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WHEN PUTTING THE WORLD
BEFORE THE WORD
ISN'T WORKING

YN

cI) he unwelcome chime of my alarm jolts me awake. Still half asleep,

I clumsily press the snooze button in the pitch black of our bed-
room. In what feels like a matter of seconds, fifteen minutes pass, and the
alarm chimes again. This time I grab my phone and tap the internet icon in
a stubborn attempt to wake up while remaining in bed—checking email,
scrolling social media, perusing news headlines.

By the time I leave the comfort of my covers and place my feet on the
carpet, a pit of insecurity has formed in my stomach. The perfectly pol-
ished photos I just consumed on social media directly contrast with the
unkempt reality before me. On top of that, my mind is racing one hundred
miles per hour as I ruminate on a doomsday article I read that has me
convinced the world is on the brink of disaster!

Fear strangles my peace, my vision is obstructed by a mountain of
worry, and the contentment I could have enjoyed is crushed to smither-
eens...and it’s only 6:30 a.m.

This exact scenario has happened more times than I care to admit.
When I put the world before the Word of God, the outcome is always the
same: I'm left spiritually dry.

One December, on the eve of a new year, I sat down with my journal to

get to the bottom of why I was struggling with perpetual discouragement
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in my faith. As I took inventory of how I spent my time, I discovered a habit
of giving Jesus my leftovers. Despite what I said I believed, the ideas, pri-
orities, and pursuits of this world had more authority and influence over
the formation of my soul than the Word of God did.

Peace was absent from my mind, anxiety had taken up residence in my
soul, and discontentment drove my desires. My spiritual taste buds had
become used to the unsatisfying junk food the world offers: surface-level
affirmations and quick fixes. I needed to be retrained to crave the satisfy-
ing feast of God’s Word.

Frustrated by my failure to put Christ first, I confessed my desperate
need for the Holy Spirit’s help.

I'd tried and failed enough times to recognize that the true pursuit of God
is not a self-help journeys; it’s a Spirit-led surrender as we learn how to savor
our Savior above all else. As I realized this, I wrote down a quick phrase to

reframe how I wanted to spend my time, start my days, and shape my mindset:
~>— Word before ‘World —<=-

This three-word statement has become my morning manifesto, my after-
noon anthem, and my evening comfort. No matter the season of life I'm in
or what circumstances I'm going through, these three words transform
my worldview, my schedule, my dreams, and my desires. When my alarm
sounds in the morning, I remember: Word before world. When 1 reach for my
phone to escape the pressures and stresses of everyday life, the Holy Spirit
reminds me: Word before world. When my Bible remains unopened for days at
atime, I pick it back up and resolve, by God’s grace: Word before world. Instead
of looking at my phone, my lists, and my plans for direction and nourishment,

I commit to looking first to Jesus—and this changes everything.

Houw to Use This Devotional

Anytime is the right time to read the Word of God. This devotional is
written and designed with that in mind. You can pick it up at any time
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of the day, any day of the year for spiritual encouragement, enduring
truths to hold on to, and practical ways you can put Jesus first in your
everyday life. My aim in writing these words is to point you to the Word.
Devotionals are not meant to be replacements for Bible study, prayer,
or worship; they are tools for spiritual refreshment and reminders of
what God’s Word says. If you only have time to read one thing, start
with Scripture and allow this devotional to be an overflow or extension
of your Bible study.

One way to approach this devotional is to think of it as a steroid shot
of truth. In moments when your faith wanes and fear rages, open it and
read about God’s faithfulness. When your desire for God weakens and
your craving for the junk food of worldly entertainment increases, pick
it up and remind your soul of God’s goodness. In the back, you’ll find a
topical index. Feel free to use it when you are walking through a hard
season and need a direct reminder about God’s provision for that specific
need.

Another way to use this devotional is to read it straight through—for
one hundred days or however many days it takes you. Each day begins
with a key verse and ends with a statement you can meditate on called
“Word before World” and an action step called “Grow in Grace.” Within
each devotional, I have cited many other Scripture passages. If you desire
to go deeper, look up each of these verses in your Bible. You can add
extra notes in the margins of your devotional about what they say. You
might choose to write the date you are reading the entry, what you are
going through, and what God is teaching you so you can reflect on it in
the future. Most importantly, bathe your time of study and reading in
prayer, talking to God as you put the Word before the world.

