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A Word From the Editor
Maturity provides us with the wonderful 

perspective of understanding that not all 
endings mean “the end.” Many endings do, 
in fact, pave the way for new beginnings, 
things that would otherwise not have hap-
pened had a door not slammed shut in our 
faces. 

A newspaper editor once fired Walt 
Disney because “he lacked imagination and 
had no good ideas.”1 The billions of dol-
lars Disney merchandise, movies, and theme 
parks bring in each year certainly disprove 
that assessment. After struggling in school, 
Winston Churchill was defeated in every 
election for public office that he entered 
until he became England’s prime minis-
ter at the age of 62. Twenty-seven differ-
ent publishers rejected Dr. Seuss’s first 
book before it was published. He went on 
to write and illustrate more than 60 books 
that still entertain children today, almost 
30 years after his death.

Young Ludwig van Beethoven’s teach-
ers thought that he was hopeless as a vio-
linist and a composer, but he wrote some of 
the best-loved symphonies of all time, five 
of them after he had completely lost his 
hearing. Tom Landry, the late coach of the 
Dallas Cowboys, led the team to no victo-
ries his first season and to only five or fewer 
victories the next four seasons. His teams 
later won two Super Bowls and five NFC 
Championships.2

As we move through life and face losses, 
setbacks, and defeats, we often recover and 
discover something of great value along the 
way. That is a blessing in and of itself, but 
faith provides us with something deeper. 
Faith enables us, not just to see new begin-
nings when they arrive, but to anticipate 
that they will come even as we sit in the 
bleak darkness of despondency.

Faith assures us that the wilderness in 
which we walk is not the entire landscape, 
that the dry desert will come to an end in a 
stream of clear water just around the bend. 
Faith encourages us to keep the taste of 
cool, refreshing water in our mouths, even 
though we are surrounded by nothing but 
dry dust.

“New life,” Barbara Brown Taylor reminds 
us, “starts in the dark. Whether it is a seed 
in the ground, a baby in the womb, or Jesus 
in the tomb, it starts in the dark.”3 Rachel 
Held Evans observed, “It’s just death and 
resurrection, over and over again, day after 
day, as God reaches down into our deepest 
graves and with the same power that raised 
Jesus from the dead wrests us from our 
pride, our apathy, our fear, our prejudice, 
our anger, our hurt, and our despair.”4

The consistent message of Scripture is 
that wilderness, exile, suffering, and defeat 
provide the context for hope and salvation 
for God’s people. It is that hope and sal-
vation we celebrate this season, our faith 
allowing us to see what we otherwise could 
not.

“Look! I’m making all things new. . . . 
To the thirsty I will freely give water from 
the life-giving spring” (Revelation 21:5, 6).

Jan Turrentine
Editor

1From budbilanich.com/50-famous-people-who-failed-at-their-first- 
attempt-at-career-success/.
2From budbilanich.com/50-famous-people-who-failed-at-their-first-
attempt-at-career-success/.
3From goodreads.com/quotes/1319228-new-life-starts-in-the-dark 
-whether-it-is-a.
4From goodreads.com/work/quotes/42042272-searching-for-sun-
day-loving-leaving-and-finding-the-church.
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Our Writers for This Quarter
Sue Mink

Sue Mink is a graduate of Wesley Theological Seminary and 
Carnegie-Mellon University. She has her home near Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, but she’s often not there! She and her husband, 
Allan, a retired Air Force officer, have arranged their lives so 
that they can work entirely online. With that flexibility, they live 
in other cities around the world for three-month time blocks 
twice a year. In the past few years, they’ve lived in Florence, 
Italy; York, England; Krakow, Poland; Bocas del Toro, Panama; 
Barcelona, Spain; and Taipei, Taiwan, with many more places 
planned to visit. 

Sue and her husband have two adult children, Jessica and 
Rob, and one grandson. She’s been writing for Cokesbury for 
over a decade and loves studying and researching God’s Word.

Clara Welch
Clara K. Welch is an ordained deacon in the North Geor-

gia Conference. She holds a bachelor’s degree in music educa-
tion from Lebanon Valley College in Annville, Pennsylvania; a 
master’s degree in Christian education and church music from 
Scarritt College in Nashville, Tennessee; and a master’s degree 
in theological studies from Candler School of Theology, Emory 
University, in Atlanta, Georgia. 

