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PrefaCe

this bOOk is abOut the iMpOrtance OF seeking gOD. Its point 
of departure is the statement in Hebrews 11:6 that God is “a re-

warder of those who diligently seek Him,” and it consists of daily 
readings that urge us to do that. The basic premise here is that we 
need to seek God more earnestly than any of us ever have.

Diligently Seeking God consists of 366 meditations, one for each day 
of the year. While the pages can obviously be read in other ways, I 
do hope that most readers will use the book as a daybook, medi-
tating on just one page a day. There really is much more here than 
you can get by skimming. If you have never read a book one page 
a day, give this one a try.

I write as a Christian, one who believes that it makes a difference 
which path we follow in seeking God. At the risk of being written 
off as old-fashioned, I must say that I accept the full force of Jesus’ 
bold saying in John 14:6: “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No 
one comes to the Father except through Me.” If anyone thinks that 
such a view is arrogant, my only plea is for a fair and patient hear-
ing. I still have many things to learn about the God whom I seek, 
and I write about Him with a quite painful sense of my own limi-
tations. I would be less than honest, however, if I didn’t record this 
as my governing conviction: it is in Jesus Christ alone that God is 
“reconciling the world to Himself” (2 Corinthians 5:19).

Since this book focuses on seeking God, a word of caution is 
necessary. Nothing here should be taken to imply that the mere act 
of seeking God, by itself, constitutes fellowship with Him. The case 
of Cornelius (Acts 10:1-48) illustrates that the sincere seeker must, 
at some point, learn the facts of the gospel of Christ and obey its 
commands. On Pentecost, those who asked what they must do 
were instructed, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized 
in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins” (Acts 2:38). 



The reader who is asking the very important question, “What 
must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30) can do no better than to study 
thoughtfully the clear examples of conversion in Acts.

But if more is involved in conversion than the seeking of God, it’s 
also true that no less is involved. If, as often seems to be the case, 
we emphasize all the other aspects of becoming a Christian but 
neglect the prior importance of seeking God, the result is bound to 
be a proliferation of nominal “Christians” who are easily discour-
aged, vulnerable to temptation, lacking in evangelistic impact on 
others, and nearly devoid of the commitment and joy that ought to 
attend life in Christ. Can it be denied that this is exactly what we 
see around us so often today?

In this work, I am trying to understand and articulate the impor-
tance of seeking God with all our hearts (Jeremiah 29:13). While 
this is not the only thing required if our religion is to honor God, 
it may be the thing we’ve neglected the most, considering the 
emphasis Jesus placed upon it. He taught that nothing on our part 
is of more basic importance than having a deep desire for God 
(Matthew 22:37,38). If the main thing is to keep the main thing the 
main thing, then we need frequent, emphatic reminders of those 
things that Jesus said were the most important.

Whoever you are, I hope that you’ll not make the mistake of think-
ing that this book is written for someone else. Conversion happens 
to have two important sides: before and after. I’ve tried hard to 
keep this work from veering off in the direction of one or the other. 
For our purposes here, it doesn’t matter whether you see yourself 
as already being a Christian or not. I believe that diligently seeking 
God is no less vital for those on one side of conversion than on the other. 
On whichever side you find yourself, my hope is that seeking God 
will be the defining passion of your life.

GPH

My beloved God
Grant in Your grace that I may

Seek You diligently that I may
Show forth Your goodness that I may
See Your shining face someday.



Diligently Seeking God

O Lord, prepare my heart, I beseech you,
to reverence you, to adore you, to love you;

to hate, for love of you, all my sins and imperfections, 
shortcomings, whatever in me displeases you;

and to love all which you love.

Give me, Lord, fervor of love, shame for my 
unthankfulness, sorrow for my sins, longing for your 

grace, and to be wholly united with you.

Let my very coldness call for the glow of your love;
let my emptiness and dryness, like a barren and thirsty 
land, thirst for you, call on you to come into my soul, 

who refreshes those who are weary.

Let my heart ache to you and for you,
who stills the aching of the heart.

Let my mute longings praise you, crave you,
who satisfies the empty soul that waits on you.

— E. B. Pusey



January 1

our DeePest neeD, our Greatest rewarD

But without faith it is impossible to please Him,
for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that

He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him. Hebrews 11:6

gOD rewarDs thOse whO Diligently seek hiM. In order to 
come to God, we must believe this great truth. Confidently 

acting on our faith and passionately pursuing Him, we will find 
the God whom we were created to enjoy. He has promised that we 
will not only find Him, but we will find in Him all that our hearts 
truly desire. In times of comfort no less than in times of pain, we 
must always seek God. We must seek Him with diligence and 
determination — as well as love — trusting that at the end of our 
search He Himself, and He alone, will be our reward.

Two things are needed. We must see that our deepest need is 
for God, and then we must seek the fulfillment of that need in God 
only. The first of these is perhaps the hardest to do. On the sur-
face, we seem to desire so many more visible and more immediate 
things that it’s hard to understand how deeply we need God. But 
deeper than all our other wants is this ultimate desire: our longing 
for God. We long for Him because we were created for Him, and 
when we honestly and humbly recognize the importance of this 
need, then we are ready to seek God. We must devote ourselves 
wholeheartedly to finding Him, our most fervent hope being to 
come into His presence and enjoy His fellowship.

We tend not to seek God when our lives are comfortable. If 
our temporal needs are met, we imagine that we can take care of 
ourselves and we forget about God. For this reason, God lets us 
suffer some deprivation. The needs that go unmet may differ from 
person to person, but each of us will have our heart broken in 
some ways. We will be taught to do without some of the things we 
deeply need, in order to learn that what we were created to enjoy 
is not fully available in this world. Only God can perfectly satisfy 
our hunger and our thirst, and He is always leading us in the 
direction of satisfaction in Him. He is teaching us, if we have the 
hearts to learn, that He is the only thing we can’t do without.

Above all am I convinced of the need, irrevocable and inescapable, of
every human heart, for God. No matter how we try to escape, to lose

ourselves in restless seeking, we cannot separate ourselves
from our divine source. There is no substitute for God.

a .  J .  c r O n i n
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In the ImaGe of GoD

So God created man in His own image; in the image of God
He created him; male and female He created them. Genesis 1:27

surely it is nO cOinciDence that we yearn FOr gOD. This pro-
found longing cannot have resulted from a quirk in the opera-

tion of merely physical forces. Our hunger for righteousness is no 
caprice of nature. We desire God because we were created to do so 
by God Himself, the Creator in whose image we were made. As 
our Beginning, He is the only perfect End toward which we were 
meant to move.

Human beings are inherently religious. As Spinoza said, “We 
feel and know that we are eternal.” Though we may often distract 
ourselves with lesser concerns, we still experience a deep-rooted 
longing for communion with the divine. God having put eternity 
in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11), we instinctively reach out for con-
cord with the Source of our being.

As creatures made in God’s image, we long for relationship 
with other personal beings. And if we need personal relationship 
with our fellow creatures, we need it even more deeply with our 
Creator. We were designed for what the Scriptures call “fellow-
ship” with God (1 John 1:3). Without that essential involvement, 
our spirits waste away in emptiness.

The purpose of our existence is described in a familiar old 
tradition: “The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him 
forever.” These words well state the ultimate fulfillment that is 
available to us, looking at the matter from our perspective. But 
from God’s perspective, may we not also say that God gave us the 
power to glorify and enjoy Him in order that He might show forth 
His goodness through us? We are vessels, instruments through 
whom God intends to demonstrate His goodness in our actions.

If we’re alienated from God, He can’t fully reveal His good-
ness through us. If His purpose isn’t being fulfilled in us, we can’t 
experience the joy for which we were designed, and if we miss 
that joy, all else in the world is futility and frustration. “O God . . . 
my flesh longs for You in a dry and thirsty land where there is no 
water” (Psalm 63:1). Having been made by God, we long for Him. 
When our hearts hurt in this world, what we are is homesick.

He that is made in the image of God must know Him or be desolate.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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our neeD for relatIonshIP

That which we have seen and heard we declare to you,
that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship

is with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ. 1 John 1:3

a neeD FOr rich persOnal relatiOnship is Deeply eMbeDDeD 
in Our createD nature. We owe our existence not to im-

personal forces, but to a personal Creator, and it was the Creator 
Himself who said, “It is not good that man should be alone” 
(Genesis 2:18). We are personal beings, and we were designed for 
full, vibrant relationship.

But sin destroys relationship. It severs us from God and from 
others, cutting us off from this thing that is so necessary to our 
na ture. So there is perhaps no sy mptom of sin any more obvious 
than the deep, gnawing pain of isolation. And in sin, there is no 
groaning more desperate than to be freed from our loneliness.

But however much we need relationship in general, our most 
vital need, the only one we can’t survive without, is our need 
for relationship with God. “In every man there is a loneliness, 
an inner chamber of peculiar life into which God only can enter” 
(George MacDonald). Our craving for God is a dependency we 
were meant to have. It is a profound need for perfect relationship, 
and to try to fill this need with our flawed connection to other 
human beings is not only wrong; it is hopeless.

If we fail to let God fill our need for love — if it is not in Him 
that our loneliness is taken away — then we will force an im -
possible mandate on the imperfect people around us. We will 
demand from others a satisfaction they aren’t capable of providing 
for us in this broken world. Only the infinite God is able to relate 
to us perfectly. And even with God, what we can have in this life is 
only a foretaste of the perfect union that heaven will provide.

When we find that even our most intimate earthly compan-
ions can’t provide the depth of relationship for which we were 
created, bitterness may be the tempting reaction. Yet there is a 
healthier response. We can see the imperfections in our own rela-
tionships as a salutary reminder. God alone is the One to whom 
we must look for life and unfailing love. To forget that is to lose 
the path that leads back home.

Didst thou give me this inescapable loneliness
so that it would be easier for me to give thee all?

D a g  h a M M a r s k J ö l D
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love’s Quest

Now therefore, I pray, if I have found grace in Your sight,
show me now Your way, that I may know You

and that I may find grace in Your sight. Exodus 33:13

iF Our search FOr gOD is inspireD by real lOve, we will nOt 
rest until we have cOMe tO knOw hiM as he truly is. Mere 

admiration may be content to sit and daydream, but real love gets 
up and blazes a trail toward the actual knowledge of God. Such a 
relentless love in the heart of one seeker is of more heavenly con-
sequence than all the placid intellect in the world. “Of all earthly 
music, that which reaches farthest into heaven is the beating of a 
truly loving heart” (Henry Ward Beecher).

Knowing God is very much more than an informational ex-
ercise. We don’t try to figure out God for the sake of curiosity; we 
seek to know Him for the sake of love. And the love that moves us 
to know God is every bit as real and robust as worldly love. “Love 
for the Lord is not an ethereal, intellectual, dreamlike thing; it is 
the intensest, the most vital, the most passionate love of which the 
human heart is capable” (Oswald Chambers).

Not all who say they love God have this passion, of course, 
but those who are lukewarm or haphazard will simply not find 
God. The good things that come from loving God are reserved for 
those who take Him seriously. “You will seek Me and find Me,” 
God said, “when you search for Me with all your heart” (Jeremiah 
29:13). Only wholehearted love has the persistence required to 
find God. This kind of love is an active force, always compelling 
us to seek and to search and to know the other. It will never let us 
be content until we have entered deeply into relationship with our 
Beloved. Love will find the way to find God.

Love is bold and aspires to grandeur. Combining the quali-
ties of reverence and courage, love dares to seek God Himself. 
The deepest love in the human heart will settle for nothing less. 
It will not cease from its quest until it has found and known the 
very Source from which it was created. “Nearer, my God, to Thee, 
nearer to Thee; e’en tho’ it be a cross that raiseth me, still all my 
song shall be, nearer, my God, to Thee!” (Sarah F. Adams).

Love cannot be inactive; its life is a ceaseless effort to know, to feel,
and to realize the boundless treasures hidden within its depths.

This is its insatiable desire.

J a n  v a n  r u y s b r O e c k
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DIlIGently seekInG GoD

But without faith it is impossible to please Him,
for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that

He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him. Hebrews 11:6

Our seeking OF gOD Must be Diligent. What does this mean? 
It means that we must give ourselves to the quest for God 

with a priority and a passion that we don’t invest in any other 
pursuit. God must be first in our hearts. We must be ready to 
sacrifice anything else — indeed all else — in order to see His face. 
Our hearts must be purged of any conflicting interest or compet-
ing desire. “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” 
(Matthew 5:8). In our longing for God we must be utterly sincere, 
and in our seeking of God we must be passionately committed. He 
deserves no less than our all.

God’s making of the world is such that we find it necessary to 
seek and search for Him, but in truth “He is not far from each one 
of us” (Acts 17:27). His hiddenness in this present broken world is 
not meant to hinder us from finding Him, but to entice us to seek 
Him more fervently. As He whets our appetite for Himself, God 
is weaning us away from our sinful, self-sufficient rebellion. He is 
teaching us to love Him. With convicting evidences of His power 
and loving tokens of His goodness, He is drawing us toward His 
eternal presence. “I drew them with gentle cords, with bands of 
love” (Hosea 11:4). It is God’s good pleasure to be found by all 
who long for Him in honest, obedient love.

God is not neutral with regard to the inclination of our hearts. 
He desires that we find Him. He yearns for those who delight in 
Him. “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you” (James 
4:8). Yet there is a danger: we must not deceive ourselves that we 
are seeking God if in fact it is only certain blessings from God that 
we seek. Resisting the tendency to focus on ourselves, we must 
learn to seek Him, simply and contentedly. When we diligently do 
so, our reward will be God Himself and He will fill our deepest 
longings according to the design of His own love. Having sought 
God earnestly, we will be enriched by the joy of a heart that over-
flows with His glory.

Where there is faith, where there is need, there is the True God
ready to clasp the hands that stretch out seeking for him

into the darkness behind the ivory and the gold.

h .  g .  w e l l s
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a Broken worlD

What is crooked cannot be made straight,
And what is lacking cannot be numbered.

Ecclesiastes 1:15

because OF the DaMage sin has DOne tO this wOrlD, Our 
hearts will never FinD what they truly neeD here. This 

world is simply not what it was created to be, and to live in it is to 
hurt deeply. No one has tasted the bitterness of our experience any 
more than God Himself. He has lived among us, and when His 
great heart pondered the magnitude and the hurtfulness of what 
has gone wrong, Jesus wept (John 11:35).

It is foolish to underestimate the brokenness of this world. The more 
truly wise we become, the more we see the utter wretchedness 
of our earthly condition. “In much wisdom is much grief, and he 
who increases knowledge increases sorrow” (Ecclesiastes 1:18). 
The wise man, who has come to see that this world is tragically 
and irretrievably broken, will tend to be a man of sorrows. The un-
welcome truth is this: we cannot have anything more than partial 
happiness as long as we live here. Our deepest needs cannot and 
will not be fully met in this life. To pretend otherwise is danger-
ously dishonest, and we’ll be better off the minute we stop deny-
ing the seriousness of our unmet needs.

Yet it is also foolish to underestimate God. As much as we need 
to face this world’s brokenness, we need even more to face the 
ultimate reality of God. We must learn to see His mercy as our 
salvation, His promise as our joy. As we fix our hope on His per-
fection, however, we must still not forget the imperfection of the 
world that we presently live in. God’s Son did not die to make us 
healthier, wealthier, and happier in the here and now. He died to 
redeem us from the sin that is in our hearts and to give us eternal 
life. God gives us help, but He does not plan to fix this world. 
What He plans to fix is us — and then bring us to live where He is. 
As for this world, God plans to destroy it.

“In our sleep, pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop upon 
the heart until, in our own despair, against our will, comes wis-
dom through the awful grace of God” (Aeschylus). Let us deal no 
more in superficial, sentimental solutions. Let us let God be God.

To know of God without knowing of man’s misery causes pride.
To know of man’s misery without knowing of God causes despair.

b l a i s e  p a s c a l
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a weary worlD

All things are full of labor;
Man cannot express it.

The eye is not satisfied with seeing,
Nor the ear filled with hearing.

Ecclesiastes 1:8

tO beings MaDe FOr FellOwship with gOD, the wOrlD OF 
teMpOral things by itselF can never be whOlly satisFy-

ing. What we find is that the world, even at its best, exhausts us 
and leaves us longing for Something More. “O God! O God! How 
weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable seem to me all the uses of this 
world” (Shakespeare).

It is a frustrating, disappointing task to try to hold forever 
things that are essentially impermanent. We may spend many of 
our years looking for lasting fulfillment, but at some point most 
of us come to see that temporal things simply can’t fill eternal 
longings. When we try to make them do so, we place upon the 
things of this world a greater burden than they can bear. “It shall 
even be as when a hungry man dreams, and look — he eats; but 
he awakes, and his soul is still empty; or as when a thirsty man 
dreams, and look — he drinks; but he awakes, and indeed he is 
faint, and his soul still craves” (Isaiah 29:8).

We would get more real joy from this world if we would pay 
more attention to the world to come. Our problem is not asking 
too much of the world, but too little of God. C. S. Lewis said, “Our 
Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-
hearted creatures . . . We are far too easily pleased.” To seek the 
greater things of God is to get more from this world, not less. “He 
sins against this life who slights the next” (Edward Young).

The tiresomeness of temporal life by itself ought to be a clue 
to the fact that we were meant for more. There are many good 
things here to enjoy, but if we pretend that this world is all we 
need, we cheat ourselves. We “satisfy” ourselves with so pitifully 
little, when our hearts were made for so much greater joy. But 
even so, God keeps enticing us to be truly refreshed!

For when we approach God and seek to live according to his purpose,
he knows and we know whence we have come: from the restlessness of the 

world, from the tribulation of human events, from the feeling of 
discouragement, from the lack of faith, from the failure to hear the

message, from the twilight of moral and spiritual exhaustion.

p a u l  c i h O l a s
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suBstItute satIsfaCtIons

And do not turn aside; for then you would go after empty things
which cannot profit or deliver, for they are nothing. 1 Samuel 12:21

cOunterFeit FulFillMents can never take the place OF gOD, 
Our true neeD. Even so, the devil’s deception has always 

been that our deepest needs can be filled outside the limits of 
God’s will. He defrauds us of the joy we were designed for by sug-
gesting that our greater needs can be filled by lesser satisfactions 
and that even our need for God Himself can be gratified by other 
pleasures. This ancient lie is the source of all idolatry.

The deepest longings God has given us are longings that must 
be fulfilled. They will not be denied satisfaction of some kind. If 
we’re not richly nourished by the Bread of Life, we’ll be driven to 
pick up whatever crumbs we can from the world. But filling our 
hunger with other food doesn’t mean we need God any less; it 
just means we’ll be less likely to feel that need. However inferior 
worldly substitutes may be, they can still make it seem as if our 
needs have been met, for the time being. Just as candy spoils the 
appetite of a child for real nourishment, we spoil our appetite for 
God and foolishly suppose we are no longer hungry.

But we are “shaped and fashioned by what we love” (Goethe). 
Eventually, we come to bear the likeness of our chosen desires. 
Hence a most serious danger of substitutes is that our fascination 
with their fulfillment may come to be a part of our character. If we 
devote ourselves to other things with the kind of devotion that 
should be given to God alone, the time will come when we share 
the likeness of those things more than we share God’s likeness. 
Such a possibility ought to frighten us.

Ultimately, of course, substitute satisfactions don’t work. If 
we fill God-created needs with anything less than God-designed 
fulfillments, the result is bound to be unsatisfying in the short run, 
and destructive to our character in the long run. Even when we 
get what we want, it will not be what we want. “He who loves sil-
ver will not be satisfied with silver; nor he who loves abundance, 
with increase. This also is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 5:10). Temporal 
solutions only appear to fix eternal problems. Created things can 
never do for us what the Creator Himself desires to do.

God may well be taken as a substitute for everything;
but nothing can be taken as a substitute for God.

a n O n y M O u s



January 9

seeInG anD seekInG

So He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with
manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might 
make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by 
every word that proceeds from the mouth of the lOrD. Deuteronomy 8:3

liFe in this Fallen wOrlD cOnFrOnts us with a twO-FOlD 
challenge. The difficulty is first to see that God is our deepest 

need and then to seek Him with the diligence that we should. The 
first is a problem of awareness — our understanding must learn 
how important God is to us. The second is a problem of motivation 
— our will must choose to seek God diligently. In both our under-
standing and our will, not to mention our emotions, we must learn 
to take God as seriously as He deserves to be taken.

If we don’t see that God is what we most deeply need, we 
won’t seek Him seriously. But even when we do see how basic our 
need for God is, it is often still the case that we don’t seek Him as 
earnestly as we should. We simply fail to deal seriously with life’s 
most significant issue. Why this is so is a question that ought to 
concern us daily.

Seeing the reality of our need and then seeking God require 
moment-by-moment effort. The decision to seek God with all of 
our heart can’t be made once-for-all and then forgotten. In every 
single moment of choice we must exercise our will one more time, 
deciding again and again to maintain integrity to what we know 
is most important. “The main thing is to keep the main thing the 
main thing.” Such is our continual, lifelong challenge.

Not seeing our real need and not seeking God are failures 
that have disastrous consequences, even in the here and now. The 
human heart groans, longing to be filled up, and if we don’t seek 
God as the object of our heart’s desire, we will try to slake our 
thirst in other ways, pursuing substitute satisfactions until we 
have ruined ourselves. To devote our hearts to desires other than 
God is not only to waste our years in vanity — it is to forfeit the 
deep joy for which we were created. What could be more tragic than 
to miss the triumphant satisfaction of our deepest desire simply 
because we didn’t see our need and we didn’t seek our God?

The children of Israel did not find in the manna all the sweetness
and strength they might have found in it; not because the manna

did not contain them, but because they longed for other meat.

J O h n  O F  t h e  c r O s s
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why Don’t we see?

You say, ‘I am rich, have become wealthy, and have need of
nothing’ — and do not know that you are wretched, miserable,

poor, blind, and naked. Revelation 3:17

why DOn’t we see the Depth OF Our neeD FOr gOD? How 
could something so important be so difficult to recognize? 

There are at least three reasons for our failure to see.
Distraction. The here and now has a powerful pull on us. 

That which is immediate seems more urgent than the remote, 
and the physical seems more important than the spiritual. “The 
world is a net; the more we stir in it, the more we are entangled” 
(Anonymous). It’s hard to hear the quiet, eternal beckoning of God 
when the clatter and clamor of the present rattles loudly in our 
ears. Yet the distractions of the present can be resisted, and God 
expects us to do so. There is a sense in which God is always saying 
to us, “This night your soul will be required of you; then whose 
will those things be which you have provided?” (Luke 12:20).

Delusion. When our faith fails to see beyond the here and now, 
we lose perspective on reality. Our sense of what’s important is 
turned upside down. Famished with hunger, for example, Esau 
foolishly traded away his birthright for a bowl of soup. Later 
when he saw what was really important, it was too late to get his 
birthright back. Like Esau, we are often deluded into thinking that 
what we want right now is all we will ever need. Our momentary 
temporal desires deceive us greatly as to their eternal value.

Denial. At times, there may be an even more serious problem. 
We may not see our need for God because we choose not to see it. 
Refusing to admit what we know deep down to be true, we may 
build our lives on pride and denial, rather than truth. The self-
sufficient claim that we’re “doing all right” keeps us from seeing 
our true emptiness. If we lack either honesty or humility, we may 
suppress our need for God. “God is in none of his thoughts . . . 
He has said in his heart, ‘I shall not be moved; I shall never be in 
adversity’” (Psalm 10:4,6). “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is 
no God’” (Psalm 14:1). But ignoring our need doesn’t make it go 
away. To deny the obvious fact that our hearts long for Him is to 
deny the God who made us.

The man who has lost contact with God lives on the same
dead-end street as the man who denies him.

M i l t O n  a .  M a r c y
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why Don’t we seek?

The wicked in his proud countenance does not seek God;
God is in none of his thoughts.

Psalm 10:4

why DOn’t we seek gOD MOre Diligently than we DO? If we 
are willing to acknowledge that God is our ultimate need, 

why is it so hard to do what we should about that need? For most 
of us, there is an obvious shortage of motivation.

To be frank, the problem comes down to a single word: self-
righteousness. The failure to seek Him diligently comes from a re-
fusal to see the hideous ugliness of our own sins against God, sins 
that will condemn us forever if we don’t devoutly throw ourselves 
upon His mercy. “In this is love, not that we loved God, but that 
He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins” 
(1 John 4:10). We wouldn’t have any trouble living our love for 
God if we understood how fortunate we are to be loved by Him! 
Godly zeal is the product of gratitude.

This principle is illustrated poignantly in Luke 7:36-50. There 
Jesus rebuked the self-righteous ingratitude of Simon, a Pharisee 
who had criticized a sinful woman who lovingly approached 
the Lord. Jesus pointed out that she loved Him more than Simon 
because she was more conscious of the sins she needed to have 
forgiven. “Therefore I say to you, her sins, which are many, are 
forgiven, for she loved much. But to whom little is forgiven, the 
same loves little” (v.47). If our seeking of the Lord is lukewarm, it 
is because we don’t see that we have anything very serious to be 
forgiven. A passionate pursuit of God is only generated when we 
face the horror of our destiny without His grace.

The most powerful motive force in the world is a deeply felt 
appreciation for the forgiveness God mercifully makes available 
to us in His Son. We will truly love God only when we see some-
thing of the price He has paid to love us. “For the love of Christ 
compels us, because we judge thus: that if One died for all, then 
all died; and He died for all, that those who live should live no 
longer for themselves, but for Him who died for them and rose 
again” (2 Corinthians 5:14,15). Having been stripped of our self-
righteousness and made to grieve our emptiness, we will seek 
God with an earnestness that is eternal.

We are called to an everlasting preoccupation with God.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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BelIevInG that GoD Is real

Nobody reaches God’s presence until he has learned
to believe that He exists. Hebrews 11:6 Knox

Faith in gOD is a chOice that we Make between twO alter-
natives. The river of evidence for God’s reality runs strong 

and deep, but its current is not irresistible. Many people do swim 
against it, at least for a while.

Choosing to believe that God exists is a voluntary act of trust. 
We believe not because we think the reality of God is absolutely 
unequivocal, but because we judge the evidence to be greatly in its 
favor. After careful thought, faith puts its trust and confidence in a 
premise that is seen to be supported by the weight of the evidence. 
Faced with the ultimate fork in the road, faith understands that a 
decision must be made, and it responsibly chooses one alternative.

But the decision to believe isn’t merely the adoption of an 
intellectual position. It’s the courageous taking of a stand. Like all 
ideas, the idea of God has consequences, and faith dares to accept 
those consequences. It says: “I have considered the matter and 
am prepared to make my choice. What I have seen has taught me 
to trust this thing which I can’t see, the reality of God. I not only 
believe, but I am prepared to follow my faith wherever it leads.”

“Faith” is not inferior to “knowledge.” It is a certain kind of 
knowledge, one that makes available to us all the great truths that 
happen to be inaccessible to the “eyes” of physical sense. “Now 
faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things 
not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). If we could know only what our own 
senses have experienced, how impoverished our minds would be! 
Most of life’s important realities have to do with things that are 
unseen, and it is by faith that we apprehend these truths.

The time is coming, however, when the reality of God will no 
longer be a matter of faith. It will be an overwhelming fact, impos-
sible to deny and terrifying in its implications for those who have 
tried to deny it. “As I live, says the lOrD, every knee shall bow to 
Me, and every tongue shall confess to God” (Romans 14:11). For 
now, though, faith is “the response of our spirits to the beckonings 
of the eternal” (George A. Buttrick). To believe is to embrace both 
worlds, the seen and the unseen, neither more real than the other.

Faith is the subtle chain which binds us to the infinite.

e l i z a b e t h  O .  s M i t h
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the BurnInG “yes”

You will show me the path of life;
In Your presence is fullness of joy;

At Your right hand are pleasures forevermore.
Psalm 16:11

seeking gOD, we are willing tO let gO OF anything that 
interFeres with what we MOst greatly lOng FOr: liFe with 

gOD. Giving up the lesser in order to gain the greater does hurt 
sometimes. There’s no question that self-discipline can be quite 
uncomfortable, even painful. It does no good to deny the pain. But 
this pain we gladly accept if our hearts truly burn with the passion 
of what matters more to us than anything else in the world.

The “thou shalt nots” that confront us are not simply the arbi-
trary rules of a God who wishes to keep His creatures as unhappy 
as possible. There’s no inherent virtue in abstinence, and God does 
not expect us to give up things just for the sake of giving them up. 
Instead, there’s always some gift that God wants to place in our 
hands, a gift we’ll have no room to hold until we put down the 
load of lesser packages we are presently holding. In the end, we’ll 
see that God asked us to give up only those things that interfered 
with the exchange of real love.

No one knows more than the victorious athlete how valuable 
it is to give up the lesser for the greater. Gold medals aren’t won 
by self-indulgence. They’re won by years of focused training, the 
choice having been made to forgo other things that might have 
been enjoyed in order to single-mindedly pursue a dream. While 
the athlete trains, he may wistfully watch while others entertain 
themselves living for the moment, but he is wisely living for a goal.

In the Scriptures, we are taught that hope has a purifying ef-
fect. “Everyone who has this hope in Him purifies himself, just as 
He is pure” (1 John 3:3). To the extent that our spiritual hope mat-
ters as much as we say it does, we’ll purge our lives of anything 
inconsistent with that hope, eager to abstain from things that even 
distract us from God. If we’ve paid the price to know what mat-
ters the most to us, and if we’ve realized that the only thing worth 
having is God Himself, then our daily choices will be much easier. 
The joy of the Lord will be our strength.

We find ourselves able to say “No!” to some things
because there is a bigger “Yes!” burning deep within us.

s t e p h e n  r .  c O v e y
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CaPaCIty for Joy

One thing I have desired of the lOrD, that will I seek:
That I may dwell in the house of the lOrD all the days of my life,
To behold the beauty of the lOrD, and to inquire in His temple.

Psalm 27:4

Our hearts are Divinely createD receptacles, purpOse-
Fully MaDe tO receive the JOy with which gOD wishes tO 

Fill theM. It is true, as Bernard of Clairvaux said, that “beauty is 
the soul’s birthright.” Even though we’ve damaged our taste for 
divine things by neglect and abuse, we still find ourselves being 
“surprised by joy,” as C. S. Lewis put it. When we experience these 
moments of authentic joy, we’re reminded of the good purpose for 
which we were created. And we’re also reminded how foolishly 
we’ve strayed from the God who gave us the kind of hearts we 
have. God has not left Himself “without witness, in that He did 
good, gave us rain from heaven and fruitful seasons, filling our 
hearts with food and gladness” (Acts 14:17).

Concerning this temporal world and our capacity to enjoy its 
good things, Solomon said that it is proper for us to “rejoice.” He 
said that “every man should eat and drink and enjoy the good of 
all his labor; it is the gift of God” (Ecclesiastes 3:12,13). But more 
important than the enjoyment itself, Solomon also observed that 
God has made “everything beautiful in its time” and has put 
“eternity” in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11). The limited joy that so 
intrigues us now is a delightful hint of what lies ahead for those 
who diligently seek God. Having been given the ability to fore-
taste eternity, we are now being drawn toward Him.

Have there not been times when we’ve tasted a depth of joy 
that amazed us, times when we learned that a good deal more joy 
is available to us than we thought possible? These joyous epipha-
nies ought to intrigue us and instruct us. They ought to suggest 
the vastness of what can be ours in God and whet our appetites 
for spiritual things. “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have 
entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared 
for those who love Him” (1 Corinthians 2:9). We were made for so 
much more than we have yet received. Why do we so often deny 
and resist the God who gave us our capacity for joy?

Our Creator would never have made such lovely days, and have given us 
the deep hearts to enjoy them, unless we were meant to be immortal.

n a t h a n i e l  h a w t h O r n e
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the Joy of fulfIllInG our PurPose

O Lord, open my lips,
And my mouth shall show forth Your praise.

Psalm 51:15

gOD Means FOr us tO FinD JOy in FulFilling the purpOse OF 
Our creatiOn. Just as there is a satisfying rightness when a 

good tool is used for exactly the right purpose, there is a whole-
some goodness when progress is made toward a fitting goal. 
When that goal is the very object of our creation, we experience 
something the Creator intended to be deeply gratifying. Good 
deeds are good not only because they are right, but because they 
contribute to the fulfillment of our purpose.

But what is the purpose for which we were created? One 
answer is that our “chief end” is to “glorify God and enjoy Him 
forever.” But why did God make creatures with such possibili-
ties? Was it not so that He could show forth His own goodness 
through us? Jesus taught, “Let your light so shine before men, that 
they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven” 
(Matthew 5:16). The end of our existence is not only to enjoy the 
glorification of God ourselves, but to be vessels through whom 
God can manifest His majesty and goodness to others. Our highest 
prayer is this: “Father, glorify Your name” (John 12:28). Literally 
everything about us, even our death, should be measured by this 
standard (Philippians 1:20,21).

Peter wrote, “If anyone speaks, let him speak as the oracles 
of God. If anyone ministers, let him do it as with the ability which 
God supplies, that in all things God may be glorified through 
Jesus Christ, to whom belong the glory and the dominion forever 
and ever. Amen” (1 Peter 4:11). When we live in this way, the fit 
between our purpose and our deeds produces joy.

In this life, our joy can’t be perfect, of course. As long as sin 
fractures our commitment to God’s purposes, we won’t enjoy the 
fullness that can only come from perfect commitment. But if we 
genuinely seek God in trust and obedience, we’ll find a joy that, 
although incomplete for now, is nevertheless deep and true.

God did not put you in the world because he needed you.
He made you for the purpose of working his goodness in you.

He has given you a mind to know him, a memory to recall his favors,
a will to love him, eyes to see what he does, and a tongue

to sing his praise. This is the reason you are here.

F r a n c i s  D e  s a l e s
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the enD of all our DesIre

As the deer pants for the water brooks,
So pants my soul for You, O God.

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.
When shall I come and appear before God?

Psalm 42:1,2

Deeper than every Other lOnging is the Deepest Desire FOr 
which we were createD — the Desire FOr gOD. We may not 

recognize it, we may not be able to name it even when we feel it, 
and we may even try to deny it sometimes. But having been made 
in His image, we can no more negate the desire for our Creator 
than we can uncreate the nature of our being. “Somewhere in the 
depths of infinity lies a buried part of ourselves: that something 
we did not bring with us into this life, the missing piece which 
makes us incomplete and generates in us the yearning to be con-
nected again with the source of our being, beyond our distorted 
view of perfection and innocence” (Paul Ciholas).

Having God as our deepest need, however, is not quite the 
same as feeling God as our deepest desire. No doubt we feel our 
need most sharply when we’re suffering, but the reality is, we 
need God every instant, and we ought to desire Him always. We 
don’t need God any less when we’re contented than when we’re 
not. Each and every day, it is “in Him [that] we live and move and 
have our being” (Acts 17:28). As our deepest, most constant need, 
He should be our most profound, heartfelt desire.

From the infinite riches of His grace, God is able to fill our 
needs. He holds every true treasure that our hearts yearn for, and 
He “can satisfy the last aching abyss of the human soul” (Oswald 
Chambers). His will is for us to seek Him sincerely and make our 
supplication to Him concerning every empty place within us. He 
knows us and can sympathize with our weaknesses. “Let us there-
fore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy 
and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:16).

But beyond every one of our lesser needs, God Himself is the 
end of all our desire. He is the goal of our existence, the fulfillment 
of all we were created to be. “O lOrD . . . the desire of our soul is 
for Your name and for the remembrance of You” (Isaiah 26:8).

You awake us to delight in your praise; for you have made us
for yourself, and our heart finds no rest until it rests in you.

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O



January 17

what faIth makes PossIBle

But without faith it is impossible to please Him. Hebrews 11:6

it is pOssible FOr us tO please gOD, but Only by Faith can we 
DO sO. Enoch’s example illustrates how we can relate to God 

when we have real faith. Enoch “walked with God” (Genesis 5:24). 
And his walk with God, based on faith, had remarkable results. 
“By faith Enoch was taken away so that he did not see death, ‘and 
was not found, because God had taken him’; for before he was 
taken he had this testimony, that he pleased God” (Hebrews 11:5).

Enoch pleased God, the text says, by faith. Does this mean 
that the mere fact of intellectual “belief” pleases God? No, we 
must have a faith that diligently reaches toward God in a trust 
that is both hopeful and loving. “For we walk by faith, not by 
sight. We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent from 
the body and to be present with the Lord. Therefore we make it 
our aim, whether present or absent, to be well pleasing to Him” 
(2 Corinthians 5:7-9). If we make it our aim to be well pleasing to 
God, we need to understand that this wonderful possibility can 
be realized only by the obedience that comes from faith. “Without 
faith it is impossible to please Him” (Hebrews 11:6).

Faith is one part of the great triad: faith, hope, and love. And, 
in fact, the faith that makes pleasing God possible has in it a 
strong element of both hope and love. All three of these spiritual 
attributes look to the future through the eyes of trust. Working 
together, they produce the “work of faith,” the “labor of love,” and 
the “patience of hope” (1 Thessalonians 1:3).

Consider that the faith by which we come to God and please 
Him is not without real hope. While faith gives us a vision of how 
great our possibilities with God can be, it is hope that fervently de-
sires these possibilities to come true. More than that, hope expects 
them to come true! And this expectation moves us to emulate 
God’s character and grow in purity. “Everyone who has this hope 
in Him purifies himself, just as He is pure” (1 John 3:3).

By faith, we seek to please God because we love Him. It is 
faith that gives wings to love’s natural desire. Showing us not only 
that God can be pleased but how we may do so, faith gives true 
substance to love’s highest wish: the pleasure of our beloved God.

Faith is love taking the form of aspiration.

w i l l i a M  e l l e r y  c h a n n i n g
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lettInG GoD Be GoD

Know that the lOrD, He is God;
It is He who has made us, and not we ourselves;
We are His people and the sheep of His pasture.

Psalm 100:3

iF Our seeking OF gOD is nOt reverent, it will be tO nO avail. 
We must acknowledge God’s sovereignty over us, seeing Him 

not only as our Creator but also our Sustainer and Ruler. It is our 
attempt at self-rule that has gotten us into trouble, and before 
God’s kingdom can come, ours must go. We must humbly, confi-
dently, and contentedly let God be God.

Humility. In a world obsessed with self, the worship of God 
often becomes little more than the worship of our own desires. We 
demand God to be whatever we wish Him to be and to solve our 
problems in the manner we prescribe. But God does not exist for 
our pragmatic purposes, and Oswald Chambers’s warning is wise: 
“Beware of the inclination to dictate to God what consequences 
you would allow as a condition of your obedience to Him.”

Confidence. Those who seat themselves upon God’s throne and 
try to control what happens in the world soon realize that the task 
is for a human being as stressful as it is impossible. How liberat-
ing it is to relax and let God take care of running the universe! The 
reverent seeker rests in the confidence that God can be counted on 
to supervise the world without our advice and to bring to pass His 
purposes without our assistance.

Contentment. God must be our center, the complete source 
of our adequacy, the One Thing we truly have to have. When 
we come to understand His sufficiency, and when we unreserv-
edly trust Him to fill our needs for security and significance, 
we can live with a peace that is otherwise unattainable. Dag 
Hammarskjöld caught the essence of this peace in these words: 
“Before thee in humility, with thee in faith, in thee in peace.”

To seek God, in truth rather than in pride and self-sufficiency, 
is to seek Him in reverence. It is God’s prerogative, not ours, to set 
the terms of our relationship with Him, and that relationship will 
not be what we long for it to be until we let God be God. “It is He 
who has made us, and not we ourselves; we are His people and the sheep 
of His pasture.”

The great act of faith is when a man decides that he is not God.

O l i v e r  w e n D e l l  h O l M e s
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lettInG PeoPle Be PeoPle

In God I have put my trust;
I will not be afraid.

What can man do to me?
Psalm 56:11

the MOre we trust gOD’s perFectiOn, the better we can 
Deal with huMan iMperFectiOn. There is no other healthy 

way to survive life in a broken world. Nothing short of divine love 
can equip us to love others as we should, for it is our security in 
God’s perfect love that makes it safe to love those who are not per-
fect. Without the God who ordained them, the laws of love would 
be difficult and dangerous indeed.

When our ultimate trust is in God, we’re not as vulnerable to 
the disappointments that arise in our dealings with others. We can 
be authentically patient and forbearing. We still deeply hurt when 
others fail us, to be sure, and it’s not right to pretend otherwise. 
But in our pain, we are able to view this reality from a much larger 
perspective. When our earthly treasures are threatened, we don’t 
react as we would if these were our only treasures.

To the extent that we have confidence in God’s power to 
accomplish His purposes in His own way, we’ll not be driven by 
the urge to control what takes place around us and to keep certain 
things from happening. “As your faith is strengthened you will 
find that there is no longer the need to have a sense of control, that 
things will flow as they will, and that you will flow with them, to 
your great delight and benefit” (Emmanuel).

When we have entrusted the fulfillment of our deepest needs 
to God, we won’t look to other human beings to provide us with 
more than they can provide. Our expectations of others will be 
more realistic when we see God as the only Source of what we 
most deeply need. Secure in His love, we’ll not place on anyone 
else the impossible burden of loving us perfectly.

It should also be said, however, that trust in God’s perfection 
frees us to see our own limitations in a better way. Pride is, after 
all, a very tiresome, unproductive thing, and the humble recogni-
tion that we are not God is not confining; it is empowering. We’ll 
do a better job of being human beings when we quit trying to do 
God’s work and focus on the duties that are truly our own.

Faith enables persons to be persons because it lets God be God.

c a r t e r  l i n D b e r g
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hIDInG from GoD

For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost.
Luke 19:10

gOD is eager tO be FOunD by us. are we eager tO be FOunD by 
gOD? Just as we are to know God, we are to welcome being 

known by Him (1 Corinthians 8:3). Our privilege is not only to 
lay hold of God, but also to be laid hold of by God (Philippians 
3:12). We should not only seek God, but also be aware that we are 
sought by Him (Matthew 18:10-14).

Like Adam and Eve, many of us prefer to hide from God. 
“And they heard the sound of the lOrD God walking in the gar-
den in the cool of the day, and Adam and his wife hid themselves 
from the presence of the lOrD God among the trees of the garden” 
(Genesis 3:8). Having been made in His image, we have a deep 
longing for God. But having sinned, we are also ashamed and 
fearful. There is a strong temptation for us to run away.

Strictly speaking, of course, there is no hiding from God. 
“There is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things are 
naked and open to the eyes of Him to whom we must give ac-
count” (Hebrews 4:13). The only question is whether we’ll deal 
honorably with the truth when God confronts us with it.

God’s gracious purpose is that we grow in holiness, which 
means growing to be like Him in our innermost character. This 
growth can be accomplished only if we accept the truth of what 
He sees in us now and surrender ourselves to His remedial love. 
Both the diagnosis and the treatment will likely involve serious 
pain. But shouldn’t we desire what God wants for us as passion-
ately as we desire what we want from Him? Shouldn’t we want 
growth in our character as much as we want comfort, and holiness 
as much as happiness? Such good things can come to us only on 
the basis of truth. There is no other way. There is no acceptable 
substitute for reality. “Search me, O God, and know my heart; try 
me, and know my anxieties; and see if there is any wicked way 
in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Psalm 139:23,24). 
Without such honesty, there is no growth toward God.

Batter my heart, three personed God; for you
As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend;
That I may rise and stand, o’erthrow me and bend
Your force to break, blow, burn and make me new.

J O h n  D O n n e
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laBor that fInally faIls

Unless the lOrD builds the house,
They labor in vain who build it;
Unless the lOrD guards the city,

The watchman stays awake in vain.
Psalm 127:1

withOut gOD, it is vain. Nisi Dominus frustra. This was the 
Latin saying, from Psalm 127:1, found over the door of 

many English homes in years gone by. It would be hard to find 
another handful of words that contain a greater store of wisdom.

To seek worldly ends without seeking God is to doom our-
selves to eventual failure. Accomplishments that may appear sig-
nificant right now will be seen to have fallen short when the final 
accounting is made. And the reason is simple. If we work at cross 
purposes with the Creator we fight against reality, and no one can 
do that and win in the end. “There is no wisdom or understanding 
or counsel against the lOrD” (Proverbs 21:30).

Obviously if what we’re doing involves sinful behavior, our 
work can’t ultimately succeed. But even if there is nothing wrong 
with our deeds themselves, if we simply leave God out of our 
plans and work in our own strength to our own glory, we still 
will not accomplish anything meaningful. “Apart from God every 
activity is merely a passing whiff of insignificance” (Alfred North 
Whitehead). Mortal efforts alone are simply not sufficient to 
achieve anything more than temporary success.

Since it takes time for the real consequences of our actions to 
show up, the emptiness of work that disregards God is not always 
apparent right now. But eventually the failure of godless activity 
will become clear. In the long run, if not in the short, the law of the 
harvest always prevails: we reap what we sow. We can’t break this 
law, we can only break ourselves against it.

It is said that man proposes, but God disposes. “There are 
many plans in a man’s heart; nevertheless the lOrD’s counsel, that 
will stand” (Proverbs 19:21). To seek anything less than God’s will 
in our work is to exhaust ourselves in labor that must finally fail. 
The wise are willing to be warned about this.

Ancient of Days! Except thou deign
Upon the finished tasks to smile,

The workman’s hand hath toiled in vain,
To hew the rock and rear the pile.

w i l l i a M  c u l l e n  b r y a n t
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the BeGInnInG of wIsDom

The fear of the lOrD is the beginning of wisdom,
And the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.

Proverbs 9:10

the search FOr wisDOM Must never be separateD FrOM the 
seeking OF gOD. If our philosophy is not empowered by 

sound theology, it faces an insurmountable barrier.
The fundamental truths about God constitute the basics of 

knowledge. God’s reality is the most important thing that can be 
known and also the most obvious (Romans 1:19,20). In the ABCs 
of knowledge, we start with God. Those who disbelieve often see 
themselves as more advanced in their learning. But “no art, no 
philosophy, no science, no literature, no intellectual attainments or 
achievements of any kind whatever will compensate for ignorance 
of God; the soul that knows not him is an ignorant man; the time 
that knows not him is an ignorant age” (W. Clarkson).

The knowledge of God is also the basis of knowledge. It’s the 
organizing principle that unifies everything else, the framework 
within which all the pieces of information fit together. “On the 
day I first really believed in God,” wrote Dag Hammarskjöld, 
“for the first time life made sense to me and the world had mean-
ing.” In God, a chaos of facts becomes a cosmos of knowledge.

The plain truth is this: we won’t grow wise without seek-
ing God, and we won’t seek God without humility, respect, and 
reverence. That is why the fear of the Lord is the “beginning” of 
wisdom. Pride always corrupts the learning process. The illusion 
that we know more than we do (coupled with the unwillingness to 
accept truths that might have unwelcome consequences) will keep 
us from making progress in wisdom. It is respect for the Creator 
that opens the door to intellectual growth.

Paul wrote about certain individuals who “suppress the 
truth” (Romans 1:18). There are those, he said, who evade the facts 
and refuse to “retain God in their knowledge” (Romans 1:28). 
These are strong words, without a doubt, but we need to hear them. 
Do we allow God to be the beginning of our real-world wisdom? 
How honestly do we accept this, the most primary of all truths: “In 
the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1)?

Far more crucial than what we know or do not know
is what we do not want to know.

e r i c  h O F F e r
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the unIteD heart

Teach me Your way, O lOrD;
I will walk in Your truth;

Unite my heart to fear Your name.
Psalm 86:11

Only when we pursue gOD with singleness OF heart DO we 
FinD the peace that cOMes FrOM integrity. If we seek with 

less than the whole heart, the result will be less than total joy.
Indecision about God is described in our English Bibles as 

“double-mindedness” — and double-mindedness is a costly habit. 
With so much contentment at stake, why do we waver? Why don’t 
we choose God more wholeheartedly? Even though we say we de-
sire fellowship with God, perhaps we’re not willing to let go of the 
alternative. We suppose there must be a way to have the best of 
both worlds. But such attempts are proverbially unwise. “Progress 
always consists in taking one or another of two alternatives, aban-
doning the attempt to combine them” (Albert Schweitzer). When 
the choice is between God and the devil, the eclectic approach is 
the very worst choice of all.

“Unite my heart to fear Your name.” This is a prayer for the 
integrity of a “pure” heart, one that is not only clean, but also 
decisive. James wrote, “Draw near to God and He will draw near 
to you . . . purify your hearts, you double-minded” (James 4:8). What 
we need is the courage to pursue God with singleness of purpose. 
We should pray that God will “give to the intellect, wisdom to 
comprehend that one thing; to the heart, sincerity to receive this 
understanding; to the will, purity that wills only one thing” (Søren 
Kierkegaard). Those with godly integrity are those who know and 
love and will just one thing: the glory of God.

In the end, some will look back and see that many good things 
were lost because they lingered in indecision. While they delayed, 
with hearts divided and minds not made up, they forfeited many 
of the blessings that could have come from disciplined action.

So while there is time, may we aspire to the joys of the united 
heart. May we be devout in our devotion and wholehearted in our 
holiness. May God help us to make up our minds.

If you had any idea how much inward peace you would gain for
yourself, and how much joy you would bring to others, by

devoting yourself single-heartedly to God, you would certainly
pay more attention to your spiritual progress.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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the work of GatherInG anD ColleCtInG

For God gives wisdom and knowledge and joy to a man who is
good in His sight; but to the sinner He gives the work of gathering

and collecting, that he may give to him who is good before God.
This also is vanity and grasping for the wind. Ecclesiastes 2:26

leave gOD Out OF cOnsiDeratiOn, anD Our lives in this 
wOrlD cOMe DOwn tO nOthing MOre than gaining anD 

getting riD OF things. If nothing exists except the natural order, 
then our activities are simply variations on the theme of “gather-
ing and collecting.” The pack rat and we are accomplishing just 
about the same thing.

Bertrand Russell cynically said that there are two kinds of 
human work: “first, altering the position of matter at or near the 
earth’s surface relatively to other matter” and “second, telling 
other people to do so.” If there is no God, Russell is right. The 
sublimest act of which a human being is capable would mean no 
more than the movement of molecules from one place to another, 
the mere manipulation of things. We would be, indeed, just “the 
janitors of [our] possessions” (Frank Lloyd Wright).

Deep inside, of course, we want to believe there’s more to 
life than gathering and collecting. We seem to need a relationship 
with a Being who is higher than we. But are we merely engaging 
in wishful thinking? If we are, then that in itself is a depressing 
thought. It means we have evolved to a point where our deepest 
need is for a significance that is impossible in the real world. We 
are doomed to die of spiritual suffocation, desperately needing 
“air” that doesn’t exist outside our own imagination.

But God does exist. And our longing for significance is a clue 
to our creation in His image. We were designed to do more than 
manipulate material things. Jesus said, “Take heed and beware 
of covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance 
of the things he possesses” (Luke 12:15). If we disregard God, all 
that’s left is the dissipation of ourselves in gathering and collect-
ing, and every “increased possession loads us with a new weari-
ness” (John Ruskin). But so much more is possible for God-created 
persons! How very sad it is when we expend ourselves materialis-
tically and settle for the “barrenness of a busy life.”

The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers.

w i l l i a M  w O r D s w O r t h
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less Can Be more

For whoever desires to save his life will lose it,
but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.

Matthew 16:25

when we seek Our ultiMate Meaning anD FulFillMent 
in gOD, the result is nOt less enJOyMent but MOre. It is 

ironic but true: we get the most this life has to offer when we pay 
primary attention to something else. Temporal things are best 
enjoyed serendipitously. They surprise us with the greatest delight 
at those times when we’re busy looking for something else (or 
more properly Someone else). So by demanding less of this life, we 
get more than if we made it our all in all.

The good things of God’s creation are meant for our enjoy-
ment. Solomon said, “Here is what I have seen: it is good and 
fitting for one to eat and drink, and to enjoy the good of all his 
labor in which he toils under the sun all the days of his life which 
God gives him; for it is his heritage” (Ecclesiastes 5:18). Within the 
limits of their rightful use, temporal things are deeply gratifying. 
A problem arises, however, when we make earthly enjoyments our 
main pursuit. Not only will we lose our souls for having wor-
shiped the creation rather than the Creator, but we will have lost 
the true joy that comes from the creation itself.

A similar principle governs our interaction with other people. 
Our need for personal relationship is very deep, but we were 
never meant to find the ultimate fulfillment of that need in our 
fellow human beings. Only God can perfectly fill our hearts with 
love. And if we look to those around us to do what God alone can 
do, not only will we corrupt our relationship with God, but we 
will damage our human relationships with unfair expectations.

There is a sense in which we are too conservative about 
earthly pleasures and human relationships. Like the tight-fisted 
investor obsessed with protecting his principal, we lose much in 
the long run by our refusal to put the lesser at risk in order to gain 
the greater. Not only that, but like Scrooge, we also miss out on the 
enjoyment of the very wealth we’ve attached so much importance 
to. There is nothing in this world that we won’t enjoy more if we 
learn to let go of it. Less idolatry means more joy.

Aim at heaven and you get earth thrown in.
Aim at earth and you get neither.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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hearts that feel nothInG

I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot. I could wish
you were cold or hot. So then, because you are lukewarm, and

neither cold nor hot, I will vomit you out of My mouth.
Revelation 3:15,16

the bleakest cOnDitiOn OF the huMan heart is that in 
which we Feel nOthing, nOt even abOut gOD. If we abso-

lutely couldn’t feel anything at all, we would be beyond any hope.
The strongest language in Scripture is reserved for the dull 

of heart, those who simply don’t care about God one way or the 
other. For that reason, it is sobering to observe that our world is a 
world gone gray. Modern life is all but defined by nihilistic bore-
dom and indifference. Jaded as we are, most of our acute social ills 
are symptoms of a chronic emptiness of heart. We have become, as 
T. S. Eliot warned, “hollow men.” And this hollowness, this world-
weary nothingness, is frightening in its implications. We are never 
closer to hell than when our hearts feel . . . nothing.

We often think of the “hardened” heart as one that is angry 
and defiant in its self-will. But the hardest heart of all is the one 
that no longer feels anything, not even hatred. God gave us hearts 
that were meant to respond. When they no longer do so, when 
quite natural feelings of love and gratitude are not evoked even 
by the acts of God, we’re in grave danger. It is good to be warned 
concerning those who are “without natural affection” (Romans 
1:31 KJV) and those who are “past feeling” (Ephesians 4:19). These 
terms may sound extreme, but this is where we’re all headed if we 
don’t let our hearts respond to God as they were meant to.

One of the most memorable phrases in the King James trans-
lation of the Bible is found in Hebrews 4:15. There it says that 
Christ, as our great High Priest, can be “touched with the feeling 
of our infirmities.” This is an astounding thought. Jesus Christ 
feels our infirmities and moves toward us in love. But what do we 
feel? Toward whom do we move? Do we experience our faith as 
something both intellectually believed and emotionally felt? If our 
hearts don’t feel anything, it is “high time to awake out of sleep” 
(Romans 13:11). It is later than we think.

In the world it is called tolerance, but in hell it is called despair . . .
the sin that believes in nothing, interferes with nothing, enjoys

nothing, hates nothing, finds purpose in nothing, lives for nothing,
and remains alive because there is nothing for which it will die.

D O r O t h y  s a y e r s



January 27

the Great PhysICIan

When Jesus heard it, He said to them, “Those who are well have no
need of a physician, but those who are sick. I did not come to call

the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.” Mark 2:17

Our MOst seriOus ailMents are nOt physical but spiritual. 
We are hurt far more by the malignancies in our character 

than by the illnesses in our body. And it is the removal of these 
sins in the heart that God is concerned with. The Great Physician 
desires to restore our spiritual health and wholeness.

If we want to improve, we must be honest and open to the 
truth about our character right now. Not even the Great Physician 
can help us if we’re not willing to be examined. Trying to hide our 
symptoms and pretending that nothing very serious is wrong will 
only result in our getting worse. An accurate diagnosis will be 
humbling, to be sure, but we should still want to know the whole 
truth. David’s prayer is that of an honest man: “Search me, O 
God, and know my heart . . . see if there is any wicked way in me” 
(Psalm 139:23,24). We must desire to see ourselves as God sees us.

But more than that, we must cultivate confidence that God 
knows what He’s doing. Whether we understand the wisdom of 
His plan or not, we must trust both the accuracy of His diagno-
sis and the effectiveness of His treatment. We must also have the 
courage to submit to the healing process that He prescribes. The 
cancer cannot be cut away from our character without radical 
surgery. Because sin is so entangled in our thinking, the purging 
operation is always painful and often lengthy. But as with physical 
disease, if we’re not willing to endure momentary pain in order to 
become healthy later on, our only option is to get sicker and sicker. 
We can stay in our sickly “comfort” zone or we can move toward 
greater health, but not both at the same time. “I have set before 
you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, that 
both you and your descendants may live” (Deuteronomy 30:19).

How much commitment do we have to the truth about our-
selves? For all our talk about loving the truth, do we really desire 
to see all that God sees when He examines our hearts? There will 
be no redemption for those unwilling to face reality.

When we go to our meeting with God, we should go like a patient to
his doctor, first to be thoroughly examined and afterwards to be

treated for our ailment. Then something will happen when you pray.

O .  h a l l e s b y
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shInInG faCes

But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, 
are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory,

just as by the Spirit of the Lord. 2 Corinthians 3:18

sOOner Or later, Our lives ManiFest Our thOughts abOut 
gOD. Eventually even our faces give us away. Depending on 

whether our hearts are inclined toward God as He truly is, our 
faces will glow or they will glower.

Nothing about us is more important than our conception of 
God. Each day our characters are unfolding and developing, and 
the direction in which they develop is determined mainly by our 
conception of God. In outward action, we tend to move toward 
whatever image of God we harbor in the depths of our hearts.

What if our basic view of God is false? Whether we’ve de-
liberately concocted an image of God as we prefer Him to be or 
we’ve simply been careless, errors in thinking about God are dan-
gerous. The essence of idolatry is to misconceive God and then act 
as if our misconceptions were true. Idolatry is deadly because it 
sets before our character a goal that is an illusion, a lie. The idola-
ter destroys himself by growing in reality’s opposite direction.

Think, however, of the good things that must come to pass if 
the God of our desire is also the God of truth and real life. There is 
no greater wisdom than wisdom about God, and a “man’s wisdom 
makes his face shine, and the sternness of his face is changed” 
(Ecclesiastes 8:1). It is not uncommon for changes in our inward 
character to show up outwardly, particularly in our faces. When 
the changes are positive in nature, produced by a more truthful 
conception of God, the results are often striking. As the old adage 
puts it, the portrait of a godly soul is a shining face.

Diligent seekers of God must seek the truth about Him at all 
costs. “Sinning is nothing but turning from God one’s face and 
having turned it thus, turning it toward death” (Angelus Silesius). 
By the time we reach our ultimate goal, our faces will bear either 
the glory of our soul’s growth or the grimness of its decay.

The gods we worship write their names on our faces, be sure of that. And a 
man will worship something — have no doubt about that, either. He may 

think that his tribute is paid in secret in the dark recesses of his heart — but it 
will out. That which dominates will determine his life and character. 

Therefore, it behooves us to be careful what we worship, for what we are 
worshiping we are becoming.

r a l p h  w a l D O  e M e r s O n
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small stePs that leaD to Great unDerstanDInG

And he arose and came to his father. But when he was 
still a great way off, his father saw him and had compassion,

and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him. Luke 15:20

because the path aheaD seeMs uncertain anD DiFFicult, we 
OFten Fail tO take the steps that lie clearly beFOre us. If 

we allow it to happen, doubt and difficulty can paralyze us. Not 
having found God already, and seeing no way out of our confu-
sion, we neglect to seek Him at all. Our search for truth is stymied.

But the steps that we could take are the most important ones. 
Usually, it is small steps toward God, taken in trust, that lead to 
great understanding. Jesus spoke of the honest soul who “comes to 
the light” (John 3:21). Obviously, enlightenment must be sought, 
and the seeking can be arduous. But we do not “come to the light” 
by mere worry or fretfulness. More is involved than simply trying 
to figure things out intellectually.

Godly wisdom must be sought actively and obediently. If con-
science can indicate only a step or two, then a great deal depends 
upon our taking those steps. What we don’t know must never pre-
vent us from doing the duty we do know. We must use the light 
we already have — or cease to expect any more.

God graciously honors whatever steps we take in faith, even 
if those steps seem slight. Numerous biblical texts give us this con-
fidence, such as “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you 
will find; knock, and it will be opened to you” (Matthew 7:7) and 
“Draw near to God and He will draw near to you” (James 4:8). 
God will see that we get the information we need to do the right 
thing, if doing the right thing is really what we intend.

Courage, much more than intelligence, is the key to great un-
derstanding in the things of God. The courageous not only think 
but act with integrity to what they already know. It is the honestly 
obedient who find the light they’re looking for, while the idly curi-
ous find only that the darkness grows more fearful. Active seekers 
are told: “If you seek Him, He will be found by you” (2 Chronicles 
15:2). God is more than a disinterested witness to our quest. If our 
true purpose is to get back home, our Father will meet us much 
more than half way.

Whoso draws nigh to God one step through doubtings dim,
God will advance a mile in blazing light to him.

a n g e l u s  s i l e s i u s
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true heart, Brave heart

Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent council member,
who was himself waiting for the kingdom of God, coming and taking 
courage, went in to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Mark 15:43

hOw DangerOus a JOurney are we willing tO unDertake in 
OrDer tO get tO gOD? Do we understand that seeking God 

requires a heart that is brave as well as true?
True Heart. The faith needed to seek God is a faith that is ut-

terly sincere. The writer of Hebrews speaks of this when he says, 
“Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith” 
(Hebrews 10:22). We must not only make a genuine commitment 
to God, but we must keep that commitment with allegiance and 
loyalty. If our heart is true, it will pursue God in earnest.

Brave Heart. Spiritual growth, like any other real progress, is 
frightening. Since there is always loss as well as gain, we have to 
add courage to our sincerity. Great sacrifices are required; serious 
risks have to be taken. God has not guaranteed that our passage 
through this life will be completely safe. Some things will clearly 
be at risk, and we’re urged to “count the cost” (Luke 14:25-33). 
If we delay embarking on a serious quest for God until we have 
hedged all our bets, then we’re not worthy of God. Heading the 
list of the lost in Revelation 21:8 are the “cowardly,” those who 
play it safe, afraid to pay the price to walk with God. It takes a 
brave heart to say such a thing as Paul, “Yet indeed I also count all 
things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my 
Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count 
them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ” (Philippians 3:8). And 
David, another man of courage, said, “Wait on the lOrD; be of 
good courage, and He shall strengthen your heart” (Psalm 27:14).

In the hymn “Amazing Grace” there is a verse which says, 
“Through many dangers, toils, and snares I have already come; 
‘twas grace that brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me 
home.” Do we take these dangers seriously? Do we understand 
what’s at stake if we fail to find safety in God? If nothing could go 
wrong on our journey, neither the true heart nor the brave would 
be needed. But where there is no real risk, faith is no real virtue.

Every advance in spiritual life has its corresponding dangers;
every step that we rise nearer God increases the depths

of the gulf into which we may fall.

r O b e r t  h .  b e n s O n
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Joyful strenGth

Do not sorrow, for the joy of the lOrD is your strength.
Nehemiah 8:10

the greatest strength we can knOw is the strength OF 
JOy in gOD’s gOODness. Indeed, the very powers of hell quail 

before any person whose strength is the true joy of the Lord. And 
when we neglect to grow strong in this way, every other strength 
is but weakness. Without joy, our strength is easily broken.

Consider the source of Jesus’ own strength. Only hours before 
He allowed Himself to be crucified, Jesus said to His disciples, 
“Therefore you now have sorrow, but I will see you again and 
your heart will rejoice, and your joy no one will take from you” 
(John 16:22). He prayed to God, “Now I come to You, and these 
things I speak in the world, that they may have My joy fulfilled 
in themselves” (John 17:13). John’s account says that when the 
mob arrived to take Him, “Jesus therefore, knowing all things that 
would come upon Him, went forward and said to them, ‘Whom 
are you seeking?’ They answered Him, ‘Jesus of Nazareth’ . . . 
Now when He said to them, ‘I am He,’ they drew back and fell 
to the ground” (John 18:4-6). All the massed forces of evil in that 
hour of darkness had nothing with which to breach the fortress of 
joy within this great heart. Consequently, we are told to look “unto 
Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was 
set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat 
down at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2). For 
nothing less than the joy set before Him, our Lord endured.

In the song that followed Israel’s crossing of the Red Sea, 
Moses sang, “The lOrD is my strength and song, and He has 
become my salvation; He is my God, and I will praise Him; my 
father’s God, and I will exalt Him” (Exodus 15:2). The Lord is both 
our strength and our song. Is it not clear that He is our strength 
when He is our song? When we’ve grown honestly eager to bring 
glory to God and when showing gratitude to Him has become our 
greatest joy, then we will have grown “strong” in the highest and 
finest sense of that wonderful word.

Love feels no burden, thinks nothing of trouble,
attempts what is above its strength, pleads no excuse of impossibility . . . 

It is therefore able to undertake all things, and warrants them to take effect, 
where he who does not love, would faint and lie down.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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lonGInG for GoD

He has made everything beautiful in its time.
Also He has put eternity in their hearts.

Ecclesiastes 3:11

while we can’t help but lOng FOr gOD, we can, anD 
OFten DO, Fail tO recOgnize this lOnging FOr what 

it is. Personal beings made for fellowship with their Creator 
will need Him in their hearts whether or not they do what they 
should about that need. “The yearning to know What cannot be 
known, to comprehend the Incomprehensible, to touch and taste 
the Unapproachable, arises from the image of God in the nature 
of man. Deep calleth unto deep . . . the soul senses its origin and 
longs to return to its Source” (A. W. Tozer).

This longing for God can be a great clue to what our lives 
really mean at the deepest level. When any longing is present, 
however faintly we may feel it, that is the signal of some incom-
pleteness. Since what we need is often deeper and different than 
we think, we should consider our longings carefully. The eternal 
craving that refuses to go away, even when we’re most completely 
enjoying this world, should not be denied. What we’re needing is 
something much more than anything in the world itself.

Usually our longing for God is experienced as something 
quite vague. We are conscious only of a gentle tug at our hearts. 
Sometimes it feels like a sadness or a homesickness. At other times 
it feels like the foretaste of some great joy. We may sense it when 
we hear a lonely cello or see the sun set beyond the western sea. 
When a baby laughs in his mother’s arms or an old woman weeps 
over her husband’s corpse, we feel a joy and a sorrow tinged with 
something slightly mysterious. It is hard to describe, but it is unar-
guably there. Eternity is in our hearts.

In a broken world, however, our longing will at times take 
the form of outright pain. “For we know that the whole creation 
groans and labors with birth pangs together until now” (Romans 
8:22). We long for more than we have because we were made for 
more than our hearts can reach right now.

Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,

But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home.

w i l l i a M  w O r D s w O r t h
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awakenInG to GoD

And do this, knowing the time, that now it is high time
to awake out of sleep . . . The night is far spent, the day is at hand.

Therefore let us cast off the works of darkness,
and let us put on the armor of light. Romans 13:11,12

the heart can Fully lOve gOD Only when the MinD is truly 
awake tO hiM. Contrary to much of popular spirituality, bibli-

cal spirituality celebrates the mind. The mind need not be quieted 
for the heart to assert itself. Indeed, since the heart follows the 
mind and our feelings flow from our thinking, the mind must not 
only be awake but truthfully informed about God if our heart is to 
have its proper response to Him. Authentic love for God requires 
accurate knowledge of God, and such knowledge will not come 
into our possession if our minds are not engaged.

Sad to say, however, many of us spend the greater part of 
our spiritual lives asleep. We don’t make the effort to concentrate 
on the critical issues that confront our souls. Our minds are not 
actively engaged with respect to God. As far as all the most impor-
tant things are concerned, we simply sleepwalk through life. Years 
are lost in darkness and dullness.

Yet all is not lost. If honesty compels us to admit that we’ve 
not been as alert as we ought to be, it is urgent that we wake up. 
And the biblical injunction to wake up presumes that we can de-
cide to do so. The Light necessary for our spiritual enlightenment 
is already shining (John 8:12; 1 John 2:8). It must be our choice, 
however, to “awake out of sleep” (Romans 13:11). Without such a 
decision on our part, the Light will have little significant effect on 
us. The old saying that there are “none so blind as those who will 
not see” reflects an important biblical truth (John 9:39-41).

So if we wish our hearts to be aroused to a fervent love of 
God, then our minds must be awake and aware. If Christianity 
is what we’re thinking about, there need be no conflict between 
love and knowledge. We must pay reverent attention to the truths 
by which God would stimulate our hearts. Since there is no being 
alive without being alert, it is time to shake off our stupor. 

O sweet and loving God,
When I stay asleep too long,

Oblivious to all your many blessings,
Then, please, wake me up,

And sing to me your joyful song.

M e c h t h i l D  O F  M a g D e b u r g
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DIsCovery

. . . so that they should seek the Lord,
in the hope that they might grope for Him and find Him,

though He is not far from each one of us. Acts 17:27

Our Diligent seeking OF gOD can be baseD On the cOnFi-
Dence that he is there tO be FOunD. Human beings are 

hopeful by nature, it is true, but they are not merely “wishful 
thinkers.” The deep human longing for God is a need for some-
thing that really exists. If we truly and honestly search for God, we 
will, in time, certainly find what we need to find.

Confidence. Among the great discoveries in the natural world, 
some were made accidentally, but many more were made by ex-
plorers who were confident of the existence of the thing they were 
looking for. In a similar way, it is faith, based on reasonable con-
clusions drawn from credible evidence, that propels us forward in 
our discovery of God. We should be careful, rather than naive. But 
having been careful, we should also be optimistic.

Patience. The person who is sure that the object of his search 
is actually there waiting to be found will not be unduly upset by 
short-term delays or frustrations in the quest. He will simply keep 
looking, patiently moving closer and closer to the thing that has 
intrigued him. So shouldn’t our seeking of God be patient? After 
all, this quest is the most significant endeavor in the world. Should 
our faith not steady us as we move forward a little each day? “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).

Persistence. It is said that Thomas Edison tried several thou-
sand wrong approaches to the electric light bulb before he found 
what he was looking for. His confidence that the search was legiti-
mate, coupled with his patience in the process, gave him a legend-
ary persistence, no doubt amazing to those unacquainted with 
the power of belief. Likewise, the question is not whether we are 
willing to look for God, but whether we are willing to look again 
and again . . . and if necessary, yet again. Like a bubble making its 
way from the bottom of the aquarium to the top, perhaps momen-
tarily detained but never completely deterred, we should seek 
our Creator’s presence with persistence, until the day of glorious 
discovery when we look upon His face.

Time discovers the truth.

s e n e c a



February 4

everlastInG sanCtuary

Then I heard a voice from heaven saying to me,
“Write: ‘Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.’”

“Yes,” says the Spirit, “that they may rest from their labors,
and their works follow them.” Revelation 14:13

at the enD OF the rOaD, we can gO tO an eternal place OF 
rest anD beauty anD strength. The solace and safety for 

which we long are things that can be fully realized. What is true in 
time will be even more true in eternity: “There is a place of quiet 
rest, near to the heart of God” (Cleland B. McAfee). It is to be a 
place of “sanctuary” in the very truest sense of the word.

One of Dalhart Windberg’s paintings is called Everlasting 
Sanctuary. A print of that painting first arrested my attention in the 
hallway of the hospital where my mother lay dying. It drew me 
immediately into a world both strong and serene. Later, friends 
gave me a small copy to hang in my home, and I’m always eager 
to enter the scene that it depicts. When I am world-weary, I can 
hear Windberg’s distant waterfall. I can smell the cool evergreens 
that shelter the river and feel the gentle warmth of the meadow 
beneath my feet. A deep desire for sanctuary stirs within me.

In literature, I think there is no more powerful evocation 
of sanctuary than Imladris, or Rivendell, in the work of J. R. R. 
Tolkien. In the imaginative world of Middle Earth, where good 
and evil are at war, Rivendell is the elven refuge in a steep, hidden 
valley cutting through the moors beneath the Misty Mountains. 
Rivendell resonates with me because I know it represents reality. It 
connects me to a truth that is larger than my own life.

It’s not inevitable, of course, that I will arrive at the eternal 
sanctuary of God’s home. If I do, it will be the consequence of 
right choices about God that I am making right now. I know that 
not every road leads to the gate of heaven. There is only one that 
does, and I put my feet on that path when by faith I courageously 
acquiesce to what I know of God’s will.

Bring us, O Lord God, at the last awakening into the house
and gate of heaven, to enter into that gate and dwell in that house,
where there shall be no darkness nor dazzling, but one equal light;

no noise nor silence, but one equal music;
no fears nor hopes, but an equal possession;

no ends nor beginnings, but one equal eternity,
in the habitations of thy majesty and thy glory, world without end.

J O h n  D O n n e
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the BattlefIelD of the human heart

If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you
do not do well, sin lies at the door. And its desire is

for you, but you should rule over it. Genesis 4:7

in the age-OlD cOnFlict between right anD wrOng, it is Our 
very hearts that are at risk. The tempter seeks to destroy us 

by deceiving us and drawing our will away from God. And to the 
extent that we allow our hearts to be turned against God, we allow 
evil to gain another unfortunate victory. We become yet another 
name on Satan’s long list of victims.

Our hearts are under attack on all fronts. There is not a single 
dimension of our thinking where we are not challenged by evil 
and confronted with crucial choices. In our intellect, the choice is 
between truth and deception. In our affections, we must decide 
between love and hatred. In our will, the stark alternatives are 
obedience to God and disobedience. Unless we determine not to 
let it happen, wrongheadedness, and even wrongheartedness, will 
overwhelm us in each of these realms and wipe out every good 
thing we were created to enjoy.

These truths are sobering, to be sure. We have an obvious 
need for humility and vigilance in everything that pertains to our 
spiritual welfare. But it is also possible for us to have courage and 
hope. Endeavoring to strengthen the backbone of his young friend 
Timothy, Paul wrote, “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but 
of power and of love and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7). We 
are caught up in a cosmic struggle, but the Creator of this cosmos 
is far greater in power and wisdom than all the forces of evil com-
bined. The rightful King reigns from His powerful throne!

The devil can tempt us and test us, but he does not have the 
power to overrule our choice. On the other hand, God could over-
rule our choice, but He will not. Having given us the freedom to 
choose, He exhorts us to resist the devil’s deception and to hold 
onto the truth. He invites us to find in Him that which is real life. 
So the basic issue is easy to understand and dangerous to forget. 
Moses captured it in his historic words to Israel: “I call heaven and 
earth as witnesses today against you, that I have set before you life 
and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, that both 
you and your descendants may live” (Deuteronomy 30:19).

The devil wrestles with God, and the field of battle is the human heart.

F e O D O r  D O s t O e v s k y
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ClarIty

Then they said to Moses, “You speak with us,
and we will hear; but let not

God speak with us, lest we die.” Exodus 20:19

as lOng as we can avOiD being “tOlD” what gOD requires 
OF us, we think we can pOstpOne DOing anything abOut 

Our respOnsibilities. If somehow we can say that we’re not sure 
what God’s will is, we can substitute ambiguity for action. But 
when God speaks, the issue is suddenly clarified. The focus then 
shifts from the doubtful issue of whether God’s will is this or 
that to the rather simple issue of whether we’re going to do it or 
not. God having spoken and we having heard His will, there is 
nowhere to hide. The time for obedience has come.

Suppose that I have incurred an expense from a business in a 
city far away, an expense that in my opinion is at least unwelcome, 
and maybe even unreasonable. The first thing I can tell myself is 
that I don’t have to pay the debt until the bill actually arrives. But 
beyond that, until the bill arrives I can tell myself that there’s a 
possibility the debt will not even be assessed against me — if the 
company has not actually “spoken,” there’s a chance it really has 
no desire to collect the debt after all. Safely hidden behind this 
barrier of uncertainty, I will probably procrastinate going to the 
mailbox. I know that the moment I find the bill in my hands, the 
issue will be clarified. Immediately, the focus will shift from the 
question of what the will of the creditor might be to the question 
of whether I’m going to pay the bill or not.

Is there a clue here as to why we study the Bible so little? And 
perhaps a clue also as to why, having studied the Bible, we spend 
so much time in textual controversy and doctrinal debate? Surely 
God’s word is not as hard to comprehend as the vast number of 
our disputes would seem to indicate. Sometimes the more likely 
possibility is that we are just putting off “going to the mailbox.” 
The complexity of our talk about what God’s will “might” be is 
a substitute for action in regard to what our conscience already 
knows. God has not only spoken, but He has spoken clearly. What 
is needed from us is a little less talk and a lot more action.

Why are we so terrified for God to speak to us?
Is it because we know that when God speaks we must
either do what He asks or tell Him we will not obey?

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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for the PurPose of oBeDIenCe

The secret things belong to the lOrD our God, but those things
which are revealed belong to us and to our children forever,
that we may do all the words of this law. Deuteronomy 29:29

gOD’s wOrD is nOt given tO us FOr the purpOse OF iDle 
speculatiOn but FOr the purpOse OF ObeDience. We misap-

propriate the truth God has revealed when we make it merely the 
grist for intellectual debate. The greater design of the Scriptures 
— requiring more effort and promising a richer reward — is to 
provide the practical materials for building a better, more obedient 
life. When we study, we ought to be looking for this “obeyable” 
information. To study for any other reason is actually dangerous.

In the matter of obedience, one problem is that we delay 
obeying what we’ve learned from the Scriptures because we can’t 
see as far down the theoretical road ahead as we’d like. Perhaps 
we don’t fully understand why God would require such a thing 
as the Scriptures have indicated. Or it may not be clear to us what 
the consequences would be if we took God at His word. Or we 
may not see how this or that act of obedience fits into the overall 
scheme of God’s will. There is no shortage of obstacles, more or 
less theoretical in nature, that can stymie the serious student who 
wants not only to obey but to understand what is being done. The 
irony of growth, however, is that understanding comes from mov-
ing ahead with our obedience, rather than holding back. In any 
case, understanding can wait, but obedience cannot.

But another problem related to obedience is that we often 
delay doing our duty until we feel that we can get it exactly right. 
We may think we need to make more progress in the realm of spir-
itual theory before we can do very well in the realm of spiritual 
practice. And so we linger in our many abstractions, seeking the 
strength we need for obedient living. Yet solid spiritual progress 
lies down the clear road of honest obedience to what we presently 
know is right, not the winding path of theoretical curiosities. We 
can’t seek God without using our minds to the best of our ability, 
it’s true. But neither can we find God without carrying out what 
our minds have learned already.

The really important thing in life is not the avoidance of mistakes, but the 
obedience of faith. By obedience, the man is led step by step to correct his 
errors, whereas nothing will ever happen to him if he doesn’t get going.

p a u l  t O u r n i e r
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we must try to Grow

Then He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.”
And he stretched it out, and it was restored

as whole as the other. Matthew 12:13

it is true spiritually, as well as physically, that signiFicant 
grOwth requires the exertiOn OF eFFOrt. It is inconsistent to 

say that we want to grow but do nothing about it. Passivity only 
breeds weakness and leads to stagnation.

Dallas Willard, in his provocative The Spirit of the Disciplines, 
quotes William Law’s statement that “God has made no promises 
of mercy to the slothful and negligent. His mercy is only offered to 
our frail and imperfect, but best endeavours, to practise all man-
ner of righteousness” and also Henry Thoreau’s wry observation 
that “men will lie on their backs, talking about the fall of man, and 
never make an effort to get up.” A life that grows toward God is an 
active enterprise, not merely a passive status to be enjoyed. To be a 
Christian, one must “walk in Him” (Colossians 2:6).

Those who move forward are those who reach forward “to 
those things which are ahead” (Philippians 3:13). Paul urged 
Timothy, “Meditate on these things; give yourself entirely to them, 
that your progress may be evident to all” (1 Timothy 4:15). The 
gospel, the glad tidings of our salvation, must not simply be 
heard and appreciated; it must be responded to. Not only at first, 
but forever afterward, the gospel must be “obeyed” (Romans 1:5; 
Galatians 3:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:8; 1 Peter 4:17; etc.).

It is a pity that so many individuals have come to think of reli-
gion and spirituality as the mere giving of mental assent to correct 
doctrine, as if life in God had to do only with the thinking of the 
mind and nothing to do with the activity of the body. But the flesh 
is not inherently evil, and the enjoyment of grace by faith does not 
preclude the requirement of bodily obedience. Our bodies, in fact, 
can be a valuable ally in our spiritual growth. Trained by the effort 
involved in spiritual disciplines and godly habits, our bodies can 
aid and support us in our seeking of God. In Jesus’ own life, we 
see an obvious link between His inward strength and the habits of 
His outward activity. If He had to exert effort, should we expect to 
grow strong by merely passive means? Bodily, as well as mentally, 
we must seek God with diligence.

The lazy man does not, will not, cannot pray, for prayer demands energy.

e D w a r D  M c k e n D r e e  b O u n D s
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unConDItIonal surrenDer

And not only as we had hoped, but they first gave themselves to the Lord, 
and then to us by the will of God. 2 Corinthians 8:5

tO seek gOD sincerely is tO give Ourselves tO hiM cOM-
pletely. The good things that come from life in God come to 

those who yield themselves to Him entirely. If we hold back parts 
of our hearts or our lives from His benevolence, we will miss the 
unique blessings that flow from commitment. If we sow sparingly, 
we will not reap bountifully (2 Corinthians 9:6).

“A living sacrifice” is the expression Paul used to character-
ize the yielding of ourselves to God: “I beseech you therefore, 
brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a 
living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reason-
able service” (Romans 12:1). In the Law of Moses, animals that 
were sacrificed to God had to be slain. It was not possible for the 
worshiper to retain the living animal for himself and still give a 
part of it to the Lord. The very life of the animal itself had to be 
given. Corresponding to those sacrifices, our offering must be 
total. Although ours is a “living” sacrifice, the gift must be no less 
complete than if our bodies were to be slain. God deserves no less 
than our all, both inwardly and outwardly.

But the partial approach not only tries to give God less than 
He deserves, but it involves us in great difficulty and frustration. 
Just as a timid soul can’t leap a large chasm by taking two me-
dium-sized jumps, the requirements of our new life can’t be met 
by the half-hearted efforts of our old mind. If we try to hang on to 
all that we think is ours and give God only enough of our outward 
behavior to get us to heaven, we are attempting the impossible. 
The old self will never be happy having to give up parts of itself 
to God. Since it never relinquishes its own desires except when 
forced to do so, the old self will never find Jesus’ yoke “easy” and 
His burden “light” (Matthew 11:30). So the old self must die and 
a new self must come to life. We must be “crucified with Christ” 
(Galatians 2:20). When that happens, we will then find that the 
Lord’s “commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3).

The Christian way is different: harder, and easier. Christ says,
“Give me all. I don’t want so much of your time and so much of your money 

and so much of your work: I want You. I have not come to torment your 
natural self, but to kill it. No half-measures are any good.”

c .  s .  l e w i s
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on BeInG a Person “after GoD’s own heart”

But now your kingdom shall not continue. The lOrD has sought for
Himself a man after His own heart, and the lOrD has commanded

him to be commander over His people, because you have not
kept what the lOrD commanded you. 1 Samuel 13:14

the greatness OF character that DistinguisheD DaviD FrOM 
saul lay nOt in DaviD’s OutwarD circuMstances Or even 

his inbOrn attributes, but in the chOsen DispOsitiOn OF his 
heart. He was a man “after God’s own heart.” What attributes 
are suggested by this remarkable phrase? No doubt the essence of 
David’s character could be described in numerous ways, but the 
story of his life indicates at least the following requirements if we 
are to be of the same spiritual caliber as he.

We must genuinely respect God’s will. As a man of faith, David 
could be counted on to trust God’s wisdom implicitly, carry out 
God’s instructions faithfully, and depend on God’s help humbly. 
He showed his respect for the person of God by taking the will of 
God with utter seriousness, and this disposition is no less neces-
sary for us than for him. It is useless to aspire to David’s character 
if we’re not willing, as he was, to move at God’s command.

We must reverently repent of sin. David’s integrity is never seen 
any more clearly than on those occasions when he was confronted 
with the fact of sin in his life. Just as he understood the need for 
godly sorrow, David also understood how to accept chastisement 
and make real corrections in his conduct. When he did wrong, he 
did what was right about the wrong he had done.

We must doggedly refuse to give up seeking God. Like everyone 
who has ever truly entered the arena, David knew what the tears 
of defeat tasted like. Yet one thing could always be said about him: 
he got up every time he was knocked down. It would take more 
discouragement than there is in all the regions of hell to keep a 
man with this kind of heart from seeking God. Jesus said, “Where 
your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21), 
and David’s life is one heroic illustration of that principle. The 
things we deeply desire determine our character. Do we wish to be 
people “after God’s own heart,” really and truly? Then we must, 
in our own hearts, desire and cherish the treasures of His will 
more than the trinkets of our own moods.

A man’s heart is right when he wills what God wills.

t h O M a s  a q u i n a s



February 11
the faCe of frIenDshIP

And Jacob said, “No, please, if I have now found favor in your sight, then 
receive my present from my hand, inasmuch as I have seen your face as 

though I had seen the face of God, and you were pleased with me.”
Genesis 33:10

nO One ever caMe tO gOD in true penitence withOut FinD-
ing gOD’s welcOMe tO be that OF a FrienD. Having refused 

to live by the laws of our Creator’s kingdom, we know that justice 
demands our banishment from His presence. As rebels against His 
love, we are right to fear the consequences of our rebellion. But the 
wonder of God’s character is the grace by which He is willing and 
able to make us His friends once again.

Jacob had every reason to fear the wrath of Esau, the brother 
he had so treacherously supplanted before fleeing to Haran. As he 
returned to Canaan, Jacob prepared many gifts, hoping to placate 
the anger that he assumed would still be smoldering in his broth-
er’s heart. Contrary to all expectation, however, Esau was eager to 
be reconciled. “Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell 
on his neck and kissed him, and they wept” (Genesis 33:4).  Jacob’s 
gifts were not necessary, Esau insisted, but Jacob begged that 
these be accepted as tokens of his gratitude for the grace he’d been 
shown. Jacob knew that he had no rightful claim to the friendship 
of either God or his brother. That his brother’s face was friendly 
was as unexpected as the fact that he’d been allowed to survive in 
his wrestling with God the night before. Slowly, Jacob was grow-
ing in his understanding of God. He was learning that those who 
will struggle for what is right and deal realistically with their sins 
can always expect a friendly welcome in the presence of God. And 
Jacob saw something of this grace in his brother’s countenance: “I 
have seen your face as though I had seen the face of God, and you 
were pleased with me.”

When we come to our senses and seek God honestly and 
penitently, we too will find that He is “gracious and full of com-
passion, slow to anger and great in mercy” (Psalm 145:8). As trai-
tors, we deserve to be banished from His presence. But such is the 
love of our Father that He is eager to welcome us back home.

This, this is the God we adore,
Our faithful, unchangeable friend.

Whose love is as great as his power,
And neither knows measure nor end.

J O s e p h  h a r t
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the love of a soul near Its home

The silver-haired head is a crown of glory,
if it is found in the way of righteousness.

Proverbs 16:31

in the later years OF liFe, Our hearts can cOMe tO lOve Many 
things abOut gOD that Our MinDs learneD in Our yOuth. In 

our journey toward God, experience may enable us to appreciate 
Job’s statement: “I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but 
now my eye sees You” (Job 42:5). It is only the passing of years, 
for most of us, that can turn our knowledge of the facts into gentle 
understanding and affectionate wisdom. In old age, we are better 
able to see just how true the truth really is.

To begin with, there is a difference between knowing God in 
theory and knowing Him in experience. If the choice is between 
truth and falsehood, it’s obviously a good thing to be taught the 
truth about God when we are young. But it’s only when we’ve had 
a few years to work with the truth during life’s ups and downs 
that we really appreciate the value of what we learned about God 
in our earlier years. It’s in the actual living of life that we come to 
cherish the truthfulness of God’s truth. David said, “Oh, taste and 
see that the Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8). The longer we have lived 
with God, the sweeter His goodness will begin to taste.

But there is something else about age. As F. W. Robertson said, 
“Manhood in the Christian life is a better thing than boyhood, 
because it is a riper thing; and old age ought to be a brighter and 
a calmer, and a more serene thing than manhood.” One reason 
for this serenity is that, normally, the older Christian is closer to 
reaching heaven than the younger is. And the closer we get to our 
true home, the more we cherish the love of our Father who waits 
for us there. It was not Paul the young man, but Paul “the aged” 
(Philemon 9), who wrote these words of hopeful love: “Finally, 
there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, 
the righteous Judge, will give to me on that Day, and not to me 
only but to all who have loved His appearing” (2 Timothy 4:6-8). 
As the years go by, the “sweetly solemn thought” alluded to in 
Phoebe Cary’s great hymn will fill our hearts more fully: “One 
sweetly solemn thought comes to me o’er and o’er: today I’m 
nearer to my home than e’er I’ve been before.”

Old age can love God better than a doctor of theology can.

b O n a v e n t u r e
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GoD not only GIves, he GraCIously reCeIves

I know also, my God, that You test the heart and have pleasure in 
uprightness. As for me, in the uprightness of my heart I have willingly 

offered all these things; and now with joy I have seen Your people, who are 
present here to offer willingly to You. O lOrD God of Abraham, Isaac, and 

Israel, our fathers, keep this forever in the intent of the thoughts of the heart 
of Your people, and fix their heart toward You. 1 Chronicles 29:17,18

what can we pOssibly give that wOulD bring pleasure 
tO gOD? Not one of us has ever given to Him anything 

that was not flawed or incomplete. Is there any offering within 
our power to give that would not offend the majesty of God? It 
seems almost presumptuous to think of our “giving” to Him. And 
yet, we’re not only encouraged to give, but we’re encouraged to 
believe that our gifts are truly significant to God.

The very desire that we have to give to God is, of course, a 
response to His love for us. John wrote, “In this is love, not that 
we loved God, but that He loved us . . . We love Him because He 
first loved us” (1 John 4:10,19). In any giving between us and the 
Creator, it is always God who takes the initiative. Whatever we 
give is only a giving back to God. “For all things come from You, 
and of Your own we have given to You” (1 Chronicles 29:14).

It remains true, however, that we can give to God. And al-
though our gifts fall short of the perfection He deserves, the won-
drous truth is that God is still ready to receive them. Jesus went 
so far as to say, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone 
hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and dine 
with him, and he with Me” (Revelation 3:20). The Lord is eager to 
enjoy our sincere hospitality. He is pleased to dine at our table!

Even so, it takes a certain courage to offer ourselves back to 
God. We are tempted to think that none of our feeble efforts to 
love God will make any difference to Him. But they will indeed. 
When we continue to offer God whatever we can, getting back up 
after each defeat and resisting the devil’s suggestion that we ought 
to give up and quit, what we’re offering to God is a loyal heart. 
And not only does God find real joy in this gift, He surrounds us 
with the strength to move forward. “For the eyes of the Lord run 
to and fro throughout the whole earth, to show Himself strong on 
behalf of those whose heart is loyal to Him” (2 Chronicles 16:9).

God hears no sweeter music than the cracked chimes of the courageous 
human spirit ringing in imperfect acknowledgment of his perfect love.

J O s h u a  l O t h  l i e b M a n
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an ImPortant reDefInItIon

You have also given me the shield of Your salvation;
Your gentleness has made me great.

You enlarged my path under me;
So my feet did not slip.

2 Samuel 22:36,37

JuDgeD by any wOrthy stanDarD, king DaviD was a great 
Man. But the best part of his greatness was something nobler 

and stronger than we might expect, and it came from a source we 
may find surprising. David’s understanding of both his strength 
and its source is reflected in this honest prayer to God: “Your gen-
tleness has made me great.” This is an intriguing statement, full of 
interesting implications concerning our concept of greatness.

