 he says,
‘Whoever has seen me has seen the Father’. No wonder
he spoke with authority, he is God incarnate and
speaks with all the power and authority of the living
God.

29th May
Mark 1:29-34
In these verses, we see the power of Jesus to heal and
to cast out evil spirits. The passage begins with the
story of the healing of Simon’s mother-in-law who was
in bed with a fever. They asked Jesus for help, and he
healed her. So immediate and so complete was her
recovery that she began to make her guests welcome
and serve them with food. It is no surprise to learn that
news about him had spread very rapidly. In a small and
quiet town in the Middle East when a man starts
healing the sick miraculously, people get to hear about
it. As soon as the Sabbath was over and it was
permissible to carry invalids, all the sick for miles
around were brought to him. In verse 33 we read, ‘The
whole town gathered at the door'. Jesus continued to
demonstrate his power by healing many people and
casting out evil spirits. Why did he do this? First, no
doubt out of compassion for those who had been
brought to him; but second, the demonstration of his
power to heal was part of the evidence to prove his
identity. How do we know this man is the Messiah?
Well, he has the power to heal.

30th May
Mark 1:35-38
Jesus went off by himself to pray very early in the
morning. The result of this was a clear decision
regarding his priorities. When Simon and the others
woke up, they went to find Jesus, to persuade him to
continue the good work: ‘Everyone is looking for you’
they said. Jesus reply must have shocked them, ‘Let us
go somewhere else – to the nearby villages – so I can
preach there also. That is why I have come'. This is one
of the most important sayings of Jesus for a proper
understanding of his ministry. Jesus tells us that his
primary purpose was to preach. The healing miracles
and so on were intended to demonstrate his power and
so identify him as the Son of God and prove his
authority, but his real mission was to preach the good
news. Jesus didn’t want people to follow him in the
hope of seeing a miracle. He wanted people to repent
of their sins and turn to God for forgiveness. For Jesus,
preaching took priority overhealing.

31st May
Mark 1:39-45
The next section of our passage describes the healing
of a man with leprosy. We see in this miracle
something of the love and compassion of the Saviour.
The man with leprosy was untouchable, who would
have been required to stay away from his village,
separated from his family and friends. This man,
however, was conscious of his own state, earnestly
desiring to be cleansed, and humble enough to ask for
that cleansing, believing that Jesus had the power to
heal. Then we see the compassionate figure of Christ
dealing with the man. The passage says that Jesus was
‘filled with compassion.’The older versions of the Bible
tell us that Jesus was ‘moved with pity'. He didn’t flinch
from touching the leper as everyone else would have
done. This leper reached out to Jesus in faith and Jesus,
full of compassion, responded to that faith and healed
the man. We could almost say that this story is a
parable or a summary of the Christian gospel. If we
come to Christ, recognising our sin and our need to be
cleansed from it; and if we recognise that only Jesus is
able to do this, then he will respond and cleanse us
from sin.

JUNE

1st June
Mark 1:39-45
We read these verses again to make an important
point. The law laid down certain things which had to
be done by a leper who was cleansed, and Jesus told
the man to see to these matters, but he also instructed
him to tell no one about what had happened. In verse
45 we see that the leper disobeyed. We read that he
‘began to talk freely, spreading the news'. And what
was the result of all this? ‘Jesus could no longer enter a
town openly but stayed outside in lonely places'. One
of the commentators wrote this: ‘Disobedience to the
express command of Christ, even if undertaken from
the best possible motives, can only lead to a
hampering and a hindering of Christ’s work'. In other
words, it is not enough to do God’s will, it must be
done in God’s way. That is why individuals and
churches must always be obedient to the clear
teaching of God as revealed in Scripture and not act on
the basis of what we think might be best.