Currently, Clara serves her local church in the areas of pas-
toral care and Christian education. She and her husband, Brian, 
have one daughter, Rebecca Jo. As they adjust to life as empty-
nesters, Clara and Brian enjoy gardening, trying new recipes, 
hiking, and listening to their daughter’s stories about the life of 
a veterinarian.

Michael Whitcomb-Tavey
Michael Whitcomb-Tavey is senior pastor at Parma Chris-

tian Fellowship Church in Hilton, New York. He has a BA in 
psychology from Southern Wesleyan University and an MDiv, 
with a specialization in biblical studies and biblical languages, 
from Asbury Theological Seminary.

Michael is married to Karissa and has three children: Noah, 
John, and Alithea. Outside of church and family, his hobbies 
include comic books, video games, reading, hiking, and playing 
chess.
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Introduction to the Study
Every quarter, the readings in Daily 

Bible Study concentrate on a theme of 
our faith. Sometimes it’s the love of God 
or the concept of grace. Sometimes it’s 
specific parts of the Bible. But the theme 
for this quarter is the very basis of our 
hope and our faith. It’s the huge, stun-
ning, lifechanging power of salvation. 

Salvation means to save, but from what? 
What is it that we are being rescued from? 
Simply put, salvation is a defeat of all 
that keeps us away from a true relation-
ship with our Creator God. It’s liberation 
from anything that destroys our well-
being and wholeness. It’s release from 
anything that isn’t in God’s original plan 
for creation. Salvation is an attack on 
anything that ultimately results in human 
suffering. 

This quarter’s readings begin on the 
first Sunday in Lent. Traditionally, Lent 
is a time for Christians to consider their 
relationship to sin and to come to terms 
with the part they have had in the suffer-
ing of others. Our first group of readings 
examines suffering in the Scriptures: the 
causes, human reactions to pain, and 
God’s response. 

Every time we see the news, we hear 
about suffering. The world is full of it, 
to the point that we can begin to feel 
numb. We hear of children starving, ter-
rified migrants escaping war and vio-
lence, sickness, and natural disasters. We 
also know of those in our communities 
struggling with poverty, loneliness, and 
broken relationships; it can seem over-
whelming. But whether it’s a tragedy 
affecting thousands or one lonely person 
suffering in silence, all of these stories 
are about real individuals with names 

and faces who ache with pain that is 
unique to themselves. In suffering, every 
person is distinct. Each person in pain 
represents a new tragedy.

We live in a world created by a God 
of love. For centuries, people of faith 
have questioned why a God of grace 
and mercy allows suffering. Certainly, 
some of it is because we live in a sin-
sick world, and the pain is a result of 
humankind’s disobedience to the will of 
God. Our actions create consequences. 
But even that doesn’t explain away all of 
the agony.

Suffering remains a mystery, but we 
do know that God works through human 
pain to bring people into relationship 
with God. It can be through repentance, 
through requests for help, or through 
traveling through the pain to a place of 
new understanding. However we deal 
with suffering, God is with us in the 
journey.

In creation’s most amazing act of 
grace, God’s response to human suffer-
ing was the offer of salvation. In a hurt-
ing world, God opened a door never 
before seen, calling us through. God 
didn’t invite us into a place without suf-
fering, but welcomed us into a place that 
is never without help. It’s a place of hope 
and promise, where a vision of a healed 
and whole world is on the horizon. Sal-
vation is a way through the suffering, a 
path of restoration and a road to living to 
our full potential.

The second group of our readings, 
which begin on Palm Sunday, offers a 
new look at the glory of salvation and 
what it means to us in a sin-soaked 
world. They tell of new beginnings and 
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DAILY BIBLE STUDY4

new life. They speak of the incredible 
story of God come to earth as Jesus 
Christ to rescue and restore humanity. 
As we celebrate Easter, we will celebrate 
the wonder of salvation and the gift of 
grace.

But this leaves us in a curious place. 
We have the benefit of salvation and a 
glimpse of hope for humanity, but we’re 
still in and of the world. So how do we 
benefit from this gift of grace today? 
How do we navigate all the difficulties 
of the world once we’ve become people 
of God?