Our world sorely needs a redefinition of greatness, does it 
not? Despite what many people think, power and authority alone 
do not constitute greatness. Nor do talent, skill, and accomplish-
ment. More is involved, obviously, than wealth, worldly recogni-
tion, and fame. These things may often coincide with greatness, 
but they themselves do not define a person as great. All such 
things are to human greatness what clothing is to human beauty.

We don’t have to know much about David to recognize that 
in addition to all the trappings of greatness, he possessed some 
attributes that went much deeper. One of these was the patient, 
compassionate use of the power at his disposal. Not many “great” 
men would have spared the life of Saul, as David did when he 
could have easily done away with his worst enemy (1 Samuel 
24). Where did David learn what he knew about true greatness? 
How did he acquire such strong love and powerful patience? The 
simple, magnificent truth is that David had learned to treat others 
as God had treated him: “Your gentleness has made me great.”

We can’t seek God rightly if we’re seeking wrong things for 
ourselves. In particular, if our intentions are based on brute-force 
concepts of human greatness, we’re on a path that leads away 
from God, not toward Him. Now and then we need to redefine 
our personal concept of what greatness is and where it comes 
from. It is nothing less powerful than God’s gentleness that can 
make us great. And when it has done so, our own gentleness will 
be the strongest part of our strength.

Greatness lies, not in being strong, but in the right use of strength.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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the ultImate ParaDIGm

Then Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus and said, “Men of Athens,
I perceive that in all things you are very religious; for as I was passing the 

objects of your worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO THE 
UNKNOWN GOD. Therefore, the One whom you worship without 

knowing, Him I proclaim to you.” Acts 17:22,23

the eFFectiveness OF Our liFe’s “JOurney” is largely Deter-
MineD by the “Maps” OF reality that are stOreD in Our 

MinDs. If our maps are wrong — if they don’t accurately represent 
the “territory” as it really is — we’ll be misdirected and end up 
far from where we need to go as human beings. In the end, we’ll 
be disappointed with our “destination” if we’ve based our actions 
on erroneous ideas about what is true and real. Our perceptions of 
reality are very important. They need to be as accurate as possible.

But if we can see that our maps, our “paradigms,” are impor-
tant in life generally, can we see how crucial they are when the 
specific subject is God? If by “theology” we mean the “study of 
God,” there could hardly be a study of more practical importance. 
A. W. Tozer was right when he argued, “It is impossible to keep 
our moral practices sound and our inward attitudes right while 
our idea of God is erroneous or inadequate. If we would bring 
back spiritual power to our lives, we must begin to think of God 
more nearly as He is.” To have maps of this territory that turn out 
to be wrong is to have a problem of eternal proportions.

None of us can say we are entirely free of this problem. Even 
at our best, the tendency is for us to worship not the Creator but 
creatures of our own desire. To some extent, all of us have been 
guilty of idolatry, which is the worship of something other than 
God as He truly is. So the question is not whether anyone pres-
ently has a full knowledge of God, but whether we are moving in 
that direction. Jesus said, “And this is eternal life, that they may 
know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have 
sent” (John 17:3). Growing in our understanding of God requires 
honesty, humility, repentance, diligent study, and a host of other 
demanding requirements. But there can be no eternal life for us if 
we fail to make the knowledge of God our highest goal and pur-
sue it with wholehearted passion.

What comes into our minds when we think about God
is the most important thing about us.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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Glory anD GranDeur

The heavens declare the glory of God;
And the firmament shows His handiwork.

Psalm 19:1

the vast riches OF gOD’s MaJesty are signiFieD by every wOrk 
OF his creatiOn, FrOM the very great tO the extreMely 

sMall. There is nothing about the natural environment that God 
has designed to surround and support us that does not show His 
greatness — if we have eyes to see and hearts to understand.

The more urbanized our culture becomes, the more difficult it 
is for us to keep in contact with nature. Our automated, technolog-
ical way of life cuts us off from the primary evidence for God. It is 
no coincidence that deep faith in the reality of God is more wide-
spread in agrarian communities, where people interact more with 
the marvelous things that God has made and less with the things 
of man’s making. The farmer who has a chance every morning be-
fore the sun comes up to rub his hand gently along the side of his 
milk cow, feeling her heartbeat, has an eloquent advantage over 
the executive who knows little more than the feel of his computer 
keyboard. The less daily contact we have with what God has cre-
ated, the more difficult it is to think of God as we should.

Or perhaps our habitat’s powerful statements about God 
don’t impress us because they are so commonplace. We’ve seen 
sunsets on many occasions. A flower is nothing new. We saw the 
snow fall so many times last winter we wished we’d never see it 
again. And that ingenious raccoon who gets into our garbage can 
is nothing but a nuisance. At some point, we simply quit paying 
attention. Even the most amazing things cease to amaze us.

But the vast, eternal sweep of God’s wisdom, love, and power 
remains, waiting for us to open our eyes wide with the wonder 
that was so easy when we were children. The thunderous surf 
pounds the rocky shoreline every day. The clouds billow and con-
tinue their lazy drift across the blue sky. The aged oak welcomes 
the sparrows into its branches. The deer lifts his antlers and sniffs 
the wind, his ears alert. A clear stream tumbles noisily down the 
mountainside while the massive peak above silently surveys the 
earth for miles around. Everywhere, and in all things, the creation 
scintillates with the glory of its Maker.

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.

g e r a r D  M a n l e y  h O p k i n s
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worthy to Be PraIseD

I will call upon the lOrD, who is worthy to be praised.
2 Samuel 22:4

the MOre Diligently we seek gOD, the MOre we will unDer-
stanD the iMpOrtance OF praising hiM. To praise God is to 

acknowledge His greatness, not only by feeling a deep desire to 
honor His excellence but also by expressing that desire. “Worship” 
is the word that most accurately describes this act of praise to God. 
Because He is God, God is to be worshiped. Both in our hearts and 
on our lips, there is to be a song of gladness for all that God is.

While it is certain that we don’t praise God as we should, our 
problem is not simply a failure to praise Him; it is a failure to ap-
preciate His worthiness to be praised. If the word “praiseworthy” 
can rightly be applied to any being, surely that being is God. His 
intrinsic nature is such as to deserve the exaltation and adoration 
of His creatures. In the majestic throne scene in chapters 4 and 5 of 
Revelation, the striking emphasis of the entire vision is on God’s 
worthiness to receive worship. This note is sounded in the exul-
tant praise of the twenty-four elders around God’s throne: “You 
are worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honor and power; for You 
created all things, and by Your will they exist and were created” 
(Revelation 4:11). Worthy art Thou, O God! O how worthy!

As personal beings created in God’s own image, we have a 
built-in need to praise our Maker. We don’t often recognize that 
need for what it is, but the almost tangible sense of rightness and 
goodness that is present in moments of real worship ought to tell 
us that the adoration of God fills a very deep need within us. We 
have been made such that praising God is as much a joy to expe-
rience as it is a duty to fulfill. But how intensely we experience 
that joy depends on how deeply we have sought to know God’s 
worthiness, and also to know our debt of gratitude to Him. There 
will never be a day so dark that the brightness of God’s glory does 
not deserve our praise. “Receive every day as a resurrection from 
death, as a new enjoyment of life . . . let your joyful heart praise 
and magnify so good and glorious a Creator” (William Law).

To the ear of God everything he created makes exquisite music, and man 
joined in the paean of praise until he fell, then there came in the frantic 
discord of sin. The realization of redemption brings man by way of the

minor note of repentance back into tune with praise again.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s



February 18
worthy to Be loveD

I delight to do Your will, O my God,
And Your law is within my heart.

Psalm 40:8

why DO we lOve gOD? Is it because His attributes so often 
result in benefit to us personally or because He is simply 

worthy to be loved? Do we love God for His sake or for our own?
An utterly honest appraisal of our hearts will often reveal that 

our seeking of God has been more a seeking of certain blessings 
from God rather than a seeking of God Himself. Very few of us are 
not indicted by these words from Thomas Merton: “They respect 
God as a Master. But their heart does not belong to Him. They are 
not really interested in Him, except in order to insure themselves 
against losing heaven and going to hell. In actual practice, their 
minds and hearts are taken up with their own ambitions and 
troubles and comforts and pleasures and all their worldly interests 
and anxieties and fears. God is only invited to enter this charmed 
circle to smooth out difficulties and to dispense rewards.”

But a “true love of God must begin with a delight in his holi-
ness” (Jonathan Edwards). Our devotion to God must be akin to 
Job’s. Although Satan sneered, “Does Job fear God for nothing?” 
(Job 1:9), the truth was that Job’s faithfulness reached far beyond 
the benefits he had been receiving from God. When every other 
reason was stripped away, Job did what was right simply because 
it was right. He loved God because God deserves to be loved.

It may help to try to look at love from God’s side. Can we 
imagine our plight if, in deciding whether to love us, God had 
ever asked the question, “What’s in it for Me?” If any part of His 
love depended on our ability to “help Him solve His problems,” 
there would be no love. Apparently, He loves us because we are 
His creatures, simply for our own sake. And we are to love Him 
because He is our Creator, simply for His own sake. Love’s joy has 
to do with giving, not getting. The moment our main focus shifts 
from the Beloved to ourselves, true joy begins to disappear. “Give 
me, good Lord, a longing to be with you, not to avoid the calami-
ties of this world, nor so much to attain the joys of heaven, as 
simply for love of you” (Thomas More).

Love for God springs from His own excellence
rather than from our need of Him.

J a M e s  M .  h O u s t O n
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a Greater sense of the PossIBle

Eye has not seen, nor ear heard,
Nor have entered into the heart of man

The things which God has prepared for those who love Him.
1 Corinthians 2:9

the greatness OF gOD Far exceeDs the liMiteD ways in which 
we seek hiM. In all the good things that grow out of love, it is 

we who are limited, not God. If we enjoy but little of the bounty 
that is available, it is because our hearts have been hampered by 
our rebellion against Him. We experience no more than a small 
measure of God’s greatness, sometimes because of unrepentant 
sin in our lives and at other times because our vision of God is so 
inadequate. We need a greater comprehension of what is really 
possible, a deeper desire for what can be ours.

One of the realities of sin is that in alienating us from God, it 
also stands between us and the help that He could give us. And 
there is not one of us so free of sin that we don’t need to hear 
Isaiah’s words to Israel: “Behold, the lOrD’s hand is not short-
ened, that it cannot save; nor His ear heavy, that it cannot hear. But 
your iniquities have separated you from your God; and your sins 
have hidden His face from you, so that He will not hear” (Isaiah 
59:1,2). The principle embedded in this text is just as important for 
the devout Christian as it is for anyone else. Sin — any sin at all, 
however “small” — hinders God from blessing us fully. So if our 
experience of God seems meager, we may need to quit waiting for 
God to answer our prayers and understand that He is waiting for 
us to repent of the sins that keep Him from doing so.

But another tragic truth is that fallen creatures, even forgiven 
ones, have only a shrunken knowledge of God’s nature and His 
power. Even if we’ve grown a little in our vision of what could be 
ahead for us, we still have much to learn. Our God is “able to do 
exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think” (Ephesians 
3:20). He is eager to lift us to planes higher than we can yet imag-
ine. Our need is for a bigger desire, a greater sense of what can 
happen if we’re willing to submit to God as He removes from our 
hearts the things that hold us back.

If I were to wish for anything, I should not wish for wealth and power but 
for the passionate sense of the potential, for the eye which, ever young and 

ardent, sees the possible. Pleasure disappoints, possibility never.

s ø r e n  k i e r k e g a a r D
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PrayInG for the Greater thInGs

But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness,
and all these things shall be added to you. Matthew 6:33

the MOst Fervent Desires that we bring tO gOD in prayer 
Ought tO be Desires having tO DO with his glOry, his pur-

pOses, anD his will. Too often, the only question on our minds is 
whether God is working things out the way we wish. Rarely do 
we concern ourselves with the more important question: whether 
what is happening redounds to the praise of God’s glory. Properly 
understood, prayer is about God, not about us.

Like the disciples, we all need to say, “Lord, teach us to pray” 
(Luke 11:1). But learning how to pray is not simply learning more 
effective ways to ask for what we want. As we learn to pray, we 
must learn to want the higher things that relate to God’s rule and 
His righteousness, and we must learn to want them for higher 
reasons than those that usually motivate us. Both our requests 
and our reasons for making them indicate how far along the road 
of spiritual growth we’ve traveled. As we learn to seek God more 
diligently, the less selfishly we’ll pray for what we want from God 
and the more genuinely we’ll desire what God wants for us.

Much of modern prayer is characterized by what can only be 
called a “demanding” spirit. Conditioned as we are to think that 
“feeling good” is the main thing in life, our dealings with God 
tend to revolve around His ability to do whatever will make us 
feel better. But this utilitarian approach kills the communication 
that God seeks from us. When we think of no more than God’s 
usefulness to us and, in effect, threaten to quit believing if He 
doesn’t straighten out every one of our difficulties, we’re being 
childish and shortsighted, if not outright blasphemous. God is not 
Santa Claus, and real prayer has to do with far more than whether 
He is giving us what we want. To “seek first the kingdom of God 
and His righteousness” means, among other things, that we lay 
aside our demands and simply trust God to give us what we need 
— giving thanks that His gifts always result in His greater glory.

O Lord, let me not henceforth desire health or life except to spend them for 
you, with you, and in you. You alone know what is good for me; do therefore 

what seems best to you. Give to me or take from me; conform my will to 
yours; and grant that with humble and perfect submission and in holy 

confidence I may receive the orders of your eternal providence, and may 
equally adore all that comes to me from you.

b l a i s e  p a s c a l



February 21
no use PretenDInG

For we all stumble in many things. James 3:2

we cOMMOnly Make twO Mistakes with respect tO liFe in 
christ. Either we ourselves underestimate the value of 

what is truly good about it, or we misrepresent that goodness to 
others, portraying the Christian’s life as something other than 
what it is. The great gifts available in Jesus Christ — the forgive-
ness of sins and the hope of heaven — are of incalculable worth. It 
took the death of the Son of God to make these gifts possible, and 
we err greatly if we ever undervalue them. But we err no less if 
we misrepresent what the Christian’s life is like in a world dam-
aged by sin. “There is no escape from an aching soul, only denial 
of it. The promise of one day being with Jesus in a perfect world is 
the Christian’s only hope for complete relief. Until then we either 
groan or pretend we don’t” (Larry Crabb).

The tools are surely available in the Scriptures to build a bet-
ter life in this world than would be possible by any other means. 
As Paul put it, godliness is “profitable for all things, having prom-
ise of the life that now is and of that which is to come” (1 Timothy 
4:8). But even at its best, the Christian’s life may involve great 
sorrow and difficulty. It’s true that God offers to sustain us through 
the pain, but it’s not wise to pretend that the pain doesn’t hurt.

Sometimes, though, we do pretend. In our pride, we conceal 
the heartache of deep needs that God allows, for the time being 
and for our ultimate good, to remain unfulfilled. And in our pride, 
we also cover up the reality of our continuing struggle with sin.

Yet the problem is not always pride. Often it is the popular 
but mistaken doctrine that we can obtain complete relief and total 
joy right now, and that if we hurt emotionally or if we struggle 
with sin, then we’ve just not reached the plateau of happiness 
where more committed Christians live. We may be suffocating in 
a “spiritual” climate where pretense is rewarded and honesty is 
frowned upon. If so, we’re missing the very thing that can draw us 
toward a richer taste of God: a deeply felt, realistic acceptance of 
the imperfection that yet remains within us.

One result of extricating ourselves from the tangled complexity of life is 
simplistic preaching that fails to deal with life as it is. Rather than penetrating 
life with liberating truth, such preaching maintains a conspiracy of pretense 

that things are better than they are or ever can be until Christ returns.

l a r r y  c r a b b
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the stronG heart Is not Callous

I am weary with my groaning;
All night I make my bed swim;

I drench my couch with my tears.
Psalm 6:6

iF we think the strOng DOn’t Feel pain, we knOw little OF 
what strength is abOut. Soldiers know that courage is not the 

absence of fear but fortitude in the face of fear, and those who are 
truly strong understand that strength is not the absence of pain 
but nobility in the face of pain. The strong are those who deeply 
experience pain without giving up either their reverence or their 
gratitude. Rather than going around the pain, strong people go 
through it. There is no shortcut to any place worth going to.

We normally think of skill as the ability to do difficult things. 
If because of natural talent a person finds himself easily able to do 
things that are difficult for other people, that may be somewhat 
impressive. But how much more impressive it is when someone 
has the drive and the discipline to do things that he himself finds 
difficult. In a similar way, it would be no great accomplishment 
for a person to bear an emotional pain that he didn’t really feel. 
But those who open their hearts and feel the pain this world can 
inflict, still maintaining a gracious respect and gratitude toward 
God — those are the folks with an admirable strength!

When we’re suffering, friends frequently remind us that 
God’s intent is not to shield us from all pain in this life, but to 
strengthen us so we can deal with the pain in the right way. Do we 
really believe that? Perhaps what we believe is something slightly 
different: that God will help us find a kind of “strength” that will 
anesthetize us so we won’t feel the pain quite so much. Perhaps 
we don’t really trust God to help us acquire real strength — the 
kind that protects us without deadening our hearts and rendering 
us unable to feel what we need to feel.

The immense spiritual strength that Jesus possessed involved 
much more than mere anesthesia. He not only felt the full range of 
emotions that are the lot of humanity, but He felt them intensely 
and vividly. We should aspire to a strength that is no less alive. 
Genuine discipleship to the Son of Man will not turn us into un-
feeling robots. It will teach us to feel what God feels.

We are healed of a suffering only by experiencing it to the full.

M a r c e l  p r O u s t
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we Can truly ChanGe

. . . that you put off, concerning your former conduct, the old man which 
grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of 

your mind, and that you put on the new man which was created according 
to God, in true righteousness and holiness. Ephesians 4:22-24

Few things are MOre universal than the huMan Desire tO 
change FOr the better. The sheer size of the self-help section 

in any bookstore is a fair indication of how desperate we are to 
conquer the problems that beset us and increase the quality of our 
lives. Virtually every person would like, in some significant way, 
to improve the “self” that he or she presently is.

How ironic it is that, despite our deep desire for change and 
the lavish attention that publishers pay to our personal improve-
ment, many people still hold to the deterministic idea that real 
change is not possible for a human being. This viewpoint says 
we are so conditioned by heredity and environment that we can’t 
change in any radical way. Whatever we “are,” that is what we’ll 
always be. And our culture has no shortage of psychologically 
correct labels to define what we are. Once labeled, a person cannot 
unlabel himself. The most he can hope for is to keep from exter-
nally acting out what the label says he’ll always be on the inside.

Christianity, however, makes a deeper change possible.  After 
listing certain groups who practiced notorious sin, Paul said to the 
church in Corinth, “And such were some of you” (1 Corinthians 
6:9-11). These were people who’d actually changed, and the 
change was not just behavioral. In his letter to the church in Rome, 
Paul wrote: “Or do you not know that as many of us as were 
baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? Therefore 
we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just as 
Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so 
we also should walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:3,4).

What Jesus Christ offers the groaning human soul is not 
superficial pain relief but radical surgery. The drastic rehabilitation 
He envisions is certainly not the work of one day. But just because 
we require more than a quick fix, that doesn’t mean we’re forever 
locked into our mistakes. “Beware of succumbing to failure as 
inevitable” (Oswald Chambers).

Change, indeed, is painful, yet ever needful;
and if memory has its force and worth, so also has hope.

t h O M a s  c a r l y l e
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the Great enCounter

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.
Romans 12:21

Each OF us helps tO write the stOry OF the huMan race 
every tiMe we Make a chOice. Every single one of us is a part 

of this fascinating story. We either add to the dignity of our race 
by making choices that promote goodness, or we further degrade 
it by making those that promote evil. Surrounded by situations 
that were, for the most part, brought into being by forces outside 
our control, we either help to beautify or mar the story of human 
freedom, depending on what we choose to do when faced with 
those situations. As Donald Creighton has suggested: “History is 
the record of an encounter between character and circumstance.” 
Individually, we are each a part of that encounter.

Not only is greatness of inward character the greatest of all 
greatnesses, but it lies within the power of every individual. It 
doesn’t depend on having a public stage upon which to act. And 
it doesn’t depend on whether other people are doing what they 
should. Try, for example, to hear a Washington or a Lincoln grum-
bling, “I could’ve been a great president if I’d been lucky enough 
to come to the office in better circumstances. If the times hadn’t 
been so difficult, I might’ve had a chance to show them what I 
could do.” In a very important sense, character is independent of 
external conditions. Good character does good work to meet the 
needs of the present moment, no matter what those needs happen 
to be. In your imagination, pick any truly great person and drop 
him or her into a different time, place, and social status. Doesn’t 
that person simply do whatever is needed to improve that situa-
tion? Greatness of character doesn’t wait on circumstance to deal it 
a favorable hand. It plays with honor whatever hand it is dealt.

Do we realize the importance of our own daily encounter 
with circumstance? What is outside of us can seem so much more 
powerful than what is inside. The surging rush of all that happens 
can appear so overwhelming that it’s hard to feel we’re anything 
more than “dust in the wind.” And yet . . . there remains within us 
a will that is free. When we make even a single choice to do what 
is right before God, we alter the course of history for the better.

Nothing splendid has ever been achieved except by those who dared believe 
that something inside them was superior to circumstance.

b r u c e  b a r t O n
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the Cult of the nakeD emPeror

If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves,
and the truth is not in us. 1 John 1:8

it seeMs tO be harD FOr thOse whO hOlD up christ as the 
answer tO every prObleM tO avOiD pretenDing they’ve MaDe 

MOre prOgress than they have. We sometimes talk and act as 
if the devout Christian can be released completely from suffering 
and struggle in this life. Surely we know that the truth is other-
wise, but like the courtiers in “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” all 
of whom praised the king’s non-existent garments, we’re afraid to 
speak the obvious. There is pressure to keep up the illusion of per-
fect emotional happiness and complete victory in the battle against 
sin. But the price we pay is that we actually make less progress in 
joy and purity than we would if we were more honest.

When it comes time to encourage a friend, we show that it’s 
possible to be both realistic and compassionate. “Don’t be so hard 
on yourself,” we say. “It’s okay to hurt and to struggle. All of us 
are broken vessels, and we needn’t be afraid to experience life as 
it really is. We can’t be perfect, but we can be persistent. Hang in 
there, and cry whenever you need to.” These are wise words. But 
when the struggle is our own, we lose our balance, either drown-
ing in despair or naively pretending that God has solved all of our 
problems already. It’s hard to hold a balanced perspective.

Whatever it means in this life to be “in Christ,” it does not 
mean total freedom from setbacks and sorrow. To be in Christ is to 
groan. It is to live out the days of our pilgrimage in hope. This hope 
can no doubt make a great difference in our present reality, but 
only when it‘s honest about what that present reality is. “For in 
this we groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed with our habitation 
which is from heaven, if indeed, having been clothed, we shall not 
be found naked. For we who are in this tent groan, being bur-
dened, not because we want to be unclothed, but further clothed, 
that mortality may be swallowed up by life” (2 Corinthians 5:2-4). 
Let us not conspire to praise our present “clothing” more than the 
facts warrant. If we’re among His faithful people, Christ will one 
day clothe us in perfect glory. Our rags will be turned into riches. 
Until then, there is a need for honesty about our raggedness.

Have the courage to appear poor, and you
disarm poverty of its sharpest sting.

a n n a  J a M e s O n
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the Cult of self-flaGellatIon

For I say, through the grace given to me, to everyone who is among you,
not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think. Romans 12:3

there is a subtle Danger in cOnFessing Our brOkenness. As 
we learn to acknowledge the seriousness of our failures and 

the depth of our sorrows, various forms of self-righteousness can 
creep into our thinking. Secretlywe may come to look upon those 
whose lives appear more trouble-free as being somehow less spiri-
tually mature than we are.

Congratulating ourselves on how frankly we recognize our 
own misery, we may question the honesty of anyone who seems to 
be living a happy life. Surely such people are just not facing life’s 
realities. They must be in “denial,” as the cognoscenti say. And if 
it can be shown that some people really are free of anything but 
the minor annoyances of life, we suppose it must be because God 
knew they couldn’t handle the serious sorrow that we have.

Sometimes we take an egotistical approach to praise and pity 
that is almost competitive in nature. Like fishermen trading tall 
tales, we play “Can you top this?” with our stories of hard times, 
as if there were something inherently praiseworthy about suffer-
ing. But great suffering does not by itself indicate nobility of char-
acter (1 Peter 4:15), and the Hebrew writer would remind us, “You 
have not yet resisted to bloodshed, striving against sin” (Hebrews 
12:4). Whatever we’ve suffered is only “such as is common to 
man” (1 Corinthians 10:13).

“Woe is me” is not always the humble statement it pretends 
to be. When Elijah complained, “I have been very zealous for the 
lOrD God of hosts; because the children of Israel have forsaken 
Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and killed Your prophets 
with the sword. I alone am left; and they seek to take my life” 
(1 Kings 19:14), God dealt gently with Elijah’s feelings. But He also 
pointed out that the prophet hadn’t cornered the market on righ-
teousness quite as completely as he supposed: “I have reserved 
seven thousand in Israel, all whose knees have not bowed to Baal, 
and every mouth that has not kissed him” (v.18). The truly “poor 
in spirit” (Matthew 5:3) tend to keep the focus on God’s fullness, 
not their own emptiness.

True humility makes no pretense of being humble.

F r a n c i s  D e  s a l e s
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real ChanGe, slow ProGress

Not that I have already attained, or am already perfected;
but I press on. Philippians 3:12

when Much-DesireD character change DOesn’t happen 
very quickly, we tenD tO give up hOpe that we can ever 

really change at all. But worthwhile journeys aren’t usually 
accomplished all at once, and we shouldn’t think that we’ve not 
gone anywhere, just because our journey toward God is not com-
plete. Good things often take time.

The apostle Peter affirmed that real, significant character 
change can be a reality for those who are in Jesus Christ. In exhort-
ing his readers to live reverently before God, he reminded them 
of the fundamental difference Christ had made in their lives: 
“Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and rest 
your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ; as obedient children, not conforming 
yourselves to the former lusts, as in your ignorance; but as He 
who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct . . . 
knowing that you were not redeemed with corruptible things, like 
silver or gold, from your aimless conduct received by tradition 
from your fathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, as of a 
lamb without blemish and without spot” (1 Peter 1:13-19).

But as we gain confidence in the possibility of change, we also 
need to develop patience in the process of change. In this life, not 
even the most faithfully obedient Christian can claim to be any-
thing more than a work in progress. In the ongoing renovation of 
our character, there is much damage yet to be repaired, and quick 
fixes will simply not suffice. In our hurried-up culture, we’ve got-
ten into the habit of demanding immediate results. But despite the 
appeal of an instant and effortless makeover, wouldn’t it be worth-
while to go for something greater, a real renewal that runs deeper 
than the surface? The unavoidable truth is that our hearts need 
an inside-out transformation. This is the goal God has in mind for 
us, and there is no shortcut to it. We should make sure that any 
impatience we have with our present imperfection does not turn 
into impatience with God Himself.

A slow cure is best. Have courage and patience. The work of cleansing your 
soul will go on for a lifetime. Our perfection consists of struggling against 

our imperfection . . . Think of the possibilities God has placed in you.

F r a n c i s  D e  s a l e s
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GoInG towarD GoD, Come whatever may

We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God. Acts 14:22

between where we are anD where we want tO be in eter-
nity, the rOaD that Must be taken is at tiMes a DiFFicult 

track thrOugh DesOlate cOuntry. There is no other way to 
reach home. God is our guide and His help is our hope, but the 
journey must still be made.

The spiritual life is not principally about the avoidance of 
difficulty. It’s about going toward God despite the difficulties that 
obstruct us. For now, our greatest prayer is not for peace but for 
progress toward the Promised Land. The peace will come in due 
season. This was John Bradford’s thought when he prayed, “Life is 
a pilgrimage. I came from the Lord and I will return to the Lord. I 
may pass through dangerous places. O Christ, be my guide.”

In our journey toward God, much that lies before us is un-
known. From where we stand at present, it is impossible to see 
either the heights of joy that we’ll reach or the depths of sorrow 
through which we must pass. Each day dawns with the promise of 
both triumph and testing. If we commit ourselves to God, there is 
no telling what will happen. This only do we know: our God is the 
sovereign King of His creation. He is moving all of history toward 
a glorious finale, and those who are loyal to Him are going toward 
something unimaginably, and eternally, great.

As wayfarers, our need is for courage, not comfort. “For 
you have need of endurance, so that after you have done the 
will of God, you may receive the promise” (Hebrews 10:36). Do 
we remember what the Lord prayed for His disciples? He said, 
“I do not pray that You should take them out of the world, but 
that You should keep them from the evil one” (John 17:15). Those 
who would follow the Lord can’t go “around” this world any 
more than He did — they must follow Him “through” the world. 
“Father, hear the prayer we offer: not for ease that prayer shall be, 
but for strength, that we may ever live our lives courageously” 
(L. M. Willis). While the foolish spend their time praying to be 
excused from the journey, the wise simply pray for whatever 
strength that this, the greatest of all journeys, may require.

Not fare well,
But fare forward, voyagers.

t .  s .  e l i O t
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how the soJourner lIves anD loves

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to the place which
he would receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he 
was going. By faith he dwelt in the land of promise as in a foreign country, 

dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same 
promise; for he waited for the city which has foundations, whose

builder and maker is God. Hebrews 11:8-10

it was nOt a curse but a great blessing that uprOOteD 
abrahaM FrOM his earthly hOMe. Far from the land of his 

youth and never again owning a plot of ground as his home, 
Abraham lived out his life wandering from one shepherd encamp-
ment to another. This was a great blessing because it made it much 
easier for Abraham to look beyond this world. As a sojourner 
dwelling in tents, he “waited for the city which has foundations, 
whose builder and maker is God.”

When we stay so long in one place that it begins to feel like 
“home,” we may forget that our lease on this life is temporary. We 
quit dreaming about heaven, and we get to the point where we 
don’t want to let go of the things we’ve grown so accustomed to. 
We should learn from the Hebrew patriarchs. They “all died in 
faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them afar 
off were assured of them, embraced them and confessed that they 
were strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (Hebrews 11:13).

But we should be careful not to misunderstand what it means 
to be a sojourner. Despite all the painful consequences of sin in 
the world, it is still a world made by our Heavenly Father, and He 
means for us to enjoy it (Ecclesiastes 5:18,19). Let us not measure 
our holiness in terms of how miserable we can make ourselves. 
Our challenge is not to keep from enjoying this world; it is rather 
to keep from settling down in it.

“For our citizenship is in heaven,” Paul wrote to Christian 
friends, “from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord 
Jesus Christ” (Philippians 3:20). “Here we have no continuing 
city” (Hebrews 13:14). It is good for a guest to enjoy himself — as 
long as he remembers that he’s a guest. Abraham must surely 
have enjoyed the passing sunrises, sunsets, and starry nights in 
the strange land of Canaan. Yet his heart could not be held for long 
by these things. He was too much in love with their Giver.

Not where I breathe,
but where I love, I live.
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lIkeness

As for me, I will see Your face in righteousness;
I shall be satisfied when I awake in Your likeness.

Psalm 17:15

liFe in gOD is nOt abOut us; it is abOut hiM. We need to 
be reminded of this. In a day when “self-actualization” is 

thought by many to be the ultimate goal, we must remember 
that Christianity is not about the simple reformation (or even the 
“actualization”) of our own character. It is about the character of 
Christ being formed within us. Christianity is about God.

It is clearly true that our own characters need to be reformed. 
The sins we’ve allowed to creep into our lives have marred us and 
made us into beings very different from those we were created to 
be. But God’s purpose in dealing with sin is not merely to remove 
the habits that hinder us from “self-actualization.” As Lilias Trotter 
wrote, “Holiness means something more than the sweeping away 
of the old leaves of sin; it means the life of Jesus developed in 
us.” This is the very desire Paul indicated when he addressed the 
Galatian Christians: “My little children, for whom I labor in birth 
again until Christ is formed in you” (Galatians 4:19).

In the New Testament, our coming to bear a closer likeness to 
God is nothing less than the goal of the gospel. Paul wrote, “But 
we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of 
the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory 
to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Corinthians 3:18). 
And writing to another group of Christians, Peter said that God’s 
power “has given to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, 
through the knowledge of Him who called us by glory and virtue, 
by which have been given to us exceedingly great and precious 
promises, that through these you may be partakers of the divine 
nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world through 
lust” (2 Peter 1:3,4). We are called to partake of God’s own nature.

God created us in His own image so that we could show forth 
His goodness and respond to His love. Sin destroys our ability to 
do these things, and if sin’s damage is to be undone, we must not 
only be forgiven of the sin itself, but we must be remade in God’s 
image. He has arranged for us to be crucified and recreated. To 
seek Him is to seek this very thing.

The essence of true holiness is conformity to the nature and will of God.
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more than mere sufferInG

Though you grind a fool in a mortar with a pestle along with crushed grain,
Yet his foolishness will not depart from him.

Proverbs 27:22

nOt all whO suFFer learn the lessOns that suFFering can 
teach. The Proverbs vividly describe the fool who is chas-

tened often by life’s painful experiences but never learns what he’s 
being taught. The wise person pays attention to pain, making the 
right changes in his life when he sees what the consequences of 
wrongful behavior are. Yet the fool pays no heed. He blames and 
he complains, but he doesn’t learn. “As a dog returns to his own 
vomit, so a fool repeats his folly” (Proverbs 26:11).

How can we avoid this foolishness? When we suffer, how can 
we keep our eyes open and gain a greater wisdom?

Much could be said, but the answer comes down to this: only 
the tender heart is teachable. When we find ourselves responding 
to pain with resentment, it’s probable that our hearts have started 
to become tough and unteachable. Self-pity, bitterness, and such-
like often tempt us when our hearts are heavy. But if we choose a 
“hard” response to suffering — that is, if we turn away from either 
reverence or gratitude — then we lose the humility that is required 
for learning. But there is also a danger on the other side. If we find 
ourselves becoming secretly proud of the “humble” way we’re 
dealing with our difficulties, then this martyr-spirit will likewise 
keep us from learning as we should. To be teachable, we must be 
neither cynical nor sanctimonious.

James wrote, “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into 
various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces 
patience. But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be 
perfect and complete, lacking nothing” (James 1:2-4). In the end, it 
is self-centeredness that prevents patience from having its perfect 
work. To gain wisdom from our suffering, our focus must not be 
on ourselves. The main object in life is neither to defend ourselves 
against suffering nor to exploit it self-righteously, but to seek a 
greater Truth outside of ourselves.

I do not believe that sheer suffering teaches. If suffering alone taught,
all the world would be wise, since everyone suffers. To suffering

must be added mourning, understanding, patience, love, openness,
and the willingness to remain vulnerable.

a n n e  M O r r O w  l i n D b e r g h
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BrIllIanCe aGaInst a Dark BaCkGrounD

And he shall be like the light of the morning when the sun rises,
A morning without clouds,

Like the tender grass springing out of the earth,
By clear shining after rain.

2 Samuel 23:4

hOw Much MOre welcOMe is the light OF a laMp at MiD-
night than it wOulD be at nOOn! The scientist would 

be quick to tell us that the lamp doesn’t really shine any more 
brightly when it’s dark than when it’s light; the darkness only 
makes it appear so by its contrast. But emotionally, what a differ-
ence the darkness makes! Without the background supplied by the 
darkness, we’d hardly love the light as we do.

Perhaps this explains why some human lives seem to have 
more depth and texture than others. Those who’ve battled to 
maintain a luminous faith after suffering serious failure or sig-
nificant sorrow aren’t any more “real” than anyone else, but they 
certainly seem so. We’re drawn to sufferers who have survived.

The attractive power of David’s passionate love for God 
shines with such splendor partly because of the black moral 
failures from which his honor had to recover. And consider a man 
like Paul. He never staggered morally, but here was a man whose 
desire for God blazed with a special brightness because of the 
long, dark years of his lonely travail as an apostle. The struggle 
only made his hope more precious. “The time of my departure is 
at hand,” he said. “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the 
race, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:6,7).

The suggestion here isn’t that sorrow should be invited into 
our lives. But when it makes an appearance, as it will in the life 
of anyone who dwells on this planet, we can make it our aim to 
shine all the more radiantly against the dark background that has 
developed. The Lord Jesus Christ was a “Man of sorrows and 
acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3), and we love Him dearly for 
having tasted the salt of our tears. Unlike Him, our sorrows are 
often the consequence of our own misdeeds. But whether the 
darkness is of sin or some other sorrow, we can seek God in such a 
way as to brighten our character with the brilliance of tested faith.

May the lessons of the darkness fill my days with awe
so that I may learn to experience you, my God,

all the days and nights of my life. Amen.
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what haPPens to faIth as lIfe unfolDs?

In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while, if need be, you have 
been grieved by various trials, that the genuineness of your faith, being 

much more precious than gold that perishes, though it is tested by fire, may 
be found to praise, honor, and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ.

1 Peter 1:6,7

all but the MOst cynical wOulD agree that the innOcent 
eagerness OF yOung Faith is a part OF its beauty. This spirit 

is a part of the childlikeness that Jesus said we must recover if we 
are to enter the kingdom (Matthew 18:1-5). But as life unfolds, 
experience can cruelly test our confidence in the greatness and 
goodness of God. What then? Is faith to be given up as a relic of 
our immaturity, or is there a greater thing that can happen?

It should be noted that some people do live for long periods 
without meeting any serious test of their faith. It would be unfair 
(and also condescending) to charge every such person with having 
a faith that is naive or ill-informed. Faith in the heart of a human 
being can be the real thing whether it has been “proven” or not.

But in the case of most of us, hardships eventually do test the 
genuineness of our faith, sometimes sorely. What happens to a 
well-founded faith as the years go by?

First, consider that faith is more than a feeling and more than 
a mood. It is a conviction, a choice to commit ourselves to the truth 
that God is indeed the Creator revealed to us in the Scriptures. 
And like any decision to trust, the commitment of ourselves to 
the truth about God is likely to be tested. But mere testing doesn’t 
mean our faith was foolish. To the contrary, it may well demon-
strate just how wise our choice was. Truths that we grasped in the 
noonday sun don’t have to be thrown away during the hours of 
darkness. That’s when their value is most apparent.

Ultimately, faith is akin to friendship, and there’s a big differ-
ence between a friend who would help us and one who has helped 
us. As life lengthens, the well-placed confidence of our youth can 
become a fixed friendship with God, tried and true. Such a trust is 
the mainstay of our maturity, as Paul well knew: “I know whom 
I have believed and am persuaded that He is able to keep what I 
have committed to Him until that Day” (2 Timothy 1:12).

Faith is that which is woven of conviction
and set with the sharp mordant of experience.

J a M e s  r u s s e l l  l O w e l l
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some thouGhts on GoD’s GooDness

The lOrD is good,
A stronghold in the day of trouble;

And He knows those who trust in Him.
Nahum 1:7

the siMple aFFirMatiOn that gOD is gOOD is a MarvelOus 
thing. Perhaps the marvel of it is lost on us today, but two 

thousand years ago the notion that the Creator is benevolently 
inclined toward His creatures was a radical concept. What is more, 
the news that the goodness of the true God has been manifested 
in the atoning death and triumphant resurrection of His Son, Jesus 
Christ, blew through the fear and superstition of the pagan mind 
like a cleansing hurricane. The human heart has simply never 
entertained a more nourishing, strengthening thought than the 
idea that God is good — perfectly, lovingly, and victoriously good.

Make no mistake, the goodness by which God makes possible 
our reconciliation, and by which He will one day judge the world, 
doesn’t mean that all will be saved and none lost (Romans 11:22). 
To commit sin is always, in one way or another, to refuse the 
benevolence of God’s will in the here and now — and if we’re lost 
in eternity, it will be the consequence of having refused God’s love 
for so long that time ran out and our lives finally ended in rebel-
lion (John 3:16-19). Some will simply not accept God’s reconcili-
ation on His terms, and we’re told that these “shall be punished 
with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord and 
from the glory of His power” (2 Thessalonians 1:9). God will not 
force His goodness upon any whose final choice is to refuse it.

But we need not reject the truth about God’s goodness. We 
can accept it. Peter wrote that we can entrust ourselves “to a 
faithful Creator” (1 Peter 4:19). This truth is far more than a lucky 
charm to be worn while we live any way we wish. It happens 
to be the most “disturbing” concept that can seize our thinking. 
Whoever truly comes to terms with the unfailing goodness of God 
will never again deal with sin or with uncertainty in the same way. 
A deep, grateful confidence that God is good will win the war 
against both wickedness and worry.

Yet, in the maddening maze of things,
And tossed by storm and flood,

To one fixed trust my spirit clings;
I know that God is good!

J O h n  g r e e n l e a F  w h i t t i e r
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eBenezer

Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Shen, and 
called its name Ebenezer, saying, “Thus far the lOrD has helped us.”

1 Samuel 7:12

whatever harDships we May yet have tO Face, the help 
OF gOD that has brOught us this Far is nO sMall thing 

tO be thankFul FOr. Bogged down as we often are in the painful 
particulars of daily living, our perspective may be so confined that 
we suppose the bad outweighs the good. Like Job, we may wish 
we’d never been born (Job 3:1-26). We may question whether there 
is any use in trying to go forward, or whether, if we do try to go 
forward, there is any possibility that we’ll get the help we need. 
But consider this: the person who is alive to ponder such questions 
is always a person on whom God has not given up. Without His 
constant grace, we would not have made it this far.

The Scriptures teach that God is not only the Creator, but He 
is the Sustainer of life. The Hebrew writer says that God “up-
holds” all things by His power (Hebrews 1:3). And Paul reminded 
the Athenians that it is in Him that we “live and move and have 
our being” (Acts 17:28). If God ever withdrew Himself from us, we 
would in that instant cease to enjoy anything that deserves to be 
called “life.” And very likely, in that instant we’d also be stricken 
with the consciousness of the good we had taken for granted, 
including the gift of all the time we used up questioning whether 
God had been good to us. It is, after all, only by God’s grace that 
we have the “opportunity” to doubt Him.

Do we despise the grace that has upheld us? Though we have 
more than mere survival to be thankful for, can we not see even in 
this survival evidence that God is willing to help us? He has not 
only proven His power, but He has proven His patience with us!

A failure of gratitude is one of life’s more serious failures, and 
one that is fraught with danger. Without God’s providence, we 
would have been vanquished long ago. If we don’t acknowledge 
that He has graciously watched over us in the past, we may have 
to learn the hard way what the diminishing of His grace means 
in the future (Isaiah 5:1-7). But if we will look backward with the 
eyes of gratitude, we can look forward with the eyes of faith.

Who brought me hither
Will bring me hence; no other guide I seek.

J O h n  M i l t O n
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lIGht on the roaD

Moreover You led them by day with a cloudy pillar, and by night with a 
pillar of fire, to give them light on the road which they should travel.

Nehemiah 9:12

iF what we really want tO DO is FOllOw gOD, his assurance 
tO us is that we’ll always get the inFOrMatiOn we neeD tO 

DO his will. Many things we may not understand, but there will 
always be sufficient light on the road to guide our next step, if our 
motive is to obey our Father’s will.

Jesus pointed to the importance of motive when He said to 
certain ones, “Why do you not understand My speech? Because 
you are not able to listen to My word. You are of your father 
the devil, and the desires of your father you want to do” (John 
8:43,44). Whose desires we most deeply want to do is the crucial 
factor that determines whether we’ll understand the things we 
need to understand. And it takes a person of more honesty than 
many of us have mustered to tell the truth about whose will 
means more to us: God’s or someone else’s.

How much obedience really matters to us is indicated by the 
use we’ve made of the light that has already shone upon our path. 
Does the day-to-day evidence of our decisions show that we’re 
thankful for this light? If not, there’s little point in seeking further 
light. As long as our conscience smites us for not doing the duty 
that lies clearly before us, we don’t have the luxury of worrying 
about the various hypothetical questions that cloud the future.

Biblical faith is much more than a simple trust that God’s light 
will lead us. It’s an active following of that light step by step. We 
certainly should rest in the confidence that the road will be illumi-
nated according to our needs, but there’s also a need for sobriety. 
God is a rewarder of “those who diligently seek Him” (Hebrews 
11:6), and we show that we’re diligent seekers by actually taking 
the steps He has shown us. The path toward God will challenge 
our willingness to obey perhaps more often than it does our ability 
to understand. In any case, our choice must be to move forward. 
God will not allow darkness to hinder the diligent.

God wills us to tread the hidden paths of grace in faith only; and so he
only gives us just such light as we need for the present moment. It is
not his will that we should see before us or around us, but he never

fails to grant such light as makes it impossible for us to lose our
way so long as we follow his leading.
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the PrePareD heart

For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the Law of the lOrD,
and to do it, and to teach statutes and ordinances in Israel.

Ezra 7:10

Our “nature” is given tO us by gOD, but Our “character” 
is createD by Our chOices. What we do with the raw materi-

als of our created nature brings into being a character that is either 
good or bad. Of course, the fact that character is a matter of choice 
does not mean the choices are always carefully made. Indeed, 
many people simply live by default, going with the flow and 
ending up with a character that has been chosen haphazardly. But 
haphazard choices are still choices. Whether we’ve been careful or 
careless, we’ll still have to account to God for our decisions.

Ezra is said to have “prepared his heart.” Apparently he had 
given some thought to the sort of man he wanted to be. Surely 
he was aware of what the major alternatives are that lie before a 
human being, and his choice to pursue godliness seems to have 
been a deliberate decision. It’s not unlikely that Ezra had given 
some consideration to the matter of consequences. There is no more 
consequential choice than the choice of one’s character, and Ezra 
had no doubt considered that some kinds of character would take 
him places he didn’t want to go to.

It is worth noting the particular character Ezra prepared 
himself to have. This wise man determined that he would (1) seek 
God’s will, (2) do whatever he learned, and (3) teach to others the 
things that he had both learned and lived. We could look a long 
time and not find a better three-point program for character devel-
opment. Seeking, doing, and teaching . . . the will of God. These 
things are close to the heart of what human existence is all about.

If we’ve not already done so, it’s urgent that we prepare our 
hearts. It’s time to think seriously about what matters most to us. 
What kind of people do we intend to be? “When a man does not 
know what harbor he is making for, no wind is the right wind” 
(Seneca). But preparing our hearts requires more than charting our 
course. We must also count the cost and resolve that we’ll pay the 
price to have a character that’s worth having. The devil is eager to 
test how well prepared our hearts really are.

You cannot dream yourself into a character;
you must hammer and forge yourself one.
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moments make a lIfe

What is man, that You should exalt him,
That You should set Your heart on him,

That You should visit him every morning,
And test him every moment?

Job 7:17,18

grOwing tO be a persOn OF gODly integrity is the wOrk OF a 
liFetiMe, but whether we grOw in this DirectiOn Or nOt is 

DeterMineD by the Many little DecisiOns we Make MOMent by 
MOMent. A human life is the accumulation of all its moments, so 
there is no such thing as an unimportant decision.

Remembering the simple, momentary nature of life ought 
to be helpful to us if we’re serious about seeking God. Daunting 
tasks lose their power to discourage us when we break them down 
into each moment’s doable deeds. At any particular moment, 
whatever should be done can be done. Taken individually, single 
moments are always manageable. But when we take on the bur-
den of doing more than one moment’s work at a time, our burden 
is both impossible and foolish. “The next hour, the next moment, 
is as much beyond our grasp and as much in God’s care, as that a 
hundred years away . . . The moment which coincides with work 
to be done is the moment to be minded; the next is nowhere till 
God has made it” (George MacDonald).

One of the most empowering questions a person can ever ask 
is this: what is the very best thing I could actually do right now, in this 
present moment? Forget the next moment or some other moment — 
what is the main thing that lies before me at this moment? In the 
end, lives of great, climactic godliness result from a decision to do 
right by the ordinary moments. Obedience is not impossible. Right 
now, we must simply embrace whatever we know the Lord would 
want us to be doing . . . at this moment.

Did our Lord not warn us to be careful about the “little” 
things? Did He not say, “He who is faithful in what is least is faith-
ful also in much; and he who is unjust in what is least is unjust 
also in much” (Luke 16:10)? Life is a long journey indeed, but 
although the steps that take us toward God are many, they should 
be taken — indeed, can only be taken — one at a time. The key to 
life is the peaceful, persistent management of the moments.

Take care of the minutes, and the hours will take care of themselves.
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DamaGInG DesIres

There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.
Even in laughter the heart may sorrow, and the end of mirth may be grief.

Proverbs 14:12,13

DO we really believe that gOD’s will is better FOr us than 
anything that is cOntrary tO his will? Most of us would 

say yes, but the evidence suggests that we have a hard time culti-
vating an unconditional confidence that God’s way is best. We may 
give up certain things in order to do what is right, but we often 
make these sacrifices somewhat reluctantly, perhaps for no other 
reason than to keep from going to hell. Deep down, we often feel 
the thing we had to part with would have been a “better” fulfill-
ment of our real desires, had God just allowed us to have it.

Perhaps the trouble is not that we have too little faith in God; 
it may be that we just have too much faith in ourselves. It’s an 
obvious fact that we live in an age that exalts the desires of the 
human heart, whatever they may be. Jeremiah’s prayer, “O lOrD, I 
know the way of man is not in himself; it is not in man who walks 
to direct his own steps” (Jeremiah 10:23), strikes us as quaint, if not 
primitive. We tend to view the doing of our “own thing” as wise, 
and even courageous.

When we reflect on the matter more deeply, however, what do 
our hearts tell us? If the truth be told, haven’t we each privately 
experienced the truth of the principle that “there is a way that 
seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death”? Wouldn’t it 
be wiser after all to have, with Jeremiah, a healthy distrust of our 
own ability to see what is lastingly good?

One of the profound tragedies of our present world is the 
persistence with which we pursue fulfillments that are bound 
to break our hearts. We find that many of our enjoyments leave 
a bitter, deadly aftertaste. Too often, our pleasure is followed by 
regret. But Solomon reached this conclusion long years ago: “The 
blessing of the Lord makes one rich, and He adds no sorrow with it” 
(Proverbs 10:22). It takes trust to believe that this is true, and that 
God’s will is better — really better — than any alternative.

A mother may understand that her little child would like to take a sparrow 
in its hand. She is careful to prevent that from happening, even though she is 

sure the child would be glad to have it . . . She knows a moment’s pleasure 
with the bird will bring great sadness later . . . She is guiding the child away 

from those pleasures which bring tears.

g u i g O  i
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the ProBlem of ProfanIty

. . . lest there be any fornicator or profane person like Esau,
who for one morsel of food sold his birthright.

Hebrews 12:16

tO be prOFane is tO chOOse the iMMeDiate satisFactiOn OF 
the teMpOral Over the MOre Distant value OF the spiri-

tual. Profanity is worshiping the wrong thing, honoring the secu-
lar in such a way as to dishonor the sacred. Irreverent language is 
a form of profanity, of course, but that is only one symptom of the 
problem. In the larger sense, the profane person is one like Esau 
who trades away great intangible privileges for the instant satis-
faction of what is “right here” and “right now.”

The faith of a person like Moses offers a helpful contrast to the 
profanity of Esau. The writer of Hebrews says, “By faith Moses, 
when he became of age, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s 
daughter, choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of 
God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, esteeming the 
reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt; for 
he looked to the reward” (Hebrews 11:24-26). Faith, which accepts 
and acts upon future realities that are beyond the grasp of the 
senses, enabled Moses to keep focused on who he was and what 
was most important to him, even while his immediate surround-
ings were playing powerfully on his desires. It is a mark not only 
of his godliness but also his honor that he refused to barter his 
spiritual birthright for any “passing” thing. Moses had the kind of 
integrity that knows how to subordinate impulse to principle.

It’s undeniable that the present has a powerful pull on us. In 
the heat of the moment, the appeal of immediate gratification is 
both strong and urgent. Although the promises it makes are usu-
ally empty, those promises are often so cunningly crafted that they 
feel, for all practical purposes, like an irresistible force. Whatever 
is “right here” can seem much more real than anything “over 
there.” But let’s be candid: if the lesser things seem more real to us 
than the greater, that’s a reality that we ourselves have helped to 
create by the things we’ve chosen to think about.

It is quite natural and inevitable that, if we spend sixteen hours daily
of our waking lives in thinking about the affairs of the world and

five minutes in thinking about God and our souls, this world
will seem two hundred times more real to us than God.

w i l l i a M  r a l p h  i n g e
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the relIGIon of the unDIsturBeD

So they come to you as people do, they sit before you as My people, and they 
hear your words but they do not do them; for with their mouth they show 

much love, but their hearts pursue their own gain. Indeed you are to them as 
a very lovely song of one who has a pleasant voice and can play well on an 

instrument; for they hear your words, but they do not do them.
Ezekiel 33:31,32

OF all the vain religiOns in the wOrlD, perhaps nOne is 
saDDer tO see than the religiOn OF the unDisturbeD. Real 

religion involves dealing with a life-changing God who will probe 
the abscesses of our sin-damaged character with a view to real 
healing. God is not content simply to leave us as we are, and if we 
seek Him with any real honesty, we come within range of a power 
that is the most disturbing force in existence. It’s a force that will 
either transform us into beings whose purity is fit only for heaven, 
or it will drive us into a rebellion against God that can only end in 
hell. There is no in-between. And yet we often trifle with religion 
as if it were a harmless experience, more a pleasant part of our 
“lifestyle” than a transforming power.

Sometimes, we simply don’t see how much we need to be 
changed, and we react defensively to the suggestion that anything 
about us may be unsatisfactory. True, we may have some faults 
and foibles, a few counterproductive habits, and even a neurosis 
or two. But “repentance” seems too strong a word for the changes 
we need to make, and we prefer preachers who recognize how 
respectable the lives are that we’ve built for ourselves.

At other times, we simply view religion as an “interesting” or 
“entertaining” experience, something merely meant to be enjoyed 
or appreciated. If we have issues that might require actual change, 
we view science and psychology as the only tools that can help us 
in that area. God and religion, however, have a more limited role. 
Their purpose is make us feel that “all is well” (whether we change 
or not), and if we thank the preacher for chastising us now and 
then, our appreciation is for an emotional experience that some-
how made us feel better for having been chastised. And having 
dabbled in religion, we go our way undisturbed and unchanged.

There comes a moment when people who have been dabbling
in religion (“man’s search for God”) suddenly draw back.

Supposing we really found Him? We never meant it to come to that!
Worse still, supposing He had found us?

c .  s .  l e w i s
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a neCessary turnInG

Assuredly, I say to you, unless you are converted and become as little 
children, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.

Matthew 18:3

any “seeking” OF gOD that DOes nOt invOlve a real cOn-
versiOn OF the heart is but a MOckery OF gOD. Self-help 

books and the psych-up speeches of “recovery” gurus cannot by 
themselves make us presentable before God. Dressed even in the 
best behavior of our present spiritual condition, we are not fit to 
be at the banquet table of our Maker.  We — yes, even we — must 
be converted. Deep change must take place, change so deep that it 
can only grow out of what is called “godly sorrow.”

This sorrow, which leads to genuine conversion (Acts 3:19), 
differs from the “sorrow of the world.” The latter is little but a self-
centered, woe-is-me regret that we’ve brought so much unhap-
piness upon ourselves, but godly sorrow rises above self-interest 
and grieves for what our sin has done to God. It is an honest, God-
centered recognition that what really needs to be changed about 
us is not our dysfunctional habits, but our rebellion against our 
Father. Godly sorrow faces the reality that without a radical con-
version, we are lost. “For godly sorrow produces repentance lead-
ing to salvation, not to be regretted; but the sorrow of the world 
produces death. For observe this very thing, that you sorrowed in 
a godly manner: What diligence it produced in you, what clearing 
of yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what vehement desire, 
what zeal, what vindication! In all things you proved yourselves 
to be clear in this matter” (2 Corinthians 7:10,11).

John the Baptist blistered the self-righteous ones in his audi-
ence who supposed that his call for repentance applied only to the 
pagans: “Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath 
to come? Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance, and do not 
think to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I 
say to you that God is able to raise up children to Abraham from 
these stones. And even now the ax is laid to the root of the trees. 
Therefore every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down 
and thrown into the fire” (Matthew 3:7-10).

Turn to God quickly and completely. Be converted to him.
Do not keep procrastinating. It is a huge sin to expect God

to be merciful while we continue a sinful life.

r i c h a r D  r O l l e
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anomIe

Then Cain went out from the presence of the lOrD and dwelt 
in the land of Nod on the east of Eden. And Cain knew his wife, and she 

conceived and bore Enoch. And he built a city, and called the name 
of the city after the name of his son — Enoch. Genesis 4:16,17

as we crOwD ever MOre tightly intO the cities anD live Our 
lives in the bOsOM OF urban pOtential anD pOssibility, 

the MOre uneasy Our hearts becOMe. The impersonal forces that 
stalk our city streets terrify us and leave us to wonder where, if 
anywhere, we belong. In our hearts, we feel cut off from “home.”

“Anomie” is a word used to describe this feeling. Derived 
from the Greek word for “lawlessness,” the term was coined by 
French sociologist Émile Durkheim to denote the conditions that 
result when a society’s “normative code” begins to disintegrate. 
In more recent years, “anomie” has come into popular usage as a 
description of the “alienation” felt by individuals when they sense 
that the structures of society are collapsing. It’s that sickening, 
rootless feeling that the world is coming apart. One of the great 
ironies of human society is that this feeling of alienation is most 
prevalent where people are the most closely packed together.

The point is not that rural life is good and city life is evil. It 
is certainly possible to choose a godly character and live a qual-
ity life in either place. But cities do have one great disadvantage: 
when a society rejects the “normative code” of moral and ethical 
truth that has previously held it together, the results will be felt 
in a more concentrated way in places where people have massed 
together in greater numbers. If the normative code has been rooted 
in the reality of God, whatever social consequences attend the 
rejection of God, those consequences will increase exponentially 
as the population of a city grows more dense. It can be argued that 
the need to mitigate the social consequences of sin is one reason 
God defeated the project at Babel and forced the human race to 
spread out over the face of the earth (Genesis 11:1-9).

But whether urban or rural, this world’s life leaves us with a 
gnawing uneasiness. We can hardly dispel the feeling that we’re 
adrift, cut loose from what were meant to be our moorings. And a 
large question confronts us: from Whom are we alienated?

The soul hardly ever realizes it, but whether he is a believer or not,
his loneliness is really homesickness for God.

h u b e r t  v a n  z e l l e r
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ashes anD anGuIsh

And the lOrD will scatter you among the peoples, and you will be left
few in number among the nations where the lOrD will drive you. And
there you will serve gods, the work of men’s hands, wood and stone,
which neither see nor hear nor eat nor smell. But from there you will

seek the lOrD your God, and you will find Him if you seek Him
with all your heart and with all your soul. Deuteronomy 4:27-29

There is a certain hOpelessness that OFten preceDes the 
hOpe that can be FOunD in gOD. Until we’ve been driven to 

despair concerning our own “gods, the work of men’s hands,” we 
are hardly ready to appreciate the God who is truly God.

As long as we remain “here” in the realm where life seems to 
be working tolerably well, we’ll probably do very little seeking of 
God. Self-confidence keeps us from looking for anything outside 
of ourselves. But hopes built on self-confidence have a way of 
crumbling, and the time comes when we have to go over “there” 
to a realm where nothing we can do has any hope of securing our 
survival. “From there,” Moses said, “you will seek the lOrD your 
God, and you will find Him if you seek Him with all your heart 
and with all your soul.” The sooner we go from “here” to “there,” 
the sooner we’ll seek God with all our hearts and all our souls.

Some people have the wisdom and humility to see for them-
selves the truth of Solomon’s conclusion: “I have seen all the 
works that are done under the sun; and indeed, all is vanity and 
grasping for the wind. What is crooked cannot be made straight, 
and what is lacking cannot be numbered” (Ecclesiastes 1:14,15). 
Most of us, however, have to have help. We have to be broken 
by circumstances painful enough to destroy our proud dream of 
self-sufficiency. We have to be driven to despair — the impossible 
hopes of human self-rule have to be torn from our grasp.

The good things that await us in God are things that re-
quire trust. To the extent we’re not willing to let go of the created 
things we’ve been clinging to, we’re not ready to receive what 
the Creator has for us. If it takes ashes and anguish to destroy our 
worldly hopes, then these are not bad things. Exactly what it is 
that should follow our despair may be a matter of disagreement, 
but the philosopher is our friend who forces us to look, without 
blinking, at the utter hopelessness of naked human existence.

Life begins on the other side of despair.

J e a n  p a u l  s a r t r e
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sIlenCe anD solItuDe

My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?
Why are You so far from helping Me,
And from the words of My groaning?

O My God, I cry in the daytime, but You do not hear;
And in the night season, and am not silent.

But You are holy, enthroned in the praises of Israel.
Psalm 22:1-3

at thOse tiMes when gOD is silent, when he lets us strug-
gle anD leaves Our questiOns unanswereD, we shOulD 

huMbly anD patiently subMit tO the sOlituDe that his silence 
iMpOses On us. Solitude is not some evil circumstance to be 
avoided at all costs. It is God’s will that we be alone sometimes, 
wrapped within a silence unbroken even by His word.

Job, for example, found himself in the middle of events that 
he didn’t understand. Not only did he not understand them, but 
the outward appearance of these events was such as to call God’s 
goodness and justice into question. From the information given to 
us by the scriptural account, we know what was going on “be-
hind the scenes,” and we can see that nothing inconsistent with 
either God’s goodness or His justice was allowed to happen. In 
fact, the ordeal Job was called upon to endure was the result of 
God’s gracious confidence that Job was one of His most faithful 
people (Job 1:6-22). But none of this was explained to Job himself. 
It simply looked like a hostile attack by God, an attack all the more 
hurtful because God wouldn’t answer his questions about it. And 
in the grip of such a situation, Job found that the help of even his 
best-intentioned friends only made the pain more perplexing. The 
lessons to be learned during the time of God’s silence could only 
be learned in solitude. For a while, Job had to be left alone.

Even Jesus Christ, who knew well why His suffering was 
necessary, had to endure the “abandonment” of God. Mark writes 
that “at the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, 
‘Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’ which is translated, ‘My God, My 
God, why have You forsaken Me?’” (Mark 15:34). At that moment, 
neither the company nor the counsel of earthly friends would have 
been fitting. When it is God’s purpose to surround our suffering 
with His silence, it is foolish to break the silence with the chatter of 
human conversation.

The silence of God must be met with the wisdom of solitude.

p a u l  c i h O l a s
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Dark Days of faIth

Then his wife said to him, “Do you now still mean to persist in your 
blamelessness? Curse God, and die.” “That is how foolish women talk,” Job 
replied. “If we take happiness from God’s hand, must we not take sorrow 

too?” And in all this misfortune Job uttered no sinful word.
Job 2:9,10 Jerusalem Bible

bOth reverence anD gratituDe Must be MaintaineD During 
the Days OF Darkness. God is not any less there when life is 

hard than when it is easy. This is an objective fact, regardless of 
what our feelings may indicate. The challenge is to discipline our 
feelings when necessary and maintain our faith in the face of hard-
ship and doubt. Dark days need not be days of utter defeat.

As one of the Lord’s apostles, and having endured more than 
a few difficult days, Paul could say, “We are hard pressed on every 
side, yet not crushed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; perse-
cuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always 
carrying about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the 
life of Jesus also may be manifested in our body” (2 Corinthians 
4:8-10). To be “hard pressed” doesn’t mean that we have to be 
“crushed.” We may be “perplexed, but not in despair.”

To the church in Smyrna, Christ sent this message: “Do not 
fear any of those things which you are about to suffer. Indeed, the 
devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be 
tested, and you will have tribulation ten days. Be faithful until 
death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10).

We simply must not allow the onset of pain in our lives to de-
molish our faith. Is it not a finer and nobler thing to believe when 
it’s difficult than when it’s easy? After all, it doesn’t take much 
character or integrity to believe when God’s reality is radiantly 
shining and all the obvious blessings are flowing our way. “Do not 
even the tax collectors do the same?” But when the clouds roll in, 
that is when people of real faith continue to honor God and thank 
Him for His goodness. When it must meet some significant test, 
that is when trust means the most. The value of faith doesn’t really 
become obvious until there is some doubt to be dealt with.

I praise Thee while my days go on;
I love Thee while my days go on:

Through dark and dearth, through fire and frost,
With emptied arms and treasure lost,

I thank Thee while my days go on.

e l i z a b e t h  b a r r e t t  b r O w n i n g
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oPenness

Therefore the lOrD brought upon them the captains of the army of the king 
of Assyria, who took Manasseh with hooks, bound him with bronze fetters, 
and carried him off to Babylon. Now when he was in affliction, he implored 
the lOrD his God, and humbled himself greatly before the God of his fathers 

. . . Then Manasseh knew that the lOrD was God. 2 Chronicles 33:11-13

harD hearts neeD tO be “OpeneD,” anD sOMetiMes the Only 
thing that will Open theM is aDversity. For this reason, we 

need to be careful about our attitude toward adversity.
Hardship tends to have a chastening effect upon us. If our 

hearts have begun to toughen up with a spirit of pride or self-
sufficiency, the unwelcome pain of some serious difficulty can 
be a salutary thing. It can soften our hearts and open them up by 
reminding us of the proper reverence we ought to have toward 
our Creator, thus restoring our perspective.

Affliction doesn’t always soften a person’s heart, of course. 
Sometimes it has the opposite effect. Concerning those who lived 
in his day, Jeremiah said, “O lOrD, are not Your eyes on the truth? 
You have stricken them, but they have not grieved; You have 
consumed them, but they have refused to receive correction. They 
have made their faces harder than rock; they have refused to 
return” (Jeremiah 5:3). If we have chosen the “victim mentality” 
as our basic outlook on life, affliction will only make us feel more 
sorry for ourselves — our hard hearts will only grow harder and 
more resentful. A time can come when, for all practical purposes, 
we’ve lost our ability to hear the truth even when God is using 
adversity to get our attention.

Often, however, pain does have a beneficial effect, at least in 
the long run. Hardship has a way of scratching the shell around 
our hearts just deeply enough to let in a little of the truth we’ve 
been resisting, and the result is a more receptive, honest response 
to the circumstances around us. We’re wise if we allow adversity 
to have this effect upon us.

There is an important sense in which we are strongest at our 
most painful moments of weakness. At least this much is true: our 
greatest opportunities to grow in strength come when we respond 
to reminders of our weakness with humility and honesty.

Affliction plows and opens our hearts, so that into our innermost nature
the truth penetrates and soaks like rain into the plowed land.

c h a r l e s  h a D D O n  s p u r g e O n
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what saCrIfICe means

Then the king said to Araunah, “No, but I will surely buy it from you
for a price; nor will I offer burnt offerings to the lOrD my God with that 

which costs me nothing.” So David bought the threshing floor
and the oxen for fifty shekels of silver. 2 Samuel 24:24

Few iDeas are MOre iMpOrtant tO Our relatiOnship tO gOD 
than the iDea OF “sacriFice,” anD yet Few iDeas are MOre 

wiDely MisunDerstOOD. The very word has been cheapened.
First, there is the false belief that the value of a sacrifice is 

determined by the intrinsic value of the thing given. According to 
this thinking, a person who gives a hundred dollars to God has 
always given a hundred times more than the person who gives 
only one dollar. But sacrifice is measured in terms of what it cost us 
— not the degree to which someone else might have been able to 
afford the same gift (Luke 21:1-4). Sacrifice involves the acceptance 
of some significant personal loss. Strictly speaking, a sacrifice is the 
relinquishing of something we could hardly afford to do without. 
As an affluent people, we may do much external good by giving 
from our surplus (whether of money, time, talent, or effort), but let 
us be careful before we speak of having made a “sacrifice.”

Second, there is the grasping, covetous view which turns a 
sacrifice into a grudge. “Our notion of sacrifice is the wringing out 
of us something we don’t want to give up, full of pain and agony 
and distress. The Bible idea of sacrifice is that I give as a love-gift 
the very best thing I have” (Oswald Chambers). Paul’s point is 
important: “God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7).

Third, and perhaps worst, is the constant search for a way to 
make everything easy. We have somehow acquired the opinion 
that getting to heaven with relative ease is simply a matter of 
being sufficiently devout. Whatever needs to be done in regard 
to God, we seem to think that if we can just figure out the right 
spiritual technique, the thing can be made easy, perhaps even 
automatic. And if a way can’t be found to make it easy, then we 
question whether it has to be done at all. But in our quest for con-
venience, where has the concept of sacrifice gone? The old-timers 
used to say, “There are no shortcuts to any place worth going to.” 
At some point, don’t we have to ask what a relationship with God 
would be worth if it were so easy as to cost us nothing?

The service that counts is the service that costs.

h O w a r D  h e n D r i c k s
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DeterIoratIon

When an unclean spirit goes out of a man, he goes through dry places, 
seeking rest; and finding none, he says, “I will return to my house from 
which I came.” And when he comes, he finds it swept and put in order.
Then he goes and takes with him seven other spirits more wicked than 

himself, and they enter and dwell there; and the last state
of that man is worse than the first. Luke 11:24-26

iF its prOper Occupancy is neglecteD, the huMan heart Falls 
intO a ghOstly ruin. A certain kind of work is necessary to 

make our hearts the joyous abode of God which they were cre-
ated to be. When we make the mistake of neglecting this work, for 
whatever reason, a deadly chaos begins to develop.

Perhaps the word “focus” best describes the effort we must 
make. Having been given minds that can choose the objects of 
their thought, it is absolutely essential that we exercise this choice 
in such a way as to elevate our hearts rather than allow them to be 
degraded. To those who would be Christians, this simple instruc-
tion is given: “Set your mind on things above, not on things on 
the earth” (Colossians 3:2). Not only can we choose to focus on 
truths that keep our hearts from deteriorating, but we must do so. 
“Whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever 
things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are 
lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue 
and if there is anything praiseworthy — meditate on these things” 
(Philippians 4:8). To ignore this admonition is to bring about the 
almost certain disintegration of our own hearts.

Just how badly can a neglected heart deteriorate? Paul gives 
an ominous hint of the possibilities when he describes those who 
were living “in the futility of their mind, having their understand-
ing darkened, being alienated from the life of God, because of the 
ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart; 
who, being past feeling, have given themselves over to lewdness, 
to work all uncleanness with greediness” (Ephesians 4:17-19).

Great damage is done by the simple decision to do nothing 
about God. Between actively growing toward Him and actively 
growing away from Him, there is no safe middle course. To do 
nothing is to deteriorate. Either we choose to seek God diligently 
or our hearts will fall into darkness, decay, and finally . . . death.

A house with no one living in it deteriorates rapidly. The soul that
does not celebrate God becomes a dark, ruined, deserted place.

p s e u D O - M a c a r i u s
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the DanGer of unDIsCovereD sIn

Who can understand his errors?
Cleanse me from secret faults.

Psalm 19:12

there is nO huMan being whO DOes nOt neeD help in seeing 
his Own sins accurately. The extent to which we seek this 

help is one of the truest indicators of our desire to seek God.
When it comes to errors we need to correct, we can hardly 

trust our own hearts to tell us all we need to know. Through the 
prophet Jeremiah, God said, “The heart is deceitful above all 
things, and desperately wicked; who can know it?” (Jeremiah 
17:9). Very deep within our hearts lie two desires. One is for other 
people to think about us as we wish them to think, and the other 
is to think about ourselves as we wish to think. The wag who said 
that “life is one long struggle to think well of ourselves” was not 
just being cynical. Anytime the objective evidence would require 
seeing ourselves in some way other than the way we wish to see 
ourselves, we all have a tendency to shade the evidence and skew 
the perspective. We spare no effort in trying to find some way to 
look at the situation in a way that reflects on ourselves in the most 
“understanding” way. Some people do have more self-honesty 
than others, but there is no person on earth who is completely 
honest with himself. We tend to deceive ourselves about ourselves. 
We all have “secret faults” that are “hidden” from our own sight.

Even when we try to understand ourselves, we find that it’s 
difficult to do so. We simply don’t understand ourselves well 
enough to diagnose our own ailments. The only safe course is to 
seek God’s help. In My Utmost for His Highest, Oswald Chambers 
wrote pointedly, “We have to get rid of the idea that we under-
stand ourselves. That is always the last bit of pride to go. The only 
One who understands us is God.” The danger of undiscovered sin 
is so great that only a fool would rely on do-it-yourself schemes. 
Solomon warned that “he who trusts in his own heart is a fool” 
(Proverbs 28:26). It takes humility as well as honesty to face the 
fact that God is the only perfect “discerner of the thoughts and 
intents of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).

We can only be used by God after we allow Him to show us
the deep, hidden areas of our own character. It is astounding

how ignorant we are about ourselves!

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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rePentInG Before we sIn

With her enticing speech she caused him to yield, with her flattering lips she 
seduced him. Immediately he went after her, as an ox goes to the slaughter, 
or as a fool to the correction of the stocks, till an arrow struck his liver. As a 

bird hastens to the snare, he did not know it would cost his life.
Proverbs 7:21-23

Dealing wisely anD Decisively with teMptatiOn requires 
strength OF character. If sin is to be avoided, we must 

be able to interrupt the train of events described by James:  “But 
each one is tempted when he is drawn away by his own desires 
and enticed. Then, when desire has conceived, it gives birth to 
sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, brings forth death” (James 
1:14,15). When we feel ourselves being pulled in the direction of 
doing something we know is wrong, we must have the character 
to “draw the line” and refuse to cross it.  Most people know what 
it feels like to hate or loathe a sin that has already been committed. 
But wouldn’t it be a great thing to have the same intensity of feel-
ing beforehand so that the act could be prevented?

One reason we succumb to temptation as we do is that we 
don’t really say “No!” to sin. We often think that’s what we’ve 
done, and so we’re frustrated to find ourselves going ahead and 
doing that which we think we’ve rejected. But often, the actual 
fact is that we’ve not at any point really said “No!” to the act 
we’re contemplating. Decisively rejecting sin is more than a vague 
feeling that we ought not to do the thing. It’s more than the soft 
whisper of our conscience. Rejecting sin requires that we gather 
ourselves together, decide upon our course of action, and refuse 
to commit the act. It certainly does include the feeling that we 
shouldn’t do the deed. But it must be more than a feeling. It must 
be a commitment — a resolute, decisive, final commitment not to let 
ourselves be carried along by the momentum of temptation.

There’ll surely be times when we find that we’ve already al-
lowed temptation to give birth to sin in our lives. At such times, 
godly sorrow does require character. But for all those who have 
enough character to feel sorry for what they’ve done after the fact, 
there are far fewer who have the character to feel sorry in advance 
and “repent” of the deed before it has a chance to take place.

It is much easier to repent of sins that we have committed than
to repent of those we intend to commit.

J O s h  b i l l i n g s
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more than mere InsuranCe

What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin that grace may abound? 
Certainly not! How shall we who died to sin live any longer in it?

Romans 6:1,2

what shOulD the wOrD “salvatiOn” Mean tO us? In the 
real world, there are probably as many different concepts of 

salvation as there are people who suppose they’ve been saved. But 
if and when we desire to be “saved,” what should we desire?

Think for a moment about the first stanza of one of our great-
est traditional hymns, “Rock of Ages” by A. M. Toplady. The well-
known words are these: “Rock of Ages, cleft for me, let me hide 
myself in Thee; let the water and the blood, from Thy riven side 
which flowed, be of sin the double cure, cleanse me from its guilt 
and pow’r.” What is the double cure for sin we seek in Christ? 
From what two things do we desire to be saved? If all we want to 
be saved from is the guilt of sin, we desire less than we sing when 
we worship with this song. Beyond wanting absolution from the 
guilt that would keep us out of heaven, we need to be released 
from the power of sin. In other words, we need to be saved not just 
from the consequences of sin, but from sin itself.

Those who would be saved by Jesus Christ are required to 
accept Him as their Lord, and not just their Savior. His purpose 
is to reform us and remake us in His image, starting today, and 
our deepest desire needs to be that reflected in another of the 
old hymns, “Have Thine Own Way” by Adelaide Pollard: “Have 
Thine own way, Lord, have Thine own way! Thou are the Potter, 
I am the clay. Mold me and make me after Thy will, while I am 
waiting, yielded and still.”

Christ went to the Cross to make possible more than mere 
insurance against the catastrophic loss of our souls in hell, an 
expedient that would allow us to live in sin until we cry out to 
be “saved” at the very end. He sacrificed Himself to save us from 
sin — both its guilt and its power. Our deliverance from sin will 
culminate in heaven, but the process is meant to begin right now! 
Is that the kind of salvation we’re interested in?

“But,” you ask, “don’t all Christians desire to have Christ to be their Savior?” 
Yes. But here is the catch: many want this only for the next world. They want 
Christ to help them into heaven when they die. This is not wanting Christ to 

be your Savior. It must be had in this world. If Christ saves you it must be 
done in this life, by changing and altering everything about you.

w i l l i a M  l a w
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are we lookInG for automatIC oBeDIenCe?

Then He said to them all, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny 
himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me.” Luke 9:23

in Our eFFOrt tO live in cOnsistent ObeDience tO Our 
heavenly Father, we sOMetiMes try tO Make it easier than it 

can ever be in this liFe. We suppose there must exist some state 
of holiness where right conduct has become automatic. Yet no 
such state exists. As G. Campbell Morgan cleverly put it, “Holiness 
is not inability to sin, but ability not to sin.” Obedience is never 
anything less than a choice on our part, and we may as well face 
the fact that the choice will sometimes be very hard.

There are certainly means by which we can minimize the 
number of hard moments that come our way. It would be fool-
ish not to do all we can to establish godly habits and patterns of 
obedience in our lives. When we do this, we gain the advantage of 
a momentum that is going in the right direction. But there will be 
a certain number of hard moments that still have to be faced, and 
it’s precisely in these moments that we find out how much com-
mitment to God we really have. If we only obey when the momen-
tum is favorable, what kind of commitment is that?

We shouldn’t be so foolish as to underestimate the devil’s 
diligence. If we ever did get to the point where we could turn back 
the common temptations with relative ease, our adversary would 
simply up the ante and hit us with harder choices. Until we’re on 
the other side and out of his reach, the Evil One is not going to 
give up on us. It’s naive to look for some stage up ahead where 
saying no to him will have become so easy as to be automatic.

Modern avionics are such that today’s aircraft will, for all 
practical purposes, fly themselves. In the spiritual realm, however, 
there is no such thing as an autopilot that will take the hard work 
out of decision-making. Obedience will always require moment-
by-moment choices. Even those who live a long time and make 
much spiritual progress face this reality: there is never anything 
more than a decision standing between us and disobedience.

Jesus did not say, “Come to me and get it over with.” He said, “If any man 
would come after me, let him take up his cross daily and follow me.”
Daily is the key word. Our commitment to Christ, however genuine

and wholehearted it may be today, must be renewed tomorrow . . . and
the day after that . . . and the day after that . . . until the path

comes at last to the river.

l O u i s  c a s s e l s
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learnInG to love our father’s DesIres

Jesus said to them, “My food is to do the will of Him 
who sent Me, and to finish His work.” John 4:34

One OF the highest reasOns FOr DOing what is right is that 
we Desire tO be exactly what Our Father wants us tO be. 

We do this not for our own sake, but for His. Because we love Him 
and also trust Him, we love whatever He desires for us.

Loving our Father’s desires does not come naturally. We have 
to learn this kind of love. The much easier thing is to love what 
we want for ourselves, and then love what God wants for us only 
insofar as it coincides with our predetermined wishes. In fact, we 
often go so far as to decide what God’s will is based upon nothing 
more than what we want that will to be.

Because of our entrenched habit of self-centered thinking and 
selfish choosing, learning to do God’s will for God’s sake requires 
that a war be waged. Our unruly mind must be subjugated to His 
mind. And the reason for this is not merely arbitrary. As natural as 
it feels to think self-centeredly, selfishness actually runs counter to 
the laws of nature. Our demands are in rebellion against reality — 
they’re a futile attempt in the short run to violate principles that 
are inviolable in the long run. Selfishness is a revolt against the 
way the world works, a childish effort that simply can’t succeed in 
the end. Thus, before it’s too late, our thinking needs to be brought 
into subjection to the truth about how things really are, and Paul 
speaks of “casting down arguments and every high thing that 
exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought 
into captivity to the obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5).

The more we come to trust God’s wisdom and love, the more 
we’ll be eager to subordinate our desires to His. Our love for Him 
will draw us into a deeper longing to act according to His will. The 
apostle John wrote, “For this is the love of God, that we keep His 
commandments. And His commandments are not burdensome” 
(1 John 5:3). Ultimately, being “pure in heart” may mean this very 
thing: not only to want “one thing” ourselves, but lovingly to want 
the same “one thing” that is God’s own desire.

You may grow so to follow His voice that even your thoughts will be brought 
“into captivity to the obedience of Christ.” This bondage is perfect freedom, 

for we desire, He and we, only one and the same thing, and the true 
heartlove makes it all joy to follow, even if the path is narrow and rough.

l i l i a s  t r O t t e r
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DoInG what we Can Do

For if there is first a willing mind, it is accepted according to what one has, 
and not according to what he does not have. 2 Corinthians 8:12

strange as it sOunDs, we accOMplish the greatest things 
spiritually when we learn tO wOrk within Our liMits. If we 

expend our energy fretting about our obstacles and complaining 
about our limitations, we’ll do little lasting good; yet when we 
accept our limits and get busy gratefully doing what we are, in 
fact, able to do, productive things start to happen.

On one hand, the realization that God doesn’t expect of us 
anything we can’t do should relieve us of a great deal of stress. But 
on the other hand, the realization that God does expect of us what 
we can do ought to be a stimulant. When the time for judgment 
comes, our Judge will be concerned with what we’ve done with 
our abilities, the possibilities He placed before us. Even now, we 
can already see the harm that has come from failing to do little 
things in a timely fashion, things that were certainly doable at the 
moment we chose not to do them. A human lifetime eventually 
accumulates from these moments, and eternity will be the ultimate 
outworking of all these choices we’re making right now.

If we’re serious about making spiritual progress, one of the 
most helpful things we can do is meditate on the virtue of “re-
sourcefulness.” One old-fashioned definition says that resource-
fulness is “figuring out how to do a lot with a little.” In regard to 
spiritual things, we surely do need to be more resourceful, don’t 
we? Teddy Roosevelt used to say, “Do what you can, with what 
you have, where you are.” Applying that good advice to our spiri-
tual lives, we can learn to grasp the simple, doable things that lie 
right before us and resourcefully squeeze the maximum good out 
of each moment. We grow toward God by just such steps.

British writer Lawrence Durrell once said in an interview, “It’s 
idle to strive for things out of your reach, just as it’s utterly im-
moral to be slothful about the qualities you have.” This principle is 
as true in the spiritual life as it is in the craft of writing. If a thing is 
not possible, neither is it necessary. What is necessary is the doing 
of what we can do.

I am only one, but I am one. I can’t do everything, but I can do something.
And what I can do, I ought to do. And what I ought to do,

by the grace of God, I shall do.

e D w a r D  e v e r e t t  h a l e
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ImProve!

For I am the least of the apostles, who am not worthy to be called an apostle, 
because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I 

am, and His grace toward me was not in vain; but I labored more abundantly 
than they all, yet not I, but the grace of God which was with me.

1 Corinthians 15:9,10

Deep within us there seeMs tO be a neeD tO Make prOgress. 
We appear to have a basic, built-in drive to get to higher and 

higher levels of quality — and we’re unhappiest when our lives 
have come to a standstill. The word “frustrated” means that we’ve 
stopped, we’ve been blocked in our effort to move toward some-
thing that’s important to us. The things that frustrate us are often 
obstacles of our own making, but even so, frustrated people are 
unhappy people. When we’re not getting better and doing better, 
we don’t like being a human being.

From the standpoint of spiritual realities, sin is obviously the 
root of the problem. It is the fundamental explanation for both 
our failure to grow as we need to and the feeling of frustration 
that inevitably follows. When all has been said and done, it is God 
our Creator toward whom we must move and in whom we must 
grow. Apart from a right relationship with Him, no progress we 
can make will mean anything in the end. “Unless the lOrD builds 
the house, they labor in vain who build it” (Psalm 127:1).

Yet even when we acknowledge the primary role God must 
play in our progress, we sometimes still don’t move ahead. We 
fail to see the need on our part to take the spiritual steps we could 
take and to make the progress that is available to us each day. We 
can’t, in this life, be perfect. But we can make progress. We can im-
prove. We can make each day better than the last. We can make the 
conscious decision to upgrade something about our character and 
conduct every day. We can reach forward. We can determine that 
the grace God has shown us will not have been in vain.

One way to understand the corruption by which sin destroys 
the human spirit is to think of it as a “stagnation.” When we cease 
to move toward God, we stagnate. When we’re not improving and 
making progress, we decay into a motionless death. To be deliv-
ered from this stagnation means that we are given God’s help to 
get up and get going again — toward Him.

Holiness is not the end of progress, but deliverance from standing still.

g .  c a M p b e l l  M O r g a n
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PhIlosoPhIes, ChoICes

And if it seems evil to you to serve the lOrD, choose for yourselves this day 
whom you will serve, whether the gods which your fathers served that were 
on the other side of the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you 

dwell. But as for me and my house, we will serve the lOrD. Joshua 24:15

iF gOD is the gOD he reveals hiMselF tO be in the scriptures, 
it is necessary that we Make a DecisiOn either FOr hiM Or 

against hiM. One way or the other, we must decide. To default 
on this question and simply let our lives unfold haphazardly is the 
ultimate foolishness. Weeds love an untended, neglected garden.

A human being will serve something. In the end, it will be seen 
that something was the primary principle of each person’s life, 
even if it was nothing more than the principle of laziness. Joshua’s 
challenge to the people of Israel took it for granted that they 
would serve some god. The question was only which god it would 
be. He called on them to make their choice, if not wisely, at least 
decisively: “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve.”

In childhood, many people memorized the text at John 3:16: 
“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, 
that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlast-
ing life.” Do we really believe this? If we do, how can we fail to 
decide what we’re going to do about this truth? Could there be 
any greater insult to a God who gave His Son for us than simply to 
say that He is not even important enough for us to deal with right 
now? When Elijah found the people of Israel vacillating between 
the worship of God and that of Baal, he explained to them that it 
was time to get off the fence. “And Elijah came to all the people, 
and said, ‘How long will you falter between two opinions? If the 
lOrD is God, follow Him; but if Baal, follow him.’ But the people 
answered him not a word” (1 Kings 18:21).

The question of God is no small matter. Indeed, it is the most 
basic of life’s issues. Whatever we do when confronted with this 
question influences our character at its deepest level — and what 
we do about God is also indicative of what our character already 
is at its deepest level. One cannot be a quality person and not deal 
in a quality way with this issue. We are what we choose.

One’s philosophy is not best expressed in words; it is expressed in the 
choices one makes . . . In the long run, we shape our lives and we shape 

ourselves. The process never ends until we die. And the choices
we make are ultimately our responsibility.

e l e a n O r  r O O s e v e l t
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those who wIll see GoD

Blessed are those who keep His testimonies,
Who seek Him with the whole heart.

Psalm 119:2

the truths that Open up Our relatiOnship tO gOD are wOn 
nOt sO Much by the clarity OF Our intellect as by the 

purity OF Our heart. The doors of wisdom, through which we 
must pass to see God, are not broken down by the brute force of 
a strong mind alone. “The fear of the lOrD is the beginning of 
wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding” 
(Proverbs 9:10). The intellect must be in good working order, of 
course, for its work is indispensable. But it is the pure heart that 
opens the door and keeps us on the path to God. “Blessed are the 
pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8).

Let’s be careful, however, not to diminish the importance of 
rational thinking where God is concerned. We dare not de-empha-
size the intellect, for there is no such thing as a right relationship 
with God except on the basis of propositional truth. The God of 
the Scriptures is always the “God of truth” (Psalm 31:5). But what 
determines whether the intellect gets the information it needs 
to make its approach to God? More than mere curiosity to know 
about Him, is it not the sincerity of our desire to serve God?

Many are the reasons why people might be interested in 
religion and pursue the idea of God intellectually. Entire lifetimes 
have been spent in this study by people who never came to know 
Him in the here and now, and will not see Him in the hereafter 
(Matthew 7:21-23). The truth is, diligent study only becomes the 
diligent seeking of God when the intellect is driven by a pure 
heart. And whether we’ve actually sought God or not is evidenced 
more by the tokens of discipleship than those of scholarship. As 
Elbert Green Hubbard said, “God will not look you over for med-
als, degrees, or diplomas, but for scars.”

We know these things, of course, but we forget them. We need 
to be reminded that seeking God is not an exclusively intellectual 
endeavor. Perhaps because it is easier just to think about God than 
to be an actual disciple, we need to be warned that God is more 
than an idea.

At the day of judgment we shall not be asked what
we have read but what we have done.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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DoInG what’s rIGht . . . for GoD’s sake

Father, if it is Your will, take this cup away from Me;
nevertheless not My will, but Yours, be done. Luke 22:42

great spiritual prOgress Occurs when we learn tO DO 
what is right FOr reasOns higher than thOse that have 

MOveD us in the past. The very act of doing the right thing is 
important, of course. But even more important than that is our 
motive for doing it. Jesus repeatedly emphasized the importance 
of the heart. And we must get to the point where we do the right 
thing not just for good reasons but for the higher reasons — the 
highest of all these being the pure love of God Himself.

It is not an easy thing to wrestle with the question “What are 
we to do?” and keep the focus on God. Even as we consider what 
God’s will might be from a theoretical standpoint, it’s hard to keep 
our thoughts from being overpowered by the more immediate 
concerns that relate to ourselves. How will this or that action affect 
our feelings? What will make us happy? What will others think of us? 
What will we think of ourselves? What’s our best strategy? All this fret-
ful self-concern about the pros and cons of human behavior makes 
it appear that life is about us. But life is not about us; it’s about 
God. All the self-centered questions in the world matter very 
little next to the question of God: what does God desire? And we are 
never in more danger of acting selfishly than when the thing that 
God desires happens to be a thing that also accrues to our advan-
tage. It’s hard to keep from wrapping plain old self-will in the 
mantle of “God’s will.”

At some point we must learn not only to do what’s right but 
also to do it for God’s sake. Whether obedience seems advanta-
geous or disadvantageous to us personally can’t be allowed to 
dominate the discussion. Many good things do come to the obedi-
ent, and it would be naive to suggest that we shouldn’t be drawn 
to these. But they can’t be our primary concern. Jesus taught that 
we get the good things God has for us only by forgetting these 
things and keeping our focus on Him. We find ourselves only 
when we lose ourselves, and life is gained in the act of giving it up.

“Not as I will, but as thou wilt.” To be able to say these words and truly 
mean them is the highest point we can ever hope to attain. Then, indeed, we 
have broken out of time’s hard shell to breathe, not its stale air, but the fresh, 

exhilarating atmosphere of eternity.
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the Beauty of holIness

Give unto the lOrD the glory due to His name;
Worship the lOrD in the beauty of holiness.

Psalm 29:2

gOD is tO be wOrshipeD in the “beauty OF hOliness,” bOth 
the beauty OF Our gratituDe FOr his hOliness anD the 

reFlecteD glOry OF his hOliness in Our Own lives. We were 
made to experience beauty, and the highest beauty available to us 
is the beauty of holiness.

Unfortunately, holiness does not have the best of reputations. 
Those who strive for it are thought to be anxious, repressive, and 
slightly neurotic. Yet however many unhealthy people there may 
be in the world, such an image is an unfair caricature of the genu-
ine seeker of God. If we do fit the stereotype of the emotionally 
strung-out saint, we’ve probably not made our way very far down 
the path of real sanctity. Far from being incompatible with health, 
holiness may be defined as wholeness and health in the most 
comprehensive sense, as is indicated by the very etymology of the 
words. “The old word for holy in the German language, heilig, also 
means healthy. And so heilbronn means holy-well, or healthy-well. 
You could not get any better definition of what holy really is than 
healthy — completely healthy” (Thomas Carlyle).

