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PrefaCe

this bOOk is lOng OverDue, anD i apOlOgize FOr that. When 
Diligently Seeking God appeared, I thought it might take me 

two years or so to write the next book. But little did I know how 
Diligently Seeking God would change my life. Able to write only 
intermittently, it has taken me six years to put Reaching Forward in 
your hands, but here it is, finally. Thanks for not giving up on me.

There is a close connection between Diligently Seeking God and 
Reaching Forward. In the first book, we talked about deeply desir-
ing a right relationship with God. In this book, we will talk about 
having a right attitude toward the future. Ideally, each of these 
leads to the other. If we’re seeking God, we’ll surely be interested 
in the future — and if we’re interested in the future, we ought to 
seek God, because He is the only future worth reaching for.

As I said in the Preface to Diligently Seeking God, these kinds of 
things do not by themselves mean that we are in a right relationship 
with God and that we would go to heaven if we died right now. 
The gospel must be not only believed but obeyed before our sins 
are forgiven, and it takes more than merely “seeking” and “reach-
ing” to do that. As I write, however, I never know who my readers 
are going to be, and that presents a problem. I want to give hope, 
but I never want to give false hope, especially to those who may 
think they’ve obeyed the gospel when in reality they haven’t. So 
not knowing your circumstances, I believe I need to say: “Examine 
yourselves as to whether you are in the faith” (2 Corinthians 13:5).

I also need to clarify what I mean by the “future.” When I talk 
about reaching forward, it is heaven that I’m talking about. When 
we strive for earthly goals, those must always be tentative. In this 
book, however, we are talking about the only definite, untentative 
goal we can have. All others must be held loosely, but heaven is 
the one goal we may hold with a passionate grip that never lets go.



But where do we go from here? Well, I plan to take a year off from 
writing and then begin a new book called Obeying the Gospel. This 
will be the greatest writing challenge I have ever set for myself, 
and I am quite eager to begin it. Already, I am reading and praying 
about this work, and I would appreciate your prayers too.

What I want to do in Obeying the Gospel is write 366 daily medi-
tations on the steps that one takes to become a Christian. Some 
might think there is nothing left to say on this subject that has not 
been worn out. But there is, in fact, a good deal more to say. On 
the subject of baptism, for example, a person could spend a life-
time digging deeper into what the Scriptures teach on that topic.

So Obeying the Gospel will try to mine some of the treasures in 
God’s word concerning our initial obedience to Christ. And in case 
you’re wondering, it won’t be just for those who have not obeyed 
the gospel. It will also be for those who have done so. I need to 
think more deeply about what I did when I became a Christian, 
and I hope that you’ll enjoy thinking about those things with me.

But for now, I hope you’ll think with me in this book about Reach-
ing Forward — longing for the life that we can have in God when 
our work in this world is finished. These days, eternity is my pas-
sion, so much so that I have been accused of having a death wish. 
Maybe I do, but if I do, so did Paul. He was willing, as I am, to 
stay and work, but he left no doubt as to his longing when he said 
that to depart and be with Christ is “far better” (Philippians 1:23).

Within our generation, the other-worldly orientation of historic 
Christianity has shifted to a this-worldly emphasis, even in very 
conservative churches. Religion is no longer about heaven but about 
happiness in the here and now. Yet Christianity was never meant to 
remove the groaning from this life; it was meant to put it there! “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).

Will you think about that with me?

If you will, let’s get started.

GPH



Reaching Forward

O Thou Beloved:
Love Eternal, my whole good,

happiness which has no bounds,
I desire to appropriate you

with the most vehement desire
and the most worthy reverence.

I desire to reserve nothing unto myself.

O Everlasting Light,
surpassing all created luminaries,

flash forth thy lightning from above,
piercing all the most inward parts of my heart.

Make clean, make glad,
make bright, and make alive my spirit,

with all the powers thereof,
that I may cleave to you in ecstasies of joy.

— Thomas à Kempis



January 1

alPha and omega

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End.
I will give of the fountain of the water of life freely to him who thirsts.

He who overcomes shall inherit all things, and I will be his God
and he shall be My son. Revelation 21:6,7

gOD existeD beFOre all things, anD he will exist aFter all 
things have reacheD their Destiny. He is the Alpha and 

the Omega, the Beginning and the End. And since it is God who 
sent us out on our journey, it is God to whom we long to return. 
This longing is a part of our created nature. We may not choose to 
reach toward Him as we ought, but inwardly we have a persistent 
yearning to do so. We can no more change the fact that He is our 
Source than we can change the fact of our physical parentage. And 
what He is always asking us to do in this world is dispense with 
our denial and deal honestly with our heart’s desire for Him.