Our final group of readings speak 
of God’s grace for us, the citizens of 
heaven who still dwell on earth. They 
speak of the promise of what the world 
will be when grace finally wins and the 
world is made whole. They examine 
how God provides for us, in ways we 
see and don’t see, and in ways we want 
and maybe don’t want. They tell about 
the promise of a heavenly home. And 
they celebrate the gift we have of the 

Spirit, guiding and comforting us here 
on earth. They highlight Scriptures that 
are a roadmap of hope, helping us to 
navigate the difficulties of living. 

And so the story has a joyful ending. 
God recognizes our pain and has made 
a way to navigate through it to an abun-
dant life. We have the rock-solid prom-
ise of a healed world, and the Spirit to 
guide us in our individual healing. We 
are not abandoned to wander through a 
life of difficulties; we have the sure and 
steady hand of God to shepherd us. God 
has given us a pragmatic and realistic 
vision of the world, but one that is full 
of hallelujahs, too!

Salvation is a rescue, but it’s also a 
restoration. It’s the path to Eden, to the 
way that God created us to live. It’s a 
welcoming back to the original cov-
enant relationship, a shaking off of the 
influence of sin and evil in our lives and 
the promise of eternal life with our Cre-
ator and Savior. Hallelujah!
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Monday
February

24
Psalm 104:24-30

Brand-New Again

How do you experience God’s ongoing 
acts of creation?

“You make the surface of the ground 
brand-new again,” the psalmist proclaimed 
(Psalm 104:30). It was a proclamation of 
hope in God’s ongoing work of creation. 

When our daughter was born, my hus-
band and I found ourselves on brand-
new ground. Our tiny baby was a new 
creation, and we excitedly embraced our 
roles as parents. We cherished our daily 
life together and celebrated holidays, birth-
days, and graduations.

Then, all too quickly, we were attend-
ing her graduation from veterinary school 
and helping her pack to move to another 
state for a new job. I felt sadness and 
loss as I accepted the fact that our fam-
ily life was changing. But as the moving 
van pulled away from the house, I real-
ized I was also feeling something else—
excitement and joy for her as she started 
this new adventure in her life.

The house felt empty as I walked back 
inside. My husband commented that 
we were on our own again. While God 
was moving with our daughter to new 
ground, God was making “the surface of 
the ground” my husband and I still lived 
on “brand-new again” (verse 30).

The psalmist praised God for divine 
blessings, proclaiming, “The earth is 
full of your creations” (verse 24). He 
expressed the sentiments of Proverbs 
3:19: “The Lord laid the foundations of 
the earth with wisdom, establishing the 
heavens with understanding.” 

After the psalmist noted that God has 
“done so many things . . . so wisely” 

(Psalm 104:24), he added, “And then 
there’s the sea” (verse 25). Was he skep-
tical of God’s wisdom in creating the 
sea?

The ancient Hebrews were frightened 
of the sea, believing it to be the entrance 
to the underworld and home to the sea 
monster, Leviathan. When the New Tes-
tament writer John proclaimed, “Then 
I saw a new heaven and a new earth,” he 
added, “and the sea was no more” (Rev-
elation 21:1). But even Leviathan is one 
of God’s creations (Psalm 104:26). The 
psalmist said “all . . . creations wait for” 
God (verse 27) for sustenance. When God 
takes away their breath, then “they die 
and return to dust” (verse 29).

Perhaps we have all experienced times 
when we felt God was absent from our 
lives; but through Christ, we know that 
God is always with us. God’s breath 
(also translated “wind” and “spirit”) was 
present at the time of Creation (Genesis 
1:2) and continues to be a creative pres-
ence in the world.

As we move from one physical place 
to another and from one life stage to 
another, God moves with us. When we 
feel we have come to a dead end or an 
empty house, we can trust God’s cre-
ative work in our lives. God offers us 
what we need “on time” (Psalm 104:27). 
God continues to “make the surface of 
the ground brand-new again” (verse 30), 
covering it with possibility and hope. 

Creating God, thank you for the new 
opportunities and hope you offer me in 
each stage of my life. Amen. 
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Tuesday
February

25
Genesis 3:1-7

A Prohibition
and a Promise

In what ways does focusing on God’s 
promise of life help you remain obedi-
ent to God?