But if the holy life is not below the level of normal, there is 
also a sense in which it is not above. We don’t help ourselves by 
thinking of holiness as an extraordinary state of being, a state not 
meant for most of us. In the Scriptures, obedience is presented 
as the ordinary thing. It is simply the intended, normal mode 
of human living. If anything is to be called extraordinary, that 
would be unholiness. To be holy just means that we’re living a life 
where all the parts of our being are in their proper, normal place. 
Holiness is quite ordinary in that it is “the symmetry of the soul” 
(Philip Henry). And what a beautiful symmetry it is!

The human spirit was created to thrive on God’s beauty. 
When we long for our God and reach for Him, when we devote 
ourselves with a whole heart to showing forth His goodness, we 
come closer to a beauty that from the beginning was meant to sur-
round us and delight us.

Holiness has love for its essence, humility for its clothing,
the good of others as its employment, and the honor of God as its end.

n a t h a n a e l  e M M O n s
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reaDy to lIsten

Therefore Eli said to Samuel, “Go, lie down; and it shall be, if He calls you, 
that you must say, ‘Speak, lOrD, for Your servant hears.’” So Samuel went 
and lay down in his place. Now the lOrD came and stood and called as at 
other times, “Samuel! Samuel!” And Samuel answered, “Speak, for Your 

servant hears.” 1 Samuel 3:9,10

as we seek gOD, we Must keep Ourselves Open tO his wOrD. 
Like rich, fertile soil ready to receive the sower’s seed, our 

hearts must be receptive to the word which God intends to plant 
there. Although marvelous good things can come from God’s 
word in our hearts, this word can’t even take root in our hearts if 
they are hardened or unhearing. We must be ready to listen.

To be ready to listen means that we’re ready to receive 
whatever God wishes to say. Yet our hearing is often hindered by 
presupposition and prejudice. We already have fixed ideas about 
what God “must” say, and there are limits to what we’ll listen 
to, even from God. But if we limit ourselves to what we want to 
hear, not many of us will hear what we need to hear. It is critically 
important that we move past our personal preferences and allow 
God to say to us whatever He wills. After all, a servant is in no 
position to dictate to his master what instructions the master is 
allowed to give. As those who would serve God, we have not been 
asked to serve in an “advisory capacity.” It is our role (and our 
high privilege) to wait upon His word and do His bidding, what-
ever that might be. “Speak, Lord, for Your servant hears.”

The gift of language has been vouchsafed to us by God. But 
the gift was not given just so that we might speak; it was given 
that we might hear when our God speaks to us. Great issues hinge 
upon our choice in this matter. Readiness to listen is no accident of 
personality, randomly possessed by some people and not by oth-
ers. It is a deliberate decision we make to open ourselves to God’s 
word. James encouraged us to do this: “Receive with meekness 
the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. But be doers 
of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (James 
1:21,22). If we can honestly say what Samuel said, “Speak, Lord, 
for Your servant hears,” then we have a maturity that can take us 
toward an even greater maturity in the things of God.

One of the highest and noblest functions of man’s mind is to listen to God’s 
Word, and so to read his mind and think his thoughts after him.

J O h n  r .  w.  s t O t t
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the DeClaratIon of GoD

No one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the 
bosom of the Father, He has declared Him. John 1:18

it is a stunning Fact that gOD has MaDe hiMselF knOwn tO 
the huMan race thrOugh his sOn Jesus christ. Having been 

created in His image, we have a desperate, undeniable need to 
know the God who is our origin. We may not recognize this need 
for what it is, but it is there nonetheless. Without the knowledge of 
our Creator, we die. But sin cuts us off from Him and sets up the 
direst of predicaments: we must have the knowledge of God or 
perish, but this is the very knowledge which is impossible for us, 
in sin and on our own, to acquire.

Yet we were not left in our helpless state; God deigned to 
move toward us and make Himself known, even in our sinful 
condition. He has disclosed that which we could never have dis-
covered on our own. “No one could ever have found God; he gave 
himself away” (Meister Eckhart).

When God disclosed Himself in the person of Jesus Christ, 
that was the completion of a process begun long before. “God, 
who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past to the 
fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His 
Son . . . [who is] the brightness of His glory and the express image 
of His person” (Hebrews 1:1-3). “And the Word became flesh and 
dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only 
begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).

Jesus Christ is God “explained” in human terms. He is 
“the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation” 
(Colossians 1:15). When Philip asked to be shown the Father, Jesus 
replied, “Have I been with you so long, and yet you have not 
known Me, Philip? He who has seen Me has seen the Father; so 
how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:9). As Augustine 
of Hippo wrote long ago, “Christ as God is the fatherland where 
we are going. Christ as man is the way by which we go.”

What if we neglect this declaration of Himself that God has 
made? Then we die. Ultimately, there is no alternative. Jesus could 
not have said it more clearly: “I am the way, the truth, and the life. 
No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6).

Christ is the aperture through which
the immensity and magnificence of God can be seen.

J .  b .  p h i l l i p s
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IDolatry

You shall have no other gods before Me. Exodus 20:3

Our creatOr is the Only being whOM we May wOrship, anD 
we Must Make it Our aiM tO wOrship hiM as he truly is. 

God is the only eternal, self-existent Being. Of all the things that 
exist, only He is uncreated — everything else that exists has been 
caused to exist by Him. Hence, if we worship anything other than 
God, we are worshiping a created thing, a “creature,” rather than 
the Creator, who alone is to be worshiped (Romans 1:20-25).

The Scriptures have a good deal to say about the danger of 
“idolatry.” But is it really the practical problem today that it was in 
ancient times? We probably don’t feel much temptation to wor-
ship anything in nature, and we certainly wouldn’t make a graven 
image. If we’re concerned about idols at all, we’re probably more 
tempted by the modern ones like money and material things 
(Colossians 3:5). But whether the idolatry is ancient or modern, we 
don’t see it as a serious problem because we are people who know 
that God should be our highest concern.

But suppose we’ve enthroned God in our hearts, and the 
thing that occupies the throne is simply a false conception of Him. 
Suppose the “God” we worship is not God as He has revealed 
Himself to be, but God as we have wrongly conceived Him in our 
own minds. In this case, are we not worshiping a “creature” of our 
own making? And are we not practicing a form of idolatry that is 
all the more dangerous because it is so subtle and sophisticated?

These days there seems to be a growing tendency for us to de-
fine God in the subjective terms of our own likes and dislikes. We 
demand that God be the kind of God we think He should be, or 
else we won’t “believe” in Him. But we’d better be careful. A day 
is coming when our very real Creator will be our very real Judge. 
If we’ve been unwilling to bow before the awesome truth of His 
reality and have concocted an imaginary “God” more agreeable to 
us, then the real God, the Reality that we found so unacceptable in 
time, will simply be unavailable to us in eternity.

Let us beware lest we in our pride accept the erroneous notion that idolatry 
consists only in kneeling before visible objects of adoration, and that civilized 
peoples are therefore free from it. The essence of idolatry is the entertainment 
of thoughts about God that are unworthy of Him. It begins in the mind and 

may be present where no overt act of worship has taken place.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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GoD mInImIzeD

“A son honors his father, and a servant his master. If then I am the Father, 
where is My honor? And if I am a Master, where is My reverence?” says the 
lOrD of hosts to you priests who despise My name. Yet you say, “In what 

way have we despised Your name?”
Malachi 1:6

even iF we DO nOt practice iDOlatry, we May still Fail tO 
give gOD the reverence he is Due. We may fail to take Him 

seriously. And like those of Malachi’s day, we may not even admit 
to ourselves that we’ve not given God His rightful honor. Because 
of our lack of shame, our error is all the more egregious.

The modern view grants little majesty to God and evokes little 
awe from us. Even in prayer, we speak to God so casually that 
anyone listening might think we were shooting the breeze with a 
neighbor across the backyard fence. A. W. Tozer was not wide of 
the mark when he prefaced his trenchant The Knowledge of the Holy 
with this comment: “The Church has surrendered her once lofty 
concept of God and has substituted for it one so low, so ignoble, as 
to be utterly unworthy of thinking, worshiping men . . . The words 
‘Be still, and know that I am God,’ mean next to nothing to the 
self-confident, bustling worshiper [of our day].”

I believe at least two forces play upon us and tempt us to take 
a casual approach to God. First, science has demystified so many 
previously awe-inspiring phenomena that we’ve almost forgotten 
what it’s like to be amazed. We’re jaded. Awe is simply not a feel-
ing we experience much anymore, even with respect to God. But 
second, our age is one in which informality is the accepted style. 
In almost every realm of thought and action, the trend is toward 
ease and comfort. Is it any wonder that we’ve become more re-
laxed in our attitude toward God?

The fading of reverence for God is one reason our spirituality 
is so shallow and so weak. How can we be filled with any depth 
of satisfaction when we minimize the very God who is capable of 
filling us up? Our malady was well diagnosed by J. B. Phillips’s 
famous five words: “Your God is too small.” Until we realize that 
the self-indulgent “worship” that passes for reverence today is an 
insult to God, it’s not likely that we’ll seek Him as we should.

If we haven’t learned to be worshipers, it doesn’t really matter
how well we do anything else.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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takInG tIme to thInk aBout GoD

When I remember You on my bed,
I meditate on You in the night watches.

Psalm 63:6

thinking abOut religiOn is nOt exactly the saMe thing as 
thinking abOut gOD. The subject of religion often ends up 

being as much about ourselves and “our relationship to God” as 
about God Himself. We find ourselves pondering our attitude, 
our obedience, our feelings, our needs, our difficulties. At some 
point, however, should we not take time out and think about God 
Himself? Surely we must. We must contemplate His nature, His 
attributes, His will. We must meditate on our beloved God, allow-
ing Him to be the sole object of our thought.

It is an interesting aspect of our religious life that we often 
spend so much time in polemics that we have little time left over to 
grow strong in the truth after we’ve defended it. C. S. Lewis, who 
was no small apologist himself, once said, “A man can’t always be 
defending the truth; there must be a time to feed on it.” It’s not that 
debates about religion are wrong. Given the truth-is-whatever-you-
think temper of our times, we need more debate, rather than less 
(Jude 3,4). But the truth is not to be defended merely because we 
enjoy the clash of ideas in the intellectual arena. The point of the 
whole enterprise is to clear away mistaken ideas about God — so 
that God can be truthfully thought of and adored for what He is! If we 
never get around to actually meditating on God, then we’re not 
much better off than those Paul spoke of who “knew God,” but 
failed to “glorify Him as God” (Romans 1:21).

There is a passage in Malachi which seems to indicate that 
God has a special place in His heart for those who love to think of 
Him: “Then those who feared the lOrD spoke to one another, and 
the lOrD listened and heard them; so a book of remembrance was 
written before Him for those who fear the lOrD and who meditate 
on His name” (Malachi 3:16). We greatly benefit when we think 
about God. But the greatest good of all is that our minds are lifted 
out of our little concerns and caught up in the wonder of Someone 
who existed long before we ever had the need to think of Him.

There is something exceedingly improving to the mind in a contemplation of 
the Divinity. It is a subject so vast, that all our thoughts are lost in its 

immensity; so deep, that our pride is drowned in its infinity.

c h a r l e s  h a D D O n  s p u r g e O n
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real theoloGy

These people draw near to Me with their mouth, and honor Me with their 
lips, but their heart is far from Me. Matthew  15:8

Our real theOlOgy is what we really believe abOut gOD. 
This is not necessarily the same thing we tell others we 

believe, or even what we tell ourselves. It’s what produces our 
actual behavior. If we frequently act in ways that contradict what 
we say we believe about God, at some point we have to ask 
ourselves whether what we say we believe is what we really do 
believe. Are we fooling anyone but ourselves? “Our real idea of 
God may lie buried under the rubbish of conventional religious 
notions and may require an intelligent and vigorous search before 
it is finally unearthed and exposed for what it is. Only after an 
ordeal of painful self-probing are we likely to discover what we 
actually believe about God” (A. W. Tozer).

We need to be careful, though, in how we go about resolving 
our inconsistencies. When people are trying to achieve integrity, 
they often get rid of the wrong thing. Suppose, for example, a per-
son says he believes in the principle of courtesy, but he often finds 
himself acting discourteously. He might smooth out the conflict 
by saying, “My actions show that courtesy is not really and truly 
one of my principles. So rather than be a hypocrite, I’m going to 
just openly admit to being a rude person. At least that way, I’ll be 
consistent.” Where is this person’s mistake? It’s in the assumption 
that if he doesn’t really “believe” in courtesy, then it must be the 
belief that’s wrong. He gets rid of the wrong thing, his belief, on 
the assumption that this is the only way to resolve the conflict. But 
there is a wiser way. He might go back and objectively reconsider 
whether courtesy is a valid principle. If it is, and he hasn’t really 
been believing that, then the answer is to start really believing that. 
When he does, then his actions will eventually fall into line with 
what is now a practical belief, as well as a professed one.

It takes work, but if we diligently seek God, we’ll seek daily 
to narrow the gap between our professed beliefs and our practi-
cal beliefs. We’ll pay the price to buy into whatever truths we 
have discovered. It’s not enough to believe what is true; we must 
engage it and make it our own.

There’s a distinction between our “espoused values” — which we profess to 
believe in — and our “values in action,” which actually guide our behavior.

c h a r l O t t e  r O b e r t s
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lIfelonG learnInG aBout GoD

For this reason we also, since the day we heard it, do not cease to pray for 
you, and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all 

wisdom and spiritual understanding; that you may walk worthy of the Lord, 
fully pleasing Him, being fruitful in every good work and increasing

in the knowledge of God. Colossians 1:9,10

iF cOntinuOus iMprOveMent is iMpOrtant in Our lives, it is 
MOst iMpOrtant OF all in Our thinking abOut gOD. Nothing 

is more vital than making our concept of God correspond as 
nearly as possible to God as He truly is. Thus the single best thing 
we can do to improve ourselves each day is to improve, even just a 
little bit, the accuracy of our knowledge of God.

We can’t know God completely, of course. God is infinite, 
and even if sin were not a factor, the finite knowledge of creatures 
could never encompass the Creator fully. Nevertheless, God has 
chosen to reveal something of Himself to us. And we are able, with 
the minds that He has given us, to apprehend things about Him 
that are objectively true. There are many things we can’t know, but 
those that we can know, we can know truly (Deuteronomy 29:29). 
Our knowledge of God can be dependably factual.

But, of course, it is also possible to have in our minds things 
about God that aren’t true! The same minds that can apprehend 
truth can also embrace untruth, and the danger of believing a lie 
about God is a most serious danger indeed. If we ever need to be 
careful, it is surely with this, the most important subject our minds 
are capable of considering. Wherever God is concerned, we need 
to think carefully so that we will think ever more clearly.

Our need for improvement never ceases. As long as life lasts, 
growth in our knowledge of the Creator needs to be a priority. 
We can’t afford to be complacent. Paul warned that “if anyone 
thinks that he knows anything, he knows nothing yet as he ought 
to know” (1 Corinthians 8:2). There is not one of us whose un-
derstanding of God doesn’t need to be refined and purified. And 
maybe the reason we don’t make any more progress than we do 
is that we are content with so little. We pick up a scrap or two of 
knowledge and we cease our search, when in reality we can know 
a God whose riches of truth are vast and deep and strong.

God’s treasure is like an infinite ocean, and yet a little wave of emotion, 
passing with the moment, is enough for many.

b r O t h e r  l a w r e n c e
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Carefulness In sPeakInG of GoD

And so it was, after the Lord had spoken these words to Job, that
the lOrD said to Eliphaz the Temanite, “My wrath is aroused against

you and your two friends, for you have not spoken of Me
what is right, as My servant Job has.” Job 42:7

JOb’s FrienDs, whO haD presuMeD tO speak On gOD’s behalF, 
FOunD theMselves the ObJect OF gOD’s wrath because, as 

he saiD, “yOu have nOt spOken OF Me what is right.” Speech is 
among the highest of our gifts as God’s creatures, and it is a most 
serious thing to employ this gift in speaking about the Creator 
Himself. The gravity of saying anything untrue about God is such 
that it would be far better to remain silent than to speak in error. 
And yet, we often speak with shocking carelessness about God, 
casually tossing around opinions about Him as if it were no more 
than a game. We speak of our Creator offhandedly.

As a writer, I write these very pages with an almost para-
lyzing sense of responsibility, a fear of misleading any reader. 
Solomon’s reminder is never very far away from my conscious-
ness: “In the multitude of words sin is not lacking, but he who re-
strains his lips is wise” (Proverbs 10:19). And then there is James’s 
admonition: “So then, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift 
to hear, slow to speak . . .” (James 1:19). The subject of God, of all 
the subjects in the world, is the one that deserves the greatest care 
and the greatest reverence from one who speaks or writes.

Computer programmers talk about “validating the input.” 
Since the quality of a program’s output depends on the accuracy 
of the input (garbage in, garbage out), it’s always wise to validate 
the input, checking to make sure the information is as accurate as 
it was first thought to be. When the computer is our brain and the 
subject is God, can we not see how crucial it is to make sure our 
concepts are correct before we “output” them to others?

Just as it is possible for us to understand truth about God, it is 
possible for us to speak truth about Him. But we must be care-
ful. Words about God have the power to uplift and to strengthen. 
But those words must be “acceptable words . . . words of truth” 
(Ecclesiastes 12:10). Words of truth. Nothing less must be our goal.

Forge thy tongue on an anvil of truth
And what flies up, though it be but a spark,

Shall have weight.

p i n D a r
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we must know GoD to love anD worshIP hIm

But then, indeed, when you did not know God, you served
those which by nature are not gods. Galatians 4:8

in Our seeking OF gOD, the thing that we seek is nOt an 
abstract knOwleDge OF hiM, but a practical knOwleDge 

that leaDs tO right living. The knowledge of God does much 
more than satisfy our intellectual curiosity. It is the key to active 
obedience. Without a true knowledge of God, neither our thoughts 
nor our deeds can be what they ought to be.

The lives we lead grow out of the thoughts we think. And 
since our thinking about God is the most basic thinking we do, 
it’s also the most basic determinant of our behavior. Our character 
and our conduct are determined by the way we think about God.

No personal relationship can be what it ought to be if it is not 
based upon truth. It is important, for example, that a husband and 
wife view each other truly. To whatever extent either holds a mis-
conception of the other, the relationship will be hindered. Surely 
no less is true of our relationship with God. David said, “The 
lOrD is near to all who call upon Him, to all who call upon Him 
in truth” (Psalm 145:18). We simply can’t relate to God properly if 
our conception of Him is at odds with reality. Jesus Himself said, 
“But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers 
will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seek-
ing such to worship Him” (John 4:23).

“Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it spring the 
issues of life” (Proverbs 4:23). All of our thoughts are important, 
but by far the most important are those that have to do with God. 
We’ve been created to show forth God’s own goodness by loving 
Him and praising Him, and it’s truth that makes it possible for us 
to do both. David acknowledged the essential role of truth in wor-
ship when he prayed, “I will worship toward Your holy temple, 
and praise Your name for Your lovingkindness and Your truth; 
for You have magnified Your word above all Your name” (Psalm 
138:2). Those whose hearts are filled with the greatest adoration of 
God are those whose minds see most clearly who He really is.

They that know Thee not may call upon Thee as other than Thou art, 
and so worship not Thee but a creature of their own fancy; therefore 

enlighten our minds that we may know Thee as Thou art, so that 
we may perfectly love Thee and worthily praise Thee.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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DelIGhtInG In GoD’s law

But his delight is in the law of the lOrD,
And in His law he meditates day and night.

Psalm 1:2

FOr thOse whO Diligently seek gOD, there is nO greater 
Delight than learning gOD’s will, DOing it, anD reFlect-

ing On it in their MinDs. Along this path lies the good life. Joshua 
was reminded of this in God’s charge to him: “This Book of the 
Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate in 
it day and night, that you may observe to do according to all that 
is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and 
then you will have good success” (Joshua 1:8). Because God is 
good, any word that He has spoken is good. To love Him, revere 
Him, and respect Him is to rejoice whenever He speaks. “The 
statutes of the lOrD are right, rejoicing the heart . . . more to be 
desired are they than gold” (Psalm 19:8,10).

In Psalm 1, the person who is said to be blessed is one who 
“meditates” in God’s law. Meditation requires more than a hur-
ried glance at the Scriptures once in a while. It first involves 
concentrated study and then the leisurely contemplation of what 
has been learned. When we meditate on God’s law, we admire its 
beauty and ponder its application in our lives. We ruminate on 
it and mull it over, indulging ourselves in the real enjoyment of 
thinking about God. The godly person doesn’t just do this on rare 
occasions. He does it “day and night.”

We must learn to appreciate God’s word as our rule of life, 
our law, our torah. The word law has such a negative connotation 
that it’s hard for us to have such an appreciation. We’d rather 
think of the Scriptures as “inspirational” literature, there for us to 
consult if we ever need a lift. But the very lift we need is to delight 
in the law of the Lord. God has revealed His will not just to inspire 
us, but to govern us — we need to meditate on it day and night.

Delighting in God’s law is simply a part of our delight in God 
Himself. In another of the Psalms, David said, “I delight to do 
Your will, O my God, and Your law is within my heart” (Psalm 
40:8). The more we discover what God is really like, the more joy it 
will bring us to turn His precepts over and over in our minds and 
revel in the sheer goodness of such a great God.

God is my being, my me, my strength, my beatitude, my good, my delight.

c a t h e r i n e  O F  g e n O a
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Greater mInDs anD hearts

. . . that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend 
with all the saints what is the width and length and depth and height; to 
know the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that you may be filled

with all the fullness of God. Ephesians 3:17-19

why shOulD we Desire tO have greater pOwers OF cOM-
prehensiOn? Most of us do have such a desire. We’d like to 

have our hearts and minds enlarged. And a greater capacity for 
understanding is a worthy aspiration. But to what use would we 
put such a gift? Why do we wish for it?

The human mind is a vessel meant to be filled with God. But 
the sin which alienates us from God shrivels our mind, shrinking 
its capacity for understanding the knowledge of God. If we seek 
deliverance from sin, one of the greatest reasons for doing so is 
that we long to have a heart that can know more of God.

What we do with our minds would often have to be described 
as “prostitution.” We take an instrument made for God’s glory and 
we misuse it pursuing things of far less value, things which are 
often not only unworthy of our minds, but also quite selfish.

But when we aren’t actually prostituting our minds, we’re 
often guilty of simply neglecting them. We don’t really apply 
ourselves to the work of learning about God, and so the spiritual 
insight that we have begins to atrophy. Perhaps we need to hear 
Paul’s admonition to Timothy: “Meditate on these things; give 
yourself entirely to them” (1 Timothy 4:15). 

In Ephesians 3:17-19, Paul prayed that his brethren might 
gain a greater ability to comprehend spiritual realities. His de-
sire was that they might “know the love of Christ which passes 
knowledge” and “be filled with all the fullness of God.” We have 
a desperate need to know the God who has made us and loved us. 
Because we need to know more of Him than we can know with 
our present limitations, we need to have greater minds and hearts. 
And since the highest use of our mind is to know God, the abil-
ity to know God more fully and glorify Him more properly is the 
noblest goal to which our intellect can aspire.

O God, light of the minds that see you, life of the souls that love you,
and strength of the souls that seek you, enlarge my mind and raise
the vision of my heart, that, with swift wings of thought, my spirit
may reach you, the eternal wisdom, you who live from everlasting

to everlasting; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O
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the exCellenCe of hIs maJesty

O lOrD, our Lord,
How excellent is Your name in all the earth,
Who have set Your glory above the heavens!

Psalm 8:1

in the wOrks OF his creatiOn, gOD has ManiFesteD the 
perFectiOn OF his gOODness, wisDOM, anD pOwer. He has set 

His glory above the heavens. How excellent is His name in all the 
earth! God’s greatness is so vast that it stretches our imagination 
to its limit. But the evidence is all around us, and we need to open 
ourselves up more fully to an appreciation of His glory. We must 
make sure that the grandeur of all these things is not lost on us. 
What could be a greater tragedy than to be surrounded by God’s 
glory and yet fail to be moved by it appreciatively?

Consider an analogy. As I write these lines I am listening to a 
magnificent recording of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, one of the 
towering artistic achievements of human civilization. It’s hard to 
imagine that anyone could listen to this music and not be moved 
by its exhilarating power. But there are such people. Suppose that 
a man sits in a concert hall while this symphony is being per-
formed and he fails to be moved by it because he isn’t really pay-
ing attention. Suppose that he’s preoccupied with his expensive 
new shoes, which are a tad too tight. Wouldn’t this fellow’s situ-
ation be sad? While he was fretting over the relatively unimport-
ant concerns of his own little world, he missed the opportunity to 
be transformed by something much bigger than he was. A huge 
experience surrounded him, but he missed it because his attention 
was focused on himself. In our case, we’re surrounded by the very 
works of God. If these don’t affect us, then our situation is sad for 
the same reason. We are the losers.

“O lOrD, our Lord, how excellent is Your name in all the 
earth, who have set Your glory above the heavens!” Is the stupen-
dous glory of His creation lost on us? Do we not have eyes to see? 
Are we not paying attention? If not, it’s imperative that we rise 
above the little worries of our lives. We must allow ourselves to be 
moved by the majesty of our God.

In the vast and the minute we see
The unambiguous footsteps of the God
Who gives its lustre to an insect’s wing

And wheels his throne upon the whirling worlds.

w i l l i a M  c O w p e r
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aCCorDInG to eaCh one’s neeD

Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 
Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in 
heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My 

burden is light. Matthew 11:28-30

gOD knOws Our neeD FOr rest. No one understands more 
than He how sin has disturbed our souls and disquieted our 

minds. Not only does He have the wisdom to see our need, but 
He has the ability and the love to provide for that need in the very 
best way. To have “faith” in God means we put our confidence in 
all three: His wisdom, His goodness, and His power.

While it’s true that all sin comes from a willful rebellion 
against the requirements of God, it’s also true that the conse-
quences of sin can be quite different from person to person. 
The word “death” (Romans 6:23) covers many different kinds 
of damage. Each of us stands before God broken and in need of 
restoration, but what needs to be restored depends on the unique 
combination of qualities God gave us in the first place.

Sometimes we need help seeing what our own needs really 
are. The story is told in Matthew 19:16-22 of a young man who 
came to the Lord and said, “Good Teacher, what good thing shall I 
do that I may have eternal life?” When Jesus told him to keep the 
commandments, he replied, “All these things I have kept from my 
youth. What do I still lack?” Jesus instructed him to give every-
thing he owned to the poor and then follow Him. At that point, 
the text says that “he went away sorrowful, for he had great pos-
sessions.” Here was a man who seemed to be honest. He seemed 
to seek relief from the damage of sin in his own life. But when the 
Lord put His finger on the problem that he needed help with the 
most, he rejected the Lord’s help.

Are we willing to accept the Great Physician’s diagnosis, and 
are we willing to take the steps His gospel requires? If so, then rest 
will be given to each of us according to our need. The gifts of God 
are as wonderfully varied as the people whom He has created. It 
was He who gave each of us our own attributes, and it is He who 
can restore what each of us has lost.

For one man conversion means the slaying of the beast within him; in 
another it brings the calm of conviction to an unquiet mind; for a third it is 

the entrance into a larger liberty and a more abundant life; and yet again it is 
the gathering into one of the forces of a soul at war with itself.

g e O r g e  J a c k s O n
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Both rest anD resPonsIBIlIty

For the love of Christ compels us, because we judge thus: that if One died for 
all, then all died; and He died for all, that those who live should live no 
longer for themselves, but for Him who died for them and rose again.

2 Corinthians 5:14,15

in the gOspel there is a healthy balance between security 
anD MOtivatiOn. The central fact of the gospel is that “God so 

loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever 
believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life” (John 
3:16). But this information is more than merely interesting. It is 
motivating. “The love of Christ compels us.” If Christ died for us, 
we must live for Him. Thus the gospel holds in balance both of the 
things we need: a source of rest and a sense of responsibility. “He 
died for all, that those who live should live no longer for them-
selves, but for Him who died for them and rose again.”

Since different people need different things, the gospel ad-
dresses each of us where we are. If we’re worried, downtrodden, 
and fearful, we need to hear of God’s love. But if we’re lazy, ir-
responsible, and presumptuous, we need to hear of God’s require-
ment that we serve Him actively. But even while we’re being 
warned, we still need to be reminded that God is on our side. And 
conversely, while we’re being reassured, we dare not forget that 
obedience is necessary. The gospel never loses sight of either rest 
or responsibility — and neither should we.

Jesus put the emphasis wherever it was needed. He didn’t 
hesitate to emphasize one of these more than the other if that’s 
what His hearers needed. Depending on the audience, Jesus could 
say, “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I 
will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28), but He could also bluntly ask, 
“Why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do the things which 
I say?” (Luke 6:46). This does not mean that Jesus contradicted 
Himself. It simply means that He knew the difference between 
those who needed a sedative and those who needed a stimulant. 
For our part, do we understand the gospel’s provision for both 
needs? And do we have the honesty to see in which direction our 
own personal needs are the greatest at any given moment?

It is true that the convert has laid upon him an obligation like no obligation 
in all the world because he has been loved like no other love in the world; 
but the convert has also been given a peace like none in the world, for he 

knows that God loves him, not for what he is, but for what God is.

w i l l i a M  b a r c l a y
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he knows

But He knows the way that I take;
When He has tested me, I shall come forth as gold.

Job 23:10

having MaDe us anD prOviDeD FOr us every instant, gOD 
knOws whatever can be knOwn abOut us. He knows all of 

our circumstances and all of our choices. He knows not only what 
we’ve done, but what we’ve aspired to do. Our hearts lie before 
Him like an open book. “He knows the way we take.”

There is a big difference between “reputation” and “charac-
ter.” Reputation is what others think we are. It consists of infer-
ences that have been drawn about us from evidence that is always 
imperfect and incomplete. Character, on the other hand, is what 
God knows we are, with all the evidence taken into account and 
every inference drawn with perfect precision.

It’s an unpleasant fact that our reputation is sometimes worse 
than our real character. Even when the information is more or less 
correct, it is possible for others to take the facts and reach faulty 
conclusions about us. Often however, the information is simply 
not correct, or at least not complete, and so we console ourselves 
by saying that others don’t know enough about our “extenuat-
ing circumstances” to make a fair assessment of us. But God does 
know. And we can be sure that His dealings with us will be based 
on the perfect knowledge He has of our real character, regardless 
of whether others deal with us fairly or not.

But frankly, aren’t there also times when our reputation is bet-
ter than our character? If others knew everything we’ve ever done 
or left undone — absolutely everything — it’s likely that at least 
some of our reputations would have to be adjusted downward. 
God knows this too. He knows what we really are.

God’s infallibly perfect knowledge of us is at once comforting 
and sobering. “He knows the way we take.” He is not only infi-
nitely wise; He is infinitely good. He can be counted on to do what 
is right. And the wonder of all wonders is that, knowing us as He 
does, He is willing for us to know Him. If we’re willing to deal 
with what He can show us about ourselves, He is willing to show 
us more than we could ever imagine about the God that He is.

It is astonishing that I — dust, ash, and mud —
May on familiar terms be with the highest God.

a n g e l u s  s i l e s i u s
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strenGth for the loyal heart

For the eyes of the lOrD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to show 
Himself strong on behalf of those whose heart is loyal to Him.

2 Chronicles 16:9

the lOrD is lOOking FOr thOse whOse hearts will be true  
tO hiM. And He is eager to “show Himself strong” on behalf 

of such people, those who know the meaning of loyalty.
Asa, the king of Judah to whom the admonition was ad-

dressed in 2 Chronicles 16:9, was a good man in many respects. 
The general course of his life was commendable, but there were 
times when his decisions left much to be desired. Earlier, he had 
been told by one of the prophets, “The lOrD is with you while 
you are with Him. If you seek Him, He will be found by you; but 
if you forsake Him, He will forsake you” (2 Chronicles 15:2). This 
warning was not always heeded, however. And when Asa devi-
ated from his duty, he forfeited the help of a God who fights on 
behalf of “those whose hearts are wholly his” (Jerusalem Bible).

There is hardly a virtue more noble than loyalty. Consider the 
cluster of words in our language that denote this trait. Faithfulness 
and fidelity imply adherence to one’s vows or obligations — the 
fulfillment of duty and the keeping of promises. Allegiance means 
that one has been true to an authority to which he is subject. Fealty, 
an older word, once referred to the obligation of a vassal to a 
feudal lord, but now means faithfulness to a law or principle that 
one has pledged to uphold. And the word loyalty itself gives us the 
picture of a person who has such a steadfast and devoted attach-
ment to something that he or she is not easily turned aside.

Think of the good things that would come out of a serious 
application of these ideas to our seeking of God. If we sought Him 
with a loyalty that He could count on — a faithful love that would 
hold us at His side — what strength He would make available to 
us! Our greatest need is for fidelity, the honor that holds stead-
fastly to all the truth we know of God, however little that may be 
at present. If we turn our back on what we know of Him, then, as 
traitors, we cut ourselves off from His help at the time we need 
it most. Our seeking must be with an allegiance that will die in 
battle before it will do any treachery to God.

Lord, help me faithfully to journey along my road,
holding my rightful place in the great procession of humanity.

M i c h e l  q u O i s t
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PrInCIPle vs. ImPulse

By faith Moses, when he became of age, refused to be called the son of 
Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of 
God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, esteeming the reproach of 

Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt; for he looked to the reward.
Hebrews 11:24-26

in OrDer tO DO what is right, Our cOnscience anD Our will 
sOMetiMes have tO Overrule the Desires OF the MOMent. 

According to the text above, Moses had such an experience in 
deciding to forgo his future as an Egyptian prince. In order to 
serve a higher good, he let go of the pleasures that were immedi-
ately available to him and accepted a difficult task that cost him 
the rest of his life. Impulse would have said Stay in Egypt! — but 
principle said Go! Moses chose to be a man of principle.

No matter how much we grow spiritually, we’re still going 
to have some “hard moments.” The fewer the better, obviously, 
and the person who commits to a disciplined life will find obedi-
ence easier than the one who makes no such commitment. Indeed, 
when we’ve trained and exercised ourselves in godliness (1 
Timothy 4:7,8), we’ll find that God’s commandments are “not bur-
densome” (1 John 5:3). But there are still going to be times when 
the right thing and the easy thing are not the same thing. And 
godliness will choose the right thing, whether difficult or not.

No one could have been more prepared for Gethsemane than 
Jesus was. Yet it would be an insult to suggest that making the 
choice He did was an easy experience. The decision was literally 
an “agony” (Luke 22:39-46). He “offered up prayers and supplica-
tions, with vehement cries and tears,” and He “learned obedience 
by the things which He suffered” (Hebrews 5:7,8). Whatever may 
have been the impulses of His flesh, He chose to base His actions 
on the principle of love for the Father’s will.

Doing the right thing, based on principle and regardless of 
circumstance, is the essence of character, integrity, and honor. The 
ability to make such a choice is an important part of the image 
of God in which we were created. When we use this gift to make 
principled choices, rather than impulsive ones, we honor the God 
whose image we bear and we also please Him.

A free will is not the liberty to do whatever one likes, but the power of doing 
whatever one sees ought to be done, even in the very face of otherwise 

overwhelming impulse. There lies freedom indeed.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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when the flesh Is weak

Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation.
The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak. Matthew 26:41

During the DiFFicult hOurs OF gethseMane, Jesus nOt Only 
haD a spirit willing tO DO the right thing, but he haD, 

by virtue OF liFelOng exercise, a Flesh that suppOrteD anD 
carrieD Out the Dictates OF his spirit. In contrast, the disciples’ 
spirit was willing, but their flesh was too weak to put into action 
the things their spirit wanted to do. And so it often is in our own 
experience. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.

The weakness of the flesh is a problem, it’s true. But it’s also 
true that there are some things we can do to diminish this prob-
lem. We struggle with the flesh’s weakness, but we’re not the vic-
tims of a problem we can do nothing about. If it’s weak, the flesh 
can be strengthened. It can be disciplined. It can be trained.

The example of Daniel is helpful here. In the “lion’s den” 
episode, he demonstrated a remarkably strong will. Faced with a 
royal edict that ordered the death of anyone who prayed to God, 
Daniel simply went home and . . . prayed to God. But this was not 
a man who suddenly steeled his will to do the right thing. He was 
an old man who “knelt down on his knees three times that day, 
and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as was his custom since 
early days” (Daniel 6:10). Since childhood, Daniel had been training 
his flesh to carry out his spirit’s will in regard to daily prayer.

In the case of Jesus, it would be hard for us to imagine what 
His needs were in the Garden of Gethsemane. Neither can we 
imagine the resources of both spirit and flesh that were available 
to Him in that hour of greatest need. But whatever those resources 
were, they were not suddenly built up in that hour. Every single 
day of His life, Jesus had been engaging in regular activities and 
disciplines that took care of and trained His flesh to be the ally of His 
spirit. There was more than a coincidental connection between 
Jesus’ daily lifestyle and the fact that His flesh was strong enough 
in a crisis to implement the intentions of His spirit.

The general human failing is to want what is right and important,
but at the same time not to commit to the kind of life that will produce

the action we know to be right and the condition we want to enjoy.
This is the feature of human character that explains why the road

to hell is paved with good intentions. We intend what is right,
but we avoid the life that would make it a reality.

D a l l a s  w i l l a r D
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selfIsh motIves are not stronG enouGh

For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments.
And His commandments are not burdensome. 1 John 5:3

One OF the MOst pOwerFul things we can DO is iMprOve the 
quality OF Our MOtives. Since we obey our conscience only 

when we’re sufficiently motivated to do so, our motivation needs 
to be as energetic as possible. But it is mainly as we move toward 
higher and nobler motives that the strength and effectiveness of 
our motivation increases. Motive is the key to motivation. So the 
improvement of our motives is a matter of great practical impor-
tance. Whatever the reasons are that move us to do good right 
now, personal growth requires more than just believing those rea-
sons more strongly. We must acquire some other, higher reasons.

To be specific, we must become people whose hearts are less 
and less self-centered. If we are moved by no more than the desire 
to get what we want and avoid what we don’t want, then our 
motivation is going to fail us eventually. In the hardest moments, 
selfish motives (however “noble”) are simply not strong enough to 
move us toward right conduct.

The purest and most powerful motive we can have is simply 
the real love of God. When Jesus said “If you love Me, keep My 
commandments” (John 14:15), His point was not just that those 
who love Him are expected to keep His commandments, though 
that’s certainly true. Jesus was also teaching that loving Him is 
the key to keeping His commandments. Only when we act out of 
love will we find that His commandments are “not burdensome” 
(1 John 5:3). No other motive is strong enough to keep us moving 
consistently in the direction of obedience.

And so we must get outside of ourselves and be drawn into 
concerns that are more vast and “moving” than the mere rise and 
fall of our own happiness. To a great extent, this is what growth 
toward spiritual maturity is about. It is learning to live by the 
strong laws of love. We must live not by the laws of self-interest 
disguised as love, but by the laws of real upward-looking love 
itself. When we’ve grown in health to the point where our spir-
its are genuinely turned upward, then we’ll know a strength we 
could not have known while sick with selfishness.

A man’s spiritual health is exactly in proportion to his love for God.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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the ultImate reason to refuse sIn

But he refused and said to his master’s wife, “Look, my master does not 
know what is with me in the house, and he has committed all that he has to 
my hand. There is no one greater in this house than I, nor has he kept back 

anything from me but you, because you are his wife. How then can I do this 
great wickedness, and sin against God?” Genesis 39:8,9

there are Many reasOns tO abstain FrOM sin, but the MOst 
iMpOrtant is siMply the thOught that sin is an OFFense 

against the gOODness OF gOD hiMselF. Although we injure our-
selves greatly when we sin, that is not the worst thing about it. Sin 
is an issue that has much more to do with God than with us. And 
just as the love of God is the most powerful reason for doing right, 
it is also the main thing that should keep us from doing wrong.

After committing adultery with Bathsheba and then murder-
ing her husband, David expressed his sin in these words: “Against 
You, You only, have I sinned, and done this evil in Your sight; that 
You may be found just when You speak, and blameless when You 
judge” (Psalm 51:4). Surely, many people were hurt by David’s 
transgression, including David himself. But compared to the 
wrong done to God, all of these wrongs were as nothing.

In spiritual matters, deciding to take God seriously is the most 
effective precaution we can take. If we love God as unselfishly as 
we should, we’ll hold His honor more dear than our own, and that 
sense of honor will defend us and protect us from doing anything 
that would detract from His glory. Loving reverence is always the 
ultimate prophylaxis against evil. The willpower we need can only 
come from a combination of love and respect for God Himself.

This was clearly true in Joseph’s case. When he was being 
seduced by his master’s wife, there would have been any num-
ber of pragmatic reasons to refuse her advances. Had he been so 
foolish as to yield, he would have jeopardized nearly every aspect 
of the good life he had begun to build for himself in Egypt. Yet all 
of these considerations put together did not weigh as heavily in 
his thinking as the single factor that mattered most: God’s honor. 
Whatever else might have been said, Joseph showed that he un-
derstood the crux of the matter when he said, “How then can I do 
this great wickedness, and sin against God?”

Sin is the dare of God’s justice, the rape of his mercy, the jeer of his patience, 
the slight of his power, and the contempt of his love.

J O h n  b u n y a n



April 21

GoD must Be souGht even Before

sPIrItual strenGth

But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness,
and all these things shall be added to you. Matthew 6:33

what blessings are incluDeD in “these things” that will 
be aDDeD when we seek First gOD’s rule anD his righ-

teOusness? When He made this statement, Jesus was speaking of 
temporal needs like food and clothing. But doesn’t the principle of 
putting first things first apply even to “these things” that are of a 
spiritual nature? Even when the blessings that we seek are spiri-
tual, we must not seek them for selfish reasons or personal benefit. 
God is not to be sought for what we can get out of Him; He is to be 
sought for what we long to give to Him. We were created to enjoy 
a relationship that revolves around Him, not around us. Only 
when we get this priority fixed in our minds and seek God first 
will other things fall into their rightful place.

Although spiritual blessings are higher than temporal ones, 
they are the same in that they come to us indirectly as we seek 
God, not directly as we seek our own desires. The example of hap-
piness is a good one. It is a much sought-after temporal blessing, 
but ironically, it eludes us when we pursue it for its own sake. 
Instead, it comes to us indirectly, as a by-product of contributing to 
others’ happiness. And spiritual blessings, at least in this regard, 
are no different. The strength we desire doesn’t come by focusing 
on our own needs, however spiritual those needs may be. These 
things are by-products of focusing on God. If we’re obsessed with 
ourselves (Are we getting the help we need with our problems?), it’s 
not likely that we’ll find what we’re looking for.

A. W. Tozer once wrote, “Selfishness is never so exquisitely 
selfish as when it is on its knees. Self can turn what would other-
wise be a pure and powerful prayer into a weak and ineffective 
one.” Our prayers must not be self-centered, but God-centered. It 
is when we’re weak that we’re strong. We find ourselves when we 
forget ourselves. Having been made for the purpose of showing 
forth His goodness and His glory, we find our lives when we lose 
them in His. When we seek Him first — not His blessings, but God 
Himself — all “these things” will be added to us.

Live out your life in its full meaning; it is God’s life.

J O s i a h  r O y c e
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If we haD suCh a heart

Oh, that they had such a heart in them that they would fear Me and
always keep all My commandments, that it might be well with them

and with their children forever! Deuteronomy 5:29

Fear FilleD the hearts OF israel when they stOOD at the 
FOOt OF MOunt sinai anD hearD the actual vOice OF gOD. 

Struck at that moment by the majesty and power of the Creator, 
they begged that God not speak to them directly anymore, saying 
to Moses, “Surely the lOrD our God has shown us His glory and 
His greatness, and we have heard His voice from the midst of the 
fire . . . Now therefore, why should we die? For this great fire will 
consume us; if we hear the voice of the lOrD our God anymore, 
then we shall die . . . You go near and hear all that the lOrD our 
God may say, and tell us all that the lOrD our God says to you, 
and we will hear and do it” (Deuteronomy 5:24-27).

These were reverent words. God acknowledged their propri-
ety when He said to Moses, “I have heard the voice of the words 
of this people which they have spoken to you. They are right in 
all that they have spoken” (v.28). But God also knew that once the 
emotion of the moment had passed, the people’s reverence would 
disappear and they would drift into disobedience. He longed for 
them not only to say the right words, but to have a real reverence 
in their hearts that matched the respectfulness of their words: “Oh, 
that they had such a heart in them that they would fear Me and al-
ways keep all My commandments, that it might be well with them 
and with their children forever!” (v.29).

The idea of a heart that reverently and gratefully humbles 
itself before its Maker is such a simple idea that we’re in danger 
of underestimating its importance. We may make the mistake of 
assuming that we already have this kind of heart, simply because 
we’ve said so many words that acknowledge God. But if we truly 
had such a heart, what a difference it would make! Not only 
would our faithfulness to God be more steady, but we would have 
given to God the single most important thing that He seeks from 
us: a heart willing to be redeemed.

The tumult and the shouting dies,
The captains and the kings depart,

Still stands the ancient sacrifice,
A humble and a contrite heart.

r u D y a r D  k i p l i n g
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GoDly fear

And now, Israel, what does the lOrD your God require of you, but to fear the 
lOrD your God, to walk in all His ways and to love Him, to serve the lOrD 

your God with all your heart and with all your soul . . .
Deuteronomy 10:12

iF we’re lOOking FOr the things OF basic iMpOrtance, it 
wOulD be harD tO FinD a cOncept MOre basic than gODly 

Fear. In the text above, Moses asked what it was that God 
required of Israel, and answered the question by saying that God 
required them to fear Him, to obey Him, to love Him, and to serve 
Him with their whole hearts. The fear of God is the first thing on 
the list, and this is more than a mere coincidence. Many years later, 
Solomon would say that this is the very heart and soul of what it 
is to be a human being: “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole 
matter: fear God and keep His commandments, for this is man’s 
all” (Ecclesiastes 12:13). This statement should summarize our 
deepest and most fundamental attitude toward God.

Why is our faith today so superficial, our spiritual discipline 
so ineffective, and our way of life so powerless? Given the disap-
pearance of godly fear from our religious practice, it is hardly 
surprising that we are weak. We can’t expect to do as our spiritual 
forefathers did if we’re not moved as they were. “By faith Noah, 
being divinely warned of things not yet seen, moved with godly 
fear, prepared an ark for the saving of his household, by which he 
condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness which 
is according to faith” (Hebrews 11:7).

There are different kinds of fear, of course, and some are not 
to be desired. Any sort of fear that is inconsistent with love has 
no place in our relationship with God (1 John 4:17-19). But rever-
ent fear is not inconsistent with love. Indeed, a popular dictionary 
describes reverence as “a feeling of profound awe and respect and 
often love.” It is the blending of love and godly fear that trans-
forms our seeking of God into a diligent seeking of God. If it is 
godly fear that moves us, we’ll take with utter seriousness every 
syllable of His revelation to us in the Scriptures (Hebrews 12:25-
29). And taking this truth as our guide, we’ll be eager, in both awe 
and adoration, to draw near to the living flame of His Presence.

The fear of God is to be united with the love of God; for love without fear 
makes men remiss, and fear without love makes them servile and desperate.

J O h a n n  g e r h a r D
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GoDly sorrow

For godly sorrow produces repentance leading to salvation, not to be 
regretted; but the sorrow of the world produces death. 2 Corinthians 7:10

being selF-centereD Makes it DiFFicult FOr us tO Feel gODly 
sOrrOw, anD sO we FinD it DiFFicult tO repent OF Our sins 

in any lasting way. By definition, godly sorrow is a remorse that 
grieves what our sins have cost God, and if our thoughts have to 
do mostly with our own gains and losses, then whatever mourning 
we do will be worldly, not godly. To turn away from sin decisively, 
we have to concentrate on things higher than ourselves.

Godly sorrow is a stronger force than worldly sorrow. In 
2 Corinthians 7:11, Paul describes how it had affected the church at 
Corinth: “See what this godly sorrow has produced in you: what 
earnestness, what eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, 
what alarm, what longing, what concern, what readiness to see 
justice done” (NIV). A sorrow powerful enough to produce these 
things is much more than a mood. It is a deep-down disturbance 
that recognizes what is really wrong with sin, and this recognition 
continues to govern one’s conduct long after the painful effects of 
the sin have been ameliorated (1 Corinthians 15:9,10).

The quality of one’s character is indicated by what disturbs 
that person. As long as their own situations are comfortable, most 
people are not disturbed by anything at all. Some people, how-
ever, have a higher character than that. While their own situations 
may still be comfortable, these people are disturbed by the evil 
that is “out there” in the world, and they make the world a bet-
ter place by crusading against social injustice and so forth. But 
beyond that, an even higher character is possessed by those who 
are disturbed most of all by the evil of their own sins. And what 
they are disturbed about is just the fact of having sinned against 
God, whether the sin has caused them any other pain or not! 
These folks are the unselfish, God-centered people who, once they 
realize they’ve erred, will grieve the wrongfulness of their sin, and 
not just its painfulness. The self-pitying sorrow of the world leads 
to death, but godly sorrow leads to . . . God Himself!

It is one thing to mourn for sin because it exposes us to hell, and another to 
mourn for it because it is an infinite evil; one thing to mourn for it because it 

is injurious to ourselves, and another thing to mourn for it because it is wrong 
and offensive to God. It is one thing to be terrified; another, to be humbled.

g a r D i n e r  s p r i n g
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thIs Is our wIsDom

Surely I have taught you statutes and judgments, just as the lOrD my God 
commanded me . . . Therefore be careful to observe them; for this

is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples
who will hear all these statutes, and say, “Surely this great nation

is a wise and understanding people.” Deuteronomy 4:5,6

in Our MOMents OF highest aspiratiOn, what is it that we 
wOulD like tO be knOwn FOr? At our funeral, if someone says, 

“Here is the one area where this person showed more wisdom 
than in any other area of his life,” what would we want that thing 
to be? If we are to be true seekers of God, then the careful obser-
vance of God’s law must figure prominently in our ambitions.

There is nothing wiser we can do than to observe God’s law care-
fully. This is the very thing that Moses, at the end of his life, 
implored the people of Israel to do. “For this,” he said, “is your 
wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples who 
will hear all these statutes, and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a 
wise and understanding people.’”

There is no greater wisdom available to us than the wisdom of God’s 
will. One of the worst tragedies of human experience is our ar-
rogant dismissal of God’s wisdom as “foolishness” (1 Corinthians 
1:18-25). It is we who are foolish, however. The more prudent we 
are, the more sense we will see in this statement: “The fear of the 
lOrD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy 
One is understanding” (Proverbs 9:10).

There is no greater reputation available to us than a reputation for 
having served others in ways that are consistent with God’s wisdom. 
The apostle Paul, for example, could sum up the life of his ances-
tor David with the simple statement that he died and was buried 
“after having been useful to his own generation in accordance 
with God’s purpose” (Acts 13:36 Weymouth). We would only 
lower ourselves if we aspired to being useful in any other way.

So what issues and concerns do we want others to think of 
when they think of us? It’s a corny old cliché, but it still has the 
ring of truth: “What happens to us in the hereafter depends on 
what we’re here after.” If when others think of us, they think at 
once of the good things that come from seeking God’s wisdom, 
then it’s fairly certain that we’ve been “after” the right thing.

God shall be my hope, my stay, my guide, and lantern to my feet.

w i l l i a M  s h a k e s p e a r e
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asPIrInG to Be aCCePtaBle

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart
Be acceptable in Your sight,

O lOrD, my strength and my Redeemer.
Psalm 19:14

the prOspect OF being acceptable tO gOD can act upOn us 
with great FOrce. But if we wish the words of our mouth 

and the meditation of our heart to be acceptable to Him, we must 
redefine what is acceptable to us. We must learn to love the same 
things that He loves, conforming ourselves to His character.

The lives we end up with are determined, to a large extent, 
by the things we aim for. For this reason, the things we aim for 
should be carefully considered. Paul wrote to the Christians in 
Philippi, “And this I pray, that your love may abound still more 
and more in knowledge and all discernment, that you may approve 
the things that are excellent, that you may be sincere and without of-
fense till the day of Christ, being filled with the fruits of righteous-
ness which are by Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God” 
(Philippians 1:9-11). Isn’t this the great goal that should entice us 
and attract our minds? Isn’t learning to “approve the things that 
are excellent” the key to all the other progress we wish to make?

To approve the things that are excellent, our minds must be 
trained to recognize the excellence of those things that are excel-
lent by God’s standards. So Paul says that we must grow “in 
knowledge and all discernment.” Just as an art critic must learn 
how to recognize artistic greatness when he sees it, we must 
learn how to recognize the greatness of that which is morally and 
spiritually excellent when we come in contact with it. Day by day, 
our judgment must come to coincide more closely with God’s, 
so that the things we approve are the same things He approves. 
Spiritually speaking, our tastes must be refined.

David did not discover a way of life that was acceptable to God 
without learning to think in ways that were acceptable to Him. And 
neither will we make much progress in our spiritual quest if we 
don’t send our standards of acceptability to His school of excel-
lence. May our very meditations be acceptable in God’s sight!

Grant me grace, O merciful God, to desire ardently all that is pleasing to 
thee, to examine it prudently, to acknowledge it truthfully, and to accomplish 

it perfectly, for the praise and glory of thy name. Amen.

t h O M a s  a q u i n a s



April 27
Be stIll!

Be still, and know that I am God;
I will be exalted among the nations,

I will be exalted in the earth!
Psalm 46:10

beFOre we Make any Other respOnse tO gOD, we Must 
respOnD tO hiM with respect. If we don’t first dispose our-

selves before Him in reverent silence, our deeds will be deficient 
in both strength and significance. The obedience that most highly 
honors God is an obedience deeply grounded in awe and wonder. 
“Be still,” God says to us, “and know that I am God.”

There is a time to speak, but there is also a time to be silent. 
Nowadays most of us have too little acquaintance with any silence 
that could be called worshipful. We seek God talkatively, rather 
than respectfully. In the relationship between God and man, we 
are doing too much of the talking. We may pause in our words 
once in a while, but even then, our minds are not reverentially 
silent before God. They are still racing at full throttle, fueled by the 
frenetic self-concern of our busyness. And the fact that the busy-
ness is religious busyness doesn’t do much to lessen the problem.

There is no question that the majesty of God calls for a re-
sponse from us. Serving God is not a merely passive matter. But 
we must take the time to stand still and be lost in wonder before 
we rush out to do God’s bidding. And even as we actively carry 
out God’s instructions, we must often pause in silence to steep our 
minds in His grandeur. If we fail to do so, our activity will lack the 
essential ingredient of reverence. Without the qualities that come 
from reverence, our service will be shallow and our lives will be 
little more than an accident waiting to happen. It is stillness and 
silence that produce the best doers and speakers of God’s word. 
And the louder the world, the harder these are to come by.

In this age of the world, we’ve discovered how to multiply 
our own words vastly, and we’re frequently reminded of the 
power of these words. But we dare not forget their danger. “The 
lOrD is in His holy temple. Let all the earth keep silence before 
Him” (Habakkuk 2:20).

With our loss of the sense of majesty has come the further loss of
religious awe and consciousness of the divine Presence. We have
lost our spirit of worship and our ability to withdraw inwardly

to meet God in adoring silence.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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verBIaGe

But I will come to you shortly, if the Lord wills, and I will know, not the 
word of those who are puffed up, but the power. For the kingdom of God is 

not in word but in power. 1 Corinthians 4:19,20

iMpressive talk abOut gOD is nOt the saMe thing as actual 
liFe in hiM. Eloquent words about God may abound in some 

circles, and there is certainly no shortage today of profound dis-
cussion about the subject of spirituality. But our relationship with 
God is not determined by either the eloquence or the profundity 
of our talk. Not even the truthfulness of our words is enough, by 
itself, to guarantee a real relationship with God!

It is tempting to stay in the realm of talk and never venture 
out into the world of action. After all, it is easy and pleasant to 
talk about God. When we verbalize truths about God, we not 
only feel a sense of spiritual satisfaction ourselves, but others also 
come to think of us as being wise and spiritually mature. But if 
we talk about God in such a way that the true emptiness of our 
hearts is concealed, either from others or ourselves, we are doing 
something that is exceedingly dangerous. As the painful realities 
that could draw us toward a real relationship with God are buried 
beneath a blanket of fine religious words, we may discover that 
our own verbiage has become our greatest hindrance in moving 
toward God. Endlessly repeating the truth about Him will have 
become a substitute for dealing with the truth about ourselves.

We’re perhaps familiar with the biblical warnings against 
words-only religion. Paul, for example, warned about “idle talk-
ers” (Titus 1:10), indicating that such people “profess to know 
God, but in works they deny Him” (Titus 1:16). And Jesus Himself 
spoke sternly on the subject: “These people draw near to Me with 
their mouth, and honor Me with their lips, but their heart is far 
from Me” (Matthew 15:8). But are “idle talkers” just the profes-
sional imposters and the intentional hypocrites? Surely these texts 
have a wider application. They are a warning also to those of us 
who’ve slipped carelessly into the assumption that if our words are 
good, then that is all we need to be concerned about. Intentional or 
not, hypocrisy is a very serious matter. The soundness of our faith 
involves more than the sound of our words.

All he has rests on his tongue. His religion is
something to make a noise with.

J O h n  b u n y a n
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foolIsh DIsreGarD

The fool has said in his heart, “There is no God.”
Psalm 14:1

tO DisMiss gOD FrOM Our DecisiOns is a MOst FOOlish thing 
tO DO. The reality of God is the most massive truth we’ll ever 

encounter, and the most consequential. It is folly to omit this truth 
from our thinking, as if we expected it to move out of our way.

Some individuals disregard God by adopting the intellectual 
position that He does not exist. These have thought the matter 
through and come to the conclusion that there is no God. In their 
conduct, they may live as if there were a God and may even ad-
here to a certain spirituality, but their position, at least philosophi-
cally, is that a personal God does not exist.

If God does exist, such a denial is obviously unwise. But 
many of us disregard Him in a way that is no less foolish. We do 
this when we simply conduct our lives without taking God into 
serious account. This is a more practical kind of atheism. We pay 
lip service to a God who perhaps exists, but we believe this God 
can be safely set aside in the actual conduct of our day-to-day 
affairs. He has no real impact on our lives. In Psalm 14:1, it is this 
kind of fool who is described. He says “There is no God” not so 
much by his dubious philosophy, as by his disobedient lifestyle.

There is a sense in which this kind of atheism is more arrogant 
than any other. In Psalm 10, for example, we are shown how pre-
sumptuous it is to disregard God: “The wicked in his proud coun-
tenance does not seek God; God is in none of his thoughts” (v.4). 
“He has said in his heart, ‘I shall not be moved; I shall never be in 
adversity’” (v.6). “He has said in his heart, ‘God has forgotten; He 
hides His face; He will never see’” (v.11). “He has said in his heart, 
‘You will not require an account’” (v.13).

When we live in this manner, we trivialize God in the most 
blasphemous way. Unlike the atheist who believes there is no 
God to be dealt with, we believe we don’t really have to deal with 
the God who does exist. We think that, for all practical purposes, 
He can be ignored. But if God is our Creator, our disregard only 
shows us to be foolish. It does nothing to diminish Him.

A man can no more diminish God’s glory by refusing 
to worship him than a lunatic can put out the sun by scribbling 

the word darkness on the walls of his cell.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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the sImPle wIllInGness to aCknowleDGe GoD

So Moses and Aaron came in to Pharaoh and said to him, “Thus says
the lOrD God of the Hebrews: ‘How long will you refuse to humble

yourself before Me?’” Exodus 10:3

rarely has anyOne DeFieD gOD as blatantly as pharaOh 
DiD when he reFuseD tO let the peOple OF israel leave the 

lanD OF egypt. His contempt for the God of Israel was open and 
arrogant. When requested by Moses and Aaron, at the command 
of God, to allow Israel to leave Egypt, Pharaoh replied bluntly, 
“Who is the lOrD, that I should obey His voice to let Israel go? 
I do not know the lOrD, nor will I let Israel go” (Exodus 5:1,2). 
And indeed he did not. Throughout nine of the worst disasters 
any Egyptian could imagine, Pharaoh refused to bow before the 
mighty God who brought these plagues upon him. It took a tenth 
plague, involving the death of his own firstborn son, to break his 
pride. And even then, as soon as the immediate crisis was over, 
he changed his mind and sent his army after Israel. The very least 
we can say about this man is that he was extraordinarily strong-
willed. Anyone who can hold out in rebellion against God as long 
as he did is no ordinary rebel (Exodus 10:1,2).

But as shocking as Pharaoh’s rebellion was, a similar stub-
bornness is at the root of every person’s sin. When we disobey 
what we know to be God’s will, we are saying by our actions, 
“Not Thy will, but mine be done.” Sin is always a refusal to ac-
knowledge God. It is a declaration of our independence, a stiff-
necked resistance to God’s sovereignty. And as long as we hold 
out in this resistance, God will be asking us, as He asked Pharaoh, 
“How long will you refuse to humble yourself before Me?”

The tempter’s argument is that we don’t need to humble our-
selves. Adam and Eve found the “courage” to defy God only after 
being led to believe they could get away with it (Genesis 3:1-8). 
Satan had said, in effect, “Stand up and take care of yourselves. 
Don’t let God interfere with anything you want.” Once they imag-
ined that such a rebellion could succeed, sin was not far behind. 
So from the beginning, sin has always disguised itself as strength. 
The only real strength in the world, however, is that which the 
devil denies: a simple willingness to acknowledge God.

Independence is not strength but unrealized weakness
and is the very essence of sin.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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hIGher GrounD

But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty and
continues in it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work,

this one will be blessed in what he does. James 1:25

it is nOt FrOM thinking alOne that we Make spiritual prOg-
ress, but rather FrOM thinking, DOing, anD then learning 

FrOM what we’ve DOne. Whoever makes an honest attempt to do 
what God’s word has taught him to do, that person, James says, 
“will be blessed in what he does.” We get to higher ground not by 
meditation alone, but by movement.

Our conscience is a cautionary faculty that warns us when 
we’re about to violate our principles. It was given to restrain us. 
But sometimes we need to be stimulated, and our conscience 
should do that also. It should move us to act in ways that are con-
sistent with our principles. Often, however, we fail to act. Afraid 
of making a mistake, we do nothing. And consequently, we learn 
nothing. By failing to act on the best of our present understanding, 
we forfeit the opportunity to grow in that understanding.

Improvement is the result of examining what we’ve done. The 
more we do, the more we have a chance to improve. But if we wait 
to do anything until we can get it exactly right, we’ll probably do 
very little. Perfect conditions for action rarely present themselves, 
and the person who waits for them is wasting valuable time. “He 
who observes the wind will not sow, and he who regards the 
clouds will not reap” (Ecclesiastes 11:4). In the real world, we have 
to go ahead and do the best we can.

Spiritual growth has more than one dimension. On the one 
hand, it requires that we eschew evil. But on the other, it requires 
that we do the good we know to do, and then learn to do even 
better. “You therefore, beloved, since you know this beforehand, 
beware lest you also fall from your own steadfastness, being led 
away with the error of the wicked; but grow in the grace and 
knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ . . .” (2 Peter 
3:17,18). Maturity comes from actions carefully considered before-
hand and then carefully evaluated afterward.

Renewal is the principle — and the process — that empowers us 
to move on an upward spiral of growth and change, of continuous 

improvement . . . Moving along the upward spiral requires us 
to learn, commit, and do on increasingly higher planes.

s t e p h e n  r .  c O v e y
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PeaCeful manaGement of the moments

No temptation has overtaken you except such as is common to man;
but God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you 

are able, but with the temptation will also make the way of escape,
that you may be able to bear it. 1 Corinthians 10:13

living a gODly liFe is nOt withOut its DiFFiculty, but it is 
OFten MOre siMple than we suppOse. The natural simplicity 

of godliness is that it amounts to the peaceful management of the 
individual moments that come to us, one at a time. Some of these 
moments are certainly harder than others. Powerful desires can 
surge up and threaten to overthrow our conscience. When our 
principles are tested, we may find that we don’t have as much 
commitment to them as we thought we had. Or we may find that 
we’ve just been fooling ourselves — the principles we’ve been pro-
fessing are not really our true principles after all. But despite these 
difficulties, no single moment asks of us anything impossible. Our 
tests come in single file, and if we take them as they come, we can 
learn to manage our moments more effectively.

In 1 Corinthians 10:13, we are assured that temptation’s dif-
ficulties will never be more than we can bear. However strongly 
we’re tempted, there will always be a “way of escape.” But the 
key to doing what’s right is managing the moments, which means 
breaking down the larger difficulties into decisions that are small 
enough for us to handle. God is willing to help us, but only with 
the actual needs of the present moment. “One is given strength to 
bear what happens to one, but not the one hundred and one differ-
ent things that might happen” (C. S. Lewis). God doesn’t protect 
us from all possible problems; He helps with our actual problems.

No matter how formidable our difficulties, the right step to 
take at any moment will always involve the doing of something 
that is quite doable. Freedom means that we can take this step, and 
responsibility means that we should take it. If we fail to exercise the 
freedom we’ve been given, we’ll lose it and end up as slaves to the 
flesh. How infinitely better it would be if we learned to manage 
our moments with wisdom, strength, and peace.

Character is distilled out of our daily confrontation with temptation,
out of our regular response to the call of duty. It is formed as we learn to 

cherish principles and to submit to self-discipline. Character is the sum total 
of all the little decisions, the small deeds, the daily reactions to

the choices that confront us.

s i D n e y  g r e e n b u r g
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Is there anythInG we Can’t let Go of?

Jesus said to him, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have
and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come,

follow Me.” But when the young man heard that saying, he went away 
sorrowful, for he had great possessions. Matthew 19:21,22

gOD alOne is tO be wOrshipeD, anD we Must Make sure that 
nOthing else takes his place within Our hearts. Sur-

rounded with so many things that attract our devotion, it is not 
easy to love God with a pure, wholehearted devotion. But this is 
the very thing we must learn to do.

Even Abraham, the very father of the faithful, had to be 
taught to surrender his heart completely to God. As Isaac, the 
beloved son of Abraham’s old age, began to mature, God saw 
that Abraham’s attachment to Isaac was growing deeper by the 
day. Abraham needed to be tested. He needed to be taught that, 
if necessary, he could do without . . . yes, even Isaac, the dearest 
blessing he’d ever received from God. “Take now your son,” God 
said, “your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of 
Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering” (Genesis 22:2). 
Though his hand was stayed at the last moment from actually tak-
ing Isaac’s life, the agony through which Abraham had passed to 
get to that point had taught him that none of God’s gifts must ever 
be allowed to occupy the place in our hearts reserved for the Giver 
alone. Whatever we hold on to besides God must be held loosely.

As our Creator, God is unique. We have a need for Him un-
like our need for any other thing that exists. He is the only being 
we have to have, the only thing we can’t do without. We are to 
be inseparably devoted to Him alone; He is to be our only real 
“possession.” All other things must be loved with a love we can 
let go of, and if our attachment to anything other than God is so 
strong that we can’t let go of it, then that thing, whatever it is, has 
become an idol to us. Yet God loves us too much to leave us where 
we are. The trials and tribulations that break our hearts are often 
the providence through which God is teaching us that He is, in 
fact, the only One we can’t do without. Although painful, this is 
the best thing that can happen to us.

The dearest idol I have known,
Whate’er that idol be,

Help me to tear it from thy throne,
And worship only thee.

w i l l i a M  c O w p e r
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GooD anD rIGht anD true

Thus Hezekiah did throughout all Judah, and he did what was good and 
right and true before the lOrD his God. 2 Chronicles 31:20

tO live liFe at its best, we Must learn tO cOMbine three 
things: what is gOOD, what is right, anD what is true. 

Learning to recognize these things is no small challenge, and learn-
ing to balance them harmoniously is an even greater challenge.

Good. The Hebrew word translated “good” in this text is the 
same as in Genesis 1:4: “And God saw the light, that it was good.” 
It is a word the Hebrews used to describe things that are beautiful, 
fair, and pleasant. In this sense, our conduct is “good” when it is 
characterized by grace and gladness and good cheer. The warmth 
of such goodness attracts us very naturally. We welcome the joy 
and the merriment that we associate with the good.

Right. By their word for “right,” the Hebrews referred to 
justice, equity, and uprightness — qualities that are no less impor-
tant than goodness. If we are to be all that God desires us to be, we 
must learn to balance the beauty of goodness with the rectitude 
of justice, striving to emulate God’s own character in this respect 
(Romans 11:22). Jean-Jacques Rousseau observed, “We always love 
what is good or what we think is good; it is in our judgment of 
what is good that we can make mistakes.” Our fondness for what 
is good must be informed by a commitment to what is right. If it is 
not, then our goodness will be little more than selfishness.

True. The Hebrew word emeth denoted certainty, trustworthi-
ness, and faithfulness. It had to do with surety and stability, and it 
referred especially to the bedrock dependability of God’s word. To 
be a person of truth was, in ancient Israel, to be a devout, religious 
person, living according to the sure truth that had been revealed 
to the nation by God. David prayed, “Lead me in Your truth and 
teach me, for You are the God of my salvation; on You I wait all 
the day” (Psalm 25:5). In the long run, it is this truth that must 
give stability to our concepts of both goodness and justice. In fact, 
our attempts to do what is good and right can do great harm if 
they are not controlled by a prior devotion to truth. We never do 
ourselves, or others, a bigger favor than when we improve our 
understanding by submitting it to the authority of truth.

Truth has no special time of its own. Its hour is now — always.

a l b e r t  s c h w e i t z e r
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seekInG a GoD who Is Both far anD near

. . . so that they should seek the Lord, in the hope that they might grope for 
Him and find Him, though He is not far from each one of us. Acts 17:27

as we seek gOD Diligently, we are struck by this reMark-
able truth: the gOD whO in his greatness is Far abOve us 

is alsO the gOD whO in his grace cOMes very near us. Teilhard 
de Chardin pointed to this paradox when he wrote, “All of us, 
Lord, from the moment we are born feel within us this disturbing 
mixture of remoteness and nearness.” Who has not felt this truth, 
that although we’re cut off from God, He is still not very far away?

If we contemplate the distance between God’s glory and our 
own small existence, we must be amazed that He takes thought 
for us and stoops to help us. “When I consider Your heavens, the 
work of Your fingers, the moon and the stars, which You have 
ordained, what is man that You are mindful of him, and the son of 
man that You visit him?” (Psalm 8:3,4).

Nevertheless, it is a fact that the God whom we seek is a God 
who can actually be found, even by us. We must seek Him, and 
our seeking must be earnest and wholehearted. But the diligence 
that pleases God (Hebrews 11:6) is necessary because of love, 
not because God is difficult to find. He is, as Paul said to the 
Athenians, “not far from each one of us” (Acts. 17:27).

Although God’s greatness and His grace are equally impor-
tant to us, there are specific times when we need to be reminded 
of one more than the other. The inimitable William Barclay wrote, 
“O God, our Father, as we read Your word, humble us at the sight 
of Your holiness, and then comfort us with the memory of Your 
mercy. Humiliate us with the realization of our sinfulness, and 
then uplift us at the sight of Your love . . . When we are lazy and 
lethargic, let Your word stimulate us to thought and to action. 
When we are restless and distracted, let Your word calm our 
troubled hearts with the peace that passes understanding.”

So the God of our worship can also be the God of our love! 
“For thus says the High and Lofty One Who inhabits eternity, 
whose name is Holy: ‘I dwell in the high and holy place, with him 
who has a contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the 
humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite ones’” (Isaiah 57:15).

Even though God is glorious, he is still intimate. God is high and yet low, 
enormous and yet within us, awesome and yet lovable.

F r a n ç O i s  D e  F é n e l O n
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the feast wIthIn

Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask 
or think, according to the power that works in us, to Him be glory in the 

church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.
Ephesians 3:20,21

the experience OF gOD can be sO Much greater than any OF 
us have tasteD; the pity is that we cOntent Ourselves with 

sO little. Compared to the depth of God’s riches, our experience 
of Him has often amounted to little more than wading in the shal-
lows. We’ve satisfied ourselves with so little knowledge of Him, 
hardly more than scraps. Our contentment has been our undoing.

Do we really have any desire that could be called hunger and 
thirst? Jesus taught that those who will be “filled” are those who 
long to be filled (Matthew 5:6). And James said simply, “You do 
not have because you do not ask” (James 4:2). It may be that, in 
the practical affairs of day-to-day living, we’re simply refusing to 
recognize how deeply we really do need God.

Do we have the courage to go more deeply into a relationship 
with God? To walk closely with God is to go into territory that is, 
for us, uncharted and often frightening. Somehow we sense that 
God will require changes in our character so radical and steps in 
our obedience so dangerous that we find it safer to stay where we 
are in the lowlands, far from the adventure of real life with God. 
Confronted by disturbing, unpredictable truths, we retreat.

Do we live our lives without ever really knowing what is in 
the depths of our own soul? Even though we spend much time 
thinking about ourselves, most of us are little more than strang-
ers to our real selves. We’ve never really plumbed the depths of 
all that God created us to be. Vast areas of personal potential lie 
unexplored. Powerful personal resources lie untapped, resources 
given to us by God to be used in the service of purposes greater 
than we’ve allowed ourselves to dream. We live out the span of 
our days standing on the threshold of self-discovery, losing out on 
real life because we’ve not dared to let ourselves be lost in God.

With regard to the sumptuous inward feast God has prepared 
for us, why do we tarry so long on the outside looking in? We are 
foolish to wait. “Oh, taste and see that the lOrD is good; blessed is 
the man who trusts in Him!” (Psalm 34:8).

I am spiritually hungry. I have lingered too long in the garden outside.

t e r e s a  O F  a v i l a
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Center

. . . and he who believes on Him will by no means be put to shame.
1 Peter 2:6

gOD will never DisappOint us. He is the only secure, unchang-
ing center around which we can order our lives, and in which 

we can ground our peace. He is an infallible point of reference.
To say that God will never disappoint us is not to say that we 

will never be disappointed. We may sometimes be disappointed 
that God does not do as we wish. But this is not because of any 
objective failure of faithfulness on His part. It comes rather from 
a subjective failure on our part to understand God’s wisdom, His 
methods, and even His love.

God is often described in the Scriptures in terms of things that 
are solid and immovable. One figure is that of a rock. David, for 
example, said, “Truly my soul silently waits for God; from Him 
comes my salvation. He only is my rock and my salvation; He is 
my defense; I shall not be greatly moved” (Psalm 62:1,2).

But another interesting figure is that of an anchor. In the New 
Testament, Christians with a wavering faith were urged to hold on 
to their hope: “This hope we have as an anchor of the soul, both 
sure and steadfast” (Hebrews 6:19). And they were reminded that 
God’s promise is backed up by His oath, “that by two immutable 
things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we might have 
strong consolation, who have fled for refuge to lay hold of the 
hope set before us” (Hebrews 6:17,18).

Our frequent frustrations in life result, more often than not, 
from having an unstable center. In selecting our end-all-and-be-all, 
we select some fairly shaky things, often with tragic results. And 
even when we suppose that God is our center, our faith often turns 
out to be not in God Himself but in certain earthly blessings that 
He’s allowed us to have temporarily. But like Job, we need to love 
God for His own sake, even when His wisdom withdraws par-
ticular blessings from us. And like Paul, we need to be grounded 
in God and able to say, “For this reason I also suffer these things; 
nevertheless I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed 
and am persuaded that He is able to keep what I have committed 
to Him until that Day” (2 Timothy 1:12).

Change and decay in all around I see;
O Thou who changest not, abide with me.

h e n r y  F.  l y t e
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DelIGhtInG In GoD

Delight yourself also in the lOrD, 
And He shall give you the desires of your heart.

Commit your way to the lOrD, trust also in Him,
And He shall bring it to pass.

Psalm 37:4,5

aMOng the Many gOOD things we shOulD be able tO say 
abOut gOD, we shOulD be able tO say that he is Delight-

Ful tO us. He is the source of all that should stir us most deeply. 
“God is so vastly wonderful, so utterly and completely delight-
ful that he can, without anything other than himself, meet and 
overflow the deepest demands of our total nature, mysterious and 
deep as that nature is” (A. W. Tozer).

If we are instructed to delight ourselves in God, this means 
that we can choose to do so. It is within our power to determine 
the objects of our delight (Philippians 4:8), and we can, if we will, 
make the choice to delight in God. That our will is involved in our 
delight should tell us that “delight,” at least in regard to God, is 
something more than an emotional feeling. It is a settled convic-
tion concerning the excellence of God. Sometimes this conviction 
will be accompanied by moods and feelings that are “delightful,” 
but sometimes it will not. In any event, we must determine that 
our minds will appreciate God for all that He is, and give Him the 
priority that He deserves in our thinking and doing. The ultimate 
test of whether we delight in God is not how we feel, but whether 
we acknowledge Him as He should be acknowledged.

That said, let us not hesitate to say also that desiring God in 
an emotional way is good. Our values should be such that our 
minds come to the subject of God with enjoyment and eagerness, 
rather than with reluctance. Surely when Jesus said, “You shall 
love the lOrD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, 
and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37), He intended that we 
love God with more than our intellect and our will. Did He not 
also mean that our hearts should thrill at the thought of God?

This love can only be possible when we grow in our appre-
ciation of the goodness of God’s holy character. As long as our 
delight depends upon His conforming Himself to our wishes, that 
delight will be small. We must learn to love the truth about God.

A true love of God must begin with a delight in his holiness.

J O n a t h a n  e D w a r D s
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no trIvIal PursuIt

Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not 
need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth. 2 Timothy 2:15

sOMe questiOns call FOr a sOber, Deliberate cOncentratiOn 
OF Our MinDs, anD the greatest OF these is surely that OF 

Our relatiOnship tO gOD. What endeavor could possibly be more 
worthy of diligence than the seeking of our Creator’s glory?

Trifling is undesirable even in worldly matters. Those who 
dabble in what they do, acting superficially and without any seri-
ous intent, rarely accomplish any lasting good. But to trifle with 
God is not only undesirable; it is deadly. The irreverence which 
insults God by dabbling in worship and discipleship is a sin of 
such profound implications that we probably have no more than 
an inkling of how offensive it is to Him. When we see that we’re 
being careless, Solomon’s warning about the “sacrifice of fools” 
ought to arrest us: “Walk prudently when you go to the house 
of God; and draw near to hear rather than to give the sacrifice of 
fools, for they do not know that they do evil” (Ecclesiastes 5:1).

If we wish to do what is right toward God, we must have an 
earnest intent. “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God,” 
Paul wrote to Timothy. In this text, the KJV translators conveyed 
the idea of diligence with the word “study,” which in their day 
meant “to endeavor, make it one’s aim, set oneself deliberately to 
do something” (OED). To “study” is to work hard at what we’re 
doing, and when we’re doing something that is to be offered to 
the very God who made us, a “studied” effort is appropriate, to 
say the least. In an earlier letter, Paul had written to Timothy, 
“Meditate on these things; give yourself entirely to them, that your 
progress may be evident to all” (1 Timothy 4:15). In matters of the 
spirit, little progress can be made if progress is not a serious goal.

As busy people, we tend to see religion as one activity on our 
agenda, one element in our lifestyle. But to be real, religion must 
be more than simply one of our interests. Our meditative moments 
must do more than supply “balance” to our schedule, so that we 
can get back to our self-centered business with increased vigor. If 
Mammon is our true master, then whatever moments we spend 
“worshiping” God will be wasted. 

Those who trifle lose their labor.

r i c h a r D  b a x t e r
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DesIre more DeePly felt

Then He spoke a parable to them, that men always
ought to pray and not lose heart. Luke 18:1

sOMetiMes when gOD appears unwilling tO grant Our 
requests, the result is that we are leD tO seek hiM MOre 

Fervently. When our prayers are not instantly answered, we 
should not jump to foolish conclusions about God Himself. It 
may be that He is waiting for us to find out, by our continual 
prayer, just how deep our desires really are. Our prayers may be 
answered much later than we had hoped — and in ways much 
better than we had imagined. When that happens, we’re able to 
enjoy a deeper appreciation of God’s goodness.

In Luke 18, Jesus told His disciples the story of a widow who 
refused to give up when a judge did not grant her petition for 
help, but continued to plead until finally the judge answered her 
request. Jesus’ point was that we “always ought to pray and not 
to lose heart” (v.1). The desired answer to our prayers may not be 
immediately forthcoming, but we should not suppose that God 
doesn’t hear or that He doesn’t care. His delay may actually mean 
that He cares more than we think. It is His wisdom, no doubt, that 
prevents Him from rushing into quick fixes to our problems when 
they need a more long-lasting solution. In any event, Jesus assured 
us that God’s ears are open to those “who cry out day and night to 
Him,” even though “He bears long with them” (v.7). From us, God 
is looking for persistent faith and persistent prayer.

In one of his well-known metaphors, Spurgeon said, “The 
spade of agony digs deep trenches to hold the water of life.” It is a 
fact that our hearts often need to be prepared before God can bless 
us. We have too little grasp of mercy’s value, and we need to be 
taught truly to enjoy the good things God is able to do.

So hunger is not always a bad thing. There is an old saying 
that “hunger is the best sauce.” And Jesus said, “Blessed are those 
who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled” 
(Matthew 5:6). Perhaps our hunger needs to grow more intense 
before we can properly appreciate the feast. If so, God may with-
hold the feast until we are ready.

Standing outside mercy’s gate, we grow more passionately 
earnest in our pleading. First we ask, then we seek, and finally 

we plead with cries, tears, and a broken heart.

c h a r l e s  h a D D O n  s p u r g e O n
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seekInG GoD wIth the whole Person

Blessed are the undefiled in the way, who walk in the law of the Lord!
Blessed are those who keep His testimonies, who seek Him with the whole heart!

Psalm 119:1,2

iF we are tO be whOle persOns, we Must seek gOD with Our 
whOle hearts. Doing this requires a more balanced effort than 

most people have ever given to their seeking of God.
Intellect. The intellect, or mind, is our ability to acquire knowl-

edge, think, and reason. In giving us this wonderful ability, God 
intended us to use it to apprehend truth about Him and about His 
creation, including ourselves and our relationship to Him. With 
the intellect, we are able to be aware of God and understand at 
least something of His nature and His will.

Emotions. Not only can we know, we can have feelings about 
what we know. And how impoverished we would be without our 
feelings and our affections! To know about God without having 
any desire for Him would be a dry and dusty business indeed.

Will. Our intellect and our emotions weren’t given for their 
own sake, but to support our actions. It is with the decision-mak-
ing ability of our will that we respond to God. And if we don’t give 
God our will by obeying Him, then our knowledge and our feel-
ings are worth little. These things are to move us to godly action.

Toward the end of his life, Moses exhorted the people of Israel 
to remain faithful to God after they entered the Promised Land. If 
they did not, the land would be taken away from them, and they 
would be scattered among the nations. As they suffered in exile, 
however, they could turn back to God. And if they did so with all 
their heart, they would find God again: “But from there you will 
seek the lOrD your God, and you will find Him if you seek Him 
with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deuteronomy 4:29).

To seek God with the “whole heart” means, primarily, to seek 
Him with complete sincerity. But God gave us hearts with more 
than one dimension, and we were designed to seek Him in all of 
these. Is this not also what wholeheartedness means? To give God 
less than all three — our intellect, our emotions, and our will — is 
to be less than a whole person.

Man was made to know good with his mind, to desire it with his
affections once he knows it, and to cleave to it with his will

once he has felt its attraction.

J .  i .  p a c k e r
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tenDer hearts

“. . . because your heart was tender, and you humbled yourself before the 
lOrD when you heard what I spoke against this place and against its 

inhabitants, that they would become a desolation and a curse, and you tore 
your clothes and wept before Me, I also have heard you,” says the lOrD.

2 Kings 22:19

it is Our chOices that DeterMine Our character, anD One 
very critical chOice is whether tO have a heart that is 

“tenDer” with respect tO gOD. Although we have minds that 
are capable of knowing God, this knowledge is not automatic. We 
have to choose to be receptive and responsive. Evidently Josiah 
had made such a choice, and it is a wonderful thing that God said 
about him: “You humbled yourself . . . when you heard what I 
spoke.” On the other hand, no sadder thing can be said than the 
verdict pronounced by God upon certain ones in Isaiah’s day: 
“When I called, you did not answer; when I spoke, you did not 
hear” (Isaiah 65:12). To fail to respond to God is a serious failure.

If we may use the word “impressionable” in a positive sense, 
that is what the tender heart is. Like clay that is soft enough to 
receive an impression, the tender heart is capable of being “im-
pressed,” or influenced, by God. It feels and responds naturally. 
The tender heart can be touched. It is moved by the things it 
should be moved by. To have such a heart is to have chosen to be 
responsive to God and receptive to the words He has spoken.

Some, however, have a heart that is “past feeling” (Ephesians 
4:19). This sort of heart is without “natural affection” (Romans 1:31 
KJV), and is not “easy to be entreated” (James 3:17 KJV). Having 
lost its sensitivity by repeated refusals to respond, the hard heart 
can no longer be touched or affected by stimuli that once would 
have moved it quite easily. It’s difficult to imagine a more serious 
problem than this condition of character (Romans 2:5).

In God’s providence, each of us is confronted each day with 
facts that ought to move us. Whether we are willing to be moved is a 
question of character, and such questions of character demand our 
most sober attention. The whole issue of spiritual growth hangs 
in the balance as we make the daily decisions that determine our 
responsiveness, the sensitivity of our hearts.

What is this darkness? What is its name? Call it an aptitude 
for sensitivity. Call it a rich sensitivity which will make you whole. 

Call it your potential for vulnerability.

M e i s t e r  e c k h a r t
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emPtIness

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Matthew 5:3

there is nO place in gOD’s kingDOM FOr thOse whO reFuse 
tO recOgnize their spiritual pOverty. Although we can’t 

see the depth of our need as fully as God sees it, we certainly can 
see something of it if we open our eyes. The kingdom is for the 
honest. If we pretend to be full even though we are empty, our 
seeking of God will come to no good end.

As individual human beings, we are desperate to believe two 
things: (1) that we are worth something, and (2) that we are going 
to have what we need. Larry Crabb has helpfully described these 
as needs for significance and security. We simply do not have any 
deeper needs. On an average day, most of our time is spent pursu-
ing these things, and we’ve been endlessly creative in our efforts 
to get them on our own, apart from God. It turns out, however, 
that He is the only real source of significance and security open 
to us. And not only that, His plan requires us to admit the total 
failure of our own previous attempts at these things.

Yet rather than abandon our futile attempts to fill our own 
needs, we often try to bring these with us when we come to God, 
as if we think we’ve been partially successful in filling ourselves 
up and we just need God to supply the last little bit. This problem 
of coming to God thinking we are already partly full is an old 
problem. Concerning some, Paul said, “For I bear them witness 
that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. For 
they being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and seeking to estab-
lish their own righteousness, have not submitted to the righteous-
ness of God” (Romans 10:2,3). It is hard to admit the failure of our 
own systems and to come to God with a brokenhearted sense of 
our need, our poverty, and our emptiness.

But as painful as it is to admit our total bankruptcy before 
God, there is no other way to be receptive to Him. “In my hand no 
price I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling” (Augustus M. Toplady). 
It is only when our vessel has been drained of its last dregs that it 
is ready to be filled anew. “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs 
is the kingdom of heaven.”

Only those who see themselves as utterly destitute 
can fully appreciate the grace of God.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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moveD By GratItuDe to seek anD to serve

And Jesus answered and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to 
you.” So he said, “Teacher, say it.” “There was a certain creditor who had two 
debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. And when they 

had nothing with which to repay, he freely forgave them both. Tell Me, 
therefore, which of them will love him more?” Luke 7:40-42

gratituDe FOr gOD’s FOrgiveness is a pOwerFul FOrce that 
MOves us in the DirectiOn OF truth anD gOODness. To the 

extent that we’re aware of the magnitude of our sins and the love 
that had to be shown by God to make their forgiveness possible, 
we will be motivated both to seek Him and to serve Him. If our 
motivation toward God is not what it should be, here is the key to 
progress: we must increase our love by increasing our gratitude.

Paul spoke of the “constraining” or “compelling” effect of 
Christ’s love for us. “For the love of Christ compels us, because 
we judge thus: that if One died for all, then all died; and He died 
for all, that those who live should live no longer for themselves, 
but for Him who died for them and rose again” (2 Corinthians 
5:14,15). And the love of Christ is that which compels us even 
before we’ve been forgiven of our sins. It is our recognition of His 
love and our joyous anticipation of gratitude to Him that move us 
to respond to the gospel in the first place.

It is important to remember the proper order of these things. 
God’s love comes first, and then our gratitude and love. If we’re 
not careful, we may lapse into thinking that God confers forgive-
ness upon us because we are those who love Him. However, 
just the opposite is true. “Love is not the cause of forgiveness. 
Forgiveness causes love. The more we are forgiven, the more we 
love” (William Tyndale). John said simply, “In this is love, not that 
we loved God, but that He loved us” (1 John 4:10). “We love Him 
because He first loved us” (1 John 4:19).

In general, gratitude comes from a sense of our emptiness and 
need. If we’re proud and self-sufficient, and if we suppose there is 
little about us to be forgiven, then there will be little gratitude in 
us — and consequently little love, little seeking of God, and little 
in the way of service to Him. Without the power of gratitude, we 
fight a losing battle.

A true Christian is a man who never for a moment forgets 
what God has done for him in Christ, and whose whole comportment 

and whole activity have their root in the sentiment of gratitude.

J O h n  b a i l l i e
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aCtIve love anD the knowleDGe of GoD

He who does not love does not know God, for God is love. 1 John 4:8

we are cOnstantly reMinDeD in the scriptures tO keep Our 
search FOr gOD cOnnecteD tO Our Daily interactiOn 

with the peOple arOunD us. Confident answers to our questions 
about God can’t always be found by philosophical inquiry alone. 
We have to take our meditations to work with us and weave them 
into our dealings with other human beings. It is in the giving and 
receiving of love that truth has its best chance to come to the sur-
face and win our conviction.

In matters that relate to God, there is an interesting “back and 
forth” that takes place between our thinking and our doing. Proper 
thinking is necessary for proper doing, of course, and we must 
never forget the primacy of God’s word in determining right con-
duct. But there is also a sense in which proper doing is necessary 
for proper thinking. Our thinking and our doing need each other.

Having lives that are a bit more concrete, common people 
seem to find God more easily than do those who’re more sophisti-
cated (Mark 12:37; 1 Corinthians 1:26). They may lack philosophi-
cal acuity, but down-to-earth people do know about one thing: 
they know about real, practical, everyday love. They know how to 
love a God whom they’ve not seen because they know how to love 
other folks whom they have seen. And this is consistent with John’s 
statement, “If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he 
is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, 
how can he love God whom he has not seen?” (1 John 4:20).

Suppose that I have been agonizing privately over some dark 
question concerning God. It is entirely appropriate — indeed it is 
essential — that I search the Scriptures carefully and that I spend 
much time meditating on the matter. But suppose that after long 
labor in the realm of study, thought, and even prayer, I am still 
perplexed. My neighbor cannot cut his grass because he is needed 
at the bedside of his wife who is dying of cancer. There is at least 
some likelihood that the answers that have eluded me in the 
library will come to me in the toolshed as I prepare to do for my 
neighbor what he needs me to do for him.

He who desires to see the living God face to face should not seek Him
in the empty firmament of his mind, but in human love.

F e O D O r  D O s t O e v s k y
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sInCerely settInG our hearts on GoD

Behold, You desire truth in the inward parts,
And in the hidden part You will make me to know wisdom.

Psalm 51:6

iF we Deal with gOD at all, we Must Deal with hiM in gOOD 
Faith. Our approach to Him must be sincere and straightfor-

ward. To the best of our ability, we must really and truly want 
from God what our approach to Him seems to say that we want.

Most people are aware that the strongest language in the 
Scriptures is directed against hypocrisy. We recall, for example, 
Jesus’ exposé of the Pharisees: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 
hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which indeed ap-
pear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s bones 
and all uncleanness. Even so you also outwardly appear righteous 
to men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness” 
(Matthew 23:27,28). Yet while we wince every time we read these 
words, we don’t normally see ourselves as being guilty of the sin 
they condemn. We’re not everything we should be, but we’re not 
guilty of such blatant deceit, at least not intentionally.