2nd June
Mark 2:1-5
Our passage today concerns the healing of a paralysed
man, when Jesus was preaching in a house in
Capernaum. The man who was paralysed had four
friends who carried him to Jesus. Finding no way
through the crowd, and being both determined and
creative, they climbed onto the roof, dug a hole in it
(the original word means that they ‘unroofed the roof’)
and lowered their friend to the feet of Jesus. Jesus saw
their faith and said to the paralytic ‘your sins are
forgiven'. Now we must be careful here. Jesus was not
saying that the man’s illness was caused by his
particular sins. The Pharisees believed that sin and
sickness were connected but time and again in the
Gospels Jesus argued against this view. Even his
disciples in John 9:2 wanted to know if the man born
blind was born in that way because of his own sin, or
because of the sin of his parents. Jesus made it clear to
them that this connection was not a necessary one.
Jesus was not saying that the man’s sins caused his
illness. He was using this man to demonstrate
something very important, namely, the need of every
human being for the forgiveness of sins. Jesus was not
simply a healer, as we saw on Wednesday, rather his
main interest was to bring forgiveness and to save
souls.

3rd June
Mark 2:6-12
When Jesus spoke about the forgiveness of sins, the
teachers of the law immediately objected, although
they did not at first give voice to their objection. Jesus
knew what they were thinking and challenged them.
The controversy arose because Jesus told the man that
his sins were forgiven. The Scribes who heard this
regarded it as blasphemy. They were quite clear in
their minds that only God can forgive sins. In fact, they
were right! It is perfectly true that only God can forgive
sins but, of course, what they did not know (or refused
to recognise) is that Jesus is God. Jesus challenged
their thinking by healing the man and forgiving his
sins. Interestingly, he said that ‘the Son of Man has
authority on earth to forgive sins.’Even the use of this
title (taken from the Book of Daniel) was a challenge to
the religious leaders. It must have been clear to them
that by forgiving sins and by calling himself the Son of
Man, Jesus was claiming to be God. The religious
leaders could not accept was that Jesus himself was
God in the flesh. But the ordinary people believed, and
they praised God.

4th June
Mark 2:13-17
In these verses, Jesus becomes involved in a
controversy about associating with sinners. If we
compare this story with the other gospels, we can
guess that Levi was probably another name for
Matthew. This man was a tax collector. Jesus called
Levi to be a disciple and then went to have dinner in
his house. At the dinner, there were other tax
collectors and ‘sinners’ (verse 15). This was not a dinner
party of respectable Jews, rather it was made up of
those who were regarded as outcasts. The tax
collectors were the quislings who co-operated with the
hated Roman authorities in taking taxes from their own
people. The ‘sinners’ were the Gentiles who did not
keep the law. For any Jew to associate with such
people was forbidden. The Pharisees were deeply upset
by this behaviour. How could Jesus, as a Jew, associate
with such people? Jesus answered in the famous words
of verse 17: ‘Those who are well have no need of a
physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the
righteous, but sinners'. As Paul says in 1 Timothy 1:15:
‘Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners’. Only
when we realise, we are sinners will we find salvation
in Christ.

5th June
Mark 2:18-22
Jesus now finds himself in another controversy, this
time about fasting. The question was asked, ‘Why do
John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast,
but your disciples do not fast?’ Jesus responded by
saying that in a time of joyous celebration no one
thinks of fasting. His disciples would behave differently
when he was gone. The key point, however, comes in
verses 21-22, where Jesus points out that you don’t put
a new patch on an old piece of cloth, and you don’t put
new wine in old wineskins. What does this mean? Well,
it means that the Gospel was something new, breaking
into the old Jewish ways and could not be contained by
those old Jewish ways. The Pharisees and others were
trying to force Jesus into an old mould, but his Person
and his gospel demanded a completely new beginning.
They wanted the messiah to come but only if he fitted
into the accepted structures of Jewish religious life. In
other words, they wanted Messiah, but they didn’t want
anything to change! Many people today want God to
come to their churches and to bring reformation and
renewal, but they don’t want anything to change. This
is not possible.