John 3:16 beautifully states what is at 
the heart of the gospel: “God so loved 
the world that he gave his only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in him won’t 
perish but will have eternal life.” God’s 
plan for creation is life, not death. 

The first book in the Bible offers a 
description of the beautiful garden God 
created to be home for the first man and 
woman. God gave the first humans a 
vocation in the garden: “to farm it and to 
take care of it” (Genesis 2:15).

God gave them abundant blessings, say-
ing, “Eat your fill from all of the garden’s 
trees” (2:16). God also gave one prohi-
bition, one specific command to obedi-
ence: “But don’t eat from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, because on 
the day you eat from it, you will die!” 
(2:17). But there is a blessing in this 
prohibition, the blessing of life! It might 
have been worded, “Do not eat from this 
tree, and you will live!” 

We are not told why the snake initiated 
his fateful conversation with the woman 
in the garden. What did he hope to gain? 
He already held the status of being “the 
most intelligent of all the wild animals” 
(3:1), but this intelligence did not stop 
him from contradicting God.

First, the snake told the woman she 
would not die if she ate from the forbid-
den tree. Second, he cited a perceived 
benefit of disobeying God: “God knows 
that on the day you eat from it, you will 
see clearly and you will be like God, 
knowing good and evil” (verse 5). 

Notice where the woman began to 
focus. The snake tempted her to desire 
the “delicious food” she saw on the tree 
and the wisdom (verse 6) the snake prom-
ised she would gain by eating this food. 
She was no longer focusing on God and 
the promise of life. The text indicates her 
husband also willingly ate the forbidden 
fruit.  

Jesus asked his disciples, “Why would 
people gain the whole world but lose 
their lives?” (Matthew 16:26) After eat-
ing the fruit, the woman and the man 
gained wisdom in that they “saw clearly” 
(Genesis 3:7). We do not know what they 
expected this newly acquired wisdom to 
offer them, but we can be certain they 
did not anticipate the shame and broken-
ness they experienced. The punishment 
“you will die” (verse 3) was not imme-
diate, but it was now their future. Their 
act of disobedience destroyed the perfect 
relationship that had previously existed 
between them and God.  

We do not always understand why God 
sets certain boundaries, but we can be 
assured that God has our best interests in 
mind. When we choose the path of obe-
dience, we are choosing the path of life 
God desires for us.  

Merciful God, help me remain focused 
on you and your promise of life! Amen.
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Wednesday
February

26
Genesis 3:8-19

Among the Weeds
and Thistles (Ash Wednesday)

Where have you experienced hope in the 
midst of hardship?

When have you uttered the words “If 
only”? If only I had not spoken such 
angry words. If only I had stopped to 
listen. If only I had not disobeyed. The 
poet John Greenleaf Whittier captures 
the feeling we have when we think “if 
only.” He wrote, “For of all sad words of 
tongue or pen, The saddest are these: ‘It 
might have been!’ ”1

I wonder if the characters in this Scrip-
ture passage from Genesis 3 were think-
ing “if only.”

“If only the snake had not tempted me.”
“If only my wife had not offered me 

that fruit.” 
“If only my children I placed in the 

garden had not disobeyed me.” 
When the man and woman acknowl-

edged their nakedness before God, it was 
impossible for them to deny their wrong-
doing. Instead of accepting responsi-
bility for their actions, they chose the 
popular defense of blaming another. 

Notice that God issues only two curses 
in this story: the first to the snake who 
started the chain of disobedient acts 
(verse 14) and the second to “the fer-
tile land” (verse 17). The man and the 
woman were not cursed. Remember, 
“God created humanity in God’s own 
image” (1:27). In spite of our sin, we are 
not cursed. God continues to call us to 
be the bearers of the divine image in the 
world. 

The punishments for the woman and 
man seem harsh. The woman will expe-
rience pain in childbirth (3:16). The man 

will experience pain as he farms the 
land and provides food for himself and 
his family (verse 17). But in the midst 
of these punishments there is hope. The 
woman will bear children. The man and 
woman will know the joy of having a 
family. Life will go on. Yes, “weeds 
and thistles will grow” (verse 18) in the 
fields, making farming difficult; but in 
the midst of the weeds and thistles, there 
will be plants to eat and grains from 
which to make bread (verse 19). 