Putting Jesus First

The “Word before world” idea originates from John’s opening words in his

Gospel: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
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the Word was God” (John 1:1). Right away, the apostle John shows Jesus’
connection with the creation of the world: “In the beginning God cre-
ated .. ” (Genesis 1:1). Before there was anything—there was God. Jesus,
the Son of God, who is the living Word, was also in the beginning, and he
created the world through words.

The Word has always come before the world. The apostle Paul elabo-
rates on this same jaw-dropping truth about Jesus: “He is before all things,
and in him all things hold together” (Colossians 1:17). Jesus is the Word
of God cloaked in human flesh—the one who is, who was, and who is to
come (see Revelation 1:8). “Word before world” is how God wired all of
creation, and when we treasure his Word above all else and live according
to his ways, his Word gives us abundant life in Christ (see Psalm 119:93;
John 4:13-14; John 10:10).

My desire in writing this hundred-day devotional is to walk with you as
we seek to exalt Jesus above everything, putting him in his rightful place
as King of our hearts. God’s Word never changes, yet it always changes us.
I pray God will use each devotional to help you cultivate a daily rhythm
of seeking Jesus, whether you're in a season of joy or a season of sorrow,
whether your calendar feels packed or lonely, whether your heart is heavy
or light or somewhere in between.

Jesus doesn’t change if it’s morning, noon, or night, if it’s summer,
autumn, or winter, if we’re old or young, if we’re mourning or rejoic-
ing. He is the same yesterday, today, and forever (see Hebrews 13:8), and
he is faithful no matter what is happening in your world and in your
heart.

When we put God’s Word before the world, we will experience fullness
of joy, peace that surpasses all understanding, and hope to carry us through
any trial (see Psalm 16:10-11; Philippians 4:6-7; and Romans 5:3-5).

When Jesus is first, we will find that everything else falls into its right-
ful place.









UNCHANGING GOD IN CHANGING SEASONS

The grass withers, the flower fades,
but the word of our God will stand forever.

ISATAH 40:8

Wber in the South can be frustratingly unpredictable. In the

winter, we might enjoy idyllic seventy-degree weather one day,
fooling the trees into sprouting early, followed by a day that’s overcast,
cold, and rainy. Snow is a rare sight, but when we do get a slight dusting,
everyone flocks to the store to stock up on bread, milk, and hot chocolate
before everything shuts down. In the summer, we might be sweating up a
storm in the blistering morning sun, only to huddle indoors in the after-
noon watching an ominous thunderstorm blow in.

When my son was in kindergarten, he was delighted when his teacher
assigned him the role of class weather watcher. To fulfill his responsi-
bilities, he’d walk over to the window and describe to his classmates what
he saw outside. Was the sidewalk wet with rain? Were billowy clouds
darkening his view? Was the sun shining brightly? Were small cotton
clouds speckling the sky? Ever since his days as weather watcher, he has
been fascinated by predictions about what the weather would be like in
the days ahead.

I’'m just like my son, except I find myself relentlessly watching the
weather of my own life, scanning the horizon for what storm might be
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brewing. I’'m eager to know what I should prepare for, what I should bring
with me, or whether I should just stay put. Like a traveler packing my bag
for a long journey, I want to be prepared for anything that could happen.

When it comes to the seasons of nature, my favorite is springtime,
hands down. As a gardener, I anxiously await the first post-frost sunny
day in April, when I can crack open the dormant soil and plant my
prized zinnia seeds. I wish I could live in perpetual springtime, soak-
ing up the days when the sun goes to bed later and we can use nature’s
air-conditioning, leaving all the windows open. But that is not how life
unfolds. We enjoy pleasant seasons and endure harsh ones; we bask in
the sunshine and take refuge from the rain; we gaze at clear skies and
prepare for cloudy days.

The same is true in my walk with God. I wish I could live in a never-
ending season of growth and abundance—enjoying the nearness of God,
savoring the sweetness of Scripture, squeezing all the joy out of what
comes my way. But just as the seasons of nature change, so do the seasons
of life. We can’t prepare for every situation we will face or pack for every
potential problem. Instead, God calls us to entrust our souls to his ten-
der care (see Proverbs 3:5-6). He sees each crimson leaf that drifts to the
ground, each zinnia petal unfolding, each baby bird nestled in a tree. How
much more does he see and sustain us?

