
The Ten Commandments for Writers of Reflections (And the Three Addenda!) 
 
1. Thou shalt not try to sound like a writer! 
In other words, don’t use the word “glance” where “look” would do. Don’t get caught up 
in creating Faulknerian sentences.  
 
2. Thou shalt not be preachy! 
Don’t tell readers what they or all Christians should or shouldn’t do. Put yourself in the 
boat with your readers. Take great care when using the “You” pronoun. don’t turn your 
devotions into a series of exegetical texts. Do the exegesis, by all means, but don’t stop 
there. Look for connections between the text and your life. Mine for meaning. 
 
3. Thou shalt not rewrite Scripture! 
Read your assigned passage carefully. You can wonder about the details of Scripture, 
explore unanswered questions, etc., but take care not to embellish Scripture. And in the 
rare cases where you feel such a move is warranted, never do so without informing the 
reader (and me!). Put another way, you can get away with some invention if you first say, 
“Maybe the scene looked like this…” or “I imagine it this way….” 

In short, be fair to Scripture. Read in context. Get the details right. Be fair to what 
the day’s passage is really saying; don’t make it say what you wish it said.  
 
4. Thou shalt not use rhetorical questions to excess! 
My assistant editor’s pet peeve. Seriously, she’ll make faces at you—and at me for not 
fixing the rhetorical questions before they reach her desk. Rhetorical questions can be 
used to move a piece into new territory. But don’t avoid the work of actually offering 
insight to the reader! Of course, this is the Bible we’re dealing with here. Sometimes all 
we’re left with are questions, right? Well, I’m glad you asked. That leads us to our next 
commandment. 
 
5. Thou shalt not mistake muddle for mystery! 
Don’t leave the reader with a mishmash of ideas, scenes, and Scripture and then call it 
mystery. Make connections on the page. Think through the logic. It’s easy to put a bunch 
of stuff on the page and say it’s mystery when it’s really all a muddle. So my advice is 
simple: Make sure your sentences make sense; make sure each sentence leads to the next; 
make sure you’ve included all the details necessary for readers to understand the point 
you’re making or the scene you’re painting. 
 
6. Thou shalt not kill the metaphor! 
Metaphors are awesome, but they can quickly become stretched to the breaking point. 
Use them with care. The key is not to choose a metaphor and then force every detail of a 
passage or idea to fit that metaphor. Please be kind to your metaphors! 
 
7. Thou shalt not use jargon! 
Eschatology. Hermeneutic. Pericope. Aaargh! The seminary professor is loose again. Get 
the nets and call the seminary president. No, seriously, just steer clear of jargon when 
possible. When it’s not possible to avoid such terms (or when it actually serves a real and 



crucial purpose to include them), please define them. Oh, and for the record, seminary 
professors aren’t the only ones with jargon (said the editor). 
 
8. Thou shalt not make unequal comparisons! 
Okay, I’m not entirely sure how to describe this one to you. Oh, wait a minute. It’s like 
when my co-workers tell stories about how their children go wild after eating Fruit Loops 
and I follow it up with a story about how my slobbering dog sometimes tears around the 
house at breakneck speed after eating pig ears. (My co-workers love me, by the way.) Or 
in terms of writing about the Bible, don’t take a slight annoyance and compare it to, you 
know, the crucifixion or living in Egyptian slavery.  
 
9. Thou shalt not meander without getting to the point! 
Writing seven or ten or fourteen devotions can seem like a big task. It does to me, 
anyway. That’s why I suggest tackling your assignment one reflection at a time. Because 
it’s not enough to simply write 230–310 words. These words have to be connected, and 
they have to lead somewhere. But again, the task isn’t easy. And I’m going to sound like 
your high school English teacher here, but prewriting helps. But here’s the thing, don’t let 
your prewriting/brainstorming session turn into your final draft, complete with (1) a few 
sentences about something that happened last week, (2) a few sentences about Jesus, (3) a 
few sentences about your friend, and (4) a paragraph about band camp. Maybe all of the 
sentences even make sense, but what do they add up to? Where are they going? Make the 
connections! Make a point! Offer insight. Sometimes that means focusing on one of these 
sections in your first draft (your friend!) or two of those sections (your friend and Jesus!). 
Sometimes it means tying three or four sections together (although remember your word 
limit here). Sometimes it means going back to the drawing board when you realize you 
can’t seem to make any of these ideas work! Okay, you get the point—prewrite, and then 
write. And then rewrite, rewrite, rewrite.  
 
10. Thou shalt not summarize the day’s Scripture passage! 
Whatever you do, don’t just summarize the day’s text and leave it at that. Dig deep! Find 
insight. See what others do not. Look deeply and observe closely. Who knows? Maybe 
something magical will happen when you sit down to write. I, for one, am cheering for 
you! 
 
 
 
The Three Addenda! 
1. Break the rules! 
After having read the Ten Commandments, you’re probably scared to death, so I’ll just 
soften everything by telling you not to be afraid to break the rules. There are hundreds of 
ways to write good devotions. Be creative! Be brave! Work hard! That is where 
everything good starts. 
 
2. Make explicit connections to the Scripture passage! 
Okay, I don’t really need to explain this one. Try to mention the day’s passage in your 
devotion, or if not, make reference to a prominent event or idea in the passage. 



 
3. Don’t fret over the formatting! 
Just trust me, and leave your document as simple as possible. We’re going to undo any 
extra formatting as soon as it gets here; it makes the files easier to typeset later on. So just 
sit down at your word processor and type away. 
 