Humankind continues to experience 
pain and hardship. We may sometimes 
believe the “weeds and thistles” growing 
around us will take over. But when we 
look closely among the weeds and this-
tles, we will see new life sprouting up. 
We will see that God continues to sustain 
us and offer us life! 

Verse 19 reminds us of words the min-
ister may say during the imposition of 
ashes on Ash Wednesday: “Remember 
that you are dust, and to dust you shall 
return.” The minister may also say, 
“Repent, and believe the gospel.”1 

It does not matter how you complete 
the sentence “If only.” When we repent 
of our sin, God forgives us. We have the 
sure hope of eternal life through Jesus 
Christ.

1From “Maud Muller,” by John Greenleaf Whittier (1856) (bar-
tleby.com/102/76.html).
2The United Methodist Book of Worship; page 323. 

Merciful God, help me always to be 
mindful of your love, even when I feel 
surrounded by weeds and thistles. Amen. 

9781501862120_INT_layout.indd   7 10/9/19   10:21 AM

Copyright © 2017 Abingdon Press. All rights reserved.



DAILY BIBLE STUDY8

Thursday
February

27
Genesis 3:20-24

Sent Out of the Garden 
With Love

In what ways do you experience God’s 
love and protection in your daily life?

The first man and woman broke the 
trust that originally existed between their 
Creator and themselves when they ate 
from the forbidden tree. Having given 
into temptation once, what was to keep 
them from disobeying a second time and 
eating from the tree of life? We may inter-
pret God’s act of putting the first man and 
woman out of the garden as punishment 
for eating the forbidden fruit, but it was 
much more than that. The text gives the 
deeper reason: “so he doesn’t stretch out 
his hand and take also from the tree of life 
and eat and live forever” (Genesis 3:22). 

In response to the human being’s act 
of disobedience, “the Lord God said, ‘The 
human being has now become like one 
of us, knowing good and evil’ (verse 22). 
“Us” refers to “the assembly of heavenly 
beings believed to assist God in govern-
ing the world and communicating with the 
human race.”1 As we noted in the read-
ing for February 26, this newly acquired 
knowledge of good and evil changed the 
way humankind related to God and the 
world. It also led to their expulsion from 
their home in the beautiful garden. 

At first reading, God’s response may 
seem harsh, but God’s love for human-
kind is evident throughout this story. God 
made clothing for “the man and his wife” 
(verse 21) before sending them out of the 
garden. God “stationed winged creatures 
wielding flaming swords to guard the 
way to the tree of life” (verse 24) to pro-
tect them from the temptation to return 
and eat its fruit.

This text clearly shows that only God is 
immortal, in contrast to humans who are 
mortal creatures. God took the human 
from “the fertile land” (verse 23). Our 
mortal lives could end as the author of 
Ecclesiastes suggests: “All are from the 
dust; all return to the dust” (Ecclesiastes 
3:20). 

But as followers of Christ, we know 
that dust is not the future God intends for 
us. The Gospel writer John proclaimed, 
“God so loved the world that he gave his 
only Son, so that everyone who believes 
in him won’t perish but will have eternal 
life” (John 3:16).

Eternal life is a gift of God’s love and 
grace. It is not something we can attain 
on our own (and certainly not something 
we can grasp by eating the fruit of a for-
bidden tree!). When we place our faith 
in Christ, we accept our mortality and 
anticipate the gift of everlasting life.

Paul wrote, “Since we have been made 
righteous by his grace, we can inherit the 
hope for eternal life” (Titus 3:7). Paul 
assures us that this “hope does not dis-
appoint us” (Romans 5:5, NRSV). God 
protected the first man and woman from 
eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of 
life. Through Christ, God protects us 
from the consequences of our sin and 
offers us salvation and eternal life in 
God’s kingdom.

1From The CEB Study Bible, Old Testament; page 6. 

