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This devotional journal was written for our Easter Series, entitled Empty.

The word “empty” usually has negative connotations. It means we have run out of
something we need, that something is missing, or that we don’t have the
resources we need to go on... until we come to the empty tomb. There, emptiness
is a promise and represents true hope. The empty tomb reminds us that Jesus
brings victory and redemption, and so in all our places of emptiness and lack, we
seek His redeeming power and His resurrection reality.

As we journey to Easter again this year, may we empty ourselves of self-
sufficiency and pride so that we can humbly seek the true nourishment and filling
that only Jesus can give. May we be filled to overflowing with the hope of Easter
and know the power of the empty tomb and the open arms of Christ.
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Monday
Poured out

There is a beautiful moment (or a scandalous one, depending on your
perspective) recorded in the Gospels, in which a woman emptied her perfume
over Jesus’ feet. It was an act of emptying, but not just of perfume. She emptied
her heart and her gratitude in her tears. She came to pour out her love for Jesus
in an act of worship and surrender.

Luke 7:36-39:

“When one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, he went to the
Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. 3 A woman in that town who lived a
sinful life learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, so she came there
with an alabaster jar of perfume. 38 As she stood behind him at his feet weeping,
she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair,
kissed them and poured perfume on them. 3° When the Pharisee who had invited
him saw this, he said to himself, ‘If this man were a prophet, he would know who
is touching him and what kind of woman she is — that she is a sinner.”

There are two vastly different responses and attitudes in this short passage. On
the one hand, we see a woman who doesn’t care about anything except



expressing her love for Jesus in the only way she can think of — by pouring out her
prized perfume over His feet as she weeps, so aware of her unworthiness and
Jesus’ forgiveness. She was entirely unconcerned with others’ opinions and cared
only about really worshipping. She came with emptiness and was filled with
grace. On the other hand, we have the Pharisees who came so full of self-
righteousness that they left full of nothing but disgust, and an additional dose of
contempt and superiority. They were obsessed with appearances, correctness
and status, and it hindered them not just from worshipping for themselves, but
from being moved by the true worship of another.

It was not proximity to Jesus that made the difference as to whether people could
accept His message and whether it changed their lives. The Pharisees were
always right there... listening, judging, condemning. Proximity to Jesus doesn’t
transform us either if we come with the wrong attitude and the wrong heart.
When we come full of ourselves there is no room to receive what Jesus offers.
True worship and true transformation happen when we are willing to empty
ourselves.

The image of the woman washing Jesus’ feet with her offering of perfume and
tears is striking because it is so raw and unfiltered. There is no pretence or neat
religiosity about the moment. She came out of the depth of her pain and
desperation to honour Jesus and to show her love. It was outrageous and
probably substantially awkward (have you ever noticed how non-absorbent hair
is?) but Jesus delighted in her offering. Perhaps he could still catch a whiff of the
expensive perfume she had poured over Him later in the week when He was
being beaten and tortured. Maybe that fragrance strengthened His heart in His
darkest hour.

Jesus answered the Pharisees’ criticism of the woman and her indecent actions by
telling a parable about forgiveness. He asked them whether a person who had a
big debt forgiven would be more grateful than one who had a small debt cleared.
He said, “Therefore, | tell you, her many sins have been forgiven — as her great
love has shown. But whoever has been forgiven little loves little’” (Luke 7:47).

If we have been forgiven little, it is not because our sin is not great. It is because
we are self-righteous enough to think we don’t need to ask for much forgiveness.
Those who come, knowing how empty they are, are far more willing to pour out
all they are in worship and to be filled with redeeming grace.



Going deeper

1. Read Luke 7:36-50. What stands out for you about this passage?
2. If you honestly examine your heart, is there any way in which you’re holding
back from really worshipping Jesus? When you think about “emptying”
yourself and giving everything to Him, what scares you?

3. What would true, extravagant, “emptying” worship look like

for you today?
4. Listen to the song Pour my love on You' and use it to express
your love and gratitude to Jesus in your time of prayer.

! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UNdCGAOZRrc



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UNdCGAOZRrc

Tuesday
Aversion to emptiness

In Mark’s account of the anointing of Jesus, we get a glimpse of some other
reactions to the extravagant, emptying worship of the perfume-pouring woman.

Mark 14:1-10:

14 Now the Passover and the Festival of Unleavened Bread were only two days
away, and the chief priests and the teachers of the law were scheming to arrest
Jesus secretly and kill him. 2 ‘But not during the festival,” they said, ‘or the people
may riot.”

3 While he was in Bethany, reclining at the table in the home of Simon the Leper, a
woman came with an alabaster jar of very expensive perfume, made of pure nard.
She broke the jar and poured the perfume on his head.

4Some of those present were saying indignantly to one another, ‘Why this waste
of perfume? ® It could have been sold for more than a year’s wages and the money
given to the poor.” And they rebuked her harshly.

¢ ‘Leave her alone,” said Jesus. ‘Why are you bothering her? She has done a
beautiful thing to me. ” The poor you will always have with you, and you can help
them any time you want. But you will not always have me. & She did what she
could. She poured perfume on my body beforehand to prepare for my

burial. ° Truly | tell you, wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world,
what she has done will also be told, in memory of her.” *° Then Judas Iscariot, one
of the Twelve, went to the chief priests to betray Jesus to them. 1 They were
delighted to hear this and promised to give him money. So he watched for an
opportunity to hand him over.

Again, this passage contrasts two perspectives for us. On the one hand, the
woman pours out the expensive perfume with no regard for its cost because she
has determined that honouring Jesus and expressing her love for Him is the most
valuable thing she can do. That is the heart of worship right there. On the other
hand, the dinner guests and some of the disciples react strongly to her
“wastefulness” in using this precious oil for such a seemingly useless purpose.

If we’re honest, | think we can see ourselves in the seat of the disproving. The
whole scene is extremely uncomfortable. This woman purposefully makes a
scene, disrupts a party, doesn’t care what else is going on or what anyone else

thinks, pours out ridiculously expensive perfume on Jesus and humiliates herself
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all to just show Him love and gratitude. And what do we do? Sometimes, if we're
honest, | think we are happy to worship God as long as it doesn’t inconvenience
us too much... as long as it doesn’t get in the way of the other things we want to
do or interfere with our plans. We will honour God as long as it suits and serves
us and doesn’t cost us too much, but that isn’t worship at all. We don’t like to be
empty or to “pour out” the things of value we hold. Emptying is extremely
vulnerable, but true worship is sacrificial. It is costly and requires great courage.

It is interesting that right after this encounter, Judas goes to the chief priests and
negotiates with them to betray Jesus for a price. | wonder what it was about this
moment that pushed him over the edge and confirmed his decision to hand Jesus
over? John’s account of this passage (John 12:1-8) gives us further insight in that
Judas was the disciples’ treasurer, and that he had been stealing funds for his own
purposes. Clearly, money had a hold on his heart and this “wasteful” act of
worship was one step too far. For someone clutching desperately to material
things, this act of emptying was horrifying and exposing. He had heard Jesus say
that His way of life would require the laying down of self, and here he saw it on
display and could not stand it.

A life of true discipleship is not one of being empty. It is one of choosing to empty
oneself for the sake of glorifying Jesus, whatever the price. Will we be willing to
count the cost?

Going deeper

1. Reflect on your willingness to be sacrificial in worship. What does your
worship really cost you right now?

2. Read 1 Chronicles 21. Why do you think David would not offer a sacrifice that
didn’t cost him anything?

3. The sacrifice God asks us to bring in worship is ourselves. Read Romans 12:1-
2. What would pouring yourself out as a living sacrifice for God look like
today?



Wednesday

Blessed are the empty

Jesus’ famous Sermon on the Mount, recorded in Matthew 5, begins with
unexpected statements about those who are “blessed” - those to whom the
“good life” in the kingdom of God belongs. Jesus subverts our expectations of
what it means to be favoured and prosperous. We tend to think of those with
power, status, wealth and the ability to meet their own needs as those who are to
be envied, but Jesus said that the favoured in His Kingdom are the empty, and
those without anything of earthly value to offer:

Matthew 5:3-10:
“He said:

3 ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
4Blessed are those who mourn,
for they will be comforted.