6th June
Mark 2:23-28
Having challenged Jesus over associating with sinners
and about fasting, he is now challenged regarding the
Sabbath. His disciples were accused of breaking the
Sabbath law against harvesting because they had
plucked a few ears of corn as they walked through a
cornfield! Jesus told them a story of how the great King
David had ‘broken’ the Sabbath and then made two
vital statements. His first statement was this: ‘The
Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath’.
In other words, the Sabbath was given to human beings
as a good gift for our well-being. It was not given as a
burden to make our lives difficult or a hurdle for us to
try and cross. Many of our modern-day Sabbatarians
forget this teaching of Jesus. Jesus’ second statement
was this: ‘The Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath’.
These Pharisees were trying to impose their petty
regulations (many of them added to Scripture) on the
one who, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, gave us
the Sabbath. If we take these statements together, we
can see that the Sabbath is a good gift from God to be
enjoyed, not a burden to be borne. What a wonderful
gift to be able to rest one day in seven. What a joy to
have a day holy to the Lord. What a privilege to have a
day when we can gather together for worship.

7th June
Mark 3:1-6
In this passage, Jesus heals a man with a shrivelled
hand and ends up in controversy with the Pharisees. It
would be easy to think that this was simply another
Sabbath dispute, like the one we saw yesterday. In fact,
there was something much more dangerous here.
Notice particularly verse 2, where we see the motives
of his accusers. They were not zealous guardians of the
law so much as evil men determined to find a reason
to have Jesus killed. This is confirmed in verse 6: ‘Then
the Pharisees went out and began to plot with the
Herodians how they might kill Jesus’. The public
ministry of Jesus has just begun and already the Jewish
religious leaders are plotting to kill him. In Revelation
12 the ‘dragon’ (Satan) tries to kill the child (Messiah) at
birth. He continued to attack Jesus throughout his life
and still continues to attack the Lord’s people. We must
be aware of these powerful spiritual forces and not
reduce our Christianity to a rationalistic system of
doctrines.

8th June
Mark 3:7-12
Jesus was fast becoming a popular teacher and healer.
Crowds followed him wherever he went. This often
caused him problems. Here he even asked his disciples
to put out a boat, so that he could teach from it and
not be swamped by the crowd. He also continued to do
battle against evil spirits, whom he silenced. It is hard
from the distance of many centuries to grasp the
impact of Jesus’ ministry on the people who flocked to
hear him. These ordinary people welcomed him and
loved to be with him, whereas the religious leaders
hated him and wanted rid of him. Jesus divided
opinion and does so still. When we share our Christian
faith, our focus should be on Jesus. Only if men and
women come to believe in him and recognise him as
the eternal Son of God will they be saved.

9th June
Mark 3:13-19
Here we find Jesus appointing twelve apostles, out of
the larger group of disciples. These men would then be
with him for three years, just like the pupils of other
rabbis. We know quite a bit about most of the disciples,
with Peter, James and John forming the ‘inner circle’ but
with Peter as the clear leader of the group. We know
about the betrayal of Judas Iscariot and about doubting
Thomas. Perhaps the most surprising thing is that there
are three disciples of whom we know virtually nothing:
James, Son of Alphaeus, Thaddaeus and Simon the
Zealot. These are the ‘forgotten men’ but yet served
with Christ and formed part of the apostolic core of
Jesus’ disciples. It demonstrates that being a ‘big name’
or being ‘famous’ is not important. On the final day,
when we stand before God, there will be missions of
Christians, like these three disciples, of whom we know
virtually nothing but who have faithfully served their
Lord.