But hypocrisy wears many masks, and it can creep into our 
character quite subtly. If we say we seek God and we engage in 
outward actions that appear to be those of a seeker, the implica-
tion of all this is that we desire God — for His own sake, as He 
truly is, and on whatever terms He stipulates. Unfortunately, we 
often have something less in mind. All we really want from God, 
much of the time, is just a little help adjusting our outward lives 
to the prevailing social standards of goodness. What He desires, 
however, is to adjust our inward lives to His eternal standards of 
truth, which is a very different thing. If we really have no intention 
of going where we know God is headed, what does that say about 
our seeking of Him?

God is not to be mocked. He cannot be manipulated. There 
is no possibility of deceiving Him about our intentions when we 
come before Him. As “the God of truth” (Isaiah 65:16), He requires 
that our actions truthfully reflect our desire and that our true de-
sire be nothing less than conformity — body, soul, and spirit — to 
the realities of His truth.

Sincerity is the prime requisite in every approach to the God who requires
“truth in the inward parts” and who hates all hypocrisy, falsehood, and deceit.

g e O F F r e y  b .  w i l s O n
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our Casual reQuests for GoD’s Costly GraCe

You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss,
that you may spend it on your pleasures. James 4:3

FrOM gOD’s perspective, Our expectatiOns OF hiM Must OFten 
seeM quite careless. We have no adequate idea of His grace or 

His eternal purposes, and so we make claims upon Him so casu-
ally that we come close to being flippant and disrespectful. God’s 
goodness is indeed a treasury of wonderful riches. But it was not 
set up to fund the removal of every little inconvenience from our 
lives in this world. We need to be careful what we ask for and 
why. God’s grace is not to be taken lightly.

Imagine that a loving, wise parent has made excruciating sac-
rifices for a son or a daughter to go to college. The parent is then 
disheartened to receive frivolous “Send more money!” messages 
when the student’s lifestyle indicates that there’s little apprecia-
tion for what had to take place for those funds to be made avail-
able. In a much more profound way, God must find it disturbing 
to receive casual “Help me with this problem!” messages from us, 
when it is obvious that we’re out of touch with the reality of what 
had to be sacrificed to make our prayers possible.

The more serious aspect of the problem is that we see the 
Cross as little more than our ticket to a trouble-free life. Not only 
do we underestimate the cost of God’s grace, we also fail to appre-
ciate its purpose. The Son of God did not go to the Cross merely 
to purchase our convenience, or even our happiness. No, what 
happened on that dark day was “that God was in Christ reconcil-
ing the world to Himself” (2 Corinthians 5:19). It is not too much 
to say that we should see even the blessing of forgiveness in this 
light. We should not seek to be forgiven merely because it benefits 
us personally. We should seek it because our reconciliation is a 
part of God’s eternal purpose in Christ, the outworking of which 
purpose redounds to “the praise of His glory” (Ephesians 1:12-14). 
The kingdom of heaven is not about us. It is about God. We seek to 
be saved for God’s sake, not our own.

God does not pass out packages of spiritual victory sent special delivery to 
the person who requests them. Your sin cost him the death of his Son; he is 

not about to hand out spiritual bandages. He uses your struggles to give you 
a thorough housecleaning, reorganize your priorities, and make you 

dependent on his grace. There are no cheap, easy miracles. You must want 
spiritual freedom, not merely for your own sake, but for God’s sake as well.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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yIelDInG to GoD

For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain. But if I live on in the 
flesh, this will mean fruit from my labor; yet what I shall choose I cannot 

tell. For I am hard pressed between the two, having a desire to depart and
be with Christ, which is far better. Nevertheless to remain in the flesh

is more needful for you. Philippians 1:21-24

it takes reverence, as well as trust, tO yielD tO the greater 
gOOD OF gOD’s will. Not only does His wisdom know what is 

best, but His love desires what is best. We can take it as a given 
that God will always do what is best in any set of circumstances. 
Unfortunately, the circumstances often involve decisions and 
requests on our part such that doing what is best requires God to 
chasten our demanding spirit, rather than give us blessings that 
He would otherwise be delighted to give.

There are two extremes in prayer. At one extreme, there is the 
person who sees God as an ill-tempered tyrant who begrudges 
every request. This person needs to be encouraged to think of God 
as a Father who is benevolently inclined toward His creatures 
(Matthew 7:11). But at the other extreme is the person who sees 
God as an indulgent deity who exists simply to grant our every 
wish. This person should be reminded to show reverence to God.

Traditionally, the prayer in Matthew 6:9-13 is referred to as 
“The Lord’s Prayer,” and it is certainly a prayer that reflects the 
Lord’s deepest desire with respect to His Father: “Your kingdom 
come. Your will be done.” There is, however, no prayer more 
characteristic of the Lord’s own heart than His anguished cry 
in Gethsemane: “O My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass 
from Me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as You will” (Matthew 
26:39,42). As God’s Son, He “learned obedience” (Hebrews 5:8).

Unlike the Lord, we not only fail to yield submissively to 
God’s will, but we often are so presumptuous as to ask for things 
that are in outright conflict with that will. We do not know how to 
pray as we ought. We need help even in knowing what to ask for. 
Here, then, is an opportunity for us to learn humility. We can defer 
to the Lord and pray for help in our praying. We can pray for Him 
to do whatever, in His wisdom, He sees best.

Not what we wish, but what we need,
Oh! let your grace supply,

The good unasked, in mercy grant;
The ill, though asked, deny.

J a M e s  M e r r i k
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QualItIes that keeP us from GoD’s 
Best BlessInGs

And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in 
knowledge and all discernment, that you may approve the things that 

are excellent, that you may be sincere and without offense till the day of 
Christ, being filled with the fruits of righteousness which are by 

Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God. Philippians 1:9-11

iF we DOn’t DO away with the things that keep Our lOve FrOM 
abOunDing, we cut Ourselves OFF FrOM gOD’s gOODness. We 

need to work on purifying our hearts, so that they become ever-
expanding receptacles for the gifts of God.

Consider the concept of “laziness” in regard to spiritual 
growth. Numerous texts in the Proverbs speak of the general un-
desirability of being a sluggard (Proverbs 6:6-11). But sluggishness 
is more than a minor character flaw. It can kill us spiritually. The 
writer of Hebrews said, “We desire that each one of you show the 
same diligence to the full assurance of hope until the end, that you 
do not become sluggish, but imitate those who through faith and 
patience inherit the promises” (Hebrews 6:11,12).

The church in Ephesus was praised for having been stalwart 
in their defense of the faith and tireless in their work for the Lord 
(Revelation 2:1-3). “Nevertheless,” Christ said, “I have this against 
you, that you have left your first love. Remember therefore from 
where you have fallen; repent and do the first works, or else I will 
come to you quickly and remove your lampstand from its place; 
unless you repent” (Revelation 2:4,5). Having previously loved 
and served the Lord so fervently, a certain coldness had begun 
to restrict their relationship with Him. Unless they took decisive 
steps to correct this problem, it would destroy their fellowship 
with Christ. He would disavow them and disown them.

God has made it possible, through Jesus Christ, for us to have 
a truly rich relationship with Him. But the richness of this relation-
ship can’t be enjoyed if our hearts are held back by indifference 
or inactivity. Loving God is a vigorous transaction, and love’s 
rewards come to those who are reaching forward. May we leave 
behind anything that dilutes our love for God — and anything 
that limits our capacity to receive God’s love for us.

Wake up, believers, from your lowly condition! Throw away your laziness, 
sluggishness, coldness, or whatever is interfering with your pure love for Christ.

c h a r l e s  h a D D O n  s p u r g e O n
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are we BeInG hInDereD 

By Careless thInkInG aBout GoD?

But God be thanked that though you were slaves of sin, yet you obeyed from 
the heart that form of doctrine to which you were delivered. And having 

been set free from sin, you became slaves of righteousness. Romans 6:17,18

cOncepts have cOnsequences in Our lives, anD cOncepts 
OF gOD are the MOst cOnsequential OF all. False infor-

mation about God will mislead us, whereas truthful information 
about Him is a “lamp” to our feet and a “light” to our path (Psalm 
119:105). Christianity is a powerfully transforming force because it 
involves a deep renewal in our thinking (Romans 12:1,2), espe-
cially our thinking about God Himself (John 17:3). Yet long after 
the time when many of us should have experienced quantum 
improvements in the quality of our lives, we still struggle to main-
tain a minimum level of purity and holiness. We stumble as if we 
were walking in the dark. Could it be that our outward actions are 
being produced by inner thinking that is unworthy of God? Are 
we still being hindered by careless thinking about our Creator?

In Romans 6:17,18, Paul expressed gratitude that his readers 
had been “set free from sin.” This, he said, had followed from their 
having “obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine to which you 
were delivered.” Most people think of “doctrine” as nothing more 
than religious theory, and they spend little time with it because 
they feel it is not very practical. But doctrine (which means “in-
struction”) is eminently practical. Without right thinking, there 
simply can be no right practice, at least none that will stand the test 
of time. The entire work of the devil is based on falsehood (John 
8:44; Revelation 12:9), so it should come as no surprise that truth is 
the means by which God undoes that work (John 18:37; Acts 26:18). 
To know God as He truly is, and to base our practical decisions 
on that truth, is to be “set free from sin.” There is no other way to 
make progress. Jesus said it with utter simplicity: “You shall know 
the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).

We should set ourselves the goal of carefully improving our 
thinking about God a little bit each day. There is no question that 
our lives will be governed by some sort of thinking about God. 
The only question is what the quality of that thinking will be.

A thoughtless or uninformed theology grips and guides our life
with just as great force as does a thoughtful and informed one.

D a l l a s  w i l l a r D
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reaDmIttanCe to the knowleDGe of GoD

They shall see His face, and His name shall be on their foreheads. There shall 
be no night there: They need no lamp nor light of the sun, for the Lord God 

gives them light. And they shall reign forever and ever. Revelation 22:4,5

thrOugh Jesus christ, gOD is Making it pOssible FOr huMan 
beings tO have again the knOwleDge OF hiM that was lOst 

in the Fall. Contrary to what the tempter had promised, Adam 
and Eve found that asserting their independence from God’s 
will did not gain them a knowledge equal to God’s. Instead, they 
found themselves driven from God’s presence and cut off from 
what knowledge they had previously enjoyed. Soon they and their 
descendants had lost all but a fading memory of the face-to-face 
know  ledge of God that Eden had provided.

But although the Fall resulted in the plunging of the human 
race into spiritual and moral darkness, God began almost immedi-
ately to re-enlighten the world concerning Himself. Little by little, 
and in various ways, God began to reveal Himself. This process 
of progressive revelation stretched over many centuries, until 
finally it was time for God to take upon Himself the form of flesh 
and blood and reveal Himself to the world in the person of Jesus 
Christ (Galatians 4:4; Colossians 1:15).

The writer of Hebrews said, “God, who at various times and 
in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, 
has in these last days spoken to us by His Son” (Hebrews 1:1,2). 
As God Incarnate, Jesus Christ is “the brightness of His glory and 
the express image of His person” (Hebrews 1:3). The apostle John 
wrote, “No one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, 
who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him” (John 
1:18). And Jesus Himself said, “He who has seen Me has seen the 
Father” (John 14:9). Through Christ we can come to know God.

Yet even in Christ, it is still not possible for us right now to see 
and know God as Adam and Eve did. But Jesus said, “Blessed are 
the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). The hope 
of Christianity is that, through Christ, what was lost in the Fall can 
actually be regained. The time comes when those who have truly 
sought God “shall see His face” (Revelation 22:4).

Today I am one day nearer home than ever before. One day nearer the 
dawning when the fog will lift, mysteries clear, and all question marks 

straighten up into exclamation points! I shall see the King!

v a n c e  h a v n e r
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aBle to see GoD’s Glory

And [Moses] said, “Please, show me Your glory.” Then He said, “I will make 
all My goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim the name of the lOrD 

before you. I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will have 
compassion on whom I will have compassion.” But He said, “You cannot see 

My face; for no man shall see Me, and live.” Exodus 33:18-20

huMan beings lOng tO see the glOry OF their creatOr. This 
longing may be buried beneath many layers of self-will and 

confusion, but it is there. To see the radiant face of our God would 
be the most profoundly fulfilling joy our minds could imagine, or 
our hearts could experience. To receive this glory from God and 
then reflect it back to Him in love and gratitude — these are the 
very purposes for which we were created.

But we live in a broken world where this joy is not fully pos-
sible. Even those who are willing to receive redemption from the 
sins that have cut them off from God can only enjoy in this world a 
fellowship that is a foretaste of heaven. The joy of this preliminary 
fellowship is great (1 John 1:1-4), but at best it is only a foretaste. 
We long for something more, and we long for it so intensely that 
we can be said to “groan” for it. Comparing our earthly bodies 
to a tent, the temporary dwelling of a nomad, Paul wrote to the 
Christians in Corinth, “For we know that if our earthly house, this 
tent, is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made 
with hands, eternal in the heavens. For in this we groan, earnestly 
desiring to be clothed with our habitation which is from heaven” 
(2 Corinthians 5:1,2). In this body, we groan, longing for God!

“Please show me Your glory,” Moses begged God. And while 
God knew that Moses in his present condition could not survive 
such an experience, He was sympathetic to Moses’ desire, for that 
is the desire of all who’ve been created in His image. To those who 
are willing to come to Him in His Son, ready to trust Him and 
obey His word, God is willing to grant as much of Himself as can 
be granted in our frailty. But we desire more. And much more will 
be possible, in His time. When we’ve been made able to see His 
glory, His face we shall behold. This is what will make heaven, 
heaven. We “rejoice in hope of the glory of God” (Romans 5:2).

Come, Lord, when grace has made me meet, thy blessed face to see;
For if thy work on earth be sweet, what will thy glory be!
My knowledge of that life is small, the eye of faith is dim;

But ‘tis enough that Christ knows all, and I shall be with him.

r i c h a r D  b a x t e r
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love, oBey, worshIP

But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship 
the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to worship Him. 

John 4:23

there are three key cOncepts that suMMarize Our privi-
leges anD Our respOnsibilities with respect tO gOD: we are 

tO lOve hiM, Obey hiM, anD wOrship hiM. Each of these is a pow-
erful concept — but we must be careful about their power. Given 
our tendency to focus on some important things to the exclusion 
of others that are equally important, we need to be warned against 
cutting any of these off from the others. It is only when we pay 
healthy attention to all three that they move us toward the rela-
tionship with God that we desire.

Love. Here is the heart of the matter, as Jesus defined it 
(Matthew 22:34-40). It would be hard to overstate the importance 
of having love as our motive in dealing with God and others. In 
language that is almost astonishing, the apostle Paul wrote, “And 
though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give 
my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me nothing” (1 
Corinthians 13:3). Such is the radical necessity of love.

Obey. As important as love is, all the love that a person might 
have for God would be of little use without obedience. John 
encouraged his fellow Christians, “My little children, let us not 
love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:18). 
And Jesus said, “If you love Me, keep My commandments” (John 
14:15). If our love does not show up in obedience, it can hardly be 
called love. We must always comply with our conscience and obey 
however much of His will we know at the present time.

Worship. Both love and obedience must come together in our 
worship of God. He is seeking those who will worship Him, as 
Jesus said, in “spirit” and in “truth” (John 4:23). We must offer our 
reverence to God from the heart, with genuine love, and we must 
also honor Him by obedient actions that are consistent with His 
truth. But when real love and real obedience come together in real 
worship, we get a taste of what real life would be for a creature 
made in God’s image.

To worship is to quicken the conscience by the holiness of God, to feed the 
mind with the truth of God, to purge the imagination by the beauty of God, 

to open the heart to the love of God, to devote the will to the purpose of God.

w i l l i a M  t e M p l e
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BeyonD ConformIty

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed 
away; behold, all things have become new. 2 Corinthians 5:17

what DOes it take FOr Our character tO be changeD at 
its Deepest level? Christianity has always held that radical 

change in human character is possible, but Christians themselves 
have not always kept their thinking clear about what is involved 
in this change. Certainly there must be a decision to cease from 
sin and to start doing God’s will. Reverent obedience to God’s 
requirements is by no means optional (1 John 1:6). But if real 
change is to take place, our compliance with God’s law must be 
enlivened and empowered by our gratitude for His grace.

In the New Testament, the Pharisees are a case study in what 
can happen when we try to conform to the precepts of God’s law 
without any devotion to God Himself or any honest appreciation 
of our need for His grace. The Pharisees emphasized obedience 
with a zeal that was legendary (Philippians 3:5,6), and yet Jesus 
said to His followers, “Unless your righteousness exceeds the righ-
teousness of the scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter 
the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20). What does this mean? If 
it merely means that we must be more careful or exert more effort 
than the Pharisees, then we have little hope, for they worked at 
commandment-keeping about as hard as anyone can. Instead, we 
must take a different approach to righteousness. Our efforts must 
be of a different kind (Romans 10:3; Philippians 3:8,9).

Beyond conformity, deep inner change requires an actual 
reliance upon God Himself. If all we do is conform to biblical 
precepts, that does not by itself guarantee that we’ll experience 
the richness and power of a transformed heart. In fact, if we don’t 
throw ourselves into an honest love affair with the God of real 
grace, our obedience will feed our pride and actually worsen the 
condition of our heart. The truth is, we can’t be more than imper-
fect instruments of God’s glory right now. The change we need is 
one more radical than we can undergo just yet, and we must be 
willing to wait for our perfection in Christ. In the meantime, being 
a “new creation” in Christ requires that we accept, however pain-
fully to our pride, what grace really means.

Grace is a certain beginning of glory in us.

t h O M a s  a q u i n a s
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when sorrow turns to self-PIty

And Cain said to the lOrD, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! 
Surely You have driven me out this day from the face of the ground; I shall 
be hidden from Your face; I shall be a fugitive and a vagabond on the earth, 
and it will happen that anyone who finds me will kill me.” Genesis 4:13,14

all whO live in this wOrlD will have tO Deal with sOrrOw. 
It is inevitable. In an environment where sin is a reality, the 

temporal consequences of sin are unavoidable — and since sorrow 
is one of those consequences, we shall have to deal with it sooner 
or later. The only question is how we shall do so. It’s important to 
keep our sorrow from turning into what is called “the sorrow of 
the world” (2 Corinthians 7:10). This is the sorrow that wallows 
selfishly in its own misery. It does not confront sin in a godly way.

Two things are needed to keep our sorrow from turning into 
self-pity: reverence and gratitude. When we are passing through 
any bitterness of spirit, we must maintain a humble respect for the 
greatness of God as our Creator, and we must not cease to thank 
Him for all that is right, despite whatever has gone wrong. Even 
when the sun is shining, we find it challenging to be as reverent 
and as grateful as we ought to be. However, when the darkness 
closes in, keeping our thinking clear about God can seem so dif-
ficult that we despair. We give in to “the sorrow of the world.”

Failures of reverence and gratitude should be seen as failures 
of perspective. When pain focuses our attention on some small 
part of reality, we tend to lose touch with the larger truths. This is 
no trivial thing, however. If we refuse to acknowledge the whole 
truth about God, that refusal can cost us our souls (Romans 1:18-
21). God is greater than our woes, and whatever the immediate 
cause for our sorrow, we simply can’t afford to forget the clear 
tokens of God’s greatness and goodness in the wider world.

Edmund Spenser wrote of the miserable fellow who finds 
himself “dying each day with inward wounds of Dolour’s dart.” 
The sorrow of the world is deadly because it indulges in self-
justification. It fuels resentment and resistance to God. Like Cain, 
the self-pitying soul feels no genuine remorse for evil. He merely 
whines, “My punishment is greater than I can bear!”

He lies pitying himself, hoping and moaning to himself; he yearneth
over himself; his bowels are even melted within him, to think what he 

suffers; he is not ashamed to weep over himself.

c h a r l e s  l a M b
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freeDom from the fear of sufferInG

Do not fear any of those things which you are about to suffer. Indeed,
the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, 

and you will have tribulation ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will
give you the crown of life. Revelation 2:10

because OF christ’s triuMphant resurrectiOn, it is pOssible 
FOr us tO eMbrace Our Own suFFering with acceptance 

anD cOurage. To those who have made the choice to be faithful to 
Him, Christ is able to say, “Do not fear any of those things which 
you are about to suffer.” This freedom is truly a great gift.

Similar admonitions to courage, often put in the form of a 
command, are found on many pages of Scripture. For example, 
God said to Israel, “Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, 
for I am your God. I will strengthen you, yes, I will help you, I will 
uphold you with My righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10). And the 
exhortation to courage is always grounded in the sovereign great-
ness of God. He is greater than any earthly thing that may threaten 
to overthrow us. “In God I have put my trust; I will not be afraid. 
What can man do to me?” (Psalm 56:11).

There is, however, a tendency for us to react with shame 
when we read in the Scriptures what our attitude toward suffering 
should be. We know that we have on many occasions been afraid 
to suffer, and we feel ashamed and frustrated that our confidence 
in God is not any stronger than it is. What can help us? One sug-
gestion is to think in terms of “releasing” our fears. Rather than 
seeing courage as a burden we must pick up and carry, we can 
think of fear as a burden we’re free to lay down. We don’t have to 
be held back by fear. We can let go of the weight of anxiety we’ve 
dragged around with us for all these years.

Christ having conquered the cause of our suffering, we can be 
strengthened, rather than broken, by whatever we suffer. He did 
not die to prevent us from being hurt, but to free us from fear, tast-
ing death that He might “release those who through fear of death 
were all their lifetime subject to bondage” (Hebrews 2:15). So we 
need not hesitate to drink any cup that life sets before us. We have 
better things to do than to be constantly running away from pain.

The truth that many people never understand, until it is too late, is that
the more you try to avoid suffering the more you suffer because

smaller and more insignificant things begin to torture you
in proportion to your fear of being hurt.

t h O M a s  M e r t O n
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Inner strenGth, Inner lIGht

. . . that you may walk worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing Him, being fruitful 
in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God; strengthened 

with all might, according to His glorious power, for all patience and 
longsuffering with joy. Colossians 1:10,11

the beauty OF strOng inner character is MOst clearly seen 
During tiMes OF DiFFiculty. Just as it is true that hardship 

builds character, it is also true that hardship demonstrates char-
acter that has already been built. And one of life’s most refresh-
ing experiences is to see someone show unexpected dignity and 
strength in the face of pain, demonstrating far more character than 
we ever thought they possessed. Most people are stronger than 
we think they are — and often stronger than they think they are. 
Difficulty gives us a glimpse of what people are actually made of.

But how is “difficulty” to be defined? It should be seen as 
any circumstance in which honor calls on us to think, say, or do 
something that requires extra effort. When the right thing and the 
easy thing are not the same thing, “difficulty” is what we face. 
And looking at it this way, we can see that there are many more 
difficulties in life than the obvious ones, such as pain, grief, and 
fear. Indeed, comfortable circumstances face us with some of life’s 
most difficult choices. Living in an age when there is more ease 
to be enjoyed than ever before, we probably have to deal with 
more “positive” difficulty than we do that of a “negative” nature. 
It takes just as much character to deal honorably with affluence 
as it does with poverty, and there is much to be said for learning 
“how to abound” (Philippians 4:12). But whether confronted with 
the difficulties of prosperity or pain, our character is shown by the 
choices we make between the easy and the honorable.

Interacting superficially with people as we often do, we don’t 
know what real strength of character they may have. Perhaps we 
don’t know ourselves in this respect either. It may take some ad-
verse experience for us to learn how strong we are and how strong 
we wish to be. Our desire should be to acquire such true strength 
of inward character that difficulty will not defeat us but only make 
us more decisive.

People are like stained-glass windows; they sparkle and shine
when the sun is out, but when the darkness sets in their
true beauty is revealed only if there is light from within.

e l i s a b e t h  k ü b l e r - r O s s
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our stewarDshIP of GoD’s helP

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies 
and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our tribulation, that we may 

be able to comfort those who are in any trouble, with the comfort with which 
we ourselves are comforted by God. 2 Corinthians 1:3,4

althOugh gOD’s giFts are given FOr Our Own beneFit, 
they’re alsO given FOr the beneFit OF Others. There is an 

important sense in which the good things of God have been given 
to us as a stewardship or a trust. We’ve been entrusted with these 
things on the assumption that they’re to be used to accomplish His 
purposes. It is a serious misappropriation of God’s grace to spend 
it all on endeavors that are simply self-centered.

Even when we see the importance of seeking God, we often 
don’t see the importance of our motives in seeking Him. Yet this is 
a matter that must be carefully considered. When we seek God, 
why do we do so? Is it, first and foremost, in order to be rightly 
related to Him so that we can make the contribution He wants 
us to make within the web of relationships we’re a part of? Or is 
it simply to get what we want for ourselves so we can have the 
kind of life we prefer? No matter how diligently we seek God, the 
outcome will always hinge on our motives. God’s blessings must 
be seen as furthering His purposes, not our own agenda.

One of the most impressive things about the apostle Paul was 
the purity of his motives in helping others. Toward the end of his 
life he wrote to one church, “For I am hard pressed between the 
two, having a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far 
better. Nevertheless to remain in the flesh is more needful for you” 
(Philippians 1:23,24). And to another church, he simply said, “I 
will very gladly spend and be spent for your souls” (2 Corinthians 
12:15). It’s no coincidence that a man with this kind of motivation 
found himself endowed with great resources from God.

Concerning Himself, Jesus said, “The Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for 
many” (Matthew 20:28). As He carried out His mission, there were 
times when He needed support and sustenance. We read of a time 
when “angels came and ministered to Him” (Matthew 4:11). He 
never failed to be helped when He needed help, because He never 
failed to use His Father’s gifts for their proper purpose.

God comforts us not to make us comfortable but to make us comforters.

J O h n  h e n r y  J O w e t t
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the Door Is CloseD to the unforGIvInG sPIrIt

For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also 
forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your 

Father forgive your trespasses. Matthew 6:14,15

in OrDer tO seek gOD with hOnesty anD integrity, we Must 
reMOve anger anD resentMent FrOM Our hearts. There is 

nothing that will keep us away from God more certainly than a 
failure to forgive those who have wronged us. Jesus said simply, 
“If you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your 
Father forgive your trespasses” (Matthew 6:15). It is only the mer-
ciful who will receive mercy (Matthew 5:7; James 2:13).

A truly merciful spirit involves more than the grudging for-
giveness of others when they come to us and beg for grace. Jesus 
called upon us to be people of such character that we will not rest 
until broken relationships are mended, even if we have to be the 
ones who take the initiative. Whether the relationship has been 
broken by our own sin, the other party has sinned against us, or 
there are sins on both sides that need to be forgiven, in all cases 
we are to seek out the other person and do all we can to repair the 
breach (Matthew 5:23,24; 18:15). Paul wrote, “If it is possible, as 
much as depends on you, live peaceably with all men” (Romans 
12:18). And mark it well: “if it is possible, as much as depends on 
you” requires the doing of much more than we think is “neces-
sary.” If God had thought of nothing more than what He “had” 
to do, He certainly would not have given His Son’s life to make 
possible the mending of our relationship with Him. It was, after 
all, we who had broken the relationship, yet His love did not com-
plain about having to do more than was “necessary” to fix it.

But we should be extremely careful. In our conflicts with oth-
ers, we may be wrong about who it is who actually needs forgiveness. If 
we think we’re generous enough to confer forgiveness, we need to 
beware of pride and faulty judgments. Our view of what needs to 
be fixed may be seriously out of sync with the way God sees it. So 
having a forgiving spirit means not only that we’re willing to for-
give the other person; it may mean adjusting our concept of what 
is actually broken about the relationship. Humility may mean 
reversing the direction of the forgiveness — seeking the forgiveness 
of the very person that we, at first, thought needed our forgiveness.

No prayers can be heard which do not come from a forgiving heart.

J .  c .  r y l e
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on not seekInG more than we neeD

Give us this day our daily bread.
Matthew 6:11

Faith Means having the cOnFiDence tO ask gOD FOr Our 
neeDs — anD the trust tO ask hiM FOr nO MOre than we 

neeD. We must resist the hoarding instinct. It is enough that He 
gives us just the help we need today; we need not demand that 
today’s storehouse also be stocked with everything we might need 
tomorrow. Tomorrow’s needs will be tended to when the time 
comes, and faith is willing to leave all of that in God’s hands.

In the story of God’s provision of manna for Israel during 
their wilderness wandering, we get an interesting picture of how 
faith is supposed to work. Enough manna was provided for them 
to eat each day, but they were strictly forbidden to gather more 
than one day’s supply (Exodus 16:16-21). In this way, God was 
teaching them to trust Him for all their needs, spiritual as well as 
physical, one day at a time (Deuteronomy 8:3).

When tomorrow finally gets here, what we often find is that 
the resources we end up needing are not nearly as great as those 
we thought we’d need. Most of the troubles we worry about never 
materialize. It was Mark Twain who had the honesty to say, “I 
am an old man and have known a great many troubles, most of 
which never happened.” What if God had gone ahead and paid 
the premiums yesterday on all the insurance we thought we’d 
need against today’s problems? The truth is, we would have been 
supplied with resources far in excess of those we actually needed 
when today came. God is not so wasteful of His grace as to spend 
it in this way, heaping blessing upon blessing simply to satisfy our 
shortsighted demands for “security.”

To take each day as it comes requires a trust that is truly child-
like. This youthful willingness to be dependent is so simple, and yet 
as tough-minded adults, it is so hard for us to maintain. We lose 
far too many of today’s advantages worrying about the imagined 
disadvantages of tomorrow. Yet in our quest for security, God is 
still asking us to trust Him. He desires that we relish the momen-
tary joys and savor the supply of just this day’s needs.

Be content to be a child, and let the Father proportion out daily to thee
what light, what power, what exercises, what straits, what fears,

what troubles he sees fit for thee.

i s a a c  p e n i n g t O n
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somethInG Greater than Greatness

Buy the truth, and do not sell it,
Also wisdom and instruction and understanding.

Proverbs 23:23

there is an OutwarD-reaching iMpulse sOMewhere in the 
heart OF every persOn. It is less evident in some people’s 

lives, but it is never completely absent. Even when a person’s 
circumstances have stifled this urge, it often takes only a slight 
change to release it. By nature, we desire to move toward things 
we’ve not yet reached, even if we’re not sure what those things 
should be. We are beings who aspire. We stretch outward, seeking 
to make some sort of connection to realities outside of ourselves.

But even as we reach for a greater experience of life, we 
discover an irony: the harder we strive for the good things in 
this world, the more they elude us (Ecclesiastes 1:2,3). The more 
we make these things our main pursuit, the more their goodness 
seems to slip out of our grasp. What we need, as Stephen R. Covey 
suggests, is not a map, but a compass. Instead of seeking this or 
that predetermined path to happiness, we need to seek truth, aim-
ing in all situations to align ourselves with true-north principles. 
As we do this, we find that our path turns out to be more satisfy-
ing and more interesting than any we had imagined.

Human greatness consists not of any specific set of endow-
ments or accomplishments, but of a life based upon truth. Such 
a life is within the reach of every human being, whether one is 
“great” or “small” in the eyes of the world. Historically, those 
who’ve lived life in its authentic fullness have always been distin-
guished by two traits, both related to truth: (1) they’ve been thank-
ful for the truth about who they were as unique creatures of God, 
and (2) in their relationship to everything else God has created, 
they’ve honored the truth about those things also. God has placed 
within us the desire to reach outside of ourselves and to be con-
nected both to Him and to what He’s created. If what we most de-
sire is a truthful connection to Him and to our surroundings, then 
there will be for us a quite comfortable sense of genuine greatness: 
the pleasure of filling precisely the role God had in mind for us, 
within the larger scheme of His great creation.

If any man seeks for greatness, let him forget greatness and ask
for truth, and he will find both.

h O r a c e  M a n n
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one thInG we must always Do

This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the lOrD. So when I 
saw it, I fell on my face, and I heard a voice of One speaking. And He said to 
me, “Son of man, stand on your feet, and I will speak to you.” Ezekiel 1:28-2:1

nO Matter what uncertainty May assail us, we Must nOt 
Fail tO listen tO gOD in every circuMstance. We do not 

know what tomorrow will bring or how God’s purposes will 
unfold. What may come to pass even five minutes from now is 
largely beyond our foresight. Yet when we are bewildered and 
when fear threatens to obstruct our obedience, we can listen to 
what God has said. Even if we see no connection between what 
we think we need to hear and what God has actually said, we can 
choose to maintain reverence. We can listen to God.

Fear can be looked at from many different perspectives, but 
one thing we should never forget is that fear is basically a feeling 
or a mood. Like all other feelings, fear grows out of our thinking; 
it is an emotional response to the way we are looking at a given 
subject. Sometimes fear is a reasonable, understandable response, 
and sometimes it is not. But in either case, fear is a feeling that 
should not be allowed to overthrow our faith. Our faith should 
be based on careful thinking (in perhaps less emotional moments) 
about what is most likely true, and this foundation should be solid 
enough to withstand the emotional waves that are sure to beat 
against it from time to time. “Faith,” C. S. Lewis said, “is the art 
of holding on to things your reason has once accepted, in spite of 
your changing moods.” We can make choices concerning our faith 
that will make it more durable and stable.

There will be many days when unanswered questions seem to 
hinder us. God’s silence can be unsettling, it is true. And yet, God 
has spoken on every issue which He deems needful for us, and 
this should make a difference in the management of our emotions.  
“In the midst of your doubts, don’t forget how many of the im-
portant questions God does answer” (Verne Becker). Our response 
both to fear and to our ignorance in certain areas should be simple 
reverence — reverence that is determined and decisive. Whatever 
may happen or not happen, whatever we may know or not know, 
we must always say, “Speak, Lord, for Your servant hears.”

Even in the grip of a terror rooted in our ignorance of God’s design for our 
lives, we can resolve to hear the message every time we have to hear it.

p a u l  c i h O l a s
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a faIth strenGtheneD By DouBt

And the Lord said, “Simon, Simon! Indeed, Satan has asked for you,
that he may sift you as wheat. But I have prayed for you,

that your faith should not fail; and when you have returned to Me, 
strengthen your brethren.” Luke 22:31,32

DOubt is nOt necessarily the eneMy OF Faith. When we 
pass through the wastelands of doubt and our faith falters, 

or perhaps even fails, it is possible to respond to doubt in such a 
way that our faith later becomes more vibrant. And a faith that has 
been invigorated in this way is not only of more value to our-
selves; it is of exceedingly more value to those around us.

Kahlil Gibran, the Syrian-born mystic poet, said, “Doubt is a 
pain too lonely to know that faith is his twin brother.” When we 
reflect on the matter, we realize that this is true. Both faith and 
doubt deal with the unseen. They both confront questions that, at 
least for the time being, have no complete answer. In the face of 
these questions, faith mellows our doubt with reverence and grati-
tude, and doubt makes our faith more experienced and mature. 
It is doubt, properly dealt with, that takes our faith out of the nurs-
ery and into the real world.

The person who has never doubted may have a faith that is 
quite genuine; his or her faith may, in fact, please God. But rela-
tively speaking, that person’s faith requires less trust than that of 
the one who has survived seasons of doubt.

To see this point, compare faith to courage. Courage is not the 
absence of fear, but rather the doing of what is right while one is 
experiencing fear. While it may be possible to speak of the courage 
of one who has never faced any significant danger and therefore 
has never had much reason to be afraid, how much more admira-
ble is the bravery of the person who has really struggled (and not 
always successfully) against both danger and fear! Similarly, those 
who know the most about faith are often those who have had the 
most experience with doubt.

Real faith has no need to pretend or run away from difficulty. 
Instead, faith embraces doubt with honesty, recognizing that 
troubling questions are inevitable in a world where our sins have 
hidden God’s face from us. Doubts are what make faith, faith.

Isolation has led me to reflection, reflection to doubt,
doubt to a more sincere and intelligent love of God.

M a r i e  l e n é r u
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the GoD who waIts for our return

Thus says the lOrD: “Will they fall and not rise?
Will one turn away and not return?” Jeremiah 8:4

One OF the wOnDrOus aspects OF gOD’s character is the 
lOve with which he waits FOr us tO turn back tO hiM. 

Only He could have made it possible for us to return, of course, 
but since He has done so, a failure to return is contrary to all wis-
dom, and even to common sense. Listen to the words with which 
God implored Judah in Jeremiah’s day: “People of Jerusalem, 
when you stumble and fall, you get back up, and if you take a 
wrong road, you turn around and go back. So why do you refuse 
to come back to me? Why do you hold so tightly to your false 
gods?” (Jeremiah 8:4,5 Contemporary English Version).

The God who waits for our return is a God who has promised 
us forgiveness. We can’t fathom the value of what He had to sac-
rifice to make this forgiveness available, but we can stand in awe 
of the sacrifice and its underlying love. More than that, we can 
determine that our gratitude will be shown in our deeds. We can 
turn back to God, grounding all our hopes in the goodness of His 
character and living out the balance of our days in commitment to 
His truth. However foolishly we have forsaken Him, God remains 
the God He has always been. Long ago He revealed Himself to 
Moses as “the lOrD, the lOrD God, merciful and gracious, long-
suffering, and abounding in goodness and truth, keeping mercy 
for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin . . .” 
(Exodus 34:6,7). “To the Lord our God belong mercy and forgive-
ness, though we have rebelled against Him” (Daniel 9:9).

But the God who waits for our return is also a God who has 
promised us rest, and rest is surely what we need. Although we 
were designed for joy, most of us have worn ourselves out in 
counterfeit pleasures and substitute satisfactions. Hardly even 
knowing what we were looking for, we’ve been looking for joy 
in all the wrong places, and with truly tragic results. Our foolish-
ness has worn us out. But God has made possible our return to 
Him, and it’s only in such a return that the prospect of real joy can 
spring to life. Here is where our homesick hearts should come to 
rest. Here, at last, is where we find a perfect Friend.

There can be no happiness equal to the joy
of finding a heart that understands.

v i c t O r  r O b i n s O l l
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lonGInG for lost fellowshIP

This I know, that in my flesh I shall see God,
Whom I shall see for myself,

And my eyes shall behold, and not another.
How my heart yearns within me!

Job 19:26,27

sin separates us FrOM all we were Meant tO lOve, anD in 
Our separateness we lOng FOr what we’ve lOst. Alienated 

from God, from other people, and even from the natural world 
around us, we live within the walls of a lonely prison. We faintly 
“remember” walking in the garden with our God, Friend with 
friend — and we vaguely dream of doing that again.

Satan tempted us to believe that self-rule was a wise choice. 
He said it would lead to a better life than God’s law would allow. 
But Satan lied, and things didn’t work out as he said they would. 
We are the victims of a cruel hoax, a lie concerning God’s law. 
That law does not interfere with anything that could accurately 
be called life. To the contrary, it’s the very thing that would have 
made real life possible! It was meant to connect us to God and our 
fellow creatures in ways that would truly fill us up and provide all 
we were designed to enjoy. When we rebelled against God’s law, 
we disconnected ourselves from the possibility of any real rela-
tionship. And in doing so, we said good-bye to every good thing 
that comes from real relationship.

So for now, even the best of our relationships fall short and 
we can only imagine what it would be like to be perfectly related 
to everyone around us. Even if we allow Christ to bring us into a 
redeemed earthly relationship with God, our connections in this 
world will only be a foretaste of the fellowship that waits for us 
later. Yet this hope is the single thing in life most worthy of our 
pursuit, no matter what lesser things we have to let go of. Hell will 
be a writhing mass of lonely beings, utterly cut off by their own 
choice from anything outside of themselves. None of us really 
want that, and yet we drift toward that destiny by refusing to let 
God lead us out of our isolation and into real relationship. When 
we decide what, if anything, to do about our loneliness, we are 
deciding between life and death.

The deepest need of man is the need to overcome
his separateness, to leave the prison of his aloneness.

e r i c h  F r O M M
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a truth that eaCh one must Deal wIth

Whom have I in heaven but You?
And there is none upon earth that I desire besides You.

My flesh and my heart fail;
But God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.

Psalm 73:25,26

when we lOOk at the Matter hOnestly, we can see that 
everything cOMes DOwn tO One siMple truth. The time 

comes when every other reality drops away and we’re confronted 
with the stark simplicity of this fact: we have no one but God, and 
because of our sin, we are cut off even from Him. This is a truth each 
one of us must deal with sooner or later. We may or may not deal 
wisely with it, but deal with it we must. God is waiting for us to 
do so. True religion has a chance to arise in our hearts when, as 
solitary beings, we confess how empty we are without God.

Most of us spend our lives leaning on props. We instinctively 
sense the need for “relationship” to other beings, but we foolishly 
build our relationships on the shifting sands of false principles. 
Feeling the urge to “do” something, we throw ourselves into a 
fury of daily activity. And driven to “acquire,” we heap up for 
ourselves a horde of assets and possessions. Our relationships, our 
activities, and our possessions — these become our props. And de-
spite their undependability, they become the sum and substance of 
our lives. After a while, we can hardly see how totally we’ve come 
to lean on these things. We’re hiding from the truth, of course, but 
as long as our props are in place, we don’t worry about our alien-
ation. Deep down, our hearts are a lonely void, but we’re simply 
too busy to think about it very much.

But what do we do when all the props are taken away? What 
do we do when we stand alone, nakedly individual before our 
God, with every other choice stripped away from us except our 
choice concerning God Himself? Do we choose to turn even more 
selfishly inward, or do we desire God and turn penitently upward? 
When the laughter has died down, the party is over, and all the 
guests have gone home, a human being finally has no other choice. 
The brutal fact is that we are cut off from everything we were ever 
meant to be connected to. And what we choose to do about that 
fact makes all the difference.

Religion is what the individual does with his solitariness.

a l F r e D  n O r t h  w h i t e h e a D
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worlDlIness

Now these are the ones sown among thorns; they are the ones
who hear the word, and the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches,

and the desires for other things entering in choke the word,
and it becomes unfruitful. Mark 4:18,19

wOrlDliness is the sin OF being sO weDDeD tO this wOrlD 
that we pay tOO little attentiOn tO the wOrlD tO cOMe. 

It means being preoccupied with temporal matters to such an 
extent that spiritual concerns are crowded out of our thinking. To 
fellow Christians, Paul wrote, “Set your mind on things above, 
not on things on the earth” (Colossians 3:2). This is not easy to do, 
given the strong pull this world can have on our hearts. If we’re 
not careful, worldliness will “choke” God’s word and cause it to 
be “unfruitful” as far as we are concerned.

When some people think of worldliness they think of sins 
which violate the tradition of conservative social values, particu-
larly those of the Victorian era. When preachers inveigh against 
worldliness, for example, they often have in mind things like 
drinking, gambling, and the wearing of immodest clothing. But 
there is more to worldliness than this. Certainly any outward 
action which violates the principles of godliness and purity is sin-
ful, and we’re in a dangerous position if we think we’re so much 
more enlightened than our grandparents that we don’t have to be 
concerned about such things. But worldliness is a problem of the 
heart. It afflicts all who are moved primarily by worldly motives, 
perhaps even the preacher who takes a condescending attitude 
toward “sinners.” Despite outward appearances, the drunkard 
and the prostitute may be closer to the kingdom of heaven than 
some others. In truth, their hearts may not be tied as tightly to this 
world as those of their more “respectable” contemporaries.

In the parable of the rich fool, God said to a certain prosper-
ous man, no doubt a good fellow in many ways and one whose 
life might even be called admirable, “Fool! This night your soul 
will be required of you; then whose will those things be which you 
have provided?” (Luke 12:20). And Jesus concluded this worldly 
man’s story by saying, “So is he who lays up treasure for himself, 
and is not rich toward God” (Luke 12:21).

Worldliness is excluding God from our lives and, therefore,
consciously or unconsciously accepting the values of a man-centered society.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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materIalIsm

If the dead do not rise, “Let us eat and drink,
for tomorrow we die!” 1 Corinthians 15:32

hOw Much DiFFerence wOulD it Make in Our lives iF we 
knew FOr certain that nOthing OF a spiritual nature 

existeD? Sad to say, in many of our lives it wouldn’t make much 
difference at all. Although we pay lip service to the priority of 
spiritual realities, on many days it must be said that materialism is 
the real governing force in our lives.

Materialism is more of a problem than many churchgoers like 
to admit. Just as we define “worldliness” too narrowly, we also 
define “materialism” in a way that is too restricted. The person 
who has an inordinate affection for money and earthly possessions 
is obviously materialistic (1 Timothy 6:6-10,17-19). But the prob-
lem goes well beyond the sin of outright covetousness, as harm-
ful as that may be. We are being materialistic any time we live as 
though physical things were our most important consideration. Esau, for 
example, was being materialistic when he sold his birthright for a 
bowl of soup (Hebrews 12:16).

As a philosophy, materialism holds that there is no reality 
except material reality. Materialists deny that spiritual realities 
have any objective existence. Such things, according to the mate-
rialist, are simply the products of our imagination, which itself is 
no more than the product of our brain’s biochemistry. As practical 
people, few of us would subscribe to the philosophy of material-
ism, and indeed, few philosophers would go so far as to be radical 
materialists. But many of us end up being materialists anyway. No 
matter what our philosophy may be, we seem to live as if the only 
things that are real are material. Judging from the way we live, one 
would think we believe the material world is all there is.

When we allow our lives to be driven by materialism, it must 
be admitted that we lead very hollow lives. Whether we face the 
fact or not, our hearts were made to experience much more than 
anything the material world can provide. We have needs that are 
deeper by far than our physical ones, and when these needs are 
not fulfilled, or when we try to fulfill them illegitimately, we find 
life to be difficult and our hearts to have holes in them.

Materialism is organized emptiness of the spirit.

F r a n z  w e r F e l
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weakness

I have seen all the works that are done under the sun;
and indeed, all is vanity and grasping for the wind. Ecclesiastes 1:14

it is a bitter truth tO accept, but we siMply DO nOt have, On 
Our Own, what it wOulD take tO DO what liFe calls upOn 

us tO DO. No matter how intelligently and energetically we press 
onward, sooner or later we find ourselves frustrated, unable to 
meet life’s demands and unable to find the real fulfillment of our 
own desires. Unaided by anything outside of time and space, we 
discover that despite short-term successes, the long-term verdict is 
that we’ve been “grasping for the wind.”

Our culture generally responds to the realities of human 
weakness by suggesting that we adopt a “positive mental atti-
tude.” Our bookstores are stocked with best-selling volumes that, 
in one way or another, show us how to create a positive “vision” 
of reality and then live upon the basis of that thinking. And this 
is wise advice, as far as it goes. There is much value in thinking 
positively if it motivates us to respond to external reality in more 
creative ways. But we should not forget that most of reality is 
independent of our thinking. If we face ultimate problems greater 
than our human efforts can solve, thinking positively will not 
change that fact. Facts are stubborn things, and simply believing 
we can survive will not make it so.

Positive mental attitude often amounts to little more than 
“whistling past the graveyard.” Like the young boy walking past 
the scary graveyard on a dark night, we whistle cheerfully to try to 
convince ourselves we’re not afraid. But who are we fooling? All 
the courageous pretense in the world won’t change the truth that 
this world is doomed, along with all its efforts and accomplish-
ments. Unlike the boy walking past the graveyard, we have real 
cause to be afraid. Our fears are not imaginary.

We should not, however, think about all of this merely in 
terms of the human race or even of our own society. These are 
very personal matters. Apart from God, our own personal collapse 
is inevitable. If we walk alone, our steps will someday stumble.

Eventually, we will come to say to God, “Whom have I in heaven but You? 
And there is none upon earth that I desire besides You” (Psalm 73:25). 

Anything else is doomed to failure. Life is too short, strength too limited, 
competition too fierce. The long road wears us out.

b e r n a r D  O F  c l a i r v a u x
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strenGth

Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived
that they were uneducated and untrained men, they marveled.

And they realized that they had been with Jesus. Acts 4:13

Our weakness when we are withOut gOD is MOre than 
MatcheD by the strength we can have when we are with 

hiM. If we can manage to avoid interfering with what God wants 
to do through us, wonderful things can be accomplished, things 
both great and good. We can be persons of extraordinary strength.

The key is our connection to God. Jesus said, “Abide in Me, 
and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it 
abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me. I am 
the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in 
him, bears much fruit; for without Me you can do nothing” (John 
15:4,5). We begin to be strong only when we humbly acknowledge 
God’s sovereign right to set the terms of our fellowship with Him. 
It is God who determines what the gospel will require of us, and 
true strength on our part comes from respecting His requirements.

One of our deepest fears is that of insufficiency. We worry 
that when the time comes, we won’t have enough of something 
we truly need. We fear the prospect of having to do without any of 
life’s basic requirements, including those intangible necessities like 
love, appreciation, and understanding. If it’s true that we’ve been 
created by God, however, any adequacy apart from Him is simply 
unthinkable. If we’re creatures, there is no such thing as being 
sufficient without our Creator. Speaking of his apostleship, Paul 
enunciated a principle that holds true for all human beings: “Our 
sufficiency is from God” (2 Corinthians 3:5).

The glorious truth is that, if God is in us and we are in Him, 
we can do much more than just get by. Through us God can sweep 
away every obstacle that stands in the path of His purposes. “In 
all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who 
loved us” (Romans 8:37). To be rightly related to God is to believe 
that He “has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love 
and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7).

A wise Hebrew proverb says, “The soul of man is the lamp of God.”
Man is a weak and miserable animal until the light of God burns in his soul. 

But when that light burns . . . man becomes the most powerful being
in the world. Nor can this be otherwise, for what then acts in him is no 

longer his strength but the strength of God.

l e O  t O l s t O y
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eternal PerfeCtIon

The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.
Deuteronomy 33:27

in Our present cOnDitiOn, we are FragMentary creatures 
whO lOng FOr the whOleness we have lOst. We are driven 

by deep desires to find some kind of “fulfillment.” Yet our hopes 
for perfection must not be set on the outcome of our own efforts, 
but on the completeness of our God, a God whose perfection is 
eternal. He is the “goal” of our existence.

The eternity of God may be hard to comprehend, but it is 
strengthening to consider. “The eternal God is your refuge, and 
underneath are the everlasting arms.” Bogged down as we are in 
all the limitations and frustrations of the temporal world, we need 
the hope that can only come from faith in a God who transcends 
time. The Scriptures present us with the soul-nourishing truth that 
God had no beginning and will have no end. Immortal, eternal, 
and infinite in all His attributes, He is able to deal in perfect wis-
dom with every one of the short-term problems that plague our 
mortal world, including the problem of our own sinfulness. God is 
not limited by time or space or worldly difficulty in any way. He is 
a God whom we may trust.

We are goal-striving creatures who always seem to be reach-
ing for something in one way or another. In our moments of 
greatest courage, we reach forward. And in our moments of great-
est hope, we reach upward. When we reach toward God, we are 
moving along the only path that holds any real promise for us. If 
it is not in our Creator, where else can we find the pieces that are 
missing from our created nature? “For in Him dwells all the full-
ness of the Godhead bodily; and you are complete in Him, who is 
the head of all principality and power” (Colossians 2:9,10).

The only arms strong enough to support us are the “everlast-
ing arms.” And those arms are, in fact, waiting for us. Our eternal 
God waits for us to confess our weakness and come home to Him. 
The story contained in the Scriptures is the story of how God 
made this homecoming possible. It is the story of an infinite God 
in whose perfection we may find our sustenance and support.

And I smiled to think God’s greatness flowed
Round our incompleteness,

Round our restlessness, His rest.

e l i z a b e t h  b a r r e t t  b r O w n i n g
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the fountaIn of lIfe

How precious is Your lovingkindness, O God!
Therefore the children of men put their trust under the shadow of Your wings.

They are abundantly satisfied with the fullness of Your house,
And You give them drink from the river of Your pleasures.

For with You is the fountain of life; in Your light we see light. Psalm 36:7-9

in the scriptures, “liFe” is the wOrD OFten useD tO Describe 
the giFt we have lOst anD can FinD again Only in gOD. 

Underneath all our other longings, we long to “live.” Desiring 
much more than the dry bones of mere existence, we want to be 
keenly and joyously alive. Although our sins have kept from us 
the full measure of life our Creator intended for us, they have not 
completely done away with our longings and aspirations. Even 
when our desire is less than it should be, there is still some residue 
of the will to live and not die.

In contrast to “life,” the word “death” denotes separation, a 
breaking apart of things that were meant to be unified. The worst 
kind of death, obviously, is spiritual death, the condition of being 
estranged from God. But the shattering of our connection to God 
means that many other things have been broken as well. Each of 
us suffers from this brokenness in a somewhat different manner. 
One person is wracked by disturbing contradictions in his think-
ing. Another is torn apart by conflicting emotions. Yet another 
is pulled in opposing directions by a will that can’t make up its 
mind. The symptoms will vary from one person to the next, but all 
of us suffer the ill effects of conflict in important places. Even on 
our very best days, we find that we fail to balance all the various 
things that real life would harmonize.

To be frank, most of us would have to admit that the thing we 
live can hardly be called “life.” We plod through our days hardly 
touching the edges of what real life would be. Yet with every 
step, we are being called to pay more attention to God and taste 
a deeper life. We are being invited to “take hold of the life that is 
truly life” (1 Timothy 6:19 NIV). There is no good reason why our 
God can’t be the God whom David knew: “You will show me the 
path of life; in Your presence is fullness of joy; at Your right hand 
are pleasures forevermore” (Psalm 16:11).

If God be really what our faith assumes, we shall find him
unifying our thinking, satisfying our sense of beauty or wonder,

opening out to us an enlarging and enfranchising life.

w i l l i a M  a D a M s  b r O w n
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the GIft of GoD

And I heard a loud voice from heaven saying, “Behold, the tabernacle of God 
is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His people.

God Himself will be with them and be their God.” Revelation 21:3

whatever secOnDary blessings FlOw FrOM gOD, we Ought 
tO seek nOne OF these as Diligently as we seek gOD 

hiMselF. We must be those who seek God primarily for His sake, 
because He is our God and we long to give ourselves to Him.

Selfishness and manipulation are nowhere more out of place 
than in our relationship with God. And selfishness here would be 
quite self-defeating, as it always is. If we’re concerned only with 
the other things God can give us, we’ll miss the greatest Gift of all. 
“God’s chief gift to those who seek him is himself” (E. B. Pusey).

When we speak of “the gift of God,” we should think of God 
as both the Giver and the Gift. Jesus, for example, said to the 
Samaritan woman at the well, “If you knew the gift of God, and 
who it is who says to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you would have 
asked Him, and He would have given you living water” (John 
4:10). What is the living water which only God can give? Paul 
would later write that “the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord” (Romans 6:23). But concerning eternal life, Jesus had 
gone to the heart of the matter on the night of His betrayal when 
He prayed: “This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only 
true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent” (John 17:3). God 
gives us life by giving us Himself. Other blessings may flow from 
a right relationship with God, but that relationship itself is God’s 
greatest gift to us. If we have God and His Son, we have the high-
est thing to which we can aspire. “He who abides in the doctrine 
of Christ has both the Father and the Son” (2 John 9).

Even when we try to appreciate what God should mean to us, 
we can hardly grasp the glory and grace of a God who would give 
Himself to such people as we are. But it would take a hard heart 
indeed not to be moved by Jesus’ simple words: “If anyone loves 
Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We 
will come to him and make Our home with him” (John 14:23). This 
seems much too good to be true. Only God could make it true.

God, of your goodness, give me yourself for you are sufficient for me. I 
cannot properly ask anything less, to be worthy of you. If I were to ask less, I 

should always be in want. In you alone do I have all.

J u l i a n  O F  n O r w i c h
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fruIt-BearInG DIsCIPleshIP

By this is My Father glorified, that you bear much fruit;
so you will be My disciples. John 15:8

what DOes gOD Desire FrOM us? Surely He desires our hands, 
as well as our hearts. He confronts us with this searching 

question: “Why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do the 
things which I say?” (Luke 6:46). There is no such thing as true 
discipleship without fruit-bearing. The two ideas are inseparable. 
“You will be My disciples,” Jesus said, in the bearing of “much 
fruit.” In the Sermon on the Mount, He had said, “Let your light so 
shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify 
your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). We can hardly make a 
greater mistake than to think of the faith as something simply to 
be “experienced.” Those who are saved are those who must serve.

To become a Christian is to become involved in an active 
undertaking. Almost every scriptural analogy used to illustrate the 
relationship of God’s people is one that implies work or activity. 
Disciples are useful members in the body, productive branches in the 
vine, dependable servants in the household, etc. “Let our people,” 
Paul wrote, “learn to maintain good works, to meet urgent needs, 
that they may not be unfruitful” (Titus 3:14). Jesus Christ did not 
go to the Cross merely to confer an honorary status upon those 
who believe in Him. The text probably quoted most often to 
emphasize that our salvation is by God’s grace is immediately fol-
lowed by this statement: “For we are His workmanship, created in 
Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that 
we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10).

Our God has plans for us. His will is to weave us into the 
great pattern of His purpose in Jesus Christ and make us partici-
pants in the outworking of His intentions. If we seek God truly, we 
will not wander aimlessly in the realm of spirituality, but we will 
pursue a path that goes toward the doing of definite good things. 
The discipleship He seeks from us is not merely one that we enjoy, 
but one that produces results. We can be sure that whatever we do 
within God’s will, He is more than able to bring something good 
out of it. And so He tells us: “Cast your bread upon the waters, for 
you will find it after many days” (Ecclesiastes 11:1).

Our Father, You come seeking fruit. Teach me, I pray You, to realize how 
truly this is the one object of my existence, and of my union to Christ.

a n D r e w  M u r r a y



June 14

halfhearteDness

I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot. I could wish
you were cold or hot. So then, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold 

nor hot, I will vomit you out of My mouth. Revelation 3:15,16

gOD is steaDFastly patient when Our hearts are weak, but 
when we inDiFFerently give hiM Only halF Our hearts, we 

insult his lOve anD invite the Fury OF his JuDgMent. Of all the 
things we may do, perhaps none is more serious than to drift into 
complacency and carelessness concerning God. If God were our 
enemy, we would at least give Him our full attention, but when 
we are halfhearted, we simply don’t care enough to make up our 
minds whether we love Him or not. As conditions of the heart go, 
lukewarmness is one of the very worst.

There is more hope and more possibility for us when we’re 
actively fighting against God than when we’re only halfhearted. 
God saw, for example, more potential for good in Saul, the fire-
brand and persecutor of the church, than in his more complacent 
colleagues, most of whom were probably so wrapped up in their 
respectable routines that they saw nothing about Jesus Christ to 
get excited about one way or the other. When Christ appeared to 
him on the Damascus Road, He said, “I am Jesus, whom you are 
persecuting. It is hard for you to kick against the goads” (Acts 9:5). 
As long as he was kicking against the goads, Saul had a chance to 
feel the sharp consequences of his deeds. But those who neither 
devote themselves to God nor kick against Him are content. They 
feel nothing and are dead in the very worst sense of the word.

In the end, of course, there is no such thing as indifference 
to God. Jesus said, “He who is not with Me is against Me, and he 
who does not gather with Me scatters abroad” (Matthew 12:30). 
When it comes to God, there is no safe territory between love and 
hatred. Halfheartedness is simply one form of hatred, and it is 
the most repulsive as far as God Himself is concerned. For this 
reason, Jesus wishes to disturb us. “I did not come to bring peace 
but a sword” (Matthew 10:34). He came into the world not only to 
comfort the afflicted but to afflict the comfortable.

God will have all, or none; serve him, or fall
Down before Baal, Bel, or Belial;

Either be hot or cold. God doth despise,
Abhor, and spew out all neutralities.

r O b e r t  h e r r i c k



June 15

the DIffICulty of InDeCIsIon

Therefore He says: “Awake, you who sleep, arise from the dead,
and Christ will give you light.” Ephesians 5:14

like thOse whO lie in beD nOt suMMOning the will tO arise, 
we sOMetiMes Make Our lives MOre DiFFicult, anD Our-

selves MOre Miserable, by nOt DeciDing what tO DO abOut gOD. 
Shrinking from the difficulty of this great decision, we plunge 
ourselves into the much greater difficulty of indecision.

It has been said that we face a basic choice in life: either we ac-
cept the pain of discipline right now, or we suffer the pain of regret 
later on. If we take what seems to be the course of least resistance, 
ducking our difficult choices when they come up, what we find in 
the long run is that our lives sink in a swamp of discouragement 
and deep sadness. Rather than accumulating a treasury of memo-
ries that enrich our later years, we find that we’ve built a museum 
of regrets. We live out our last days plagued with the pain of 
decisions unmade and duty undone. Contrary to the devil’s lie, 
there is nothing easy about laziness. It turns out to be the hardest 
taskmaster of all. The most troubled person in the world is often 
the one whose highest aim was to avoid trouble.

There is no use denying that life in the real world makes 
demands of us, some of which are difficult. If we are to make 
any worthwhile progress, we must deal with our daily deci-
sions straightforwardly. If they seem difficult this morning, they 
will be more so this afternoon — and by this evening, they may 
have become practically impossible. Concerning progress, Albert 
Schweitzer made this observation: “Progress always consists in 
taking one or another of two alternatives, abandoning the attempt 
to combine them.” The question of our commitment to God is 
hardly a trivial matter. To delay dealing with this issue is danger-
ous, and perhaps even disastrous. Do we not see the dishonor that 
is done to God by our procrastination? If it turns out that God is 
God and we are indeed His creatures, we will want to have done 
more than stagger through life in a stupor. We will want to have 
lived, and lived decisively.

I had two wills: one old, one new; one carnal, one spiritual. 
Their conflict wasted my soul. I was like a sleepy man unable to get up. 

God convinced me that his words were true, but the only answer 
I could give was the groggy word: “soon.”

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O



June 16
lettInG Go of our lIaBIlItIes

But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard this, they tore their
clothes and ran in among the multitude, crying out and saying, “Men, why 
are you doing these things? We also are men with the same nature as you,

and preach to you that you should turn from these useless things
to the living God, who made the heaven, the earth, the sea, and all

things that are in them.” Acts 14:14,15

the turning that gOD requires OF us is a Matter OF huge 
iMpOrtance, but very Few OF us lOOk at it in the way it 

shOulD be lOOkeD at. Turning to God is something we view with 
reluctance. We see it as being difficult and probably quite unpleas-
ant. Some even seem to see it as unnatural. In truth, however, the 
God who calls us to repentance is calling us simply to let go of 
the “useless things” that have been holding us back. The things 
we’re being asked to leave out of our lives are merely our liabili-
ties, things that in the long run can never do anything but hurt us. 
What kind of fools are we to refuse God, the ultimate source of all 
satisfaction, in order to hold on to “empty things which cannot 
profit or deliver” (1 Samuel 12:21)?

One reason we’re so reluctant to let go of our sins is that we 
fail to see the depth of satisfaction that is available to us in God. 
Our sins are like the water from the well in Samaria. “Whoever 
drinks of this water will thirst again,” Jesus said, “but whoever 
drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst” (John 
4:13,14). Next to the empty things in which we invest ourselves, 
God is a satisfaction so superior as to defy comparison. If we ever 
saw, even for an instant, what it might mean to “never thirst,” we 
would give all the world to have that gift.

Yet we have no adequate appreciation of what God can be to 
us. “Divine Love, if we were satisfied with You, we would climb to 
the highest heavens. If we were smart enough to leave everything 
to You, we would achieve the summit of holiness” (Jean-Pierre de 
Causade). God has never required anything but what will do us 
good, and what He forbids is only what will disappoint us. Before 
it’s too late and the time for our turning is past, we need to open 
our eyes to what can be ours. Can we not see the astounding won-
der of the “exchange” we’re being offered?

We find it difficult to give up our desire for things that can never satisfy us
in order to purchase the One Good in whom is all our joy — and in Whom, 

moreover, we get back everything else that we have renounced besides!

t h O M a s  M e r t O n



June 17
the PursuIt of ChrIst’s love

Therefore be imitators of God as dear children. And walk in love, as Christ 
also has loved us and given Himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God 

for a sweet-smelling aroma. Ephesians 5:1,2

we are calleD tO lOve Our lOrD. Indeed, we are commanded 
to love Him. Yet this is no ordinary command. While it 

requires us to do something, our duty is not so much the doing of 
something strenuous as it is the allowing of something wonderful. 
In the matter of love, we should see God as taking the initiative and 
ourselves as having the opportunity to respond to Him.

The apostle John wrote, “In this the love of God was mani-
fested toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the 
world, that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that 
we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:9,10). When we’re tempted to 
doubt God’s intentions toward us, we need look no further than 
the Cross to see what His desire for us really is.

In one way or another, sin always amounts to a refusal to let 
God love us. It’s a pushing away of the good that He desires us to 
enjoy, a selfish resistance to His goodwill. And this is great folly. 
Nothing in life is more foolish than to reject our Creator’s love be-
cause we think we can get a better deal somewhere else. The wiser 
we are, the sooner we’ll let Him love us.

Paul’s prayer for his Christian friends in Ephesus was this: 
“that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, 
being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend 
with all the saints what is the width and length and depth and 
height — to know the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that 
you may be filled with all the fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:17-19). 
To “know the love of Christ” and to be “filled with all the fullness 
of God” ought to be our highest aspiration. And we come closest 
to this aspiration when we’re “rooted and grounded in love.”

So then, what does it mean to pursue the love of Christ? More 
than our pursuing Him, it means allowing ourselves to be pursued 
by Him. It’s the choice to accept His benevolent will, ceasing to 
run away from the great love that He has desired to give us for so 
long. To learn what real love is, we must lay down our rebellion.

Surrender to the love of that heart which was
pierced to purchase your redemption.

c h a r l e s  h a D D O n  s p u r g e O n



June 18

fIre

For love is as strong as death, jealousy as cruel as the grave;
Its flames are flames of fire, a most vehement flame.

Many waters cannot quench love, nor can the floods drown it.
If a man would give for love all the wealth of his house,

It would be utterly despised. Song of Solomon 8:6,7

lOve is a “DangerOus” thing. It is the most powerful force that 
can operate on our character, and it leaves nothing unchanged. 

For better or worse, love shapes our character and determines our 
destiny. Either it lifts us to heaven or it drags us to hell. We may be 
moved toward God or we may be driven into miserable exile, but 
love will not leave us where we are.

Two things determine what love will do to us. One is the 
choice we make as to the objects of our love. If we focus our love 
upon God and our fellow human beings, love will purify us. But 
if we allow our love to settle upon either ourselves or the merely 
material things of creation, then the effect of love will be to destroy 
us. For example, to those driven mainly by the love of money, 
James wrote, “Your gold and silver are corroded, and their corro-
sion will be a witness against you and will eat your flesh like fire” 
(James 5:3). The fire of love will bless us or blight us, depending 
upon whether the objects of our love are higher or lower.

But also, our motives for love are critical. If we love primar-
ily for what we can get in return, we will find that love turns out 
to be a destructive force. But if we learn to love for what we can 
give, the outcome will be radically different. Jesus taught that it is 
“more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). And this differ-
ence in motive is decisive even when it comes to God. The love of 
God has a positive effect only when we give our love to Him for 
His own sake. Whatever benefits we hope to receive, our love for 
God Himself must run deeper than our desire for any of His bless-
ings. We must not love God for what we can get out of Him.

So let us be careful — very, very careful — about what we 
love and why. The freedom to choose these things is a part of our 
glory as personal beings. We’re made in the image of a God who is 
perfect love, and we flourish only when we love Him rightly. If we 
fail to love Him rightly, we may still know some sort of love in this 
world. But that love will be our undoing.

Love is the fire of life; it either consumes or purifies.

a n O n y M O u s



June 19
the GooD that DIlIGenCe wIll Do

The soul of a lazy man desires, and has nothing;
But the soul of the diligent shall be made rich.

Proverbs 13:4

we Must DO sOMething abOut Our Desire FOr gOD, anD the 
things we DO Must be DOne with Diligence. “You have 

need of endurance,” we are told, “so that after you have done the 
will of God, you may receive the promise” (Hebrews 10:36). In 
regard to God, diligence is not merely advisable — it is necessary.

Of course, diligence alone will not result in a right relation-
ship with God. We may tackle the question of God with desire and 
determination, but if we’re acting on the basis of misinformation, 
our hard work will only produce a more diligent form of idolatry. 
As A. W. Tozer pointed out, “Wrong ideas about God are not only 
the fountain from which the polluted waters of idolatry flow; they 
are themselves idolatrous. The idolater simply imagines things 
about God and acts as if they were true.” And as Stephen R. Covey 
has suggested, if we’re guided by a mistaken map, diligence will 
just get us to the wrong place more quickly. So wherever intellect 
is concerned, our seeking of God must be steered by a real com-
mitment to objective truth.

But make no mistake about it: intellect and emotion will not 
get the job done either, if they’re not accompanied by an active will 
or volition. We may know that certain things ought to be done and 
we may even desire to do them, but it is a decisive, hard-working 
will that separates the dreamers from the doers. Knowledge is a se-
rious thing. James even went so far as to say, “To him who knows 
to do good and does not do it, to him it is sin” (James 4:17).

Jesus distinguished true worship from false worship in these 
memorable words: “The hour is coming, and now is, when the 
true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for 
the Father is seeking such to worship Him” (John 4:23). So wor-
ship that is deficient in either spirit or truth is something less than 
true worship. But even so, God must still be worshiped. Intellectual 
truth and emotional desire can carry us only so far. At some point, 
a commitment must be made. And not only must it be made; it 
must be carried out. Thinking and feeling alone are not enough.

Reason comes to the foot of the mountain; it is the industrious will urged by 
the passionate heart which climbs the slope.

e v e l y n  u n D e r h i l l



June 20
only the lovInG heart truly worshIPs

. . . to love Him with all the heart, with all the understanding, with all the 
soul, and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbor as oneself,
is more than all the whole burnt offerings and sacrifices. Mark 12:33

iF we seek gOD Diligently, we will FinD wOrship tO be One OF 
Our liFelOng challenges. Even when our desire is to improve 

the quality of our worship, it is not easy to get the emphasis in the 
right place and keep it there. We tend to lose our balance.

One mistake we often make is presuming that God will 
be honored by anything we choose to define as worship. 
Unfortunately, our age is characterized by a bold, self-centered 
approach to worship, one that feels free to offer God whatever 
is currently fashionable in religious circles, however devoid of 
scriptural precedent that may be. But God has always retained the 
right to say what honors Him and what does not. It is urgent that 
we regain the kind of reverence that will bow before God and wait 
for Him to tell us the actions by which He desires to be worshiped. 
True worship centers on the perfect glory of the King, not on the 
changing tastes of His somewhat rebellious subjects, and we dare 
not try to create God in our own image.

But having said that, we must hasten to say this also: even the 
scriptural actions by which God has instructed us to worship Him 
mean virtually nothing if they don’t proceed from a heart of true 
love. And here is where we quite often fail, despite our sometimes 
scrupulous attention to the details of worship. We see worship 
simply as a set of respectful motions God has required us to go 
through, and we forget that it is our heart He is really after. If our 
hearts are not warmed by gratitude and love, our worship will fall 
short of real reverence.

Even in our human relationships, we understand that the 
highest kinds of honor are those where respect is combined with 
love. We may appreciate the respect of casual friends, but we’re 
much more deeply touched when it comes from the heart of those 
who know us best and love us most. In the case of God, He not 
only loves us; He desires to be loved by us. What He seeks from us 
is perhaps best described by an old word that we don’t hear much 
anymore: adoration. Our praise grows toward perfection when the 
King before whom we bow is also the Father whom we love.

I never knew how to worship until I knew how to love.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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the Poverty of our faIth

. . . the eyes of your understanding being enlightened; that you may know 
what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory

of His inheritance in the saints, and what is the exceeding greatness
of His power toward us who believe. Ephesians 1:18,19

why DO we cOntent Ourselves with Only a sip FrOM the 
liMitless Ocean that is gOD? It must be a source of sad-

ness to our Creator that we don’t even desire to know Him more 
fully nor to enjoy a greater measure of His goodness and glory. As 
the God who “is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that 
we ask or think” (Ephesians 3:20), He must surely marvel at our 
failure even to want the greater things He is able to give us. Our 
hearts have become pitifully small receptacles for His grace.

As finite creatures, we can never experience all that God is, 
but that fact is no excuse not to grow in our experience of Him. 
And if we’re not growing in this way, we should look first at our 
own expectations. James diagnosed our problem when he wrote, 
“You do not have because you do not ask” (James 4:2). Since God 
is greater than even our greatest dreams, it is the meagerness of 
our true desires that holds us back. We’re far too easily satisfied, 
and we “do not know what we should pray for as we ought” 
(Romans 8:26). So Charles Spurgeon gave good advice when he 
said, “We are poverty itself, and only All-Sufficiency can supply us 
. . . Be great in your experience of His all-sufficiency.”

When it comes to seeing and experiencing more of God, we 
are certainly hindered by too little desire. But we’re also hindered 
by too little ability. We don’t have the spiritual vision to see any 
more than the smallest fraction of God’s power, and so we see 
very little of what could be ours if we truly sought Him. This 
failure of vision should be on our minds when we pray. Nothing 
we can ask of God is more important than for the “eyes” of our un-
derstanding to be enlightened. We simply will not seek Him as we 
should until we see more clearly “what is the hope of His calling, 
what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, 
and what is the exceeding greatness of His power toward us who 
believe.” These are things of such glory that when we see them, 
we’ll want hearts and hands more capable of receiving them.

If we be empty and poor, it is not because God’s
hand is straitened, but ours is not opened.

t h O M a s  M a n t O n



June 22
orDeals make some thInGs oBvIous 

Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do anything to him; for now I know
that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son,

your only son, from Me. Genesis 22:12

FrOM tiMe tO tiMe we are testeD in ways that Make it clear 
what kinD OF persOns we are. When, for example, Abraham’s 

faith was tested by the command to offer his son Isaac, God could 
say, “Now I know that you fear God.” This is not an easy state-
ment to fathom. But whatever may have been manifested to God 
by Abraham’s ordeal, we can be sure of this: Abraham learned a 
good deal about himself. After his agony, Abraham would have 
known his own faith in ways that were impossible before.

When we face difficulty, we find out what we are really made 
of. In times of ease, we think we know ourselves and we say what 
we believe in words that sound right to our own ears. And we’re 
not being deliberately deceptive. But A. W. Tozer probably had it 
right when he said, “Only after an ordeal of painful self-probing 
are we likely to discover what we actually believe about God.”

There are two things about us that need to be tested. One is the 
validity of our principles. It is something to have meditated on our 
principles, but it is something else to have field-tested them. We 
need the value of a faith that has found its beliefs to be consistent 
with reality, on the battlefield as well as in the church pew. And 
God invites us to test His truths in this very way. “Oh, taste and see 
that the Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8). But also, our allegiance to our 
principles needs to be tested. And frankly, this often requires a trial 
by fire. “Adversity is the trial of principle. Without it, a man hardly 
knows whether he is honest or not” (Henry Fielding).

If it is through suffering that we learn our own mettle, then 
suffering is not altogether undesirable. James said, “My breth-
ren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials” (James 1:2). 
Perhaps most of us will find that we can’t actually welcome dif-
ficulty, but we can at least give thanks for its usefulness. There are 
some very practical, as well as eternal, reasons why we need to 
understand ourselves, and if it takes hardship to help us under-
stand, then so be it. Even if an ordeal shows that we’re less than 
we’ve made ourselves out to be in the past, the sooner we face the 
truth, the better we can make godly choices for the future.

Adversity introduces a man to himself.

a n O n y M O u s
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the DesPerate DesIre for DelIveranCe

Then Saul arose from the ground, and when his eyes were opened he saw no 
one. But they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. And he 

was three days without sight, and neither ate nor drank. Acts 9:8,9

we Must pass thrOugh DreaDFul Darkness beFOre we are 
able tO enJOy what it Means tO live in the light. So Saul 

had to confront the reality of being without God and without hope 
before he was ready to have his sins washed away (Acts 22:16).

It is through seasons of hunger that God teaches us to relish 
the feast He has for us. Moses reminded Israel of this when he 
reviewed the difficult days of their wilderness wandering: “So He 
humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna 
which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might 
make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man 
lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord” 
(Deuteronomy 8:3). However, few in Israel learned the lessons 
their hunger might have taught them, and we err in just the same 
way when God withdraws His presence from us and we think no 
higher thoughts than those of complaint and self-pity.

Darkness is scary. But those who never leave the false light 
of self-sufficiency doom themselves to a darkness that only 
grows more dark as eternity stretches on. It is only to those who 
have learned what reverence means that God says, “The Sun of 
Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings” (Malachi 4:2).

A deepened sense of our own sin is not a thing to be regretted, 
even though it is attended by terrible pain. The gospel means little 
to so many because so few have passed through any dark night 
of the soul that would enable them to appreciate the light. So few 
love God because so few have any depth of gratitude for forgive-
ness, and this is simply because they have never known what it is 
like to desperately desire deliverance. Night is, after all, that which 
should guide us toward the daylight, and for this night — this 
awful, blessed night — we should give humble thanks.

In that happy night, in secret, seen of none, seeing nought myself, 
without other light or guide save that which in my heart was burning. 
That light guided me more surely than the noonday sun to the place 
where He was waiting for me . . .

O, guiding night;
O, night more lovely than the dawn . . .

J O h n  O F  t h e  c r O s s
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unConDItIonal reverenCe

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego answered and said to the king,
“O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter. If that is 
the case, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery 

furnace, and He will deliver us from your hand, O king. But if not, let it be 
known to you, O king, that we do not serve your gods, nor will we worship 

the gold image which you have set up.” Daniel 3:16-18

we shOulD revere gOD FOr whO he is, anD nOt Merely FOr 
what he DOes that May be OF beneFit tO us persOnally. It 

is right to worship God because He is God, period. There need be 
no other consideration. Whatever serves the greater glory of God’s 
wise purposes, that should be our desire, even in cases where His 
glory might require Him to refrain from saving us (1 Samuel 3:18).

It’s a sad truth that much of our seeking amounts to a subtle 
form of bargaining with God. We’ll agree to do this or that aspect 
of His will . . . as long as He is willing to do this or that to make it 
worth our while. All too often, that which we call our “obedience” 
is contingent on some sort of payoff — if not in the short term, at 
least in the long. And if God doesn’t do as we wish, then we’re 
tempted to complain, “What good is God?”

But can we not see how offensive this utilitarian approach to 
God is? We would hardly limit our earthly friendships to those 
who can be of “use” to us, yet this is what we seem to do with 
God. James Houston comments on this when he says, “Just as 
the pragmatist has no friends because he simply ‘uses’ people, so 
pragmatic Christians — and they are indeed numerous today — 
use God and do not realize the need to know Him intimately.”

When Jesus said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” 
(Acts 20:35), He pointed to a principle that is as applicable to God 
as to our fellow human beings. Even with God, we should derive 
more joy from giving than from getting. And even when we are 
giving, it should not merely be because that is the way to “get” 
more blessedness. God was not created for us; we were created 
for Him. Yet many of us “are expecting Jesus Christ to quench our 
thirst when we should be satisfying Him! We should be pouring 
out our lives, investing our total beings, not drawing on Him to 
satisfy us” (Oswald Chambers). To seek God truly we must desire, 
simply and purely, to fill His heart with gladness.

If we seek God for our own good and profit, we are not seeking God.

M e i s t e r  e c k h a r t



June 25
lettInG the lorD DeCIDe

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name.
Your kingdom come. Your will be done

on earth as it is in heaven. Matthew 6:9,10

iF Our intent is tO seek gOD, then we Must learn hOw tO seek 
his will. We all have a tendency to think we’re seeking God 

when what we’re really seeking is His ratification of our own will. 
It takes a lot of spiritual growth to be able to pray with integrity, 
“Your will be done.”

Whatever specific requests we make of our Lord ought to 
be made with great reverence and humility. It is true that we are 
encouraged to come to God with the confidence that comes from 
love (Matthew 7:7-11), but in our love for God we must not forget 
to love His wisdom. Letting the Lord decide what is best should not 
be something we do reluctantly or grudgingly. If we’re thinking as 
we should about God, we’ll rejoice and revel in whatever His will 
is, knowing that the accomplishment of His purposes will result in 
ends that are not only wiser, but ultimately more joyful than any 
our own desires would have produced. If our reverence for God 
is real, however, we’ll show that reverence by yielding to His will 
in every instance, whether what happens next seems to be joyful 
or not. When faced with choices between good, better, and best, 
sincere seekers make these choices by deferring to God. “Lean not 
on your own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5), the wise man said.

So the purpose of our praying should be to put ourselves in 
the Lord’s hands and trust His judgment. Yet He has taught us to 
ask Him for what we think we need. He has promised to grant 
our requests when they don’t interfere with His larger purposes. 
And when the Lord does yield to what we ask, He does more 
than merely say “yes.” He not only gives what we ask; He gives a 
better version of the thing than we had envisioned. Did Mary not 
find this out at the wedding feast in Cana (John 2:1-12)?  It is as 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning said in the Sonnets from the Portuguese: 
“God’s gifts put man’s best dreams to shame.” J. K. Maclean said 
it well: “If our petitions are in accordance with His will, and if we 
seek His glory in the asking, the answers will come in ways that 
will astonish us and fill our hearts with songs of thanksgiving.”

O Lord, you know what is best for me. Let this or that be done, as you please. 
What you will, how much you will, and when you will.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s



June 26
seekInG GoD anD seekInG truth

[Love] rejoices in the truth. 1 Corinthians 13:6

MOses DescribeD gOD as “a gOD OF truth” (DeuterOnOMy 
32:4). If we think we can seek Him and love Him without 

seeking and loving truth, we are tragically mistaken. We can’t 
have God except on the basis of the truth about Him. Some refuse 
the truth about God willfully, of course. Jesus said, “This is the 
condemnation, that the light has come into the world, and men 
loved darkness rather than light” (John 3:19). But fortunately, there 
are some who courageously “rejoice in the truth” — even when it 
requires painful adjustments in themselves.

When we are considering something that has been presented 
as being true about God, we sometimes act as if our preferences 
were the supreme tribunal before which all ideas must be brought 
for judgment. It is not uncommon nowadays to hear people say, 
“I could never believe in a God who __________ ,” as if God could 
not possibly be anything other than what is congenial to our think-
ing. If a laboratory scientist took such a cavalier attitude toward 
physical reality, he’d be laughed out of his profession. If he said 
something like “I could never believe in a phenomenon as destruc-
tive as nuclear fission,” his foolishness would be obvious. The 
truth would still be true whether he approved of it or not. Why 
then, when the realities are spiritual, do we think we can predeter-
mine what we’ll allow to be true and then judge God accordingly? 
Facts are hard things. They rarely shape themselves to fit our feel-
ings. Whatever God is, that is what He is — and the sooner we lay 
aside our brash demands concerning what His nature “must” be, 
the sooner we can get on with real religion.

None can deny that false notions about God can be powerful, 
at least in a plodding kind of way. But as the Roman philosophers 
said: candor dat viribus alas. “Truth gives wings to strength.” When 
the vigor of our religious impulse is powered by truth about God, 
something happens that is very fine. We can soar high enough to 
begin tasting the freedom that Jesus spoke of: “You shall know the 
truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).

All the problems of heaven and earth, though they were to confront
us together and at once, would be nothing compared with the

overwhelming problem of God: that He is; what He is like;
and what we as moral beings must do about Him.

a .  w.  t O z e r



June 27

Between DIsIllusIonment anD DenIal

These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace.
In the world you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer,

I have overcome the world. John 16:33

On either siDe OF real Faith there are DangerOus extreMes. 
On the one hand, there is the foolish idealism which pretends 

that the Christian life is problem-free. Those who have been led 
into this way of thinking can only stay there by refusing to deal 
with life’s unpleasant realities. They tend to be superficial, and 
often self-righteous, toward those who admit to struggling with 
sin in their lives. But on the other hand, there is the unfortunate 
cynicism that spreads bitterness in the name of honesty. Those 
with this outlook tend to be fatalistic, and often condescending 
toward those they deem to be less honest about life.

It is possible, however, to have a balanced faith that is both 
realistic and hopeful. Peter spoke of such a possibility when he 
said, “Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and rest 
your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:13). Given the death-dealing 
realities that surround us, it is hazardous to have anything less 
than a sober mind, a mind which is girded for clear thinking and 
decisive action. But although the difficulties are real, they are not 
the totality of what is real. Let us not lose our bearings.

A day draws near when the entire sum of all that has ever 
opposed God will be seen to have been a reality far less weighty 
than even the least part of His glory (2 Corinthians 4:16-18). If 
this is our confidence, the quandaries of this broken life will still 
break our hearts, but we can meet them with a mind refreshed 
and firmly fixed on “the grace that is to be brought to [us] at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ.” There is no need to deny our pain. But 
neither need we deny that the problem of pain was dealt with at 
the Cross. A King died there “that through death He might destroy 
him who had the power of death, that is, the devil, and release 
those who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to 
bondage” (Hebrews 2:14,15).

Very few older men face their lives realistically and still
cling passionately to Christ. Most are either realistic and disillusioned or 

believing and defensive. Because [my father] is both honest about life and 
rich in faith, I listen when he speaks.

l a r r y  c r a b b



June 28

faIth, Darkness, anD DouBt

Now when Daniel knew that the writing was signed, he went home.
And in his upper room, with his windows open toward Jerusalem,

he knelt down on his knees three times that day, and prayed and gave thanks 
before his God, as was his custom since early days. Daniel 6:10

it is in tiMes OF neeD anD pain that we turn tO gOD MOst 
Diligently, yet irOnically, thOse are the very tiMes when 

we’re MOst DisturbeD by DOubt. We need to grow in the direction 
of a faith like that of Daniel, whose many years in this world had 
taught him to go ahead and trust God, no matter what seemed to 
be happening at the moment. As a human being, Daniel would 
have known as much about doubt as any of us. But he also knew a 
thing or two about the management of doubt.

There is no such thing as a truth so clear that no circumstance 
can call it into question. In the practical living of daily life, we all 
understand that doubt can creep into our minds concerning even 
the things we’re most sure of. However rock-like the things may 
be that we believe in, our feelings of security and confidence are 
not set in stone. They fluctuate, often rather quickly. And so, com-
mon sense tells us not to throw away our faith at the first sign of 
trouble. If our principles have been carefully acquired and lov-
ingly nurtured, then they’re too valuable to be discarded when 
momentary doubt raises its head. When difficulty must be dealt 
with, that is when we need our principles the most.

Oswald Chambers wisely said, “Believe God is always the 
God you know Him to be when you are nearest to Him.” When 
darkness sets in and doubt makes its expected assault, we must 
not throw away the confidence that has been granted to us in the 
sunlight. Like Daniel who remembered to pray and give thanks 
even on the darkest day of his life, we must remember that the 
great reality of God does not change. The light that is visible to us 
in this realm may rise and fall, and with it our feelings of courage 
or despair, but He does not ever cease to be the eternal “I AM.” 
This must be our faith. This is our Father’s world, and let us “ne’er 
forget, that though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the Ruler 
yet” (Maltbie D. Babcock).

I believe in the sun even when it isn’t shining.
I believe in love even when I am alone.
I believe in God even when He is silent.

a  w O r l D  w a r  i i  r e F u g e e



June 29
well-PlaCeD faIth

He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all,
how shall He not with Him also freely give us all things? Romans 8:32

as Our Father, gOD asks us tO believe in the gOODness OF 
his FatherhOOD. For many of us, faith in God’s character 

requires growth in our own character. To believe that God exists 
is a step in the right direction. To believe that He is “a rewarder of 
those who diligently seek Him” (Hebrews 11:6) is an even further 
step. Yet this is a step we can take responsibly. Based on what 
happened at the Cross, our confidence in the love of God is not 
wishful thinking; it is well-placed faith.

In practical terms, what does God’s goodness mean? First, 
we should be sobered by it. The very worst thing would be for us 
to presume upon the grace of our Father. Paul asks the pertinent 
question when he says, “Do you despise the riches of His good-
ness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the good-
ness of God leads you to repentance?” (Romans 2:4). And he urges 
us to consider not only God’s “goodness” toward those who obey 
Him, but also His “severity” toward those who refuse to do so 
(Romans 11:22). But having determined to seek God reverently 
and obediently, we should also be encouraged by the fact that God 
is gracious to those who take Him seriously. If we are willing to 
relate ourselves rightly to God, we need not doubt that a right 
relationship is what He gave His Son to make possible for us.

In all that God has spoken, we must believe He has told us 
the truth. Most of all we must believe Him when He says He loves 
us. “Faith is nothing else than trust in the divine mercy promised 
in Christ” (Philipp Melanchthon). We can’t claim to have read 
the Bible thoughtfully if we’ve not noticed its emphasis on God’s 
goodness. And we can’t claim to have taken its claims seriously if 
we’ve not been touched by the tenderness of God’s invitation to 
trust Him. “For He Himself has said, ‘I will never leave you nor 
forsake you.’ So we may boldly say: ‘The lOrD is my helper; I will 
not fear’” (Hebrews 13:5,6). We may have learned many things 
since we were young, but none of our adult thoughts is more 
profound than the simple one that we sang in our childhood: Jesus 
loves me! this I know, for the Bible tells me so.

Faith is a knowledge of the benevolence of God toward us,
and a certain persuasion of His veracity.

J O h n  c a l v i n



June 30
wIthIn the CIrCle of GoD’s Care

The lOrD bless you and keep you;
The lOrD make His face shine upon you, and be gracious to you;
The lOrD lift up His countenance upon you, and give you peace.

Numbers 6:24-26

gOD lOngs tO keep us, his creatures, within the sphere OF 
his liFe anD his liberty. Yet we will not always allow Him 

to keep us within His will, and our waywardness costs us more 
than we can properly appreciate, given our worldly-mindedness. 
When we live outside the realm of God’s will, we live outside the 
promise of His protection. And to be without His protection is to 
be without anything that can truly be called safety or security. We 
were made to live within the circle of God’s care, and without His 
keeping, we cannot long survive.

It was Moses who exhorted Israel with these words: “I call 
heaven and earth as witnesses today against you, that I have set 
before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose 
life, that both you and your descendants may live” (Deuteronomy 
30:19). And it was upon those who would choose the way of life 
that the priests were to pronounce this amazing blessing: “The 
LOrD bless you and keep you; the lOrD make His face shine upon 
you, and be gracious to you; the lOrD lift up His countenance 
upon you, and give you peace.”

We would have to stretch our imagination to understand even 
the least of these blessings. What must it mean to be watched over 
by the very God of heaven? What person could be more fortunate 
than to enjoy the kindliness of God’s mercy and the radiance of 
His smile? What would we not give for God to turn His face to-
ward us, to befriend us, and to give us wholeness and peace?

The decision to walk with God, disavowing any path except 
that of His will, is a choice of high and ancient wisdom, and yet 
it is a choice that can be made even by the most lowly. Indeed, it 
seems to be the lowly, more often than the mighty, who recognize 
this wisdom, and these folks find that although they sometimes 
live without worldly well-being, they walk in safety because they 
walk with God. May each of us seek this same safety, this being 
our daily prayer: O Father, as we learn to love Your will, help us 
keep to Your path alone, and on that path keep us in Your care.

The will of God will not take you where the grace of God cannot keep you.

a n O n y M O u s



July 1
GoD Is all that we laCk . . . anD more

Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men,
and the weakness of God is stronger than men. 1 Corinthians 1:25

as Our perFect anD inFinite creatOr, gOD is everything 
that we are nOt. He is the Answer to every question we 

have, the Sufficiency who can supply all our needs. Perhaps our 
greatest need, then, is to recognize our need and to seek in God 
the perfection that we don’t find in ourselves. He is all we lack . . . 
and He is even much more than that.

If there is one thing that is obvious about us, it is that we are 
incomplete. Whether we speak of our needs and our longings or 
we put it in terms of our tendency toward growth and develop-
ment, somehow we are always using language that implies our 
imperfection. We are, as we say, “works in progress.” There are 
things about us that we need but do not yet have.

Whatever these things are that we need, God is all of these. 
There is no necessity He cannot meet; there is no hole in our hearts 
He cannot fill. God is everything we lack.