5Blessed are the meek,
for they will inherit the earth.
6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they will be filled.
7Blessed are the merciful,
for they will be shown mercy.
8Blessed are the pure in heart,
for they will see God.
9 Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they will be called children of God.
10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Why are those who are poor in spirit and who are humble and powerless the ones
Jesus considers the blessed who will receive His Kingdom? Perhaps it has
something to do with the fact that those who show up empty-handed have hands
open to receive. Those who come to Him and are not full of themselves, have
room to receive His teaching, His grace and His Spirit.

Eugene Peterson translates verses 3 and 6 like this in The Message:

3 “You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less of you there is
more of God and his rule.

6 “You’re blessed when you’ve worked up a good appetite for God. He’s food and
drink in the best meal you’ll ever eat.

| wonder sometimes whether we spend so much time trying to fulfil our own
needs and desires that we have no appetite for God. We value our self-sufficiency
and strength, our independence and our capabilities so highly, that we have no
room to receive what Jesus offers. Those who are keenly aware of their need for
God are in a much better position than those whose lives are set up in such a way
that they (think they) are fine without Him.

“God does not value what the poor have, but what they do not have: self-
sufficiency, a closed attitude, a presumption of being able to save themselves.”
- Reinro Cantelemessa
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Prayer
Lord Jesus,

Forgive me for my arrogance and self-sufficiency. Forgive me for all the ways in
which | have failed to remember how desperately dependent | am on You; how
spiritually and morally bankrupt | am on my own and how it is by grace alone that
| can stand before You. | come to you empty. | choose again today to empty myself
of pride, selfishness and self-sufficiency. | choose to put aside the things to which
I’'m tempted to turn to fulfil me. You alone are enough. Your grace alone is
sufficient. Your love alone is true life. | am poor in spirit. | long for You. Let Your
Kingdom come. Amen.

Going deeper

1. For adeeper look at today’s Scriptures, Watch this video (10 min)
about the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-16) by the Bible Project.?

2. Use Psalm 63 as a starting point for prayer today, asking God to
cultivate the deep hunger and thirst for Him in you that the
Psalmist describes.

3. Listen to and reflect on this song called Overflow? by Red Rocks
worship.

2 https://bibleproject.com/explore/video/matthew-5-3-16-beatitudes/
3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wdp z5tGY08
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Thursday
Enough emptiness

There’s a profound story about emptiness in 2 Kings 4. The prophet Elisha meets a
woman who is as down and out as one can get. She very literally has nothing left,
but God does a miracle for her. (What grace lies in those two little words... “but
God...”).

2 Kings 4:1-7:

“The wife of a man from the company of the prophets cried out to Elisha, ‘Your
servant my husband is dead, and you know that he revered the LORD. But now his
creditor is coming to take my two boys as his slaves.” ? Elisha replied to her, ‘How
can | help you? Tell me, what do you have in your house?’ ‘Your servant has
nothing there at all,’ she said, ‘except a small jar of olive oil.” 2 Elisha said, ‘Go
round and ask all your neighbours for empty jars. Don’t ask for just a few. 4 Then
go inside and shut the door behind you and your sons. Pour oil into all the jars,
and as each is filled, put it to one side.” > She left him and shut the door behind her
and her sons. They brought the jars to her and she kept pouring. ¢ When all the
jars were full, she said to her son, ‘Bring me another one.” But he replied, ‘There is
not a jar left.” Then the oil stopped flowing. 7 She went and told the man of God,
and he said, ‘Go, sell the oil and pay your debts. You and your sons can live on
what is left.”

The oil stopped flowing when the woman ran out of empty jars. The only
limitation to the outpouring of God’s divine supply was her capacity to contain it.
Commentators suggest that this miracle is symbolic of the “inexhaustibility of
Divine Grace”%. Throughout Scripture,® we see promises that God will pour His
Spirit out on His people, and the Spirit is often represented as oil or water. The
limitless and life-giving Spirit is available to us without measure, but often, we are
limited in what we receive from God because we don’t come as empty vessels to
be filled. When we bring our emptiness to God, He will fill us up — to overflowing
— but when we come filled with self or substitutes for His life-giving presence, we
do not have capacity to receive.

4 Exell, Joseph S (Ed). 1982. The Preacher’s Complete Homiletical. E-Sword.
5 Joel 2:28, Proverbs 1:23, Isaiah 32:15, Isaiah 44:3; Ezekeil 39:29, John 7:39, Acts 2:16-18
12



“While there is an empty, longing heart, there is a continual overflowing fountain
of salvation. If we find in any place or at any time that the oil ceases to flow, it is
because there are no empty vessels there, no souls hungering and thirsting for
righteousness.” — Adam Clarke®

Psalm 23 is a beautiful reminder that God desires to fill us, not just with enough
to get by, but with more than enough, to the point of overflowing. May we not
limit God by our lack of capacity for Him.

Psalm 23:5-6:
“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.
You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.
6 Surely your goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life,
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.”

Going deeper

1. What emptiness in your life can you view as an invitation to seek God today?
2. How do you think you can practically make room for more of God in your life,

or increase your capacity for Him? What are the “empty jars” you can bring?
3. Psalm 42 paints a vivid portrait of thirsting for God. How do

for God?
4. Listen to the song, You are everything” and use it as a response
in worship.

6 Clarke, Adam. 1826. Adam Clarke’s Commentary on the Bible. E-Sword.
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b6gfrK-WCbl
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b6gfrK-WCbI

Friday

Living water

John 4:9-15:
9The Samaritan woman said to him, “You are a Jew and | am a Samaritan woman.
How can you ask me for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans.@)
10 jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for
a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.”
11“Sjr,” the woman said, “you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep.
Where can you get this living water? *2 Are you greater than our father Jacob, who
gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his livestock?”
13 Jesus answered, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, ** but
whoever drinks the water | give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water | give
them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”
15The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water so that | won’t get thirsty and
have to keep coming here to draw water.”

14


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+4&version=NIV#fen-NIV-26166a

In John chapter 4 we read about Jesus’ encounter with a Samaritan woman at
Jacob’s well. There is a lot of water talk when Jesus asks her for a drink, but the
conversation is about much more than physical water or thirst. Jesus offers to give
her Living Water that will quench the real thirst of her soul. This woman was an
outcast with a great deal of baggage and hurt. She carried a lot of shame and
regret and Jesus sought her out to speak to her situation, not to bring
condemnation or judgement, but to offer the hope of true fulfilment and spiritual
life. He came to address the emptiness of her soul rather than the emptiness of
her water jars.

I think sometimes we are so focused on filling our water jugs (or coffers, bank
accounts or social media feeds) that we don’t realise that our souls are bankrupt.
We fill our lives with so much, but in the end, only the Living Water of Jesus’ Spirit
can really satisfy. St. Augustine put it beautifully when he wrote: "You have made
us for yourself, O God, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you."
The restlessness of our souls is meant to lead us to God, but until we consider,
and lay down all the other substitutes we have tried, and we acknowledge our
need for Him, we will not be in a position to receive what He longs to give. We are
created for intimacy with God and for His eternal kingdom. Nothing else will really
quench the deepest thirst of our hearts.

"If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most
probable explanation is that | was made for another world."
—C.S. Lewis

Going deeper

1. Listen to the song, Woman at the well® by Olivia Lane.

2. Read Jeremiah 2 (with special attention to verse 13). In what
ways do you think you’re guilty of trying to dig your own
cisterns rather than drinking from the spring of living water?

3. Read: Isaiah 44:3, John 7:25-44 and Revelation 21:1-8. How do these
passages deepen your understanding of what Jesus means by “living water”?

8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVfl1b2ak64
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVfI1b2aK64

Saturday

Treasure in clay jars

2 Corinthians 4:6-12:

“For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness, made his light shine in our
hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of God'’s glory displayed in the face of
Christ. 7 But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing
power is from God and not from us. € We are hard pressed on every side, but not
crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; ° persecuted, but not abandoned; struck
down, but not destroyed. *° We always carry around in our body the death of
Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. ** For we who are
alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may also
be revealed in our mortal body. 2 So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work
in you.”

When we have precious things, we store them away in carefully climate-
controlled, secure environments with plenty of padding and protective layers, but
this is not the case with the Gospel of Christ. This treasure is not stored away in
beautiful, plush containers. Rather, it resides within you and me... in jars of clay.
16



We were dust and we will become dust again. We are very temporary, ordinary,
empty vessels, but God chooses to place the most incredible treasure within us.
Why? So that everyone will be very clear about the fact that the power of the
Gospel and the light of Christ have nothing to do with us and everything to do
with Him. We are simply the containers of His light and love, but He is the
treasure and the source of all hope and life.