10th June
Mark 3:20-27
The family of Jesus come to take him away, believing
him to be mad. No doubt they had heard of all that was
happening and how famous Jesus was becoming, with
all the healings and the casting out of evil spirits and
so on. As far as they were concerned, he was an
ordinary man from Nazareth. Later, they would come to
understand. Then the teachers of the law accuse him of
being an agent of the devil. They believed that he was
possessed. Jesus pointed out that, since he was casting
out demons and actively engaging in spiritual warfare
against the devil, how could he be in league with the
devil? A house divided against itself cannot stand. The
family think he’s mad and the Jewish leaders think he’s
bad! C.S. Lewis once said that, since Jesus claimed to
be God, he was either mad (thought he was God), bad
(pretended to be God) or truly was God!

11th June
Mark 3:28-30
Jesus says that all sins can be forgiven except the sin
against the Holy Spirit. This is a passage which has
troubled many Christians over the years, and some
have become truly anxious lest they had inadvertently
committed this sin. Such people should be reassured
that their very anxiety over the matter indicates that
they have not committed this sin! In order to
understand what Jesus meant, we have to consider the
context of his words. The teachers of the law were
saying that he was an agent of the devil, even
possessed by the devil. In other words, they were so
far gone in sin and their minds were so darkened
because of sin, that they could look into the face of
Jesus and see only the devil. The one who commits
such a sin, whose mind is so darkened, would never
worry about having done so. Nevertheless, for those
who have passed this point of no return, where they
have placed themselves beyond the point of
forgiveness, it is a serious matter indeed.

12th June
Mark 3:31-35
In these last verses of the chapter, Jesus mother and
brothers arrive. This is what happens: ‘Standing
outside, they sent someone in to call him. A crowd was
sitting around him, and they told him, ‘Your mother and
brothers are outside looking for you’. ‘Who are my
mother and my brothers?’ he asked. Then he looked at
those seated in a circle around him and said, ‘Here are
my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will
is my brother and sister and mother’. Jesus was not
neglecting his duties to his family; indeed, he took
special care of his mother even when he was hanging
on the Cross. He was, however, using the situation to
make a point. He was emphasising that the relationship
with other believers is stronger than natural human
relationships. After all, it is our brothers and sisters in
Christ with whom we shall spend eternity.

13th June
Mark 4:1-9
This is the parable of the sower, also found in Matthew
13. The picture we must have in our minds is of a
farmer, with a basket of seed in front of him (held in
place by a strap around his neck) and he is walking
along taking handfuls of seed in turn, with his left
hand, then his right, scattering it as he walks the length
of the field. Jesus uses this imagery to say something
about the spreading of the Word of God. Just as the
sower sows the seed, so the preacher sows the Word of
God. Just as the seed does not all land on good soil, so
the Word of God does not always find receptive hearts
and minds. We know this in our own experience. Some
people with whom we share the Gospel, respond and
become Christians, others turn away uninterested or
worse. Nevertheless, enough seed lands in good soil to
permit a bumper crop. In the same way, the Word of
God achieves the salvation of many.

14th June
Mark 4:10-20
Having heard the parable, Jesus’ disciples ask Jesus to
explain its meaning. Jesus then goes through the
significance of the various places where the seed falls
and relates this to the obstacles in the way of
spreading the Word of God. In some cases, the devil
snatches away the truth before it can take root in a
human heart. To put this another way, we have an
enemy who does not want a successful harvest. Then
some seed lands in other places, where its growth is
prevented or stunted. These are ‘the worries of this life,
the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other
things’. All of these can prevent a successful planting
of the Word in the human heart. We know from
experience how often the worries of this life mean that
people are not prepared even to consider the truth of
the Gospel. Some other seed appears to grow quickly
but because it has no root, it soon dies away. We all
know people who seemed to be converted to Christ
and began the Christian life with great enthusiasm and
joy but soon gave up. The root of the matter was not in
them in the first place, it looked real, but it wasn’t.