But in a sense, God is also the only thing we lack. There is 
nothing we really need except God. Whatever other needs we may 
think we have, these are but manifestations and reminders of that 
which is our only true need. We were made for fellowship with 
our Creator. Without that, we wouldn’t be content even if we had 
all the rest of the world combined. But if we have that, we find 
that we’re able to do without, if necessary, any of the other things 
we thought we had to have, including even physical life itself. Our 
having been created by God means simply this: God is all that we 
truly have to have. Anything else is a bonus.

But there is, in fact, a great deal of bonus in God’s dealings 
with us. As we’ve said, He is all we lack, and He is also much 
more. One of the most marvelous aspects of God’s nature is His 
bounty. He is a God whose grace super-abounds and overflows. 
When we drink at His fountain, He not only quenches our thirst, 
but He gives us additional gifts. We are told that He is “able to do 
exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think” (Ephesians 
3:20). Our Maker is a God who takes great delight in surprising us 
with the riches of His infinite goodness.

How completely satisfying to turn from 
our limitations to a God who has none.

a .  w.  t O z e r



July 2

frIenDs of GoD

Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends. 
You are My friends if you do whatever I command you. No longer do I call 

you servants, for a servant does not know what his master is doing;
but I have called you friends, for all things that I heard from My Father

I have made known to you. John 15:13-15

the MagnituDe OF gOD’s grace is nOwhere seen MOre 
clearly than in his Desire FOr us tO be his FrienDs. We, 

of course, may reject the terms of His friendship. And when we 
refuse to remain within His purpose for us, we put ourselves in 
a place where our Friend’s goodwill can do us no ultimate good. 
“You are My friends,” Jesus said, “if you do whatever I command 
you.” A choice must be made between the world’s friendship and 
God’s (James 4:4), and the statement in John 1:11 is a sad one: 
“He came to His own, and His own did not receive Him.” Yet as 
long as life lasts, God is still inviting us to be His friends. No one 
has ever rejected God without breaking the heart of a Father who 
wishes to show us His love. We are staggered by this love when 
we hear Jesus say, even to Judas who led the mob when they came 
to arrest Him, “Friend, why have you come?” (Matthew 26:50).

So God’s desire to be friends with us is a truly amazing fact. 
But we should respond to this fact with more than mere amaze-
ment. We should seek God in a way that shows our gratitude 
for His offer, and our seeking should be characterized by the 
same faithfulness and obedience that God saw in His old friend 
Abraham. “Do you see that faith was working together with his 
works, and by works faith was made perfect? And the Scripture 
was fulfilled which says, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was ac-
counted to him for righteousness.’ And he was called the friend of 
God” (James 2:22,23). All these many years later, friendship with 
God must work the same way in our own lives. To be His friends, 
through His Son Jesus Christ, is no passive or slothful thing. It is 
the active enjoyment of all the thoughts and words and deeds that 
flow back and forth between those whose love is strong enough to 
govern their character and their conduct. It is in His gentle friend-
ship that our Greatest Friend is always asking, “I gave My life for 
thee, what hast thou giv’n for Me?” (Frances R. Havergal).

All the best qualities of friendship begin in Christ, 
advance through Christ, and are perfected in Christ.

a e l r e D  O F  r i e v a u l x



July 3
walkInG wIth GoD

After he begot Methuselah, Enoch walked with God three hundred years,
and had sons and daughters. So all the days of Enoch were

three hundred and sixty-five years. And Enoch walked with God;
and he was not, for God took him. Genesis 5:22-24

even thOugh Our surrOunDings in this wOrlD have been 
MarreD by sin, gOD has MaDe it pOssible FOr us tO walk 

with hiM. We can yield our decisions and our deeds to Him in 
such a way that we actually become companions of the very God 
who created us. The possibility of such a thing suggests some 
important truths about God Himself, does it not?

For one thing, it is remarkable that God offers to every one of 
us the possibility of walking with Him. No matter how badly we 
have wrecked our past, God is willing for us to walk with Him 
the rest of the way home, if we’ll accept His pardon on His terms. 
This privilege is not limited to those born into any certain class 
of humanity, nor does it require any special intellectual powers. 
Walking with God just means we faithfully follow whatever truth 
becomes clear to us. “What we need in religion is not new light, 
but new sight; not new paths, but new strength to walk in the 
old ones; not new duties, but new strength from on high to fulfill 
those that are plain to us” (Tryon Edwards).

But if there can be such a thing as walking with God, there 
must also be such a thing as not walking with Him. If, for exam-
ple, the lifestyle of Enoch’s degraded contemporaries constituted 
just as much a walk with God as that of Enoch himself, then the 
statement “Enoch walked with God” would mean very little. But 
surely this is not a meaningless statement. We are being told that 
Enoch made certain choices concerning God and that these choices 
had their consequence in a walk that would have been impossible 
otherwise. To realize this is to be sobered in our thinking.

Neither the freedom of walking with God nor the destina-
tion can be ours without radical repentance and redirection of our 
hearts. “Father, set me free in the glory of thy will, so that I will 
only as thou willest. Thy will be at once thy perfection and mine. 
Thou alone art deliverance — absolute safety from every cause 
and kind of trouble that ever existed, anywhere now exists, or ever 
can exist in thy universe” (George MacDonald).

When we walk with God, we get where He is going.

a n O n y M O u s



July 4

maDe to Be fIlleD

Oh, that men would give thanks to the lOrD for His goodness,
And for His wonderful works to the children of men!

For He satisfies the longing soul, and fills the hungry soul with goodness.
Psalm 107:8,9

One OF liFe’s MOst iMpOrtant insights is the unDerstanDing 
that we were createD tO be the recipients OF gOD’s glOry 

anD grace. We are vessels. We are instruments. We are personal 
beings to whom and through whom God intends to communi-
cate the benevolence of His own character. When we learn to see 
ourselves in this way — as existing for the purpose of receiving God’s 
goodness — we are then able to glorify Him in a higher way than 
we ever could have done in the past.

There is, as the old saying goes, a God-shaped hole in our 
hearts that only God can fill. Philip James Bailey said it this way: 
“Naught but God can satisfy the soul.” Most of us recognize that 
God is perfectly able to fulfill our needs, just because He is our 
Creator. What we perhaps don’t recognize as well is that God is 
the only adequate fulfillment of our needs. Having been made for 
this very purpose, if our hearts are not filled with Him, we can 
only die. Between life and death, there is no middle way.

It marks a huge step in the growth of any person when he or 
she learns the truth of Jesus’ statement, “It is more blessed to give 
than to receive” (Acts 20:35). It is also important, however, for 
us to see that what we’re to give is that which we’re intended to 
receive from God: His goodness. We were created not merely to be 
receptacles of God’s grace, but channels through which that grace 
would be conveyed to our fellow human beings.

Paul’s prayer for his Christian friends in Rome was typical 
of his wish for Christians everywhere else: “Now may the God 
of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that you may 
abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13). 
There is simply no higher request we can make, at least insofar 
as our human needs are concerned. When we see that this is the 
meaning of life — to be filled with God ourselves, and then to 
communicate Him to others — we can begin to fulfill the potential 
for which we were made.

It is the goodness of God, and a desire to communicate this good,
that inspired creation. We are designed to receive God’s goodness.

w i l l i a M  l a w



July 5

wIllInG to Be fIlleD

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they shall be filled. Matthew 5:6

althOugh it is gOD’s purpOse tO shOw FOrth his gOOD-
ness thrOugh us, we Must Make the chOice tO yielD tO 

his purpOse. Having been given a free will, we have a decision to 
make as to whether we’ll accept what a human being was meant to 
be. We’ve been created to receive God’s goodness, but that won’t 
happen unless we choose to let it happen. God will not force us 
against our will to be filled up and satisfied with Him.

There is a sense, of course, in which God will ultimately ac-
complish His intentions whether we accept those intentions or not. 
If we say yes to God and allow ourselves to be made vessels for 
His honor, God’s glory will be demonstrated by showing forth His 
goodness through us. If we say no, however, He will demonstrate 
His glory by punishing our rebellion. Either way, God will main-
tain the majesty of His own glory, but it is obviously in our interest 
to accept God’s original purpose rather than reject it. If we’re 
thinking rightly, we’ll want to avoid the fate of ancient Pharaoh, 
in whose case God had to gain His glory by the punishment of 
a hardened heart. Pharaoh’s defiance sealed his own personal 
doom, but it fell far short of thwarting God’s purpose. “Indeed for 
this purpose I have raised you up,” God said, “that I may show 
My power in you, and that My name may be declared in all the 
earth” (Exodus 9:16). Anyone who disregards God as Pharaoh did 
unleashes a tragic train of consequences.

Godly character comes down to doing the very thing Pharaoh 
was unwilling to do: opening ourselves up to God and His will. The 
posture of reverence is the posture of voluntary receptivity, an 
eagerness for everything about God. By virtue of our creation, 
all of us have a built-in hunger for God; humility and gratitude 
mean acknowledging that hunger and doing what is right about 
it. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,” 
Jesus said, “for they shall be filled.” And shouldn’t this always be 
the spirit in which we pray? “Prayer is essentially man standing 
before his God in wonder, awe, and humility; man, made in the 
image of God, responding to his maker” (George Appleton).

Behold, Lord, an empty vessel that needs to be filled. My Lord, fill it.

M a r t i n  l u t h e r



July 6

a mother’s love

As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you;
And you shall be comforted in Jerusalem. Isaiah 66:13

we are watcheD Over by a gOD whOse lOve FOr us is the 
uniquely tenDer lOve OF a MOther FOr her chilDren. 

Within the Trinity of God’s divine being there is to be found the 
perfect summation of all of the qualities that were divided be-
tween masculinity and femininity at our creation (Genesis 1:26,27). 
The complementary nature of men and women in our world is a 
reflection of the perfect communion that exists within the triune 
personality of God’s own being. Thus none of the unique endow-
ments of men and women are insignificant. Each has its coun-
terpart in God’s character, and each needs to be taken seriously 
in our own character and in our own interactions with others. 
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the matter of love. The fa-
miliar texts that speak of God as having a father’s love are comple-
mented by those that describe the divine love in motherly terms. 
The fatherliness of God’s love is perfected by its motherliness.

If God loves us with a mother’s love, this is more than a theo-
retical point. In day-to-day practice, we should not fail to have the 
same kind of love for one another. Even Paul, the strong soldier 
of the faith, understood the need for tender love. To the church in 
Thessalonica, he wrote, “But we were gentle among you, just as 
a nursing mother cherishes her own children. So, affectionately 
longing for you, we were well pleased to impart to you not only 
the gospel of God, but also our own lives, because you had be-
come dear to us” (1 Thessalonians 2:7,8).

A mother is able to touch her children with a special tender-
ness because she understands them in a special way. God’s perfect 
love for us, of course, is possible because of an infallible under-
standing of our hearts, and we shall not be able to reach that level 
of empathy for one another. What we certainly can do, however, is 
to make a more conscious effort to understand the kinds of things 
a mother understands — and to love accordingly. If we seek God, 
we will seek to love as God loves. In our love and in our dealings 
with God’s children, we will include not only the productiveness 
of a father, but the tenderness and insight of a mother.

A mother understands what a child does not say.

J e w i s h  p r O v e r b
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the DIvIne ComPassIon

Can a woman forget her nursing child,
And not have compassion on the son of her womb?

Surely they may forget, yet I will not forget you. Isaiah 49:15

Just as gOD’s lOve is as tenDer as a MOther’s lOve, it is alsO 
as cOMpassiOnate. A mother would sooner forget her nursing 

child than God would fail to act with compassion. “When Israel 
was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called My son . . . I 
drew them with gentle cords, with bands of love, and I was to 
them as those who take the yoke from their neck. I stooped and 
fed them” (Hosea 11:1,4). Even if unrepentant rebellion requires 
our final banishment from God, we can be sure that the sentence 
will be pronounced with nothing less than a broken heart. We will 
have rejected a compassionate love very much like a mother’s.

Robert Fulghum once made an interesting comment about 
Teresa of Calcutta. Arguing that she was one of the most powerful 
people in the world at the time, he wrote, “No shah or president or 
king or general or scientist or pope; no banker or merchant or car-
tel or oil company or ayatollah holds the key to as much power as 
she has. None is as rich. For hers is the invincible weapon against 
the evils of this earth: the caring heart. And hers are the everlast-
ing riches of this life: the wealth of the compassionate spirit.” It 
is compassion, far more than any other quality, that encourages 
people to be willing to be influenced. People really do not care how 
much we know until they know how much we care.

This is precisely why the story of the Cross is so powerful. It 
is from first to last a story of compassion, and those who refuse to 
be touched by compassion would only be hardened by any other 
means of influence. If God’s chosen means of influence is compas-
sionate love, we should be slow to use any “stronger” or “more 
effective” means. Moreover, if we truly hope to see others influ-
enced by compassion, we must be ready to do the same difficult 
thing that God did. We must be ready, when the time comes, not 
only to suffer with others, but also to suffer for them. It has always 
been mothers, more than anyone else, who understand this.

Let us not underestimate how hard it is to be compassionate. Compassion is 
hard because it requires the inner disposition to go with others to the place 

where they are weak, vulnerable, lonely, and broken. But this is not our 
spontaneous response to suffering. What we desire most is to do away with 

suffering by fleeing from it or finding a quick cure for it.

h e n r i  J .  M .  n O u w e n



July 8
GoD has never trIfleD wIth us

. . . I have loved you with an everlasting love;
therefore with lovingkindness I have drawn you. Jeremiah 31:3

when we seek gOD, we can be sure that he has always 
been seeking us, anD it is with Diligence that he has 

DOne sO. Knowing of God’s earnestness toward us, we should 
turn toward Him with all the more gratitude and carefulness. “If 
God is diligent, surely we ought to be diligent in doing our duty to 
him. Think how patient and how diligent God has been with us!” 
(Oswald Chambers).

Lest there be any misunderstanding, it needs to be empha-
sized that we can never reciprocate God’s love in any way that 
would be complete or even adequate. Our best efforts to respond 
to God’s diligence are broken and marred. Even if we were sinless, 
as creatures we would still not be able to attend to our Creator in 
the same way that He attends to us. And having sinned, we surely 
cannot deserve the earnestness of the love He has shown to us. In 
one sense, all of our human deeds are trifles.

Yet the frailty of our condition should not keep us from doing 
what we can do, and that is to be moved by God’s love. We can 
choose to be responsive rather than unresponsive. We can hear His 
voice. We can answer His call. And knowing that God has never 
trifled with us ought to make us determine, out of sheer gratitude, 
to take Him seriously. Knowing what our atonement cost Him, 
how can we simply dabble in religion? Trifling with God is the 
most horrible form of ingratitude.

Words are interesting things, and we can often be enlightened 
by their history. Originally the word “trifle” meant trickery or 
deceit. To trifle was to say or do something that one did not really 
mean, pretending to be serious. Today the verb “trifle” means (1) 
to deal with something as if it were of little significance or value, 
(2) to speak or act with little seriousness or purpose, or (3) to play 
or toy with something. When we trifle with God, is there not a bit 
of the old meaning of the word in our actions? When we pretend 
to love Him dearly but give Him no more than our leftovers, is it 
some trick we are trying to play on God? Do we think He does not 
notice our lack of seriousness?

God is earnest with you. Why are you not so with Him?
Why trifle with God?

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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the PassIonate PursuIt of GoD

How lovely is Your tabernacle, O lOrD of hosts!
My soul longs, yes, even faints for the courts of the lOrD;

My heart and my flesh cry out for the living God. Psalm 84:1,2

gOD shOulD be nOt Only Our highest priOrity but alsO Our 
MOst Fervent passiOn. Love and desire for Him should stir 

so deeply within us that we seek Him at all costs. If God is indeed 
our Creator, no less than this is required. It would be the greatest 
folly imaginable to treat God as one of our peripheral interests.

Some years ago, there was a theologian who defined religion 
as a person’s “ultimate concern.” While this is true in a certain 
sense, the concept of “ultimate concern” may be misleading. 
Ultimate concerns may be equal in that everybody has one, but 
they are not equal with regard to validity or value. To be of value, 
ultimate concern needs to be aligned with ultimate reality. But 
more to the point, not every person’s ultimate concern is equally 
strong. We all have something that we care about more than 
anything else, relatively speaking, but we don’t all give ourselves 
with equal passion to our priorities, even our highest ones. Some 
people simply don’t pursue anything with passion. And when it 
comes to God, none of us can say we pursue Him as passionately 
as we should. God deserves more than we usually give Him.

To put it bluntly, in our present spiritual condition we are 
weak. And overcoming our weakness is a process that requires 
focus and dedication. As artist Thomas Kinkade, the “painter 
of light,” wrote, “You don’t get into physical shape by wishing 
you were a better athlete, and you don’t get into better spiritual 
condition by harboring some vague spiritual yearnings.” In the 
Beatitudes, Jesus said it with pointed clarity: “Blessed are those 
who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled” 
(Matthew 5:6). “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 
God” (Matthew 5:8). Those who shall be filled are those who 
hunger for God with a hunger that is desperate. And those who 
hunger are those who long for Him with a passion — we may 
even call it a determination — that will not be denied.

For many of us a right relationship with God is seen as an important 
part of “the good life” which every well-rounded individual should address, 
but it is certainly not the whole of things. Jesus says it must be more than a 

vital interest — it must become the reigning passion of our existence. 
All that truly hungry people can think of is food.

p a u l  e a r n h a r t
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Powerful Prayer

Then [Jesus] turned to the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this 
woman? I entered your house; you gave Me no water for My feet, but she 

has washed My feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head. 
You gave Me no kiss, but this woman has not ceased to kiss My feet since the 

time I came in. You did not anoint My head with oil, but this woman has 
anointed My feet with fragrant oil.” Luke 7:44-46

iF Our lOve FOr gOD were tO be JuDgeD by the intensity anD 
the persistence OF Our praying, hOw apparent wOulD it be 

that we are grateFul tO hiM? The woman who washed Jesus’ 
feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head had 
an obvious love for Him. As she literally clung to the Lord, her ac-
tions showed that she appreciated what forgiveness meant. On the 
other hand, Simon, the Lord’s host on that occasion, paid far less 
personal attention to Jesus. He failed to see the depth of his need 
for what Jesus had to offer.

We are taught not only to pray, but to pray with persistence, 
fervently expressing our desires. In teaching His disciples about 
prayer, Jesus “spoke a parable to them, that men always ought to 
pray and not lose heart” (Luke 18:1). Persistence in prayer is not 
for God’s benefit but for ours. We need, as someone has said, to 
“batter the very gates of heaven with storms of prayer.” It must 
be with conviction of heart that we approach our King: “Alone to 
God with faith draw near, approach His courts, besiege His throne 
with all the power of prayer” (Charles Wesley).

No doubt one of the main reasons we get so little out of 
prayer is that we put so little into it. The anonymous author of The 
Cloud of Unknowing long ago advised: “Attempt to penetrate the 
darkness above you. Toss sharp darts of desiring love at that thick 
cloud of unknowing.” The God whom we worship will not be 
manipulated by the prayers of those who are merely curious. He is 
a rewarder of those who seek Him diligently (Hebrews 11:6), not 
of those who seek Him casually or conveniently.

Out of all the things we do, praying is surely one of the most 
significant. In prayer we are actually speaking to our Creator. And 
the manner in which we pray, perhaps more than anything else, 
indicates how diligent we are in our love for God.

It is only when the whole heart is gripped
with the passion of prayer that the life-giving fire descends,
for none but the earnest man gets access to the ear of God.

e D w a r D  M c k e n D r e e  b O u n D s
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sInGle-mInDeD love

Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands,
you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded. James 4:8

TO live gODly lives, it is necessary FOr us tO cOncentrate 
Our attentiOn anD Our aFFectiOns On gOD hiMselF. If we 

try to discipline ourselves to do what is right outwardly, we’ll 
probably have great difficulty if we don’t also discipline our love. 
“Purify your hearts, you double-minded,” said James. What we 
need to do is develop a more single-minded love for God. We need 
to eliminate any concerns that compete for our allegiance to God 
and resolve to give Him nothing less than our whole hearts.

“The basic lesson of the Sermon on the Mount,” Oswald 
Chambers wrote, “is to narrow all your interests until your mind, 
heart, and body are focused on Jesus Christ.” In another place, 
he wrote similar words concerning sanctification: “Sanctification 
means to be intensely focused on God’s point of view. It means 
to secure and to keep all the strength of our body, soul, and spirit 
for God’s purpose alone.” These are perceptive comments, and 
they reflect an important reality. We must not only learn to look 
at everything from God’s perspective; we must learn to look at 
everything only from His perspective. When we do so, we’ll find 
ourselves living a life that is consistently dedicated to Him.

Jesus said something of great practical importance when 
He said, “Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with 
righteous judgment” (John 7:24). This is the key to both godly 
character and godly conduct. To look past the worldly appearance 
of things and see things as they really are — to see them, in other 
words, as God sees them — this is the essential ingredient in our 
work and in our worship. Whether our mental maps are correct 
makes all the difference in whether we get where we need to go.

A worthy and fruitful relationship with God must be more 
than simply one item on a crowded agenda. It must be the central 
focus and aim of our lives, the only thing that really matters. And 
when we’re making decisions, we must do more than simply con-
sider God’s viewpoint as helpful input. In every case, God’s way 
of looking at things ought to be decisive. A unique, concentrated 
desire for God’s glory ought to move our every action.

Healthy eyes are eyes that are focused on a single aim: the kingdom of God.

r i c h a r D  F O s t e r
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heaD anD heart

He who says, “I know Him,” and does not keep His commandments, is a liar, 
and the truth is not in him. But whoever keeps His word, truly the love of 
God is perfected in him. By this we know that we are in Him. 1 John 2:4,5

in seeking gOD, hOw shOulD “reasOn” anD “eMOtiOn” be 
relateD? What does knowledge have to do with love, and what 

do both knowledge and love have to do with obedience?
Since God is the ultimate perfection of love, our understand-

ing of love should come from Him. We must allow God’s character 
to show us what love is and His conduct to show us what love 
does. Cut off from the knowledge of God, the thing that we call 
“love” soon becomes weak and misguided. If what we know of 
God is not accurate, we’ll not be able to put real love into practice. 
Our attempts to show love will do more harm than good.

But also, it is the knowledge of God that causes us to want to 
love. He is not only the “what” of love; He is also the “why.” The 
knowledge of God is our most powerful motivation to love, and 
no one can really say that he knows God if he has not been moved 
to greater love. The apostle John said it very simply: “He who 
does not love does not know God, for God is love” (1 John 4:8).

This helps us to see how obedience is connected to both 
knowledge and love. To know God is to love Him, and to love 
Him is to want to show that love. Worldly knowledge and love 
may be lethargic, but godly knowledge and love are active. And 
not only active, they are willing to be governed by God’s rule. 
Knowledge and love are, in a word, obedient. And again, John said 
it simply: “This is the love of God, that we keep His command-
ments. And His commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3).

In practice, of course, all of this requires a serious study of the 
Scriptures. Our obedience to God must be grounded in our love for 
Him. Our love must be determined by our knowledge of God. And 
our knowledge of God must come from His own self-revelation in 
the Scriptures. Each of these reinforces the other, resulting in spiri-
tual growth. The more we know of God, the more we’ll love Him. 
And the more we love Him, the more we’ll want to know of Him. 
When all is said and done, that is why we want to go to heaven.

We must know before we can love. In order to know God, we must often
think of him. When we finally love him, we shall automatically think of him

all the time, because our heart will be with our treasure.

b r O t h e r  l a w r e n c e
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stewarDshIP of the emotIons

Keep your heart with all diligence,
for out of it spring the issues of life. Proverbs 4:23

gOD has given us Many gOOD giFts that neeD tO be hanDleD 
careFully, anD the One that perhaps neeDs the greatest 

care is the MinD. We know that the mind, or heart, is made up of 
three basic faculties: the intellect, the emotions, and the will. Ideally, 
all three of these should work together to promote the good things 
for which we were created. The roles of the intellect and the will 
are commonly acknowledged, and they are a bit more easily 
understood. But the role of the emotions is another matter. Exactly 
how our feelings are to work is a subject of great debate. And in 
this confusion, it’s unfortunate that we lose the help our emotions 
should give us in life’s most important undertaking.

It is always a risky thing to try to serve God with only part 
of our minds. We are warned, for example, about the danger of 
zeal without knowledge (Romans 10:2), obedience without love 
(1 Corinthians 13:1-3), and love without obedience (John 14:15). 
We are encouraged to carry out with our will the things our intel-
lect tells us we ought to do (James 4:17). On virtually every page of 
the  Scriptures, we are encouraged to give God our “whole heart,” 
and to do less than this is not only unwise; it is deadly.

But even in the short run, we are the losers when we leave 
out of our godliness something as important as our feelings. The 
practical truth of the matter is simply this: we are fighting a losing 
battle when we try to do what is right without the help of our 
emotions. Our affections are meant to aid us in our relationship to 
God, and without their help, it is unlikely that we shall get very 
far. But to help us as they should, our emotions need to be managed 
wisely. If the “issues of life” spring from the heart, then the heart, 
including the emotions, must be “kept” with all diligence. Faithful 
discipleship often comes down to good stewardship of such things 
as our feelings. Discipline does not mean denying our emotions. It 
means training them — to help us live for God’s glory!

For God has given affections to man for the same purpose that He has
given all the faculties of the human soul, namely that they might

serve “man’s chief end,” which is the great business for which God
created him . . . If the Creator has wisely made human nature

in this manner, why then misuse our affections?

J O n a t h a n  e D w a r D s
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the servant’s oPPortunIty

When pride comes, then comes shame;
but with the humble is wisdom. Proverbs 11:2

priDe is the archeneMy OF wisDOM. For that reason, anything 
that stirs up our sense of pride and self-sufficiency is something 

that will hinder our wisdom, while those things that humble us 
and remind us of our dependence on God are those that increase 
our wisdom. Whatever increases pride, contributes to foolishness.

Ironically, even our learning can get in the way of our wis-
dom. The more we learn and the wiser we think we are in com-
parison to ordinary people, the less wise we become in actual fact. 
Paul wrote, “If anyone thinks that he knows anything, he knows 
nothing yet as he ought to know” (1 Corinthians 8:2). And he 
advised, “Let no one deceive himself. If anyone among you seems 
to be wise in this age, let him become a fool that he may become 
wise” (1 Corinthians 3:18). Charles Haddon Spurgeon caught this 
insight with a vivid metaphor: “The doorstep to the temple of 
wisdom is a knowledge of our own ignorance.”

We tend to think wisdom is the thing that enables people to 
“climb the ladder” in this life. Thus we generally expect the “mas-
ter” to be a wiser person than his “servant.”  If it wasn’t by work-
ing smarter as well as harder, how did he get to be the master in 
the first place? There may be some truth to that, but whatever may 
be wisdom’s role in enabling people to climb the ladder, it’s still a 
fact that the higher we go, the harder it is to hold on to our wis-
dom. The servant has some obvious disadvantages, but he does 
have one thing going for him: he has a better chance than his mas-
ter to learn from life, simply because the humbler circumstances 
of life are those from which we can learn the most (Deuteronomy 
8:3). Not only that, the humbler circumstances are those that keep 
us in a more open and teachable frame of mind.

In Ecclesiastes, there is this relevant observation: “Better a 
poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who will be ad-
monished no more” (Ecclesiastes 4:13). If wisdom is a priority with 
us, let us be careful about the things we aspire to in this temporary 
world. Wisdom comes from washing the feet of others, not from 
having our own feet washed by others.

Wisdom is oftentimes nearer when we stoop than when we soar.

w i l l i a M  w O r D s w O r t h
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where GoD’s love Is Best learneD

Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches,
in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ’s sake.

For when I am weak, then I am strong. 2 Corinthians 12:10

gOD’s lOve is a strOng thing, anD strOng things are nOt 
Fully appreciateD until we are surrOunDeD by weakness. 

The ugly, painful hardship of human experience does not contra-
dict or call into question the love of God. To the contrary, that is 
where we learn God’s love the best. The way to God is not over, 
under, or around our difficulties — it is through them.

Job is the classic example of how this works. He was not 
anything less than a godly man before his sufferings began (Job 
1:8), but it was only afterward that he could say, “I have heard of 
You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore 
I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:5,6). God’s 
trustworthiness had become so much more real to Job that he was 
ashamed to think how little faith he’d had before. Likewise, when 
Paul prayed for the removal of his “thorn in the flesh,” God’s an-
swer was, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made 
perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9).

But if God’s love for us is best learned in hardship, the same 
is also true of our love for God. We value most highly those things 
that have cost us something significant, and it is not likely that 
we’ll love God deeply until we’ve passed through some serious 
suffering with His love as our guide. When Jesus explained to 
Peter that Satan would sift him as wheat, He said, “But I have 
prayed for you, that your faith should not fail; and when you have 
returned to Me, strengthen your brethren” (Luke 22:32).

When we live for no higher goal than to be pain-free, suppos-
ing that God “loves” us too much to let anything “harmful” hap-
pen to us, what happens is something very harmful indeed: we lose 
our best chance to learn what God’s love really means. The best things 
in life get away from us when we grasp them too tightly. Life is 
found in the losing of it. “Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, 
in reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ’s 
sake,” Paul said. “For when I am weak, then I am strong.”

The love of God is the ultimate reality, the deepest and strongest
force in the universe; and it is revealed to the man who

resolutely girds himself to the conflict.

D a v i D  s M i t h
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what faIth makes PossIBle, love makes easy

So Jacob served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed only
a few days to him because of the love he had for her. Genesis 29:20

liFe can be harD nO DOubt, but we OFten Make it harDer 
than it has tO be by attacking Our prObleMs in the wrOng 

way. By the brute power of will, we try to force doors open that 
would yield quite easily to desire and affection and love. Driven 
only by “have to,” we lose the boundless energy of “want to.”

One of the most cherished of all Jesus’ sayings is the one in 
Matthew 11:28-30: “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn 
from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.” But 
how many of us really do find this to be true? Do we truly experi-
ence Jesus’ yoke as being “easy” and His burden “light”?

Loving God is the key to the easiness of His yoke and the 
lightness of His burden, because if we love God, we’ll also love 
to do His will. Even the concept of God’s law will be one we find 
congenial. “I delight to do Your will, O my God, and Your law is 
within my heart” (Psalm 40:8).

What John wrote is true: “This is the love of God, that we 
keep His commandments. And His commandments are not 
burdensome” (1 John 5:3). Those who love God will be diligent to 
keep His commandments, certainly. But more than that, it is only 
those who genuinely love God who will find His commandments 
easy. That which would be burdensome to willpower alone is 
found by love to be light indeed.

As we seek God, let us be sure that our seeking is energized 
by love. Our adversary will surely place obstacles in our path, 
and these will be difficulties that have been crafted by his shrewd 
intelligence. But while it is sobering to realize how much the devil 
knows about our strengths and weaknesses, the one thing he does 
not understand is love, and his strong-arm tactics are simply no 
match for that patient power. Just as the seven years Jacob served 
for Rachel “seemed only a few days to him because of the love he 
had for her,” the years of our pilgrimage in this difficult world will 
hurry by if it is love that moves us forward.

Love has the power to give in a moment
what toil can scarcely reach in an age.

J O h a n n  w O l F g a n g  v O n  g O e t h e
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the ProBlem of heartless Prayer

May He grant you according to your heart’s desire,
And fulfill all your purpose. Psalm 20:4

DaviD wisheD FOr a signiFicant blessing FrOM gOD when 
he siMply saiD, “May he grant yOu accOrDing tO yOur 

heart’s Desire.” We must learn to look deeply into our own hearts 
and be careful about our desires, for God is quite likely to grant 
us our “heart’s desire.” Ultimately, that is the only thing He will 
grant. In the long run, that which we receive from God will turn 
out to be the thing we’ve most honestly and deeply wanted, not 
the various things we’ve pretended to want. Our Creator is not to 
be manipulated by whims and impulses and superficial requests. 
Rather, He acts on the basis of what He sees when He looks into 
the very depths of our true will.

If we are sometimes disappointed in the results of prayer, the 
explanation is often that God has yielded to the course we’re actu-
ally demanding to follow, rather than give us what we’re “praying 
for.” We pray, for example, for spiritual strength and don’t seem 
to receive it. Does God know that, despite our request, we’re not 
willing to make the sacrifices that real strength would require, and 
that we’re only praying for a little “character” to be conveniently 
tacked on to our unchanged lifestyle? If so, God is not in the busi-
ness of granting such wishes. Because He loves us, He will prob-
ably leave us in the school of selfish hard knocks awhile longer, 
until we learn to truly desire something better. On the judgment 
day, there will be only two classes of people, as C. S. Lewis re-
marked: those who have said to God, “Your will be done,” and 
those to whom God will say, “Your will be done.” Even now, there 
are only these two classes of people. Whatever comes from our 
praying, the results will reflect this reality.

This, I believe, is the principal reason God desires us to pray 
persistently, continuing to make our requests even when it seems 
He is not listening (Luke 18:1-8). The point is not that God has to 
be begged to be good to us. It’s that He desires us to learn for our-
selves, perhaps through a long agony of prayer, what it is that we 
really want. He waits for us to want with our hearts what we have 
prayed for with our lips.

When you pray, rather let your heart be without words
than your words without heart.

J O h n  b u n y a n
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frIenDshIP as an InGreDIent of love

There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear
involves torment. But he who fears has not been made perfect in love.

We love Him because He first loved us. 1 John 4:18,19

nOwaDays, it May nOt be unusual tO think OF gOD in terMs 
OF lOve anD FrienDship, but these are raDical, even revO-

lutiOnary, thOughts inDeeD. We should never lose our sense of 
wonder at this fact: our Creator, though awesomely powerful, is 
One whom we may contemplate with love rather than fear. The 
truth that God has moved toward us in love and that we are able 
to respond to His initiative in love is a thought worth more than 
all our worldly possessions combined.

The Bible uses the word “friendship” to describe the relation-
ship we can have with God through Jesus Christ (James 2:23; 4:4). 
Sin having created “enmity” between us and our loving Creator, 
He has made possible our “reconciliation” to Himself (Romans 
5:10,11; 2 Corinthians 5:18-21; Colossians 1:19-23). Our rebellion 
can be forgiven. We can come back home. And when we do, we 
come back home to a God who desires us to think of Him as a 
beloved Friend. These thoughts are nothing less than marvelous.

In our love for God, I believe it is important for us to love 
Him as a Friend. It’s obvious that, wherever God is concerned, 
our concept of friendship must be tempered with reverence. But 
still it is important that we see Him as our Friend. God is not only 
lovable; He is also likeable. We may not only adore Him; we may 
also trust Him. It is not only our duty to worship Him; it is our 
privilege to spend time with Him. We must come before Him with 
profound respect, certainly, and also with penitent humility. But in 
addition to respect and humility, God also desires our friendship. 
He offers us a friendship unlike any we’ve ever had.

Which comes first, our love for God or our friendship with 
Him? Perhaps much could be said about the priority of love. But 
it may also be helpful to think of it the other way around. God 
has proven His kindly intentions toward us, and He has demon-
strated His trustworthiness. In Christ, a friendship can be restored 
that was lost by our sin. That having been accomplished, the God 
who has become our Friend can also become our Lover. In Christ, 
friendship has a chance to grow into something even finer.

Love is friendship set to music.

r O b e r t  p O l l O c k
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what GooD Is GoD’s frIenDshIP?

Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge
of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things,

and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ. Philippians 3:8

cOulD we pOssibly put a price tag On gOD’s FrienDship? Even 
among all the good things that are available to us, is there 

anything that a wise person wouldn’t give up in order to have 
God? The privilege of knowing God through Christ so far sur-
passes the value of everything else that Paul said he would gladly 
“count all things loss” in order to have this one thing.

God’s friendship is good not because it “pays” us to be His 
friend, but simply because of God Himself. Whatever blessings 
may flow from God (and there are many indeed), these are only 
secondary benefits or by-products of our friendship with Him. If 
such things ever take center stage and become our primary mo-
tivation, they cease to be good things and become idols. Nothing 
must be allowed to take the place of God in our hearts, not even 
God’s own gifts to us. To have God alone is to have wealth untold, 
and to be without Him is the very definition of poverty.

But although God’s friendship surpasses the worth of any-
thing else in existence, we not only fail to value it as we should, but 
there are times when we go so far as to trade it away. Faced with 
a choice between God’s friendship and that of our worldly peers, 
we often seek the favor of our peers by doing things that greatly 
damage our relationship with God. Maybe we suppose that we can 
have it both ways, or maybe we’re just being thoughtless. But in 
any case, we’re being quite foolish when we try to maintain equal 
measures of God’s friendship and the friendship of the world. 
James put it bluntly: “Do you not know that friendship with the 
world is enmity with God? Whoever therefore wants to be a friend 
of the world makes himself an enemy of God” (James 4:4).

“Thus says the lOrD: ‘Let not the wise man glory in his 
wisdom, let not the mighty man glory in his might, nor let the 
rich man glory in his riches; but let him who glories glory in this, 
that he understands and knows Me, that I am the lOrD, exercising 
lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness in the earth. For in 
these I delight,’ says the lOrD” (Jeremiah 9:23,24).

We regard falling from God’s friendship as the only thing dreadful and we 
consider becoming God’s friend the only thing worthy of honor and desire.

g r e g O r y  O F  n y s s a
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what are we seekInG?

. . . always learning and never able
to come to the knowledge of the truth. 2 Timothy 3:7

there is a certain satisFactiOn in cOMing tO knOw things 
we’ve never unDerstOOD beFOre. Whether it’s pride (the 

perverse pleasure that comes from knowing things not widely 
known by others) or it’s simply the natural pleasure we feel when 
we make progress, it feels good to learn new things. We need to be 
careful, however. If our intent is to seek God, we must seek more 
than the simple pleasure of knowledge by itself.

We live in an age that seems uncertain about the whole idea 
of truth. The very word “truth” is often placed in quotation marks, 
as if it were a quaint notion no longer taken seriously, except 
by old-fashioned folk and fundamentalists. In such an age, it is 
interesting that we still prize “learning” as much as we do. One 
can’t help but remember Paul’s description of certain ones who 
were “always learning and never able to come to the knowledge 
of the truth.” When we seek to learn, we must seek more than the 
acquirement of various perspectives. It is actual truth that we seek, 
and if our minds are open (as they certainly should be), it is only 
that we may close them again on something solid.

But it is even more than truth that we should seek. We should 
seek to obey whatever truth we acquire. A real relationship with 
God is an active affair that involves not merely knowing but 
doing. On one occasion, Jesus brought His listeners up short with 
this statement: “Why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do 
the things which I say?” (Luke 6:46). True seekers are not content 
until their knowledge has moved them to godly action. What is 
learned in the library must be lived in the neighborhood.

One of the best antidotes to pride is the sobering fact that 
knowledge involves both greater responsibility and greater ac-
countability. The more we know, the more God will expect of us. 
“For everyone to whom much is given,” Jesus said, “from him 
much will be required” (Luke 12:48). Even if we’ve sought to 
unlock every subtle mystery in the world, that will not exempt us 
from what God has always required: a faith that acts.

You can be sure of this: when the Day of Judgment comes,
we shall not be asked what we have read, but what we have done;

not how well we have spoken, but how well we have lived.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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GettInG the rIGht answers

The coming of the lawless one is according to the working of Satan,
with all power, signs, and lying wonders, and with all unrighteous deception
among those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth,

that they might be saved. 2 Thessalonians 2:9,10

nOt Only is ObeDience MOre iMpOrtant than unDerstanD-
ing; it is alsO the key tO unDerstanDing. If we approach 

the discovery of truth with any intent other than to obey the truth 
once we discover it, it is not likely that we’ll find the truth we’re 
looking for. Getting the right answers to our questions depends 
greatly on our reasons for asking those questions.

In the above text, Paul wrote of those whose minds were 
confused and deceived by the “lying wonders” of Satan. Our ad-
versary is indeed a crafty deceiver, and those who’ll perish in the 
battle against him will be those who “did not receive the love of 
the truth, that they might be saved.” But notice what Paul said in 
the two verses that immediately follow: “And for this reason God 
will send them strong delusion, that they should believe the lie, 
that they all may be condemned who did not believe the truth but 
had pleasure in unrighteousness” (2 Thessalonians 2:11,12). These 
words are a wake-up call, are they not? To study with anything 
other than the honest intent to act on the truth is to doom ourselves 
to being deceived. In the quest for spiritual truth, as in most im-
portant endeavors, very much depends on our motive.

When Jesus of Nazareth appeared in Galilee, proclaiming 
that His teaching was God’s word to humankind, some saw the 
sense in what He said and others did not. What made the differ-
ence? Was it simply that some were more insightful than others? 
No, Jesus Himself said it would be those who desired not simply 
to know but to do God’s will who would discern that it was God’s 
word they were hearing. “If anyone wants to do His will, he shall 
know concerning the doctrine, whether it is from God or whether 
I speak on My own authority” (John 7:17). Even on such a funda-
mental question as that of Jesus’ identity, getting the right answer 
depends on what we intend to do with the answer once we find it. 
Seeking the knowledge of God is a very serious business.

Anyone who attempts to read the Bible should begin with
a genuine respect for God. Then there needs to be a firm desire

to reform one’s life according to its teaching.

t h O M a s  c r a n M e r
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the IDeal lIfe

. . . strengthened with all might, according to His glorious power,
for all patience and longsuffering with joy. Colossians 1:11

when we envisiOn the kinD OF liFe we wOulD MOst like 
tO have in this wOrlD, what kinD OF liFe is it that we 

iMagine? In a culture where “feeling good” is the unquestioned 
criterion by which all things are judged, we usually assume that 
the “good life” would be one free of any significant pain or un-
pleasantness. But in terms of biblical values, wouldn’t the ideal life 
be one in which we were drawn every day toward a richer taste of 
God? And far from being inconsistent with the good life, wouldn’t 
some degree of pain and unpleasantness be a part of the good life, 
if these things helped draw us toward God?

In medical practice, an “analgesic” is a medication that 
relieves pain, and “analgesia” is the state of being free from the 
feeling of pain. Figuratively speaking, most of us spend a good 
portion of our lives seeking what might be called “analgesia” in 
our lifestyles. As modern people, we simply take it for granted 
that pain is to be avoided at all costs, and we’re willing to sacrifice 
much higher values, sometimes even our highest ones, to elimi-
nate its presence. But however natural it may be to move away 
from pain, it is often foolish for us to do so. When we sacrifice 
everything else to avoid pain, we lose touch with the very thing 
that could teach us a deeper appreciation of God’s grace.

What we desperately need to understand is that having a 
broken heart is not inconsistent with real joy. If that were true, 
God Himself would have little joy, for He certainly experiences far 
more things that are heartbreaking than we do. “If our joy is hon-
est joy, it must somehow be congruous with human tragedy. This 
is the test of joy’s integrity: is it compatible with pain?” (Lewis 
B. Smedes). Joy is the thing we were created for, and that is what 
God wishes to restore to us in His Son. For the Christian, the ideal 
life is the joyous life, whether it is attended with what the world 
calls “happiness” or not. Indeed, it may only be through unhappi-
ness that a person’s joy in Jesus Christ can be found and fulfilled. 
“Joy,” as Paul Tillich wrote, “has something within itself that is 
beyond joy and sorrow. This something is called blessedness.”

Joy is the gigantic secret of Christianity.

g .  k .  c h e s t e r t O n
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aweD By GoD’s GranDeur

How awesome is this place! This is none other than
the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven! Genesis 28:17

On sOMe level, every huMan being can unDerstanD the 
aMazeMent OF JacOb when he realizeD what he was see-

ing. As he slept that night at Bethel, fleeing from his brother’s 
wrath and with a stone as his pillow, he dreamed of “a ladder 
[that] was set up on the earth, and its top reached to heaven; and 
there the angels of God were ascending and descending on it” 
(Genesis 28:12). Above the ladder was God Himself, who spoke to 
Jacob words of promise and hope. And having grasped this por-
tion of God’s greatness, Jacob was a man changed for the better.

Like Jacob, we need to contemplate the majesty of God and 
the marvel of His communication with His creation. Nothing is 
more healthy for us spiritually than to be struck by the wonderful 
lightning of God’s grandeur. It is a truly transforming experience.

It was Immanuel Kant who said, “Two things fill the mind 
with ever new and increasing wonder and awe — the starry 
heavens above me and the moral law within me.” The connection 
between these two sources of wonder is more than coincidental. 
We can’t give serious consideration to God’s greatness without 
being appalled by the huge chasm between His perfection and 
our imperfection. To be awed by God’s grandeur is to be moved 
to turn away from anything inconsistent with His glory. Thus for 
fallen creatures like us, there must always be strong elements of 
humility and repentance in worship. “Repentance is the process by 
which we see ourselves, day by day, as we really are: sinful, needy, 
dependent people. It is the process by which we see God as he is: 
awesome, majestic, and holy” (Charles Colson). For us, godly sor-
row should be a quite natural part of our reverence.

God’s grandeur . . . our need . . . unutterable awe. These 
things are the very heartbeat of religion. If we really live in God, 
we’ll lose ourselves in wonder before Him.

For worship is a thirsty land crying out for rain,
It is a candle in the act of being kindled,

It is a drop in quest of the ocean, . . .
It is a voice in the night calling for help,

It is a soul standing in awe before the mystery of the universe, . . .
It is time flowing into eternity, . . .

[It is] a man climbing the altar stairs to God.

D w i g h t  b r a D l e y
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PartICular PeoPle

By the grace of God I am what I am. 1 Corinthians 15:10

One OF the MOst iMpOrtant steps we ever take tOwarD wis-
DOM anD Maturity is taken when we accept the speciFics 

OF Our Own inDiviDuality. Much of the first half of life is spent in 
the luxury of limitless possibilities. There is no place we might not 
go before we die, no accomplishment we might not achieve, and 
no virtuous trait we might not develop. As we turn toward life’s 
latter stages, however, it becomes obvious that we’ll not live long 
enough to actually do any more than a fraction of the things we’ve 
imagined. Some choices will have to be made. And for each thing 
we choose to grasp, there’ll be many others we have to let go of. 
We can do nearly anything we want, but not everything we want.

Human beings are not infinite. We are “particular” people, 
each defined by our own specifics. We are born into this particular 
family, and not the millions of others we might have been born 
into. We have this set of personal characteristics, and not the mil-
lions of others we might have acquired. Before life is done, we will 
have had this set of experiences, and not the millions of others we 
might have had. The older we get, the more comfortable we need 
to become with our own personal particulars. We should never 
quit dreaming and working, of course, and while life lasts we 
should always be pressing toward new possibilities. But when all 
has been said and done, even the most varied life will still consist 
of a limited set of particulars. Some people pack more into their 
lifetimes than others, but there are limits beyond which no one can 
go. It’s impossible to be a brown-eyed person born in Mississippi 
and also be a blue-eyed person born in Minnesota. And even in 
matters of choice, it’s impossible to have our cake and eat it too.

Wisdom suggests that we should not only accept our particu-
lars, but we should be grateful for them. Even if we’ve made poor 
choices in the past and wasted much of our potential, we can be 
thankful for the unique opportunities that now lie before us. There 
is good work yet to be done — work that can be done best by a 
person who has just our set of particulars. Warts, scars, and all.

Let us be contented with what has happened to us and thankful for all
we have been spared. Let us accept the natural order in which we move.

Let us reconcile ourselves to the mysterious rhythm of our destinies,
such as they must be in this world of space and time.

w i n s t O n  c h u r c h i l l
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solID self-resPeCt

I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race,
I have kept the faith. 2 Timothy 4:7

Few things are given any MOre attentiOn in Our culture 
than the questiOn OF selF-iMage. We use a variety of terms 

to discuss it — self-esteem, self-worth, self-respect, etc. — but our 
basic point is usually the same: a person ought to be able to view 
himself or herself in a positive way. We believe this to be very im-
portant, and there can be little doubt that it is. But at this point our 
thinking often jumps the track, with unfortunate results: signifi-
cant corrections that need to be made in our lives don’t get made.

The truth that we ought to help every human being grasp is 
that no matter who we are, we are each of great and equal inher-
ent worth as creatures of God. Our external circumstances may be 
horribly demeaning, and our own conduct may have been seri-
ously dysfunctional — but even so, we are still the creatures of a 
God who has conferred great worth upon us by making us in His 
image. And no matter how we’ve marred His making of us, we are 
still of such value to God that He was willing to sacrifice His Son 
to redeem us. That’s the truth of the gospel, and we should spare 
no effort to help others be uplifted by its hope.

But despite our equal inherent value as God’s creatures, it 
is also true that people differ widely in the value of their chosen 
character and conduct. Much of our self-esteem talk seems to imply 
that no matter how irresponsible one’s actions, there should still 
be nothing negative in his self-image. We often sound as if we 
believed that behavior has nothing to do with self-respect. But in 
truth, it has a great deal to do with it. A positive self-image doesn’t 
come from being stroked by the affirmations of others, or even 
from talking positively to ourselves. It comes from doing our duty.

But what if we have to admit that we’ve not done our duty? 
Is it impossible for us ever again to enjoy this solid kind of self-
respect? No, it’s not impossible. We can at any moment begin to be 
the person we always should have been. We can — starting right 
now — choose to deal with reality in an honorable way.

[Self-respect] comes to us when we are alone, in quiet moments,
in quiet places, when we suddenly realize that, knowing the good,

we have done it; knowing the beautiful, we have served it;
knowing the truth, we have spoken it.

w h i t n e y  g r i s w O l D
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seekInG GoD, servInG others

For when we were still without strength, in due time Christ died
for the ungodly. For scarcely for a righteous man will one die; yet perhaps for 

a good man someone would even dare to die. But God demonstrates
His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners,

Christ died for us. Romans 5:6-8

when we seek gOD, we Must alsO serve Others. These two 
things are always tied together in the Scriptures. When 

Jesus was asked what was the most important part of the Law of 
Moses, He said, “‘You shall love the lOrD your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the first 
and great commandment. And the second is like it: ‘You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all 
the Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 22:37-40).

And yet there is a problem, is there not? God is obviously 
worthy to be loved with all our hearts, but our fellow human 
beings are often unworthy. God, for example, has never done any-
thing to harm us. He appreciates everything we do for Him. He 
acknowledges and reciprocates our love. Others, however, have 
hurt us, often without so much as an apology or an acknowledg-
ment of the wrong. What we do for them is frequently met with 
criticism, rather than gratitude. And when we try to do good for 
others, we don’t always find good deeds coming back to us in re-
turn. Consequently, we give up. Or worse, we begin to attach self-
protective “conditions” to our service. Or worst of all, we become 
secretly proud of ourselves for having served the “unworthy.”

Without question, there are many frustrating things that make 
it difficult to serve others. Satan will see to it that other lifestyles 
appear more easy and natural, and we’ll certainly not live lives 
of service if all we do is follow the course of least resistance. The 
truth is, doing both of these things — seeking God and serving 
others — requires that we overcome obstacles, push past resis-
tance, and simply determine that we’re going to love God and 
help others. Self-sacrificial love is a choice, and making the choice 
takes more than a positive mental attitude. It takes keeping our-
selves reverently and gratefully at the foot of the Cross, where our 
Lord determined to serve us — despite our resistance.

Once we realize that Jesus has served us even to the depths of our meagerness,
our selfishness, and our sin, nothing we encounter from others will be able

to exhaust our determination to serve others for His sake.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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ContInuanCe

. . . eternal life to those who by patient continuance in doing good
seek for glory, honor, and immortality. Romans 2:7

patient enDurance is an unDerrateD virtue. Qualities like 
love, courage, and wisdom get most of the attention, but the 

simple willingness to keep on moving ahead is no less grand. And 
continuance — that plain, workmanlike ability to keep at our task 
— happens to be in short supply in these days of frantic change 
and constant uncertainty. But if we intend to seek God seriously, 
we must not forget how to hold a steady course. It may not seem 
like a very great accomplishment just to “continue,” but how many 
of us can say we’ve excelled in this area? Those who do this one 
thing well may turn out to be greater heroes than the rest of us, 
and in the end, the brightest crowns may rest on the heads of those 
who simply refused to give up.

Numerous scriptural texts urge those who are Christians to 
continue patiently in the faith. Paul wrote, “Therefore consider 
the goodness and severity of God: on those who fell, severity; but 
toward you, goodness, if you continue in His goodness. Otherwise 
you also will be cut off” (Romans 11:22). He spoke of those who 
would be presented holy and blameless to God “. . . if indeed you 
continue in the faith, grounded and steadfast, and are not moved 
away from the hope of the gospel which you heard” (Colossians 
1:23). The writer of Hebrews said that Christians are the “house” 
of Christ “. . . if we hold fast the confidence and the rejoicing of the 
hope firm to the end” (Hebrews 3:6). And again, “We have become 
partakers of Christ if we hold the beginning of our confidence steadfast 
to the end” (Hebrews 3:14).

Such texts could be multiplied many times over, and we 
should not fail to be impressed with this consistent emphasis in 
God’s word. He is on our side. He is the truest Friend we’ve ever 
had. But God deals in long-term solutions, not in quick fixes. His 
purpose is not to relieve the superficial symptoms of sin but to 
eradicate the very root of evil. When the time is exactly right, this 
purpose will be gloriously consummated and those who have 
obediently entrusted themselves to Him will share in His triumph. 
Until then, the message to His people is always this: continue!

Never think that God’s delays are God’s denials.
Hold on; hold fast; hold out. Patience is genius.

c O M t e  g e O r g e s  D e  b u F F O n
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CaPtIvateD

For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God
for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing

that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought
into captivity to the obedience of Christ. 2 Corinthians 10:4,5

in the warFare between gOOD anD evil, it is the knOwleDge 
OF gOD that is at stake. And the truthfulness and fervency 

of our beliefs about God will determine our destiny, either as the 
slaves of Satan or the subjects of God.

The quality of our lives is governed by the quality of our 
principles. In the short run, circumstances beyond our control 
may push us this way or that, but eventually the “law of the 
farm” will prevail and we’ll reap what we’ve sown. It is univer-
sally accepted that a person who lives on the basis of principles 
like trustworthiness, diligence, and truth will get different results 
from another who lives on the basis of treachery, negligence, and 
error. Whatever kind of life we end up with, it will be something 
that has grown from the principles we chose to adopt. No one can 
break this law; when we try, we only break ourselves. And if this 
law governs our temporal life, it also governs our eternal destiny 
(Romans 2:5-11; Galatians 6:7-9).

But while the validity of our principles is crucial, the quality 
of our lives is also governed by the passion with which we live out 
our principles. Those who, armed with knowledge, are also fired 
with zeal will experience life at a dramatically different level than 
those who are lukewarm. It is not enough to choose our principles 
wisely. We must live them fervently — and, yes, diligently.

But make no mistake, we’re not talking here about moral prin-
ciples that produce quality of life in the here and now, regardless 
of what we believe about God. It’s true that our personal princi-
ples must be of the highest quality and they must be held with the 
greatest passion. But much more important, these principles must 
be properly focused on the majesty of God Himself. Here is the single 
greatest determinant of human life. No other issue we deal with is 
of as much consequence as our reverence and relationship to God. 
And when we find ourselves not merely “interested” in God but 
profoundly captivated by belief in Him, we are ready to leave be-
hind the shadows of “life” and pass into the realm of life indeed.

You’re not free until you’ve been made captive by supreme belief.

M a r i a n n e  M O O r e



July 29

faIlInG to take GoD Into aCCount

Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a 
city, spend a year there, buy and sell, and make a profit”; whereas you do not 

know what will happen tomorrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapor 
that appears for a little time and then vanishes away. Instead you ought to 

say, “If the Lord wills, we shall live and do this or that.” But now you
boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil. James 4:13-16

when we DisregarD the reality OF gOD in Making plans 
FOr Our Own aDvanceMent, we cOMMit a sin OF tragic 

priDe. As the Tower of Babel illustrates (Genesis 11:1-9), it is disas-
trous to pursue human achievement without factoring God into 
our projections. God is the ultimate consideration in any decision 
we’ll ever need to make, and it is nothing short of sinful pride to 
pretend otherwise. “All such boasting is evil,” says James.

Herein lies what must be called the “arrogance” of human 
culture. When we simply leave God out of our calculations — 
whether philosophically, economically, scientifically, or otherwise 
— we “boast” of something that human beings, on their own, do 
not actually possess: the ability to discern what is ultimately good 
and bring it to pass. It only takes a moment’s reflection on the 
havoc wrought by human “progress” to see how powerless we are 
to predict what the human race will really need.

Centuries ago, a wise man made this observation: “I returned 
and saw under the sun that the race is not to the swift, nor the 
battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to men of 
understanding, nor favor to men of skill; but time and chance 
happen to them all” (Ecclesiastes 9:11). This doesn’t mean that 
we should simply give up and go with the flow, for the wise have 
always known that we should do the best we can in each situation, 
based on what calculations we can make. But many vital things 
are beyond our vision, and we’d be fools if we failed to heed this 
advice also: “Trust in the lOrD with all your heart, and lean not 
on your own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5). To fail to take God 
into account is to commit the ultimate human error. It is also to fall 
short of our greatest human glory: the reflection of God’s wisdom.

The future is not yet ours; perhaps it never will be. If it comes, it may come 
wholly different from what we have foreseen. Let us shut our eyes, then,

to that which God hides from us, and keeps in reserve in the treasures
of his deep counsels. Let us worship without seeing;

let us be silent; let us abide in peace.
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the emPtIness of autonomy

Hell and Destruction are never full;
So the eyes of man are never satisfied. Proverbs 27:20

when gOD DOes nOt Occupy his rightFul place in Our 
hearts, One result is that we spin Our wheels in a Frus-

trating search FOr satisFactiOn. Independence and autonomy 
seem like they would be more satisfactory than a constant state 
of neediness, but their promise turns out to be empty. The more 
we take control of our own fulfillment, the more fulfillment seems 
to slip away from us. What began as an adventure becomes an 
exhausting grind. “All things are full of labor; man cannot express 
it. The eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hear-
ing” (Ecclesiastes 1:8). Apart from God, our desires are insatiable.

One of the great ironies of our existence as created beings is 
that our completeness requires that we keep in touch with our 
incompleteness. One would think that by dispensing with “unre-
alistic” needs for anything infinite or supernatural we would find 
the finite and the natural to be more rewarding. After all, less can 
often be more. But to our surprise, we find that the single greatest 
requirement for deep earthly enjoyment is an admission that the 
most important piece of this world’s puzzle is missing. We think 
we’d like to do away with our neediness, but we discover that we 
need to need God. “The more complete our sense of need, the more 
satisfactory is our dependence on God” (Oswald Chambers).

God is always inviting us to acknowledge our emptiness 
and come back to Him. He is waiting for us to seek Him. “Ho! 
Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you who have no 
money, come, buy and eat. Yes, come, buy wine and milk without 
money and without price. Why do you spend money for what is 
not bread, and your wages for what does not satisfy? Listen care-
fully to Me, and eat what is good, and let your soul delight itself in 
abundance” (Isaiah 55:1,2). Our attempted self-rule has been a sad 
experiment. The results have been shockingly disappointing. At 
last, is it not time for honesty to open a new path?

The vast neurotic misery of the world could be termed a neurosis of 
emptiness. Men cut themselves off from the root of their being, from God, 
and then life turns empty, inane, meaningless, without purpose. So when 

God goes, goal goes. When goal goes, meaning goes. When meaning
goes, value goes, and life turns dead on our hands.

c a r l  g u s t a v  J u n g



July 31

a DIffICult thInG for GooD PeoPle to Do

And to the angel of the church in Sardis write, “These things says He who
has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars: ‘I know your works,

that you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.’” Revelation 3:1

it is DiFFicult FOr gOOD peOple tO see that they neeD tO seek 
gOD beyOnD the bOunDaries OF their cOMFOrtable liFestyle. 

The church in Sardis, for example, was made up of people who 
saw themselves as respectably good. And others also saw them 
as praiseworthy. We ourselves would probably have seen them as 
such, if we’d had the chance to know them. And yet, their hearts 
were not as close to God as they supposed. Because of the “satis-
factory” nature of their religious practice, it was not easy for them 
to see how far they still had to go in seeking God.

The story of Job illustrates what needs to happen to many of 
us who’ve lived our whole lives in religious respectability. Job was 
a good man. Even God commended the devoutness and devotion 
with which he lived (Job 1:8; 2:3). There was nothing wrong with 
Job’s approach to God, as far as it went. The problem was that it 
didn’t go as far as it needed to. Job himself would probably have 
had difficulty, as a good man, seeing the gaps in his relationship to 
God. It was only after an unexpected storm of tragedy blew down 
his house of cards that Job could see how far he’d previously been 
from where he needed to be: “I have heard of You by the hearing 
of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore I abhor myself, 
and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:5,6). This statement is strik-
ing because it is not the penitent cry of a reformed “sinner” — it 
comes from a man who had never been anything but “good.”

Do we come from a devoutly religious tradition? That is a 
good thing for which we should be grateful; its advantages are 
obvious. Have we managed to acquire personal habits that are 
respectable? That also is to be commended, certainly. But let us not 
be deceived. That which passes for “religion” can delude us into 
thinking that we’re closer to God than we are. It may even be that 
we are dead, though we have a reputation for being alive. It hap-
pened at Sardis; it can happen to us. And like Job, we may need to 
be broken by sorrow before God becomes real to us.

This is the hazard. Our eyes are blinded by self-love. We do good things
and then become proud . . . Outright sinners can be reformed with less 

difficulty than those who hide under a cloak of false virtue.

l a w r e n c e  s c u p O l i



August 1

not what I wIll

And He said, “Abba, Father, all things are possible for You. Take this cup
away from Me; nevertheless, not what I will, but what You will.” Mark 14:36

when we pray FOr gOD’s will tO be DOne rather than 
Our Own, we shOulD DO that with a pOsitive attituDe 

tOwarD his wisDOM anD lOve. “God is perfect love and perfect 
wisdom,” wrote William Temple. “We do not pray in order to 
change his will, but to bring our own wills into harmony with 
his.” Because the benevolence of God is perfect, subordinating 
our will to His is more a privilege than a duty. Rather than come 
to God with a demanding spirit, we should pray with a buoyant 
trust, grateful that we can simply put ourselves in His hands. It 
can be a delight to let Him decide what is best.

Too often we see prayer as the unpleasant, and usually unsuc-
cessful, begging of God to do some specific thing that we want 
done. But as Richard Trench once wrote, “Prayer is not overcom-
ing God’s reluctance; it is laying hold of his highest willingness.” 
We are taught to come to God confidently with our requests, and 
prayer that doesn’t do that is not really honest prayer. But when 
we pray, it is helpful to pray with what might be called a “listen-
ing” attitude. As we make our supplications to God, we are to be 
open to the possibility that He may have a better plan, a higher 
purpose. If we pray as we ought, seeking to lay hold of God’s 
“highest willingness,” we will come away refreshed, confident 
that we’ve spoken honestly with Him about our requests, but 
confident also that if He knows a better path for us to follow, then 
we’ve made some progress in discerning what that path might be.

Praying for God’s will to be done can be an agonizing expe-
rience, without question. It was so for our Lord in Gethsemane. 
And yet an agonizing experience is not necessarily a negative one. 
To let God choose which path we are to follow is, at least for us, 
to grow in our spirits. It is to be made more wise. “To pray is to 
expose the shores of the mind to the incoming tide of God” (Ralph 
Washington Sockman). Thus when we pray, we must seek more 
than some particular blessing from God; we must seek Him and 
whatever His will may be. True prayer is not simply about what 
we want; it’s about learning to want what we should want.

Let not that happen which I wish, but that which is right.

M e n a n D e r



August 2

surrenDerInG to GoD’s IntentIon

Then Mary said, “Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be
to me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her. Luke 1:38

true greatness OF character is MeasureD by the Manner in 
which we Deal with gOD’s will FOr Our lives. No greater 

human character is possible than that of the person who humbly 
puts “self” at the disposal of God’s purposes, yielding to His will 
without reservation. Unfortunately, our frame of mind sometimes 
fails to show this kind of respect for God.

Conditions. Confronted with what we know to be God’s will, 
it often happens that we try to bargain with Him on the terms. We 
are willing to do what is right — but only if God will guarantee an 
outcome that is acceptable to us. If obedience is going to require 
some significant sacrifice, for example, we may agree to obey as 
long as God makes it up to us in some other way.

Complaining spirit. Our obedience is sometimes characterized 
by resentment and grumbling. We may do what we have to do, but 
we may also let it be known that we don’t like doing it. To be hon-
est, much of the talk that goes on inside our heads on an average 
day is a kind of “muttering under our breath” about the unpleasant 
aspects of following God. Mental complaining can become a habit.

Martyr spirit. It’s an unfortunate fact that if the devil can’t get 
us any other way, he can frequently get us through pride. In the 
act of obeying God — perhaps doing something that goes beyond 
the ordinary call of duty — we often give ourselves a secretly 
satisfying pat on the back. If others just knew how much we’ve 
sacrificed, they’d know how truly special we are!

What God desires, however, is the attitude of Mary: “Behold 
the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according to your 
word.” No conditions or bargaining with God. No murmuring or 
grumbling. No self-pitying martyrdom. Just a humble, and there-
fore noble, willingness to be used at God’s discretion. Can we not 
see that this is the only path toward peace for our souls? We can’t 
have peace without our God, and we can’t have God without His 
will. “In his will is our peace” (Dante Alighieri).

Self-will should be so completely poured out of the vessel of the soul
into the ocean of the will of God, that whatever God may will, that at once

the soul should will; and that whatever God may allow, that the soul should
at once willingly embrace, whether it may be in itself sweet or bitter.

l O u i s  D e  b l O i s



August 3
seConD-staGe sPIrItualIty

And if anyone thinks that he knows anything,
he knows nothing yet as he ought to know. 1 Corinthians 8:2

when we’ve Just gOtten past the beginning stage OF spiri-
tual liFe, there is a particular Danger we Face. It is the 

danger always encountered in the second stage of any endeavor: 
the danger of thinking we know more than we do. If we don’t deal with 
this danger in the proper way, we will find ourselves blocked from 
any further progress.

The greatest barrier to gaining greater knowledge is the il-
lusion of knowledge, the mistaken notion that we already know 
much, when in reality we know very little. This barrier is often 
met by the “sophomore” in any field of learning. This is the in-
dividual, hardly more than a beginner himself, who looks down 
on others who are just starting out. The sophomore has gone far 
enough to have just a little wisdom (sophos, wise), but he’s a fool 
(moros, foolish) for failing to see how far he has yet to go.

One measure of our attitude with respect to knowledge is the 
amount of listening we do compared to the amount of talking. If 
those who know us best observe that we’re more eager to talk than 
listen, then we’ve probably overestimated how much we know. 
It’s good to have learned a thing or two, but it’s not good to see 
every person we meet as a potential audience. Solomon said, “A 
fool has no delight in understanding, but in expressing his own 
heart” (Proverbs 18:2). And James advised, “Let every man be 
swift to hear, slow to speak . . .” (James 1:19).

There is so much more of God than any of us have ever expe-
rienced, even in our moments of greatest maturity. His bounty is 
beyond what any of us have ever sought from Him. Let us not be 
so proud of what we know that we keep ourselves from learn-
ing what we still need to know. If the truth be told, most of us 
are not yet even in the second stage of spiritual understanding. 
There are many leagues yet to travel before we leave the first. Let 
us be humbled at the thought of our ignorance. And having been 
humbled, let us have a grander vision of what there is yet to know 
about our great God. The half has not yet been told.

If you have lived far from God, you may think you are very near him
when you finally start a life with him. The peasant thinks he has been to 

court because he saw the king pass by one day.

F r a n ç O i s  D e  F é n e l O n
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are we awake to GoD’s wonDers?

Therefore they said to Him, “What sign will You perform then,
that we may see it and believe You? What work will You do?” John 6:30

sOMetiMes we aDOpt an alMOst DeManDing attituDe tOwarD 
gOD, insisting that he Declare hiMselF tO us MOre Openly. 

The problem, however, is not that God has not shown enough of 
Himself to us, but that we’ve not opened our eyes to the wonders 
He has shown. We need to learn to be more open and attentive to 
God’s marvelous work in at least three areas.

Creation. Promising deliverance to the people of Judah, 
God spoke of His creative power: “I will open rivers in desolate 
heights, and fountains in the midst of the valleys; I will make the 
wilderness a pool of water, and the dry land springs of water. I 
will plant in the wilderness the cedar and the acacia tree, the myr-
tle and the oil tree; I will set in the desert the cypress tree and the 
pine and the box tree together, that they may see and know, and 
consider and understand together, that the hand of the lOrD has 
done this, and the Holy One of Israel has created it” (Isaiah 41:18-
20). We too need to “see and know” what God’s hand has done.

Redemption. What we see of our Creator’s work ought to make 
us eager to see His greater work as our Savior. “Remember me, O 
lOrD, with the favor You have toward Your people; Oh, visit me 
with Your salvation, that I may see the benefit of Your chosen ones, 
that I may rejoice in the gladness of Your nation, that I may glory 
with Your inheritance” (Psalm 106:4,5).

Revelation. Nowhere, except in the very person of His Son, has 
God shown His glory any more than in His word. But we study 
the Scriptures drowsily and much of the wonder of God’s word is 
lost on us. We need to wake up and pay attention. “Open my eyes, 
that I may see wondrous things from Your law” (Psalm 119:18).

Our fervent prayer ought to be for help in taking in what God 
has delivered to us. Our shrunken vessels are too small to hold a 
worthy portion of His glory. “Grant us, we pray thee, a heart wide 
open to all this joy and beauty, and save our souls from being so 
steeped in care, or so darkened by passion, that we pass heedless 
and unseeing when even the thornbush by the wayside is aflame 
with the glory of God” (Walter Rauschenbusch).

Only that day dawns to which we are awake.

h e n r y  D a v i D  t h O r e a u



August 5
the revelatIon of GoD

God, who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past
to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us

by His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all things, through whom
also He made the worlds; who [is] the brightness of His glory

and the express image of His person . . . Hebrews 1:1-3

in surrOunDing us with his glOry, gOD’s purpOse is tO reveal 
hiMselF tO us in OrDer that we Might Obey the gOspel anD 

have FellOwship with hiM. The fact that God’s purpose is to 
reveal Himself is a marvelous truth to think about. Contemplating 
this truth ought to have a powerful practical effect on our lives.

Having rebelled against God, Adam and Eve were banished 
from God’s presence (Genesis 3:22-24). The consequence of sin is 
that we are cut off from the God whom we were made to desire. 
But no sooner had sin taken place than God began to reach out to 
us and to work toward a restoration of what had been lost. The 
God who made us is not a God who hides from us. He has moved 
toward us, making it possible for us to know Him again.

If God’s purpose is to reveal Himself to us, this must mean 
that He is mindful of us. It must mean that we — yes, even we — 
are of concern to Him. And this in itself is marvelous. “When I 
consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, the moon and the 
stars, which You have ordained, what is man that You are mind-
ful of him, and the son of man that You visit him?” (Psalm 8:3,4). 
Our Creator desires that we be encouraged and refreshed by this 
knowledge. At our moments of greatest weakness or rebellion, 
even then God is thinking of us and wanting to reveal Himself 
to us. Not any of us is a lost cause, as far as He is concerned. Our 
ignorance of Him is a matter of active, personal concern to God.

On our part, we must more deeply desire to know Him. We 
must determine to stay more awake and more alert, eager to re-
ceive every bit of truth that is available about God as He really is. 
As He restores to us the knowledge of His character and His will, 
it is God’s intention to lead us back to His immediate presence. 
“No one ever graduates from Bible study until he meets the author 
face to face” (E. T. Harris). The Bible is a book, but it is a book at 
the end of which God Himself is waiting for us.

[God’s] very work from the beginning is revelation — a casting aside of veil 
after veil, a showing to men of truth after truth. On and on from fact divine 

he advances, until at length in his Son, Jesus, he unveils his very face.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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Jesus ChrIst Is not a DoCtrIne

In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that God has sent His only 
begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him. 1 John 4:9

iF lOve is a subJect that can be stuDieD, it is certainly the 
MOst persOnal subJect in the wOrlD. We are taught that God 

loved us so much He was willing to take upon Himself our fleshly 
form and die for our sins. This is no abstract thought or theory. 
This is a personal transaction if there ever was one. God, the only 
perfect personal Being in existence, has done the most personal 
thing imaginable for personal beings whom He created. Isn’t it 
astonishing that we can take this, the most stupendous act of love, 
and reduce it to little more than a doctrine to be believed? And yet, 
that is what we do. We talk about Christianity as if it were just an 
ideology, a body of ideas. And we find that what we’re devoted to 
is not really God, but various ideas about God.

As Paul spoke of his own faith to his younger friend Timothy, 
he spoke not only of what he believed but of whom he believed: 
“For this reason I also suffer these things; nevertheless I am not 
ashamed, for I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that 
He is able to keep what I have committed to Him until that Day” 
(2 Timothy 1:12). Granted, we can’t believe in God without accept-
ing a certain amount of factual information about Him. But ulti-
mately our faith is not in the information. However essential the 
doctrine of God may be, its purpose is always to foster a personal 
faith in God Himself. As an old man who had suffered much, Paul 
could say that his confidence, and therefore his ability to withstand 
hardship, were firmly rooted in God. It was not merely a true phi-
losophy that Paul was willing to die for. It was a beloved Person.

In our study of God, it’s easy to get lost in the details and 
forget what the whole thing is about. Satan would surely like to 
pull our focus away from God and turn our religion into nothing 
more than a subject to be studied or a proposition to be debated. 
We must resist this temptation. And even if we’re more actively 
inclined and we see religion as a cause to be supported or a service 
to be rendered, it’s still important for us to keep our heads and our 
hearts in the right place. Christianity is not a dogma. Jesus Christ 
is not a doctrine. It is a real kingdom, and He is its real King.

Christianity is not devotion to work, or to a cause, or a doctrine,
but devotion to a person, the Lord Jesus Christ.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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knowInG more of GoD

And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us an under-
standing, that we may know Him who is true; and we are in Him who is 

true, in His Son Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal life. 1 John 5:20

we can’t knOw all OF gOD, but we can strive tO knOw 
MOre OF hiM than we knOw at present. The fact that we 

are limited in our ability to comprehend God shouldn’t keep us 
from learning as much as we can. And we shouldn’t underesti-
mate how much of God can be learned by a human being. God 
created us in His image, He designed us for fellowship with Him, 
and He intends us to know Him deeply and joyously. It would be 
a mistake to be content with anything less.

In any realm of human activity, it’s important to remember 
that the value of our work does not depend upon total perfec-
tion. Just because a thing is imperfect doesn’t mean that it has no 
significance at all, and this is certainly true of our knowledge of 
God. Some things about God can be known truly, even though He 
can’t be known completely. And whatever the limits may be on our 
knowledge of God, we need to be eagerly trying to reach those 
limits. We ought to want to know all that we can know of God.

At the practical level, of course, learning more of God comes 
down to learning more of Jesus Christ, in whose life God illus-
trated Himself in ways we can understand. It was to one of His 
disciples that Jesus said, “Have I been with you so long, and yet 
you have not known Me, Philip? He who has seen Me has seen the 
Father; so how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:9). If 
we wish to know more of God, we must saturate our minds with 
the Scriptures which tell us of Jesus Christ.

Coming to a greater knowledge of God is a thing we would 
have no right to do if it weren’t for God’s grace. But because of 
grace, knowing God is a goal that deserves the very best of our 
courage, our diligence, and above all, our love. “Eternity will not 
be long enough to learn all he is, or to praise him for all he has 
done, but then, that matters not; for we shall be always with him, 
and we desire nothing more” (Frederick William Faber).

Is there any greater need than that we get to grips with the living God,
that we understand the discipline of God, that we learn the truth of God,

that we accept the will of God, that we fulfill the purpose of God,
that we know the resources of God, that we realize the power of God,

and that we radiate the peace and love of God?

t r a v e r s  v.  J e F F e r s
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always uPwarD

. . . but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
To Him be the glory both now and forever. Amen. 2 Peter 3:18

grOwing in the knOwleDge OF gOD is the OppOrtunity OF 
a liFetiMe, literally. No matter how much we learn and 

are enriched by what we know, God’s greatness offers still more. 
Our whole lifetime should be spent seeking these greater things. 
Coming to know our Creator more richly is, in a positive sense, 
life’s greatest challenge. It is also our greatest joy and our greatest 
reward. This is what makes life worth living.

A. W. Pink observed that most Christians “expect little from 
God, ask little, and therefore receive little and are content with 
little.” If this is a problem today, it is by no means a new problem. 
The writer of Hebrews found it necessary to exhort his readers 
with these words: “Though by this time you ought to be teachers, 
you need someone to teach you again the first principles of the or-
acles of God; and you have come to need milk and not solid food” 
(Hebrews 5:12). Too few of God’s people have ever grown as they 
should “in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ.” Arrested development is often the norm.

We would surely be shocked if we could see how wide the 
gap really is between what God knows Himself to be and what we 
know Him to be. But there is also quite a gap between what we 
know God to be and what we could know Him to be. We should 
be sorrowful when we reflect on our complacency. “God’s treasure 
is like an infinite ocean, and yet a little wave of emotion, passing 
with the moment, is enough for many” (Brother Lawrence). Our 
desire to know our Heavenly Father is all too small.

Perhaps it is daunting to think of the magnitude of such 
a thing as coming to know God. We may shrink from the very 
thought. But looking at it from another point of view, what could 
we undertake that would hold more promise? Is this not the great-
est adventure, the ultimate undertaking in this otherwise disap-
pointing world? How bracing to climb a little way up the slope 
and feel the air freshen, to climb even further and catch a thrilling 
glimpse of the distant summit! The finest qualities of our created 
nature are called forth when we reach upward, always upward.

When I am at my best the Word still towers high above me.

b e r n a r D  O F  c l a i r v a u x
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the wIsDom of GoDly CharaCter

But solid food belongs to those who are of full age, that is, those who by reason 
of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil. Hebrews 5:14

as we seek gOD anD grOw in Our knOwleDge OF hiM, we 
FinD Ourselves aspiring tO things OF higher anD higher 

quality. Every human being has longings and desires of one 
sort or another. We spend our days seeking the things we desire, 
whatever those might be. But not all the goals a human being 
might seek are of equal value. The challenge in life is to be able to 
identify the best things to seek and then fix our desire on these.

One of the dangerous things about spiritual immaturity is that 
while we’re in that state, we’re hampered by a lack of discernment. 
In the important areas in life, we can’t tell the difference between 
good quality and poor. We may find it difficult to distinguish the 
good from the better and the better from the best. In some cases, we 
may not even be able to judge between outright good and evil. The 
writer of Hebrews pointed out that those who are “of full age” are 
those who “have their senses exercised to discern both good and 
evil.” The difference between a wise course of action and a foolish 
one is sometimes so slight that it takes a person of some maturity 
to tell the difference. Until we develop that ability, we’re always in 
danger of making poor decisions about what is “good.”

If being able to judge between shades of goodness is impor-
tant in the ordinary affairs of life, it is certainly important when 
the time comes to decide our highest aspirations. The things we 
choose to desire are the things that ultimately determine our char-
acter and our destiny. When God can see that a certain thing is of 
good quality, it’s important that our own powers of judgment be 
sharp enough to see at least some of the value that God sees. This 
is what Paul meant when he spoke of learning to “approve the 
things that are excellent” (Philippians 1:10).

We can’t set good goals without good judgment, and good 
judgment is more than a quick technique. It comes from good 
character. And where does good character come from? It comes 
from godliness and spiritual maturity, which in turn come from 
seeking God and knowing Him more fully. The more we know of 
God, the wiser we’ll be about what is best for us to desire.

Wisdom is a taste for goodness.

b e r n a r D  O F  c l a i r v a u x
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love anD not oBey?

I delight to do Your will, O my God,
And Your law is within my heart. Psalm 40:8

grOwth in Our knOwleDge OF gOD Means Making prOgress 
tOwarD real Delight in DOing whatever is pleasing tO 

gOD. Spiritual maturity must include this element of joyful con-
formity to God’s will. It is not enough to be able to identify what 
is good, or even to appreciate its value. If godly wisdom has given 
us a taste for the good, then we must do the good which we’ve 
come to appreciate. This is what constitutes devotion to God.

The person whose love for God does not result in obedience 
is practicing a religion that amounts to idolatry. Thomas Cranmer 
wrote, “Love God with your whole heart. Do everything for his 
sake. And above all, obey God. For if we merely revere, love, and 
trust — but do not obey — God, we are making God into what we 
want; we are making him into a false god.” This is an important 
point, worth sober consideration by every seeker of God.

If we say to God, “We love you, but we’ll only obey you if 
your will meets our approval,” we’re not bowing before the God 
who objectively exists. Instead, we’re engaging in a subjective ex-
ercise: whittling God down, smoothing Him out, and making Him 
into something more agreeable to our preference. We’re adjusting 
God to our will, perhaps expecting Him to obey us rather than us 
obeying Him. To do this, of course, is to worship not God but a 
figment of our imagination. And in its lack of reverence, this kind 
of idolatry is not far behind that of the ancient worshiper who 
made a physical object to his liking and then bowed down before 
it (Isaiah 44:9-20). The idolatry of disobedience, whether ancient or 
modern, is a mistake we must be careful to avoid.

It cannot be said too often: religion is primarily about God, not 
about us. In an age when many feel free to conceive of God in any 
way that pleases them personally, we need frequent reminders 
that the objective reality of God cannot be bent to fit the shape of 
our philosophy. The important thing is not whether He pleases us, 
but whether we please Him, and reverence means adjusting our-
selves to Him lovingly. Let us pray for the good sense to recognize 
what God’s will is, and let us not hesitate to act accordingly.

True devotion is a constant, determined, prompt, 
and active will to do what we know is pleasing to God.

F r a n c i s  D e  s a l e s
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hearts In tune

And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more
in knowledge and all discernment, that you may approve the things that are 
excellent, that you may be sincere and without offense till the day of Christ. 

Philippians 1:9,10

Our gOal is tO allOw gOD’s Desires tO becOMe Our Own. 
We want to “approve the things that are excellent,” allowing 

God’s truth to fill our minds, yielding our will to His purposes, 
and rejoicing in the sheer goodness of all things that are good. 
There is within each of us, perhaps buried under layers of lesser 
concerns, a longing for hearts that are in tune with God’s heart, 
hearts that want nothing but what He wants. Coming to have such 
a heart (and helping others to do so) is what spiritual growth is 
about. This is why we study and meditate upon God.

It is impossible to grow in likeness to God’s character without 
learning to love Him, and it is impossible to love God without 
learning to love what He loves. Thus one of the wisest things we 
can do is to make a commitment to love only the things that are 
highest and best, as judged by God’s criteria. Frances de Sales 
wrote, “Love is the strongest passion of the soul. We become like 
what we love. Guard against loving wrongly.”

Thomas à Kempis put it in the form of a prayer: “O Lord, 
let me know what is worth knowing, love what is worth loving, 
praise what pleases you, honor what is worthy in your sight, and 
avoid all that is evil.” In our present state of mind, putting our-
selves in God’s hands is not always easy. It’s a test not only of our 
trust but also of our courage. Our desires are so often going in the 
opposite direction, to let God define what is desirable can seem al-
most insane. From our vantage point in the here and now, the life 
of radical faith may seem to involve more sacrifice than serenity. 
But in the end, the hearts that will have found peace will be those 
that have come to rest in the purposes of God. On this side of the 
Cross, there can surely be no doubt as to the benevolence of those 
purposes. Whatever He desires, it is our privilege to desire the 
very same things, just because He desires them.

Lord Jesus, help me to want what is most pleasant to you. You know what
is best for me. Give what you will, when the right time comes, and in the 

quantity you prefer. Do with me as you please. Put me where you will. I am 
in your hands. I am your servant. I am ready to do whatever you command. 

You are the true peace of my heart and the perfect rest of my soul.

c a t h e r i n e  p a r r



August 12

resolutIon

And behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to give
to every one according to his work. I am the Alpha and the Omega,
the Beginning and the End, the First and the Last. Revelation 22:12,13

even when Our lives are at their best, we are still per-
plexeD by uncertainties. We look back at many things we 

would do differently if we could start over. We spend more than 
a few of our earthly moments silently sighing, “If only . . .” And 
yet, in God there is this glorious hope: all that now seems contradic-
tory is going to be cleared up. It will someday be clear that even our 
sorrows and our mistakes were “just right.” Had any detail of our 
experience been different, we’d have become something less than 
the unique creatures that God finally turned us into.

It is in Jesus Christ that God is working toward this grand 
resolution. “For it pleased the Father that in Him all the fullness 
should dwell, and by Him to reconcile all things to Himself, by 
Him, whether things on earth or things in heaven, having made 
peace through the blood of His cross” (Colossians 1:19,20). And 
when the time comes, all that has been reconciled to Christ’s rule 
will be offered back to the Father. “Then comes the end, when He 
delivers the kingdom to God the Father, when He puts an end to 
all rule and all authority and power” (1 Corinthians 15:24). God, 
the Source of all things, will have become the Destination.

This does not mean that God’s will cannot be opposed. And it 
does not mean that those who persist in doing so will be with God 
in eternity. It simply means that God can take whatever opposes 
Him and bring about a better result for Himself, and for those 
who’ve come home to Him, than if He had not been opposed.

It was with this kind of confidence in God that Robert Louis 
Stevenson could write: “Help me, O God, to look back on the long 
way you have brought me, on the long days in which I have been 
served, not according to my deserts, but my desires; on the pit and 
the miry clay, the blackness of despair, the horror of misconduct, 
from which my feet have been plucked out. For my sins forgiven 
or prevented, for my shame unpublished, I bless and thank you, O 
God.” If we seek God, all that happens is either happy or useful.

When the end comes and we are taken for judgment above, we will then 
clearly understand in God the mysteries that puzzle us now. Not one of us 
will think to say, “Lord, if it had been some other way, all would be well.”

J u l i a n  O F  n O r w i c h



August 13
when foresIGht faIls

In the morning sow your seed, and in the evening do not withhold your 
hand; for you do not know which will prosper, either this or that,

or whether both alike will be good. Ecclesiastes 11:6

althOugh we cannOt see Far, we can JuDge rightly what 
is near. One of my favorite quotations from J. R. R. Tolkien’s 

The Lord of the Rings is the reply made by Aragorn when Gimli 
suggested that Gandalf’s advice had been wrong because it had 
resulted in the loss of Gandalf’s own life: “‘The counsel of Gandalf 
was not founded on foreknowledge of safety, for himself or for 
others,’ said Aragorn. ‘There are some things that it is better to 
begin than to refuse, even though the end may be dark.’”

The fact that we have so little ability to foretell the future is 
not an accident. It was God who chose to limit our field of vision 
to that which is immediately in front of us. It should be evident 
that if this was God’s choice, then no more foresight than what we 
have is needed to fulfill the purpose for which we were created. 
However interesting or helpful we may think it would be to see 
further ahead, God apparently knew that such an ability would 
hinder us. We were made to work productively in the present mo-
ment, and the equipment we were given is exactly the right equip-
ment for the business of human living.

But wouldn’t it help us deal more wisely with the present 
if we could know the future? Probably not. Most of us will have 
to admit that even on those occasions when we do know what’s 
going to happen, we tend to do very little about it. If we’ve been 
poor stewards of our time, it’s probably not fair to blame that 
problem on a shortage of information about the future. But be that 
as it may, we do not really need to know any more about tomor-
row than we do. The various pieces of our lives need to be con-
nected to one another in a pleasing pattern, certainly. But God has 
chosen that the most pleasing pattern is achieved not when we 
foresee the whole thing from start to finish but when we deal with 
each day’s piece as if that were the only one.

If a man lay himself out to do the immediate duty of the moment, 
wonderfully little forethought, I suspect, will be found needful. That 
forethought only is right which has to determine duty, and pass into

action. To the foundation of yesterday’s work well done, the work of the 
morrow will be sure to fit. Work done is of more consequence

for the future than the foresight of an archangel.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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we neeD Both DesIre anD traInInG

. . . exercise yourself toward godliness. For bodily exercise profits a little,
but godliness is profitable for all things, having promise of the life

that now is and of that which is to come. 1 Timothy 4:7,8

it is iMpOrtant tO have a passiOnate Desire FOr gOD anD alsO 
tO unDergO the training necessary tO FulFill that Desire. 

Both of these things are needed in the spiritual life, and either 
without the other will leave us short of our goal. In fact, if either of 
these is isolated from the other, the result can be disastrous.

First, consider the necessity of desire. The writer of Hebrews 
tells us that God is a “rewarder of those who diligently seek Him” 
(Hebrews 11:6). If Jesus taught anything at all, it was that God 
must be deeply desired. Those who will be “filled” are not the 
indifferent, nor are they those who happen to get in a religious 
mood once in a while. They are, as Jesus said, those who “hunger 
and thirst for righteousness” (Matthew 5:6). We must be moved by 
a desire for God that stirs deep within us. If we are not so moved, 
there is every likelihood that we’ll be “choked with cares, riches, 
and pleasures of life, and bring no fruit to maturity” (Luke 8:14).

But also, consider the vital importance of training. Growing in 
the worship of God and in the acquirement of godly character is 
the highest endeavor to which we may commit ourselves. But the 
pursuit of godliness is like many other pursuits in that it requires 
the learning of certain skills and the adoption of certain habits 
of daily living. It is not a thing we find ourselves doing acciden-
tally or haphazardly. Because it is a discipline, it takes training. 
Paul was not wasting words when he urged Timothy to exercise 
himself toward godliness. Our godly desires will simply not be 
fulfilled if we don’t do anything more than what comes naturally.

Desire and training interact with one another and comple-
ment one another. Like the serious athlete, we train because of our 
desire. But when our training begins to bring positive results, that 
increases our desire. For this reason, it is critical that we pay atten-
tion to both. To make spiritual progress, we must deal decisively 
with anything that threatens either our desire or our training. 
“Meditate on these things,” said Paul. “Give yourself entirely to 
them, that your progress may be evident to all” (1 Timothy 4:15).

Know well that thy enemy laboureth in all wise to stay
thy desire in good and to make thee void of all good exercise.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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where we’re most vulneraBle

Search me, O God, and know my heart;
Try me, and know my anxieties;

And see if there is any wicked way in me,
And lead me in the way everlasting. Psalm 139:23,24

One OF liFe’s greatest DecisiOns is whether tO pay MOre 
attentiOn tO Our Own Faults Or tO thOse OF Others. It’s 

an undeniable fact that much of our life in this world will be spent 
dealing with problems. And the quality of our lives is greatly 
determined by this basic question: which will be our main focus 
from day to day, correcting our own faults or correcting those of 
others? Much that is important in life depends on our decision.

It doesn’t take very sharp eyesight to see that sinfulness is 
harmful. We are surrounded by human wreckage. The dramatic 
evidence of what sin can do is everywhere we look. And living in 
such a world, it’s quite obvious that we’re vulnerable. There is no 
way to live in the here and now without the likelihood of being 
hurt. So it’s understandable that we become preoccupied with 
problem-solving and error-correction. Although we can’t elimi-
nate sin, we’d like to minimize it as much as possible. We’d like to 
protect ourselves to whatever extent we can.

But where is it that we’re the most vulnerable? With our 
answer to this question we show ourselves to be either wise or 
foolish. Warning His disciples that they would be persecuted, 
Jesus said, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill 
the soul. But rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and 
body in hell” (Matthew 10:28). It’s virtually certain that others will 
do us wrong from time to time. But whatever damage we may suf-
fer at their hands, that damage does not go nearly as deep nor last 
nearly as long as the damage we do to ourselves by our own sins.

Given the danger of the flaws in our own character, it is amaz-
ing how casually we can ignore these while trying to help other 
people. We gag at the gnat of our neighbor’s sin while swallow-
ing the camel of our own (Matthew 23:24). And the mote that we 
remove from our friend’s eye is as nothing compared to the beam 
that’s in our own (Matthew 7:3). We make ourselves nearly ridicu-
lous bothering about “threats” that are nowhere near our most 
serious dangers. It would be comical if it were not so serious.