One thing remains the same in every season—the unchanging charac-
ter, presence, and provision of God.

In winter seasons, God’s Word warms and comforts our souls (see Psalm
119:50). In spring seasons, God’s Word awakens and prunes our faith (see
John 15:1-2). In summer seasons, God’s Word grows and strengthens our
endurance (see Psalm 73:26). In autumn seasons, God’s Word produces a
harvest for his glory (see John 15:8).

Prioritizing the Word before the world cloaks us against the cold of
unbelief, shades us from the heat of unexpected trials, nourishes us in
droughts of waiting, and satisfies us when answered prayers bloom and
abound. The God of every season gives us eternal shelter to enjoy rest
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through Christ. Instead of being a weather watcher, on the lookout for
what we might walk through next, we can dwell in the sanctuary of God’s
never-changing Word, knowing he will always provide us with the sustain-
ing grace we need to not only survive but to thrive in him.

Word before World
We don’t know what tomorrow may hold,
but we know the one who holds tomorrow,

and he is always and forever good.

¢Grow in Grace
Take a moment to write down what season of life
you’re currently in. Does it feel like spring, summer, fall,
or winter in your soul? No matter the season you're
weathering, you can find rest in God’s unchanging
promises and the enduring hope in his Word.
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FIRST THINGS FIRST

God is able to make all grace abound to you,
so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times,
you may abound in every good work.

2 CORINTHIANS 9:8

very morning, with heavy eyes and groggy vision, I pour my first cup

of coffee. I walk to the couch and sink into the well-worn cushions,
sitting in a daze for a few moments, trying to coax my soul out of its slum-
ber. My initial prayer is almost always the same: God, please wake me up so I
can read the Word before I start this day!

I crave this time—the stillness and quiet, the calm before the storm. I
want these first moments to be perfect, peaceful, and perspective-shaping.
But instead of being a scene of serenity, these times often look like a string
of external interruptions or an internal skirmish.

As my mental distractions grow louder, my phone beckons me from the
cabinet where it has been resting all night, silently screaming for me to pick
it up and check email or scroll social media for just a minute. But I know
that once I open the door, the noise of the world will crank up. I ask the
Lord to help me resist the temptation to zone out so I can settle my soul in
his unchanging Word.

Miraculously, I open my Bible and journal and soak in God’s Word.
Sometimes these moments multiply as I feast on Scripture, and other times
I am interrupted by early-waking children or a random thought about
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something important I forgot to do. Sometimes I sense God’s presence as
tangibly as if he were on the couch with me, and other times I wonder if I
am talking to a brick wall. But one thing is certain: I never regret training
my soul to put Jesus first.

When you're tempted to choose what’s easy instead of what’s best for

your soul, remember:

* Even when you’re tempted to put Jesus behind something else
in your life, he will give you more grace to put him first (see
2 Corinthians 12:9).

* Even when it’s hard to wake up and get going, he will give you the
strength to open your eyes and face each day with confidence in
his provision (see Philippians 4:13).

* Even when you choose what’s easy instead of opening your
Bible, he will give you endurance to keep seeking him (see
Hebrews 12:1-2).

When you aim to put Jesus first in your life, expect to face roadblocks that
make it hard to press on. The snooze button becomes more enticing, and it is
tempting to pick up your phone before picking up your Bible. But take heart,
because he who is in you is greater than he who is in the world (see 1 John 4:4)!

The battle in your heart can only be won through Christ’s sanctify-
ing work within you as he reframes your desires, rewires your mind, and
renews your heart. We do not fight for victory but from the victory Christ
already accomplished on the cross. Christ, who loved you first, will also
help you put him first in your day, in your thinking, and in your life.

Show up weak, knowing he is strong. Ask him for strength, knowing
he will give you the perseverance to run the race he has set before you.
He gives fresh grace from his infinite supply in Christ Jesus, and his mer-
cies are new every morning (see Lamentations 3:22-24)—even on the days
when morning comes too soon or you fall asleep in the middle of your
Bible reading. Jesus is worthy of your first moments, your last moments,

and every moment in between.
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When your gaze starts to shift, your mind starts to wander, and your
heart starts to lean toward the ways of this world, turn your eyes back to
Jesus, who wakes our sleeping souls from their slumber so they awaken

to his grace.