15th June
Mark 4:21-25
In these verses, Jesus tells us how to live as citizens of
the Kingdom. He says that those who have received
the light of the Gospel are to let that light shine. Jesus
makes two very important points. First, he tells us that
we must let the light of the gospel shine and second,
he tells us that gifts which are not used will be
withdrawn. To explain this, he uses the illustration of a
lamp. A lamp is no use if you put it under a bowl or a
bed. It only fulfils a useful purpose if it is put on a
stand. The key message is the need for us to ‘shine’ as
Christians in a dark world. In verses 24-25, Jesus gives
us a warning about what will happen if we do not live
in this way. He tells us that the standard of judgment
which we use to judge others will be the standard used
against ourselves. He goes on to say that any gifts and
talents which God has given us for the furtherance of
the gospel will be taken away if they are not used
properly. We must use the gifts we have been given
and we must shine for Jesus.

16th June
Mark 4:26-34
The parable of the growing seed follows very naturally
from the parable of the sower. Having sown the seed,
what can we do to make it grow? How can we
guarantee that it will bear fruit? The surprising answer
is, ‘Nothing, except prayer and reliance upon God’. It is
God who gives growth, and it is God who brings forth
the harvest. We have our responsibility: to sow the
seed but it is God who brings it to fruition. In the
parable of the mustard seed, Jesus was teaching that
the kingdom of God would grow and expand despite
its insignificant beginnings. The small community of
believers whom he left behind when he returned to
heaven would grow, spread out, multiply and so on
until the Christian church was a worldwide movement
with millions of members. Thus, the seed would
become a great bush.

17th June
Mark 4:35-41
This passage tells us something about Jesus in relation
to the kingdom of God. As the ruler of the Kingdom, he
exercises sovereign power, seen here in the calming
the storm. What does that tell us about the Kingdom?
Well, it tells us that the Kingdom of God is not a place,
like the Kingdom of Fife but rather the Kingdom of God
extends wherever God exercises his kingly power. Now
in one sense, God is King over the whole universe and
in control over the whole universe but yet there is a
devil who is described as the ‘god of this world’ and
Jesus made it clear that there were two kingdoms.
When Jesus calmed the storm, he was exercising
‘kingdom authority’, demonstrating that he had been
sent by the King. No wonder people were astonished.

18th June
Mark 5:1-20
Jesus goes to the area of the Gerasenes where he is
met by a man with an evil spirit, who was living among
the tombs and in the hills. He was an immensely
powerful man, such that even chains would not hold
him – he simply broke them apart. There was no one
who could control or overpower him. He cried out
when he saw Jesus, but Jesus ordered the demons to
leave him and go to the pigs instead and the man was
healed. The man then began to witness to Christ,
telling everyone what the Lord had done for him. This
passage is a problem for many in our day, who simply
do not believe in evil powers. Yet, it is impossible to
explain the human condition or our history without a
coherent, biblical understanding of evil and sin. The
Bible teaches us that we have an enemy called the
devil or Satan and we ignore him at our peril.

19th June
Mark 5:1-20
We read these verses again in order to consider the
pastoral implications of the story. Jesus came to this
man, and he brought him peace. This was an extreme
case, but Jesus operates even in lives which are much
less troubled. Many people today are troubled and
anxious about many things. They have no peace in
their lives. Some of them think that everything would
be better if they just had more money, or a better
relationship, or a better job, or a bigger house, or lived
in a different place. The truth is that many of these
people would be just as troubled, even if they had
these things, because the lack of peace in their lives is
much deeper. They are not at peace with their God and
so they are not at peace in themselves. Now some
people are lacking in peace because of illness or
bereavement and so on but there are many who are
troubled because they know that deep down
something is missing in their lives, but they don’t know
what it is. The message of this story is that Jesus brings
peace to troubled souls. Are you a troubled soul?

20th June
Mark 5:21-24
Here we are introduced to Jairus, a synagogue ruler,
who had a serious problem. His daughter was dying,
and he was in deep distress. He came to Jesus, threw
himself down before him and begged for help. He
urged Jesus to come to his daughter, to heal her:
‘Please come and put your hands on her so that she
will be healed and live’. It is clear from these words
that he had faith in Jesus. Perhaps he had seen Jesus
heal other people. Perhaps Jesus had taught in Jairus’
synagogue. Whatever the reason, Jairus believed that
Jesus could heal his daughter. Here was a man of faith.
As we shall see, in response to that faith, a miracle is
coming! How strong is our faith?