The paradox of our strength in Christ and our human frailty in this passage is
important. Paul reminds us that we are jars of clay... fragile ones at that... and yet,
he says that we can never be destroyed. The power doesn’t come from the vessel
but from what it contains. We can stand against what the world throws at us not
because of who we are, but because of who God is. It is not because of anything
we can engineer or fabricate for ourselves that we can overcome the unthinkable
and rise victorious no matter what, but because God has placed His power, love
and hope within us. The hope of the saving grace of Jesus Christ is that no matter
what situations we may face or how dark our present reality may be, the light of
God can never be overcome or destroyed. On the one hand, we are fragile, empty
clay pots, but on the other, when we bring our willing emptiness to God, He fills it
with indestructible treasure.

“Through this contrast of treasure in such a fragile vessel, God’s resurrection
I//

power is displayed to the world. What a purpose
- Brad Barrett®

Going deeper

1. Read Isaiah 64:1-9, Jeremiah 18:1-6, Romans 9:19-26 and 2 Timothy 2:14-21.
How does this add context to Paul’s image of us as jars of clay?

2. Listen to the song, Broken Vessels'®, by Hillsong and respond
to God in worship. What does He want to do in and through
your imperfect, broken, but redeemed vessel?

9 https://stonebrook.org/sermons/treasure-in-jars-of-clay/
10 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fiyYoe678yI
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fiyYoe678yI

Monday

Hosanna!

Luke 19:28-44:

28 After Jesus had said this, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. 29 As he
approached Bethphage and Bethany at the hill called the Mount of Olives, he sent
two of his disciples, saying to them, 30 ‘Go to the village ahead of you, and as you
enter it, you will find a colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden. Untie it and
bring it here. 31 If anyone asks you, “Why are you untying it?” say, “The Lord
needs it.”’

32 Those who were sent ahead went and found it just as he had told them. 33 As
they were untying the colt, its owners asked them, ‘Why are you untying the colt?’
34 They replied, ‘The Lord needs it.”

35 They brought it to Jesus, threw their cloaks on the colt and put Jesus on

it. 36 As he went along, people spread their cloaks on the road.

37 When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives,
the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the
miracles they had seen:

38 ‘Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!’

18



‘Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!’

39 Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, ‘Teacher, rebuke your
disciples!’

40 ‘I tell you,” he replied, ‘if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.’

41 As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it 42 and said, ‘If
you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace — but now
it is hidden from your eyes. 43 The days will come upon you when your enemies
will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every
side. 44 They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls.
They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognise the time
of God’s coming to you.’

Psalm Sunday is always a jarring reminder of human frailty and fickleness. One
moment the crowd is praising Jesus and laying down clothes on the road as He
enters Jerusalem triumphantly, and the next moment, that same adoring crowd
has turned into an angry mob that is shouting for Jesus to be crucified. The
inconsistency of the crowd challenges us to consider the fickleness of our own
hearts. They praised Jesus that day with their palm branches, but it quickly
became apparent that it was empty praise. It was praise when they thought Jesus
would serve their needs and do their bidding, but it quickly became
condemnation when it became clear that He wouldn’t. They cried “Hosanna,”
which means “save us!” or “save now”, but they had no true faith in Jesus’ saving
power. They wanted Him to bring about a new kingdom on their terms, but had
no interest in the Kingdom of God He had come to reveal.

Am |, like they, quick to worship and declare God’s praises when things look like
they are going my way, but to shake my fist at Him when things don’t work out
the way | want? It is so easy for us to create a god of our own making. Without
realising it, we create an idol to worship who is not God at all, but god as we want
him to be. God doesn’t fit nicely into the little boxes we create and He often
doesn’t do the things we want or think He should do, dance to our tunes or stick
to our schedules.

The crowd worshipped Jesus that day because, for a moment, they thought He
was the deliverer they had been waiting for who would free them from their
19



Roman oppression and establish the rule of Israel. If they had been paying any
attention up until that point, Jesus’ teachings and actions in no way pointed to
the fact that he was going to overthrow the government or be a military leader.
He preached about loving your enemy and turning the other cheek, about
blessing your enemies and praying for those who curse you, about washing
people’s feet and being a servant, but they only saw what they wanted to see.

Each year, Palm Sunday asks us to reflect on how we may be creating an idol of
our own making who is not God as revealed in Jesus. Do | worship God for Who
He is (even the bits | don’t understand and with which I’'m wrestling and that
make me uncomfortable), or do | worship on my own terms?

We will never know God fully on this side of eternity and have to learn to live
with a certain capacity for mystery. Martin Luther argued that there are some
things about God we can understand in light of nature. Other things, we can only
understand in the light of grace. Then there are things we will only comprehend
in light of glory when we see God face-to-face. This side of glory, may we examine
our hearts and make sure we’re worshipping God for the right reasons, and with
the right heart.

Going deeper

1. Are there any ways in which you think you’re worshipping God as you want
Him to be, rather than for Who He is?

2.  What are the aspects of God or faith with which you struggle? How are
engaging with these things? Are there particular things you should study in
depth or make an effort to try and understand? Are there life situations you
need to bring before God in prayer again? Are there
mysteries to which you need to surrender?

3. Listen to Hallelujah Anyway*! by Rend Collective.

11 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=acMOWeAycBI
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=acM0WeAycBI

Tuesday
Worshipping rocks

On Palm Sunday, the crowd shouted out empty praises as Jesus rode into the city
and the Pharisees were deeply offended (as they often were). According to them,
it was blasphemous to allow people to honour Him and Jesus had a responsibility
to put a stop to it. But Jesus says something incredibly powerful and unexpected
to them: “I tell you,” he replied, ‘if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out’ (Luke
19:40).

Nothing could stop God’s Kingdom and the accomplishment of His purposes... and
that is as true today as it was then. God’s Kingdom IS the ultimate reality of our
lives. His Kingdom has come. It came to us in the Person of Jesus, is manifested by
His death in our place, and is made real as He brings His resurrection power,
holiness and redemption into our broken lives and world.

God’s Kingdom is established every time we make the decision to worship Him, to
trust Him, to rely on Him, to turn to Him, to love like Him, to sacrifice for Him. His
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Kingdom has come and it is coming and we get to decide every day how much of
it is going to come in and through us. All of creation will worship and declare the
praises of God. The rocks cry out and we can join in that unstoppable anthem, or
we can live deaf to it, or try to drown it out with our own song or dream beat, but
it is irresistible and unyielding, and it will prevail.

So, the question this asks of us is this: will we live in the reality of the Kingdom of
God in the here and now or will we, like the Pharisees, choose not to see what is
right in front of us? Will we choose to see only what we want; will we be blinded
by our own ambition, by our own small picture of the world and refuse to see the
truth of God that is right before us? Will we join with creation in declaring,
proclaiming and living out God’s Kingdom, or will we build our own?

Going deeper

1. In what ways are you focused on building your own kingdom right now?

2. Listen to the song American Dream?*? by casting crowns. How
much of what you are doing right now will matter for eternity?

3. Are there any ways in which your life doesn’t reflect the reality
that God’s Kingdom has come and will endure forever?

12 htps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aYc8PAgjgFo
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Wednesday

Hands, lips and hearts

Matthew 15:1-11:

Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and
asked, 2 ‘Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don’t wash
their hands before they eat!” 3 Jesus replied, ‘And why do you break the command
of God for the sake of your tradition? 4 For God said, “Honour your father and
mother” and “Anyone who curses their father or mother is to be put to

death.” ® But you say that if anyone declares that what might have been used to
help their father or mother is “devoted to God,” 6they are not to “honour their
father or mother” with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your
tradition. 7 You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you:

8 ““These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.

9 They worship me in vain; their teachings are merely human rules.””

10 Jesus called the crowd to him and said, ‘Listen and understand. ** What goes
into someone’s mouth does not defile them, but what comes out of their mouth,
that is what defiles them.’

