1

God uses common people in his work.

Jacob, a deceiver who became the father to the Israelite nation

Genesis 27:28
Therefore God give thee of the dew of heaven, and the fatness of the earth, and
plenty of corn and wine:
Jacob was the third link in God's plan to start a nation from Abraham. The success
of that plan was more often in spite of than because of Jacob's life. Before Jacob
was born, God promised that his plan would be worked out through Jacob and not
his twin brother, Esau.
Although Jacob's methods were not always respectable, his skill, determination,
and patience have to be admired. As we follow him from birth to death, we are
able to see God's work.
Jacob's life had four stages, each marked by a personal encounter with God. In the
first stage, Jacob lived up to his name, which means "he grasps the heel"
(figuratively, "he deceives"). He grabbed Esau's heel at birth, and by the time he
fled from home, he had also grabbed his brother's birthright and blessing. During
his flight, God first appeared to him. Not only did God confirm to Jacob his
blessing, but he awakened in Jacob a personal knowledge of himself.
Can you think of times when God has made himself known to you? Do you allow
yourself to meet him as you study his Word? What difference have these
experiences made in your life?
Are you more like the young Jacob, forcing God to track you down in the desert of
your own plans and mistakes? Or are you more like the older Jacob who presented
his desires and plans before God for his approval before taking any action?

.
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Joseph became a slave to save his family.

Genesis 39:1
And Joseph was brought down to Egypt; and Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh,
captain of the guard, an Egyptian, bought him of the hands of the Ishmeelites,
which had brought him down thither.

As a youngster, Joseph was overconfident. His natural self-assurance—increased
by being Jacob's favorite son and by knowing of God's designs on his life—was
unbearable to his ten older brothers, who eventually conspired against him. But
this self-assurance, molded by pain and combined with a personal knowledge of
God, allowed him to survive and prosper where most would have failed. He added
quiet wisdom to his confidence and won the hearts of everyone he met—Potiphar,
the prison warden, other prisoners, the pharaoh, and, after many years, even those
ten brothers.
Perhaps you can identify with one or more of these hardships Joseph experienced:
He was betrayed and deserted by his family, exposed to sexual temptation, and
punished for doing the right thing; he endured a long imprisonment and was
forgotten by those he helped.
As you read his story, note what Joseph did in each case. His positive response
transformed each setback into a step forward.
He didn't spend much time asking why. His approach was "What shall I do now?"
Those who met Joseph were aware that wherever he went and whatever he did,
God was with him.
When you're facing a setback, the beginning of a Joseph-like attitude is to
acknowledge that God is with you. There is nothing like his presence to shed new
light on a dark situation.
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Moses, a shepherd in exile and a murderer, to lead his people out of exile and
into the Promised Land.
Exodus 3:1
Now Moses kept the flock of Jethro his father in law, the priest of Midian: and
he led the flock to the backside of the desert, and came to the mountain of God,
even to Horeb.
Some people can't stay out of trouble. When conflict breaks out, they always
manage to be nearby. Reaction is their favorite action. This was Moses. He seemed
drawn to what needed to be righted. Throughout his life, he was at his finest and
his worst responding to the conflicts around him. Even the burning bush
experience was an illustration of his character. Having spotted the fire and seen
that the bush did not burn, he had to investigate. Whether jumping into a fight to
defend a Hebrew slave or trying to referee a struggle between two kinsmen, when
Moses saw conflict, he reacted.
Over the years, however, an amazing thing happened to Moses' character. He didn't
stop reacting, but rather learned to react correctly. The kaleidoscopic action of each
day of leading two million people in the wilderness was more than enough
challenge for Moses' reacting ability. Much of the time he served as a buffer
between God and the people. At one moment he had to respond to God's anger at
the people's stubbornness and forgetfulness. At another moment he had to react to
the people's bickering and complaining. At still another moment he had to react to
their unjustified attacks on his character.
Leadership often involves reaction. If we want to react with instincts consistent
with God's will, we must develop habits of obedience to God. Consistent
obedience to God is best developed in times of less stress. Then when stress
comes, our natural reaction will be to obey God.
In Moses we see an outstanding personality shaped by God. But we must not
misunderstand what God did. He did not change who or what Moses was; he did
not give Moses new abilities and strengths. Instead, he took Moses' characteristics
and molded them until they were suited to his purposes. Does knowing this make a
difference in your understanding of God's purpose in your life? He is trying to take
what he created in the first place and use it for its intended purposes. The next time
you talk with God, don't ask, "What should I change into?" but "How should I use
my own abilities and strengths to do your will?"
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Gideon, a farmer to deliver Israel from Midian
Judges 6:11-14
And there came an angel of the Lord, and sat under an oak which was in
Ophrah, that pertained unto Joash the Abi-ezrite: and his son Gideon threshed
wheat by the winepress, to hide it from the Midianites. [12] And the angel of the
Lord appeared unto him, and said unto him, The Lord is with thee, thou mighty
man of valour.
[13] And Gideon said unto him, Oh my Lord, if the Lord be with us, why then is
all this befallen us? And where be all his miracles which our fathers told us of,
saying, did not the Lord bring us up from Egypt? But now the Lord hath forsaken
us, and delivered us into the hands of the Midianites. [14] And the Lord looked
upon him, and said, go in this thy might, and thou shalt save Israel from the hand
of the Midianites: have not I sent thee?
Most of us want to know God's plan for our lives, but we're not always sure how to
find it. One common misunderstanding is the idea that God's guidance will come to
us out of the blue, that it has nothing to do with what we're doing now. But if we're
always looking around for God's next assignment, we run the risk of ruining
whatever we're working on right now. Fortunately, the Bible points to a kind of
guidance that does not put our current projects in jeopardy. In the Bible's
descriptions of how God guided many people, we can see that often God's call
came while people were completely immersed in the challenge of the moment. A
good example of this kind of guidance is seen in Gideon's life.
Gideon had a limited vision, but he was committed to it. His challenge was to
obtain food for his family even though hostile invaders were making the growing,
gathering, and preparation of the food almost impossible. Gideon was resourceful.
He put a winepress to double duty by turning it into a sunken threshing floor. It
lacked ventilation to blow the chaff away, but at least it was hidden from the
Midianites. Gideon was working in his threshing floor when God sent him a
messenger with a challenge.
Gideon had his weak moments and failures, but he was still God's servant. If you
can easily relate to Gideon's weakness, can you also see yourself being willing to
serve? Remember Gideon as a man who obeyed God by giving his attention to the
task at hand. Then give your full attention to believing God will prepare you for
tomorrow when it comes.
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Jephthah, a son of a prostitute to deliver Israel from the Ammonites