21st June
Mark 5:25-29
Now we meet someone else who had faith. This woman
had been bleeding for twelve years, had tried many
doctors, had spent all her money and sadly she was
worse, not better. When she saw Jesus, however, she
believed that she could be healed. She said, ‘If I just
touch his clothes, I will be healed’. What remarkable
faith. She did not even want Jesus to touch her or pray
for her. If she could only touch his clothes. Sure
enough, as soon as she did this, she was completely
healed. How marvellous that she should experience
this complete healing after so long. Anyone who has
known a very long, debilitating illness will resonate
with her joy. Do we have this kind of faith? Do we
believe that Christ is able to do remarkable things
when we trust him and put our faith in him?

22nd June
Mark 5:30-34
Imagine that you are in a crowd of people, and
everyone is pressing forward around you. You might
be at the sales, or at a sporting event, or an open-air
concert. You are close up against people and they are
bumping into you. Jesus was in a crowd like that. No
wonder the disciples were surprised when Jesus said,
‘Who touched my clothes?’Yet Jesus knew that
someone had touched him in such a way that power
had gone out from him. This was no bump in a crowd,
this was a deliberate act. The woman came forward and
confessed and Jesus said, ‘Daughter, your faith has
healed you’. Notice, this woman actively sought out the
one whom she knew could heal her. Knowing that
Jesus is the answer to our needs is one thing, seeking
him out is the next step. Have we taken that step?

23rd June
Mark 5:35-43
Now Jairus has a crisis of doubt. People come with the
news that his daughter is already dead. Notice the
words of Jesus: ‘Don’t be afraid; just believe’. It would
have been natural for the man’s faith to collapse in the
face of this bad news, but Jesus immediately steps in to
reassure him and bolster his faith. Very often, when we
go through a crisis of doubt, Jesus does the same
thing. He comes alongside, reassures us and helps to
strengthen our faith again. This is a very important
reminder that the love and compassion of the Lord
meets us at our greatest point of need and sees us
through the darkness until the light of day returns.
Many who have gone through trauma or bereavement
would testify that the Lord drew near and supported
them and helped them to get through. As one prayer
puts it: ‘he is nearest to us when we need him most’.

24th June
Mark 5:35-43
When they reached Jairus’ house, everyone was crying
and wailing. Jesus told them that the little girl was only
sleeping, and they laughed at him. No faith in that
crowd, they had seen her body. We mustn’t be too
critical of the crowd of mourners. We too would
probably have doubted that Jesus could do anything
with a dead girl. It was such an astonishing thing. Jesus
clears the room, with the exception of the three
disciples who had come with him and the child’s
parents. He then raises the little girl from the dead.
The message of the passage is that Jairus had faith in
Jesus and his little girl was healed. The message is
simple: faith makes a difference, faith changes
everything. Jesus is no longer physically on this earth,
but he can use men and women of faith to do great
things for the kingdom.

25th June
Mark 6:1-6a
In the last few days, we have seen a good deal of what
can be achieved by faith. Today we see the opposite.
Jesus goes back home, and he is faced with a complete
lack of faith. They knew him and they knew his family,
so how could he dare to pretend to be anything
special! It’s the old Scottish put-down, ‘I kent his
faither…’. As the passage says, ‘He could not do any
miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sick
people and heal them. And he was amazed at their lack
of faith’. If the stories of Jairus and the woman who
touched Jesus are stories of faith leading to healing,
this is a story of how restrictive a lack of faith can be.
The message is that our faith can make us useful in the
hands of God, but our lack of faith can obstruct God’s
work.