Word before World
God’s grace helps us put Jesus first,
forgives us when we don’t, and keeps us
coming back to him over and over again.

¢Grow in Grace
What temptation keeps you from opening God’s Word?
Confess your need for the Holy Spirit’s help to
put the Word before the world today.



PRESSED, BUT NOT CRUSHED

We are pressed on every side by troubles, but we are not crushed.
We are perplexed, but not driven to despair.
We are hunted down, but never abandoned by God.
We get knocked down, but we are not destroyed.

2 CORINTHIANS 4:8-9, NLT

ﬁT’ucked inside the pages of old books and Bibles on my bookshelf,

you’ll find the pressings of flowers I've grown or received over the
years. When I’'m feeling sentimental, I like to peruse the pages and recall
memories preserved in time. I've collected small flower pressings from
travels, including a tiny white flower from the Garden of Gethsemane and
precious wildflowers my boys have plucked from our yard and given to
me as gifts. When the petals are pressed between the pages of heavy-duty
books, the constant pressure preserves their features and can make them
even more beautiful.

After years of collecting flower pressings, I recently arranged some of
them between two sheets of glass to hang on the wall of our daughter’s
room. Each time I pass this piece of art, I'm reminded of God’s faithful-
ness and tender care. He does not crush his loved ones; he presses and
preserves us for his glory and our good (see Romans 8:28).

The apostle Paul was well acquainted with affliction. Prior to becom-
ing a Christ-follower, he fiercely persecuted the church. After coming to
Christ, Paul found himself on the receiving end of the persecution he’d
once carried out.
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In his letter to the church at Corinth, Paul reminded believers of
the precious, incalculable treasure they held within them: the gospel of
Jesus Christ (see 2 Corinthians 4:7-10). He likened their bodies to jars
of clay—fralil, fragile, temporary, made from dust. At the same time, he
reminded them that these jars of clay possess the hope of Jesus, which
would preserve them through the sufferings they’d inevitably face as
Christians.

Tucked inside this passage, Paul writes these famous words: “We
are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to
despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed”
(2 Corinthians 4:8-9). The word afflicted more literally means “pressed.”!
Like the flowers I collect and preserve between the pages of my books, we,
too, are pressed on all sides yet not crushed. The pressing affliction is for
our preservation, our good, and God’s glory.

Are you facing a pressing trial right now? Do you feel surrounded
by difficulty, assaults from the enemy, and fiery arrows of doubt? Press
onward through your Savior, who was pressed on all sides on the cross.
Through his death, he destroyed the power of death (see Hebrews 2:14).
Through his resurrection, he is now preparing an eternal home for us in
heaven (see John 14:23). And one day he will crush Satan once and for all
(see Romans 16:20).

When you are pressed on all sides, have courage, because you are being
preserved by your Father in heaven. As Paul goes on to say, “We do not
lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being
renewed day by day. For this light momentary affliction is preparing for
us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to
the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things
that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal”
(2 Corinthians 4:16-18).

We are pressed, but not crushed. Preserved, but not forsaken. Take
heart, because God is creating a beautiful work of art out of these trials

in your life.
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‘Word before World

Trials will press your faith,
but God will preserve you through it all.

“Grow in Grace
When you are pressed on all sides, don’t lose heart!
Fix your eyes on the things of heaven, remembering Christ,
who was pressed for you and who gives you victory.




THE RED BIRD’S SERMON

Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall to
the ground apart from your Father. But even the hairs of your head are all
numbered. Fear not, therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows.

MATTHEW 10:29-31

,,Ared bird flits to the barren branch outside the window, cocking its

296 . .

head toward me. For a moment, it looks right at me before promptly
flying away. Memories flood my mind: my college dorm room desk, a rickety
AC unit outside the fourth-story window, tears streaming down my face,
a gnawing ache of hunger in my belly—and a red bird just like this one.

It’s not a pretty memory and not one I like to dwell on, but I've grown
enough now to hold it without judgment and see it as a redeemed one.