Judges 11:1
Now Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty man of valour, and he was the son of a
harlot: and Gilead begat Jephthah.
It's hard not to admire people whose word can be depended on completely and
whose actions are consistent with their words. For such people, talking is not
avoiding action; it is the beginning of action. People like this can make excellent
negotiators. They approach a conflict with the full intention of settling issues
verbally, but they do not hesitate to use other means if verbal attempts fail.
Jephthah was this kind of person.
In most of his conflicts, Jephthah's first move was to talk. In the war with the
Ammonites, his strategy was negotiation. He clarified the issues so that everyone
knew the cause of the conflict. His opponent's response determined his next action.
The fate of Jephthah's daughter is difficult to understand. We are not sure what
Jephthah meant by his vow recorded in Judges 11:31. In any case, his vow was
unnecessary. We do not know what actually happened to his daughter—whether
she was burned as an offering or set apart as a virgin, thus denying Jephthah any
hope of descendants since she was his only child. What we do know is that
Jephthah was a person of his word, even when it was a word spoken in haste, and
even when keeping his word caused him great pain.
How do you approach conflicts? There is a big difference between trying to settle a
conflict through words and simply counterattacking someone verbally. How
dependable are the statements you make? Do your children, friends, and fellow
workers know you to be a person of your word?
The measure of your trustworthiness is your willingness to take responsibility,
even if you must pay a painful price because of something you said.
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Hannah, a homemaker to be the mother of Samuel.