Jesus was very clear that God is not into lip service. The Pharisees’ worship was
empty and meaningless because it was based on outward expressions of piety
without any real substance or heart, and it made a mockery of God. They had got
so caught up in rule-keeping and obeying the letter of the law that they had
entirely lost the spirit of the law and what it was intended for... as a means of
covenant and connection with God. They weighed out 10% of their garden herbs
as an offering because they believed God required it, but they failed to uphold
justice or love in their day-to-day lives and interactions.*3

John Gill** writes of the Pharisees: “... they had no true love to God, nor faith in
him, nor fear of him; they were not at all concerned for his presence with them, or
for communion with him, or for his honour and glory; their hearts were in the

13 Luke 11:42.

14 Gill, John. 1816. John Gill’s Exposition of the Bible. E-Sword.
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world, and after their covetousness; they made religion a tool to their secular
purposes, supposing gain to be godliness; sought the applause of men, and
contented themselves with bodily exercise; having no regard to internal religion,
powerful godliness, or where their hearts were, so be it, their bodies were
presented to God in public worship; and what they did it was to be seen and
approved of men, not caring what the searcher of hearts knew concerning them,
or what he required of them.”

Before we judge the Pharisees too harshly, we have to ask some probing
questions of ourselves and our own propensity for pretence and posturing. It is
easy to sing beautiful songs on a Sunday about how Jesus is the centre, how God
is everything we need and how we will live for Him, but come Monday;, is there
any evidence of that in our lives? Is there evidence of my worship and love for
God just in my words, or also in my actions? Do | confess Jesus with my mouth or
is my heart really in it? Is our worship authentic or is it in vain?

Psalm 24 reminds us that those who can really worship — who can ascend to the
Holy Place and encounter God — are those with clean hands and pure hearts, in
other words, those whose internal life with Him has spilled over into their actions
and attitudes.

Psalm 24:1-4:

“The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it,
the world, and all who live in it;

2 for he founded it on the seas
and established it on the waters.

3 Who may ascend the mountain of the Lord?
Who may stand in his holy place?

4 The one who has clean hands and a pure heart,
who does not trust in an idol
or swear by a false god.”
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Going deeper

1. Read Luke 11:37-54. In what ways do you think you’re tempted to “clean the
outside” without really worrying about what’s inside?

2. s there any part of your worship that is about impressing others, following
rules or ticking boxes rather than about loving God?

3. Spend some time evaluating the purity of your heart and the cleanness of
your hands. Ask God to reveal anything to you that is
inauthentic or impure.

4. Listen to the song Give us clean hands®® by Chris Tomlin.
This version is by Grace Church St. Louis.

15 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWvztQBokSI
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Thursday

Worship God can’t stand

Throughout Scripture, we see that God does not have as much of an issue with
irreligious or “sinful” people as we’d often like to think. Jesus spent a lot of time
with those kinds of people (those who are “empty” and know it). The people with
whom Jesus had the biggest issue were the religious lot... those who liked to
parade around showing off how good and pious they were, but for whom it was
all an insincere show. In the Old Testament, we see God’s abhorrence of religious
pageantry clearly and forcefully in the prophet Amos’ warning for the people of
Judah. It is a tough passage, but one we need to hear regularly:

Amos 5:21-24:

‘I hate, | despise your religious festivals;
your assemblies are a stench to me.

22 Fyen though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings,
I will not accept them.

Though you bring choice fellowship offerings,
I will have no regard for them.

23 Away with the noise of your songs!
| will not listen to the music of your harps.

24 Byt let justice roll on like a river,
righteousness like a never-failing stream!

God is not interested in religious pretence. In fact, it is deeply offensive and
detestable to Him. If our faith doesn’t translate into justice and impact the way
we engage with other people in the world, our outward “show” of faith is
repulsive to God and it is nothing but empty praise. On the other hand, when
genuine love for God becomes true love for others that is moved to action in
justice and compassion, we become the image-bearers of Christ in the world we
were created to be. There is so much power in authentic worship that leads to a
pouring out of self and surrendering our lives in the Master’s hands. On the other
hand, there is so much damage that comes from empty worship that is fake and
self-serving.
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If we examine Scripture, there is no getting away from the fact that true worship

is sacrificial and that worship and justice are inextricably linked.

Isaiah 58:6-9:
‘Is not this the kind of fasting | have chosen:
to loose the chains of injustice
and untie the cords of the yoke,
to set the oppressed free
and break every yoke?
7 Is it not to share your food with the hungry
and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter —
when you see the naked, to clothe them,
and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?
8 Then your light will break forth like the dawn,
and your healing will quickly appear;
then your righteousness will go before you,
and the glory of the Lord will be your rear guard.
9 Then you will call, and the Lord will answer;
you will cry for help, and he will say: here am |I.

Going deeper

1. Asyou reflect on the passages from Amos 5 and Isaiah 58,
what stands out for you and why?

2. What do you think God really thinks about your worship?

3. Listen to the song, God of Justice®® by Tim Hughes.
Read Micah 6:6-8. How is God calling you to act justly, to
love mercy or to walk humbly with Him right now?

5. Watch this video (5min) by the Bible Project about the
Biblical view of Justice.”

16 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ervz11HibSk
17 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A14THPoc4-4
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Friday

The noise of lovelessness

True worship is rooted in real love. Without love we have nothing.

1 Corinthians 13:1-3:

“If | speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, | am only a
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If | have the gift of prophecy and can
fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if | have a faith that can move
mountains, but do not have love, | am nothing. 3 If | give all | possess to the poor
and give over my body to hardship that | may boast, but do not have love, | gain
nothing.”

Easter is the ultimate reminder that we can only love because God first loved us (1
John 4:19). He died for us while we were His enemies (Rom 5:8), but invites us
into a love relationship with Himself. Our response to the divine love of Jesus
must be real love for Him and others from the depths of our being. If we are not
motivated by love, our sincerest efforts are empty and our worship is just noise.
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“To have the mind of Christ is to have love as the ultimate reason for everything
said, and everything done, and everything desired.”
— G Campbell Morgan?®

When Jesus was asked what obeying and following God really looked like, He
summed it up with love: loving God with everything we are, and loving others
(Matthew 22:36-40). Later, just before His death, He gave His disciples a new
commandment — to love others as He had loved them (John 13:34-35). He said
that this, their love, would be the defining characteristic of His followers. Love is
what is meant to identify us and set us apart. Does it?

The new commandment is a command to choose the way of Jesus over the way
of the world or self. It means laying down and emptying ourselves so that we
might embrace God and others. Jesus’ love was marked by sacrifice and by
surrender to God’s will. He loved by doing what His Father had called Him to do,
to the point of death. We will always be able to love others best when we are
surrendered to God most fully. That’s where the power and strength of our love
comes from — from being in right relationship with God, which leads us to being
overwhelmed and awed by His love for us, understanding the depths of His grace
and His delight in us, and then by choosing to give ourselves to Him so that He
can do with us whatever He wills. May we choose to empty ourselves of
everything else and to be vessels of His redeeming love.

Going deeper

1. Read Matthew 22:23-45 and John 13. Pay attention to what happens before
the New Commandment is given in John 13 (the washing of the disciples’ feet
and the prediction of Peter’s denial). How does this frame the commandment
Jesus gives, or expand your understanding of it?

2. How loving are you right now? What is hindering your ability to love and how
can you deal with it?

8 Morgan, G.C. 2006. The Westminster Pulpit, Vol 4. Grand Rapids: Baker Books, p.237.
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3. Read 1 Corinthians 13. What is most challenging for you
right now in terms of how love is described here?

4. Listen to The Heart of Worship®® by Brandon Lake. How can
you come back to the heart of worship today?

Saturday

True worship

What is the kind of worship God desires? He hates lip-service and empty praises.
He longs for authentic offerings that come from a place of real love and surrender,
and that transform us from the inside out. Jesus described the kind of worship
God desires as worshipping in spirit and truth.

John 4:19-26:
15 /Sjr,” the woman said, ‘I can see that you are a prophet. 2° Our ancestors

worshipped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must
worship is in Jerusalem.’

1% https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Omls_iwUgM
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2 ‘Woman,’ Jesus replied, ‘believe me, a time is coming when you will worship the
Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. %2 You Samaritans worship what
you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the

Jews. 2 Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshippers will
worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshippers
the Father seeks. 2 God is spirit, and his worshippers must worship in the Spirit
and in truth.” 2> The woman said, ‘I know that Messiah’ (called Christ) ‘is coming.
When he comes, he will explain everything to us.” %6 Then Jesus declared, ‘I, the
one speaking to you — I am he.’