Flee from your own faults. The flaws in others will not hurt you.

g u i g O  i
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the Call of the worlD

But each one is tempted when he is drawn away by his own desires
and enticed. Then, when desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin,

when it is full-grown, brings forth death. James 1:14,15

whatever Our greatest Desires are, thOse will DeterMine 
the DirectiOn OF Our lives. Thus decisions about our 

desires are extremely important. As we begin to desire God, one of 
the challenges we face is that of purifying our desires and making 
them whole. Satan is endlessly creative in his enticements, and 
we can be sure that learning to truly and completely want what 
God wants is not going to be easy. Frankly, it is hard to purge our 
hearts of the remnants of our old desires.

Even after committing ourselves to greater holiness and 
purity, we are sometimes like the people of Israel after they had 
been delivered from Egyptian slavery. In some ways they were 
glad to be free, but they quickly began to complain against Moses. 
Somewhere in their hearts, they seemed to resent the loss of 
certain former pleasures. “And in their hearts they turned back to 
Egypt” (Acts 7:39). Like Israel, we will not be truly free from bond-
age until we stop murmuring against our Deliverer and quit look-
ing over our shoulder. Even if we keep from outwardly returning 
to Egypt, it’s dangerous even to long for that land!

What we need is not only to desire God but to desire Him 
single-mindedly and wholeheartedly. We cannot afford to love 
God with the “religious” part of our minds and still allow illicit 
desires to make themselves at home in the “other” part. These 
desires must be evicted from our thinking, for if we are hospitable 
and allow them to remain, they will eventually burst out of the 
back room and return to the front porch.

As the old-timers used to say, “Whatever’s in the well, will 
come up in the bucket sooner or later.” And as one of the real old-
timers used to say, “Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it 
spring the issues of life” (Proverbs 4:23). Most of us would say that 
we’d like to be something other than “worldly” people. But world-
liness is a curiously subtle thing. Depending on what we desire, 
there may be more of the world left in us than we suppose.

Worldliness is not only doing what is forbidden but also wishing it were
possible to do it. One of its distinctives is mental slavery to illegitimate 

pleasure. Worldliness twists values by rearranging their price tags.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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zerrIssenheIt

But when He saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion
for them, because they were weary and scattered, like sheep

having no shepherd. Matthew 9:36

liFe in a brOken wOrlD exacts a painFul tOll On us eMO-
tiOnally. We long to feel whole, but we feel torn apart. We de-

sire integrity and oneness of mind and character, but we are pulled 
in many different directions. Outward conflict is never very far 
away, and the consequences of sin are such that we have to labor 
night and day to keep from disintegrating inwardly. The outward 
turmoil is terrible enough, but it is the lack of inward peace that 
hurts us most. And the Germans have a word that describes this 
inner strife or brokenness that we’re so familiar with these days. It 
is the word Zerrissenheit, which literally means “broken-to-pieces-
hood.” It would be hard to find a better word for the state of our 
minds in the present generation.

If they could speak to us now, however, Adam and Eve would 
probably say that the “broken-to-pieces-hood” we feel today is not 
very different from what they felt. In Eden, they had enjoyed an 
environment where everything they ever had to deal with fit to-
gether in perfect harmony. Outside of Eden, however, they would 
have experienced the very same thing we do: the sickening un-
certainty of trying to get from one day to the next in a world that 
is breaking apart. In fact, never having known Eden, we have less 
basis for comparison than they did. If we think that life feels “out 
of joint” today, how “disconnected” must they have felt standing 
outside the gates of the garden — with a flaming sword guarding 
the way back to the tree of life.

But what about God? Is He unconcerned about all that we 
suffer as a result of having ruined our world and our relationship 
with Him? The wonderful truth is that He is not only concerned; 
He is compassionately concerned. He knows that we are “weary 
and scattered, like sheep having no shepherd.” At a cost that we 
cannot count, He has made it possible for us to seek Him, find 
Him, and find in Him every bit of the wholeness we have lost.

Drop thy still dews of quietness,
Till all our strivings cease;

Take from our souls the strain and stress,
And let our ordered lives confess

The beauty of thy peace.

J O h n  g r e e n l e a F  w h i t t i e r
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BonDaGe to self

But if you have bitter envy and self-seeking in your hearts, do not boast
and lie against the truth. This wisdom does not descend from above,

but is earthly, sensual, demonic. For where envy and self-seeking exist,
confusion and every evil thing are there. James 3:14-16

as Our lives unFOlD, we will either enJOy the FreeDOM OF 
seeking gOD Or suFFer FrOM the cOnsequences OF seeking 

Ourselves. There is no in-between. We will either long to please 
our Creator or demand to please ourselves. And if we choose to 
make self our primary concern, the farther down that road we 
travel, the more that choice will bind us and enslave us. We are 
never less free than when we declare our independence from God.

James tells us that self-seeking is a hellish thing. It engenders 
strife, and the wisdom that recommends this choice “does not 
descend from above, but is earthly, sensual, demonic.” Satan’s 
murderous lie has always been that we can do whatever we want, 
regardless of anything God may have said, and no harmful conse-
quences will come. In fact, he insinuates that seeking our own will 
is the only way we can be free (Genesis 3:1-6).

But even while our enemy is urging us in this direction, he 
is preparing the chains that will bind us. And once we’ve disre-
garded the wise, life-protecting will of our God, we begin almost 
immediately to realize how little freedom there is in our self-cen-
tered demands. The farther we go without turning back, the more 
our choices begin to feel like compulsions, and the less hope we 
have of ever knowing freedom again. If we maintain any honesty 
about ourselves at all, the time will come when we understand 
the desperate cry of Paul: “O wretched man that I am! Who will 
deliver me from this body of death?” (Romans 7:24).

The desire to be free from our self-will should be one of our 
most powerful motivations. But if we hope to be free, we must be 
honest about where we are. Even if we’re seeking God right now, 
our seeking may be more about what we want than about what 
He wants. There are few of us who don’t need to repent of that.

Sever me from myself that I may be grateful to you;
May I perish to myself that I may be safe in you;

May I die to myself that I may live in you;
May I wither to myself that I may blossom in you;

May I be emptied of myself that I may abound in you;
May I be nothing to myself that I may be all to you.

D e s i D e r i u s  e r a s M u s
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learnInG to worshIP GoD

Thus I will bless You while I live; I will lift up my hands in Your name.
My soul shall be satisfied as with marrow and fatness,

And my mouth shall praise You with joyful lips.
When I remember You on my bed, I meditate

on You in the night watches. Psalm 63:4-6

iF we are seeking gOD, we will want tO reach the pOint at 
which we hOnestly enJOy the wOrship OF gOD. Making the 

choice to engage in worship on set occasions is wise, of course, 
and as far as Christians worshiping together is concerned, the 
New Testament certainly shows that the earliest followers of the 
Lord did that every week (Acts 20:7; Hebrews 10:25). To be spiritu-
ally mature, however, is not only to engage in acts of worship 
regularly but also to have the kind of character that delights in 
doing so, even when there is no special occasion.

The true joy of worship is a joy that must be learned. No 
doubt there are people who find it easy to enjoy some of the super-
ficial aspects of worship, but most of us will find that worship is 
an acquired taste. The regrettable modern tendency to turn wor-
ship into something that is naturally enjoyable, and even enter-
taining, should not blind us to the fact that true worship is the 
spiritual adoration of God, a thing that does not come naturally to 
carnally-minded people. We will not enjoy worship as God wants 
us to enjoy it until we have come around to His way of thinking, 
and this is work that takes more than Sunday morning. It requires 
regular attention to God, and perhaps the passing of many years.

As the above selection from Psalm 63 shows, David was 
a man whose highest happiness was the worship of God: “My 
mouth shall praise You with joyful lips.” It’s unlikely that David’s 
arm had to be twisted to get him to the tabernacle at the various 
times prescribed in the Law of Moses. But those special times at 
the tabernacle would have meant so much to David because of 
what happened in his life every day and every night: “When I re-
member You on my bed, I meditate on You in the night watches.” 
We, like David, need to learn the pleasure of everyday devotion 
— and then we also will enjoy the exaltation of special worship.

We — or at least I — shall not be able to adore God on the highest
occasions if we have learned no habit of doing so on the lowest.

At best, our faith and reason will tell us that He is adorable, but we
shall not have found Him so, not have “tasted and seen.”

c .  s .  l e w i s
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Prayerful lIvInG

If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above,
where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on

things above, not on things on the earth. Colossians 3:1,2

DO we have DiFFiculty keeping Our MinDs peaceFully 
FOcuseD On gOD while we are praying? If so, a part of the 

reason may be that we have not cultivated the habit of thinking 
about God throughout the day. Minds that do not normally think 
of God at other times will find it hard to stay focused on Him dur-
ing occasional periods of prayer. Thus it will help us, when we are 
praying, to be people who are accustomed to living prayerfully.

There is such a thing as a prayerful state of mind even when 
we’re not actually praying. We can think about God as we fulfill 
the routine of our daily activities. We can be mindful of Him in 
a general sort of way. Historically, those who have tried to take 
the spiritual life seriously have always reported that they found 
it beneficial to live consciously in the “presence” of God, being 
aware of His reality at each moment. Doing this is hard at first, 
simply because our minds are undisciplined. They are used to 
wandering wherever they wish: here, there, and everywhere. But 
with serious intent and the discipline that is acquired in living the 
spiritual life, we can learn to live in a constant state of mindfulness 
about God. He can become our preoccupation.

When we’re not specifically thinking about God, we can at 
least be thinking about the higher and better things in the world 
that He has made. Paul wrote, “Finally, brethren, whatever things 
are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, 
whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever 
things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is any-
thing praiseworthy — meditate on these things” (Philippians 4:8). 
To think on these things is to bring ourselves closer to God and to 
make our minds more inclined to the act of prayer.

God is pleased with those who seek Him diligently. And 
seeking Him surely means that, amid the welter of our worldly 
concerns, our minds will always be seeking Him out.

Another way to stay with prayer is to keep your mind from wandering
too far at other times of the day. Keep it strictly in the Presence of God.

If you think of him a lot, you will find it easy to keep your mind
calm in the time of prayer.

b r O t h e r  l a w r e n c e
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to know It Is to weeP

Jesus wept.
John 11:35

althOugh gOD has MaDe FOrgiveness pOssible, the wOrlDly 
cOnsequences OF sin are still sOrrOwFul tO cOnteMplate. 

This is still our Father’s world, as the words of the familiar hymn 
point out, but it is a world tragically broken by our own folly. God 
is dealing with the reality of sin so that His purposes will be glori-
ously consummated, but between now and then there is much that 
breaks even the heart of God. Every day millions of those whom 
He lovingly created suffer the ravages of “death,” even while they 
live. To know this is to weep. We may be, as Paul put it, “sorrow-
ful, yet always rejoicing” (2 Corinthians 6:10), but the fact remains 
that our joy is not without its sorrow.

Blaise Pascal pointed out that there is nothing in the world 
that does not show either our wretchedness or God’s mercy, either 
our weakness without God or our strength with God. Although 
we naturally prefer to dwell on God’s mercy, it is the wretched-
ness of our plight without God that makes His mercy meaningful. 
We can’t enjoy the latter very deeply if we haven’t thought about 
the former very honestly. Like the woman who washed Jesus’ feet 
with her tears (Luke 7:37,38), we’ll be truly grateful for forgiveness 
only after we’ve come to grips with what our sin has cost God. It 
is only the self-righteous who are not moved to tears.

Solomon, a man who had pondered “every work that is done 
under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 8:9), finally drew this sober conclu-
sion: “In much wisdom is much grief, and he who increases 
knowledge increases sorrow” (Ecclesiastes 1:18). The more we 
know of what goes on in the world, the more we’ll be struck by 
the sadness of what has happened to God’s creation.

Sadness is not the whole story, of course, and it’s certainly not 
the end of the story. It’s only a part of the story, but its part is not 
unimportant. Isaiah described the Messiah as “a Man of sorrows 
and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3). If we intend to follow this 
kind of Leader, then let us go to Golgotha and be ready to taste 
His tears. “The cross of Christ destroyed the equation religion 
equals happiness” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer).

It is impossible for one to live without tears
who considers things exactly as they are.

g r e g O r y  O F  n y s s a
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eaCh vessel Is unIQuely Broken

O wretched man that I am!
Who will deliver me from this body of death?

Romans 7:24

the saDDest, MOst crushing DisillusiOnMent in liFe alsO 
happens tO be the DOOr tO liFe’s greatest hOpe. This disil-

lusionment, of course, is the realization that we’ve ruined our own 
dreams by the sins that we’ve committed. Our expectations have 
been killed, assassinated by our own hand. And the result is deep 
regret. We have created problems that are impossible for us to fix.

Each of us is broken. The unfortunate truth about life applies 
not just to some of us but to each of us. We are truly “tragic” 
figures: we’ve been brought to ruin by extreme qualities that were 
both our greatness and our downfall. Each of our characters is 
flawed in such a way that we’ve sowed the seeds of our own un-
doing. Given by God the noble freedom of our will, we have dis-
honored that nobility and destroyed ourselves. And the important 
thing to realize is not just that “we” (in the human race) have done 
this; we have each done it individually. As children, we started out 
to write happy stories, but our choices have made all the stories 
turn out to be profoundly disappointing. This is the foulest-tasting 
tonic in the world, but it’s one we have no choice but to swallow.

But also, each of us is broken uniquely and irreversibly. Although 
each of our stories is a tragedy, each story is unique and personal. 
We’ve all ruined ourselves, but our roads to ruin have all been 
slightly different. Somehow, we’ve each found our own way to be 
unhappy. But not only that, what we’ve done cannot be undone. 
It is too late. There is nothing we can ever do to make up for the 
mistakes we’ve made. The bell has tolled; it can’t be unrung.

But if coming to terms with these sickening truths is life’s 
most miserable experience, how can we possibly say that the 
experience is good or hopeful? The answer, of course, is this: when 
we have finally let go of our illusions, that is when God is able to 
redeem us from our reality. There is no other way for the gospel to 
save us. We must realize that we are ruined. “How else but through a 
broken heart may Lord Christ enter in?” (Oscar Wilde).

Each life must hold [a great tragedy], I think: one pain
that overarches and observes all others, one haunting irreversible fault

for which one can never atone.

n a n c y  M a i r s



August 23

when we realIze what merCy means

The righteous cry out, and the lOrD hears,
And delivers them out of all their troubles.

The lOrD is near to those who have a broken heart,
And saves such as have a contrite spirit. Psalm 34:17,18

Mercy is a Much MisunDerstOOD cOncept. It is the central 
idea of the gospel of Christ, but even as important as it is, 

the idea of mercy is often misconstrued. What mercy means is that 
God is willing to do for us what we do not deserve to have done. But 
we tend to make two mistakes: we suppose (1) that God extends 
His mercy to those who deserve it and withholds it from those 
who don’t, or (2) that after receiving God’s forgiveness we are 
somehow more deserving in His sight than we were before.

It is wrong to think of the gospel of Christ as a means of earn-
ing back what we now wish we’d never thrown away. It is not an 
insurance plan for our pride. Neither is it an insurance plan for our 
sense of self-sufficiency and self-worth. What the gospel asks us to 
accept is the fact that having sinned, we are permanently and for-
ever afterward unworthy of life in God. Our vessels are broken, and 
we can never, ever be what we were before we sinned. When Paul 
said, “I am the least of the apostles, who am not worthy to be called 
an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God” (1 Corinthians 
15:9), he was not using his tenses carelessly. The sins he referred to 
had truly been forgiven, but Paul was still unworthy to be called 
an apostle. The thing about the gospel that enraptured him was 
not the reinstatement of his self-esteem but the contemplation of a 
Mercy that received him despite his ongoing unworthiness. Paul 
had to obey the gospel to be forgiven (Acts 22:16), but having done 
so, he was still a person with a very sad story.

Are these words overly pessimistic? Are we denying the deep 
joy and the thirst-quenching fulfillment that await us in God? No, 
our point is simply that we need to be careful about what we ex-
pect from God. The joy that is available to us is not the happiness 
of restored pride, but the thrill of pure, undiluted mercy. And that 
is why the Lord has never been sought by the self-righteous but 
only by the ragged and the ruined. “The lOrD is near to those who 
have a broken heart, and saves such as have a contrite spirit.”

Open thy gate of mercy, gracious God!
My soul flies through these wounds to seek out thee.

w i l l i a M  s h a k e s p e a r e



August 24
one Prayer that wIll never Be answereD

And the grace of our Lord was exceedingly abundant, with faith and love 
which are in Christ Jesus. This is a faithful saying and worthy of all 

acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I 
am chief. However, for this reason I obtained mercy, that in me first Jesus 

Christ might show all longsuffering, as a pattern to those who are going to 
believe on Him for everlasting life. 1 Timothy 1:14-16

there is at least One prayer that will never be answereD, 
anD that is the prayer tO be sOMebODy else. Just as we sup-

pose the grass must be greener somewhere else, it is tempting to 
think life would be easier if we were somebody else. And while 
we know it’s impossible to change places with any other person 
who has actually lived, we do seem to hope for something that is 
not really much different: we hope that God might transform us in 
such a way that our past is erased, our personal circumstances are 
altered, and we are given a life-situation in which it will be much 
easier to serve God faithfully.

As for our past, God can do wonders, but He cannot make 
our past anything other than what it is. He can do things in the 
present that are greater than anything that has happened in our 
past, but He having done so, the past will still be the past. And we 
will still be who we are. If we’re praying to be anything other than 
the unique package of problems and possibilities that we are, that 
is a prayer that will never be answered. It is not allowed for us to 
be somebody else. The sooner we give up on that false hope, the 
sooner we can get busy cooperating with God’s plan for us.

After Paul became a Christian, having previously persecuted 
the church, he marveled the rest of his life that God could have 
been so merciful to a person like him. In his preaching, he cited 
himself as a prime example of just how patient and longsuffering 
God can be. But Paul wasted no time praying to be released from 
being Paul. He served thankfully and diligently within the limits 
of his own life, such as it actually was. Would that we could see 
what this great man seemed to see. It is not necessary to be some-
body else; it is only necessary to make the choices that we ourselves 
should make. Whoever we are, we have scars and we have limita-
tions. It is impossible for it to be otherwise. God is not the God of 
imaginary beings, but of real people in all their flawed variety.

If a man cannot be a Christian in the place where he is,
he cannot be a Christian anywhere.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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more fully oCCuPyInG our own houses

And say to Archippus, “Take heed to the ministry which you
have received in the Lord, that you may fulfill it.” Colossians 4:17

each OF us is a package OF particular huMan attributes. 
Some of these are birth-gifts from God, while others are specif-

ics we have brought into being by using (and sometimes misus-
ing) the raw materials that were available to us. A human life is “a 
mixed bag,” a curious assortment of things good and not-so-good. 
And the challenge is to take our own individual specifics, which 
are always less than perfect, and get all the good out of them that 
we can in the time allotted to our stewardship.

In the text above, Paul wanted the Colossian Christians to 
relay an interesting message to a brother named Archippus: “Take 
heed to the ministry which you have received in the Lord, that 
you may fulfill it.” We don’t know what Archippus’s particulars 
were, but whatever they were, God wanted him to understand the 
importance of doing the work that he, Archippus, had been given 
to do. In the end, the only person’s work we will be held account-
able for is our own. But what an accounting that will be!

In another of his letters, Paul described Christians as the 
Lord’s “body,” and he asked these searching questions: “If the 
foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I am not of the body,’ 
is it therefore not of the body? And if the ear should say, ‘Because 
I am not an eye, I am not of the body,’ is it therefore not of the 
body? If the whole body were an eye, where would be the hear-
ing? If the whole were hearing, where would be the smelling?” 
(1 Corinthians 12:15-17). God intended the body to be as it is.

Wishing we had someone else’s circumstances (a tendency 
many of us have) seems all the more childish when we recognize 
how much room for expansion and growth there is within our 
own circumstances. Few of us have ever done more than explore 
the edges of our own territory. All of our individual regrets and 
hindrances notwithstanding, we each have gifts we’ve never 
used. And while we are busy wishing we could serve God within 
the framework of someone else’s ministry, He is no doubt say-
ing to every one of us: “Take heed to the ministry which you have 
received in the Lord, that you may fulfill it.”

Men resemble great deserted palaces: the owner occupies only
a few rooms and has closed off wings where he never ventures.

F r a n ç O i s  M a u r i a c
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GoDly Goals are always Greater

With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God
may count you worthy of his calling, and that by his power

he may fulfill every good purpose of yours and every act
prompted by your faith. 2 Thessalonians 1:11 NIV

gOD is nOt inDiFFerent tO Our gOOD intentiOns. He will 
honor the goals of our godliness and help us bring them to 

fulfillment. It is critically important, of course, that our goals be 
consistent with God’s will, but if that is the case, we need have no 
doubt about where He stands with respect to their accomplish-
ment. We are not simply on our own, trying as best we feebly 
can to do God’s will. We are His beloved creatures, and He has 
a vested interest in our success. If there is any question whether 
we are going to “make it,” our Heavenly Father is certainly not 
neutral on that question. As the writer of Hebrews reminded his 
readers, “God is not unjust to forget your work and labor of love 
which you have shown toward His name” (Hebrews 6:10).

Paul’s prayer for the Thessalonians was that “[God] may ful-
fill every good purpose of yours and every act prompted by your 
faith” (NIV). Consider a few other translations and paraphrases 
of this text. “We pray for God’s power to help you do all the good 
things that you hope to do and that your faith makes you want to 
do” (Contemporary English Version). “[We pray] that his power may 
bring to fulfillment every good purpose and every act inspired by 
faith” (Revised English Bible). “[We pray that God] by his power 
may fulfil all your good intentions and every effort of faith” (J. B. 
Phillips). And Kenneth Taylor renders it: “[We pray that God will] 
make you as good as you wish you could be!”

Speaking of the dream that keeps the athlete going despite 
difficulty and defeat, sports announcer Bob Costas once said at 
the opening of the Olympic Games, “We are beaten only when 
we quit believing in what we wish we could be.” If this is true 
in athletic endeavor, it’s even more true in our godly endeavors. 
What we wish we could be — in God — is very, very important. 
We dare not give up these dreams. And we dare not underestimate 
God’s interest in making these dreams come true. Godly goals are 
greater than any other because He is their object — and because 
He Himself is the help that will carry us where we need to go.

Lord, grant that I may always desire more than I can accomplish.

M i c h e l a n g e l O
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tests anD oPPortunItIes

We ourselves boast of you among the churches of God for your patience 
and faith in all your persecutions and tribulations that you endure, which is 

manifest evidence of the righteous judgment of God, that you may be 
counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you also suffer.

2 Thessalonians 1:4,5

seekers OF gOD can harDly DO withOut qualities like 
patience, enDurance, anD FOrtituDe. That is why periods 

of persecution have tended to separate the true seekers from the 
merely curious. Faith either learns how to deal with difficulty or it 
dies a miserable death. The Christian has no greater practical need 
than to learn how to handle hardship successfully.

When there is something we must endure, we are faced with 
a crisis: do we have the character to meet the difficulty or do we 
not? But the manner in which we endure difficulty is every bit as 
important as the question of whether we’ll endure it. We are called 
upon not only to bear our burdens, but also to bear them with a 
Christ-like spirit. We must resist bitterness and resentment and 
maintain gratitude and reverence. Deciding which spirit we’ll 
have as we tackle our problems is one of life’s key decisions.

Motivational speakers have often pointed out the link in the 
Chinese language between crisis and opportunity. Denis Waitley 
puts it this way: “The Chinese symbols for crisis are identical to 
those for the word opportunity. Literally translated it reads, ‘Crisis 
is an opportunity riding the dangerous wind.’” Situations that 
we see as merely “dangerous” (in other words, “difficult”) should 
often be welcomed as occasions for growth and service. If we take 
all the risk out of life, we also take out the opportunity. The course 
of least resistance leads only one direction: downhill.

When we pillow our heads at night, we need to have things 
that give us peace. Many such things are available, but one of the 
best is the simple peace of knowing that we’ve done things that 
day that were not easy for us to do. If we can see ourselves as peo-
ple who are learning little by little to master the hard parts of life, 
we will live with a greater confidence and be able to serve those 
around us more helpfully. The ancient adage is true which tells us, 
“A ship in a harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.”

The greater the difficulty, the more glory in surmounting it.
Skillful pilots gain their reputation from storms and tempests.

e p i c u r u s
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orDInary trIals, extraorDInary results

He who overcomes, I will make him a pillar in the temple of My God,
and he shall go out no more. And I will write on him the name of My God

and the name of the city of My God, the New Jerusalem, which comes down
out of heaven from My God. And I will write on him My new name. 

Revelation 3:12

iF we chOOse tO Deal with theM wisely, the Daily rOunD OF 
OrDinary Duties anD cOMMOn DiFFiculties can be the sOurce 

OF sOMething that is truly MagniFicent. The greatness of 
human character is often refined from seemingly unimportant and 
worthless materials. Before we despise any of our days or any of 
our decisions as inconsequential, let us think again. As God sees 
things, something of tremendously great consequence is in the 
making. It would be tragic to lose out on what is coming by failing 
to pay attention to its very plain preparation.

Just as God’s standards of greatness are different from ours, 
the process through which He produces greatness is also differ-
ent. Who but God would have thought to prepare Moses or David 
to lead the nation of Israel by sending them off for years to herd 
flocks of animals? And who but God would have seen that His 
own Son, the King of Kings, should be born in a stable and raised 
in one of the poorest homes in Galilee, far from the usual training 
grounds of leadership? It was in a simple carpenter’s shop that 
Jesus “increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God 
and men” (Luke 2:52). How is it that we think our own hardships 
have to make the evening news before they are significant?

Whatever our daily troubles in this world may be, they are 
“light” compared to the “weight” of the glory that will eventu-
ally result if our lives have been lived in fellowship with God 
(2 Corinthians 4:17). The dazzling glory that is up ahead will be 
out of all proportion to the often dull and unexciting affliction that 
will have produced it. So we should be careful not to underesti-
mate ourselves. The humdrum appearance of our lives very likely 
conceals the fact that something great is going on.

In what strange quarries and stoneyards the stones for the celestial wall are 
being hewn! Out of the hillsides of humiliated pride; deep in the darkness of 

crushed despair; in the fretting and dusty atmosphere of little cares; in the 
hard cruel contacts that man has with man; wherever souls are being tried 
and ripened, in whatever commonplace and homely ways — there God is 

hewing out the pillars for his temple.

p h i l l i p s  b r O O k s
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woulD GoD say our enemIes are rIGht?

Then one from the crowd said to Him, “Teacher, tell my brother
to divide the inheritance with me.” But He said to him, “Man, who 
made Me a judge or an arbitrator over you?” And He said to them,

“Take heed and beware of covetousness, for one’s life does not consist
in the abundance of the things he possesses.” Luke 12:13-15

when we have Disputes with Others, anD especially when 
we Feel we’ve been MistreateD, we OFten assuMe that 

gOD is On Our siDe anD that he will eventually vinDicate us. 
Whether there is even one other person who understands us, it 
helps our feelings to know in our own minds that we occupy the 
high ground morally and that the time is coming when God will 
set the record straight. Then, if not before, our enemies will be 
forced to admit that we were right all along.

Perhaps we are correct. If indeed our cause is just, we surely 
do have God’s word that He will stand up in our defense and deal 
with our enemies as they should be dealt with (2 Thessalonians 
1:6,7; Revelation 6:9-11). Truth is stronger than untruth, and if 
there is ever any action taken against us that is not based on 
truth, that action will not stand the test of time. In the short term, 
misrepresentations and mistreatments may go unopposed, but the 
truth will eventually come out. In the meantime we are simply to 
entrust ourselves to God (2 Timothy 1:12; 1 Peter 4:19).

But we need to be exceedingly careful here. William James 
correctly observed that “the God of many men is little more than 
their court of appeal against the damnatory judgment passed on 
their failures by the opinion of the world.” When the whole truth 
comes out, as it surely will, are we absolutely sure that it will 
show us to be in the right? Self-honesty is not an easy thing for 
most of us, and it may turn out that we were the ones hiding from 
the truth. It may be that when God stands up to defend whoever is 
right, He will say our enemies were right and we were wrong. It’s 
always good to appeal to truth, but truth is a tough witness. Let’s 
be sure we’re ready for all that the truth will have to say.

Very few people in this world care to listen to the real defense of their
own characters. The real defense which belongs to the Day of Judgment, 

would make such damaging admissions, would clear away so many artificial 
virtues, would tell such tragedies of weakness and failure, that a man would 

sooner be misunderstood and censured by the world than exposed
to that awful and merciless eulogy.

g .  k .  c h e s t e r t O n



August 30
the PrInCe of PeaCe BrouGht a sworD

Now as [Paul] reasoned about righteousness, self-control, and the judgment
to come, Felix was afraid and answered, “Go away for now; when I have a

convenient time I will call for you.” Acts 24:25

DOes the truth abOut gOD Disturb us? It should. This is so 
because the truth about God will have to include an account 

of our rebellion against Him, and this part of the story can’t be 
anything but disturbing to anyone who loves God.

The “good news” of the gospel is not that we are fine in our 
present condition and that we simply need to accept our “authen-
tic” selves. No, it is rather the good news that pardon is available 
at the justice bar of God, a pardon that justice itself would have 
said was impossible. But the news of pardon can only be good 
news if we’re first willing to accept the painful reality that we 
need to be pardoned! The gospel has to do with the forgiveness of 
our sins (Acts 26:18), and it is not so frivolous as to suggest that 
we can be forgiven without repentance (Acts 17:30). Repentance, 
the decisive turning-away from our sins, is not a warm and fuzzy 
procedure. It is a soul-wrenching process produced by a thing the 
Scriptures call “godly sorrow” (2 Corinthians 7:10,11).

Even if we were not deeply disturbed by the truth about what 
we’ve done to our God, how could we not be disturbed to hear of 
the price He had to pay to atone for what we’ve done? How can we 
deal with the gospel of Christ and not be “cut to the heart” (Acts 
2:37)? Either we are not listening or the preacher is not preaching. 
When Paul explained the truth to Felix, this Roman official was 
not moved out of his complacency enough to do anything about 
the truth, but Paul’s presentation of the gospel was such that when 
Felix even listened to it seriously, he was “afraid” (Acts 24:25).

How different Paul’s preaching must have been from what 
has become fashionable today. Malcolm Muggeridge was not 
exaggerating when he said, “The church, like most institutions of 
our society, is scared and is anxious to ingratiate itself with people, 
rather than to tell them the truth.” We preach the Prince of Peace, 
and it’s entirely right that we emphasize the peace that He wants 
to give us. But this Prince brought a sword (Matthew 10:34), and 
among its other functions, this sword must sever us from our self-
righteous selves — a most disturbing thing indeed.

If Christianity has never disturbed us, we have not yet learned what it is.

w i l l i a M  t e M p l e
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manaGInG multIPle PrIorItIes

And Jesus answered and said to her, “Martha, Martha,
you are worried and troubled about many things.” Luke 10:41

even in the siMplest liFe One can live, there are still Many 
things tO be DOne. Those who would grow strong spiritually 

must learn to work energetically and productively without being 
eaten up by the time pressures that characterize so many of our 
lifestyles. We must discover how to manage multiple priorities 
without sacrificing that which is our highest priority: the glorifica-
tion of God. This is a discipline we can learn, but learning it will 
be anything but easy in this age of the world.

It is possible to be very busy and not suffer from the corrosive 
stress that most of us feel when we’re busy. Jesus, for example, 
was extremely busy, and He certainly knew what it was to be tired 
(John 4:6), but His activities were always surrounded by the peace-
fulness of complete surrender to the will of God. Although He was 
busy, He was never frantic. He felt no need to “make things turn 
out” according to selfish demands. Our anxiety, on the other hand, 
is often the result of an urge to control certain outcomes. It springs 
from the desire that things should happen as we wish, rather than 
as God wills. Yet if we can let go of this desire, much of the com-
pulsiveness that drives our activities will disappear.

Having said that, however, we should also say that most 
of our lives would profit from some serious simplification. As a 
people, we are over-committed and strung out. We try to do more 
than one human being can do effectively. And the result is one 
that ought to alarm us greatly: we are at a disadvantage when it 
comes to the devil. Richard J. Foster, who has written perceptively 
on the value of the simple life, has said, “Our adversary majors in 
three things: noise, hurry, and crowds. If he can keep us engaged 
in ‘muchness’ and ‘manyness,’ he will rest satisfied.” Spiritually, 
we are never more vulnerable than when we are, like Martha, 
“worried and troubled about many things.” Thus one of the most 
constructive spiritual steps we can take is to simplify our interests 
and our activities. But even when we do, there will still be many 
matters to claim our attention. We must learn the art of God-
centered restfulness.

Lord Jesus, make my heart sit down.

a F r i c a n  p r O v e r b



September 1

the hazarD of the heaDlInes

Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, to God who alone is wise,
be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen. 1 Timothy 1:17

we are living in what has cOMe tO be calleD the “in-
FOrMatiOn age.” The sum total of human knowledge is 

growing exponentially. The industrial age has come to an end, 
and the principle product of our economy is no longer manufac-
tured wares but information. And computer technology has made 
the storage and sharing of information so fast and easy, we find 
ourselves inundated by a daily flood of factual (and sometimes 
not-so-factual) data. Couple these phenomena with the fact that 
human society itself is changing at a dizzying rate, and many 
people begin to feel a frustration that borders on panic. How do 
we keep up? How do we even begin to sort through the avalanche 
of information and make sense of what is happening in the world?

For one thing, there is no need even to try to keep up with all 
the instant information that surrounds us. We should not let our-
selves be pressured, by either the media or our peers, into making 
the attempt. It can’t be done, and the stress of trying to do so is 
hazardous to human health. But in addition, if we spin our wheels 
trying to keep up with every current event, we’ll not have the time 
we need to learn and ponder the historic deeds and ageless truths 
that are much more needful to know. There are surely some things 
happening today that will be of importance three hundred years 
from now, but it will be a long time before anyone will have the 
perspective to know what these are. Meanwhile, why do we think 
we have to know everything that happens and to know it instan-
taneously? Don’t we have the courage to admit that most of the 
information that comes to us is simply unimportant?

It is not unreasonable for us to want to understand the world 
in which we live. And it does take a certain amount of information 
to do that. But if we’re not careful, we’ll be drowned in a sea of 
useless “news.” If we wish truly to make sense of what is happen-
ing right now, we’ll need to acquaint ourselves with what is old as 
well as what is new. And more important, we’ll need to meditate 
on what can be known of the God in whom the entire history of 
our cosmos will one day find its fulfillment.

Read not the times. Read the eternities.

h e n r y  D a v i D  t h O r e a u
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seekInG GoD wIth our famIlIes

And these words which I command you today shall be in your heart. You 
shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you 
sit in your house, when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when 
you rise up. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as 
frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your 

house and on your gates. Deuteronomy 6:6-9

Much can be learneD abOut a FaMily FrOM its table talk. 
And if God is as important to us as we say He is, it is re-

markable that we so rarely talk about Him at the table. Why do 
we relegate the discussion of God to church services, Bible study 
groups, and other special occasions? If we were to let God out of 
the box we keep Him in, what do you suppose would happen?

As the text from Deuteronomy illustrates, God wanted Israel’s 
parents to think of Him and talk of Him as they went about their 
normal daily routine. It is not likely that faith in God will be 
passed from one generation to another if He is not woven into the 
fabric of a family’s regular life. And what God wanted in Israel is 
no more than what He wants today. As Henry Drummond said, 
“The family circle is the supreme conductor of Christianity.” If our 
faith is to be shared, God must be important enough to us that we 
talk about Him! How truthful is it to say that He is the supreme 
passion of our existence if He never shows up in our conversa-
tion? Can we seek God and keep that a secret from our families?

But there is another reason why we should involve our 
families in our seeking of God. Not only is it right to talk of God 
in our homes, but it is in the commonplace activities of our do-
mestic life that we are most likely to find our Lord. Although the 
Scriptures are the single most important guide to God, seeking 
God can never be a totally intellectual pursuit. Having thought-
fully read what God reveals of Himself in the Scriptures, we then 
have to take those truths and investigate them in our most practi-
cal relationships, especially those within our home and family. We 
must not only think about God in the privacy of our own minds; 
we must talk about Him with those who mean the most to us. And 
we must not only talk about Him; we must discover Him and deal 
with Him in the places where our lives are really lived. Wherever 
we live, that is where the Lord lives too.

Christ moves among the pots and pans.

t e r e s a  O F  a v i l a



September 3

harDer . . . But muCh easIer

And now, Israel, what does the lOrD your God require of you, but to fear
the lOrD your God, to walk in all His ways and to love Him, to serve

the lOrD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep
the commandments of the lOrD and His statutes which

I command you today for your good? Deuteronomy 10:12,13

thrOughOut the scriptures, we are calleD upOn tO Make a 
cOMplete cOMMitMent OF Ourselves tO gOD. Texts like the 

one above challenge us to make up our minds whether to give 
ourselves up to His government or to declare our independence 
from Him. If we ask what it is that God requires of us, the answer 
is that He requires our very hearts. He asks that we give ourselves 
to Him — in total reverence, obedience, and love. And if we’re 
inclined to give Him less than this, then we should at least be 
straightforward about what the alternative is.

In a sense, the “all” that God requires of us is a harder thing 
to give than the partial gifts we sometimes offer. For a while, real 
godliness may involve doing without some things we’ve grown 
accustomed to calling our own. But in another, more important 
sense, what God requires is easier. When we try to conform 
ourselves externally to some of His will without giving Him 
our whole hearts, the attempt will be frustrating, sooner or later. 
Halfway measures and piecemeal approaches are tempting, but 
they involve far more grief than wholehearted efforts. The benefits 
of commitment simply can’t be enjoyed by the uncommitted.

Much of the inner turmoil we experience comes from our 
never having fully made up our minds what to do about God. 
We desire Him, but not with all our hearts. Perhaps we’d say that 
we’ve committed ourselves to Him, but all that many of us have 
done is try to inject a measure of spirituality into a lifestyle that is 
still very much our own. We attempt to juggle God’s will and our 
own, and we find this trick not only very difficult to perform, but 
also very unpleasant and burdensome. Yet how much greater our 
spiritual progress and joy would be if we took Jesus’ words with 
real seriousness: “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny 
himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me. For whoever 
desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My 
sake will save it” (Luke 9:23,24).

What does God require? Everything!

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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to seek truly we must seek PenItently

. . . if My people who are called by My name will humble themselves, and 
pray and seek My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear 

from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land. 2 Chronicles 7:14

when sOlOMOn haD built the teMple tO gOD in JerusaleM, 
Many Fervent prayers were OFFereD at its DeDicatiOn. 

Solomon implored God to be merciful to His people. If in the 
future Israel acted unfaithfully toward God, Solomon prayed that 
God would hear their prayers for forgiveness. God then appeared 
by night to Solomon and said that, yes, He would indeed hear 
the prayers of the people, but He made clear the manner in which 
those prayers would have to be made: “. . . if My people who are 
called by My name will humble themselves, and pray and seek 
My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from 
heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land.” When the 
wayward seek God, they must do so with genuinely penitent 
hearts. There must be a respectful commitment to do differently.

It is a great wonder that we are able to come before God at 
all and request His forgiveness. That we are allowed to “seek His 
face” can only be attributed to His compassion and mercy. Under 
these conditions, it is unthinkable that we would approach Him 
with anything less than a humble, contrite spirit. If we have any 
inkling of how serious our sins really are, we will make every 
effort to show respect to the King against whom we have so fool-
ishly rebelled. Given our inexcusable actions, any sort of pride or 
arrogance on our part would be profoundly insulting to God.

But in our humility, there is something we must be care-
ful about: we must make sure that our penitence is not simply 
self-pity. The humility that befits the seeker of God is focused on 
God, not on self. To be sure, our contemplation of God’s goodness 
will remind us of our own lack of goodness. But if we are think-
ing rightly, the result of this reminder will not be a wallowing in 
remorse for what we have lost. It will be a penitence — at once 
reverent and grateful — that lifts up its head lovingly to the God 
whose love has been offended. Godly sorrow is a cleansing, puri-
fying sadness that takes full responsibility for its error and longs 
for the opportunity once again to show its love for God.

Penitence does not grow by our looking gloomily on our own badness,
but by looking up to God’s loveliness, God’s love for us.

w i l l i a M  c O n g r e v e
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the GroanInG heart

I am weary with my groaning;
All night I make my bed swim; I drench my couch with my tears.

My eye wastes away because of grief;
It grows old because of all my enemies. Psalm 6:6,7

there is such a thing as gOOD grieF. It is not good because it 
is pleasant, but because it opens up our hearts more lovingly to 

God. When we groan in prayer, perhaps hurting so deeply that we 
can scarcely find any words to say, we are experiencing something 
we desperately need to experience: the unavoidable realization 
of our need for God. Thus while we look forward to praying the 
prayer of joyous thanksgiving, it is the prayer of downcast sor-
row that pushes us more strongly down the path of inner growth. 
Perhaps it shouldn’t be true, but it is: when our blessings are with-
drawn, that’s when the Source of those blessings means the most to 
us. The groaning heart is the one that clings to its God.

The same wise man who said, “[There is] a time to weep, 
and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance” 
(Ecclesiastes 3:4) also said, “[It is] better to go to the house of 
mourning than to go to the house of feasting, for that is the end of 
all men; and the living will take it to heart. Sorrow is better than 
laughter, for by a sad countenance the heart is made better. The 
heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of fools 
is in the house of mirth” (Ecclesiastes 7:2-4). Although it seems to 
be written in the laws of our culture, it is nowhere written in the 
laws of the universe that unpleasantness is an unqualified evil. 
There are times when groaning deeply within ourselves is exactly 
the right response to what has happened.

So all things considered, which would we rather have the 
opportunity to pray: the prayer of thanksgiving or the prayer of 
groaning? If we live a normal life span, most of us will get some 
experience with both. But while it’s natural to hope that the times 
of gladness outnumber those of grief, let us not despise the purity 
that can come out of grief. And when our hearts hurt so badly that 
words fail us as we try to speak to God, let us not be afraid simply 
to shed our tears, if they will come, and to let our groanings be a 
sufficient prayer. The God to whom we make our plea not only 
hears what we say, but He feels what we feel.

The best prayers often have more groans than words.

J O h n  b u n y a n
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the humBle heart of the seeker

The wicked in his proud countenance does not seek God;
God is in none of his thoughts.

Psalm 10:4

iF there is One quality that is MOre neeDFul than any Other 
FOr seeking gOD, it is the quality OF huMility. Pride is the 

power that lured us away from God in the first place, and it is the 
power that will, if we let it, keep us from returning to Him. If God 
must be dealt with on His terms, then proud people simply will 
not deal with God. “The wicked in his proud countenance does 
not seek God; God is in none of his thoughts.”

Pride keeps us from enjoying so many good things, it is a pity 
we don’t reject it any more decisively than we do. It is a heavy, 
soul-wearying bag of rocks we drag around with us wherever 
we go. Rather than seeing humility as an unpleasant burden we 
must somehow learn to bear, we’d do better to see pride as an 
unnecessary burden we need not bear any longer. Those who have 
finally let go of their pride always report enjoying such a sense of 
freedom that they wish they’d made the decision sooner. We pay a 
high price for holding on to our ego.

Pride can be so subtle, however, that we may not see how 
much we have been affected by it. Few of us see ourselves as being 
“proud” people. And yet few of us are as humble as we need to 
be in our seeking of God. The deep changes that have to be made 
in our hearts require that we adopt a more receptive, teachable 
attitude than we‘ve had up to now. Whether we call it by its right 
name or not, it’s pride that prevents our repentance.

God is always appealing to us to lay down our prideful rebel-
lion and come back home to Him. But while we may see some 
of the good that would come from doing that, we don’t find it 
an easy thing to do. Reconciliation to God is appealing, but if it 
means having to humble ourselves, we’re reluctant to go that far. 
It may have been a long time since we deferred to God on any 
question that really mattered to us, and the thought of openly 
admitting how poorly we’ve lived our lives is embarrassing, to say 
the least. Pride dies a hard death.

Not irreverently we may say that God has no easy time of it to smash the
bridgeheads of our clever self-sufficiency, to break down the fortified walls

of our self-defenses, and capture the inner stronghold of our pride.

p a u l  s t r O M b e r g  r e e s
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the oPen mInD of the seeker

The lOrD looks down from heaven upon the children of men,
To see if there are any who understand, who seek God.

Psalm 14:2

gOD is lOOking FOr thOse whO unDerstanD the iMpOrtance 
OF seeking hiM. To understand this importance, we must at 

least open our minds to two basic facts: that God exists and that 
we’re accountable to Him. If we reflect on these two truths with 
serious minds and reverent hearts, we will want to seek God.

There are, to be sure, many who know the basic truths but 
do not seek God any further. Their progress in the knowledge of 
God is blocked by a resistant attitude toward what they already 
know. In contrast, those who seek God are genuinely open to Him. 
Whatever knowledge of God these individuals may hold, they 
hold it eagerly and appreciatively. And what they seek is not only 
to know more of God; they long to have fellowship with Him.

The intriguing evidence of Himself that God has left in His 
creation was meant to move us deeply and stir up our desire. To 
the citizens of Lystra, Paul said that God “did not leave Himself 
without witness, in that He did good, gave us rain from heaven 
and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness” 
(Acts 14:17). And to his listeners in Athens, he said that God’s sov-
ereignty over the nations is such “that they should seek the Lord, 
in the hope that they might grope for Him and find Him, though 
He is not far from each one of us” (Acts 17:27).

Perhaps the greatest decision we ever make is deciding what 
to do about the tokens of God’s existence that we discover in His 
creation. Do we ignore them or welcome them? Do we deny them 
or deal with them gratefully? If we understand even a little of 
what the creation has already said about the Creator, then the seri-
ous seeking of God will become our goal.

It has been said that there are two classes of people who 
please God: those who serve him with all their hearts because they 
know Him, and those who seek him with all their hearts because 
they do not know Him. As far as God is concerned, open-minded-
ness on our part is more than intellectual curiosity. It is the delight 
with which the sincere embrace everything they can learn about 
their Father. When such people seek God, He is sure to be found.

God reveals himself unfailingly to the thoughtful seeker.

h O n O r é  D e  b a l z a c



September 8

self-satIsfaCtIon

An oracle within my heart concerning the transgression of the wicked:
There is no fear of God before his eyes.

Psalm 36:1

One OF the DeFining characteristics OF sin is that it is selF-
centereD. The fact that sin destroys our relationship to God 

is not surprising when we consider the self-centeredness that is at 
work. How can we not be cut off from God when we turn inward, 
cease to take Him into serious account, and dismiss Him from our 
decision-making? Fellowship with God requires, at the very least, 
that our attention be turned in His direction.

We perhaps do not see ourselves as being angry, deliberate 
rebels against God — we simply disregard Him. We may even 
“worship” Him on Sunday morning, but His will is of little real 
concern to us on Monday morning. In deed if not in word, we de-
clare our independence and demand the right to satisfy our own 
longings in our own way. And having given us the freedom of our 
will, God will allow us to do this. But we cannot have it both ways 
at once. We cannot disregard God and still maintain our fellow-
ship with Him. This will not work even on Sunday morning.

“Concerning the transgression of the wicked,” David ob-
served that there is “no fear of God before his eyes.” The person 
described here is one we’ve all met many times, perhaps even in 
the mirror. This is the person who knows little about real rever-
ence. He or she is self-sufficient, content to satisfy self in whatever 
way seems best at the moment. Reverence may be acceptable in 
theory, this person would say, but in practice it shouldn’t stand 
between us and the things we really desire.

And so it happens that we cease to seek God and we come to 
be people who are primarily occupied with ourselves. If any ves-
tige of religion is left in our lives, that too becomes self-centered, a 
personally-designed spirituality that conceives of God in whatever 
ways are most congenial to our own lifestyles. But even as we do 
this, God is patiently waiting for us to return to Him and begin 
taking Him seriously. He is ready to begin undoing the damage 
that we’ve done in the headlong pursuit of our “selves.”

Sin has four characteristics: self-sufficiency instead of faith;
self-will instead of submission; self-seeking instead of benevolence;

self-righteousness instead of humility.

e .  p a u l  h O v e y
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GooD, Clean GoDlessness

For when they say, “Peace and safety!” then sudden destruction comes upon
them, as labor pains upon a pregnant woman. And they shall not escape.

1 Thessalonians 5:3

what is the DiFFerence between a “gODly” liFe anD One 
that is “gODless”? Are the godly those who live “good, 

clean lives,” and the godless all the rest: the drunkards and the 
prostitutes, the thieves and the murderers? If we ourselves are 
among those with “good, clean lives,” it’s especially tempting to 
define godliness as the living of a decent, respectable life. But isn’t 
more involved in godliness than the maintenance of moral de-
cency? Might there not be such a thing as good, clean godlessness?

It is a mistake to think of godliness in purely negative terms. 
Godly people certainly do not lie, steal, murder, etc., but godliness 
is more than the mere absence of these things. To be godly, we 
must not only refrain from what is evil; we must actively do that 
which is good. Jesus’ statement was worded positively: “Whatever 
you want men to do to you, do also to them” (Matthew 7:12). Sins 
of “omission” are no less serious than those of “commission.”

But it would be possible to do many of the things God desires 
us to do, actively and positively, and still not be godly persons. In 
a society that maintains fairly decent moral standards, it is likely 
that many people will choose to live respectable lives, at least 
outwardly. But the very respectability of these lives may mask the 
self-will and self-sufficiency of those who live them. Godliness 
means that we do what we do “as to the Lord” (Colossians 3:23), 
and there is a considerable distance between the life of self-gov-
erned goodness and the life of God-governed faith.

The radical claims of God upon our hearts will one day come 
as a surprise to those who have been living “good, clean lives” on 
their own. “For when they say, ‘Peace and safety!’ then sudden 
destruction comes upon them, as labor pains upon a pregnant 
woman . . .” While we are celebrating lives in which the concept 
of a supernatural Creator didn’t seem necessary, the King whom 
we’ve left out of our calculations will be revealed in His glory.

Nothing blinds the mind to the claims of Jesus Christ more effectually than a 
good, clean-living, upright life based on self-realization. For a thing to be 
satanic does not mean that it is abominable and immoral. The satanically- 
managed man is moral, upright, proud, and individual; he is absolutely

self-governed and has no need of God.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s



September 10
the PossessIve lIfe

Life is more than food, and the body is more than clothing.
Luke 12:23

whatever pOssessiOns we May acquire in this wOrlD, these 
were never Meant tO be anything MOre than tOOls tO 

be useD in the service OF spiritual priOrities. As mere “things,” 
our possessions were intended to be defined by our character. But 
we tend to let the tail wag the dog. We attach so much significance 
to our things that they begin to define us and our character begins 
to be determined by our possessions, rather than vice versa. We 
find ourselves living “possessive” lives, as if the main object of our 
existence was to stockpile belongings.

Over and over again, Jesus appealed to His listeners to lift 
their sights to the higher concerns. “Life is more than food,” He 
said, “and the body is more than clothing.” “Take heed and be-
ware of covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abun-
dance of the things he possesses” (Luke 12:15). Then as now, the 
average person needed to be reminded that the main concern of 
human life is the Creator, and not the possession of any of those 
things the Creator has made. Whatever has been created is for our 
use, but the Creator alone is for our devotion.

When we drift away from a worshipful concern for God, we 
soon lose our way searching for something else to take His place. 
We desperately need to have something that defines our identity 
and determines the value of our lives, and if God’s deeds are not 
allowed to do these things, then it’s only a matter of time before 
we begin looking to our own deeds to fill the gap.

The consequences of living possessively are fraught with 
pain, not only for ourselves but for those around us. “A life with-
out a quiet center easily becomes destructive. When we cling to 
the results of our actions as our only way of self-identification, 
then we become possessive and defensive and tend to look at our 
fellow human beings more as enemies to be kept at a distance 
than as friends with whom we share the gifts of life” (Henri J. M. 
Nouwen). In the age of the affluent, upwardly mobile “consumer,” 
there is no harder lesson to learn. Our possessions pull on our 
hearts so powerfully, the Giver of all good gifts is easily forgotten.

Theirs is an endless road, a hopeless maze,
who seek for goods before they seek for God.

b e r n a r D  O F  c l a i r v a u x
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shortCuts turn out to Be DIsaPPoIntInG

The blessing of the lOrD makes one rich,
And He adds no sorrow with it.

Proverbs 10:22

iF we DO nOt keep a prOper perspective On Our pOssessiOns, 
the tiMe May cOMe when they give us Much grieF. However 

tempting it may be to set aside our spiritual priorities and go 
straight for the monetary rewards of “life under the sun,” we 
should resist that temptation. Shortcuts to destinations like “plea-
sure” and “fulfillment” often turn out to be disappointing, and 
that is certainly the case with material wealth. Possessions gained 
at the expense of higher values have an uncanny way of turning 
against their owners and breaking their hearts.

We probably don’t have as much control as we’d like over the 
process through which wealth is acquired. But there is something 
else we don’t have much control over, and that is the circum-
stances that will allow us to enjoy our wealth once we’ve acquired 
it. We all know of individuals who have managed to acquire a 
fortune and then, perhaps through some serious family problem 
or other unexpected tragedy, have found that they were not in a 
position to derive any pleasure from the fruits of their labor. It is 
naive to think we have enough control of our circumstances to 
keep the sweet taste of our possessions from turning bitter.

For this reason, Solomon spoke of the individual “to whom 
God has given riches and wealth,” and added that it was also God 
who had “given him the power to eat of it, to receive his heritage 
and rejoice in his labor” (Ecclesiastes 5:19). Both the ability to 
gain wealth and the freedom to enjoy it are “the gift of God,” and 
we should never allow ourselves to forget that fact. Even if God 
allows us, in the short term, to disregard Him and still gain great 
wealth, it is well within His power to surround us with circum-
stances that turn our joy into sorrow. John Jewell said it bluntly: 
“What God does not bless will waste and consume you. It will do 
you no good.” But let us be careful on this sensitive issue: even if 
our possessions have been gained with God’s blessing, in no case 
whatsoever are we to allow them to displace our desire for God Himself. 
He is the one and only desire that will never disappoint us.

It is a mistake to love things that will inevitably decay,
and to be annoyed when they do.

g u i g O  i
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QualIty of lIfe

Who is the man who desires life, and loves many days, that he may see good?
Keep your tongue from evil, and your lips from speaking deceit.

Depart from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.
Psalm 34:12-14

One OF the MOst FunDaMental questiOns that we Face is 
the questiOn OF the “gOOD liFe.” What sort of life would 

most truly be “good” for a human being to pursue? And more 
practically, what are the things that a person would need to do 
in order to experience such a life? The above text from Psalm 34, 
quoted by Peter in the New Testament in 1 Peter 3:10,11, is in 
many people’s minds one of the most beloved texts in the Psalms. 
In it, David said that if we desire life and if we love many days 
that we may “see good,” then we should tell the truth, depart from 
evil and do good, seek peace and pursue it. We should, in short, 
properly orient our thoughts and deeds toward God.

What kind of advice is this? What path to peace is being 
recommended? It is interesting that in speaking of the good life, 
David says nothing about health, wealth, social status, or civil 
rights, and he does not allude to any sort of human achievement 
or accomplishment. He says nothing, in fact, about any of the 
prizes that most of us spend most of our time trying to obtain (ap-
parently in pursuit of the good life). Can we fail to get the point? 
David’s concept of the good life was that it had to do with human 
character. His primary concern was with what a person is, and not 
with what that person might have or accomplish.

David was a man who, despite a very hard life, knew as much 
about real joy as anyone who has ever lived except Jesus Christ. 
And he understood a principle we would do well to recover: if 
we do not carry our joy within us, we will not be able to find it 
anywhere else, no matter where we look. “Joy is not in things; it 
is in us” (Richard Wagner). And even within our own characters, 
real joy is not possible — and the good life will not be ours — if 
our characters are not in the process of being conformed to our 
Creator’s character. And this is what life in Jesus Christ is primar-
ily about. It is about becoming “partakers of the divine nature” 
(2 Peter 1:4). Whatever other circumstances we may enjoy or en-
dure, to be on this path of inward growth is to live the good life.

Joy is the echo of God’s life within us.

J O s e p h  c O l u M b a  M a r M i O n
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If we’re hunGry for GooDness

Oh, that men would give thanks to the lOrD for His goodness,
And for His wonderful works to the children of men!

For He satisfies the longing soul, and fills the hungry soul with goodness.
Psalm 107:8,9

we shOulD stanD aMazeD at gOD’s patience with us. In 
Malachi’s day, for example, the people complained about 

the scarcity of God’s blessings, but God invited them to take Him 
seriously and then see what would happen: “‘Bring all the tithes 
into the storehouse, that there may be food in My house, and try 
Me now in this,’ says the lOrD of hosts, ‘if I will not open for you 
the windows of heaven and pour out for you such blessing that 
there will not be room enough to receive it’” (Malachi 3:10).

One of our difficulties is that we fail to recognize the depth of 
goodness that is available to us in God. “Oh, that men would give 
thanks to the lOrD for His goodness!” Marvelous satisfactions are 
waiting for us, but we don’t have the eyes to see how truly satisfy-
ing these things can be. Nor do we have the character to be grate-
ful for what is available to us. We are like a complacent people 
who live just a few miles from the shore of a vast ocean. Others 
have told us what great things await us there, but if we’ve even 
bothered to go see what lies so near us, we’ve done little more 
than dip our toes into the most convenient edges of the water. 
We’ve come back complaining: “The water was cold. It was too far 
to travel. And we had to miss our favorite television program.”

The thing we are lacking is a hunger for what God has to 
offer: goodness. If our taste runs in other directions, we shouldn’t 
be surprised that what God offers is unimpressive. But for those 
who “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matthew 5:6), there 
simply are no words to describe the depth of our fulfillment. In 
fact, while it is obviously true that God “satisfies the longing soul, 
and fills the hungry soul with goodness,” there is another sense 
in which God’s satisfaction of our needs only enlarges our capac-
ity to enjoy Him even more. For those who’ve progressed a little 
way down the path of spiritual growth, one of the most intense 
delights of life in God is that just when we think He has filled our 
cup to the brim, He gives us a bigger cup.

That they are never satisfied makes all the saints rejoice.
Oh, what a happy hunger! Oh, what a blessed thirst!

a n g e l u s  s i l e s i u s
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lonGInG for whatever GoD says

How sweet are Your words to my taste,
Sweeter than honey to my mouth!

Psalm 119:103

there is a strOng, vibrant link between lOving gOD anD 
lOnging FOr his wOrD. If Scripture study is nothing to us but 

an obligation or chore, we ought not to be so bold as to say we 
love God or take Him seriously. It is no less true with God than 
with anyone else: we are delighted to receive communications 
from those whom we love. “This is the love of God,” John wrote, 
“that we keep His commandments. And His commandments are 
not burdensome” (1 John 5:3).

The problem that many religious people have, however, is 
that while God’s words are sweet to our taste in general, we shrink 
away from the parts of His word that we ourselves most need to 
hear. Thus our three goals should be: to long for God, to long for 
what He says, and to long for whatever He says!

There happens to be a quite practical reason why we should 
be open to whatever God says. As J. I. Packer has pointed out, 
“One of the many divine qualities of the Bible is this: that it does 
not yield its secrets to the irreverent or censorious.” If we find 
some of God’s words less than sweet because our hearts are not 
open and receptive to our responsibilities, then it’s not likely that 
we’ll even understand the meaning of the words we need to un-
derstand. Adopting a resistant attitude is a sure way to cut our-
selves off from the comprehension of God’s words (John 8:43,44).

If we are eager to hear what God has to say, however, and if 
we are also eager to do as He instructs (James 1:21,22), then we 
will certainly be able to understand all we need to understand. 
And not only that, but we will become hard-working, thorough 
students of the Scriptures. We will be more than dabblers in God’s 
word. Perhaps we shall even be able to identify with the well-
known words of Martin Luther: “I study my Bible as I gather 
apples. First, I shake the whole tree that the ripest might fall. Then 
I shake each limb, and when I have shaken each limb, I shake each 
branch and every twig. Then I look under every leaf.”

Make it the first morning business of your life to understand
some part of the Bible clearly, and make it your daily business

to obey it in all that you do understand.

J O h n  r u s k i n
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musIC to our ears

Blessed are the people who know the joyful sound!
They walk, O lOrD, in the light of Your countenance.

Psalm 89:15

when the truMpet OF gOD sOunDs, it is a wOnDerFul thing 
tO be aMOng thOse whO knOw that sOunD anD unDer-

stanD Just hOw JOyOus it is. The Psalmist said, “Blessed are the 
people who know the joyful sound!”

In Israel, the priestly trumpets were to be blown on several 
important occasions. One of these was the onset of war. Through 
Moses, God had said, “When you go to war in your land against 
the enemy who oppresses you, then you shall sound an alarm 
with the trumpets, and you will be remembered before the lOrD 
your God, and you will be saved from your enemies” (Numbers 
10:9). In this instance, the joyful sound would be that of victory.

Also, the trumpets were to be blown at various times of sac-
rifice. “Also in the day of your gladness, in your appointed feasts, 
and at the beginning of your months, you shall blow the trumpets 
over your burnt offerings and over the sacrifices of your peace 
offerings; and they shall be a memorial for you before your God: 
I am the lOrD your God” (Numbers 10:10). At these times, the 
people would rejoice to hear the sound of worship.

But there was another occasion also, and that was the Day of 
Jubilee, that great day every fifty years when slaves were released 
and debts were canceled. “Then you shall cause the trumpet of 
the Jubilee to sound on the tenth day of the seventh month; on the 
Day of Atonement you shall make the trumpet to sound through-
out all your land. And you shall consecrate the fiftieth year, and 
proclaim liberty throughout all the land to all its inhabitants” 
(Leviticus 25:9,10). This trumpet-sounding might have been the 
most joyous of all. It was the welcome sound of freedom.

To those whose hearts are turned toward God today, there are 
no more joyous sounds than those that emanate from His throne: 
the sounds of victory, of worship, and of freedom! Do we have 
ears to hear? Do our hearts resonate to the sounds of God’s joy? 
The “people who know the joyful sound” are a fortunate folk.

The trumpet shall be heard on high,
The dead shall live, the living die,
And music shall untune the sky!

J O h n  D r y D e n
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sPIrItual “realIty”

By faith Moses, when he became of age, refused to be called the son of 
Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people

of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, esteeming the reproach of 
Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt; for he looked to the reward. 
By faith he forsook Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; for he endured 

as seeing Him who is invisible. Hebrews 11:24-27

it is iMpOrtant tO recOgnize that there are twO realMs OF 
reality, the spiritual anD the teMpOral, anD that neither 

OF these is any MOre real than the Other. In the Scriptures, 
the willingness to deal responsibly with spiritual realities is what 
is called “faith.” It is a virtue powerfully illustrated in the life of a 
person like Moses, who not only recognized spiritual reality but 
was also willing to act on that recognition. The invisibility of God 
to Moses’ physical eye did not keep him from dealing responsibly 
with God, and he is only one of many biblical examples of people 
who acted with a courageous confidence in the spiritual realm.

Today, however, we tend to see the faith of a Moses as little 
more than a relic of the pre-scientific age. As far as our own deci-
sions are concerned, we are reluctant to trust anything that can’t 
be examined by empirical science. We tend to think that if any-
thing of a spiritual nature exists at all, it is somehow less real than 
the visible things that surround us. And this tendency has two 
results: (1) we refuse to allow any sense of the word “knowledge” 
to be applied to religious or spiritual truth, and (2) we take a 
somewhat condescending view of people who are dedicated to the 
spiritual life, as if they were wasting their time on idealistic things 
that are less practical than those of the “real world.”

Well, if the God of the Scriptures does not really exist, then 
we’d be better off to dispense with the pretense that He does. Yet 
if He does exist then we need to take Him with all the seriousness 
our minds can muster. There is no need to relegate spiritual truths 
to a secondary status. To be people of faith does not mean we’re 
making things up. It means we’re committed to the massive conti-
nents of truth that lie beyond our present horizons.

Commitment to the spiritual reality is simply commitment to reality and it is 
the way to really appreciate the wonder of all life. It is the way to come to 

understand the extraordinary fact of the mystery of life itself, the inner 
hidden secret of life that gives it its real excitement. Entering on the spiritual 

path is coming to appreciate our life as a voyage of discovery.

J O h n  M a i n
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when we lose what we were maDe for

Do not hide Your face from me; do not turn Your servant away in anger;
You have been my help; do not leave me nor forsake me, O God of my salvation.

Psalm 27:9

as persOnal beings, we were createD FOr FellOwship bOth 
with Our creatOr anD Other persOns, anD the lOss OF 

that FellOwship as a result OF sin is a MOst grievOus lOss 
inDeeD. When we lose the very thing we were made for, we suffer 
a void that can’t be filled with any lesser fulfillment. There is no 
honest way to deny that we hurt. We’ve been cut off from a con-
tact and communion that are essential to our nature.

Our need for deep, significant relationship with God and 
other personal beings is so profound that we ourselves do not 
fully understand it. We sense that we need to be connected in 
some way to other personal beings, including God, and we suffer 
pain when our connections fall short of happiness. But we find it 
hard to articulate the loneliness we feel. As finite creatures broken 
by sin, we hurt and we don’t even have the ability to understand 
how deeply we hurt. Our need for personal relationship is deeper 
than we ourselves can fathom.

But our pain does not come from simply being alone. It comes 
from being left alone. Following the murder of his brother, Cain 
was to be sent into lonely lands to live by himself. As God pro-
nounced his sentence, Cain cried: “Surely You have driven me out 
this day from the face of the ground; I shall be hidden from Your 
face; I shall be a fugitive and a vagabond on the earth, and it will 
happen that anyone who finds me will kill me” (Genesis 4:14). Can 
any of us say we’ve never feared what Cain feared?

Having been created for personal relationship, there can be no 
greater agony than to know that we, like Cain, have lost this thing 
that is so essential to us. Because of our own choices, those whom 
we need to be connected to, especially God, have turned their 
backs to us — and not without justification. We are not only alone; 
we are alone because we’ve been abandoned. And we’ve not only 
been abandoned; we’ve been abandoned because of our own 
misdeeds. Thus, it is the triple combination of loneliness, regret, and 
rejection that twists our hearts into such sorrowful shapes.

Over the years I’ve come to realize that my greatest fear in life
is a dread of a certain kind of solitude, of abandonment.

F r a n c ì n e  D u  p l e s s i x  g r a y
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at all Costs

For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 
My sake will find it. For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, 

and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul? 
Matthew 16:25,26

there is nOthing OF MOre value tO us than Our sOuls, anD 
we are nOt wise iF we hang On tO Other things that JeOp-

arDize Our sOuls. Jesus went so far as to say that if we were ever 
faced with a choice between our souls and the entire rest of the 
world, we would be foolish not to let go of the world and preserve 
our souls. When the ship is sinking, we must swim away from it.

It is not easy to keep in mind that our intangible, invisible 
possessions are of greater value than those of a more visible na-
ture. A man, for example, will sometimes be willing to put his en-
tire reputation, his career, his family’s happiness, and many other 
invisible things at risk for the momentary pleasure of one immoral 
trinket that is so immediately present to his physical senses that 
he thinks he can’t possibly do without it. Tangible treasures and 
physical pleasures can seem so valuable in a moment of tempta-
tion that we completely forget about the much greater value of the 
things we’ll throw away if we yield to the temptation. When we’re 
hungry enough, we’ll trade our birthright for a bowl of soup. And 
like Esau, we later regret having done so (Hebrews 12:16,17).

Jesus used some of His starkest language to warn us about the 
danger of confused values. Do whatever it takes, He said, to sever 
yourself from anything that endangers your spiritual welfare: “If 
your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you; 
for it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, 
than for your whole body to be cast into hell” (Matthew 5:29).

Much of the wisdom of life consists in knowing what to let go 
of and when to let go of it. Nowhere is there an exhaustive list of 
all the things that can potentially put our souls at risk. The truth is, 
there are few things in the world that might not do so under cer-
tain circumstances. But whatever threatens to cut us off from God, 
we should cut ourselves off from that thing. Immediately.

Imagine a burning house. A few occupants run naked from the house.
They abandon everything else to save their lives. Others in that house 

attempt to save some furniture and other precious possessions. They return 
into the blazing structure several times in order to bring things out. 

Ultimately they die in the smoke and flames. This is misplaced attachment.

p s e u D O - M a c a r i u s
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fIrst love

Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first love.
Revelation 2:4

it is gOOD FOr us tO recall the arDent lOve we haD when 
Our great Desire FOr gOD was newly DiscOvereD. As time 

goes by, the demands and difficulties of earthly existence keep us 
busy and wear us out. If we don’t frequently tend the fire of our 
love for God, it will die down. It is not impossible for the flame to 
flicker and go out altogether. Our first love for God is a fire that 
must be kept burning and if necessary, be rekindled.

Jesus Christ sent this message to the church in Ephesus: 
“Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first 
love.” These were hardworking Christians who had made con-
siderable sacrifices to maintain the integrity of the gospel. Yet so 
much time had passed since their conversion, they seemed not to 
remember the way they had loved the Lord at first. But the Lord 
remembered. And His words of warning to them recall the words 
that God spoke through Jeremiah to the people of Jerusalem: 
“I remember you, the kindness of your youth, the love of your 
betrothal, when you went after Me in the wilderness, in a land 
not sown” (Jeremiah 2:2). It is not a good thing to let slip from our 
memory something that God still remembers about us!

To those in Ephesus who had left their first love, Christ said, 
“Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and do 
the first works, or else I will come to you quickly and remove your 
lampstand from its place — unless you repent” (Revelation 2:5). 
The words “remember” and “repent” should tell us that the love 
which the Lord desires from us is more than an elusive emotion. 
Ultimately, it is a love that springs from the will. And if we don’t 
love Him as we used to, there are specific things we can do to 
rectify that problem. One of these would be to take some time off, 
go to a restful place, and remember — really remember — how we 
used to love God. This memory will be a refreshing, nourishing, 
energizing reflection on what once was and on what still can be.

O God, the God of all goodness and of all grace, who art worthy of a greater 
love than we can either give or understand: Fill our hearts, we beseech you, 

with such love toward you that nothing may seem too hard for us to do or to 
suffer in obedience to your will; and grant that thus loving you, we may 

become daily more like you, and finally obtain the crown of life which thou 
hast promised to those that love you; through Jesus Christ our Lord.

b r O O k e  F O s s  w e s t c O t t
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BeInG wIse Is not what It’s aBout

So they asked Him, saying, “Teacher, but when will these things be? And 
what sign will there be when these things are about to take place?” Luke 21:7

perhaps it is the nature OF Disciples tO ask questiOns. But 
don’t we sometimes ask too many questions of God? And 

don’t we often betray by our questions that the things we’d most 
like to know about are not the things He would most like to see us 
be interested in? Compared to the big issues that should be at the 
forefront of our minds, the subjects that our questions deal with 
are often trivial. It is a good thing God is patient with us.

What do we think life in God is about anyway? Is it about 
satisfying our curiosity or increasing our likeness to His character? 
Are we seeking to become wise for our own sake or to become like 
Him for His sake? If we intend to seek God diligently, what we’re 
interested in will largely determine what we end up with. 

There is perhaps no better example than Abraham of a person 
who understood what life is about. “By faith Abraham obeyed 
when he was called to go out to the place which he would receive 
as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he was 
going” (Hebrews 11:8). Abraham had enough confidence in the 
person of God that he required little in the way of information 
about the plans of God. When called to leave his birthplace, “he 
went out, not knowing where he was going.” Many would have 
demanded to know the destination, the itinerary, the timetable, 
and the purpose of the journey, but this great man was content to 
wait and see. Abraham’s overriding interest was in showing rever-
ence to God Himself, not in figuring out what God’s next move 
might be. As for God’s next move, Abraham would wait and see.

God is not obligated to explain everything to our satisfaction. 
“He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also He has put 
eternity in their hearts, except that no one can find out the work 
that God does from beginning to end” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). Some 
things are, to be quite candid, none of our business. What God has 
revealed to us, however, is the truth about His character, His heart, 
and His values. He patiently waits for us to become more interested 
in these things and less interested in specific scenarios. “You’re 
wanting a map,” He says, “but I’m trying to give you a Compass.”

Have you been asking God what He is going to do? He will never tell you.
God does not tell you what He is going to do — He reveals to you who He is.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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nothInG Between us?

Behold, the lOrD’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save;
Nor His ear heavy, that it cannot hear.

But your iniquities have separated you from your God;
And your sins have hidden His face from you, so that He will not hear.

Isaiah 59:1,2

iF anything at all stanDs between us anD the Fullness OF 
Our Father’s FellOwship, the reMOval OF that hinDrance 

Ought tO be a Matter OF great cOncern tO us. On any scale of 
importance or urgency, our relationship to God must rank first. If 
we’re cut off from Him, how can we concentrate on anything else?

It is sin, of course, that alienates us from God. We can be 
thankful that by the atoning death of His Son, God has made it 
possible for us to be forgiven. By virtue of His Son’s death for us, 
He is able to justify us without being unjust Himself (Romans 
3:26). But God has moved as far in our direction as He can without 
overriding the freedom of our will. As things stand now, the next 
move is ours. The process of reconciliation can’t go any further 
until we openly acknowledge, without excuse, that we need to be 
forgiven. And God’s requirement of repentance (Luke 13:3) means 
that we must make a radical turn, not just feeling sorry for our sin 
but actually committing ourselves to its removal from our lives. 
We can’t have our sin and be forgiven of it too.

In Isaiah’s day, the spiritual conditions in Jerusalem were de-
plorable. Continuing to practice flagrant sin, the people still came 
to the temple to worship. But their sins, unacknowledged and 
unrepented of, stood between them and God: “When you spread 
out your hands,” God said, “I will hide my eyes from you; even 
though you make many prayers, I will not hear” (Isaiah 1:15). The 
problem lay not in God’s inability to forgive but in their unwill-
ingness to repent. So Isaiah said, “The lOrD’s hand is not short-
ened, that it cannot save; nor His ear heavy, that it cannot hear. 
But your iniquities have separated you from your God; and your 
sins have hidden His face from you, so that He will not hear.” Who 
among us can read these words and not think of penitent steps we 
need to take so that God can show His love to us?

Nothing has been capable, dear Lord, to hinder you from being all mine,
neither heaven, nor your divinity, nor the gibbet of the cross;

grant me the grace, that nothing may hinder me from being all yours,
to whom I owe myself both for creation and redemption.

l u c y  h e r b e r t
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when the roaD forks

Now it came to pass after these things that God tested Abraham,
and said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” Then He said, 
“Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to

the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one 
of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” Genesis 22:1,2

there is nO such thing as living a huMan liFe withOut 
being testeD. Every decision any of us makes is a test, from 

the little choices all the way up to the major decisions. When the 
road forks and one path or the other must be chosen, we are in 
each instance being asked what kind of character we have. If we 
make our choice on the basis of which path is easiest or most 
personally satisfactory, we indicate that our character is of one 
sort. If, on the other hand, we choose the path we judge to be the 
most honorable and pleasing to God, we indicate that we have 
another kind of character. As life moves along and our decisions 
begin to multiply, it becomes more and more obvious what kind of 
stuff we’re made of. When the end comes and we stand before our 
Maker for His judgment, the evidence will be irrefutable. We will 
have chosen our own destiny.

Do we understand what a “crisis” is? Our English word 
comes from the Greek verb krinein, which meant to separate, to 
decide between, or to judge. A crisis, then, is a situation in which 
a crucial decision must be made. It is a turning point, a pivotal 
circumstance in which we have to make a choice. Abraham faced 
such a crisis when God called on him to choose whether he would 
comply with His instruction to give up Isaac, his only son. In mak-
ing the choice that he did, Abraham showed himself to be a man 
of faith and godly integrity (Hebrews 11:17-19).

In every human life there eventually comes an ultimate crisis, 
some single test larger than all the others combined. This fact 
should not frighten us. It should move us to work on our character 
a little bit each day, building strength by practicing the discipline 
of good decision-making. The most foolish fellow in the world is 
the one who supposes that he can waste the little decisions and 
still pass the big test when it comes.

So we will be brought one by one to the testing place, and we may
never know when we are there. At that testing place there will be no dozen

possible choices for us — just one and an alternative — but our whole future
will be conditioned by the choice we make.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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Is reGret GooD for us or BaD?

Then Judas, His betrayer, seeing that He had been condemned, was 
remorseful and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and 

elders, saying, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood.” And they said, 
“What is that to us? You see to it!” Then he threw down the pieces of silver in 

the temple and departed, and went and hanged himself. Matthew 27:3-5

hOw shOulD we Deal with the painFul reality OF regret in 
Our lives? When we reflect on the errors we’ve committed 

and the damage those errors have done, there is at least a momen-
tary stab of remorse. If we know we’ve been forgiven, the sharp-
ness of the remorse is perhaps softened by the passage of time, but 
it never seems to go away entirely. There are those who believe 
that any such lingering regret is inherently unhealthy and that 
some psychological expedient must be found to get rid of it. But is 
regret always a bad thing?

The evidence would suggest that those who ask us to get 
past the feeling of any regret are asking, if not the impossible, then 
at least the unnatural. If the mistakes we’ve made are relatively 
minor, it might be possible to forget about them or feel no pain 
when we think about them. But in the case of the truly heinous 
sins we’ve all committed against God and against other people, it 
would be a villain with an especially hard heart who felt no regret 
at all when he remembered what he’d done.

But apart from the question of whether we can forget our sins, 
there is a serious question whether we even ought to do so. Regret, 
like all the other sadder emotions, can serve a useful purpose. It 
need not be an unhealthy thing. If we think of regret as we should 
and respond to it in the right way, it can be an important part of 
what keeps us moving in God’s direction.

If, like Judas, our regret is filled with the poison of selfish con-
cern it will drive us away from God. That sort of regret shows no 
evidence of a penitent heart. In fact, it is a self-pity no less sinful 
than the deed that produced it. But our regret need not come from 
a selfish heart. If our hearts are turned toward God, then pure re-
gret can be a gently poignant reminder of our continuing need for 
His grace. It can be a part of the hunger that brings us to Him.

If your regret results in greater humility and increases your desire to serve 
God, receive it with gratitude as a gift from heaven. If it creates anxiety, 

makes you sad, depressed, fearful, and slow to do your duty, then we can be 
sure it has been suggested by the enemy. Disregard it.

l a w r e n c e  s c u p O l i
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Powerful truth

Therefore lay aside all filthiness and overflow of wickedness, and receive 
with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. But be 
doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. James 1:21,22

nOthing is MOre pOwerFul than gOD’s wOrD, anD yet its 
pOwer is lOst On thOse whO DO nOthing MOre than think 

abOut it. James encouraged his readers to “receive with meek-
ness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls,” but he 
quickly followed that with a reminder that we must “be doers of 
the word, and not hearers only.” It’s a sad fact that those who have 
the most to say about the power of God’s word often exhibit the 
least of its power in their own lives.

Our hope should always be that others will be influenced 
by God’s truth as they come into contact with us. But Oswald 
Chambers posed a keen question when he asked, “Is the Word 
of God tremendously penetrating and sharp in me as I hand it 
on to you, or does my life betray the things I profess to teach?” 
If what we believe about God is not real to us, if it is flat and dry 
and colorless, then it is only to be expected that others will find it 
uninteresting. What could be more unappealing than to be “evan-
gelized” by someone whose Monday-morning lifestyle shows that 
he doesn’t take his Sunday-morning convictions seriously?

We must not let God become a mere subject to be studied and 
debated academically. Our ideas about God certainly do matter, 
and we need to understand that God is honored by worship that 
is based on truth as well as spirit (John 4:23,24). But even so, the 
truth about God must not be confined to the intellect. It must com-
mand the will and exhilarate the emotions. Godliness is more than 
a subject to think about — it is a life to be lived. If God is not real, 
then “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die!” (1 Corinthians 
15:32), but if He is real, then His reality must be allowed to cut 
down into the very quick of our conscience. We must be moved. 
We must be transformed. We must pay more than lip service to the 
truth that God’s word is “living and powerful, and sharper than 
any two-edged sword” (Hebrews 4:12).

Many who cry out against sin can live comfortably with it 
in their heart, home, and business. It is possible to learn all about the 
mysteries of the Bible and never be affected by it in one’s soul. Great 

knowledge is not enough . . . Talkers and boasters enjoy knowing 
something. God is pleased when it is done.

J O h n  b u n y a n
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BeComInG aDePt at DevotIon

Now may the Lord direct your hearts into the love of God
and into the patience of Christ. 2 Thessalonians 3:5

in a wOrlD Full OF DistractiOns, it is nOt easy tO keep Our 
hearts lOvingly aiMeD in gOD’s DirectiOn. Our minds are 

tugged this way and that by multiple concerns, and when we 
try to keep them centered on God, we find that our minds wan-
der. Consistent and easy devotion to God is a habit that must be 
acquired, a skill that must be learned. Like most other good things, 
godliness takes training, discipline, and regular practice over time.

If we’re not where we want to be in our devotion to God, how 
do we get there? The answer is hardly surprising: we get there a 
little at a time. If a person has been confined to a hospital bed for 
several weeks, that person may aspire to running a twenty-six 
mile marathon at some point, but that is not going to happen the 
first day home from the hospital. The person will first have to 
sit up, then stand up, and then walk across the room. With daily 
discipline, the person will then walk around the block, then run 
around the block, and then run around many blocks. The mara-
thon will come in due course, but only after a regimen of training 
that progressively builds strength and skill over time. And in our 
spiritual lives, the very same “law of progressive strength” is in 
operation. We can get to the point where our hearts stay easily and 
naturally centered on God, but we can’t get there overnight.

We need to be realistic enough to accept this fact: we won’t 
become adept at devotion if we don’t engage in the activities that 
are conducive to that. It is silly to suppose that we can neglect the 
means through which devotion is increased and still enjoy the re-
sults of those means. If we don’t regularly take the time to engage 
in such disciplines as Bible study, prayer, and meditation, then 
we’ll remain spiritually immature and it’ll not get any easier for us 
to keep our hearts in the right place. As an older man, Paul knew 
what he was talking about when he said to his younger friend 
Timothy, “exercise yourself toward godliness” (1 Timothy 4:7).

Ostriches are not flying birds, chickens fly short distances with much effort, but 
eagles, doves, and swallows fly high and far. Sinners are like the ostrich and are 

earthbound. Good people who have not quite reached devotion are like the 
chicken; they fly in God’s direction, but inefficiently and awkwardly. The devout 

soar to God with regularity. Devotion, then, is a natural agility of the soul.

F r a n c i s  D e  s a l e s
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GoD wIll always love us more

We love Him because He first loved us.
1 John 4:19

it shOulD be strengthening tO us tO knOw that we are sur-
rOunDeD by the liMitless lOve OF gOD. As our Creator, He is 

able to love us with a love that is infinite. We cannot understand 
it completely or respond to it fully. Even if, like our antediluvian 
ancestors,  we were to live hundreds of years upon the earth and 
love God as Enoch and Noah did, we could not learn to love God 
with the same love that He has for us. But this fact should not 
discourage us. It should challenge us in a most delightful way. 
Although we can’t love God as He loves us, we can learn to love 
Him more and more as time goes by. No matter how much of 
God’s love we learn to enjoy, there will always be much more 
waiting for us up ahead. His love is boundless and inexhaustible.

One thing we should try to keep clear is that whatever love 
we show toward God is always a response. It is God who has taken 
the initiative. As John wrote, “We love Him because He first loved 
us.” This means that our love for God must always be offered in 
profound humility. If He had not first reached across the chasm 
and extended love to us, it would be futile for us to love Him. 
As Paul said, Christ died for us “when we were still without 
strength” (Romans 5:6). And so John could say, “In this is love, not 
that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10).

The surest way for us to grow in our love for God is to medi-
tate on the depth of His love for us. The knowledge of God’s love 
is a compelling force: “For the love of Christ compels us, because 
we judge thus: that if One died for all, then all died; and He died 
for all, that those who live should live no longer for themselves, 
but for Him who died for them and rose again” (2 Corinthians 
5:14,15). In the end, faithful service must always spring from fer-
vent love. If we have even the smallest fraction of the love for our 
Lord that He has shown toward us, we will not be content to love 
Him with anything less than all our hearts.

Our soul is Christ’s bride and loves him ardently. But even when 
she thinks she is completely in love, she feels that her love is inadequate 

because she is loved so much. And that is true. How could she love 
as much in return? God loves with all his being.

b e r n a r D  O F  c l a i r v a u x
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the trust that takes GoD serIously

By faith Noah, being divinely warned of things not yet seen, moved with 
godly fear, prepared an ark for the saving of his household, by which he 

condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness which is 
according to faith. Hebrews 11:7

nOah trusteD gOD enOugh tO take hiM seriOusly, anD he 
tOOk hiM seriOusly enOugh tO Obey his instructiOns. 

The particular kind of righteousness that Noah demonstrated is 
the only kind God has ever accepted from human beings: “the 
righteousness which is according to faith.” And the distinguishing 
characteristic of this type of righteousness is not that it de-empha-
sizes obedience but that it produces an obedience based on trust.

We can tell to what extent we trust God by looking at how 
much risk we’re willing to take in order to obey Him, particularly 
in situations where God’s instructions go against our instincts. 
In this respect, there is a difference between “faith” and “trust.” 
Many people say they have faith, but not many are willing to put 
their trust where their faith is. James Dobson has illustrated it this 
way: “Faith in God is like believing a man can walk over Niagara 
Falls on a tightrope while pushing a wheelbarrow. Trust in God is 
like getting into the wheelbarrow!”

The “righteousness which is according to faith” is a scary 
thing. It requires that we cling to God alone and let go of any other 
means of support or security or safety. It isn’t easy to “get into the 
wheelbarrow,” and for all those who say they’ve done it, very few 
actually have. It takes humble, courageous trust to let go of all our 
self-sufficient safety ropes and let God determine the means by 
which we’ll get to the other side. It just seems so often that God’s 
plans for our righteousness involve the possibility of dangerous 
(and perhaps even embarrassing) consequences!

But if we’re willing to trust God, faith can open a door that 
must otherwise remain forever closed. Do we wish to please Him? 
Then faith — the radical trust that will take God seriously and 
obey Him readily — is the only key that will open that desirable 
door: “But without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who 
comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of 
those who diligently seek Him” (Hebrews 11:6).

The Spirit-filled life is no mystery revealed to a select few, no goal difficult
of attainment. To trust and to obey is the substance of the whole matter.

v i c t O r  r a y M O n D



September 28
our utIlItarIan aPProaCh to GoD

So Jonah went out of the city and sat on the east side of the city. There he 
made himself a shelter and sat under it in the shade, till he might see what 
would become of the city. And the lOrD God prepared a plant and made it 
come up over Jonah, that it might be shade for his head to deliver him from 

his misery. So Jonah was very grateful for the plant. Jonah 4:5,6

althOugh we unDerstanD the scriptures tO teach that 
we are gOD’s vessels, we sOMetiMes lOOk upOn hiM as a 

vessel FOr Our Own use. We tend to take a utilitarian approach 
to God, as if He were an instrument that exists to accomplish our 
purposes, rather than vice versa.

The degree to which we delight in God is too often deter-
mined by how “useful” He is to us. In our own minds, we have 
a concept of how we would like our lives to be, and to the extent 
that God helps us move toward having this sort of life, we are de-
lighted with Him. We look for the “practical” benefits of the spiri-
tual life, and if these are not found, then we tend to become angry 
with God. Perhaps we reject Him altogether. We might not say it in 
so many words, but we have little use for a God who doesn’t come 
through for us in the clutch.

In the heat of the blazing Assyrian sun, Jonah was pleased 
when God prepared a plant that would provide welcome shade 
and “deliver him from his misery.” He was not so pleased the next 
day when the plant was destroyed and he had no choice but to sit 
in the sun again. “It is better,” he said, “for me to die than to live” 
(Jonah 4:8). Just so, our estimate of how well God is doing often 
depends on how satisfactorily He is providing what we desire.

Yet if our relationship with God is based upon love, we can 
ill afford to let self-centered (though we would simply call them 
“practical”) motives enter in. Our enjoyment of God cannot de-
pend on whether some desired payoff is being received from Him. 
Love does not calculate or bargain for personal benefit; it gives out 
of the sheer joy of giving to one who is beloved. “The only reward 
love seeks is someone to love” (Bernard of Clarivaux). And if there 
is any question of benefit, we exist for His benefit: our glory is to 
accomplish His purposes and to show forth His goodness.

That which cannot be explained or made useful tends to be rejected as 
contrary to our purpose. Under those circumstances, we lose the ability to 

remain instruments of God’s will. We would rather inform God of our needs 
in the hope that he will comply with our conceptions of what life ought to be.

p a u l  c i h O l a s



September 29
Is It PraIse that we seek after all?

Take heed that you do not do your charitable deeds before men, to be seen by 
them. Otherwise you have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

Matthew 6:1

iF we are cOMMitteD tO DOing what is right FOr its Own sake, 
it will be enOugh FOr us tO have the apprOval OF gOD. There 

are strong warnings in Jesus’ teaching against doing our good 
deeds in order to be seen by others. But while most of us would 
say we reject such pretense and hypocrisy, what would happen 
to our relationship with God if we were to receive nothing but 
criticism for our obedience to Him? Would we continue to serve 
God if no one appreciated us for it, no one recognized us for our 
goodness, or no one did good to us in return? And if we do good 
mainly to avoid criticism for not doing it, is that any better than 
doing it to be seen? And what are the implications of doing good 
primarily to enjoy the self-satisfaction of our own approval?

Benefits like approval, praise, significance, acceptance, and 
gratitude are powerful motivators. Few of us can honestly say 
these things do not matter to us. There may be many people out 
there whose approval is of little importance to us, but for virtually 
every human being there is at least someone whose acceptance it 
is important for that person to have. And the difficult question is 
this: what if doing God’s will does not result in that someone’s ac-
ceptance and approval? Will we obey anyway?

In all honesty, however, there is another problem that must 
be avoided, and that is the problem of smugness. Perhaps we do 
have the spiritual strength to do what’s right whether anyone else 
on the planet appreciates it or not. Perhaps it does not matter to us 
what anyone else thinks. What then? It would be a rare individual 
who could feel that way and not be a little bit proud of himself or 
herself for being so above it all. But the moment we begin to feel 
(however secretly) a little superior to those who are motivated 
by petty concerns, we need to take stock. “Let him who thinks he 
stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12).

In any and every circumstance, we must simply be careful 
about our focus. If it is truly God whom we seek — and if it is God 
whom we love — then our focus will be on Him, not on ourselves.

Your purpose is not to be seen or known or loved or admired or praised.
Your purpose is to see, know, love, admire, and praise God.

g u i g O  i



September 30

on not mIssInG the moment

And see, now I go bound in the spirit to Jerusalem, not knowing the things 
that will happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit testifies in every city, 
saying that chains and tribulations await me. But none of these things move 
me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with 
joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the 

gospel of the grace of God. Acts 20:22-24

careFul stewarDship Must be MaintaineD Over the MinDs 
that gOD has given us, Or else we will lOse the ability tO 

live prODuctively. The twin gifts of memory and anticipation, 
for example, are dangerous. Like all other good things, both the 
ability to look backward and the ability to look forward have the 
potential for great harm if they are not managed wisely. We can 
only do with the present moment what God would want us to do 
if we hold to a productive view of the past and the future.

As the above text indicates, the apostle Paul maintained a 
steadfastly practical view of the present moment and its oppor-
tunities. As a former persecutor of the church, looking to the past 
would have been painful, and for the greater part of his ministry 
as an apostle, looking to the future would have filled him with 
trepidation. “But none of these things move me,” he said. Many 
things lay sorrowfully behind him, and many lay dreadfully be-
fore him, but more important than any of his memories or his anx-
ieties was the privilege of doing in the present that which would 
serve the purposes of God. His goal? It was simply this: “that I 
may finish my race with joy, and the ministry which I received 
from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God.”