1 Samuel 1:1-6, 10
Now there was a certain man of Ramathaim-zophim, of mount Ephraim, and his
name was Elkanah, the son of Jeroham, the son of Elihu, the son of Tohu, the son
of Zuph, an Ephrathite: [2] And he had two wives; the name of the one was
Hannah, and the name of the other Peninnah: and Peninnah had children, but
Hannah had no children. [3] And this man went up out of his city yearly to worship
and to sacrifice unto the Lord of hosts in Shiloh. And the two sons of Eli, Hophni
and Phinehas, the priests of the Lord, were there.
[4] And when the time was that Elkanah offered, he gave to Peninnah his wife,
and to all her sons and her daughters, portions: [5] but unto Hannah he gave a
worthy portion; for he loved Hannah: but the Lord had shut up her womb. [6] And
her adversary also provoked her sore, for to make her fret, because the Lord had
shut up her womb.
Hannah's prayer shows us that all we have and receive is on loan from God.
Hannah might have had many excuses for being a possessive mother. But when
God answered her prayer, she followed through on her promise to dedicate Samuel
to God's service.
And she was in bitterness of soul, and prayed unto the Lord, and wept sore.
She discovered that the greatest joy in having a child is to give that child fully and
freely back to God. She entered motherhood prepared to do what all mothers must
eventually do—let go of their children.
When children are born, they are completely dependent upon their parents for all
their basic necessities. This causes some parents to forget that those same children
will grow toward independence within the span of a few short years.
Being sensitive to the different stages of that healthy process will greatly
strengthen family relationships; resisting or denying that process will cause great
pain. We must gradually let go of our children in order to allow them to become
mature, independent adults.
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David, a shepherd boy and the last one born in the family to be Israel’s
greatest king.
When we think of David, we think: shepherd, poet, giant-killer, king, and ancestor
of Jesus— in short, one of the greatest men in the Old Testament. But alongside
that list stands another: betrayer, liar, adulterer, murderer.
The first list gives qualities we all might like to have; the second, qualities that
might be true of any one of us. The Bible makes no effort to hide David's failures.
Yet he is remembered and respected for his heart for God. Knowing how much
more we share in David's failures than in his greatness, we should be curious to
find out what made God refer to David as "a man after my own heart" (Acts
13:22).
David, more than anything else, had an unchangeable belief in the faithful and
forgiving nature of God. He was a man who lived with great zest. He sinned, but
he was quick to confess his sins. His confessions were from the heart, and his
repentance was genuine.
David never took God's forgiveness lightly or his blessing for granted. In return,
God never held back from David either his forgiveness or the consequences of his
actions. David experienced the joy of forgiveness even when he had to suffer the
consequences of his sins.
We tend to get these two reversed. Too often we would rather avoid the
consequences than experience forgiveness.
Another big difference between us and David is that while he sinned greatly, he did
not sin repeatedly. He learned from his mistakes because he accepted the suffering
they brought.
Often we don't seem to learn from our mistakes or the consequences that result
from those mistakes. What changes would it take for God to find this kind of
obedience in you?
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Ezra, a scribe to lead the return to Judah and to write the Ezra,
a part of the Bible.

It is not personal achievement but personal commitment to live for God that is
important. Achievements are simply examples of what God can do through
someone's life. The most effective leaders spoken of in the Bible had little
awareness of the impact their lives had on others. They were too busy obeying God
to keep track of their successes. Ezra fits that description.
About 80 years after the rebuilding of the Temple under Zerubbabel, Ezra returned
to Judah with about 2,000 men and their families.
He was given a letter from Artaxerxes instructing him to carry out a program of
religious education. Along with the letter came significant power. But long before
Ezra's mission began, God had shaped him in three important ways so that he
would use the power well.
First, as a scribe, Ezra dedicated himself to carefully studying God's Word.
Second, he intended to apply and obey personally the commands he discovered in
God's Word. Third, he was committed to teaching others God's Word and its
application to life.
Knowing Ezra's priorities, it is not surprising to note his actions when he arrived in
Jerusalem. The people had disobeyed God's command not to marry women of
foreign nations. On a cold and rainy day, Ezra addressed the people and made it
clear that they had sinned. Because of the sins of many, all were under God's
condemnation. Confession, repentance, and action were needed. The people
admitted their sin and devised a plan to deal with the problem.
This initial effort on Ezra's part set the stage for what Nehemiah would later
accomplish. Ezra continued his ministry under Nehemiah, and the two were used
by God to start a spiritual movement that swept the nation following the rebuilding
of Jerusalem.
Ezra achieved great things and made a significant impact because he had the right
starting place for his actions and his life: God's Word. He studied it seriously and
applied it faithfully. He taught others what he learned. He is, therefore, a great
model for anyone who wants to live for God.
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Esther, a slave girl to save her people from massacre