The woman at the well, to whom these words were spoken, was the most unlikely
of worshippers. If Jesus were following the rules of social engagements, He
shouldn’t even have been speaking to her at all. She was marginalised and
vulnerable, with nothing to offer and much shame to bear, and yet Jesus sought
her out as the one to whom this truth would be imparted. He didn’t teach about
what true worship looked like in the synagogues surrounded by the religious
leaders. He shared it with a questionable nobody on a dusty road at a well. Why?
Partly because the message was about the accessibility of worship and where it
could happen. Worship is not confined to a temple, a church or a holy place and it
is not reserved for the “righteous”. The worship God desires resides in the
transformed hearts of those who know how empty they are and how much they
need Him, and who respond to Him out of love and gratitude.

Worshipping in spirit and truth means holding the spiritual and practical in
tension. Worship is a mystery and something in which our spirits engage as we are
supernaturally transformed and empowered by the Holy Spirit, but it is also an act
of will that we must decide to do. We may or may not feel particularly loving or
grateful, but we need to choose to worship and honour God because of the truth
of who He is anyway, no matter what our emotions tell us. True worship is a
matter of the head and the heart. We have to interrogate our beliefs and make
sure that we understand the truth about who God is so that we can worship Him
accurately, but we cannot get so focused on information about God that we miss
the point of being in relationship with God and loving Him wholeheartedly.
Worshipping in truth also means that there is authenticity and honesty in our
worship. It is not put on, but comes from pure motives and is expressed in the
way we live our daily lives. Real worship is deeply connected to the spiritual
realm but has its feet firmly planted on the dusty ground in our present reality.
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“Worship must be Christ-centred, Holy Spirit led, a response to the Father, about
intimacy and service and always lead to transformation!"
Tim Hughes?

Going deeper

1. Spend some time today thinking about whether you tend more to the side of
spirit (mystery, experience, emotion and the heart) or truth (logic,
understanding, study, facts and the brain). What could you do today to get
out of your comfort zone in seeking and worshipping God? (For example, if
you are a very logical, cerebral person, perhaps you could do something
creative as you spend time with God? If you are a very creative person,
perhaps you can watch a theological lecture, read some deeper articles about
faith or do an in-depth Bible study).

2. Look up and reflect on the following passages: 1 Samuel 16:7, 2 Corinthians
3:17,1 John 3:11-24.

20 hitps://www.experiencingworship.com/
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HOLY WEEK

PROMIS
THREATS

TOMB

Monday

Empty promises

As we enter Holy Week, we are reminded of the scenes that played out as the
shadow of the cross fell over Jesus. This week, we will reflect on the empty
promises of the disciples, the empty threats of Jesus’ enemies and ultimately, on
the empty tomb that stands as the greatest symbol of victory in all of history.
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Prayer

Lord Jesus, as we enter this holy week, | know that it is in reality, no more holy
than any other. Every day and every moment is holy because you are with me in
it, and yet this week, | remember again how you made that possible. | slow down
to look and to really see the cross. | feel the weight of it. | allow its shadow to fall
over me, and in that darkness, | acknowledge the darkness and emptiness of my
soul. I let the reality of Your pain, suffering and sorrow grip my heart so that | may

once again stand in awe of Your love. | hear your call to die, to lay everything
down again, to empty myself, so that | may truly live. With a grateful heart, | bring
all I am to You.

Amen.

Peter genuinely loved Jesus. His love (and his other strong emotions) practically
leap off the pages of the Gospels. No one can doubt His love, but our emotions
are not enough when it comes to choosing a life of surrender to God and His
ways. We have to make a choice, or rather, consistent choices, and learn to

contend with our will.

Matthew 26:31-35:

31 Then Jesus 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.” 32 But after | have risen, | will go ahead of you into Galilee.’

33 peter replied, ‘Even if all fall away on account of you, | never will.” 3 ‘Truly | tell
you,” Jesus answered, ‘this very night, before the cock crows, you will disown me
three times. 3° But Peter declared, ‘Even if | have to die with you, | will never
disown you.” And all the other disciples said the same.

Peter is so sure of himself in this moment. He has all the right heart and none of
the follow-through. He vastly overestimates his steadfastness and courage... and
don’t we all. Here, he makes the empty promise that he will be with Jesus no
matter what, but just a few verses later when Jesus asks one simple thing (to
watch and pray with Him), at just about the worst moment of his life, Peter and
the other disciples can’t do it.
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Matthew 26:36-41:

Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to
them, ‘Sit here while | go over there and pray.’ 3” He took Peter and the two sons
of Zebedee along with him, and he began to be sorrowful and troubled. 3 Then he
said to them, ‘My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay
here and keep watch with me.’ 3° Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the
ground and prayed, ‘My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me.
Yet not as I will, but as you will.”*° Then he returned to his disciples and found
them sleeping. ‘Couldn’t you men keep watch with me for one hour?’ he asked
Peter. #* ‘Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is
willing, but the flesh is weak.’

This little line summarises so much of our struggle as disciples: the spirit is willing,
but the flesh is weak. Our hearts may be full of love for Jesus but we have to learn
to master our physical selves and our human desires that shout very loudly. When
Jesus spoke to His disciples about willing spirits and weak flesh, He was talking
about them, but He was also talking about Himself. His spirit was willing to do
what God wanted, but His flesh was weak, and therefore He experienced grief
and wrestling in the garden. In His perfection, He could overcome the weakness
of the flesh and surrender to God’s will, but very often, we find that we can’t,
even when we want to. Like Peter, we are full of empty promises to God, and
sometimes even to ourselves. May we not be as blind to our weakness. Perhaps if
Peter had been a little bit less confident in his own ability to do the right thing, he
would have relied more on the power of God.

Going deeper

1. Are there any empty promises you have made or are making to God or
yourself at the moment?

2.  Where are you struggling to let your actions match your heart or your desires
in your walk with God?

3. Do some honest reflection about where you are dealing with weakness of the
flesh. What physical or practical things are a stumbling block to your faith?
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4. Jesus asked the disciples to watch and pray. He asks the
same of us. How is your prayer life at present? Watch this
clip? Prayer is more practice than theory (5 min) by Tyler
Statton for some inspiration.

Tuesday

Broken promises

Luke 22:54-62:

%4 Then seizing him, they led him away and took him into the house of the high
priest. Peter followed at a distance. >* And when some there had kindled a fire in
the middle of the courtyard and had sat down together, Peter sat down with
them. *6 A servant-girl saw him seated there in the firelight. She looked closely at
him and said, ‘This man was with him.’

57 But he denied it. ‘Woman, | don’t know him,” he said. > A little later someone
else saw him and said, ‘You also are one of them.” ‘Man, | am not!’ Peter replied.
59 About an hour later another asserted, ‘Certainly this fellow was with him, for he

2! hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Zr1 403 Mk
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is a Galilean.” % Peter replied, ‘Man, | don’t know what you’re talking about!” Just
as he was speaking, the cock crowed. ! The Lord turned and looked straight at
Peter. Then Peter remembered the word the Lord had spoken to him: ‘Before the
cock crows today, you will disown me three times.’ ° And he went outside and
wept bitterly.

There is something so tragic, and so hauntingly familiar, about Peter’s denial of
Jesus. The same man who just the night before had vowed to die for Jesus if he
needed to, and who cut off a soldier’s ear in a desperate attempt to defend Him,
flat out denied even knowing Him just a few hours later. If we’re honest, we all
know that fickleness of heart all too well. We know how easy it is to profess our
unswerving devotion to God one moment and to compromise the next; to
worship on Sunday and to do things according to the “real world” on Monday. We
know how easy it is to deny Jesus by our actions and choices and it often leads us
to a place of despair.

Peter’s despair came partly from his confusion. One moment he was standing
with Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration beholding the glory of the Messiah
(Matthew 17) and the next, the Anointed One was being arrested and tried like a
common criminal. What had happened to His promised Kingdom? What would
become of their dreams? What had he been spending the last three years of his
life doing?

His despair also came from His failure. Whether or not He understood what was
happening and how God’s plan was to play out, he knew he had failed his friend
in the deepest possible way. He had allowed fear and self-perseveration to
overwhelm loyalty and love.