First of all, God is the reason why we reach forward. We long 
for Him because He made us and put within our hearts a need for 
Him; we reach forward because He gave us a nature that tends in 
that direction. But second, God is also our motive for reaching for-
ward. The mighty force that moves us is nothing less than this: it 
is for His sake that we want to be better than we are. Deep within 
our hearts, we want to love God as He has loved us. The third and 
most important point, however, is that God is the goal for which 
we reach. He alone is the answer to our questions, the fulfillment 
of our needs. And the sooner we’re able to view God Himself as 
our goal, the better we’ll be able to move forward with our lives.

To live in the world as it now is, is to be “away” from God. 
This is still His world, of course, and He is still very much present 
within it. But our sins have come between us and God. Like Adam 
and Eve, whose rebellion meant that they had to leave the Garden, 
all of us since then have had to live “east of Eden.” What we are is 
not what we were meant to be. Yet while this truth is sobering, it 
need not be our final truth. A way has been made possible for us 
to overcome what we are. Tomorrow can be better than today, and 
there is a heaven beyond the best of all our tomorrows. But let us 
not be deceived or distracted: it is God who is both our Alpha and 
our Omega. Heaven is worth reaching for only because He is there!

From thee, great God, we spring, to thee we tend,
Path, motive, guide, original, and end.

s a M u e l  J O h n s O n
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What the highest hoPe Will do

And everyone who has this hope in Him
purifies himself, just as He is pure. 1 John 3:3

it is Our hOpes that prODuce prOgress in Our lives. Both in our 
outward conduct and our inward character, we are moved to do 

better than we’ve done in the past by the hope that better things 
are waiting for us up ahead. From time to time, other incentives 
and motivations may have an influence upon us, yet none of these 
move us forward with anything like the strength of hope.

But there are many different kinds of hope, and some of these 
provide more power than others. Many of our hopes are motivated 
by a feeling that may be called self-interest. Self-interest is not 
always a bad thing. Indeed, it can be very noble, as when we desire 
to inherit eternal life. But as powerful as some of our self-centered 
hopes may be, our real progress depends on something else. When 
what we hope for is that God will be honored (even when that 
honor seems to conflict with our own interests), that is when the 
door is opened to the kind of progress we most need to make in life.

When Paul was a prisoner in Rome, he naturally hoped that 
his life would be spared. But that was neither his highest hope 
nor his main concern: “For I know that this will turn out for my 
deliverance through your prayer and the supply of the Spirit of 
Jesus Christ, according to my earnest expectation and hope that 
in nothing I shall be ashamed, but with all boldness, as always, so 
now also Christ will be magnified in my body, whether by life or 
by death” (Philippians 1:19,20). What Paul hoped was that Christ 
would be “magnified” — whether by his life or by his death!

John wrote, “And everyone who has this hope in Him puri-
fies himself, just as He is pure.” Self-centered hopes are simply not 
powerful enough to purify us. In the long run, they will not keep 
us moving in God’s direction and transform us into the glorious 
beings that we desire to become. If our progress is to reach its 
eternal perfection, our hopes must be centered on God’s glory, not 
on our own preferences. Nothing else will do for us what has to be 
done. The hope that we may be a part of God’s honor is the high-
est hope available to us. And if we wish to go anyplace other than 
where we’ve already been, we must lift our sights to this horizon.

All meaningful change starts with right aspiration.

k e i t h  y a M a s h i t a
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elevating our aim, enlarging our desires

But now they desire a better, that is, a heavenly country.
Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God,

for He has prepared a city for them. Hebrews 11:16

spiritually speaking, One OF Our MOst DangerOus tenDen-
cies is tO settle FOr tOO little. When we’ve been disap-

pointed by what life has shown us, we’re tempted to lower our 
expectations. Yet a greater wisdom would often point us in the 
opposite direction. Our problem is not that we’ve desired too 
much, but that we’ve settled for too little. At least where God is 
concerned (and, in a certain sense, even where this world is con-
cerned), we need to elevate our aim and enlarge our desires.