Jesus often gave less than a complete answer when His 
disciples asked about when certain future events were going to 
occur. On almost every occasion, He brought their attention back 
to the more practical matter of doing the daily work they’d been 
given to do, regardless of what may have happened yesterday or 
what might happen tomorrow. What our Lord always wants is to 
find His servants busy doing each day’s ordinary work: “Blessed 
is that servant whom his master finds so doing when he comes” 
(Luke 12:43). Ideally, our minds should be enriched with both the 
memories of God’s grace and the hopes of God’s glory. But in any 
case, we must not miss what the present moment means.

Let us not look back in anger or forward in fear, but around in awareness.

J a M e s  t h u r b e r



October 1
unClutterInG our lIves

. . . that you also aspire to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business,
and to work with your own hands, as we commanded you, that you may 

walk properly toward those who are outside, and that you may lack nothing. 
1 Thessalonians 4:11,12

liFe has a way OF becOMing MOre anD MOre cOMplicateD, 
anD there is a neeD FOr us tO step back periODically anD 

siMpliFy the way we are living. Like a garage or an attic, life 
tends to pick up clutter. We add activities and possessions and 
concerns to ourselves so frequently that it’s hard for us to see how 
piled up and confused our affairs are becoming. As far as our 
spiritual lives are concerned, one of the most helpful things we can 
do is go through the “attic” of our lifestyles, perhaps once or twice 
a year, and deliberately clean out the clutter. We should get rid of 
anything that does not helpfully and actively contribute to what 
is really important. This means having the courage to get rid of 
many “things” we’ve acquired because we thought they might be 
useful. If, however, they’ve not actually been useful to our priori-
ties after a reasonable time, we need to get rid of them.

In her wonderful At Home in Mitford, novelist Jan Karon has 
Homeless Hobbes, a hermit who lives Thoreau-like in the woods, 
say, “Sometimes you have to gag on fancy before you can appreci-
ate the plain, th’ way I see it.” Hobbes had been a high-powered 
advertising executive before he “gagged on fancy” and discov-
ered the value of the plain life in his simple cabin. “For too many 
years,” said Hobbes, “I ate fancy, I dressed fancy, I talked fancy. A 
while back, I decided to start talkin’ th’ way I was raised t’ talk, 
and for th’ first time in forty years, I can understand what I’m 
sayin’.” The point here is not that the fancy or sophisticated life-
style is wrong or inherently undesirable, but rather that there are 
some real values to the simple life that we often fail to recognize 
until we’ve overdosed on the complications that go with “fancy.”

The very worst disadvantage of the cluttered life is that being 
at peace and growing in our relationship with God become almost 
impossible. Perhaps there are a few who could manage such a 
juggling act, but not many of us can do so. God’s work requires us 
to be engaged in life’s activities, but growing deep roots in God’s 
character requires solitude and silence.

Devotional progress comes best to those who live a plain, simple life.

l a w r e n c e  s c u p O l i



October 2

feelInG our PaIn, faCInG our sIn

For I acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.
Against You, You only, have I sinned, and done this evil in Your sight;

That You may be found just when You speak, and blameless when You judge.
Psalm 51:3,4

twO painFul truths Must be cOnFrOnteD iF we are tO 
lOng FOr gOD Deeply: Our eMptiness anD Our sinFulness. 

Somehow we’d like to convince ourselves that we can get all we 
need in this life and that our problem with sin is at least manage-
able. In truth, however, our deepest longings can never be satisfied 
in this world, and the sin in our hearts is worse than we’ve been 
willing to admit. The sooner we face these facts, the sooner we can 
learn what grace really means. We only “get” God when we “give 
up” in both of these areas.

Larry Crabb has written concerning these important matters 
in his book Inside Out. There he argues that an acceptance of both 
our thirst and our selfishness is necessary if we are to begin grow-
ing toward God. “We are not psychologically disordered,” Crabb 
writes, “we are sinful people who believe lies about what must be 
ours in order to experience fulfillment.” Real change for the better 
is possible only when we confess the pain of our disappointed 
longings and the sinfulness of our self-protective motives. These 
are the keys that open the door to the only joy worth having.

In regard to our emptiness, we need to just go ahead and 
admit that we hurt. As long as we live in this world, our groaning 
is inescapable. In God it can be diminished, but in this life it will 
not go away completely. And in regard to our sinfulness, we need 
to just go ahead and admit that we are broken. In God our sins 
can be forgiven and our lives can be improved, but if we are to be 
saved, God must save us despite our continuing failures.

Honesty about both our yearnings and our guilt is not easy. 
But the good news is that it leads to an appreciation of grace that 
will allow God to enter us deeply. Hope can only be ours when 
we admit that our hearts will never be completely healed in this 
world. And forgiveness can only be ours when we admit that our 
crutches and our carnal coping mechanisms are selfish.

Very few Christians feel their disappointment with life deeply enough to fix
their hope on what is yet to come. Even fewer face their sin so thoroughly

that forgiveness becomes their most valued blessing.

l a r r y  c r a b b



October 3

a laBor of love

. . . remembering without ceasing your work of faith, labor of love, and 
patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the sight of our God and Father.

1 Thessalonians 1:3

it is sOMetiMes astOnishing tO see what results cOMe FrOM 
the eFFOrts OF thOse whO are pOwereD by lOve. When Paul 

wrote to his Christian friends in Thessalonica, he was writing to 
people who had begun to suffer persecution as soon as they had 
become Christians. And yet their love for their new Lord was such 
that they were not only surviving but thriving. Paul was delighted 
to pray for them and give thanks for the good things that were 
coming from their love: “We are always thankful to God as we 
pray for you all, for we never forget that your faith has meant 
solid achievement, your love has meant hard work, and the hope 
that you have in our Lord Jesus Christ means sheer dogged endur-
ance in the life that you live before God, the Father of us all” (J. B. 
Phillips’s paraphrase of 1 Thessalonians 1:3). The work of these 
disciples was a work of faith, their labor was a labor of love, and 
their patience was a patience of hope. These are the true springs 
from which the highest kind of effort and sacrifice always flow.

We need to bring genuine love for God more to the center of 
our own motivation. Yet we must be careful. In the warm glow 
of our love for Him, we must not conceive of God as a doting 
grandfather, willing to accept anything our sincerity chooses to 
offer Him. Being moved by love does not mean being presumptu-
ous. God is still God, and it is still His prerogative to say what is 
required from us. If the true worship of God comes from a spirit of 
love, it also comes from a respect for truth (John 4:23,24).

Yet as our reverence causes us to take God with utter serious-
ness, how much difference it will make if our love causes us to 
seek Him with utter thankfulness. Let us never trifle with our re-
sponsibilities, but let us also never forget the manifold goodnesses 
of God that have made us want to accept those responsibilities. 
When the final tally is made, our labor will matter little if it was 
not a labor of love. “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but 
of power and of love and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7).

Love is a far better sustainer than fear. Fear enslaves, but love persuades.
Love takes possession of our soul, and we begin to want goodness for itself.
God is a kind and faithful friend to those who sincerely become his friend.

F r a n ç O i s  D e  F é n e l O n
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traCes of GoD

For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, 
being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal power and 

Godhead, so that they are without excuse. Romans 1:20

everywhere in gOD’s creatiOn there are traces OF gOD 
hiMselF. The American Heritage Dictionary gives this as the 

most basic meaning of the word “trace”: “A visible mark or sign 
of the former presence or passage of a person, thing, or event.” 
Surely, we are surrounded by traces of God. God has not left 
Himself without marks or signs that He has been here. So telling 
are the tokens of His creativity, we can hardly come into con-
tact with anything God has done without being reminded of the 
power of His existence and the richness of His love.

God’s existence. The all-important fact that “God is real” is an-
nounced to us by the marvels He has left behind. If we fail to see 
this truth, it is not because it has not been made plain to us: “For 
since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly 
seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His eter-
nal power and Godhead, so that they are without excuse.”

God’s benevolence and beauty. As important as it is for us to rec-
ognize the traces of God’s existence, it is even more important for 
us to see what the creation says about His nature. Just as surely as 
any work of art ever revealed the heart of the artist, God’s creative 
work tells us that He is a God of love. A world like the one we live 
in could not have been made by a God who did not take delight 
in beauty and joy and even good humor. The Alps and the Grand 
Canyon surely make some kind of comment on God’s nature. But 
so do the dandelion and the duckbilled platypus!

Our purpose as vessels to receive God’s joy. Surrounded by so 
many traces of God, how can we take in the wonders of the world 
and miss what these wonders say about us? The very fact that we 
have the ability to meditate rationally on these things and appreci-
ate their significance ought to persuade us that we were made for 
something more than mere existence. We were made to be recep-
tacles: vessels into which our Father wishes to pour His delight.

As the hand is made for holding and the eye for seeing, You have 
fashioned me for joy. Share with me the vision that shall find it everywhere: 

in the wild violet’s beauty, in the lark’s melody, in the face of a steadfast man, 
in a child’s smile, in a mother’s love, in the purity of Jesus.

a  g a e l i c  p r a y e r
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the heart Can helP

The king shall have joy in Your strength, O lOrD;
And in Your salvation how greatly shall he rejoice!

Psalm 21:1

since in any cOntest between the “heaD” anD the “heart,” 
the heart alMOst always wins, it is very iMpOrtant that 

Our hearts be given tO gOD. God gave us all three of the parts of 
our minds — our intellect, our emotions, and our will — and our 
emotions cannot be safely neglected. If we don’t bring the positive 
power of our emotions to bear upon our spiritual lives, we will 
find it difficult, if not impossible, to serve God faithfully and con-
sistently. If our feelings have gotten out of hand, they can be our 
enemy and pull us away from God. But that need not be so. There 
is no good reason why our feelings can’t be our ally. Working with 
the intellect and the will, the heart can help us.

In his prayer, David said that “the king shall have joy in Your 
strength, O lOrD; and in Your salvation how greatly shall he 
rejoice.” It is a joyous thing indeed to contemplate God’s strength. 
But there is another side to this truth. The very joy we are able 
to have in God’s strength is also the main source of our own 
strength! As Nehemiah said to the people of Jerusalem, “Do not 
sorrow, for the joy of the lOrD is your strength” (Nehemiah 8:10). 
Strength of character is always more than the product of raw intel-
lect or brute willpower. Our affections must be involved also. And 
if it is spiritual strength we’re interested in, then the feeling of joy 
is especially important. There is no stronger person than the one 
who fully feels the joy that can be found in God.

There will certainly be times when commitment to God will 
require us to say “No” to unworthy thoughts and words and 
deeds. But the key to doing this consistently is not simply the 
development of a stronger will. In the long run, we won’t be able 
to say “No” to what is wrong if we don’t have a bigger “Yes” 
burning within us for what is right. We must want what is good, 
and we must want it with all of our hearts. Like our Lord who “for 
the joy that was set before Him endured the cross” (Hebrews 12:2), 
we must be moved primarily by joy and hope. The prospect of one 
day seeing God’s face must be the main part of our strength.

It is vain to contend with anything that hath the power
of our affections in its disposal; it will prevail at the last.

J O h n  O w e n
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oPen to GoD

For this reason we also thank God without ceasing, because when you 
received the word of God which you heard from us, you welcomed it not as 
the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which also effectively 

works in you who believe. 1 Thessalonians 2:13

being truly Open tO gOD Means nOt Only that we are will-
ing tO accept the truth abOut hiM but that we are eager 

tO welcOMe hiM intO Our hearts anD lives. The Thessalonians 
to whom Paul had preached the gospel were not gullible, but there 
is no denying that they were favorably disposed toward the possi-
bility that what they had heard might be the truth. And when they 
were shown sufficient evidence to convince them that the message 
was indeed true, they did not hesitate to respond to it obediently. 
“When you received the word of God which you heard from us,” 
Paul wrote, “you welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it is 
in truth, the word of God.”

The thing that often makes us less than receptive to God, of 
course, is the fact that He calls upon us to “put off the old” and 
“put on the new” (Ephesians 4:20-24). We cannot have God with-
out turning away from the things that separated us from Him in 
the first place. He requires us to let go of our sinful self-will, give 
up the ill-gotten gains of our disobedience, and make a radical 
commitment to yield to His will for the rest of our lives.

Decisions about repentance and obedience are always diffi-
cult. In many cases they turn out to be quite painfully difficult. But 
there is no other cure for what ails us. And if turning away from 
our sins is something we’re not willing to do, for whatever reason, 
then it’s not likely that God will find a welcome reception in our 
hearts. On the other hand, if we’ve caught any glimpse of the joy 
that fellowship with God would bring to us, then no price will 
be too great to pay to learn that love. We’ll not even balk at the 
requirement of repentance. Our hearts and our minds will be open 
to Him. We will be ready to receive whatever He has for us.

Come, my Light, and illumine my darkness.
Come, my Life, and revive me from death.
Come, my Physician, and heal my wounds.

Come, Flame of divine love, and burn up the thorns of my sins,
kindling my heart with the flame of your love.

Come, my King, sit upon the throne of my heart and reign there.
For thou alone are my King and my Lord.

D i M i t r i  O F  r O s t O v
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kaIzen

. . . but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things
into Him who is the head — Christ. Ephesians 4:15

liFe in general is abOut grOwth, anD liFe in Jesus christ is 
abOut grOwth tOwarD the perFectiOn OF Our character. 

Much of the happiness and joy that are available to us can only 
be ours if we know we’re making progress in the direction of 
godly character and conduct. When we give in to the forces of evil 
“inertia,” we fail to move ahead, and the result is that we stagnate. 
Eventually, our choice comes down to a choice between improve-
ment or death. There is really no other option.

The Japanese word kaizen refers to the concept of “continuous 
improvement over time.” This concept is a part of what has made 
so many Japanese businesses successful, and it has made these 
businesses a model of effectiveness for corporations around the 
world. Kaizen says that while we may not get it perfect on the first 
attempt, what we want to do is continuously improve what we do 
in a never-ending spiral of positive growth. Businesses that em-
ploy the concept of kaizen find some way to improve everything 
they deal with — every time they deal with it. And over time, the 
results are nothing short of stunning.

Wouldn’t the results be even more stunning if we practiced 
kaizen in our spiritual lives? Surely they would, and it is no com-
pliment to us that people striving for worldly goals in the business 
environment work harder at improving what they do than is often 
the case with those who are striving for heavenly goals. Jesus said 
a long time ago that “the sons of this world are more shrewd in 
their generation than the sons of light” (Luke 16:8).

Yet here is an intriguing thought: can we not improve our 
track record in the matter of improvement? Can we not “do better 
about doing better”? Yes, we can. And when we exercise even 
one ounce of initiative to make progress in even one area of our 
spiritual lives, the devil has cause to worry. It is by steps like these, 
seemingly small but taken regularly, that our adversary loses his 
prey. Improvement is not a concept that he’s comfortable with.

We must praise your goodness that you have left nothing undone to draw us 
to yourself. But one thing we ask of you, our God, not to cease to work in our 

improvement. Let us tend towards you, no matter by what means, and be 
fruitful in good works, for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord.

l u D w i g  v a n  b e e t h O v e n
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GrounDeD In GoD

Lead me in Your truth and teach me,
For You are the God of my salvation;

On You I wait all the day.
Psalm 25:5

iF Our thinking is nOt sOliDly grOunDeD in gOD, then Our 
OutwarD lives can never be what they Ought tO be. We will 

be like a ship with no anchor unless we tether ourselves to the 
truth about our Creator. As A. W. Tozer said on the very first page 
of his classic The Knowledge of the Holy, “[T]he gravest question be-
fore the Church is always God Himself, and the most portentous 
fact about any man is not what he at a given time may say or do, 
but what he in his deep heart conceives God to be like. We tend by 
a secret law of the soul to move toward our mental image of God.”

It would be impossible to overemphasize the importance of 
thinking truthful thoughts about God. “Lead me in Your truth and 
teach me,” prayed David, “for You are the God of my salvation.” 
Paul wrote of those who “exchanged the truth of God for the lie, 
and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” 
(Romans 1:25). Thinking about God at all is better than not doing 
so, but it’s vital that we think about Him as He has revealed 
Himself to be and not as we may have imagined Him to be. If we 
worship something other than God as He is, then we are worship-
ing an idol, a subjective creature that we ourselves have made. And 
nothing is more disastrous spiritually than to worship a creature 
(whether one of God’s or one of our own) rather than the Creator 
Himself. Thus we must never cease improving our thoughts about 
God, seeking in every instance to bring our concepts into confor-
mity with what He has revealed of Himself in the Scriptures.

Actually, it is important that we think truthfully about what-
ever we think about. Each of us is an individual part of an inter-
related cosmos. We can’t relate ourselves rightly to what is around 
us if our thinking is based on erroneous perceptions. So our 
highest commitment must always be to objective reality and never 
personal opinion. “A faith that cannot survive collision with the 
truth is not worth many regrets” (Arthur C. Clarke).

In your spiritual life, guard against illusion. Beginners in faith 
are extremely vulnerable. It is not surprising that they mistakenly 

accept illusion as truth. Many who seek God succumb to this.

g r e g O r y  O F  s i n a i
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the PrInCIPal Part of faIth

But may the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal 
glory by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a while, perfect, 

establish, strengthen, and settle you. 1 Peter 5:10

geOrge MacDOnalD, a writer whOse ObservatiOns shOulD 
nOt be quickly DisregarDeD, Once saiD that “the principal 

part OF Faith is patience.” Our first reaction might be to disagree 
and say that trust is the principal part of faith. But on closer exami-
nation, MacDonald does have a point. Every example of faith in 
the famous eleventh chapter of Hebrews is an instance of someone 
whose trust in God made him or her willing to work and wait and en-
dure hardship. Because it has confidence in God, real faith does not 
give up. It will hold a steady course for a long, long time.

Sometimes we grow impatient because we have unrealistic 
expectations of life. We imagine that the good life would surely be 
one without any significant difficulty, and so we hasten as quickly 
as possible through periods of struggle. Taking it for granted that 
a person should “retire” as soon as possible, we are eager to get 
past our obstacles and reap the rewards of our work. But we’re not 
wise if we put such an emphasis on our destination that we fail to 
appreciate the journey itself. “The most glorious moments in your 
life are not the so-called days of success, but rather those days 
when out of dejection and despair you feel rise in you a challenge 
to life, and the promise of future accomplishments” (Flaubert). In 
the spiritual realm, this is the very outlook that is called “faith.”

When a person turns to God there is often the expectation 
that all problems will soon disappear and that following the path 
of obedience will be both easy and pleasant. The reality, of course, 
is that the journey toward God often takes us through canyons of 
darkness and difficulty. Especially in the beginning of our spiritual 
lives, it is often true that things appear to get worse before they 
begin to get better. Frankly, it is hard to keep from getting impa-
tient. But here is where faith comes in. The principal part of faith is 
its ability to bear a heavy burden and still keep going. What most 
of us need to hear every day is what the Hebrew writer said to 
his doubtful, discouraged readers: “You have need of endurance, 
so that after you have done the will of God, you may receive the 
promise” (Hebrews 10:36).

Are we there yet?

e v e r y  c h i l D ’ s  q u e s t i O n
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If?

Then Samuel told him everything, and hid nothing from him. And he said, 
“It is the lOrD. Let Him do what seems good to Him.” 1 Samuel 3:18

Our lOve FOr gOD anD Our DOing OF his will OFten invOlve 
an unspOken bargain. We will do “this” . . . if He will do 

“that.” Our bargaining may be so subtle that we ourselves do not 
see what we’re doing, but the expectation is nevertheless in our 
minds that if we do what is right, God will act in certain ways. 
And if not, we ask, “Then what is the point of serving God?”

It is not wrong to have deep desires, nor is it wrong to make 
fervent supplications of God. But our desires must be humble, and 
our supplications must not be demanding. Our doing of what is 
right must never be contingent on whether God sees things our 
way in regard to how the universe should be run. It may chal-
lenge our faith to do so, but we must always acquiesce in God’s 
will regardless of how His will may affect us personally. In the 
familiar words of Eli: “It is the lOrD. Let Him do what seems good 
to Him.” God’s sovereignty over His creation is absolute. He is 
worthy to be worshiped just because He is our Creator, even when 
His purposes don’t fit conveniently into our own plans.

Much has been written about the importance of unconditional 
love in human relationships. We acknowledge, for example, how 
important it is for parents to love their children unconditionally, 
thus affirming their inherent worth and dignity as human be-
ings. Nowadays, “performance-based” love is seen as something 
quite undesirable. But is it any less important for us to love God 
unconditionally? Should our love for Him be based on His “per-
formance,” as measured by the frequency with which He meets 
our expectations in this world? And not only love, shouldn’t the 
following things also be unconditional with respect to God: our 
reverence, gratitude, obedience, service, and allegiance?

The love to which we should aspire is one that loves God for 
His own sake, worships Him without compensation, and serves 
Him without self-interest. These things aren’t easy in a world 
where most of us listen to station WIFM (What’s In It For Me?).

Some people want to see God with their eyes as they see a cow, 
and to love Him as they love their cow — for the milk and cheese 

and profit it brings them. This is how it is with people who love God 
for the sake of outward wealth or inward comfort.

M e i s t e r  e c k h a r t
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faIth anD love fIrmly fIxeD

. . . keep yourselves in the love of God, looking for the mercy
of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life. Jude 21

stability in Our attituDe tOwarD gOD is One OF Our great-
est spiritual neeDs. Most of us have some degree of love for 

Him, and we’re willing to follow His lead in at least some circum-
stances. But our devotion to God is too variable; it is too much at 
the mercy of up-and-down external circumstances. We need to 
acquire the kind of hope the Hebrew writer described as an “an-
chor of the soul” (Hebrews 6:19), so that at least the more extreme 
fluctuations are taken out of our devotion.

It is interesting, and maybe even embarrassing, to consider 
the kinds of things that cause our love for God to diminish. It is 
somewhat understandable that we lose our spiritual focus dur-
ing times of stress, sickness, and so forth. But isn’t it a fact that 
we also tend to forget God during times of ease and comfort? It 
almost seems that the more we have to be thankful for, the more 
we forget to be thankful. One reason for this is probably that when 
our earthly goals are being met and we’re enjoying the kind of 
lives we want to have, we tend to attribute this to the effectiveness 
of our own efforts. We don’t recognize our need for God’s help as 
long as we’re getting along comfortably “without” Him. In any 
case, however, we need to be aware of the danger posed to our 
devotion by both the good times and the bad. Whether a particu-
lar day is good or bad, we do not need God any more or less on 
that day than on any other. And the constancy of our need for God 
should be reflected in the constancy of our love for Him.

Without any doubt, the single greatest thing that can stabi-
lize our attitude toward God is meditation on the constancy with 
which He loves us. His faithfulness to us does not wax and wane. 
He continues to love us faithfully even on our worst days. By re-
bellious choices we may remove ourselves from the benefits of His 
love, to be sure, but when we turn back toward Him penitently, 
He is there waiting for us with a love that is no less than it ever 
was before. Since He is so faithful to us, how can we not be moved 
to be firmly fixed in our faith and love for Him who is “the same 
yesterday, today, and forever” (Hebrews 13:8)?

Write Thy blessed name, O Lord, upon my heart, there to remain so indelibly 
engraven that no prosperity, no adversity shall ever move me from Thy love.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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what the son of GoD Came to GIve us

All things have been delivered to Me by My Father, and no one knows
the Son except the Father. Nor does anyone know the Father except the Son,

and the one to whom the Son wills to reveal Him. Matthew 11:27

as gOD incarnate, Jesus christ reveals gOD tO us in a 
Manner that surpasses any Other Means OF revelatiOn. 

God had spoken in a variety of ways before (Hebrews 1:1-3), but it 
was in His Son that God revealed Himself fully. The apostle John 
wrote, “No one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, 
who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him” (John 
1:18). In Jesus Christ, God was “spelling himself out in language 
that man can understand” (Samuel Dickey Gordon).

But God did not reveal Himself to us merely that we might 
have a better intellectual understanding of His nature. The main 
aspect of His nature that needs to be reinstated in our minds is 
His trustworthiness. When Adam and Eve fell into transgression, 
it was only after the tempter had broken their confidence in God 
that they were willing to set aside His will, and if the damage of 
sin is to be repaired in us, we must learn how to trust God again. 
In Jesus Christ, what we see is that God can indeed be trusted. He 
can be counted on to die for us rather than betray us! “He who did 
not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall 
He not with Him also freely give us all things?” (Romans 8:32).

Let us not, however, be naive about this matter. God did not 
show Himself to be dependable just so that we might sleep bet-
ter at night. The demonstration of God’s perfect power and love 
leads us to trust Him, but we are led to trust Him so that we might 
once again obey Him. “You are my friends,” Jesus said, “if you do 
whatever I command you” (John 15:14). In His Son, God is restor-
ing what was lost in the Fall. He is inviting us to follow where He 
leads, perhaps through dangerous territory, to a realm where once 
again we can know Him and enjoy Him and eat of the tree of life.

The mission undertaken by the Son, was not to show Himself as having 
all power in heaven and earth, but to reveal His Father, to show Him 

to men such as He is, that men may know Him, and knowing, trust Him. 
It were a small boon indeed that God should forgive men, and not 

give Himself. It would be but to give them back themselves, and less 
than God just as He is will not comfort men for the essential sorrow 

of their existence. Only God the gift can turn that sorrow into 
essential joy: Jesus came to give them God, who is eternal life.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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what Is the PoInt of lIfe In ChrIst?

Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of 
Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and 
count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in Him, not 
having my own righteousness, which is from the law, but that which is 

through faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith; that I 
may know Him and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His 

sufferings, being conformed to His death, if, by any means, I may attain to 
the resurrection from the dead. Philippians 3:8-11

the pOint OF liFe in christ is that we May “knOw hiM anD 
the pOwer OF his resurrectiOn.” The value of knowing 

Christ so far excels the value of anything in this world that we are 
willing to suffer the loss of all else, if need be, in order to “gain 
Christ and be found in Him.” Life in Christ is not primarily about 
relief right now from the trauma of living in a broken world. 
Indeed, to be in fellowship with Christ means to know “the fel-
lowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death” in order 
that we may “attain to the resurrection from the dead.”

To the ears of the Christian these truths should sound self-
evident. Unfortunately, the concept of Christianity that has come 
to be dominant in our day is one that runs in a different direction. 
According to this concept, emotional pain relief is the basic, over-
all concern of life in Christ. Offering health, wealth, and complete 
emotional bliss, it promises to take away the deep ache of our 
needy, broken souls and to do so in the here and now. The new 
gospel is fundamentally about “feeling better.” It is about us.

But the historic gospel is not first and foremost about feel-
ing better; it is about glorifying God through Christ and coming 
to be like Him. Christ did not die for the mere betterment of our 
feelings, and seeking God through Him is not mostly about pain 
relief. It is about character transformation. And even more than 
character transformation, it is about the glorification of God. Far 
from eliminating the possibility of pain, the glorification of God 
may require the suffering of pain, even to the point of death. Our 
expectation should be no less than that of Paul, whose only hope 
was that “with all boldness, as always, so now also Christ will be 
magnified in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, to 
live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:20,21).

Modern Christianity, in dramatic reversal of its biblical form,
promises to relieve the pain of living in a fallen world.

l a r r y  c r a b b
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GoD Is not the same as hIs CreatIon

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.
Genesis 1:1

the First stateMent in the bOOk OF genesis aFFirMs that the 
cOsMOs was createD by gOD. From that point forward, the 

Scriptures make it clear that this God was not merely the universe 
creating itself nor simply a “creative life-force” pervading nature, 
but rather a personal God who is distinct from the nature that He 
created. God is presented to us in the Scriptures as a transcendent 
God: He is radically “other” than His creation. And if that is the 
truth, then it is a serious mistake to give to the creation the rever-
ence that ought to go to the Creator alone.

Contemporary thinkers and writers tend to be generic rather 
than specific in their concepts of God. There is often very little 
distinction among terms like “spirit,” “the universe,” and “the 
creator.” God is conceived as simply everything that exists or as 
a force that animates nature. The way in which “spirituality” has 
come to be distinguished from “religion” suggests the shift that 
has taken place with respect to God. Spirituality now encompasses 
an extremely broad range of philosophies, attitudes, and lifestyles, 
very few of which have anything to do with a personal God who 
is distinct from the universe. The adoration of nature, or even 
political participation in the environmental movement, is now 
enough to qualify as “spirituality.” Indeed, in some circles respect 
for the “web of life” would be seen as a much more enlightened 
spirituality than that of the religious person who believes in a tran-
scendent, personal Creator. The creation is now firmly ensconced 
on the throne that once belonged to the Creator.

The apostle Paul wrote of those who long ago “exchanged the 
truth of God for the lie, and worshiped and served the creature 
rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen” (Romans 
1:25). But whether in its ancient or modern form, the tendency to 
confuse God with His creation is an intellectual mistake — indeed 
a spiritual mistake — fraught with the most tragic consequences. 
When nature is worshiped at God’s expense, not only is God dis-
honored, but nature is dishonored also. As long as we are false to 
God, we can never be true to nature.

Nature has perfections in order to show that she is the image of God,
and defects to show that she is only his image.

b l a i s e  p a s c a l
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loGos

In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. John 1:1

gOD has revealeD hiMselF tO us in such a way that we can 
unDerstanD certain things abOut hiM. There are no doubt 

many things about God that He has not revealed to us, and of the 
things that He has revealed, there are many that surpass our abil-
ity to comprehend fully. Not only that, but the same thing is true 
of God that is true of any other personal being: the heart must be 
employed, as well as the mind, in order to know Him. But even 
so, the use of our rational minds is an important part of the process 
through which we come to know God.

From the beginning, God has spoken to the human race using 
actual words that can be understood rationally. This is a remark-
able thing when we stop to think about it, but it is nevertheless true 
that God has adopted human language, with all its limitations, to 
convey His will to humanity. Ultimately, of course, God revealed 
Himself in the person of His Son, Jesus Christ. In this perfect and 
final revelation, we learn of God not only through the words that 
Jesus spoke but through the deeds that He did. Yet even though 
Jesus taught much by His example, He was still referred to as the 
Word of God. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God.” Jesus is the Logos, the cognitive 
Word by which the Creator communicates with His creatures. “He 
whom God has sent speaks the words of God” (John 3:34).

As an apostle, Paul claimed to speak words that had been 
revealed to him directly by God (Galatians 1:11,12). But when Paul 
spoke those words, the process through which others understood 
the message was not much different from the process through 
which any other verbal communication is understood. Writing to 
the Ephesians, he spoke of a previous letter he had written: “by 
which, when you read, you may understand my knowledge in the 
mystery of Christ” (Ephesians 3:3,4). Through real words that we 
can understand, God allows us to know something of His mind. 
Thus the “incomprehensible” God is not totally incomprehensible. 
“God would not be God if he could be fully known to us, and God 
would not be God if he could not be known at all” (A. G. Wood).

It was those luminous words of his, sealed with his death on the cross,
that led to his being recognized as God.

M a l c O l M  M u g g e r i D g e
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shoulD GoD waIt?

Remember now your Creator in the days of your youth,
before the difficult days come, and the years draw near when you say,

“I have no pleasure in them.” Ecclesiastes 12:1

sOlOMOn, a king whO was harDly naive abOut what the 
wOrlD has tO OFFer, cOunseleD that we shOulD reMeMber 

Our creatOr while we are yOung. To defer dealing with God 
until we are out of our youth is a costly error. And if we’ve not yet 
decided whether we’re going to take God seriously, there is some-
thing we need to know: the question only gets tougher the longer we 
put off answering it. We’re only deceiving ourselves if we think we 
need to take care of more important matters first. There is no such 
thing as a more important matter than God.

Particularly in our youth, the thing that tempts us to postpone 
dealing with God is the myth that godliness requires us to give 
up all pleasure. Because the life of serious spirituality seems so 
dull, it’s only natural to defer doing anything about it until after 
we’ve drunk as deeply from the world as we want to drink. Our 
Adversary would like us to think that the only young folks who 
follow God are the losers who don’t know what they’re missing. 
But one of the saddest things about this myth is that it misrepre-
sents a God who has never wanted anything but our good and 
who has never forbidden anything except what would hurt us or 
degrade us. We’d do well to go back and reconsider Ecclesiastes. 
The very God whom Solomon advised us to remember is also the 
God who said, “Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your 
heart cheer you in the days of your youth” (Ecclesiastes 11:9).

Many of the reasons for taking a responsible approach to 
God in our youth are powerfully practical. One of the most practi-
cal (and also one of the most important) is that the basic shape of 
our personal character is set while we’re in our younger years. 
The ideal time to commit ourselves to godly principles and begin 
adjusting our lifestyles to those principles is when our minds and 
hearts are still open and we’ve not yet begun to suffer “hardening 
of the categories.” If we say no to God at the time when it is most 
crucial to say yes, it is not likely that our minds will be changed by 
anything later on — except circumstances that are truly tragic.

If you refuse to be made straight when you are green,
you will not be made straight when you are dry.

a F r i c a n  p r O v e r b
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It all Comes Down to thIs

Everything you were taught can be put into a few words:
Respect and obey God! This is what life is all about.

God will judge everything we do, even
what is done in secret, whether good or bad.

Ecclesiastes 12:13,14 Contemporary English Version

when liFe has been sOberly cOnsiDereD, the cOnclusiOn 
OF the whOle Matter is that we shOulD prOperly relate 

Ourselves tO gOD. In other words, we should (1) adopt a posture 
of real reverence toward Him, and (2) commit ourselves to carry-
ing out His instructions in every area of life. “Respect and obey 
God! This is what life is all about.” Compared to this priority, 
nothing else even tips the scale. This is our all, our everything.

Daniel Webster, a statesman who moved in the highest circles 
of temporal power and consequence, once said, “The most impor-
tant thought I ever had was that of my individual responsibility to 
God.” This is a statement of pure insight. It penetrates the compli-
cated appearance that many things are important and touches the 
one and only thing that is really important after all (Luke 10:41,42). 
The quality of our lives would increase dramatically if we could 
accept this insight before the burden of years finally forces us to 
recognize our mortality. By the time most of us see what Webster 
saw, we’ve already misspent most of our life-resources, and there 
is little to give God but our leftovers.

The philosophical work to which Ecclesiastes 12:13,14 is the 
conclusion is a work that ought to be of considerable interest to 
us at the present moment in history. Never before have so many 
issues (and so much commerce) crowded around us, clamoring 
for our attention. Somewhere in our brains we know that most of 
these things are of nothing more than passing interest. Today’s 
front-page news moves to the back page tomorrow and is com-
pletely forgotten the day after that. Solomon used the word “van-
ity” to describe the wispy, fleeting nature of all this frantic worldly 
business: “I have seen all the works that are done under the sun; 
and indeed, all is vanity and grasping for the wind” (Ecclesiastes 
1:14). Do we not desperately need to hear this wise old king recall 
us to what is solid and substantial?

Ah! For a vision of God!
For a mighty grasp of the real,

Feet firm based on granite in place of crumbling sand!

r O D e n  n O e l
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BlesseD are those who mourn

Blessed are those who mourn,
For they shall be comforted.

Matthew 5:4

we all MOurn FrOM tiMe tO tiMe, but the blessing OF Jesus 
upOn “thOse whO MOurn” has tO DO with a very special 

kinD OF MOurning. In this text, those who mourn are the peni-
tent, those who grieve for their sins. And the grief of the penitent 
is not just over what their sins have cost them personally; it is a 
sorrowful recognition that they have selfishly insulted God’s love 
and also His honor. God is seeking those whose inward character 
moves them to tears when they become aware that they’ve sinned. 
His blessing is upon those who are still responsive to their con-
science in this way — and not upon those who deny the painful 
ugliness of their sins in order to eat, drink, and be merry.

This “beatitude” is a hard saying to accept for those of us liv-
ing in an age when most individuals have no higher objective in 
life than to “feel good.” We don’t like to hear our preachers dwell 
on the issue of sin for more than a respectable moment; we’d 
rather hear something cheery. Like the people of Isaiah’s day who 
said to the prophets, “Do not prophesy to us right things; speak 
to us smooth things” (Isaiah 30:10), we shift uncomfortably in our 
seats when the subject of the sermon is godly sorrow.

But the “glad tidings” Jesus came to bring can never be seen 
as truly good news until we have first digested the painful truth 
about ourselves. Even after we come into a right relationship with 
God and our past sins have been forgiven, our love for God will 
never be what it ought to be unless we remember the seriousness 
of the sins we’ve been forgiven. Years after becoming a Christian, 
Paul could write, “[I] am not worthy to be called an apostle, 
because I persecuted the church of God” (1 Corinthians 15:9). If it 
is honest, the remembrance of our sins can never be anything but 
sorrowful, but it is a necessary part of our humility and our grati-
tude. And strange though it seems, it is also a part of our joy. “The 
deeper that sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can 
contain. Joy and sorrow are inseparable” (Kahlil Gibran).

The difference between true and false repentance lies in this:
the man who truly repents cries out against his heart;

but the other, as Eve, against the serpent, or something else.

J O h n  b u n y a n
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BlesseD are the Pure In heart

Blessed are the pure in heart,
For they shall see God.

Matthew 5:8

there are Many things that Must be purgeD FrOM Our 
hearts iF we are tO see gOD. Some of these things must be 

eliminated because they are impure. Others, while not morally un-
clean, must be removed simply because they draw our affections 
away from God. We must learn to love God with hearts that are 
whole and minds that are single. Our hearts must be purely given 
to God, without mixed motives or competing loyalties. Without a 
pure passion to see God, we will not see Him (Matthew 5:8).

Purity. Even in our day-to-day lives, there is a wonderful 
freedom that comes from pure devotion to God. We may not real-
ize how much we’ve been weighed down and held back by the 
multitude of our lesser concerns until we finally put these things 
in their place and focus wholeheartedly on God. There is really 
nothing in the world quite as liberating as purity.

Power. Samuel Johnson observed that those “who attain to 
any excellence spend life in some one single pursuit, for excellence 
is not often gained on easier terms.” In a similar way, those who 
attain spiritual excellence are those who make God their “single 
pursuit.” Our focus must be the laser-like concentration of the 
devout, not the weak glimmer of the indifferent.

Promise. The fervent hope of those who are pure in heart is 
that they “shall see God.” As goals go, this is the greatest one we 
can contemplate. The enjoyment of God’s presence is the very 
purpose for which we were created. According to Jesus Christ, this 
promise can only be obtained by the pure in heart, but if anything 
is worth the price of purity, this is it. “Everyone who has this hope 
in Him purifies himself, just as He is pure” (1 John 3:3). 

Each of these good things — the purity, power, and promise 
of single-minded devotion — is available to every person. The 
truth by which God enables us to lead this kind of life is not so 
hard to understand that it is beyond our reach. If we forfeit the 
privilege of seeing God someday, it will not be for a lack of ability 
or opportunity. It will be for a failure to make life’s basic choice.

Spiritual truth is discernible only to a pure heart, not to a keen intellect.
It is not a question of profundity of intellect, but of purity of heart.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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the ImPossIBle Path Is the most PoPular

No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one
and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise

the other. You cannot serve God and mammon. Matthew 6:24

althOugh it is iMpOssible tO keep One FOOt in gOD’s caMp 
anD the Other FOOt in the caMp OF gOD’s eneMy, this is an 

iMpOssibility that MOst OF us have atteMpteD at sOMe pOint. 
We find the dominion of Satan to be extremely oppressive, but 
we’re not quite willing to let go of life in him in order to live life 
in God. And so we nod in God’s direction, hoping that when the 
end comes we will have given enough of ourselves to Him that He 
won’t mind that we kept a great deal back. We attempt to be God’s 
servant without really serving Him, and by trying to do the im-
possible, we find frustration rather than fulfillment. Yet however 
frustrating it may be, this is by far the most popular path. We’ve 
been led to believe that we can grasp the hope of heaven and still 
retain all of the world that we care to keep.

There can be no seeking of God, however, without taking a 
stand that is both for Him and against anything that is opposed 
to Him. As we make our decision, it may help us to recognize that 
when we fail to make a positive choice in His favor, we do actual 
damage to the Lord’s interests. We perhaps would not want to be 
classified as an enemy of Jesus Christ, but there is really no alterna-
tive if we fail to serve Him actively. Jesus Himself said it unequivo-
cally: “He who is not with Me is against Me, and he who does not 
gather with Me scatters abroad” (Matthew 12:30). In the real world, 
there is no neutral stance we can take with regard to God. The only 
right place to stand is shoulder-to-shoulder with Jesus Christ.

It would take a larger perspective than we have at present to 
see how much we lose when we temporize and fail to take deci-
sive action. Real life awaits us — “abundant” life is what Jesus 
called it (John 10:10) — but if we don’t summon the courage to 
reject its opposite, that life cannot be ours. Like all other good 
things, the joys of life in God are the consequences of having a 
character that is not afraid to make big sacrifices.

The well-defined spiritual life is not only the highest life, but it is also the 
most easily lived. The whole cross is more easily carried than the half.

It is the man who tries to make the best of both worlds who makes nothing of 
either. And he who seeks to serve two masters misses the benediction of both.

h e n r y  D r u M M O n D
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no suCCessful DefIanCe

Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows,
that he will also reap. For he who sows to his flesh will of the flesh

reap corruption, but he who sows to the Spirit will of the Spirit
reap everlasting life. Galatians 6:7,8

MOckery is seriOus business, anD tO MOck gOD by DeFying 
the MOral law OF the universe is the MOst seriOus busi-

ness OF all. There are, sad to say, many earthly parents who allow 
themselves to be mocked. It is not uncommon to see children in 
public places openly defy their parents, knowing they can do 
whatever they please and their parents will do no more than issue 
threats. These children have learned by experience that any sort of 
real punishment is not likely to be handed out. But our Heavenly 
Father is not so easily mocked. To believe that one can disregard 
Him and somehow evade the consequences is not the mark of an 
intelligent person. The rule is both simple and unavoidable: what-
ever we sow, that is what we will reap.

Because the laws of moral cause and effect operate over the 
long term, their power is not always obvious to us in the short 
term. But we should not be fooled by the sometimes confusing 
evidence of our immediate circumstances. There is a Dutch prov-
erb that says, “God does not pay weekly, but he pays at the end.” 
Eventually, things do come full circle, and so Paul is quite right to 
warn us: “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked.”

None of us can claim exemption from the law of sowing and 
reaping. Even now, whatever harvest is coming in is, for better or 
worse, the harvest that we have planted and cultivated in days 
gone by. As the saying goes, many a have and have-not of today are 
the did and did-not of yesterday. But with each hour that passes, 
we are hastening toward an even greater harvest: our final one. 
And that will also be a harvest that we have created by our own 
choices, again for better or worse. The same natural laws that have 
always governed the universe will govern the declaration of our 
final destiny. There is no successful way to defy these laws. Not 
even God Himself is at liberty to set them aside.

The judgment of God is the reaping that comes from sowing and is evidence 
of the love of God, not proof of His wrath. The penalty of an evil harvest is 

not God’s punishment; it is the consequence of defying the moral order 
which in love he maintains as the only environment in which maturity of 

fellowship and communion can be achieved.

k i r b y  p a g e
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heeDless hearInG

Not everyone who says to Me, “Lord, Lord,” shall enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven. Matthew 7:21

whatever we knOw OF gOD’s wOrD, we Must carry Out 
that knOwleDge in Our actual DeeDs. That may sound 

like a worn-out cliché, but all of us need to be reminded about 
the connection between hearing and doing. Because copies of the 
Scriptures are easily available and the media of communication 
have become so efficient, most of us know far more about the con-
tents of the Scriptures than many of our most studious ancestors. 
But what is the result? If we hear what God has said but do noth-
ing about it, our superior knowledge will be of little profit in the 
long run. “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter 
the kingdom of heaven,” Jesus said, “but he who does the will of 
My Father in heaven.” We must not be heedless hearers.

If our response to God’s truth is not as prompt as it should be, 
it will hardly help to say that we’ve merely been neglectful. The 
problem of neglect happens to be one of the worst problems in 
the world. While it may seem relatively harmless in comparison 
to some vices, neglect is responsible for some of the most awful 
suffering in the human race. The damage that is done by simply 
failing to act may grow so slowly that we don’t see it increasing, 
but in the end, the cumulative effect is devastating. Solomon said, 
“Because of laziness the building decays, and through idleness of 
hands the house leaks” (Ecclesiastes 10:18). And however sad it 
may be to observe a house that has fallen into ruin, it is even sad-
der to see a human life that has caved in because of neglect.

Is it any wonder we don’t find our spiritual lives more 
rewarding than we do? When we fail to act on our knowledge, 
there is little we can experience except the flat, dull taste of “what 
might have been.” Dorothy Kerin was exactly right when she said, 
“Obedience is the key that unlocks the door to every profound 
spiritual experience.” Nominal Christianity has proliferated in the 
modern era. Many are those who wear Christ’s name. But to all 
who have “accepted” Christ, Paul’s words are a sobering reminder 
concerning real discipleship: “As you have therefore received 
Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him” (Colossians 2:6).

What we think of, what we know, or what we believe is, in the end,
of little consequence. The only thing of consequence is what we do.

J O h n  r u s k i n
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Jesus ChrIst Is not our lorD If . . .

But why do you call Me “Lord, Lord,”
and do not do the things which I say? Luke 6:46

the wOrDs “christ is lOrD” are easier tO say with Our lips 
than tO DeMOnstrate with Our DeeDs. But Christ calls us 

to do more than talk about His lordship. It is not His purpose to 
attract a host of talkers or even admirers; He desires a people who 
will love Him with an active, responsive, and obedient love. “Why 
do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’” He asked, “and do not do the things 
which I say?” Contrary to widespread opinion, there is more to 
Christianity than simply listing it as our religious preference. 
Whatever we may say, Jesus Christ is not really our Lord if we 
don’t do the things He says.

Even if we’re among those who take the will of Christ most 
seriously, it’s a common occurrence for us to overrate the level of 
our own obedience. We very likely make the same mistake with 
Christ that we make with our friends: we expect to be judged 
solely on the basis of our ability and our intentions. We have high 
principles, we know what we should do, and we really do intend 
to get around to it — we just haven’t done it yet. So despite the 
relatively low level of our actual performance, we still wish to be 
seen as superior persons; we just happen to be running a little be-
hind on our “To Do” list. Christ, however, does not see us in terms 
of what we plan to do (and the truth is, our friends probably don’t 
either). He sees us in terms of our real obedience. “Why do you 
call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do the things which I say?”

Complete candor might compel us to admit that we really 
think some parts of the Lord’s will are insignificant. We may take 
Him seriously in the areas that seem to be important, but we 
feel free to dissent from His opinion on other matters. Truly to 
have Jesus Christ as our Lord, however, means that we honor the 
significance of all of His will. We may know less than we’d like to 
know about our Lord’s rationale in some cases, but we certainly 
know enough to trust that He never issues commands carelessly. 
The real test of whether we’ve actually accepted His lordship is 
whether we yield to His will when it comes into conflict with our 
own. The person whose will we obey, that person is our real lord.

Never think that Jesus commanded a trifle,
nor dare to trifle with anything he has commanded.

D w i g h t  l y M a n  M O O D y



October 24
the ImPortanCe of DIsCernment

Therefore do not be unwise, but understand
what the will of the Lord is. Ephesians 5:17

in Our spiritual lives, we shall have little OppOrtunity tO 
Make prOgress iF we DOn’t DevelOp the virtue OF “Discern-

Ment.” We must learn, as Paul puts it, to “understand what the 
will of the Lord is.” This is no mysterious, better-felt-than-told 
process. It is a matter of training ourselves to think as the Lord 
thinks, basing our perspective on what the Scriptures reveal His 
perspective to be. We must learn to want whatever He wants, not 
just in general but in specific relation to our own personal lives.

We are naive if we think that knowing the right thing to do 
is always easy, for discerning the path Christ would want us to 
follow often requires prayerful concentration over a long period 
of time. But we can improve our ability to discern the Lord’s will, 
and if we’re at all serious about seeking God, then we’ll surely set 
that as a high priority. Indeed, the only higher priority would be 
improving our doing of the Lord’s will after we discern it.

One of the foundational principles of Christianity is given to 
us in Paul’s letter to Colossae: “And whatever you do,” he wrote, 
“do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men” (Colossians 3:23). To 
do all that we do “as to the Lord” means we do everything out of 
deference to Him. Whatever other considerations may come into 
play, our greatest concern is always to do the thing that would 
please Him most (Philippians 1:19-26). His will is always the fac-
tor that decides our deeds. If we are to do this, however, we must 
acquire the ability to see what His will is in specific situations. It 
takes training and discipline, but we can acquire this ability. We 
can come to be like those “who by reason of use have their senses 
exercised to discern both good and evil” (Hebrews 5:14).

In developing our discernment, we are not totally on our own, 
of course. God will give us whatever help is necessary. But we 
must first acknowledge that we need help. We must see the impor-
tance of gaining greater skill in our understanding and then make 
a commitment to our own growth. Like so much else that concerns 
our spiritual lives, the great prerequisite on our part is an honest, 
no-strings-attached commitment to obedience.

All heaven is waiting to help those who
will discover the will of God and do it.

J .  r O b e r t  a s h c r O F t
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the key to DIsCernment

If anyone wants to do His will, he shall know concerning the doctrine,
whether it is from God or whether I speak on My own authority. John 7:17

MOre than anything else, the thing that DeterMines 
Our DiscernMent OF gOD’s will is Our intent tO DO his 

will. It is an honorable and necessary thing to love the truth 
(2 Thessalonians 2:10), but our love for God’s truth must be ac-
tive rather than passive. We must not only desire to know the 
truth; we must actually intend to obey it. And when we study the 
Scriptures, this motive is the main thing that determines whether 
we get the right answers to our questions. If we’re honestly look-
ing for information that will help us improve our own obedience, 
then we have God’s assurance that we’ll get the information we 
need. On the other hand, if we’re looking for any other reason, 
then we’ll probably not discern the Lord’s will even when it’s right 
in front of us. Paul wrote, “And for this reason God will send them 
strong delusion, that they should believe the lie, that they all may 
be condemned who did not believe the truth but had pleasure in 
unrighteousness” (2 Thessalonians 2:11,12).

Obedience is not something that can safely be put off until 
we’ve learned everything there is to know about God’s will. In 
fact, if we don’t do what we should about what we know at pres-
ent, it is not likely we’ll learn anything beyond that. As Louis 
Cassels observed, “Obedience leads to faith. Live faithfully by the 
little bit of light you now have, and you will be given more.”

But there is something else we need to understand, and that 
is the role of obedience in helping us to understand what we’ve 
already learned. It is one thing to know something in theory; it is 
quite another to know it in practical experience. With regard to 
God’s truth, it is only in obedience that we pass from theoretical 
knowledge to practical understanding. By going ahead and doing 
what God says, we come to see that His truth is really true after 
all, and the wisdom of the right path commends itself to us not 
as we sit and think about it, but as we get up and walk in it. “We 
learn more by five minutes’ obedience than by ten years’ study” 
(Oswald Chambers). If we would be discerners of His will, we 
must “taste and see that the lOrD is good” (Psalm 34:8).

Obedience is the eye of the spirit.
Failure to obey dims and dulls the spiritual understanding.

s a M u e l  D i c k e y  g O r D O n
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DefIneD By our love for GoD

Hear, O Israel: The lOrD our God, the lOrD is one!
You shall love the lOrD your God with all your heart,

with all your soul, and with all your strength. Deuteronomy 6:4,5

Our lOve FOr gOD Ought tO be Our DeFining characteristic 
anD the thing that DeterMines Our actiOn. If there is to be 

a fixed center point around which all our other characteristics re-
volve, the love of God should be it. There is no statement of more 
fundamental, far-reaching importance than the famous statement 
of Moses to Israel: “You shall love the lOrD your God with all 
your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.” No less 
an authority than Jesus quoted this text when He was asked what 
was the greatest commandment in God’s law.

In any person’s life, the object of that person’s love makes 
some kind of comment as to his or her character. As Arsene 
Houssaye said, “Tell me whom you love, and I will tell you what 
you are.” But if this holds true in general, it is also true with re-
spect to God. In assessing the quality of our character, all anyone 
ever needs to know is the answer to this question: how deep is 
our love for our Creator? When that question has been answered 
accurately, the very root of our personal being will have been dis-
covered. And if the truth is that we do not love God, then nothing 
else can compensate for that deficiency.

Our love for God is to be an all-encompassing, consum-
mate love. To love Him with all our heart, all our soul, and all 
our strength means that many other concerns (some of which by 
themselves are quite important) must be subordinated to our love 
for God. And this is not a thing we can do once (on some “great” 
occasion) and then forget about it. Putting the love of God at the 
center of our hearts and keeping it there is a matter of daily deci-
sion. When we neglect this daily decision to love God, it doesn’t 
take more than a few days for the chaos to begin creeping back 
in. So we must resist this tendency at all costs. We must draw the 
lines of demarcation where they ought to be drawn — and thereby 
“define” ourselves as people who truly do love God.

We must spiritually renounce all other loves for love of God
or at least so hold them in subordination to this that we are ready

to forego them for its sake; yet when we find God . . . we find in and
with him all the loves which for his sake we had foregone.

w i l l i a M  t e M p l e
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fountaInheaD

Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the lOrD your God with all your heart, 
with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the first and great 

commandment. And the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.” 

Matthew 22:37-40

iF we lOve bOth gOD anD Other peOple as we shOulD, every 
Other Duty will FlOw FrOM Our hearts very naturally. “On 

these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets,” 
Jesus said. Paul expressed this truth by saying that “love is the ful-
fillment of the law” (Romans 13:10). It is not that love is our only 
obligation; it is that we will be happy to fulfill the other aspects 
of God’s law if we first love Him and then love other people also. 
Love is the fountainhead from which all good obedience flows.

This primary importance of love is often acknowledged, but 
it is not as often recognized that the love of which Jesus spoke is 
something we decide as well as something we feel. As M. Scott Peck 
wrote, “Love is an action, an activity. It is not a feeling.” We will 
not find the whole of God’s law being fulfilled in us until we quit 
waiting for the arrival of loving feelings and start deciding to act 
in ways that are consistent with love. Not only that, but we must 
allow God’s word to dictate what is and is not consistent with 
love. Our intuitions as to what would be a loving thing to do are 
somewhat prone to error. We must allow God to define what love 
is and what it should do in various circumstances. As any parent 
knows who has ever had to discipline children, one can’t always 
tell what love’s duty is by simply taking a vote.

Yet properly defined and consistently carried out, love is the 
most potent force available to the human heart. If we truly wish 
to seek God, it is an absolute necessity. Without love, our efforts 
are doomed to failure. As the Russian writer Turgenev said, “Love 
produces a certain flowering of the whole personality that noth-
ing else can achieve.” So if we find ourselves failing consistently to 
obey God and to enjoy the good things that come from obedience, 
then it’s time to stop trimming the leaves of the tree and strike at 
the taproot of the problem. It’s only when we learn the primary 
law of love that the other laws begin to make sense.

In the triangle of love between ourselves, God, and other people, is found
the secret of existence, and the best foretaste, I suspect, that we can have

on earth of what heaven will probably be like.

s a M u e l  M .  s h O e M a k e r
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answerInG GoD’s Call to seek hIm

When You said, “Seek My face,” My heart said to You,
“Your face, lOrD, I will seek.” Psalm 27:8

since gOD Desires us tO seek hiM anD is eager tO be FOunD by 
us, we shOulD respOnD tO his call with great Desire. Since 

God has said, “Seek My face,” our fervent answer should always 
be, “Yes, that is what we long to do. That is what we will do.”

In creating us, God envisioned beings who could relate to 
Him at a high level: creatures who would be personal in nature as 
He is (Genesis 1:27) and who would use their freedom to respond 
to His love positively. When we chose instead to use our freedom 
rebelliously, our personal link to God was broken. We were alien-
ated from the very Source of our existence. The result is that now, 
instead of the “fellowship” that could have been enjoyed, there is 
only “death,” or separation from God.

God, however, was not willing to abandon us to death. It took 
nothing less than the sacrifice of His own Son to do it, but God has 
made it possible for our sins to be forgiven. This means that the 
door is open to reconciliation with God. Having been created for 
fellowship with Him, we would have sought Him anyway; but if 
God had not opened the door to reconciliation, our seeking would 
always have been in vain. As it is, God can now say to us, “Seek 
My face,” and there is actually the possibility that we may find 
Him! Indeed, He desires for us to do just that. He longs for the fel-
lowship that has been lost, and He will even help us find our way 
back to Him . . . if that is what we desire to do.

But the question of our desire is really the decisive question, 
is it not? If we don’t desire fellowship with God, then surely we 
should. Nothing would be more tragic than for us not to see that 
this is our greatest need (Matthew 23:37-39). But what if we don’t 
see our need? If our hearts tell us that our desire is less than it 
should be, what can we do? We can begin by “desiring to desire” 
God. We can at least make the choice to lay down our rebellion 
against Him. And if our intent is honest, God will surround us 
with circumstances that will help us to be more open to Him.

Tune me, O Lord, into one harmony
With thee, one full responsive vibrant chord;

Unto thy praise, all love and melody,
Tune me, O Lord.

c h r i s t i n a  g e O r g i n a  r O s s e t t i
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whIle GoD’s PatIenCe waIts

Seek the lOrD while He may be found,
Call upon Him while He is near. Isaiah 55:6

althOugh gOD invites us tO seek hiM anD FinD hiM, we 
DOn’t have FOrever tO turn in his DirectiOn. God’s 

patience is great, but it is not open-ended. Sooner or later, our 
opportunity for repentance will be interrupted. Such an interrup-
tion is not a matter of “if” — it is only a matter of “when.” We are 
encouraged, therefore, to seek God while He may be found.

The writers of the Scriptures occasionally refer to God’s pa-
tience as something that “waits” for us. Peter, for example, spoke 
of those “who formerly were disobedient, when once the Divine 
longsuffering waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being 
prepared” (1 Peter 3:20). When the Flood finally came, many who 
perished may have felt that God owed them just a little more time 
to do what was right, but in truth the time already past was more 
than sufficient for repentance if they’d had any inclination to 
change their ways. If God is not sought while He may be found, 
we’ll have no grounds to complain against Him later on.

It is God’s desire, of course, that we say yes to Him. He is 
anything but neutral with regard to our decision. As Peter says in 
another place, “The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as 
some count slackness, but is longsuffering toward us, not willing 
that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” 
(2 Peter 3:9). And Paul asks, “Do you despise the riches of His 
goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the 
goodness of God leads you to repentance?” (Romans 2:4).

What we choose to do while God’s patience is waiting for us 
is one of the greatest indicators of our character. To continue put-
ting Him off says one thing about us, and to seek Him while He 
may be found says quite another. In matters of this importance, our 
integrity is at stake with every decision we make. In God, we are being 
offered the very gift of life itself. Our integrity is defined by our 
choice when we face this, the ultimate fork in the road. A human 
being cannot fail more tragically than to fail at this juncture — nor 
can we succeed more greatly than to pass this test.

To fall in love with God is the greatest of romances!
To seek him is the greatest of all adventures!

To find him is the greatest human achievement.

r a p h a e l  s i M O n
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sPIrItual treasure

Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy 
and where thieves break in and steal; but lay up for yourselves treasures in 

heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not 
break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

Matthew 6:19-21

Jesus encOurages us tO lay up FOr Ourselves “treasures in 
heaven” rather than “treasures On earth.” These two trea-

sures are related to one another in an interesting way. As Erwin 
W. Lutzer wrote, “Treasures in heaven are accumulated by our at-
titude to our treasures (or lack of them) on earth.” It is impossible 
to appreciate heavenly things if we don’t have a proper perspec-
tive on those that are earthly, and vice versa. However many or 
few treasures on earth we may have, if we don’t use these in the 
service of spiritual priorities then we won’t have any treasures in 
heaven. We may bankrupt ourselves spiritually by “saving” too 
much of what we have materially.

There is an old adage that says “Better rich in God than rich in 
gold.” Jesus explained why this is true when He said, “Where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be also.” If our heart is going to be 
where our treasures are, then it’s obviously desirable to have God 
as our treasure! The difficulty, however, lies in seeing the truth 
about ourselves when we’ve grown richer in gold than in God. 
No doubt, the prosperous Christians in Laodicea would have said 
that they were rich in God as well as in gold, but they were self-
deceived. Christ said, “[You] do not know that you are wretched, 
miserable, poor, blind, and naked” (Revelation 3:17).

There probably aren’t many people who wouldn’t say that 
God is their most valuable treasure. And yet in our own lives, just 
as at Laodicea, the evidence may be contradictory. The real loca-
tion of our treasure is most easily discovered by looking at where 
we invest most of our energy and enthusiasm. When we have a 
moment or two of discretionary time, if our thoughts, our con-
versation, and our activities are attracted more energetically and 
enthusiastically to earthly things, then there’s no use saying that 
our treasure is in heaven. The wonderful thing, however, is that 
we can change. If we need to, we can adjust where our treasure is!

Where your pleasure is, there is your treasure.
Where your treasure is, there is your heart.

Where your heart is, there is your happiness.

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O
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no Greater DIsaDvantaGe

Then Jesus said to His disciples, “Assuredly, I say to you that it is hard for a 
rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. And again I say to you, it is easier

for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man
to enter the kingdom of God.” Matthew 19:23,24

Material wealth by itselF can’t keep us away FrOM gOD, 
but there can be nO DOubt that it is a great DisaDvan-

tage tO us spiritually. Wealth draws our attention and our 
affection away from God. The more we have, the harder it is to 
remember our need for Him (Deuteronomy 8:10-18). And the more 
comfortable our lifestyle, the less incentive we have to seek Him. 
Our reverence dissipates, our worship disappears, and at last we 
discover that we’ve become proud and ungrateful.

Ours is a capitalistic society, however, and warnings about 
the disadvantages of wealth sound unpatriotic, unambitious, and 
possibly even irreligious. All in all, it would be hard to imagine a 
more counter-cultural statement than Paul’s remark to Timothy 
that “those who desire to be rich fall into temptation and a snare, 
and into many foolish and harmful lusts which drown men in 
destruction and perdition” (1 Timothy 6:9). In these words, Paul 
does not denounce wealth per se, but what he does say is not to be 
taken lightly: (1) wealth is dangerous, and (2) those who long for it 
are not thinking wisely about their spiritual welfare. For those try-
ing to get to heaven, there is no greater disadvantage than wealth.

But what if we find ourselves, as most of us do, already 
among the affluent? Then we need to be honest about the dif-
ficulties and dangers that face us, and we need to do whatever 
it takes to compensate for the disadvantage of our possessions. 
“Command those who are rich in this present age,” Paul contin-
ued, “not to be haughty, nor to trust in uncertain riches but in the 
living God, who gives us richly all things to enjoy. Let them do 
good, that they be rich in good works, ready to give, willing to 
share, storing up for themselves a good foundation for the time to 
come, that they may lay hold on eternal life” (1 Timothy 6:17-19). 
Yes, it is possible to be an Abraham, a man who kept his faith de-
spite the possession of great wealth. But how many Abrahams are 
there in the world? Realistically, how many of us have his faith?

Few people have the spiritual resources needed
to be both wealthy and godly.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r



November 1
when our seekInG Goes astray

Jesus answered them and said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, you seek Me, 
not because you saw the signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were 

filled. Do not labor for the food which perishes, but for the food which 
endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you,
because God the Father has set His seal on Him.” John 6:26,27

at the height OF his pOpularity, Jesus haD nO lack OF 
seekers, but Many OF thOse whO sOught hiM DiD sO FOr 

wOrlDly reasOns. After He miraculously fed the five thousand, 
the multitude came back the next day. On that day, however, Jesus 
did not feed them with loaves and fishes. Rather than another 
meal, what the crowd got from Jesus was an encouragement to 
elevate their concept of what He had come into the world to give 
them. He exhorted them, “Do not labor for the food which per-
ishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting life.”

What this tells us is that even when we are seeking God, our 
seeking can go astray. Just when we begin to believe that we are 
seeking Him, we may look into our hearts and see that what we’re 
really seeking is the procurement of certain physical blessings. He 
has blessed us in the past, and we’ve greatly enjoyed His bless-
ings. And so we return just as the multitude did, seeking Him the 
next day. But is it God whom we seek or have we returned to Him 
because we “ate of the loaves and were filled”?

The danger of concentrating on “the food which perishes” 
is that too little of our hearts is left over with which to focus on 
God Himself. As Charles Spurgeon said, “A man’s heart has only 
enough life in it to pursue one object fully.” To whatever extent we 
seek the food that perishes, that much less energy will be available 
for seeking the food which endures to everlasting life.

It simply cannot be said too often: we must seek God with our 
whole hearts. It is a single-minded focus on our Heavenly Father 
that will ultimately get us where we want to be. “Blessed are the 
pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). So however 
tempting it may be to devote ourselves to temporal needs and 
enjoyments, we must not let our seeking go astray. If it is not God 
whom we seek, then our seeking is bound to come to a bad end.

God designed the human machine to run on himself. He himself is the
fuel our spirits were designed to burn, or the food our spirits were designed

to feed on. There is no other. That is why it is just no good asking God
to make us happy in our own way.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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ChrIstIanIty Is not a Detour

I do not pray that You should take them out of the world,
but that You should keep them from the evil one. John 17:15

when Jesus prayeD FOr his apOstles, he prayeD that they 
Might have the help they neeDeD tO survive the at-

tacks OF the evil One. Christianity was never meant to be a 
detour around the world — instead it is a particular path through 
the world, the only one that finally turns out to be safe. So Jesus 
prayed that while His apostles lived “in the world” (John 17:11) 
they might not be “of the world” (John 17:14). Would He not pray 
the same for us? Since the world is the environment in which we 
must live, there is nothing much we can do about that. However, 
there is one thing we must do, and that is to reject the spiritual val-
ues of the world. We can refuse to give these principles any place 
in our hearts. As an old sailor would say, a ship’s place is in the 
sea, but if the sea gets into the ship then there is serious trouble.

Devotion to God does not mean we dispense with any regard 
for the world that God has created. The more reverent our regard 
for God, the higher will be the quality of our connection to the 
world. “Far from turning us away from the world, Christ directs 
us to it. He awakens within us an altogether new concern for 
it” (Paul Tournier). As we live in the world without being of the 
world, we will look more respectfully upon all things that God has 
made, even upon those that have been broken and marred by sin. 
Like our Lord Himself, we will be moved by compassion to enter 
the world on our own missions of mercy.

Let us also remember that sanctification does not require 
secluding ourselves in private, though it would surely be a good 
idea for us to do that more often nowadays. To be sanctified, or set 
apart, does not mean physical separation as much as it means moral 
separation. Even more than that, it means separation from any use 
of ourselves other than the Lord’s use. To be His people, we must 
be distinct from the world, but it is in the world, after all, that the 
Lord intends to make use of His people.

Consecration is not wrapping one’s self in a holy web in the sanctuary
and then coming forth after prayer and twilight meditation and saying,

“There, I am consecrated.” Consecration is going out into the world where
God Almighty is and using every power for His glory.

It is taking all advantages as trust funds.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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movInG towarD ImmortalIty

Meditate on these things; give yourself entirely to them, that
your progress may be evident to all. Take heed to yourself and

to the doctrine. Continue in them, for in doing this you will save
both yourself and those who hear you. 1 Timothy 4:15,16

it is a Fact that we all MOve in sOMe DirectiOn every Day OF 
Our lives. As far as our inner character is concerned, there is 

no standing still. We are either growing or declining every day. 
And if we are seekers of God, our most powerful desire will be to 
make progress spiritually. However important physical, mental, 
and emotional growth may be, it is even more important that we 
grow in the spiritual dimension of our nature. We need — every 
day — to be moving away from the mortality of the body and 
toward the immortality of the spirit.

But this kind of progress doesn’t come to the lackadaisical or 
the haphazard. It is the result of a concentrated focus on God, and 
this focus itself is the result of a decisive commitment to spiritual 
growth. If we have anything less than a committed focus on God, 
the importance of our growth will get trampled by the urgency 
of today’s “To Do” list.  This is something we must not allow to 
happen. Paul urged his younger friend Timothy to “meditate” on 
the truths of God that he’d been taught. “Give yourself entirely to 
them,” Paul wrote. To improve, Timothy needed to “take heed” 
to himself and the body of doctrine that could move him toward 
God. But not only would Timothy need to focus his mind and con-
centrate on the teachings of God; he would also need to “continue 
in them.” Significant improvement in our lives is not the work of 
one day. It is by patiently continuing our concentration on spiri-
tual things that we find ourselves making progress.

Genuine spiritual progress, however, is worth every sacrifice, 
every ounce of effort, and every moment of concentration that go 
into it. Even in the here and now, there is no contentment in the 
world any more peaceful than knowing we’re getting better spiri-
tually. To experience this progress is to get a foretaste of greater 
things to come. As William Blake has reminded us, the very joy of 
heaven is “improvement of the things of the spirit.”

I am wrapped in mortality, my flesh is a prison, my bones the bars of death.
What is mortality but the things related to the body, which dies.

What is immortality but the things related to the spirit, which lives eternally.
What is the joy of heaven but improvement of the things of the spirit.

w i l l i a M  b l a k e
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lest we forGet the Goal

Now the purpose of the commandment is love from a pure heart,
from a good conscience, and from sincere faith. 1 Timothy 1:5

aMiD the welter OF Our spiritual thOughts, wOrDs, anD 
DeeDs, the Main thing that shOulD be prODuceD by all OF 

this activity May enD up being neglecteD. Paul wrote that the 
purpose (in other words, the “goal” or “end”) of the command-
ment is love. This is the object in view — it is the thing that is sup-
posed to be produced by instruction in God’s word. If we profess 
to be those who seek God, we need to be aware that one of the 
truest tests of our seeking is the test of love. If we are missing love, 
then we’ve missed the “purpose of the commandment.”

The word “love,” of course, means many things to many 
people, and the kind of love that God desires is no ordinary love. 
According to Paul, it comes “from a pure heart, from a good 
conscience, and from sincere faith.” A “pure heart” is clean and 
wholly devoted to God, a “good conscience” is carefully protected 
and consistently obeyed, and a “sincere faith” is genuine and 
without pretense. When these qualities combine, they produce a 
love that is remarkable. It is certainly distinct from the emotional 
feeling that is called “love” in the world, but it is also different 
from the intellectual orthodoxy that is called “love” by many 
Christians. The love that distinguishes the people of Christ is noth-
ing less than the love Christ had: “A new commandment I give to 
you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also 
love one another. By this all will know that you are My disciples, if 
you have love for one another” (John 13:34,35).

When we think about it, the reason for love’s importance is 
obvious. If God is love, how could we possibly draw near Him 
without growing in love? But what if we’re seeking God and love 
is not increasing in our lives? We may not like to hear it, but one of 
two things must be true: either our “seeking” is not a serious seek-
ing or our “God” is not the real God. If we truly seek and it is the 
true God whom we seek, then real love must result. John’s words 
are clear and to the point: “He who does not love does not know 
God, for God is love” (1 John 4:8). If we lose sight of this fact, then 
we’ve somehow gotten off the road that leads to God.

With the knowledge of God comes love.

c a t h e r i n e  O F  s i e n a
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a GoD of Both merCy anD JustICe

Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God:
on those who fell, severity; but toward you, goodness, if you continue

in His goodness. Otherwise you also will be cut off. Romans 11:22

knOwing OF bOth the “gOODness” anD the “severity” OF 
gOD, we Ought tO seek hiM with reverence as well as 

gratituDe. Even though He is a God of love, God is not to be 
trifled with. Our love for Him must be tempered with sobriety. 
Indeed, it would not be right to say we loved God if we failed 
to take Him seriously. A love that presumed upon His grace and 
treated Him as if His commandments were inconsequential would 
be something less than real love. Thus it is our gratitude for God’s 
goodness, just as much as our respect for His severity, that causes 
us to be careful about His instructions.

As has often been pointed out, it is the justice of God that 
makes His mercy meaningful. Just as our love for God would 
mean little if we were robots who had no choice but to love Him, 
God’s mercy toward us would be meaningless if punishment were 
an impossibility. And it would be hard to have much respect for a 
God who never did anything about the wrongs and the injustices 
that are in the world. In his speech in Athens, Paul affirmed that 
God “has appointed a day on which He will judge the world in 
righteousness” (Acts 17:31). And the question that Abraham had 
asked in his day is a question that answers itself: “Shall not the 
Judge of all the earth do right?” (Genesis 18:25).

The alternatives are set before us in Paul’s letter to Rome. 
God, wrote the apostle, will render to each one according to his 
deeds: “eternal life to those who by patient continuance in doing 
good seek for glory, honor, and immortality; but to those who are 
self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, 
indignation and wrath” (Romans 2:7,8). And in John’s writings, 
Jesus Christ is pictured as both the “Lamb of God” (John 1:29) and 
the “Lion of the tribe of Judah” (Revelation 5:5). There is no con-
flict between the Lamb and the Lion. The Son of God is both, and 
both should govern our faith, our hope, and our love.

The vague and tenuous hope that God is too kind to punish the ungodly has 
become a deadly opiate for the consciences of millions. It hushes their fears 

and allows them to practice all pleasant forms of iniquity while death
draws every day nearer and the command to repent goes unregarded.

As responsible moral beings we dare not so trifle with our eternal welfare.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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ChoosInG to lIve

I call heaven and earth as witnesses today against you, that I have set
before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life,

that both you and your descendants may live. Deuteronomy 30:19

we have a chOice whether tO live in gOD Or tO Die apart 
FrOM hiM, anD as lOng as Our earthly sOJOurn cOn-

tinues he is always urging us tO chOOse liFe. “Life and death” 
and “blessing and cursing” are set before us. Therefore, God says, 
“Choose life.” And we are encouraged to do this not only for our 
own sakes but also for the sake of our descendants.

Life and death are not fates that are forced upon us; we have 
the freedom to choose between them. In giving us our freedom, 
God apparently desired beings who could respond voluntarily to 
His love. There would be no significance to our love for Him if we 
were merely programmed to behave lovingly. So rather than com-
pel us, God invites us. He calls upon us to choose life. And the life 
that can be chosen is a far finer thing than any force of nature.

But as important as the word choose is, the word life is even 
more important. The thing that we can choose to have in God is 
not merely a period of service but an eternity of life. What God 
wants for us is our highest good. Speaking of Himself, Jesus said, 
“God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, 
but that the world through Him might be saved” (John 3:17). And 
He told His disciples, “I have come that they may have life, and 
that they may have it more abundantly” (John 10:10).

Although there is some difficulty in choosing the life God of-
fers, it is no difficulty at all compared to that which is encountered 
on the path to death. And choosing life over death is also easier 
than living in the limbo that results from not deciding. The person 
who won’t make a choice or take a stand is going to get the most 
difficult of all lives. Nothing is more exhausting than procrastina-
tion, and nothing is more destructive than indecision. So when 
the God who created us calls upon us to “choose life,” it’s time to 
determine our course. “God has no need of marionettes. He pays 
men the compliment of allowing them to live without him if they 
choose. But if they live without him in this life, they must also live 
without him in the next” (Leon Morris).

Be entirely tolerant or not at all; follow the good path or the evil one.
To stand at the crossroads requires more strength than you possess.

h e i n r i c h  h e i n e
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the Pleasure of PleasInG GoD

Therefore we make it our aim, whether present or absent,
to be well pleasing to Him. 2 Corinthians 5:9

we shOulD be willing tO DO what is right because it’s 
right, but we shOulD alsO DO it because it brings plea-

sure tO Our gOD. If we perceive God to be nothing more than a 
tyrant who has the power to make us miserable when we get out 
of line, yet who remains displeased no matter how hard we try, 
then we have an unfortunate misconception of Him. We should 
rather see Him as a benevolent Father who is eager to be pleased 
by His sons and daughters. And we should be enthusiastically 
motivated by this very prospect, the prospect of pleasing Him.

The text which speaks most clearly to this point is the one in 
Hebrews where the faith of Enoch is mentioned: “By faith Enoch 
was taken away so that he did not see death, ‘and was not found, 
because God had taken him’; for before he was taken he had this 
testimony, that he pleased God” (Hebrews 11:5). Here is the record 
of an individual who actually did what many believe is impossible 
to do: he pleased God. A mortal being no more infallible than we 
are, Enoch still pleased God. The point of the text, of course, is that 
it was “by faith” that he did this, and if we intend to please God, 
then we shall have to go about it in the same way. For sinful crea-
tures, no other door is open to God’s pleasure. “Without faith,” the 
text continues, “it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes 
to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those 
who diligently seek Him” (Hebrews 11:6).

Doing the things that please God will obviously give us the 
sense of having done our duty, and that is no slight benefit. As 
someone has said, there is no pillow as soft as a clear conscience. 
But doing what pleases God will also fill us with pleasure. Our 
hearts are happiest when we want the same things God wants and 
when those things are granted to us by His grace. To know that 
our deeds have been harmonized with our Father’s will is a won-
derfully refreshing feeling. It is a pity that we look for pleasure in 
so many of the wrong places when real pleasure is right before us. 
The very best kind of pleasure is available to us at every moment 
of every day, and that is the pleasure of pleasing God.

The only path to pleasure is in pleasing God.

r i c h a r D  O w e n  r O b e r t s
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GoD’s kInGDom, GoD’s wIll

In this manner, therefore, pray: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your 
name. Your kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 

Matthew 6:9,10

gOD’s kingDOM is the “realM” where he rules. We should 
learn this truth and meditate on its significance. Rather than 

thinking of the kingdom in terms of an institution, we should train 
ourselves to think of it in terms of God’s kingship or sovereignty.

Those who have submitted to God’s rule are certainly “citi-
zens” in His kingdom, and they can even be thought of collec-
tively as a group. But we would do better to put the emphasis 
more on the King who rules and less on those who are ruled over. 
The kingdom that was established in the New Testament period 
is one that shall never be destroyed (Daniel 2:44). The thing that 
“went forth” from Jerusalem at that time was not an institution 
but the principles of God’s truth upon which fellowship with Him 
may now be obtained (Isaiah 2:1-3; Acts 1:4-8). Having been 
revealed, those principles will always be available in the world to 
any who choose to accept them (1 Peter 1:22-25). God reigns upon 
His throne. His kingdom is a reality, and He invites one and all to 
accept it on His terms. But God’s kingdom does not depend for 
its existence upon its subjects. Whether those subjects be many or 
few at any moment in history, God’s kingdom (that is, His rule) is 
everlasting. In the words of the writer of Hebrews, God’s kingdom 
is one that “cannot be shaken” (Hebrews 12:27,28).

The “territory” over which God reigns is not any physical 
region; it is a spiritual kingdom that exists in the hearts of those 
who have yielded to His authority (Luke 17:20,21). “Wherever 
God rules over the human heart as king, there is the kingdom of 
God established” (Paul W. Harrison). Thus when Jesus taught His 
disciples to pray that the kingdom might “come,” He was teach-
ing them to desire not only that it be inaugurated but that many 
people might accept it. Having now been established, the kingdom 
“comes” to us individually when we submit to God’s will. Thus 
we cannot speak of God’s kingdom without speaking of His will. 
“Your will be done,” Jesus prayed, “on earth as it is in heaven.”

The kingdom of God does not exist because of your effort or mine.
It exists because God reigns. Our part is to enter this kingdom

and bring our life under his sovereign will.

t .  z .  k O O
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the InteGrIty of true worshIP

The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the lOrD,
But the prayer of the upright is His delight. Proverbs 15:8

in OrDer FOr Our wOrship tO hOnOr gOD, it Must be cOnsis-
tent with the lives we leaD when we’re nOt wOrshiping. 

There must be integrity in our worship: unity or consistency be-
tween our worship and our character. If we disregard God in our 
hearts so that our daily lives are disobedient, then our worship 
is nothing but offensive to God. As the text above indicates, “The 
sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the lOrD.” A similar 
proverb puts it this way: “One who turns away his ear from hear-
ing the law, even his prayer is an abomination” (Proverbs 28:9). 
These and all other such statements in the Scriptures should arrest 
our attention. God is not pleased by the mere mechanical perfor-
mance of certain acts of worship. Such acts are acceptable only 
when they are part of a life that is consistently obedient.

It is perhaps difficult to see when there is inconsistency be-
tween our own lives and our worship, but we are often shocked 
when we see in the lives of others just how inconsistent human be-
ings can be. In Isaiah’s day, for example, the people of Judah had 
become morally degenerate. Social injustice was rampant. God 
was being dishonored in every possible way. And yet the people 
were continuing to come to the temple and offer their sacrifices, 
evidently supposing that these would be pleasing to God. Perhaps 
they even thought these sacrifices would compensate for their 
disobedience and would make them “religious” people.

God made it clear, however, that His people’s worship would 
be rejected until they chose to repent of their iniquity: “When you 
come to appear before Me, who has required this from your hand, 
to trample My courts? Bring no more futile sacrifices . . . I cannot 
endure iniquity and the sacred meeting . . . When you spread out 
your hands, I will hide My eyes from you; even though you make 
many prayers, I will not hear. Your hands are full of blood. Wash 
yourselves, make yourselves clean” (Isaiah 1:12,13,15,16). Thus 
true worship requires a good deal more than ritual; it requires the 
true turning of a penitent heart toward its God.

If worship does not change us, it has not been worship.
To stand before the Holy One of eternity is to change.

Worship begins in holy expectancy; it ends in holy obedience.

r i c h a r D  J .  F O s t e r
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offerInGs

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, a broken and a contrite heart;
These, O God, You will not despise. Psalm 51:17

One OF the harDest truths FOr us tO reMeMber is the 
iMpOrtance OF true penitence. Even when we’re conscious 

of a desperate need for God, we often seek His favor by offering 
Him nothing more than the outward actions of worship. But what 
God is more interested in is the condition of our hearts, and if our 
hearts are not truly given to Him in godly sorrow, then there is 
nothing else we can offer Him that will be acceptable.

However, when David said that the sacrifices God desired 
were those of a contrite heart, he did not mean that the physical 
acts of worship which God had commanded could be disregarded. 
It would be a mistake to use this text to support the view that 
it does not matter how, or even if, we worship God outwardly 
as long as we love Him in our hearts. The familiar “not . . . but” 
construction in the Scriptures simply means that the “not” is less 
important than the “but,” and that the former has little meaning 
apart from the latter. For example, when Jesus said, “Do not labor 
for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to ev-
erlasting life” (John 6:27), we do not understand Him to mean that 
working for our physical food is wrong or unimportant; rather we 
understand Him to be saying that our efforts in the physical realm 
are less important than those in the spiritual and that the former 
has very little significance if it is not connected to the latter.

Similarly, David is teaching us in Psalm 51 that the outward 
aspects of worship are relatively meaningless by themselves. If 
these deeds don’t come from a humble heart that is conscious of 
its own sin, then God is not pleased by them. This, as we have 
said, is not an easy truth to remember. The temptation is always 
to give God this or that physical “offering” and suppose that He 
surely must look upon us favorably for having worshiped Him as 
we were commanded to do. But such “worship” does not honor 
God. The thing that He desires us to offer Him, far more than any-
thing else, is “a broken spirit, a broken and a contrite heart.”

Give me a pure heart — that I may see thee,
A humble heart — that I may hear thee,
A heart of love — that I may serve thee,

A heart of faith — that I may abide in thee.

D a g  h a M M a r s k J ö l D
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self-rIGhteousness

The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, “God, I thank You that I 
am not like other men; extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax 

collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I possess.” Luke 18:11,12

we will nOt seek gOD as we shOulD iF we are hinDereD by 
selF-righteOusness. If our focus is centered on the good 

deeds we’ve done and we forget how far short of perfection we 
still fall, we won’t recognize how much we continue to need His 
mercy. There will be no real longing for grace or gratitude for 
forgiveness. This, of course, is the attitude illustrated by Jesus in 
His familiar parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, a story in 
which the Pharisee thanked God that he was not sinful like other 
people and, in effect, congratulated himself for being so careful in 
his observance of God’s law. Luke prefaced this parable by saying 
that Jesus spoke it to some “who trusted in themselves that they 
were righteous, and despised others” (Luke 18:9). People do not 
seek God if their trust is in themselves. They may visit the self-
help section in the bookstore, but they do not seek God.

Self-righteousness is such a devilish thing because it begins to 
afflict us at those times when we really are making some spiritual 
progress. Just when we begin to demonstrate some diligence in 
our spiritual lives and take some long-overdue steps in the direc-
tion of obedience, our enemy is often able to rob us of our progress 
by tempting us to become proud of our progress! The joy and 
wholesome confidence that come with doing what is right begin to 
slide off into the murky waters of self-satisfaction. Ever so secretly, 
we begin to entertain the thought that, yes, maybe we are a little 
more deserving of salvation than those who are less spiritual-
minded. And although we’ve gone no more than a little distance 
in our journey toward God, we begin to be proud of ourselves for 
our patience with those who are somewhat less enlightened than 
we — and we can hardly understand why they aren’t more eager 
to let us help them with their problems.

And so it can happen, if we’re not on constant guard, that we 
end up with an attitude that is not very different from that of the 
Pharisees, who “trusted in themselves that they were righteous.” 
And if what started out as spiritual progress ends up as spiritual 
pride, then our adversary will have held on to us after all.

Self-righteousness is the devil’s masterpiece.

t h O M a s  a D a M s
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DeeDs of DenIal

They profess to know God, but in works they deny Him, being abominable, 
disobedient, and disqualified for every good work. Titus 1:16

iF we prOFess with Our wOrDs that we knOw gOD, we Must 
alsO cOnFess hiM with Our wOrks. Paul wrote of individuals 

who claimed to know God but denied Him by their deeds. This is 
one of the most serious mistakes anyone can make. In a sense, it 
would be better to declare ourselves as opponents of God than to 
claim friendship and then betray Him by our way of life. As unfor-
tunate as it would be to live in open defiance of God, at least there 
is some consistency in such a life. Speaking of certain Christians 
who were living licentiously, Peter wrote, “For if, after they have 
escaped the pollutions of the world through the knowledge of the 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they are again entangled in them 
and overcome, the latter end is worse for them than the beginning. 
For it would have been better for them not to have known the way 
of righteousness, than having known it, to turn from the holy com-
mandment delivered to them” (2 Peter 2:20,21). There is no worse 
denial of Christ than denial by our deeds.

Of course, our adversary would like us not even to acknowl-
edge the lordship of Christ verbally. From his perspective, there is 
always the danger that at some point we might start taking it seri-
ously. But even though it’s “dangerous,” he knows that all is not 
lost if we profess Christ. He is willing for us to do that — as long 
as we don’t practice our profession. But if we ever begin seek-
ing God diligently, then it is much less likely that he will ever get 
us back. He certainly doesn’t give up on us even then, but those 
Christians who confess with their lives what they profess with 
their lips are the toughest cases for him to crack.

It is not, however, just to worry our adversary that we ought 
to practice our principles. The more important reason is that this is 
how we glorify our Heavenly Father. Our neighbors have a right 
to look for evidence that “it is God who works in [us] both to will 
and to do for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12-15). Whatever 
we may say, it is our deeds that demonstrate that God really can 
redeem lost souls like our own and remake them in His image.

Beware of worshiping Jesus as the Son of God and professing your faith in 
him as the Savior of the world, while you blaspheme him by the complete 

evidence in your life that he is powerless to do anything in and through you.
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hanDle wIth Care!

. . . as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given to him, 
has written to you, as also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things, 
in which are some things hard to understand, which untaught and unstable 

people twist to their own destruction, as they do also the
rest of the Scriptures. 2 Peter 3:15,16

it is pOssible tO Misuse the scriptures in such a way as tO 
harM Ourselves seriOusly. We need to handle the Scriptures 

with care, especially when we’re dealing with texts that are “hard 
to understand,” as Peter described them, “which untaught and un-
stable people twist to their own destruction.” If we’re serious about 
seeking God as He truly is and not merely wanting to confirm our 
own opinions, we’ll approach the Scriptures with reverence and 
patiently work our way toward greater understanding.

Most of us probably err by not making prayer a more im-
portant part of our study. But if the Scriptures are indeed what 
we believe them to be, then it would seem that prayer should be 
one of the main components in our study: before, after, and in 
between. For one thing, prayer puts us in a more respectful frame 
of mind and makes us more ready to listen to the things we need 
to hear. Prayer makes it more likely that we’ll deal wisely with the 
Scriptures. But more important, prayer brings to our efforts the 
help we need from God, whose word we are studying.

One of the most marvelous things about God’s word is the 
combination of its simplicity and its depth. Many of the things we 
read in the Scriptures are accessible even to children. (Indeed, our 
children sometimes understand what God has said better than we 
who have outgrown our childlike honesty.) But even the simple 
statements in the Scriptures contain enough depth to challenge us 
and reward a lifetime of reflection. There is much to learn on the 
surface of God’s word, but the wonders that are below the surface 
are inexpressibly grand. What we find after many years of study is 
that the Scriptures are an inexhaustible source of enriching, enno-
bling truth. Even their harshest critics stand in awe of the impact 
these writings have had on the course of human civilization. Say 
what we will, these are no ordinary texts. They must be handled 
with caution and with care.

The Holy Bible is an abyss. It is impossible to explain
how profound it is, impossible to explain how simple it is.

e r n e s t  h e l l O



November 14
no ComPromIse

Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the
world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world;

the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life;
is not of the Father but is of the world. 1 John 2:15,16

a very basic DecisiOn has tO be MaDe: will we lOve the 
wOrlD Or will we lOve the Father? “If anyone loves the 

world, the love of the Father is not in him,” the apostle John wrote. 
The things in the world that tempt us are to be decisively rejected. 
And we must reject them not only because many of them are in-
herently wrong but also because they tend to dominate our hearts. 
The world is not content to share our affection with God; if given 
a chance it will displace God as our first love. “The whole effort — 
the object — of temptation is to induce us to substitute something 
else for God, to obscure God” (R. H. Stewart). Ultimately, we face 
a choice between worshiping the Creator or worshiping the things 
that have been created (Romans 1:25).

It has been said that our response to temptation is a barometer 
of our love for God, and there is an element of truth in this. The 
person who deeply loves God may certainly fall to temptation in 
an unguarded moment, but generally speaking, our love for God 
will move us to say an emphatic no to the enticements of sin. If we 
find ourselves unable to say no, it is probably because the yes that 
we ought to be saying to our Lord does not burn very brightly 
within us. Thus the best way to diminish the love of the world is 
not merely to strengthen our willpower but to do all those things 
we know will increase our love for God.

It is foolhardy, to say the least, to hold on to our love for the 
world while we try to love God. If we think that the “lust of the 
flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” will not hinder 
our movement toward God, we are seriously underestimating the 
pull these things have on us. None of us is strong enough to serve 
two masters, and the person who tries to do so is writing a recipe 
for disaster. “But he who has taken his stand, who has drawn a 
boundary-line sharp and deep about his religious life, who has 
marked off all beyond as forever forbidden ground to him, finds 
the yoke easy and the burden light. For this forbidden environ-
ment comes to be as if it were not” (Henry Drummond).

Straw should make no pact with fire.

r u s s i a n  p r O v e r b
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verIty

Test all things; hold fast what is good.
1 Thessalonians 5:21

persOnal grOwth requires a cOnstant reFineMent OF Our 
unDerstanDing. As the days come and go, we have hun-

dreds of opportunities to clarify our thinking. We are given many 
chances to learn new principles, clear up misunderstandings, and 
view reality from a higher vantage point. But such learning is not 
automatic. We must be open to having our perspective height-
ened, and we must be willing to do a certain amount of work. It 
takes diligence to broaden the boundaries of our knowledge and 
improve the accuracy of our thinking. At all costs, we must want 
to know what is real as opposed to what is illusory.

Much, if not most, of the information that is presented to our 
minds on any given day is false or incomplete. A serious commit-
ment to God means that we must sift through the assortment of 
ideas that come to us and test these for truth and fairness. “Test 
all things,” Paul wrote, and “hold fast what is good.” We can ill 
afford to be casual in our acceptance of concepts and principles. 
Although it is sometimes difficult to do, a choice must be made 
to discard whatever fails the test of truth. Edward Young wrote of 
that “wisdom, awful wisdom! which inspects, discerns, compares, 
weighs, separates, infers, seizes the right, and holds it to the last.” 
Quality lives are built on quality information, and growth toward 
God requires growth in our powers of judgment.