Perhaps you can identify with despair that comes from a place of confusion and
failing to understand God'’s plan... from simply not understanding what God is
doing and feeling lost in the story of your own life. Or perhaps, you can relate to
the despair that comes from feeling like you have failed — like you have let people
down, or let God down. Peter certainly knew what that felt like, but we are
reminded that Jesus never leaves us in those places of despair for long. That
doesn’t mean they are not real. Peter had to suffer through days of despair and
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uncertainty, but restoration came for him (see John 21). There is restoration for us
too. The cross reminds us that Jesus dealt with all our failures in a very final way
so that we don’t have to stay stuck in despair or our own broken promises. Our
promises may be temporary and fickle, but His are eternal and will never fail.

Going deeper

1. Canyou identify with Peter’s confusion or sense of failure?
In what ways have you denied Jesus recently? Are there
aspects of your life that deny your love for Him?

2. Watch this Spoken Word?? for Easter about the Denial of
Peter by Dai Woolridge (5 min).

3. God’s promises stand firm, no matter what. Spend some
time today working through some of the promises from
Scripture. You can find some here?3, What stands out for
you?

22 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q1CJOgb_pwl|
2 https://www.biblestudytools.com/topical-verses/gods-promises-verses-in-the-bible/
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Wednesday
Empty Threats

John 18:28-40:

Then the Jewish leaders took Jesus from Caiaphas to the palace of the Roman
governor. By now it was early morning, and to avoid ceremonial uncleanness they
did not enter the palace, because they wanted to be able to eat the Passover. % So
Pilate came out to them and asked, ‘What charges are you bringing against this
man?’ 30 ‘If he were not a criminal,’” they replied, ‘we would not have handed him
over to you.” 3! Pilate said, ‘Take him yourselves and judge him by your own law.’
‘But we have no right to execute anyone,’ they objected. 32 This took place to fulfil
what Jesus had said about the kind of death he was going to die.

33 pilate then went back inside the palace, summoned Jesus and asked him, ‘Are
you the king of the Jews?’ 3 Is that your own idea,’ Jesus asked, ‘or did others talk
to you about me?’ 3°‘Am | a Jew?’ Pilate replied. ‘Your own people and chief
priests handed you over to me. What is it you have done?’

36 Jesus said, ‘My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight
to prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my kingdom is from another
place.” 37 “You are a king, then!’ said Pilate. Jesus answered, ‘You say that | am a
king. In fact, the reason | was born and came into the world is to testify to the
truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.” 38 ‘What is truth?’ retorted
Pilate. With this he went out again to the Jews gathered there and said, ‘I find no
basis for a charge against him. ° But it is your custom for me to release to you one
prisoner at the time of the Passover. Do you want me to release “the king of the
Jews”?’ % They shouted back, ‘No, not him! Give us Barabbas!” Now Barabbas had
taken part in an uprising.

This interaction between Pilate and Jesus is really a conversation about two
different realities. In one, it is the power of the state and earthly kingdoms that
matter. On the other, God’s Kingdom has come and will be victorious no matter
what Pilate does. In one reality, Jesus is a beaten and powerless prisoner with no
one to save Him. In the other, He is the Saviour of all. In one reality the threats of
the crowds and the powers that be will lead to His death, but in the other, they
can only lead to real life.
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It is easy for us, like Pilate, to listen to the voices around us, especially when they
shout loudly. Our present reality will seek to inform our decisions and frame our
perspectives. It will claim to be the truth, but Jesus clearly stated that He is the
Truth (John 14:6) and here again, He tells Pilate that He came to “testify to the
truth”, but Pilate cannot see or accept it.

The way of discipleship is choosing a life of seeking the Truth in Christ alone and
living by His reality. The threats and pressures of the world will not disappear but
we must view them as the empty threats they are, that are here today and gone
tomorrow. Our true reality, because of the cross of Christ, is the eternal and
unchanging love of God.

Romans 8:35-39:

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or
persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36 As it is written: ‘For
your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be
slaughtered.” 37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him
who loved us. 38 For | am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor
demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39 neither height nor
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Going deeper

1. In what ways are you tempted to live according to your current physical
reality rather than the reality of God’s Kingdom? How do you think you can
shift your perspective?

2. How can you proactively listen to the Truth of God, rather than the voices
around you right now?

3. Isthere any way in which you are trying to please people
rather than God?

4. Listen to the song, The Voice of Truth?* by Casting Crowns.
What is the Voice of Truth speaking over you today?

2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CsiBjcOUIA
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Thursday

Empty Accusations

John 19:7-16:

7The Jewish leaders insisted, ‘We have a law, and according to that law he must
die, because he claimed to be the Son of God.” 8 When Pilate heard this, he was
even more afraid, ° and he went back inside the palace. ‘Where do you come
from?’ he asked Jesus, but Jesus gave him no answer. 1° ‘Do you refuse to speak to
me?’ Pilate said. ‘Don’t you realise | have power either to free you or to crucify
you?’ M Jesus answered, ‘You would have no power over me if it were not given to
you from above. Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a
greater sin.’

12 From then on, Pilate tried to set Jesus free, but the Jewish leaders kept shouting,
‘If you let this man go, you are no friend of Caesar. Anyone who claims to be a
king opposes Caesar.” ** When Pilate heard this, he brought Jesus out and sat
down on the judge’s seat at a place known as the Stone Pavement (which in
Aramaic is Gabbatha). ** It was the day of Preparation of the Passover; it was
about noon. ‘Here is your king,’ Pilate said to the Jews.
15 But they shouted, ‘Take him away! Take him away! Crucify him!’
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‘Shall I crucify your king?’ Pilate asked.
‘We have no king but Caesar,’ the chief priests answered.
1 Finally Pilate handed him over to them to be crucified.

Pilate thought he had power over Jesus’ fate but in reality, we know that the One
who stood before Him had power beyond his wildest imagination. Pilate keeps
ironically referring to Jesus as a king but doesn’t understand what he’s saying. One
day, every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that He truly is king and
Lord of all (Phil 2:11). What self-control it must have taken for Jesus not to have
used His power to save Himself! The One Who spoke creation into being could
have ended His suffering with a single word and yet, the only words He chose to
speak from the cross were those of forsakenness (Matthew 27:46) and
forgiveness (Luke 23:34). Why? Because of love. Because the King of the universe
regards all of it as incomplete and out of order when YOU are not seated beside
Him in the heavenlies and when you are not enfolded in His eternal embrace.

Please, don’t turn away. Not yet, please. Do you see the thorns piercing His brow?
The disfigurement of His face? The spikes splitting His hands and feet? The jeering
crowds at the foot of the cross? They didn’t kill him. They would have if they could
have — but they could not. He gave His life. He shielded His enemies who were
worthy of death by dying Himself in their stead. He suffered murder to save His
murderers. He suffered shame to save His mockers. And He would do it again... Is
this not the destiny of Perfect Love in a fallen world? — Charles Slagle?

The political and religious leaders rebuked and derided Him. The soldiers mocked
Him. The crowd jeered Him. Even a criminal dying beside Him cursed and
ridiculed Him, but soon the earth would be dark and all the noise would be
silenced. The empty threats would give way to the empty tomb and everlasting
victory.

25 slagle, Charles. 1992. From the Father’s Heart: A Glimpse of God’s Nature and Ways.
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Going deeper

1. ReadJohn 19 and ask God to speak to your heart. What is
He saying to you through these verses?

2. Listen to Hillsong’s Man of Sorrows?® and use it as a
response in worship today.

Friday
Empty taunts

Good Friday is a day of darkness and death and yet, it is called “good”. Only Jesus
could turn a day of horror into a day of hope. Only He can turn death into life.

Many threats were made and taunts flung at Jesus on that day, but in the end, all
of them were empty. On the surface, this was the day that Jesus was killed, but in
reality, His crucifixion was his enthronement. The religious leaders thought they
were silencing a threat to their way of life, but His movement was really just
about to begin and to upend their ritualistic worship. The Roman authorities

26 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b48fPuO8GY0
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thought they were terminating a troublemaker, but the true power of His
Kingdom was about to be revealed.