The problem of sin, in fact, comes down to the problem of 
abandoning the great desires that are our birthright from God. 
With regard to these desires, we have a spiritual adversary who 
whispers that he knows of “better” ways they can be satisfied, and 
we foolishly barter with him. But eventually we find that we’ve 
been cheated. What were promised to be superior satisfactions 
turn out to be pitifully inadequate pleasures. And in our flat, un-
fulfilled misery, we begin to complain about our desires, as if there 
was something unfair about our having been given them.

There are two tragedies here. One is that we allow ourselves 
to be defrauded of the life-giving joy that our Creator has in store 
for us. But the second is even more sorrowful: we give up longing 
for the joy of God and settle for a life of dreary disillusionment. 
Having robbed us of our heart’s desire, our enemy “consoles” us 
with the lie that our hopes were too high to start with. “Nobody 
ever gets to have what he wants,” he says. “You may as well get 
used to it.” And somewhere in the nether regions there is a chorus 
of harsh, croaking laughter over the claiming of another victim.

Yet if the Scriptures teach anything, they teach that God is 
the God of joy (Nehemiah 8:10). What once could have been ours 
is not fully available in this world, broken as it is by our folly. But 
rather than sell out, we should seek the higher things with renewed 
love. And that is just what we’ll do if, like our spiritual ancestors, 
we long in our hearts for “a better, that is, a heavenly country.”

I pray for your desires that they may be great,
rather than for your satisfactions, which may be so hazardously little.

You are going forward toward something great.

c a r l  s a n D b u r g
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the next steP is alWays our most imPortant

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. 1 Corinthians 15:9,10

like paul, we neeD tO FOcus priMarily On Our iMprOveMent 
rather than On Our DisappOintMents. What has happened 

in the past is important, of course, but it is not nearly as important 
as what happens next. We may have taken many wrong steps, but 
none of these matter as much as the next step that we take.

When we’ve dug ourselves into a hole, it does not make good 
sense to keep digging the hole deeper. Yet that is what we often 
do. Disappointed and discouraged, we let ourselves be held cap-
tive by the thought that we can’t change the past, and we continue 
to make the same mistakes (and maybe even worse ones). But it 
should help us to remember that the next step is our most important. 
Depending on what we do next, we will either help our situa-
tion or make it worse; we will either cut our losses or continue 
to increase them. And not only that, we’ll make it either easier 
or harder to take the right steps later on. We’re building today a 
momentum that’ll either help us or hinder us tomorrow.

Despair is a vicious enemy, and we need to take the initiative 
against it. We can’t afford to sit back and simply wish we hadn’t 
marred our past as we have. If our future is to be anything we can 
feel good about, we must get up and get busy. There is important 
work yet to be done, and the courage to take the next step is the 
key to progress. There comes a time when we have to have enough 
“true grit” to take the battle to the enemy, indignant about what 
he’s already done in our lives and determined that the damage is 
going to stop. Here and now, we’re making a clean break!

If we intend to seek God, it’s necessary that we not only think 
but also act in His direction. Serving God faithfully means going 
ahead and doing the good that’s possible in the present moment. 
The saved will be those who have pressed ahead — in faith, in hope, 
and in love. And doesn’t victory finally come down to this simple 
thing: being dogged enough not to let ourselves be defeated by 
what we’ve done in the past? Even if, like the apostles, we’ve slept 
while we should have been on duty, our Lord would say to us 
what He said to them: “Rise, let us be going” (Mark 14:42).

Never let the sense of past failure defeat your next step.

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

. . . but one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind
and reaching forward to those things which are ahead, I press toward the goal 

for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Philippians 3:13,14

Making a MOre cOurageOus cOnnectiOn between tODay 
anD tOMOrrOw is neither iMpOssible nOr iMpractical. 

Rather than stumble aimlessly toward the future in defeat, we can 
concentrate our minds on what God has made possible for us in 
His Son. And with our minds firmly fixed on God, we can reach 
forward with purpose and passion. Hope and courage and self-
discipline can be the qualities that define us in the here and now.

Forgetting those things which are behind. There is a sense in 
which we need to “forget” the past. This does not mean that our 
memories are erased; it simply means that we release what has 
already happened. Many good things we may remember with 
gladness and many bad things we may remember with wisdom, 
but these memories must not confine us or keep us from our work.