We treasure security, even though we know that security in this life carries no
guarantees—possessions can be destroyed, beauty fades, relationships can be
broken, death is inevitable. Real security, then, must be found beyond this life.
Only when our security rests on God and his unchanging nature can we face the
challenges that life is sure to bring our way.
Esther's beauty and character won Xerxes' heart, and he made her his queen. Even
in her favored position, however, she would risk her life by attempting to see the
king when he had not requested her presence. There was no guarantee that the king
would even see her.
Although she was queen, she was still not secure. But, cautiously and
courageously, Esther decided to risk her life by approaching the king on behalf of
her people.
She made her plans carefully. The Jews were asked to fast and pray with her before
she went to the king. Then on the chosen day she went before him, and he did ask
her to come forward and speak. But instead of issuing her request directly, she
invited him and Haman to a banquet. He was astute enough to realize she had
something on her mind; yet she conveyed the importance of the matter by insisting
on a second banquet.
In the meantime, God was working behind the scenes. He caused Xerxes to read
the historical records of the kingdom late one night, and the king discovered that
Mordecai had once saved his life. Xerxes lost no time in honoring Mordecai for
that act. During the second banquet, Esther told the king of Haman's plot against
the Jews, and Haman was doomed.
There is grim justice in Haman's death on the impaling pole he had set up for
Mordecai, and it seems fitting that the day on which the Jews were to be
slaughtered became the day their enemies died. Esther's risk confirmed that God
was the source of her security.
How much of your security lies in your possessions, position, or reputation? God
has not placed you in your present position for your own benefit. He put you there
to serve him. As in Esther's case, this may involve risking your security. Are you
willing to let God be your ultimate security?
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Mary, a peasant girl to be the mother of Christ

Motherhood is a painful privilege. Young Mary of Nazareth had the unique
privilege of being mother to the very Son of God. Yet the pains and pleasures of
her motherhood can be understood by mothers everywhere. Mary was the only
human present at Jesus' birth who also witnessed his death. She saw him arrive as
her baby son, and she watched him die as her Savior.
Until Gabriel's unexpected visit, Mary's life was quite satisfactory. She had
recently become engaged to a carpenter, Joseph, and was anticipating married life.
But her life was about to change forever.
Angels don't usually make appointments before visiting. Feeling as if she were
being congratulated for winning the grand prize in a contest she had never entered,
Mary found the angel's greeting puzzling and his presence frightening. What she
heard next was the news almost every woman in Israel hoped to hear—that her
child would be the Messiah, God's promised Savior.
Mary did not doubt the message but rather asked how pregnancy would be
possible. Gabriel told her the baby would be God's Son. Her answer was the one
God waits in vain to hear from so many other people: "I am the Lord's servant.
May everything you have said about me come true" (Luke 1:38). Later her song of
joy shows us how well she knew God, for her thoughts were filled with his words
from the Old Testament.
When he was eight days old Jesus was taken to the Temple to be dedicated to God.
There Joseph and Mary were met by two devout people, Simeon and Anna, who
recognized the child as the Messiah and praised God.
Simeon directed some words to Mary that must have come to her mind many times
in the years that followed: "A sword will pierce your very soul" (Luke 2:35). A big
part of her painful privilege of motherhood would be to see her son rejected and
crucified by the people he came to save.
We can imagine that even if she had known all she would suffer as Jesus' mother,
Mary would still have given the same response. Are you, like Mary, available to be
used by God?
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Matthew, a tax collector, to be a disciple and Gospel writer

Matthew 9:9
And as Jesus passed forth from thence, he saw a man, named Matthew, sitting at
the receipt of custom: and he saith unto him, Follow me. And he arose, and
followed him.
More than any other disciple, Matthew had a clear idea of how much it would cost
to follow Jesus, yet he did not hesitate a moment. When he left his tax-collecting
booth, he guaranteed himself unemployment. For several of the other disciples,
there was always fishing to return to, but for Matthew, there was no turning back.
Two changes happened to Matthew when he decided to follow Jesus. First, Jesus
gave him a new life. He not only belonged to a new group; he belonged to the Son
of God. He was not just accepting a different way of life; he was now an accepted
person. For a despised tax collector, that change must have been wonderful!
Second, Jesus gave Matthew a new purpose for his skills. When he followed Jesus,
the only tool from his past job that he carried with him was his pen. From the
beginning, God had made him a record keeper.
Jesus' call eventually allowed him to put his skills to their finest work. Matthew
was a keen observer, and he undoubtedly recorded what he saw going on around
him. The Gospel that bears his name came as a result.
Matthew's experience points out that each of us, from the beginning, is one of
God's works in progress. Much of what God has for us he gives long before we are
able to consciously respond to him.
He trusts us with skills and abilities ahead of schedule. He has made each of us
capable of being his servant. When we trust him with what he has given us, we
begin a life of real adventure.
Matthew couldn't have known that God would use the very skills he had sharpened
as a tax collector to record the greatest story ever lived. And God has no less
meaningful a purpose for each one of us. Have you recognized Jesus saying to you,
"Follow me"? What has been your response?
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Luke, a Greek physician to be a companion of Paul and a Gospel writer.