Loving and merciful God, thank you for 
the gift of my mortal life and the prom-
ise of eternal life through Christ. Amen. 
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Ezekiel 28:11-19

Expelled From God's 
Mountain to Dust

Friday
February

 28
In what ways have you been tempted 
to exalt yourself and turn away from 
exalting God?

I am writing this on the day after mid-
term elections, which saw a record num-
ber of voters go to the polls. In a news 
clip I saw, one person told the interviewer 
that she voted because she wants things 
to remain the same. Another voter said 
she cast her ballot for change. Regard-
less of who we vote for and why, we 
hope the candidates we support will ful-
fill their promises to act with justice and 
in the best interests of their constituents. 
We know, however, that even people 
with the best of intentions may become 
sidetracked by the lure and acquisition 
of power and wealth. 

Power and wealth can be helpful tools 
for government leaders and servants of 
Christ. A person of wealth has the means 
to build schools and hospitals, fund busi-
nesses that employ workers, and support 
mission outreach programs. A person 
with power can be influential in work-
ing for justice and initiating change that 
benefits humankind. But as the Scripture 
text for today demonstrates, individu-
als may choose instead to exalt them-
selves, a decision that can bring harmful 
consequences. 

The Lord instructed Ezekiel to “sing 
a lament for the king of Tyre” (Ezekiel 
28:12). The king had been “the image of 
perfection” (verse 12) until he commit-
ted the sin of exalting himself (verse 17) 
instead of God. The king’s self-centered 
interests led to “oppressive business 
practices” (verse 16) and impurity in the 

sanctuaries (verse 18). When the king 
put his own interests ahead of the inter-
ests of his people, he lost everything. 
God “expelled [him] from God’s moun-
tain” (verse 16).

Ezekiel was speaking in metaphor 
here. His audience would have associ-
ated “God’s mountain” with the garden 
of Eden. The king of Tyre is depicted 
as “a winged creature . . . installed as a 
guardian” (verse 14) on the mountain. 
This imagery reminds us of the winged 
creatures God “stationed . . . to guard the 
way to the tree of life” (Genesis 3:24) 
after the first man and woman were sent 
out of the garden.

The king of Tyre became enamored 
with his beauty and exalted himself 
instead of God (Ezekiel 28:17). As a 
result, he was “expelled . . . from God’s 
mountain” (verse 16), and he lost his 
relationship with God, the one who gives 
and sustains life. Ezekiel’s prophecy 
indicated that the words of Ecclesiastes 
3:20 would ring true for the king of Tyre. 
God said, “I will turn you into dust on 
the earth” (Ezekiel 28:18). 

The secular world beckons us to honor 
ourselves. God calls us to give all honor 
and glory to God. When we do this, God 
offers us abundant life, here on earth and 
in God’s eternal kingdom. 

Eternal God, help me remain focused 
on you and live my life in a way that 
brings honor to you. Amen. 
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Ezekiel 31:2-13

Plentiful Water

What helps you stay rooted in God?

Do you have a favorite tree? If so, 
what makes it a favorite?

I remember the pecan tree that grew 
in our front yard when I was a little girl 
and the many happy afternoons I spent 
with my family gathering the pecans that 
fell to the ground. I remember a majes-
tic maple tree that sported flaming yel-
low leaves in the fall and provided shade 
when I took our baby daughter for a ride 
in her stroller. Now my favorite tree is 
the cherry tree in our front yard that is 
covered with beautiful, delicate, soft pink 
blossoms in the spring. 

As in our reading from yesterday, in 
today’s text, Ezekiel uses imagery from 
the garden of Eden as he prophesies 
against the nations. He compared the 
king of Tyre to a fallen winged guardian 
(Ezekiel 28). In this text, he compares 
Egypt to the greatest tree. He did so in a 
roundabout way, as he compared Egypt 
to Assyria and Assyria to the tree (31:3). 
Assyria fell in 612 bc, 25 years before 
this prophecy. Some of Ezekiel’s hear-
ers would have remembered Assyria’s 
demise.  

The tree in the garden of Eden had “beau-
tiful branches,” provided “dense shade,” 
and had “towering height” (verse 3). It 
was nourished by water that was easily 
accessible and plentiful (verse 5) and 
grew to be incomparable in beauty. The 
great tree supported the life of birds and 
other animals, just as Egypt provided 
benefits for the nations that were its allies 
(verse 6).

As you read the description of the tree, 
did you sense that Egypt was in trouble? 