Reaching forward to those things which are ahead. The things 
which are “ahead,” of course, are spiritual things, things that have 
to do with God and with eternity. If these are to be ours, we must 
“reach forward.” Exerting ourselves with regard to eternity must 
be our decision and our commitment. We will not move forward 
(at least in any significant sense) if we do not reach forward.

The apostle Paul was not a dabbler. God was more than 
merely one of his “interests.” This “one thing I do,” he wrote. “I 
press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 
Jesus.” Here is the single-minded determination that separates 
the real seeker from the casual browser. Here is the consuming 
hunger and thirst that will find God or die. And here also is the 
courageous choice to look primarily toward the future rather than 
the past. What’s in store for those who are willing to love God 
faithfully is beyond our ability to imagine just now. But since the 
beginning, everything that God has made known of Himself has 
made one thing increasingly clear: He is worth reaching for. In truth, 
He is the very best thing about tomorrow.

Make Him the Source, the Center, and the One who encompasses every
delight of your soul. Refuse to be satisfied any longer with your meager

accomplishments. Aspire to a higher, a nobler, and a fuller life.
Upward to heaven! Nearer to God!

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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different . . . and Better

Beloved, now we are children of God; and it has not yet
been revealed what we shall be, but we know that when He is revealed,

we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is. 1 John 3:2

tO be in christ is tO be MOving tOwarD an experience that 
Must surely qualiFy as the ultiMate eye-Opener. If we 

depart from this life in fellowship with Him, we will not have 
found ourselves on the other side for one instant before we realize 
two breathtaking things: (1) It is very different than we thought it 
would be, and (2) it is much better than we thought it would be.

In our present condition, we are not able to understand much 
more than the edges of God’s reality. The limitations of our crea-
turely minds, compounded by the problems resulting from our 
sin, mean that our vessels are too small to hold more than a little 
understanding of God and His heavenly abode. God has revealed 
Himself to us wonderfully, of course, and what He has revealed 
is objectively true. Our limitation is not in the truth or accuracy of 
what we can know, but rather in the extent of that knowledge. And 
concerning heaven, God has said only that it will be like some of 
the more valuable things that we’re acquainted with in this world.

As we reach forward to eternity, we should hold in our minds 
the most vivid concepts of God and heaven that the Scriptures will 
allow us to entertain. But as we hold these concepts in our minds, 
we need to hold them gently, or even tentatively. The truth is, 
great surprises are in store for God’s faithful people, and even the 
most perceptive and wise should expect to have their imaginings 
corrected and improved by a greater reality when that time comes.

The God who created us for His glory is a God of such great 
goodness that no earthly visualization can take it in. But eventu-
ally, if we’ve yielded to His process of redemption, our eyes will 
be opened to the full extent of the majesty that we’ve wondered 
about for so long: “. . . it has not yet been revealed what we shall 
be, but we know that when He is revealed, we shall be like Him, 
for we shall see Him as He is.” So while we are eager in our antici-
pation of heaven, let us also be humble, reverent, and open. Much 
about God remains to be seen. Little more than this do we really 
know: heaven will be better than even our best guesses right now.

Earth breaks up, time drops away,
In flows heaven, with its new day.

r O b e r t  b r O w n i n g
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is it god We desire,
or a PartiCular Path to him?

Uphold my steps in Your paths,
That my footsteps may not slip.

Psalm 17:5

iF we seek gOD sincerely, we’ll be willing tO get tO heaven 
by any path that he DeeMs best FOr us. But this willingness is 

not always easy. When the way home begins to look uncomfort-
ably different from the path that we’ve pictured in our minds, the 
result may be resentment, if not outright rebellion. At times like 
these, we must learn to love God for His own sake and not insist 
on any particular set of conditions as we journey toward Him.

The Psalmist prayed, “Direct my steps by Your word, and 
let no iniquity have dominion over me” (Psalm 119:133). Such a 
prayer must be our own. And in our higher moments, we know 
that this is indeed what we desire: we want God to uphold our 
steps in His paths. We want His wisdom to supersede our own 
plans and preferences so that the greatest possible good is accom-
plished, not only for ourselves but for the world in which we live.

Certainly we must avoid any sort of demanding attitude 
toward God. If we have envisioned ourselves living and serving 
God within a particular set of circumstances, that may be well and 
good. But if life unfolds according to a different pattern, we must 
still maintain our reverence. Before we start acting as if our rights 
have been infringed, we need to do a reality check.