Matthew 27:33-44:

33 They came to a place called Golgotha (which means ‘the place of the

skull’). 3 There they offered Jesus wine to drink, mixed with gall; but after tasting
it, he refused to drink it. 3> When they had crucified him, they divided up his
clothes by casting lots. 3¢ And sitting down, they kept watch over him

there. 37 Above his head they placed the written charge against him: THIS IS JESUS,
THE KING OF THE JEWS. 38 Two rebels were crucified with him, one on his right and one
on his left. 3° Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads *° and
saying, ‘You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, save
yourself! Come down from the cross, if you are the Son of God!” ** In the same way
the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders mocked him. #? ‘He saved
others,’ they said, ‘but he can’t save himself! He’s the king of Israel! Let him come
down now from the cross, and we will believe in him. ** He trusts in God. Let God
rescue him now if he wants him, for he said, “I am the Son of God.”” *In the same
way the rebels who were crucified with him also heaped insults on him.

Never before, and never since has ultimate power allowed Himself to be made so
weak. It seemed like death had won and as though the story was finished, but
Jesus declared “It is finished” (John 19:30) with an entirely different intent. The
story was just beginning, but the empty threats of sin and death were defeated
and would be silenced forever. Jesus’ work was finished, sin was finished, death
was finished. Jesus’ statement wasn’t one of surrender, but of ultimate victory.

On Good Friday we mourn the cost of our sin, but we rejoice in the eternal hope
Jesus brings. On that day, death did its worst and lost, and now all it holds over us
is an empty threat.

1 Corinthians 15:50-58:

“I declare to you, brothers and sisters, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the
kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. *! Listen, I tell
you a mystery: we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed —>2in a flash, in the
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twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will
be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. >3 For the perishable must clothe
itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. ** When the
perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with
immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: ‘Death has been
swallowed up in victory.’
55 ‘“Where, O death, is your victory?

Where, O death, is your sting?’
%6 The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. *? But thanks be to God!
He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.
8 Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let nothing move you.
Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your
labour in the Lord is not in vain.

The power of the cross leaves all other powers empty.
The hope of the cross brings true fulfilment that can never be shaken.

Going deeper

1. Corinthians 15 references several other passages. Look up
Isaiah 25:5-8 and Hosea 13:14.

2. Listen to the song It is finished?” by Passion.

3. Watch this clip (5min) by Passion about Good Friday called
What’s so good about Good Friday ??

27 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eEiFSrBwljk
28 hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FzxXvEtf9D0&list=PL9e-
PXBaij8rbYco718wDTOdzwsexly C&index=2&t=34s
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Saturday
Empty Tomb

Holy Saturday is a day of waiting in the in-between. Today we are stuck in an in-
between space. We wait between death and resurrection, between darkness and
light, between defeat and victory. Sunday is coming and tomorrow we celebrate
the reality of the empty tomb, but today there is a pregnant pause as we long for
the reality of the resurrection.

In many ways, we live permanently in this place. On this side of heaven, we are all
waiting for the day when true resurrection comes and we are waiting for the
power of the resurrection to truly transform us. It often feels like we are defeated
and that the world is winning. We can easily be tempted to feel like darkness has
won and death has had the final word. Here, in the in-between place of waiting, it
is easy to doubt and to lose hope. The world is full of pain and anguish but there
is always hope because the tomb is empty.

Jesus is not in the tomb. He is alive.

The tomb is not filled with our sin or our shame. It is empty.

The tomb is not filled with records of the debt we must repay. It is finished.
The tomb is not filled with potential threats for tomorrow. His victory is final.
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The first time the word empty appears in Scripture is right in the beginning, in
Genesis 1:2:

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 Now the earth was
formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of
God was hovering over the waters.”

God spoke into the emptiness and created life. The empty tomb is an invitation to
re-creation. God speaks into that empty space again and brings about new life to
those who will receive it. Jesus makes all things new.

Going deeper

1. In what ways do you feel like you are living in the in-between? In what areas
of your life do you long for resurrection reality? Pray for God to bring His
truth and power to those places today.

2. How do you want to ask God to bring about re-creation in empty places in
your life?

3. Read Ephesians 1:18-23. What does it mean to you that the same power that
raised Christ from the dead is at work in you? Do you
experience this in your life? Why or why not?

4. Listen to Elevation Worship’s Graves into Gardens?® as you
celebrate the power of Jesus and the resurrection.

2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YihKbG8-X3U
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Monday
The emptiness of our own efforts

There’s an awful moment for the disciples after Easter when they’re not sure
what to do next. Jesus had risen and appeared to them a few times, but they had
lots of questions and not many answers. They didn’t know what the plan was
supposed to be going forward and so, Peter decided to go fishing. He (and some
of the other disciples) had been fishermen before they left to be full-time
followers of Jesus a few years earlier and now, in this time of great turmoil and
uncertainty, they went back to what they knew. They needed to earn a living and
had no idea what lay ahead or what they were supposed to do next. Although
Peter had seen Jesus once or twice after the resurrection, there is no indication
that they’d had any kind of conversation yet. Peter’s denial was still hanging over
him like a dark cloud. He most likely thought he had disqualified himself from any
future in Jesus’ ministry and had no idea what lay before him, so he and the
others headed out onto the water and fished all night, but caught nothing. They
were coming up empty.

John 21:1-3:

Afterwards Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Galilee. It
happened this way: 2 Simon Peter, Thomas (also known as Didymus), Nathanael
from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were
together. 3 ‘I’'m going out to fish,” Simon Peter told them, and they said, ‘We’ll go
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with you.” So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught
nothing.

How often does it feel like our own plans and resourcefulness lead us to a place of
frustration and emptiness? Even though a few of the disciples were professionals,
they did not manage to catch a single fish. Their own effort produced nothing.
This reminds me of John 15, just a few chapters before, in which Jesus spoke
about human effort apart from God and that it produces nothing at all.

John 15:5-8:

5 ‘1am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will
bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. 6 If you do not remain in me,
you are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked
up, thrown into the fire and burned. 7 If you remain in me and my words remain in
you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 8 This is to my Father’s
glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.

Even when God'’s plan seems entirely unclear to us, when we attempt to press
forward in our own wisdom and effort, we will accomplish nothing of value.
Sometimes even though we know the reality of Easter, we don’t feel like we’re
living in its power. Resorting to our own plans, apart from Jesus will only lead to
emptiness. He alone is the source of power, fullness and life.

“It is nothing, then, that we can produce; it is nothing that we can do in ourselves.
It is just this tremendous awareness of our utter nothingness as we come face-to-
face with God.” - Martyn Lloyd-Jones®

Going deeper

1. Do you feel like you live in the reality of God’s resurrection power? Why or
why not?

30 https://thepastorsworkshop.com/sermon-quotes-on-the-beatitudes/
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2. Isthere anything you're attempting to do in your own effort at the moment?
How can you stop and ask God to guide you, empower you or
lead you? What do you perhaps need to let go? How can you
plan less and pray more?

3. Use the song, I surrender®! by Hillsong as an anthem of
worship and surrender today.

31 hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A4N2ausO65w
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Tuesday
On the other side

The disciples’ own efforts resulted in nothing but empty nets. We cannot live in
the reality of the resurrection without the empowering of the resurrected Christ.
When He is with us, it makes all the difference.

John 1:4-9:

“Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realise
that it was Jesus. ° He called out to them, ‘Friends, haven’t you any fish?’ ‘No,” they
answered. é He said, ‘Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you will find
some.” When they did, they were unable to haul the net in because of the large
number of fish.

7 Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, ‘It is the Lord!’ As soon as
Simon Peter heard him say, ‘It is the Lord,” he wrapped his outer garment round
him (for he had taken it off) and jumped into the water.  The other disciples
followed in the boat, towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore,
about a hundred metres. ° When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals
there with fish on it, and some bread.”

John 21 clearly parallels an earlier miracle that Jesus performed, as recorded in
Luke 5:1-11. He had previously done almost the same thing, challenging Peter to
cast his nets on the other side after a fruitless night of fishing. On that day, there
was a miraculous catch that nearly sank Peter’s boat and that changed the
trajectory of his life. He left fish-catching for person-fishing as a follower of Jesus.
He heeded Jesus’ call. He was very aware of the fact that he was a sinful man
then, and now, a few years later, his awareness of his failures must have felt even
more overwhelming as he grappled with his denial of Jesus before His death. In a
redemption story only Jesus could have scripted, there is a great “reset” and Peter
was taken right back to the moment of his first calling. Just as Jesus filled Peter’s
empty nets once before, He filled them again. All his failings had not disqualified
his purpose and the original plan for which Jesus had called him. Our failures
don’t disqualify us either. Grace abounds.
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Going deeper

1. Read Luke 5:1-11. What stands out for you about this passage?

2. Read the whole chapter of John 21. How does Jesus’ restoration of Peter
resonate with you?

3. Watch this scene of the calling of Peter and the miraculous catch from The
Chosen® (5 min). How do you think Peter felt in that
moment, and how do you think he felt the second time it
happened as recorded in John 21? What is God speaking
to your heart as you contemplate this?