Ultimately, of course, “time will tell,” as we say. Whatever is 
false and illusory will eventually be seen as such, and whatever 
is true will still be standing when everything else has vanished. 
In the meantime, we need to be making progress toward truth at 
every opportunity. As Georges Braque observed, “Truth exists; 
only falsehood has to be invented.” What we want are lives of 
discovery: discovery of what is real, solid, and substantial.

Man with his burning soul
Has but an hour of breath

To build a ship of truth
In which his soul may sail

Sail on the sea of death
For death takes toll

Of beauty, courage, youth,
Of all but truth.

J O h n  M a s e F i e l D
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valIDatIon

Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall.
1 Corinthians 10:12

it is wise FrOM tiMe tO tiMe tO check Our bearings anD Make 
sure we’re heaDeD in the right DirectiOn. None of us has the 

perfect wisdom that would be necessary to live without “taking 
heed.” We need to reconsider our convictions and validate our 
principles. Paul said, “Examine yourselves as to whether you are 
in the faith. Test yourselves” (2 Corinthians 13:5).

One kind of pride is the pride of spiritual complacency, the 
contentment that sees no need to grow in our understanding or 
even check the accuracy of what we already know. It is easy to fall 
into this trap once we’ve traveled a little ways down the road of 
wisdom. When we look back and see what we’ve learned, it’s easy 
to forget how far we have yet to go. We seem to reach a point at 
which we feel no great need to move ahead.

But humility, not to mention reverence, indicates that we 
ought to be careful. Rarely are we ever doing so well that we don’t 
need to hear Paul’s exhortation to the Corinthians: “Let him who 
thinks he stands take heed lest he fall.” And to the Ephesians he 
wrote, “See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as 
wise, redeeming the time, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 
5:15,16). The more difficult our environment, the more important it 
is to be circumspect concerning our relationship with God.

Frequently validating our principles is not a sign of paranoia; 
it’s a sign of prudence. Spiritual maturity knows the need for 
stability, but it also knows the need for caution. And if we’re too 
proud to be cautious, then we’re in a dangerous state. Paul wrote 
that “if anyone thinks that he knows anything, he knows noth-
ing yet as he ought to know” (1 Corinthians 8:2). It is certainly 
not good to be driven here, there, and everywhere by the winds 
of popular dogma. But neither is it good to be so locked into our 
thinking that we can’t reevaluate it. There is a delicate balance be-
tween confidence in what we know and respect for what we don’t 
know. But if we intend ever to know more than we do right now, 
we’ll have to humble ourselves. The greatest impediment to new 
knowledge is overconfidence concerning our present knowledge.

Caution is the eldest child of wisdom.

v i c t O r  h u g O
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lIGht anD lIBeratIon

And you shall know the truth,
and the truth shall make you free. John 8:32

truth is OFten cOMpareD tO light, anD Just as light Frees 
us tO DO Many things that are iMpOssible in the Darkness, 

truth liberates us FrOM the cOnFines OF untruth anD Makes 
Many gOOD things pOssible. It is a pity that we nowadays look 
upon truth with such skepticism. We may go so far as to doubt 
that there is any such thing as truth, but even when we acknowl-
edge truth’s existence, we often do so with reluctance. Truth seems 
to be the spinach on our plates that has to be eaten and not the 
cookies and cream that we would rather partake of. According to 
Jesus, however, truth is a positive force that will make us free.

However much truth might seem to limit our options, it 
would be in our long-term interests to concede this fact: it is not 
truth but untruth that confines us in any kind of harmful way. Indeed, 
falsehood is so confining that “enslavement” is not too strong a 
word to describe what it does to us. And this applies not only to 
our thinking but also to the outward actions that result from our 
thinking. One definition of “sin” might be that it consists of ac-
tions that are based on untruth. All such actions ultimately entrap 
us and enslave us to the lie they are based upon. So Jesus was not 
exaggerating when He said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, who-
ever commits sin is a slave of sin” (John 8:34).

Truth has always been the primary “tool” God has used to ac-
complish His work in the world. This makes sense when we stop 
to remember that the problem God is working to correct — the 
problem of sin — is a problem that resulted from lies that were 
told to our ancestors (Genesis 3:1-24; 2 Corinthians 11:3). Our 
Adversary is described as “that serpent of old, called the Devil 
and Satan, who deceives the whole world” (Revelation 12:9). If un-
truth is the problem, then it should not surprise us that God works 
to undo the problem by restoring to us the truths we let get away 
from us in the first place. Deception concerning God is ultimately 
to blame for the break in our fellowship with Him. And if we are 
to seek reconciliation with Him, it is foolish to think we can do so 
by any other means than truth.

Man finds God through truth.

J e w i s h  p r O v e r b
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truth anD trust

Trust in the lOrD with all your heart,
And lean not on your own understanding;

In all your ways acknowledge Him,
And He shall direct your paths. Proverbs 3:5,6

gOD’s prOMise OF help is given tO thOse whO are willing tO 
trust hiM. We all need God’s guidance with equal urgency, 

but not all of us are willing to respect God’s judgment. At those 
times when His instructions point to a different path than we 
would follow if we went by our own judgment, it is often hard 
to yield to Him. But those who seek God must make the choice 
to yield, and they do so in the confidence that God’s wisdom will 
stand the test of time. It has never failed that test in the past.

If we’ve made any serious attempt to obey God, then we’ve 
surely discovered that His instructions can sometimes seem coun-
terintuitive, at least from our earthbound viewpoint. What are we 
to do in such situations? The consistent answer of the Scriptures, 
of course, is that we must demonstrate faith. But faith is often 
misconceived. It is not a blind leap in the dark, and it does not 
require the setting aside of all reason. When we make the choice to 
trust that God knows what is best, we are putting our confidence 
in a God who has over and over again proven His trustworthiness. 
Our “leap” is anything but “blind,” our eyes being wide open to 
what God has openly revealed of His character and His purpose. 
Nothing in the world would have seemed more counterintuitive 
than for the Son of God to be sent to the Cross (Matthew 16:21-23). 
But that sacrifice having been made and its surprising results now 
being obvious, there should never again be any doubt about either 
the wisdom or the benevolence of God’s will.

When Solomon said, “Lean not on your own understanding,” 
he did not mean we should deny our own reasoning powers or 
our ability to comprehend truth. It was God who gave us our ra-
tional minds, and He intends us to use them constructively in our 
relationship to Him. But compared to His knowledge, our infor-
mation is lacking and our perspective is limited. For that reason, 
when there is a conflict between God’s wisdom and our own (and 
therefore a clash between God’s will and our own), we are wise to 
“acknowledge” Him in all our ways.

Any man who understands his own foolishness is already a little wise.

J e w i s h  p r O v e r b
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our enemy Is not ImaGInary

For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities,
against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age,

against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. Ephesians 6:12

we neeD tO be sObereD by the reality OF the evil pOw-
ers that OppOse us. Evil is more than an abstract concept 

or an impersonal force. It is personified in a spiritual adversary 
who is the ultimate fulfillment of evil. Along with the spiritual 
beings who have allied themselves with him, this adversary is 
intent on our destruction. Satan, whose name means “Accuser” 
or “Slanderer,” is certainly not equal to God in his power, but he 
is nevertheless just as real. And his powers are not to be ignored. 
Those who seek to live in fellowship with God have to struggle 
against “the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual 
hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.” Unfortunately, the 
path to God leads through enemy-occupied territory.

It bears repeating that the devil is not equal to God. Contrary 
to dualistic philosophies in which two equal and co-eternal pow-
ers vie against one another, the Scriptures affirm that the devil is 
one of God’s created beings, perhaps the highest, who at some 
point rebelled and has opposed God’s rule ever since (Jude 6; 
Revelation 12:9,10). Hell is portrayed as a place first of all “pre-
pared for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41). His doom is 
certain, but that does not mean the devil has ceased to destroy all 
that he can. John Milton, who of course had thought profoundly 
about these things, wrote that the devil is “the strongest and fierc-
est spirit that fought in heaven, now fiercer by despair.”

Satan, then, is primarily God’s adversary; we are caught up in 
the cosmic struggle, but only because we are associated with God. 
Satan seeks to overthrow every aspect of the Creator’s kingdom, 
and as beings whom God created to serve Him, we are among the 
targets of God’s enemy. To the extent that we take God’s side in 
the war, we will incur the wrath of Satan and his forces. The war is 
real, and our enemy is not imaginary. His destructive will, there-
fore, ought to be among the reasons why we seek God. “I sought 
only for the heart of God, therein to hide myself from the tempes-
tuous storms of the devil” (Jakob Böhme).

The devil never sleeps, and your flesh is very much alive.
Prepare yourself for battle. Surrounding you are enemies that never rest.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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real exaltatIon

Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God,
that He may exalt you in due time. 1 Peter 5:6

a prOper relatiOnship tO gOD requires huMility: the rever-
ent recOgnitiOn that we are subOrDinate tO his rule. 

When we seek God, we must not barge into His throne room 
demanding to receive the recognition we think we’re due. We 
must instead offer ourselves to Him humbly, willing and grate-
ful to occupy whatever place He pleases to put us in. In the realm 
of spiritual things, it is our pride that has gotten us into trouble, 
and if our relationship to God is ever to be improved, the trait of 
humility is one we’ll have to learn.

What is needed from us, however, is more than the pretense 
of humility. Our efforts to appear humble often backfire because 
they concentrate on the maintenance of a mere image. But without 
character, image is worthless, and humble words can never sub-
stitute for the real thing, which is humble thinking. True humility 
means we have an honest inward view of our own limitations, 
and this is different from the “modesty” of the person who sees 
himself as so great that he congratulates himself for remaining so 
humble. The truth is, very few of us have any reason to be any-
thing other than humble! As Golda Meir once said to a certain 
individual whose mock humility came from an exaggerated view 
of his own talents, “Don’t be so humble. You’re not that great.”

Perhaps we are tempted to pride because of our emptiness. 
Broken and degraded by sin, we would like to be much more than 
we are right now. In our frustration, we listen to voices that tell us 
to take control of our own destiny. But although we desperately 
need the joy that is nowadays called “self-fulfillment,” the more 
we strive for it, the more it seems to elude us. In this regard, fulfill-
ment is much like happiness, which is not attained by direct effort 
but rather comes as a by-product of focusing on other things. In 
a similar way, if we lift ourselves up in a conscious effort to feel 
significant, the long-term results are bound to be disappointing. 
But when we humble ourselves “under the mighty hand of God,” 
then we find ourselves experiencing an exaltation that could not 
have been achieved by any amount of striving.

Pride is the cold mountain peak, sterile and bleak; humility is the quiet 
valley fertile and abounding in life, and peace lives there.

a n n e  a u s t i n
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somethInG else that reQuIres DIlIGenCe

I [wisdom] love those who love me,
And those who seek me diligently will find me.

Proverbs 8:17

iF it is iMpOrtant tO seek gOD Diligently, as we have argueD, 
it is alsO iMpOrtant tO seek the wisDOM that is necessary tO 

knOw hiM. The path that leads to God is not found by the foolish, 
but rather by those who are willing to learn. God is a God of truth 
(Deuteronomy 32:4). He is “light and in Him is no darkness at all” 
(1 John 1:5). Thus our approach to God must be based on reality, 
soundness of judgment, and the absence of illusion.

But like the seeking of God Himself, the seeking of wisdom is 
a matter of choice and conscious activity. We don’t find ourselves 
growing wise simply by default. Most of life’s basic experiences 
come to all people, more or less equally. But not all become wise, 
and the reason is rather simple: it is by the thoughtful interaction 
with our experiences that we grow wise. Without a commitment to 
learn what we should, the experiences that could teach us wisdom 
simply wash over us with no lasting effect. “Though you grind 
a fool in a mortar with a pestle along with crushed grain, yet his 
foolishness will not depart from him” (Proverbs 27:22).

Determining to seek wisdom, of course, requires that we ap-
preciate the value of what we seek. And while many people pay lip 
service to wisdom’s value, not many value it enough to go ahead 
and seek it diligently. We need to wrestle with our consciences 
and ask whether we actually believe what Solomon said about the 
worth of wisdom: “Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get 
wisdom. And in all your getting, get understanding” (Proverbs 
4:7). “For wisdom is better than rubies, and all the things one may 
desire cannot be compared with her” (Proverbs 8:11).

But finally, it is important for us to recognize God as the ulti-
mate source of wisdom. In a secular culture that extols the unaided 
efforts of our own understanding, it goes against the popular 
grain to defer to the wisdom of our Creator. But that is precisely 
what we must do if we are to grow wise in any lasting sense. Our 
lives must be based on something like Jude’s doxology: “To God 
our Savior, who alone is wise, be glory and majesty, dominion and 
power, both now and forever. Amen” (Jude 25).

No man ever became wise by chance.

s e n e c a
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hearts that are true

But the ones that fell on the good ground are those who, having
heard the word with a noble and good heart, keep it and

bear fruit with patience. Luke 8:15

tO cOMMit Ourselves tO gOD anD then reMain FaithFul tO 
hiM always, there is a certain kinD OF “heart” we Must 

have. This heart is one that is described in the NKJV rendering of 
Luke 8:15 as “noble and good.” What kind of mind or character is 
indicated by these words?

The word “noble” in this text is a translation of one of the 
loveliest words in the Greek language, the adjective kalos. As one 
of the words used by the Greeks for “good,” kalos meant good in 
the sense of fine or beautiful. As indicated by the traditional KJV 
translation “honest,” kalos in Luke 8:15 refers to that which is mor-
ally honorable or praiseworthy. Paired with the adjective agathos, 
as it frequently was by secular Greek writers, kalos is used here to 
describe the heart that is sound and true. When Jesus said that the 
“good soil” in his parable represented those who have a “noble 
and good heart,” the idea is that those whose spiritual lives come 
to fruition are those who have minds that are open to God’s truth 
and dispositions that are eager to conform to His will. With regard 
to God, then, our motives must be completely pure. We must be 
moved by an honest, guileless intent to do whatever is right.

But why is this kind of heart so essential? There are a number 
of reasons, but one of the most important is that without hearts 
that are sincerely open to God, we won’t be in a position even to 
understand His truth. The key to spiritual comprehension is not 
intelligence, but purity of heart. As William Barclay once com-
mented: “People can become so dull and heavy and blunted in 
mind that when God’s truth comes to them they cannot see it. It 
is not God’s fault. They have become so mentally lazy, so blinded 
by prejudice, so unwilling to see anything they do not want to see, 
that they have become incapable of assimilating God’s truth.”

The possibility that we may not have the “heart” to under-
stand what God wishes to say is a frightening prospect. But our 
hearts are not predetermined or ruined beyond repair. Any of us 
can decide to have a heart that is true, and making this choice is 
always the first step toward seeking God.

A guileless mind is a great treasure; it is worth any price.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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the BountIful harvest

But this I say: He who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly,
and he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. 2 Corinthians 9:6

iF stinginess is a part OF Our character, we will FinD that 
seeking gOD is a quite DiFFicult enDeavOr. On the other hand, 

if generosity is what motivates us, our experience is likely to be 
quite different: we will find the discovery of God to be consider-
ably more pleasant. Indeed, whether we find God or not depends 
greatly on which of these directions our hearts are turned. If we 
are turned inward and our principal concern is to “get,” then we’ll 
probably report that the spiritual life is unrewarding. But if we are 
outwardly oriented and our desire is to “give” ourselves to God 
and to others, then we’ll have a different set of results.

When Paul wrote that “he who sows sparingly will also reap 
sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully,” 
he was addressing a specific area of obedience in the Christian 
life. But as he encouraged the Corinthian Christians to be gener-
ous in this particular matter, Paul pointed to a principle that is 
valid in almost every other area. This principle is a moral law that 
is as fixed as any physical law: what we “reap” is in proportion to 
how bountifully we have “sown.” Most of us would say that we’ve 
observed the validity of this principle in the secular affairs of daily 
living. We should not be surprised that the principle is also valid 
in the spiritual realm, a realm where the consequences happen to 
be much greater because they are eternal.

One of our most typical shortcomings is our tendency to be 
too conservative in our giving to God. Yet if seeking Him is as 
important as we believe it is, then surely this endeavor presents 
the ultimate opportunity for us to invest ourselves generously, 
giving full measure rather than holding back. And when we truly 
open our hearts to Him, we need not doubt what God’s response 
to us will be. It is not possible for us to exhaust the Lord’s bounty. 
“God is able,” Paul wrote, “to make all grace abound toward you, 
that you, always having all sufficiency in all things, may have an 
abundance for every good work” (2 Corinthians 9:8).

The tissue of the Life to be
We weave with colors all our own,

And in the field of Destiny
We reap as we have sown.

J O h n  g r e e n l e a F  w h i t t i e r
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ultImate exPerIenCe

Oh, taste and see that the lOrD is good;
Blessed is the man who trusts in Him! Psalm 34:8

that gOD is “gOOD” is One OF the MOst valuable truths ever 
entrusteD tO the huMan race. How could we survive if we 

did not know that He is perfectly wise and just — and that He is 
benevolently inclined toward us? Like the other aspects of His 
nature, God’s goodness far surpasses our ability to comprehend it. 
His benevolence is an ocean deeper than we can fathom. But the 
Scriptures hold up this truth for us to contemplate and to be com-
forted by. And the wonder of it all is that our Creator’s goodness is 
consummated in this great desire: He desires to give Himself to us. 
“God is so good that he only awaits our desire to overwhelm us 
with the gift of himself” (François Fénelon).

David invites us to experience God’s goodness firsthand. “Oh, 
taste and see that the lOrD is good.” We can debate the theoreti-
cal pros and cons of divine goodness for months and not learn 
as much about it as there is to be learned in one day of actual 
walking with God. Ultimately, “the proof is in the pudding,” as 
the old cooks used to say. And as John Keats observed, “Nothing 
ever becomes real until it is experienced — even a proverb is no 
proverb to you till your life has illustrated it.” If we wish to make 
great spiritual strides, one of the most valuable things we can do is 
to “taste” that which up to now we’ve only thought about.

There is, of course, a degree of risk involved in the “tasting” 
approach, and that may be why we limit ourselves to theoretical 
discussions of God’s goodness. It is safer, in a sense, simply to 
talk about the question than to put ourselves at risk and find out 
for sure. So David’s statement, “Oh, taste and see that the lOrD 
is good,” is followed immediately by the benediction, “Blessed is 
the man who trusts in Him!” Trust is truly what it takes to find out 
whether God’s goodness can be counted on. If we hide behind our 
suspicions and keep God at a “safe” distance, then we can’t expect 
to know for ourselves what it is like to walk with Him. God’s 
goodness is best tested by being tasted.

Acquaint thyself with God,
If thou wouldst taste His works.
Admitted once to His embrace,

Thou shalt perceive that thou wast blind before.

w i l l i a M  c O w p e r
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ChoosInG our foCus

Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, 
whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are 

lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is 
anything praiseworthy — meditate on these things. Philippians 4:8

we are cOMManDeD tO center Our thOughts On things 
that are virtuOus anD praisewOrthy. Living as we do in 

environments where there is much that lacks virtue, it is not easy 
to keep our thoughts filled with the kinds of things suggested by 
Paul. But if we are willing to pay the price required by self-disci-
pline, there are immensely valuable benefits that come from mak-
ing these things our meditation. Those who are careful about their 
thinking are much more pleased with the quality of their lives.

It is true that passing thoughts that are less than pure will 
present themselves to us on a fairly regular basis. As long as we 
live in the present world, there is no avoiding the temptation to 
think evil thoughts. But while we can’t keep these thoughts from 
presenting themselves to us, we can and must refuse to let them 
lodge in our meditations. Passing thoughts will come and go, but 
we are in control of the habitual patterns of our thinking, and it is 
these deliberate thoughts that Paul has reference to when he says, 
“Meditate on these things.” That which we hold in our hearts and 
continue to reflect on is a matter of choice, and if we’re serious 
about seeking God that choice must be made carefully.

The fact is, there are still many good things in the world that 
we can focus our thoughts on if we’re willing to make the choice. 
The enemy has not so marred the world of God’s creation that 
there are not many fine treasures left: wonderful things that are 
true, noble, just, pure, lovely, and of good report. These we must 
seek out and learn to enjoy reflecting on. It’s undeniable that our 
minds grow by what they feed on, and what we feed on right now 
will determine the characters that will carry us into eternity, for 
better or worse. “Good thoughts bear good fruit, bad thoughts 
bear bad fruit — and man is his own gardener” (James Allen). 
Much in life depends on the simple matter of “focus,” and learn-
ing to focus wisely the minds that God has given us is one of the 
greater challenges of the spiritual life.

As nothing is more easy than to think,
so nothing is more difficult than to think well.

t h O M a s  t r a h e r n e
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eternal Glory

For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us
a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory. 2 Corinthians 4:17

iF there is any harDship tO be enDureD as we seek gOD, that 
harDship is nOthing cOMpareD tO the glOry that waits FOr 

us when the harDship is Over. It would be dishonest to sug-
gest that the Christian does not have to deal with the “problem of 
pain,” for that is certainly not the truth. But the other side of that 
truth should not be forgotten. Speaking of His own crucifixion, 
Jesus said, “Ought not the Christ to have suffered these things and 
to enter into His glory?” (Luke 24:26). Just as His glory was on the 
other side of His suffering, so it is with us who intend to follow 
Him. Our prayer is not to be delivered from difficulty but to keep 
our minds fixed on the radiant joy that the difficulty is accom-
plishing. Peter wrote, “But may the God of all grace, who called 
us to His eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a 
while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you” (1 Peter 5:10).

Paul speaks of a “weight of glory” that is out of all proportion 
to the “light affliction” we may suffer during our earthly lifetime. 
Our suffering may be so painful right now it is hard for us to see 
how this can be so, but we will have only just begun to enjoy that 
glory when we realize how insignificant the suffering was. The 
point is not that our sufferings are insignificant in themselves, for 
the horrors some have suffered in this world are truly profound. 
But compared to the glory, our sufferings are small. And not only 
that, but compared to the “eternal” nature of the glory, our suffer-
ings are only “for a moment.”

In their practical impact on our thinking, these truths can 
be nothing short of revolutionary. They can make a monumental 
difference in our ability to persevere. “We do not lose heart,” Paul 
writes. “Even though our outward man is perishing, yet the in-
ward man is being renewed day by day” (2 Corinthians 4:16). Our 
adversary would like to bog us down so deeply in our troubles 
that we lose all perspective, but we simply must not allow that 
to happen. Our vision must be kept clear, and we must make the 
consistent choice to look not “at the things which are seen, but at 
the things which are not seen” (2 Corinthians 4:18).

Glory is perfected grace.

M e i s t e r  e c k h a r t



November 27
the oPen way

Jesus said to him, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.
No one comes to the Father except through Me.” John 14:6

Jesus christ claiMeD tO be the “way” thrOugh which we can 
cOMe tO gOD. As beings who are alienated from God by our 

own rebellion, the “here” of our present condition is separated 
by a great distance from the “there” of fellowship with God. But 
a “way” is a path or an opening that allows passage, and it is the 
astounding claim of Jesus Christ to be the opening that allows the 
passage of sinful human beings to God. Without Him, no such 
passage would be possible. We would be those “having no hope 
and without God in the world” (Ephesians 2:12).

There is no dodging the fact that the claim of Jesus is a radical 
claim. It is radical in several ways. First, it is exclusive. “I am the 
way, the truth, and the life,” is what Jesus said. “No one comes to 
the Father except through Me.” Either this claim is true or it is not. 
If it is not, then Jesus is forever disqualified from being a “great 
moral teacher.” If His central claim is false, then we should simply 
disregard Him as a liar and have no more to do with Him.

Second, Jesus’ claim is radical in that it confronts us with the 
fact that we are not already “with” the Father. This is strong medi-
cine. We are cut off from God despite the very best of our own sys-
tems of philosophy and moral endeavor. In Jesus’ teaching, there 
is no sugarcoating of the truth about either the human condition 
or the impossibility of fixing that condition ourselves.

But third, Jesus claimed that He Himself was the way to God. 
This is far more than the “instruction” of a religious teacher. Jesus 
did not simply say that He taught the way to God — He claimed 
to be the way. The nature of our problem was such that it could not 
be rectified by another, more advanced set of religious teachings. 
Instead, it took the vicarious death of a perfect Personal Being to 
bridge the gap between our sinfulness and God’s justice. Having 
offered Himself as that sacrifice, Jesus Christ has become the way 
to God. “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the 
unjust, that He might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh 
but made alive by the Spirit” (1 Peter 3:18).

Jesus Christ set a window in the tiny dark dungeon of the ego
in which we all languish, letting in a light, providing a vista, and offering

a way of release from the servitude of the flesh and the fury of the will.

M a l c O M  M u g g e r i D g e
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hereIn Is our Glory

Thus says the lOrD: “Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, let not the 
mighty man glory in his might, nor let the rich man glory in his riches; but 
let him who glories glory in this, that he understands and knows Me, that I 

am the lOrD, exercising lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness 
in the earth. For in these I delight,” says the lOrD. Jeremiah 9:23,24

MOst OF us Feel a neeD tO have sOMething abOut Our-
selves that we FinD Deeply satisFying. There needs to be 

something that we can take “pride” in, something about us that is 
honorable and praiseworthy, at least by our own standards. Those 
who don’t have any such source of satisfaction are said to have a 
low sense of “self-worth” or an unhealthy “self-image.” Whatever 
words are used to describe this human need (and the terminology 
varies greatly from culture to culture), almost every person in the 
world knows what it is to strive for this fulfillment. We need to 
have something significant that we can “glory” in.

The problem is that we were created by a God who fashioned 
us in His own image and made us such that our greatest need 
is for Him personally. When we ignore the truth that this is our 
greatest need and try to find our significance and satisfaction in 
other things, we engage in a pursuit that is dangerous and de-
structive. Surrounded by so many things that seem to be likely 
sources of fulfillment, we are constantly tempted to “achieve” in 
these areas and then use our achievement as the foundation for 
our self-esteem. We look long and hard for something that we can 
be good at, and when we have found it, we make that our “glory.”

But the God who gave each of us our gifts has said, “Let not 
the wise man glory in his wisdom, let not the mighty man glory in 
his might, nor let the rich man glory in his riches; but let him who 
glories glory in this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am 
the lOrD.” Whatever our achievements and our accolades may be, 
these are never the most important things about us. What matters 
is whether we know God. And if we do not know Him, then there 
is much about the subject of “glory” that yet awaits our discovery. 
When we make it, this discovery will perhaps amaze us: that all is 
well when we simply let ourselves be whatever we are — in God.

Our great honor lies in being just what Jesus was and is.
To be accepted by those who accept him, rejected by all who reject him,

loved by those who love him and hated by everyone who hates him.
What greater glory could come to any man?

a .  w.  t O z e r
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where frustratIon Comes from

Where do wars and fights come from among you? Do they not
come from your desires for pleasure that war in your members?

You lust and do not have. You murder and covet and
cannot obtain. You fight and war . . . James 4:1,2

the MOre selF-centereD Our Desires are, the MOre Frus-
trateD Our respOnse will be when thOse Desires are 

blOckeD Or DenieD. James pinpoints this problem when he says 
that even among fellow Christians “wars and fights” result from 
the inability of people to get what they lust for. When what we 
want is the mere fulfillment of selfish demands and those de-
mands are not met, we often react with a range of soul-shriveling 
emotions, including anger and anxiety.

First of all, consider anger. If our focus is purely on the ac-
complishment of God’s purposes, there will be little anger in our 
response to obstacles and delays, simply because we know that 
nothing can ultimately block God’s purposes from being achieved. 
If, however, what we really want is the satisfaction of our own 
selfish will, our reaction will be very different when someone 
stands between us and what we want. The response that has aptly 
been called “demandingness” is a sure symptom that our desires 
are centered on something other than God.

But think also of fear and anxiety from this perspective. Is it 
not a fact that our tendency to worry stems from uncertainty that 
we’re going to get what we want or that our goals are going to be 
reached? And if our goals are self-centered to start with, isn’t the 
likelihood of anxiety much higher than if our goals were God-cen-
tered and depended on His power for their accomplishment?

These are important considerations for every person whose 
purpose is to seek God. If we find ourselves frequently experienc-
ing either anger or anxiety, it is probably time to ask ourselves 
whether it is really our Father whom we are seeking. We must 
have the honesty to admit how often emotions like these are the 
result of frustrated self-seeking. And we must replace our de-
mandingness with a sincere delight in the certainty of His will.

When my sense of self depends on what others say of me, anger is a quite 
natural reaction to a critical world. And when my sense of self depends
on what I can acquire, greed flares up when my desires are frustrated.

Thus greed and anger are the brother and sister of a false self,
fabricated by the social compulsions of an unredeemed world.

h e n r i  J .  M .  n O u w e n
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the Cost of thInGs worth havInG

Most assuredly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the
ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much grain.

He who loves his life will lose it, and he who hates his life
in this world will keep it for eternal life. John 12:24,25

like the grain OF wheat that cannOt be prODuctive unless 
it “Falls intO the grOunD anD Dies,” sO we Must be willing 

tO give up certain lesser things in OrDer tO have thOse that 
are greater. There is, as the saying goes, no free lunch. Whatever 
is worth having is worth paying for. And we are not wise to waste 
time looking for a way to beat the system and “get rich quick.” The 
riches of the spiritual life are for those who are willing to make 
real investments of themselves. And the investments that are 
required will separate us from some things we’re reluctant to let 
go of. An actual cost will have to be paid. There is no way to have 
it both ways. Either we make the investment or we do not. And 
whichever choice we make, we should not expect still to have all 
we would have if we had made the other choice!

The discipline of prayer furnishes a simple illustration. It is a 
considerable understatement to say that there are benefits to hav-
ing a rich prayer life. We often look with admiration upon those 
who have such a life and wish we could enjoy what they enjoy. 
But prayer takes time, and those who have spent a great deal of 
time praying have had to make some sacrifices. Whatever it is 
that we’ve been doing while they were praying, they’ve had to 
do without those things. And if we suppose that some way can be 
found for us to have all the benefits they enjoy and still do all the 
things we presently do, then we’re only being silly. What we have 
is what we’ve been willing to pay for, and in all too many cases, 
that is not much.

In a way, it is only an insult that we offer to God when we 
try to give Him things that don’t involve any cost (1 Chronicles 
21:24; Malachi 1:8). If the investments we make in our spiritual 
lives don’t require us to give up anything of real value to us, then 
they aren’t really investments, and the results won’t be worth very 
much. In the end, God’s value to us will be indicated by what 
we’ve exchanged for Him. “He who loves his life will lose it, and he 
who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life.”

It is necessary that he who looks for gain, should incur expense.

p l a u t u s
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what shoulD we DemanD of GoD?

Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said:
“Who is this who darkens counsel by words without knowledge?” Job 38:1,2

thrOughOut his aFFlictiOns, JOb MaintaineD his Faith, but 
beFOre the OrDeal was Over he DevelOpeD a DeManDing 

spirit that was nOt pleasing tO gOD. As most of us do when 
the long haul has become so long that we’re nearly exhausted, Job 
began to be more and more insistent that God explain the reason 
for his suffering. He didn’t go so far as to question God’s righ-
teousness, but he did start to sound as if he was irritated at God.

When our hardships are not alleviated in what we think is a 
reasonable time, and especially when we don’t understand why 
we should be suffering in the first place, almost all of us begin to 
grow impatient. In our impatience we become demanding, and in 
our demanding frame of mind we often begin to say things that 
go beyond our understanding. We speculate about matters known 
only to God, and we come close to putting Him on notice that 
He’d better remove our pain or tell us why not. When Job made 
his arguments and laid down his demands, he spoke of things he 
had very little understanding of. And when he finally realized 
how presumptuously he had spoken about God, he was humili-
ated: “. . . I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 
wonderful for me, which I did not know” (Job 42:3).

God is indeed the Giver of gifts and the Answerer of ques-
tions. For those with Job’s faith, there can be no doubt about this 
fact. But God’s wisdom far exceeds our own, and so His gifts and 
His answers are not always supplied according to our timetable. 
When we’re faced with either God’s “inaction” or His “silence,” 
we need to hold our tongue and also watch our attitude. After 
all, it is not the gifts or the answers of God that we seek; it is God 
Himself. We know that He has our greatest good at heart and can 
be counted on to act in infinite, powerful love. (At least we know 
these things if we’ve considered what happened at the Cross.) We 
know also that whether God deems it wise to share with us the 
answer to every question, He knows the answer. Not only does He 
know the answer, but He is the answer! The fact that He will give 
Himself to us is far, far more than enough.

Lust means “I must have it at once.” Spiritual lust causes me to demand
an answer from God, instead of seeking God Himself who gives the answer.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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CreatIve tensIon vs. emotIonal tensIon

. . . till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the
knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure

of the stature of the fullness of Christ. Ephesians 4:13

in regarD tO Our spiritual grOwth, there is a gap between 
where we are anD where we want tO be. As we reach for the 
“stature of the fullness of Christ,” we’re conscious that there is 
a discrepancy between our present condition and the goal we 
seek. Yet how we choose to think about this discrepancy is one 
of the main factors that determine our spiritual lives. Depending 
on whether we think of the difference as a problem to be 
worried about or an opportunity to be embraced, there will be a 
corresponding impact on our spiritual growth.

Peter Senge, in his book The Fifth Discipline, makes the impor-
tant distinction between “creative tension” and “emotional ten-
sion.” When we have an idea in our minds about what we would 
like our reality to be but we recognize that our current reality is far 
below this ideal, the result is “tension.” But tension is not always 
bad. The anxiety-filled “emotional tension” that we often feel is 
not the only response a human being can make when he or she 
realizes there is work to be done. We can respond instead with 
decisiveness, energy, and enthusiasm. This kind of tension is a 
positive stimulus that urges us in the direction of good work, and 
this is what Senge calls “creative tension.”

When it comes to spiritual growth, we tend to swing between 
the extremes of worry and complacency. Either we obsess about 
our shortcomings in an unhealthy, self-pitying manner or we just 
forget about the whole thing and accept ourselves as we are. It 
seems as if we’re determined to be either neurotic or lethargic. But 
there is a third way, and that is the way of growth, the way of im-
provement. Yes, we need to feel our hurts deeply. “In this [body] 
we groan” (2 Corinthians 5:2). But no, we should not worry about 
our imperfections in a destructive way. Making progress toward 
perfection is what the spiritual life is about. If we’re growing, 
we’re reaching forward and narrowing the gap.

[T]he gap between vision and current reality is also a source of energy. 
If there was no gap, there would be no need for any action to move toward 

the vision. Indeed, the gap is the source of creative energy.
We call this gap creative tension.

p e t e r  M .  s e n g e
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Careful learnInG

For all the Athenians and the foreigners who were there spent their time
in nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing. Acts 17:21

as pleasurable as Our intellectual pursuits May be, we 
Must be careFul tO keep these in perspective. Like the 

Athenians, we may be thrilled “to tell or to hear some new thing.” 
But it is to be hoped that we have our sights set on something 
more than the mere exchange of intellectual information. Seeking 
God requires the use of our intellects, and there is an intense joy 
in the right use of the minds we’ve been given. Yet seeking God is 
not just an intellectual pursuit. We must work at achieving balance 
between this priority and others that are no less important.

One of the dangers we face, of course, is pride. Paul con-
trasted the benevolent benefits of love with the lofty attitude that 
often goes with learning when he said, “Knowledge puffs up, but 
love edifies” (1 Corinthians 8:1). It is a rare individual who can 
make more intellectual progress than his peers and not begin to 
feel at least a little proud of that fact. So in seeking the knowledge 
of God, we must keep pride in check by every possible means.

But the word “love” suggests another danger: we may be-
come so consumed with intellectual activity that we disconnect 
ourselves from the people around us and from the active respon-
sibilities of daily living. Spiritually speaking, we can’t afford the 
luxury of living in an ivory tower. Having wrestled, perhaps by 
the burning of midnight oil, with the ideas that are involved in 
seeking God, we must come out into the sunshine of real human 
relationships and put to work the truths we have learned. We 
must not engage in “pointless lucubrations,” as I once heard a 
friend refer to purely abstract inquiries.

There is a great accountability that goes with knowledge. On 
the one hand, a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, and on the 
other, much will be expected of those to whom much has been 
given. Whether we’ve learned little or much, whatever we’ve 
learned involves a stewardship. There are serious responsibilities 
that go with knowledge, and especially with the knowledge of 
God. To know even a little of Him is a privilege we should re-
spond to with reverence, caution, and respect.

Don’t let your intellectual pleasure exceed your fear of misusing it.

g u i g O  i



December 4
PItfalls

O Timothy! Guard what was committed to your trust, avoiding the profane
and idle babblings and contradictions of what is falsely called knowledge;

by professing it some have strayed concerning the faith.
Grace be with you. Amen. 1 Timothy 6:20,21

paul warneD his FrienD tiMOthy against the “cOntra-
DictiOns OF what is Falsely calleD knOwleDge,” anD we 

wOulD DO well tO heeD a siMilar warning. Paul probably had 
in mind something like the esoteric knowledge of the Gnostics of 
his day, and so his warning may seem to have little direct applica-
tion to us. Nevertheless, his caution contains an interesting point 
that we would do well to consider in a general sort of way. There 
is a principle here that is pertinent to anyone who seeks knowl-
edge, but especially to those of us who seek the knowledge of 
God: not everything is knowledge that wears the name. Similar appear-
ances notwithstanding, there is a huge difference between reality 
and illusion, and whatever it is we seek, we need to be sure we 
find the real thing and not some substitute.

Along the path that leads to God there are numerous pitfalls. 
Having committed ourselves to learning all we can of Him, we 
discover what is perhaps a new and exciting delight in the life of 
the mind. New understandings and insights seem to open up to 
us daily. It is all quite exhilarating. But the very pleasure of our 
pursuit should make us all the more careful not to misplace our 
affection. To repeat: not everything is knowledge that wears the name. 
In the marketplace of ideas, counterfeits abound, many of which 
look and feel very much like the real thing. And for every step of 
progress we make toward something valuable, there will always 
be an easier step we could take toward something less valuable. In 
the spiritual life, we have a very practical need for constant vigi-
lance. Our focus needs to be rechecked frequently. In effect, God is 
saying to us, “It is I whom you seek. Accept no substitutes!”

We pray, O Lord, for deliverance from all that weakens faith in you:
from pompous solemnity;

from mistaking earnestness for trust in you;
from seeking easy answers to large questions;

from being overawed by the self-confident;
from dependence upon mood and feelings;

from despondency and the loss of self-respect;
from timidity and hesitation in making decisions.

In Christ, we pray. Amen.

w i l l a r D  s p e r r y
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DIsCIPleshIP anD self-DenIal

Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone desires to come after Me,
let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me.” Matthew 16:24

selF-Denial is a DiFFicult Discipline, tO be sure, but it is One 
OF liFe’s MOst iMpOrtant virtues. If we wish to become dis-

ciples in any serious sense, we must learn to deny ourselves, take 
up our crosses, and follow Christ.

One reason we find self-denial so difficult is that it goes 
against the grain of our culture. The social environment in which 
we live is increasingly dominated by self-affirmation rather than 
self-denial. This ethic comes through loud and clear in the lyrics of 
our popular music. For example, a hit by one of the most power-
ful pop stars of the past decade tells us, “You’ve got to do what 
you’ve got to do.” Another song, this one even by an artist known 
for his spirituality, says, “You’ve got to do it in your own way.”

What is wrong with this philosophy? It is certainly true that 
when tough personal decisions have to be made, we must sum-
mon the courage to act on our own convictions. When we’ve 
analyzed a decision from every angle and considered the advice of 
others, the time comes when we have to make up our own minds. 
Integrity requires that we do what we believe is right, even if this 
conflicts with the collective judgment of everybody we know.

But the philosophy of self-affirmation advocates far more than 
the simple following of conscience. Instead, when we’re told that 
“you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do,” it’s understood that what 
we’ve “got to do” is whatever we want to do. One of the scariest 
statements I have ever heard illustrates this ethic. The remark came 
from a very up-to-date friend who said with evident satisfaction, 
“It feels so good at this point in my life finally to have the courage 
to do what I want to do and not what anybody else says I ought to 
do.” In our culture, “want” defeats “ought” every time.

As “self-actualized” people, then, it is hard for us to learn 
self-denial. We do not find it easy to yield to God when what we 
want is on a collision course with His standards of what is right. 
Yet self-denial is what we must learn. Somehow we must recover 
the old-fashioned virtue of sacrifice — the willingness to let go of 
everything except that which most greatly glorifies God.

We tend to be devoted, not to Jesus Christ, but to the things which allow us
more spiritual freedom than total surrender to Him would allow.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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aCCePtInG our assIGnments

If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I am not of the 
body,” is it therefore not of the body? And if the ear should 

say, “Because I am not an eye, I am not of the body,” is it 
therefore not of the body? 1 Corinthians 12:15,16

Despite Our tenDency tO want sOMeOne else’s rOle, we 
each neeD tO accept the assignMents in liFe that we 

Our selves have been given. We can’t excuse ourselves from our 
obligations simply because we lack someone else’s abilities. This is 
especially important to remember if we’re members of the body of 
Christ. If we’re a “foot,” for example, we must not say, “Because I 
am not a hand, I am not of the body.” In Christ, it is God who has 
apportioned the various abilities: “God has set the members, each 
one of them, in the body just as He pleased” (1 Corinthians 12:18). 
It is not good to question God’s organization of the body.

The “body” is an apt metaphor for Christ’s followers because 
a human body is an organism where each member is needed. Some 
parts of the body seem to get more publicity, but no part is without 
an important use. And it is when all the parts work together health-
ily that the body functions as it was intended to function. Christ, of 
course, is the head, “from whom the whole body, joined and knit 
together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective 
working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the 
body for the edifying of itself in love” (Ephesians 4:16).

Humility means we try to see ourselves as God sees us. When 
we do this, we will not think too highly of ourselves (Romans 
12:3), but neither will we think too lowly of ourselves. It is just 
as wrong to deny our abilities and dodge our duties as it is to be 
poisoned with pride. God is not pleased when we complain about 
the assignments He has given us. And it is not humility but false 
humility that causes us to deprecate ourselves and the tools that 
are in our toolbox. In truth, God has given to each of us the abili-
ties that He has because those are the resources we need to do the 
work that belongs to us — right where we are. It’s tempting to think 
we could do a better job if we occupied someone else’s place, but 
that is probably not true. If we won’t serve Christ where we are, 
then we wouldn’t serve Him anywhere else.

True humility consists in being satisfied with what we are asked to do.
Do your assigned task with good cheer.

t e r e s a  O F  a v i l a
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learnInG what we lonG to know

Now therefore, I pray, if I have found grace in Your sight, show me now
Your way, that I may know You and that I may find grace in Your sight. 

Exodus 33:13

Out OF all the things we lOng tO knOw, it is the knOwl-
eDge OF gOD that we lOng FOr the MOst. The need to know 

God is embedded deep within our created nature, and while we 
may not always recognize this need, it is still a part of us. At some 
level, all of us can identify with Moses’ request of God: “Show me 
now Your way, that I may know You and that I may find grace in 
Your sight.” What we do about this desire is the single greatest 
determinant of the quality of our lives. In the end, it will be seen 
that all of our outward actions were the result of our knowledge of 
God — or the lack of that knowledge. This knowledge is the soil 
out of which our lives grow, and if the soil is barren, our harvest 
will not be bountiful.

There are certain things about God that we can learn from 
the creation (Romans 1:20), but it was in His Son that God fully 
revealed Himself (John 1:18). And, of course, since we did not live 
when Jesus lived, it is only through the medium of the Scriptures 
that we can know what He revealed of God. But if these are the 
documents through which we can come to know God, it is ex-
tremely important that we study them. And coming to know God 
should be the primary reason for our study. We are not looking for 
mere curiosities but for information about God! Even at the end of 
a long lifetime of study, we should still be looking for truth to help 
us refine and purify our concepts of God Himself.

Having been created in God’s image, we have no higher hope 
than this ultimate, all-encompassing desire: one day to see God’s face. 
It is no coincidence that the last book in the New Testament canon 
closes with this very prospect. John wrote, “And there shall be no 
more curse, but the throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in it, 
and His servants shall serve Him. They shall see His face, and His 
name shall be on their foreheads” (Revelation 22:3,4). This hope 
should not only fire our imaginations; it should move our wills. 
The promise of knowing God fully so that we can worship Him 
perfectly — this must be the mainspring of every godly action.

The child, the philosopher, and the religionist
have all one question: “What is God like?”

a .  w.  t O z e r



December 8
what Does GoD want us to learn?

Do you not yet understand, or remember the five loaves of the five 
thousand and how many baskets you took up? Nor the seven loaves of the 
four thousand and how many large baskets you took up? Matthew 16:9,10

it is very iMpOrtant that we Draw the right cOnclusiOn 
FrOM the Mighty signs anD wOnDers that are recOrDeD in 

the scriptures. But like the disciples of Jesus during His ministry, 
we often fail to get the point. We may be impressed with what the 
miracles say about God’s existence, and we may even understand 
that they are evidence of His power and authority. To our loss, 
however, we don’t always see what these signs say about God’s 
nature, His purposes, and His intentions toward us.

What, for example, should the disciples have learned from 
Jesus’ feeding of the five thousand (Matthew 14:13-21)? If they saw 
this amazing feat as a demonstration of Jesus’ supernatural power, 
that was a first step. And if they understood this demonstration 
of power to support His claim to be the Messiah, the Son of God, 
that was another step. Yet Jesus’ feeding of the multitude should 
have convinced the disciples of more than His godhood. It should 
have prompted them to place more of their trust in His goodness 
as God. Later, in another situation where they showed a lack of 
trust (Matthew 16:5-12), it was evident that they had not got-
ten the point of the earlier miracle. “Do you not yet understand, 
or remember?” Jesus asked them. The real lesson of the miracle 
had been lost on them. “So little had they learned it yet, that they 
remembered the loaves but forgot the Father — as men in their 
theology forget the very Logos” (George MacDonald).

To every What? in life there is a corresponding So what? And 
if each word or deed of God recorded in the Scriptures is a What?, 
then it is our business to answer correctly the question So what? 
Sometimes we don’t do any better than the Lord’s first disciples, 
but it will help us greatly to learn from their experience. God de-
sires to show us His nature. He wants us to learn not only His power 
but also that He can be trusted to use that power for our good!

The lesson He would have had them learn from the miracle, the natural 
lesson, the only lesson worthy of the miracle, was, that God cared for His 

children, and could, did, and would provide for their necessities. This lesson 
they had not learned. No doubt the power of the miracle was some proof of 

His mission, but the love of it proved better, for it made it
worth proving: it was a throb of the Father’s heart.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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a Dry anD thIrsty lanD

O God, You are my God; early will I seek You;
My soul thirsts for You; my flesh longs for You

In a dry and thirsty land where there is no water. Psalm 63:1

althOugh Our neeD FOr gOD is very real, we DOn’t always 
recOgnize that neeD. And if we spend our lives pursuing 

other things, we may explain that by saying we don’t need God as 
much as others do, but that explanation doesn’t do justice to the 
truth. It would be more accurate to say that we don’t recognize our 
need. The objective existence of our need and our subjective feel-
ing of it are two very different things. And the great challenge we 
face is to bring these two into harmony. Having a need for God, as 
every human being does, we need to feel that need. As the years 
go by, we should more truthfully understand, lovingly feel, and 
honestly acknowledge that we need our God.

David spoke of his “thirst” for God: “My flesh longs for You 
in a dry and thirsty land.” What does it mean to thirst for God? 
Does it not mean we recognize our inadequacy without Him? 
Yes, it means this and more. It means we confess Him to be our 
Creator (Romans 1:21) and admit the impossibility of our exis-
tence without His sustaining grace (Colossians 1:17). It means we 
reverently and gratefully turn our hearts toward Him and come 
to the point where we love the thought of Him. It means we long 
for fellowship with Him and, above all, we recognize that without 
redemption from the sins we have committed against Him, we are 
hopelessly lost and undone (Acts 16:30).

In regard to our physical bodies, we objectively need such 
things as vitamin D and exposure to sunlight. If we don’t get these 
two things, we develop rickets. A person with rickets may or may 
not understand what it is that he is lacking; yet the deficiency and 
its consequences are very real. And so it is with the needs of our 
spirits. “The soul is a never ending sigh after God” (Theodore 
Christlieb). If we don’t recognize our need for what it is and at-
tend to its truthful satisfaction, in time the dry and thirsty land in 
which we live will take its toll.

Our nature hungers for God even when it broke with him long ago,
perhaps the more intensely the longer ago it was. It experiences a sort

of famine. But the devil rides it and spurs it on, to distract it from its own
need. He changes its hunger into haste. That is why people today

are in such a hurry. Their speed is to distract their hunger.

l O u i s  e v e l y
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when we Do wIthout GoD

O lOrD, I know the way of man is not in himself;
It is not in man who walks to direct his own steps. Jeremiah 10:23

there is an iMpOrtant principle in the stateMent that “it is 
nOt in Man whO walks tO Direct his Own steps.” As created 

beings, we are not autonomous. We are not a law unto ourselves, 
and we are not wise enough or strong enough to do without 
God. Even if it were objectively true that there is no God, honesty 
would still suggest that our difficulties are greater than our wis-
dom and strength. A century ago, many people had an unbounded 
faith that it would only be a matter of time until “progress” found 
a way to make everyone in the world safe and happy. Yet progress 
has not delivered on its promise, and despite some improvements, 
our worst problems are only getting worse.

When we try to “go it alone,” the result is bound to be either 
discouragement on the one hand or pride on the other. If we fail to 
be comforted by the availability of God’s grace, we bog down in 
despair. But if we fail to be humbled by the necessity of God’s 
guidance and help, we bog down in something even worse: the 
illusion that we’re doing better than we really are.

So without God, the best we can do is to get by for a few 
years living “on the surface,” avoiding the harsh realities of life. 
Since the greatest problems in life are insoluble without God, if 
we exclude Him from our thinking, then we have no choice but to 
exclude also the problems that only He can solve. Without God, 
we only have two choices: (1) not dealing with the ugly realities 
of human life, or (2) dealing with them in the pride of human 
self-sufficiency, presuming to be able to accomplish what we know 
deep down is impossible for us. Either way, life ends up being 
much less than it could be. Jeremiah was right: our way is not in 
ourselves. It is not in us who walk to direct our own steps. And 
the recognition of this truth is not weakness but strength.

O God of earth and altar
Bow down and hear our cry,

Our earthly rulers falter,
Our people drift and die;

The walls of gold entomb us,
The swords of scorn divide:

Take not thy thunder from us,
But take away our pride.

g .  k .  c h e s t e r t O n
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muCh more than whItewash

. . . these people draw near with their mouths and honor Me with their lips,
but have removed their hearts far from Me, and their fear toward Me

is taught by the commandment of men. Isaiah 29:13

wOrDs are pOwerFul things, but they shOulD never be 
useD tO cOver up the changes we neeD tO Make. When 

what is going on is not good, the temptation is for us to cover up 
our wounds with the bandages of fine-sounding words. We may 
“draw near” to God with our mouths and “honor” Him with our 
lips, but if our hearts are far removed from God, then our words 
will not be accepted by Him as a substitute for real worship. We 
may mislead other people who can’t see the true condition of our 
hearts, but God will not be misled. He is not looking for verbiage 
but for hearts willing to be transformed. And if our hearts are not 
willing to be turned toward Him, then no amount of “image man-
agement” will get us where we want to go.

It may be that we underestimate the amount of transforma-
tion that is actually possible. Discouraged by our past efforts to 
become what we want to be, we give up and lower our expecta-
tions. Not convinced that God can make any real difference in our 
dysfunctional behavior, we content ourselves with talking as if He 
had made a difference. Doctrinally, we may go so far as to believe 
that the Christian doesn’t even have to live a life qualitatively dif-
ferent that the non-Christian. Since salvation is by grace and not 
by works, the Christian is different only in being forgiven.

But while it is indeed true that salvation is by grace and the 
perfection of our holiness must await the resurrection, it is also 
true that our transformation begins in this life. Writing to the 
Christians in Rome, Paul said, “Therefore we were buried with 
Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should 
walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4). And in the same letter, he 
said, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2). God’s purpose for us 
goes far beyond words and images and outward reputations. He 
intends nothing less than to actually turn us around!

Faith means being grasped by a power that is greater than 
we are, a power that shakes us and turns us, and transforms and 

heals us. Surrender to this power is faith.
p a u l  t i l l i c h
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BeComInG real

I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear,
but now my eye sees You. Job 42:5

we are Far away FrOM gOD, anD the JOurney back tO 
hiM takes MOre than a Day. We begin by hearing distant 

reports of Him, perhaps listening to them skeptically because 
they don’t fit with what we think we know of reality. Eventually, 
however, we begin to see some truth in what we’ve heard. At 
some point, we may commit ourselves to seeking Him and living 
according to His principles, although some of these principles still 
don’t make complete sense to us. But over time, we discover that 
we’ve passed into a completely different land than we used to 
live in. What once was theory now seems solid and very practi-
cal. We find that the knowledge of God is no longer something to 
speculate about but rather something to experience. Like Job, who 
said, “I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my 
eye sees you,” we find that however serious we were about God 
before, He has now become real to us. And in the process of His 
becoming real to us, we ourselves have become real also.

It needs to be said, of course, that the passage from knowing 
God in theory to knowing Him in real life involves a good deal 
of discomfort. Just as it is through suffering that our knowledge 
becomes wisdom, so it is through suffering that our wisdom be-
comes reality.  Only as we work our way through hardships do we 
learn that the truth really is true after all. The safe nursery of our 
thinking is not where we find out what works and what doesn’t; 
it’s out in the street where mistakes about what is real are costly. 
That is why God invites us to take some risks and put Him to the 
test: “Oh, taste and see that the lOrD is good” (Psalm 34:8).

Becoming real is a gradual process. It takes place so slowly 
that sometimes we wonder if we’re making any progress at all. But 
if we’re patient — and if we’re willing to accept a certain amount 
of pain as we learn — then the time will come when the best of 
the good ideas we’ve had will come true. We’ll find ourselves not 
merely thinking about God but knowing Him. And in God, what 
we’ve always wanted to be is what we actually will be!

“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse.
“It’s a thing that happens to you . . . It doesn’t happen

all at once. It takes a long time.”

M a r g e r y  w i l l i a M s
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ask, seek, knoCk

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it 
will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks 

finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened. Matthew 7:7,8

we have gOD’s assurance that thOse whO truly Desire 
hiM will have their Desire FulFilleD. If we ask, it will be 

given to us. If we seek, we will find. And if we knock, the door 
will be opened to us. Yet these are not casual activities that we can 
take care of in our spare time. They are based on something more 
than a mere whim concerning God’s importance, and they require 
more than a passing interest in things of a spiritual nature.

Asking, seeking, and knocking are the outgrowths of loving 
God. Only strong, steadfast love has the persistence necessary to 
push through the obstacles that confront us. “It is love that asks, 
that seeks, that knocks, that finds, and that is faithful to what it 
finds” (Augustine of Hippo). It is not enough to ask once or twice, 
to seek now and then, and to knock a time or two. Jesus’ state-
ment instructs us to keep on asking, keep on seeking, and keep on 
knocking. It is only love that will keep us doing these things.

But not only do these things require love; they also require 
humility. The older we grow, the less willing we are to ask for what 
we need. Perhaps men have a harder time asking for help than 
women do, but certainly adults find it harder than children do. It 
is the most natural thing in the world for a child to ask, and that is 
one way in which we must become “as little children” (Matthew 
18:3) if we are to enter the kingdom of heaven. If it is pride that 
keeps us from asking because asking gives the appearance of 
weakness or need, that is a pride that we must repent of.

The fact is, we are weak and we are needy; there is no use 
trying to cover up this truth. We are created beings who are de-
pendent on our Creator, and there is no significant greatness we 
can achieve without His help. “Therefore,” Jesus said, “whoever 
humbles himself as this little child is the greatest in the kingdom 
of heaven” (Matthew 18:4). To be sure, our needs are already 
known to our Heavenly Father before we ask Him. But He wants 
us to have the humility to recognize those needs ourselves and 
ask for His help. The deeper our gratitude for His grace, the more 
faithfully we will ask and seek and knock.

Whether we like it or not, asking is the rule of the kingdom.

c h a r l e s  h a D D O n  s p u r g e O n
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more than any ConCern for ourselves

. . . that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection, and the
fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death, if, by any means,

I may attain to the resurrection from the dead. Philippians 3:10,11

knOwing gOD is wOrth whatever it cOsts, even iF it Means 
the sacriFice OF every cOncern FOr Ourselves. For most of 

us, however, it takes constant vigilance to make sure our hearts are 
truly turned in God’s direction and we are seeking Him for His 
own sake. We must be careful not to “use” God. He does not exist 
to furnish us a means — not even the highest of means — by which 
we can come to think of ourselves more positively. God is not a 
means to anything, least of all the mere boosting of our self-image.

What, then, is “godliness” about? It may come as a surprise 
to some, but godliness is about more than the acquiring of godly 
character. We can’t glorify God as we should without living godly 
lives, it is true, but the reasons for which we seek to become 
godly have more to do with Him than with us. We do not show 
reverence and gratitude to Him simply because it benefits us, but 
because those are the proper responses of a creature to its Creator.

Our self-centered approach to godliness is one reason why 
our religion does not show up any more often in service to those 
around us. Oswald Chambers made this point in his usual terse 
way: “Christian workers fail because they place their desire for 
their own holiness above their desire to know God. ‘Don’t ask me 
to be confronted with the strong reality of redemption on behalf of 
the filth of human life surrounding me today; what I want is any-
thing God can do for me to make me more desirable in my own 
eyes.’” Living in a culture that so openly worships self-esteem, can 
we fail to be made uncomfortable by words like these?

At all costs, we must move away from self-centeredness, even 
when it appears in the guise of a desire for holiness. This does not 
mean that holiness should not be a priority, for it certainly should 
be. But holiness, like happiness, comes as a by-product of seeking 
something more important than any concern for ourselves, namely 
the glory of God. Our principal focus must be kept on Him and on 
serving others in His name. The “bottom line” is not how this or 
that action affects the way we look at ourselves but whether those 
deeds magnify His eternal honor.

God cannot deliver me while my interest is merely in my own character.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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GraCe teaChes us to say no

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men,
teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live

soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age. Titus 2:11,12

gOD’s grace Means we have been liberateD FrOM the guilt 
OF Our past sins anD MaDe Free tO DO what is right in the 

present. It does not mean we are free to do anything we please. 
To those who might see grace in this kind of permissive way, Paul 
asked, “What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin that 
grace may abound? Certainly not! How shall we who died to sin 
live any longer in it?” (Romans 6:1,2). Grace means we have “died 
to sin,” and if we are sincere in seeking God, this is a truth we 
must take very seriously.

There is a difference between “freedom” and “licentiousness.” 
Our English word “licentiousness,” like its cousin “license,” comes 
from the Latin licentia, which meant freedom. But licentiousness 
is not true freedom; it is nothing more than the lack of restraint. 
It is the stolen freedom of the person who disregards the rules of 
reality and throws discipline to the wind. But because licentious 
conduct respects no standards except those of its own pleasure, 
its effect is not to liberate but to enslave. Speaking of those who 
taught that God’s grace confers the freedom to engage in immoral 
conduct, Peter wrote, “While they promise them liberty, they 
themselves are slaves of corruption; for by whom a person is over-
come, by him also he is brought into bondage” (2 Peter 2:19).

There is simply no way around the fact that there are some 
“thou shalt nots” in the Scriptures. Grace does not mean we never 
have to say no — it means we say no to the things we should say 
no to. Teaching us to “deny ungodliness,” grace says “we should 
live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age.” And in 
this sense grace is the most powerfully motivating force in the 
world. Forgiven of our past acts of rebellion against God’s love, 
we respond gratefully. We never lose our healthy respect for God’s 
justice, but we learn to keep God’s law primarily out of love and 
appreciation for Him. This is “renunciation” in the very highest 
and noblest sense, and it is by no means an infringement on our 
freedom. It is simply the kind of commitment that is willing to 
make sacrifices for the sake of love.

Renounce everything that does not lead to God.

b r O t h e r  l a w r e n c e
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what Does the lorD reQuIre?

He has shown you, O man, what is good;
and what does the lOrD require of you but to do justly,

to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God? Micah 6:8

it OFten helps tO siMpliFy things. Especially when the subject is 
God, it is good from time to time to step back and ask what it is 

all about. There are a handful of texts in the Scriptures that help us 
do this. One such text is Micah 6:8, which asks what it is that God 
requires of us and then answers that question in a very basic way: 
we are required to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with 
our God. Here, then, are some things of fundamental importance. 
Leaving aside for the moment the question of details and particu-
lars, godliness comes down to just a few issues like these.

When we look thoughtfully at what this text says, we are 
struck by the fact that God’s basic requirements have to do with 
the heart, or inner character, rather than the superficial things of 
outward activity. It is not that our outward actions are unimport-
ant, but rather that God begins His work on the inside. The fruit 
borne by the tree will be good if the tree itself is good (Matthew 
7:17,18), and whether the tree can be good depends on how 
healthy the tap root is. Micah 6:8 deals with some of the more 
important “tap root” issues; it is one of the most basic “character” 
texts in all of God’s word. And when we take seriously what it 
says about justice, mercy, and walking humbly with God, we will 
find that we have much less trouble with the details of daily liv-
ing. When our character is conformed to the principles of God, our 
conduct will be very naturally what it ought to be.

But are we really committed to the virtues recommended by 
such texts? It is not difficult to pay lip service to things like justice, 
but are we truly willing to build our character on these principles? 
Too often we define ourselves in terms of what we are against and 
see our righteousness as little more than the disapproval of certain 
sins that other people commit. But texts like Micah 6:8 call us back 
to the center of what really matters most. It is good, and even nec-
essary, to be against what is wrong in the world. But God is looking 
for people who will be for what is right — and justice, mercy, and 
humility are the right things to be for.

Loving what is right is different from hating
what is wrong and feeling right about it.

r O y  M a s t e r s
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seekInG GoD DelIBerately

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field,
which a man found and hid; and for joy over it he goes and sells

all that he has and buys that field. Matthew 13:44

whether we seek gOD Or nOt is a Matter OF chOice. As 
creatures made in the image of our Creator, we have a 

natural desire for God. But we may fail to acknowledge our need 
for Him, and even if we acknowledge our need, we may fail to 
do anything about it. Seeking God is not an automatic process; it 
requires both deliberation and decisiveness on our part.

First, think about the concept of deliberation. The verb “de-
liberate” means to consider a matter carefully or to take thought 
by weighing the alternatives. If we do a thing deliberately that 
means we do it purposefully, having made the choice to take that 
path rather than others that might have been taken. Only rational 
creatures, of course, can act deliberately, and that is why we are 
responsible for our actions. To be “responsible” means that we are 
“able” to choose our “response.” Having been endowed with free 
will, we can consider the possibilities and then make a choice.

Sometimes it is true, however, that even after we’ve consid-
ered what we should do, we don’t always choose to do it. For 
that reason, our deliberation must be followed by decisiveness. In 
our spiritual lives, few things are of more practical value than the 
simple ability to make decisions and make them stick. Starting 
with little decisions and working our way up to the big ones, we 
must gradually build the strength of our decision-making muscles.

But what is sufficient to motivate us in these matters? Paul 
recommended that we keep in mind “the goodness and severity of 
God” (Romans 11:22), and we must not forget either of these. Yet 
of these two motivators, the Scriptures place the greater emphasis 
on the goodness of God (1 John 4:17-19). What would make a per-
son want to give up everything else in the world in order to know 
Him? Without any doubt, it is the surpassing goodness of God 
Himself. And so Jesus said the kingdom is “like treasure hidden in 
a field, which a man found and hid; and for joy over it he goes and 
sells all that he has and buys that field.” In the end, those who seek 
God are those who choose to do so. It is for nothing less than “joy” 
that they decide to seek the “treasure” that is God.

God is never found accidentally.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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one Pearl of Great PrICe

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking
beautiful pearls, who, when he had found one pearl of great price,

went and sold all that he had and bought it. Matthew 13:45,46

iF we have any unDerstanDing OF gOD’s gOODness, we will be 
glaD tO seek hiM Diligently. The passion with which we seek 

God comes from our appreciation of His worthiness. And so Jesus 
said the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant who found “one 
pearl of great price” and was willing to sell everything he had in 
order to buy that pearl. With respect to God, we will do what this 
merchant did if we appreciate the value of the “pearl.”

Since so much depends on our recognizing the value of what 
can be found in God, it is important that we grow in our appraisal 
skills. If our ability to evaluate things is limited to the physical 
things of this world, we probably won’t see what spiritual things 
are worth even when their value is obvious. We need better “eyes” 
with which to see the worth of treasures like the forgiveness of 
sins and the hope of eternal life. Thus Paul said that he prayed for 
the Ephesians that “the eyes of [their] understanding” might be 
enlightened. They needed better vision so they could see more of 
“the hope of His calling” and “the riches of the glory of His inheri-
tance in the saints” (Ephesians 1:18).

The truth of the matter is that the least of the treasures we 
seek in God are of much more value than the greatest of the 
trinkets that occupy our attention in the here and now. And this 
happens to be true even of the knowledge of God. When we seek 
to know Him, we are seeking something that is better to know 
than every other kind of knowledge combined. Paul was correct in 
his evaluation when he said that “the excellence of the knowledge 
of Christ Jesus my Lord” was so great that he had been willing to 
“count all things loss” for it (Philippians 3:8). Before our lives are 
done, we will have had the opportunity to “buy” many things, 
some of great value and some of much less. But there has always 
been “one pearl of great price,” a treasure of such magnitude that 
it defies comparison. If we have the eyes to see even a little of its 
worth, we’ll not complain about the diligence required to seek it. 
Simply said, nothing else matters more than knowing God.

A scrap of knowledge about sublime things is
worth more than any amount about trivialities.

t h O M a s  a q u i n a s
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seekInG GoD In hIs worD

As newborn babes, desire the pure milk of the word,
that you may grow thereby. 1 Peter 2:2

we neeD tO get a clear unDerstanDing in Our MinDs OF 
the relatiOnship between gOD anD his wOrD. Though 

this is not always an easy thing to do, we must work at it. God 
is a personal Being. He is not His word. But His word is indis-
pensable in obtaining and maintaining fellowship with Him. We 
can’t properly appreciate God if we don’t properly respect the 
Scriptures, and yet there is more to loving God than loving Bible 
study. Perhaps these concepts are hard to keep in balance, but the 
closer we come to appreciating the role of God’s word in His work 
of redemption, the better the quality of our spiritual lives will be.

Peter wrote that we ought to “desire the pure milk of the 
word.” Just as a hungry baby longs for milk, we should desire the 
nourishment of God’s word. And our exposure to the inspired 
writings should be more than casual and occasional. A famil-
iar text in Acts indicates that the citizens of Berea “were more 
fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the 
word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find 
out whether these things were so” (Acts 17:11). They searched the 
Scriptures daily. If the Scriptures are what they purport to be, then 
the word “search” is an appropriate word to describe how we 
ought to read them. Our approach to God’s word must not be any 
less diligent than our seeking of God Himself (Hebrews 11:6).

Although we’ve thought about it many times and the idea 
may have become familiar to us, it is still an astonishing thing 
that God has communicated to us as He has. Our Creator has not 
merely given us our lives, but He has given us the gift of language 
and then spoken to us! We don’t have to have a technical under-
standing of biblical inspiration in order to be awed by the concept 
of having such documents in our possession. These texts contain 
truths that came from the very mind of God, and they are given to 
aid us in seeking a right relationship with Him. This is a fact of no 
slight importance. It is also a fact that calls for a reverent, diligent 
response from us. If we profess to be seekers of God, then we must 
prepare to be searchers of the Scriptures.

Be astounded that God should have written to us.

a n t h O n y  O F  e g y p t
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wIllInG to Be stIrreD uP

For this reason I will not be negligent to remind you always of these things, 
though you know and are established in the present truth. Yes, I think it is right, 

as long as I am in this tent, to stir you up by reminding you. 2 Peter 1:12,13

a gOOD part OF what we neeD in OrDer tO grOw spiritually 
is siMply tO be reMinDeD OF what we knOw. There is much to 

be said for learning new facts and principles, of course. But most 
of us already know most of what is needed for a rich relationship 
with God. The problem is that we don’t keep in mind what we 
know, and we don’t always do what we should about it.

Teachers have always known the necessity and the impor-
tance of review. It is almost as if our knowledge is worn away by 
the erosion of daily living and has to be refreshed. But whatever 
the reason for the loss of what we’ve been taught, learners are 
always having to relearn, and teachers who wish to make a lasting 
mark on the minds of their pupils will pay frequent attention to 
the renewal and reinforcement of what has been taught. “For this 
reason,” Peter wrote to his fellow Christians, “I will not be negli-
gent to remind you always of these things . . . I think it is right, as 
long as I am in this tent, to stir you up by reminding you.”

The notion of being “stirred up” is also important. Just as 
we need to be reminded, we also need to be nudged out of our 
comfort zone. The word “provoke” is not always a bad word. In 
fact, it’s a word that describes one of our primary needs. In the 
New Testament, the need to be stirred up is one of the reasons for 
the Christian assembly: “And let us consider one another in order 
to stir up love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of 
ourselves together, as is the manner of some” (Hebrews 10:24,25).

But even with respect to God, we aren’t always willing to be 
reminded and stirred up, even by our friends. It is more comfort-
able to be left alone. Yet if we’re unwilling to be warned when we 
need to be warned, we risk losing the very things that could con-
tribute to true peace and comfort. There is a sense, then, in which 
the willingness to be “disturbed” is the main difference between 
those who make progress spiritually and those who do not.

From the cowardice that dares not face new truth,
From the laziness that is contented with half truth,
From the arrogance that thinks it knows all truth,

Good Lord, deliver me.

a  p r a y e r  F r O M  k e n y a
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ears that Do not hear

But they refused to heed, shrugged their shoulders, and stopped their ears
so that they could not hear. Yes, they made their hearts like flint, refusing to

hear the law and the words which the lOrD of hosts had sent by
His Spirit through the former prophets. Zechariah 7:11,12

hOw DO we accOunt FOr the Fact that Many DO nOt 
“hear” the Message OF gOD? Out of all the thousands who 

personally heard Jesus speak, for example, relatively few believed 
Him to be speaking the truth, and out of those few even fewer ac-
tually did anything about what they said they believed. All heard 
the same words, but not all responded the same way. Was the 
message not clear enough? Was it not sufficiently convincing? Are 
some individuals by nature simply incapable of understanding?

These are ancient questions that go far back in the history of 
our world, and they have to do with the freedom of our will. The 
long and short of the matter is simply that we sometimes abuse 
our freedom in such a way that our “hearing” ceases to function. 
We refuse to hear God because His word is not agreeable to us.

To one of His less-than-receptive audiences Jesus said, “You 
search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; 
and these are they which testify of Me. But you are not willing to 
come to Me that you may have life . . . I know you, that you do not 
have the love of God in you” (John 5:39,40,42). Some of these indi-
viduals were lifelong experts in the contents of the Scriptures, yet 
for all their detailed searching of the Scriptures they had not found 
the correct answers to their questions. They had not really “heard” 
what they had studied so scrupulously, and Jesus did not mince 
words as to the reason why: their intent was not honest.

But before we criticize people who fit this description, we 
need to ask whether our own hearing is as honest as it should be. 
If we fail to keep ourselves open to God’s message and to listen 
with a real intent to obey, then we will lose the ability to recognize 
the truth even when it is clearly and convincingly presented to us. 
“Therefore,” said Jesus, “take heed how you hear” (Luke 8:18).

O my God, how does it happen in this poor world that you are so great 
and yet nobody finds you, that you call so loudly and yet nobody hears you, 

that you are so near and yet nobody feels you, that you give yourself to 
everybody and yet nobody knows your name? Men flee from you and say 
they cannot find you; they turn their backs and say they cannot see you; 

they stop their ears and say they cannot hear you.

h a n s  D e n c k
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Can we Be ConfIDent?

And you will seek Me and find Me, when you
search for Me with all your heart. Jeremiah 29:13

we have gOD’s assurance that we will FinD hiM, but Only 
iF we seek hiM with all Our hearts. There is no guarantee 

that the indifferent or the double-minded will find Him. We must 
do more than dabble in religion, and God must be more than sim-
ply one of the “interesting” things on our agenda. We must pursue 
Him with a purity of heart and a passion that will not be denied. 
What He seeks is to be the Lord over all our thoughts, and if we 
seek anything less than that, then it is not God whom we seek. But 
even so, we need to be strengthened by the confidence that when 
we seek Him truly, we will in fact find Him.

There is a text in Isaiah where God says that He desires to be 
found by those who seek Him: “For thus says the lOrD, who cre-
ated the heavens, who is God, who formed the earth and made it, 
who has established it, who did not create it in vain, who formed 
it to be inhabited: ‘I am the lOrD, and there is no other. I have not 
spoken in secret, in a dark place of the earth; I did not say to the 
seed of Jacob, “Seek Me in vain”; I, the lOrD, speak righteousness, 
I declare things that are right’” (Isaiah 45:18,19). Just as God did 
not create the earth and then leave it uninhabited, He did not com-
mand His people to seek Him and then hide Himself from them.

When Paul was given an opportunity to speak in Athens, he 
said that God designed the world so that people would be moved 
to seek Him: “in the hope that they might grope for Him and find 
Him, though He is not far from each one of us” (Acts 17:27). We 
may “grope” for God, as it were, but in truth “He is not far from 
each one of us.” Our seeking for God need not be unsuccessful.

The lackadaisical may complain that they sought God but 
never found Him. Yet no one has ever been disappointed who 
sought Him wholeheartedly and with an honest desire to obey Him 
once He was found. “You will seek Me and find Me, when you 
search for Me with all your heart,” God said through Jeremiah. 
This means it is a matter of choice on our part whether we find 
God or not. And the choice we must make is to seek Him dili-
gently. If we’re diligent, we can also be confident.

They never sought in vain that sought the Lord aright.

r O b e r t  b u r n s
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reserveD for GoD alone

Therefore know this day, and consider it in your heart,
that the lOrD Himself is God in heaven above and on the earth

beneath; there is no other. Deuteronomy 4:39

gOD’s uniqueness is absOlute. He alone is God — self-exis-
tent, eternal, and uncreated. And because of His uniqueness, 

we are to deal with Him in a way that is unlike our manner of 
dealing with anything else: God alone is to be worshiped. The very 
first of the Ten Commandments was, “You shall have no other 
gods before Me” (Exodus 20:3). It has always been wrong to give 
God’s preeminence to anything other than God Himself.

There is an obvious tendency, however, for us to do this. 
Perhaps because God is unseen by our physical eyes, He does 
not seem as real to us, and it is hard to keep the things we can see 
from creeping higher up on our scale of priorities than they should 
be. If we’re not vigilant, one or another of these tangible things can 
climb so high in our hearts that it displaces God as our ultimate 
concern. Long after this has happened, we may still be saying 
God is the only object of our worship, but the degree of time and 
enthusiasm we devote to our “idol” is indisputable evidence that 
God is no longer the most important thing in our lives.

It will help us to make some conscious decisions about the 
priority of God. Whatever things are to be given to God, we must 
reserve those things for Him. We should, in the words of the hymn 
by E. R. Latta, “render not to any other, what alone the Lord’s 
should be.” Decisions about such priorities are best made ahead of 
time rather than “on the fly.” If we wait until the moment of temp-
tation to decide whether we will honor God, then our temptations 
may prove to be our undoing. When Jesus was tempted to wor-
ship the devil, His response was swift: “Away with you, Satan! For 
it is written, ‘You shall worship the lOrD your God, and Him only 
you shall serve’” (Matthew 4:10). It seems obvious that Jesus had 
not waited until this moment to decide whom He would wor ship. 
Like Him, we need to chisel this conviction in stone: “the lOrD 
Himself is God . . . there is no other.”

God is truly worshiped when someone actually gives full attention
to God with feelings of awe, love, devotion, respect, and wonder.
Such a moment is genuine worship. It is idolatrous to think and

feel this way about anything other than God.

g u i g O  i
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BeloveD

But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He 
loved us, even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together 

with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up together, and 
made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus. Ephesians 2:4-6

gOD is “rich in Mercy,” as paul wrOte. To Christians in and 
around Ephesus, he spoke of the “great love” with which God 

had loved those who were “dead in trespasses” but now had been 
made “alive together with Christ.” And to the Romans he wrote: 
“To all who are in Rome, beloved of God, called to be saints: Grace 
to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Romans 1:7). In a very special sense, then, we may say that to be 
in Christ is to be among the “beloved” of God.

Two of the most basic challenges of the Christian life are to 
hear — really hear — the message of God’s love and then to act 
consistently with that great truth. To know ourselves as God’s 
“beloved” and to act like the people we are: these are the keys to 
consistency in our spiritual lives. If we verbalize the fact of God’s 
love but don’t really believe it, or if we fail to follow through and 
respond as we should to God’s love, then our devotion to God will 
falter. The only thing that can keep us going is gratitude for grace.

It should be the most obvious thing in the world that God is 
to be thanked for the gifts His love has made possible. As James 
wrote, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and 
comes down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no 
variation or shadow of turning” (James 1:17). But we should con-
stantly guard against the temptation to seek God simply for His 
gifts and blessings. No gift God could give us is any greater than 
His love, and it should be His love that is our primary interest. 
Indeed, all our Father’s other gifts would mean little if His love 
were not in them. And the same thing is true in regard to our love 
for Him. If we love God, there will be things we are required to 
do in order to worship Him and serve Him. Obedience to God’s 
will is not optional. But even more than the deeds that He re-
quires, God is interested in the love that motivates those deeds (1 
Corinthians 13:1-3). What He desires is for us to be His beloved — 
and to love Him for His love’s sake.

A wise lover values not so much the gift
of the lover as the love of the giver.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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to the kInG Be honor

Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, to God who alone
is wise, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen. 1 Timothy 1:17

every prOper respOnse tO gOD is a respOnse tO his great-
ness. Every right relationship to Him is based on respect for 

His majesty. So if we seek God, what we are really seeking is to 
know enough of His greatness to respond to it with honor. By our 
sin, we have dishonored God terribly. What we should be seeking 
now is to regain the ability to honor Him properly.

God is the source of all light. Our response to Him should be 
to open our minds to His truth. It was falsehood and delusion that 
moved us to break our relationship with God, and if our problem 
is to be solved, we must have the courage to return to reality. We 
honor God when we make an honest commitment to truth and 
when, based on that commitment, we seek to know Him truly.

But God is also the source of all life. Paul spoke of God as the 
God who “gives life to the dead and calls those things which do 
not exist as though they did” (Romans 4:17). The resurrection of 
His Son serves to “release those who through fear of death were 
all their lifetime subject to bondage” (Hebrews 2:15). We honor 
God when we love Him for the life that He has made possible.

And finally, God is the source of all strength. He enables us 
to do His will and restores to us the privilege of participating 
in His work. As Paul wrote to the church in Philippi, “It is God 
who works in you both to will and to do for His good pleasure” 
(Philippians 2:13). In the very highest sense, our labor can be a 
“labor of love” (1 Thessalonians 1:3). And we honor God when we 
serve Him faithfully in the strength that He provides.

A simple way to sum up our proper response to God is to say 
that we must adopt both reverence and gratitude. If we fail to fear 
God or to show our thanks, we dishonor Him. God’s greatness as 
our King calls for us, as His subjects, to find our gladness in His 
glory. “Lift up your heads, O you gates! And be lifted up, you ev-
erlasting doors! And the King of glory shall come in” (Psalm 24:7).

O Thou, who are the Light of the minds that know Thee, and the
Life of the souls that love Thee, and the Strength of the thoughts that

seek Thee; help us so to know Thee that we may truly love Thee;
so to love Thee that we may truly serve Thee, whose service

is perfect freedom; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

g e l a s i a n  s a c r a M e n t a r y
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knowInG GoD 

And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true
God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent. John 17:3

it wOulD be DiFFicult tO cOunt the nuMber OF things that 
have been saiD abOut “eternal liFe” anD the nuMber OF ways 

that peOple have DeFineD that cOncept. Yet as He prayed on 
the night of His betrayal, Jesus penetrated to the very heart of the 
matter when He said, “And this is eternal life, that they may know 
You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.” 
When we have discovered what it means to “know” God, we will 
have learned what eternal life is.

Knowing God surely means more than acquiring information 
about Him. Granted, there is no knowing God without the cogni-
tive information He has revealed about Himself in the Scriptures, 
but to know Him means more than the memorization of these 
facts. God is a personal being, and to know Him is to have a 
relationship with Him that is personal as well as rational. To enjoy 
eternal life means we have accepted the terms of God’s forgive-
ness and come into a relationship with Him that is described in the 
Scriptures as “fellowship” (1 John 1:1-4). Within that relationship, 
we learn more about God’s nature, His purposes, and His will. We 
begin to take great delight in thinking of Him, pleasing Him, and 
serving Him. We come, in short, to love Him.

It should go without saying that knowing God needs to be 
more of a priority with us. We need to see knowing God as the rea-
son for such things as prayer and the study of the Scriptures. Even 
the outward deeds by which we render service to God and to our 
fellow human beings should be seen as bodily activities through 
which we come to know God more deeply.

We cannot, of course, know God as fully in this life as will 
be possible later on, but we can enter into a relationship with 
Him that is a rich down payment on what is coming (Matthew 
5:8; Ephesians 1:13,14; 1 John 3:1-3). It has been quite a long time 
since God said to the people of Judah, “Let him who glories glory 
in this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the lOrD” 
(Jeremiah 9:24). But although our own lives are more complicated, 
it is still the knowledge of God that turns mere living into real life.

Nothing matters more than knowing God.

l a r r y  c r a b b
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Broken CIsterns

For My people have committed two evils:
They have forsaken Me, the fountain of living waters,

And hewn themselves cisterns; broken cisterns
that can hold no water. Jeremiah 2:13

everything we were ever createD tO neeD can be FOunD in 
the gOD whO MaDe us. But we don’t always allow Him to 

satisfy us. Even though the fulfillment that is available in God is 
perfect in every way, we still make the mistake from time to time 
of looking for our satisfaction in other places. And when we do so, 
we do the same thing the people of Judah did in Jeremiah’s day: 
we forsake “the fountain of living waters” and drink from “broken 
cisterns that can hold no water.” When we could be slaking our 
thirst with the fresh waters of a sparkling spring, we content our-
selves with the stagnant contents of a holding tank. This does not 
make good sense. Why would we do such a foolish thing?

Generally, we do foolish things when we have been deceived 
as to the facts of our situation. And when it comes to the created 
needs that are deep within us, we have a spiritual adversary who 
is a master at making his cheap counterfeits look better than the 
fulfillments that God offers. The devil’s deceptions are not clever 
enough to withstand very close scrutiny and it’s only a matter of 
time until we discover the truth — but in the short term, he can 
make black look white and white, black. He can actually lead us 
to believe that a broken cistern is better than the fountain of living 
water. And unfortunately, he has had a certain amount of success 
in getting us to live on the basis of that lie.

Life is full of discoveries, however, and many of them are sad 
ones. “A thousand voices clamor for our attention, and a thou-
sand causes vie for our support. But until we have learned to be 
satisfied with fellowship with God, until he is our rock and our 
fortress, we will be restless with our place in the world” (Erwin W. 
Lutzer). In the long run, if not in the short, we find that nothing 
we’ve ever substituted for God has quenched our thirst. Eternity is 
in our hearts, and nothing but God can satisfy our souls.

Father I know now, if I never knew it before, that only
in Thee can my restless human heart find any peace. For I began
life without knowledge, but full of needs. And the turmoil of my
mind, the dissatisfaction of my life all stem from trying to meet

those needs with the wrong things and in the wrong places.

p e t e r  M a r s h a l l
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toDay

Beware, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief
in departing from the living God; but exhort one another daily, while it is

called “Today,” lest any of you be hardened through
the deceitfulness of sin. Hebrews 3:12,13

as lOng as liFe lasts, it is never tOO late tO start lOving 
gOD. Nevertheless, it is of the utmost importance that we 

start loving Him as soon as possible. We must not wait any longer 
than today to begin doing this thing we were created to do. When 
we finally realize what it is like to love God — and more impor-
tant, to be loved by Him — we will wish we’d learned this enjoy-
ment earlier. We will begrudge the time we lost in other pursuits. 
However early in life we embark on our journey toward God, we 
will wish we had begun this adventure much sooner.

And what will it be that we regret? It will not only be that 
we’ve lost some of the joy that could have been ours in this life. 
More than that, it will be that the days that are now lost forever 
could have been given to God. It will seem to us that what is left 
of our lives is too little a gift for Him. We will regret that what we 
have to give is not more complete, more perfect.

The truth is, every day we live in this world is a difficult day. 
We are surrounded by influences that push us into selfishness 
and pull us away from God. In its present condition, our world 
is enemy-occupied territory. It is so much under the dominion of 
the evil one that he is described by Jesus Himself as “the ruler of 
this world” (John 12:31). So we live on somewhat of a battlefield, 
and since we do, it is all the more necessary for us to be careful. 
The temptations are great, and the opportunities for devotion to 
God are not unlimited. The apostle Paul wrote, “See then that you 
walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise, redeeming the time, 
because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15,16). Like a commodity 
in short supply, our days need to be “redeemed.” Without wasting 
any more time than we already have, we need to “buy up” every 
day that is left on the shelf. The entire length of a long human 
lifetime is too little to give to One who has loved us as our God 
has. But if the days left are all we have to give, it is another token 
of His grace that He will accept this as our all.

Too late I loved thee, O thou Beauty of ancient days,
yet ever new! Too late I loved thee!

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O
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PersIstent love

The lOrD has appeared of old to me, saying: “Yes, I have loved you
with an everlasting love; therefore with lovingkindness

I have drawn you.” Jeremiah 31:3

because he lOves us with a persistent lOve, gOD will nOt 
give up On us withOut having pursueD us tO the very 

enD. If we think He invites us to accept His rule but is indifferent 
as to whether we do that or not, we have read little of what the 
Scriptures say of His love. We never refuse our God without break-
ing His heart, and in the end, that is what sin always comes down 
to: a refusal to accept God’s love. When we say no to Him, we are 
stubbornly saying no to the better things His love is longing to give 
us. We are running away from our greatest good!

Mark it well, however: although it is a long time, it is not for-
ever that God will pursue us with His love. The patience of God 
is greater than any mortal patience, but eventually it will come 
to an end. Having been given the freedom of our will, we may 
continue to refuse Him for a while. Yet if we do so long enough, 
the time will come when the pursuit is over and the only thing 
left is awesome judgment. Weeping over Jerusalem, Jesus said, “O 
Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones 
those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your 
children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but 
you were not willing! See! Your house is left to you desolate; for 
I say to you, you shall see Me no more till you say, ‘Blessed is He 
who comes in the name of the lOrD!’” (Matthew 23:37-39).

If we still live, however, then God still pursues us because we 
mean so much to Him. The “Hound of Heaven” will not easily be 
thrown off our trail. And those who have finally relented and let 
themselves be overtaken by His love find that their joy is tinged 
by only one real regret: that they did not let themselves be loved 
sooner. Francis Thompson, in his remarkable poem, has well 
guessed what our Lord will say at last to those who have found 
Him: “Ah, fondest, blindest, weakest, / I am He whom thou seek-
est! / Thou dravest love from thee, who dravest me.”

I fled Him, down the night and down the days;
I fled Him, down the arches of the years;
I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways

of my own mind; and in the mist of tears
I hid from Him, and under running laughter.

F r a n c i s  t h O M p s O n
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worthy art thou

You are worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honor and power;
for You created all things, and by Your will they exist

and were created. Revelation 4:11

Our great gOD is wOrthy tO receive glOry anD hOnOr anD 
pOwer. It is inherent in the nature of the creature-Creator 

relationship that the Creator is to be worshiped. But it so happens 
that the God who created us and whom we have the privilege of 
worshiping is worthy of our reverence. And not only our rever-
ence, He is worthy of our love. When all has been said and done, 
God’s worthiness must be our ultimate reason for relating to Him 
properly. Apart from any consideration of personal gain or loss, 
God is worthy to be worshiped and loved just because of the love 
He has had for us as our God. We must aspire to love Him as He 
has loved us, whatever that may require.

Is it not time for us to rise above the relatively small concerns 
we usually attach to our worship of God? Vast realms of awe and 
adoration await us in God if we will but seek Him for His own 
sake. Each of us is important because each of us has been created 
by God. But each of us is also a part of the much larger web of 
reality that God has brought into being. We will reach the pinnacle 
of our own glory as creatures when we shed our self-importance 
and independence and begin humbly relating ourselves to the 
Creator and to His creation which surrounds us.

What life is about is not getting God and His world to do 
what we want and to give us what we wish. It is about properly 
giving ourselves to God and His world so that our relationship to 
Him and to it is based on truth, whether we are remunerated for 
that giving or not. If we count on God to do what is right whether 
or not it pays Him to do so, then He must be able to count on us 
to have a similar regard for what is right. Now is the time for us 
to erase the fine print from our contract with God and enter into 
a loving relationship that is hale and hearty. It is not His gifts that 
we seek. It is simply to give ourselves back to the Giver.

My God, I love you; not because I hope for heaven thereby,
Nor yet because who love you not are lost eternally.

Not with the hope of gaining anything, nor seeking a reward;
But as you have loved me, O ever-loving Lord!

Even so I love you, and will love, and in your praise will sing,
Solely because you are my God, and my eternal King.

a n O n y M O u s  1 7 t h  c e n t u r y  p r a y e r
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thIs we seek: to Be maDe PleasInG to GoD

The poor shall eat and be satisfied;
Those who seek Him will praise the lOrD.

Let your heart live forever!
Psalm 22:26

it is pOssible FOr Our hungry sOuls tO be satisFieD by gOD. 
When we seek Him and find Him, a profound satisfaction is 

available to us, but it is not what many people expect whose first 
thought is for what they themselves wish to receive. It is a satis-
faction that comes from what David called “praise.” Our hearts 
were made to enjoy God by giving joy to Him, and this we do by 
expressing our adoration for what He has done — and can do.

We are to seek God diligently, and having sought and found 
Him we are to serve Him obediently and faithfully. But the em-
phasis must be kept on God. Even those scriptural exhortations 
that urge us to be careful about our obedience do so within the 
context of God’s work rather than our own: “work out your own 
salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who works in you 
both to will and to do for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12,13).

Ultimately, we seek God because we long to be persons who 
please Him. Having been made by Him in His image, we find 
that this longing has been planted deep within us. But we are 
creatures broken by our own sin; we cannot make ourselves into 
what we long to be. So the thing we desire is to be remade — by 
God Himself — into persons who please Him. We understand 
that the highest holiness to which we may aspire is the yielding 
of ourselves to Him so that He can do His good pleasure through 
us. Only we can make this choice (and our actions will be a fair 
indication of whether we have done so), but our focal point, first 
and last, must be simply God Himself. The Hebrew writer prayed 
for his Christian readers: “Now may the God of peace . . . make 
you complete in every good work to do His will, working in you 
what is well pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom 
be glory forever and ever. Amen” (Hebrews 13:20,21). For per-
sonal beings, the highest and sweetest joy of all is to give joy to the 
Person from whom our lives have come. This is what we seek.

Sweet are the waters of thy shoreless sea,
Make sweet our waters that make haste to thee;

Pour in thy sweetness, that ourselves may be
Sweetness to thee.

c h r i s t i n a  g e O r g i n a  r O s s e t t i



a Prayer for DaIly meDItatIon

Grant, O heavenly Father, that the spiritual 
refreshment I have this day enjoyed may not be 
left behind and forgotten as tomorrow I return 

to the cycle of common tasks.

Here is a fountain of inward strength.

Here is a purifying wind that must blow 
through all my business and all my pleasures.

Here is light to enlighten all my road.

Therefore, O God, do Thou enable me so to 
discipline my will that in hours of stress I may 

honestly seek after those things for which I have 
prayed in hours of peace.

— John Baillie
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