Second semester of my freshman year in college wreaked havoc in my
heart. My New Year’s resolution was simple: don’t gain the dreaded “freshman
fifteen” I'm a disciplined person, and with the help of diet books, I succeeded—
except not in the way I'd planned. The scale tipped in a downward spiral as I
shed pound after pound. By mid-spring, I was a frail version of myself, skin and
bones, wondering how I'd dug myself into this pit so quickly. The reflection
I saw in the mirror was never good enough. I desperately wanted to believe
I was loved and valued, but I was unable to grasp my true identity in Christ.

I remember sitting by my window, alone in my dorm room, with my
Bible open and my heart crying out for divine help. I felt so alone, and
although I believed in God, I was afraid my brokenness was too deep for
him to redeem. But right outside my window, a little red bird perched on
the AC unit and looked directly at me.
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Tears sprung to my eyes as these words of Jesus came to mind: “Look
at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and
yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?
And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of
life?” (Matthew 6:26-27).

As the Word of God ministered to my heart, I began to see that God
really did care for me. Over the course of several years, with the help of
wise counsel and his healing Word, God redefined my warped perspective
on food and body image. Ever since that day, however, the red bird has
been a testimony reminding me that God is intimately acquainted with all
my ways. He does not leave me starving for grace, wondering if he will pro-
vide for my daily needs. He cares about every problem I face. Desperation
is not my forever destination; I am satisfied in Christ.

It has been fifteen years since that small red bird preached his sermon
to my heart, but that gospel message has never left my soul. God cared
then, and he cares now.

He who clothes the flowers of the field also clothes our souls with
strength, peace, and purpose. He has done it before, he is doing it now,
and he will continue doing so all our days.

When the red bird flits away, the one who created the bird remains.

‘Word before World

Desperation is not your final destination. God, who cares for the

smallest of birds, cares for you and is able to redeem your brokenness.

“Grow in Grace
When has God given you a tangible reminder about his provision and
care? Look for those reminders as you go about your day, and thank him
for noticing all that happens to you—the big things and the small ones.



BETTER THAN YOUR BIG DREAMS

L am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every
branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does
bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.

JOHN 15:1-2, NIV

e purchased our first home in the dead of winter, when the

branches were barren and the ground was beige. That spring,
I was amazed to see fuchsia petals unfurl on a rosebush in the front garden.
The previous owners had planted it there, and now I enjoy the blooms each
year, even though I didn’t lift a finger to help it grow.

As much as I might wish otherwise, life isn’t always filled with bloom-
ing flowers. Right next to our flowering rosebush, stubborn weeds grow
rampant. Despite our efforts to pull them up, they multiply with fervor,
constantly popping up in new places.

Our four-year-old likes to pick the tiny yellow dandelions scattered in
the grass and present them to me as a gift. He doesn’t know these flowers
are actually weeds that choke out the plants we want to thrive. In order for
new blooms to flourish, weeds must be uprooted.

When trials pop up in our lives, our faith is tested (see James 1:2-4).
Trials come in all shapes and sizes—sometimes packaged as big, life-
altering circumstances and other times disguised as daily inconveniences
and challenges. In order for blooms of faith to flourish, we need to pluck
the weeds of doubt and fear that threaten to crowd out the truth of God’s
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character—that he is with us and for us and will never leave us (see
Isaiah 43:1-2).

Just as flowers need sun and water, our budding faith needs to soak in
the reality of his presence and his goodness.

When life goes well, Jesus is good.

When your day unravels, Jesus is good.

When your dreams are fulfilled, Jesus is good.

When your hopes are crushed, Jesus is good.

When your fears are overwhelming, Jesus is good.

When blooms flourish, Jesus is good.

When the last leaf drifts to the ground, Jesus is good.

When we plant the truth “Jesus is good” in our hearts, we’ll be able to
receive the gift of pruning when the master Gardener pulls the weeds from
our souls and prunes anything that’s holding us back from growth (see
John 15:2). And we’ll be able to rejoice when we see those tender buds of
faith start to sprout.

Jesus is good, and knowing this truth is better than your big dreams.

SWord before World

No matter what you face today, remember that
Jesus is forever and always good.

¢Grow in Grace
Take an honest look at the garden of your soul.
What weeds do you see there? What would it
take to pull them out, by God’s grace?

PLTIANY
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