32 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hWGCkovAUWM
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Wednesday
The power of redemption

There is no more beautiful moment in Scripture for me than John 21:15-19. Here,
the disciple who thought his failure was final was restored with such power and
hope... and so there is hope for every other flawed follower too. Jesus asked Peter
“Do you love me?” three times — one for each of his denials, and each time, He
affirmed that Peter was still called to feed His lambs and lead His people. If we
look at the Greek words in this passage, there is an added layer we miss in
English.

There are four Greek words for “love: phileo, which is friendship and
companionship love, storge which is familial love or compassion, eros, which is
romantic love, and agape, which is the unfailing, unconditional love of God - the
love we strive to emulate, but in our human condition, don’t get right very often.

In this passage, the first two times, Jesus asked, “John, do you agape me...” and
John replied with “Yes, Lord, you know that | phileo you....” Jesus keeps asking if
he loves Him with unfailing spiritual devotion, with the sacrificial love with which
he is loved by God, and Peter, perhaps for the first time with an awareness of
himself and his limitations responds with an answer that implies, “I can’t love like
that Jesus. You’ve seen my frailty and my failure, but | love you with all the
human love | can muster.” All his over-confidence seems to have dissipated and
he’s far more realistic about his own ability than he was before. Sometimes, that
is the gift of failure. It forces us to be real about who and where we are. Right
there we can be used most mightily by a merciful God.

The third time Jesus asks Peter, “Do you phileo me?” and we read that Peter was
grieved when Jesus asked him this. The question has moved from, “Do you agape
me more than all these...” to “Do you agape me” to “Do you phileo me...”
becoming more human, more realistic. Peter’s love was far from perfect, but it
was enough in Jesus’ grace and he is recommissioned.

We are called, like Peter, to be made new in the love of God and then, to go out
into the world and fulfil the calling He has for us, not because we are perfect, but

53



despite our imperfections. If we let Him, God will use our failures and our
brokenness and make them part of a story that brings Him glory.

You too are invited to answer the question, even in the midst of your failure: “Do
you love me?” and if the answer is yes, no matter how imperfect that love is,
Jesus commissions you to go out and impact the world for Him.

Going deeper

1. Isthere anything you need to bring before God to redeem? What does He
want to speak into your failure today?

2. Look up and reflect on the following Scriptures about redemption: Psalm
107:1-9, Isaiah 44:22, Ephesians 1:7, Galatians 2:20,
Galatians 3:13.

3. Listen to the song, Mercy3 by Maverick City and spend
some time thanking God for His mercy and His redeeming
love today.

33 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tKo4xUeO9B8
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Thursday
Wait for the gift

Acts 1:4-8:

“On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this

command: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised,
which you have heard me speak about. 5 For John baptised with water, but in a
few days you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit.” 6 Then they gathered round
him and asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to
Israel?’ 7 He said to them: ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father
has set by his own authority. 8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit
comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.””

When Jesus ascended into heaven, He instructed His disciples to wait for the gift
of the Holy Spirit. They had been commissioned and trained but they were still
empty and fragile human vessels without the power to fulfil their calling. All that
was about the change with the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost. The Spirit
would make the new resurrection life of Christ real in every heart and in the daily
activities of their lives. It was the Spirit that would, and did, empower them to be
witnesses for Jesus and set the world ablaze with His message.

Acts 2:1-4:

“When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2 Suddenly
a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole
house where they were sitting. 3 They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that
separated and came to rest on each of them. 4 All of them were filled with the
Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.”

Some of us rejoice at the empty tomb but we don’t fully know the power of
resurrection because we will not wait in the upper room for the Spirit to come.
We are continually empty and in need of being filled anew with the Spirit of God.
It is only when we allow God to breathe on us again that we can truly be made
new. It is only when we continually pour ourselves out in love and rely on the
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Spirit to be poured out on us that we can live in the fullness of power and life God
intended.

Help me Holy Ghost
I need You more than anything
All my best ideas are Yours
So what am | but what You make of me

So help me, God
Breathe on my weakness
For all | want is to be like Jesus
I don't have much
But what | have is Yours to use

So make my whole life Your upper room
- Upper Room, Hillsong

Going deeper

1. How may God be calling you to “wait in the upper
room” right now?

2. Listen to the song, Fresh Wind?*, by Hillsong and use it
as a prayer to ask God to fill you with His Spirit again.

3. Read and reflect on Joel 2:18-32.

34 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7LRqPaBCRVs
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Friday

An invitation to be filled

Isaiah 55:1-13:

“‘Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters;

and you who have no money, come, buy and eat!

Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost.

2 Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labour on what does not
satisfy? Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and you will delight in the
richest of fare.

3 Give ear and come to me; listen, that you may live.
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What a beautiful invitation... if only we would say yes. Our default is to try to
meet our own needs and fulfil our own desires, but the open-ended invitation of
God for all of us is to find everything our hearts truly desire in Him. The
outstretched arms of Jesus on the cross are an invitation to come, and to keep
coming back. It’s an invitation to let go: to let go of our failures, our self-
righteousness and pride, our sin, our shame, and to find hope and life. It is an
invitation to run towards God instead of away from Him, and to remember that
His love for us is stronger than any other force in this world. When we accept His
invitation we find true healing, redemption and satisfaction for our souls.

Let go of everything,
now, in this moment.
In the perfect poverty of prayer
walk away from it all to God,
poor and naked, alone and without recourse.
Utterly needy and dependent,
fall helplessly into God'’s waiting arms,
where you will receive,

Beloved, you will receive.
- Steve Garnaas Holmes

Going deeper

1. Read the full chapter of Isaiah 55. How do you think the invitation at the
beginning translates into being sent out with joy?

2. Imagine that Jesus is saying these words from Isaiah 55 to you today: Why
spend money on what is not bread, and your labour on what does not satisfy?
Where are you seeking fulfilment and life apart from Him? How can you
accept His invitation?

3. Listen to Bethel’s Come to Me®> and respond to God in
worship.

35 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOoxyRIly6 4
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Saturday

Filled with the fullness of God

Ephesians 3:14-21:

1 For this reason | kneel before the Father, ** from whom every family in heaven
and on earth derives its name. *6| pray that out of his glorious riches he may
strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, ¥ so that Christ
may dwell in your hearts through faith. And | pray that you, being rooted and
established in love, *® may have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to
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grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, *° and to know
this love that surpasses knowledge — that you may be filled to the measure of all
the fullness of God. 2° Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all
we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, ?* to him be
glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and
ever! Amen.

God intends for you to live a life brimming with His love and power. You are called
to be full “with all his light, love, wisdom, holiness, power, and glory. A perfection
far beyond a bare freedom from sin.”*¢ How can we comprehend that God
chooses to reside within us and more than that, that the uncontainable, infinite
God pours Himself completely into us? You were created for fullness, beauty and
wonder... for the life that is truly life. How do we experience this and live “filled to
the measure of the fullness of God” (vs 19)? We begin to experience God’s
fullness when we let His Spirit strengthen us, when our faith allows Christ to
pervade every aspect of our being, and when we live firmly rooted in His
overwhelming love.

May we strive each day to more fully comprehend the love of God in Christ so
that we may, at all times, be filled with His fullness. There is no emptiness He
can’t fill, no sin He can’t save, no failure He can’t redeem and nothing He cannot
do. That is the promise of the cross and empty tomb. May we always live in Easter
hope and resurrection glory.

Going deeper

1. Read the full chapter of Ephesians 3. What stands out for you?
What do you think it means to be filled with the fullness of God?

3. How do you think faith, love and community (together with all God’s holy
people — vs 18) impact experiencing the fullness of God in your life?

4. God can do exceedingly more than we can ask or imagine.
How can you increase your capacity for His miracles and
power?

5. Listen to My Jesus®” by Anne Wilson as you celebrate the
Jesus of the empty tomb and infinite possibilities.

36 Wesley, John. 1766. John Wesley’s notes on the Bible.
37 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cWLm62z42Gk8
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