Col. 4:14
Luke, the beloved physician, and Demas, greet you.
One of the essential qualities of a good doctor is compassion. People need to know
that their doctor cares. Even if he or she doesn't know what is wrong or isn't sure
what to do, real concern is always a doctor's good medicine. Doctor Luke was a
person of compassion.
Although we know few facts of his life, Luke has left us a strong impression of
himself by what he wrote. In his Gospel, he emphasizes Jesus Christ's compassion.
He vividly recorded both the power demonstrated by Christ's life and the care with
which Christ treated people.
Luke highlighted the relationships Jesus had with women. His writing in Acts is
full of sharp verbal pictures of real people caught up in the greatest events of
history.
Luke was also a doctor. He had a traveling medical practice as Paul's companion.
Since the gospel was often welcomed with whips and stones, the doctor was
undoubtedly seldom without patients. It is even possible that Paul's "thorn in the
flesh" was some kind of physical ailment that needed Luke's regular attention (see
2 Corinthians 12:7). Paul deeply appreciated Luke's skills and faithfulness.
God also made special use of Luke as the historian of the early church. Repeatedly,
the details of Luke's descriptions have been proven accurate. The first words in his
Gospel indicate his interest in the truth.
Luke's compassion reflected his Lord's. Luke's skill as a doctor helped Paul. His
passion for the facts as he recorded the life of Christ, the spread of the early
church, and the lives of Christianity's missionaries gives us dependable sources for
the basis of our faith.
He accomplished all this while staying out of the spotlight. Perhaps his greatest
example is the challenge to greatness even when we are not the center of attention.
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Peter, a fisherman to be an apostle, a leader of the early church and a writer
of a part of the Bible.

1 Peter 1:1
Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to the strangers scattered throughout Pontus,
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia,
Jesus' first words to Simon Peter were "Come, follow me" (Mark 1:17). His last
words to him were "Follow me" (John 21:22).
Every step of the way between those two challenges, Peter never failed to follow—
even though he often stumbled.
When Jesus entered Peter's life, this plain fisherman became a new person with
new goals and new priorities. He did not become a perfect person, however, and he
never stopped being Simon Peter.
We may wonder what Jesus saw in Simon that made him greet this potential
disciple with a new name: Peter—the "rock." Impulsive Peter certainly didn't act
like a rock much of the time. But when Jesus chose his followers, he wasn't
looking for models; he was looking for real people.
He chose people who could be changed by his love, and then he sent them out to
communicate that his acceptance was available to anyone—even to those who
often fail.
We may wonder what Jesus sees in us when he calls us to follow him. But we
know Jesus accepted Peter, and, in spite of his failures, Peter went on to do great
things for God. Are you willing to keep following Jesus, even when you fail?
God’s plan for his people includes a plan for your life. We emphasize the need to
be saved and plan a life as a believer, but all true followers of Christ must also
dedicate their lives to the service of the Lord. You are needed for God’s service.
Without you, the chain of God’s plan will not be complete.
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An invitation is given to open your heart’s door.

Rev. 3:20

Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the
door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me.
To ask Jesus to come into your heart please pray this Prayer:

Dear Lord Jesus, I believe you are the Christ, the Son of the Living God. I ask you
to forgive me of my sins and coming into my heart. I accept you as savior and
will follow you as Lord. Amen.

A prayer of dedication
Lord, grant that I may always allow myself to be guided by you, always follow
your plans, and perfectly accomplish your holy will.
Grant that in all things, great and small, today and all the days of my life, I may do
whatever you require of me.
Help me respond to the slightest prompting of your grace, so that I may be your
trustworthy instrument for your honor.
May your will be done in time and in eternity by me, in me, and through me.
Amen.
- St. Teresa of Avila
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