26th June
Mark 6:6b-13
Jesus now extends his ministry by sending out the
twelve disciples on a mission. Their mission is to
preach, heal and cast out demons. For this, they are
given authority from Jesus. As Paul says in Romans 10,
‘How can they preach unless they are sent?’ They were
called by Jesus, sent out by Jesus and acted on the
authority of Jesus. The message they proclaimed was
one they had been taught by Jesus. It was a very
simple message: ‘They went out and preached that
people should repent’. That was what Jesus had told
them to do. This is the pattern of faithful Gospel
ministry. Preachers have no right to offer their own
message, or to adapt the message of Jesus or to water
it down. They are ambassadors whose sole
responsibility is to pass on the message they have
received from the Master.

27th June
Mark 6:6b-13
We read these verses again today to focus on the
message the disciples proclaimed: ‘They went out and
preached that people should repent’. The message of
repentance was the message of John the Baptist (Mark
1:4-5). It was also the first message from the lips of
Jesus (Mark 1:15). To repent means to turn round and go
in a different direction. It means to turn to God, from a
life of sin and disobedience. As fallen sinners, this
does not come easily but when God meets us by his
Holy Spirit, he enables us to repent. We may not
believe that we are sinners, reserving that word for
particularly evil people but this would be a mistake.
The Scripture teaches us that all have sinned and all
need to repent.

28th June
Mark 6:14-20
At the beginning of Mark’s Gospel, we considered the
ministry of John the Baptist. We looked at his
preaching, at his message, at the meaning of his
baptism, and at his attitude to the religious
establishment. We also saw his relationship to Jesus.
He was the one who went before to prepare the way.
Today we come to the last part of John’s story, to his
death. In verse 14 of our passage, we learn that King
Herod had heard about all that Jesus was doing and he
was of the opinion that this Jesus was really John the
Baptist come back from the dead. I think we can see in
this the mark of a bad conscience because it was
Herod who had put John to death, as we shall see
tomorrow. The conscience is one way in which God
convicts us of sin. Having been made in the image of
God, even fallen human beings have what Calvin called
a ‘sense of deity’. A conscience trained by God’s Word
is a powerful ally of the Christian, guiding us on the
right paths. Of course, the conscience can also be desensitised by disobedience and ingrained patterns of
sin.

29th June
Mark 6:21-29
John the Baptist was fierce in his condemnation of
Herod’s marriage to Herodias, which he declared to be
unlawful and immoral. As a result of John’s protest, he
was thrown into prison but to have John in prison was
not enough for Herodias. She hated him with a terrible
hatred and was determined to have him destroyed. Her
opportunity was not long in coming. On his birthday,
Herod gave a banquet for all the high and mighty in
the land, and Salome, the daughter of Herodias, danced.
Herod was highly pleased and promised to give Salome
anything she wished. Herod’s pleasure quickly turned
to shock and horror when Salome requested the head
of John the Baptist on a platter. Herod found himself
trapped. He had made a promise in front of a
considerable company of people, and he was afraid to
back down (verse 26). There was no moral courage or
backbone in the man at all. We can sum up his
character just by reciting the course of events: He
entered into an immoral marriage because he lusted
after his brother’s wife. He threw John into prison
because he was weak in the face of Herodias. He gave
in to Salome’s request because he was weak in the face
of friends. At the end of it all, he was distressed and
guilt-ridden because the Law of God and his
conscience testified against him.

30th June
Mark 6:30-34
The disciples reported back after their mission and
Jesus then took them away on ‘retreat’ for a time of
rest and recovery. This time of rest was soon
interrupted because crowds followed them. We’re told
that ‘When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had
compassion on them because they were like sheep
without a shepherd. So, he began teaching them many
things’. At this stage in the story what they needed
most of all was teaching and direction. They needed to
know about the kingdom of God and the good news of
salvation. It might be that many in the crowd wanted to
see miracles but that was not what they needed. Jesus
knew them and provided what was best for them. We
must never play down the significance of teaching
people about God and his kingdom.