Long-term service to God requires flexibility, and most of us 
need to be more flexible in defining what our possibilities are. The 
good that God put us here to accomplish can be accomplished in 
more ways than we might think. We need to accept that there are 
numerous scenarios through which God could be glorified in our 
lives, and we must not be so wedded to one or two of these that 
we can’t see the value in others. Is it not obvious from the world of 
nature that God delights in variety? Let us not be so shortsighted 
or attached to “the way we always thought it would be” that we 
can’t accept something else for the sake of His glory.

My goal is God himself, not joy nor peace,
Nor even blessing, but himself, my God;

‘Tis his to lead me there, not mine, but his —
At any cost, dear Lord, by any road!

F.  b r O O k
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tenaCious Joy

I will see you again and your heart will rejoice,
and your joy no one will take from you. John 16:22

Jesus spOke OF a JOy sO strOng that the wOrlD wOulD nOt be 
able tO tear it FrOM his Disciples’ hearts. Not even the worst 

onslaughts of persecution could breach this bright fortress within 
the souls of the faithful. To know this Friend — indeed, even to 
seek Him — is to know a joy that makes even the weak strong.

And yet the joy that is available to us is not something we can 
take for granted. Although it is strong, it is not impossible to lose. 
Abraham Lincoln’s famous saying that “Most folks are about as 
happy as they make up their minds to be” is true from a spiritual, 
as well as a worldly, standpoint. Discouragement is not just some-
thing that happens to us — we allow it to happen to us.

Whatever things may discourage us and deprive us of joy, we 
need not wonder where these things come from. We have a spiri-
tual adversary, Satan, who seeks our downfall, and to that end he 
labors with malice and energy. His purpose is to undermine our 
faith with doubt, replace our courage with confusion, and drag us 
downward into despair. He is up to no good, to say the least.

But we are taught to take a stubborn stand against the at-
tacks of our enemy: “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary 
the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may 
devour. Resist him, steadfast in the faith, knowing that the same 
sufferings are experienced by your brotherhood in the world” 
(1 Peter 5:8,9). We may be vulnerable, but we’re not helpless. We’re 
free to choose the joy of truth over the sadness of deception.

The joy of seeking God is of such value that we ought to 
guard it with our lives. This is something we should simply refuse 
to give up. Real joy is worth more than anything we might ex-
change it for, it is a vital part of our defense against evil, and we 
ought to hold it in our hearts with a tenacious grip. From day to 
day, there is nothing the devil would dislike any more than to see 
us drink deep drafts of pure, joyous laughter. Those who are not 
only joyful but determined in their joy are almost impossible for 
him to defeat. Try as he may, there is little he can do with those 
who’ve made up their minds to rejoice.

Refuse to be downcast. Refuse to be checked
in your upward climb. Love and laugh.

a .  J .  r u s s e l l



January 9
time Wasted?

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

sOMetiMes we resist changes that wOulD be beneFicial. 
Because changes often require an admission of past failure, 

they make us uncomfortable. Called upon, for example, to change 
a major conviction or principle, an older person may back away: 
“To change, I’d have to admit that all these years I’ve been wrong, 
and that would mean that most of my life has been wasted!”

Sometimes, we’re embarrassed that it took us so long to see 
what we should do. “If this was the right course of action, I would 
have seen it sooner” sounds like a reasonable objection, but it may 
be nothing more than the product of our stubborn pride.

At other times, we’re embarrassed that it took us so long to 
do what we should. Often, there is no way to improve our conduct 
without drawing attention to the fact that our conduct needed to 
be improved. But again, we would do well to beware of pride. If 
we let pride keep us from moving forward, then we’re being held 
back by one of the most unhealthy influences in the world.

In most cases, however, our problem is simply that we find it 
hard to break away from the pull of the past. If there is some bad 
decision that we’ve been making for a long time, that decision is 
now easy to make, despite its harmful consequences. Making any 
other choice would require so much commitment and energy that 
it seems more pleasant just to stay where we are. The drowsy per-
son finds it difficult to do anything but drift off to sleep.

Yet whatever our reasons for resisting change, we should rise 
above them. The Thessalonians would have had as many reasons 
as anyone for remaining consistent with their past. They, however, 
were willing to change for the better, and Paul praised them for 
their courage: “When you received the word of God which you 
heard from us, you welcomed it.” When we, like these people, wel-
come into our lives the truth and its consequences, we may be sure 
that the years that have led us to that point have not been wasted. 
If God has been patient with us (and He surely has), let’s make up 
our minds that His patience will not have been in vain.