Ezekiel noted that the top of the tree 
“went up between the clouds” (verse 3). 
God warned, “Consider the fate of those 
who tower high!” (verse 10). The risk 
was that they would become arrogant 
(verse 10). When we grow arrogant, we 
forget our need for God and turn away 
from the source of our life.

Verses 11-13 describe the fate of Assyria 
and the coming demise of Egypt. The 
birds and animals continued to come to 
the tree. But they did not come to give birth 
to new life, as they did in verse 6, but to 
take advantage of what was left of the 
broken branches and decaying trunk. 

Ezekiel noted that the other trees in 
Eden envied this most beautiful tree in 
the garden (verse 9), just as the nations 
envied Assyria and Egypt when they 
were at their most powerful. These 
arrogant nations did not heed Ezekiel’s 
prophecy against them; and as a result, 
God banished them (verse 11). 

We are called to be like the tree that 
“became beautiful . . . because it took 
root in plentiful water” (verse 7). But 
like the tree, we need to guard against 
arrogance.

What helps you remain rooted in God 
and mindful of life-sustaining gifts? 
How do you resist becoming arrogant? 
In what ways do you offer thanksgiving 
and praise to God for the plentiful water 
that gives you life?

Loving God, help me stay rooted in you 
and find nourishment in the plentiful 
water you provide for me. Amen.
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Revelation 2:1-7

The Tree of Life for Us
(First Sunday in Lent)

What helps you faithfully endure chal-
lenges and hold fast to Christ’s love?

The day after I graduated from col-
lege, I set out for Red Bird Mission in the 
mountains of southeastern Kentucky to 
teach music in two elementary schools. 
My excitement for this new adventure 
was contagious, and I felt the support of 
family and friends. As I settled into my 
new life at Red Bird Mission, I found the 
wise words of one of my music educa-
tion professors to be helpful. He spoke 
with me after the college graduation 
ceremony and reminded me to always 
remember who I follow. 

The text for this lesson is a letter from 
Christ to the church Paul founded in 
Ephesus, the capital city of Asia Minor. 
Christ complemented the “works . . . 
labor, and . . .  endurance” of the Ephe-
sian Christians (Revelation 2:2). The 
letter acknowledges their faithfulness in 
the midst of challenges, specifically evil-
doers, false apostles, and persecution. 
The Ephesian church could not “tolerate 
evildoers” (verse 2, NRSV); and it did 
not listen to false apostles who were, in 
truth, liars (verse 2).

The Nicolaitans (verse 6) may have 
been false apostles. (Historians have not 
been able to identify them with certainty.) 
The letter does not mention details about 
the persecution but acknowledges that 
the church “put up with a lot” (verse 3).

Paul wrote in his letter to the church 
in Galatia, “So let us not grow weary 
in doing what is right, for we will reap 
at harvest time, if we do not give up” 
(Galatians 6:9, NRSV). The church in 

Ephesus had “not grown weary” (Rev-
elation 2:3, NRSV). In fact, the letter 
mentions the church’s endurance twice 
(verses 2, 3). Yet, in the midst of all these 
compliments, there is a “But” (verse 4). 

Before I went to Red Bird Mission, 
my mother cautioned me, that with 
time, my initial excitement about this 
new adventure would fade; and one day, 
I could wake up and feel as if I were 
heading off to a routine job. I remember 
when that happened, when driving over 
narrow mountain roads and teaching 
music to 30 rambunctious first-graders 
seemed more tiring than exciting. I am 
thankful that Mother prepared me for 
that day, because when it came, I was 
ready, and I knew what to do: remember 
who I follow!  

Christ told the Ephesian Christians that, 
on the surface, they were doing things 
right; but they had “let go of the love” 
(verse 4) and forgotten “the high point” 
(verse 5), when they first came to know 
Christ. Have you ever felt this way?

Christ called the Ephesian Christians 
to “change [their] hearts and lives and do 
the things [they] did at first” (verse 5). In 
other words, we are called to remember 
Christ’s love for us and our love for Christ 
as we seek to live as faithful followers. 
When we do this, we will “emerge vic-
torious to eat from the tree of life, which 
is in God’s paradise” (verse 7). 

Loving God, let me hold fast to your 
love so I may eat from the tree of life in 
your paradise. Amen.
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