To live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often.

J O h n  h e n r y  n e w M a n
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making a Commitment to Closeness

“. . . then I will cause him to draw near, and he shall 
approach Me; for who is this who pledged his heart 

to approach Me?” says the lOrD. Jeremiah 30:21

it is strange that religiOn is sO OFten seen as sOMething 
FOr the weak anD the tiMiD. Nothing could be further from 

the truth. The business of rightly relating ourselves to God’s 
glory is not for the fainthearted, and the enjoyment of fellowship 
with Him is not something that results from a whim or a mood. 
Closeness to God comes from commitment — and we will not draw 
near to God unless that nearness is a strong and serious goal.

Many of us would say that we love God. If we actually do, 
that’s a good thing. But the truth about whether or not we love 
Him is revealed by the depth of our determination to draw close to 
Him. So, how easily are we distracted from thinking about Him? 
How much time do we spend actually working on our relationship 
with Him? What price would we pay to keep from losing Him?

Not all who start out to seek God will enjoy Him in eternity. 
Alluding to Israel’s failure of faith in the wilderness, the Hebrew 
writer said, “There remains therefore a rest for the people of God 
. . . Let us therefore be diligent to enter that rest, lest anyone fall 
according to the same example of disobedience” (Hebrews 4:9,11).

Are we willing, then, to make closeness to God the single 
requirement of our daily work? Are we willing to stake every-
thing on this one possibility: that the God who made us can be 
approached in love? Are we willing to dedicate every day of our 
mortal pilgrimage to the learning of this love? If we are, then great 
goodness awaits us. Drawing near to God would be impossible if 
God had not opened the door in Jesus Christ, but even so, it takes 
a courageous commitment to draw near. “Who is this,” God once 
asked, “who pledged his heart to approach Me?” Unrivaled in the 
glory of His love, this same God is our King, and in the end, none 
will come near Him who have not devoted themselves to doing so.

What God in his sovereignty may yet do on a world scale 
I do not claim to know, but what he will do for the plain man or woman 

who seeks his face I believe I do know and can tell others. Let any man turn 
to God in earnest, let him begin to exercise himself unto godliness, let him 
seek to develop his powers of spiritual receptivity by trust and obedience 

and humility,  and the results will exceed anything he may have 
hoped for in his leaner and weaker days.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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a key that oPens many doors

Happy is the man who finds wisdom, and the man who gains 
understanding; for her proceeds are better than the profits of silver, 

and her gain than fine gold. Proverbs 3:13,14

iF we’re seriOus abOut iMprOving Our quality OF liFe, we neeD 
tO wOrk harDer at iMprOving Our thinking. As we reach 

forward to better things, both in this life and the one to come, we 
need to spend less time on our circumstances and more time on 
our wisdom. Better thinking is what our progress usually depends 
on. It’s a valuable key that opens a great many doors.

Removing falsehoods. Often, the thing that holds us back in 
life is some wrong idea that is lodged in our minds. Wise people 
work every day to remove as many falsehoods as they can from 
their thinking. Like a New England farmer patiently removing the 
rocks from his fields, we need to be getting rid of the untruths that 
hinder our productiveness and our progress toward God.

Widening our perspective. Sometimes it’s not an untruth that 
hinders us but simply a failure to see enough of the truth. Many 
of the most frustrating things in life are frustrating because we’re 
so bogged down in them we can’t see what else is true. We should 
get in the habit of “going to the balcony” and looking down on our 
difficulties from a vantage point that offers a more complete view.

To God, our ill-informed efforts at self-improvement must 
appear quite silly. We continue to hammer away at problems with 
thoughts and attitudes that have proven over and over again to 
be the wrong tools for the job. Wouldn’t it be smart to get better 
tools? “The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the 
same level of thinking we were at when we created them” (Albert 
Einstein). Without better thinking, we’ll stay stuck in our ruts.

Ultimately, of course, the path to better thinking always takes 
us into the Scriptures. Nothing can remove falsehoods and widen 
our perspective more helpfully than God’s own mind, and we are 
at our problem-solving best when we’re honestly searching the 
Scriptures. In the long run, neither our thinking nor our doing will 
get better if the Psalmist’s prayer is not our own: “Open my eyes, 
that I may see wondrous things from Your law” (Psalm 119:18).

Because there is no limit to how much you can improve 
the quality of your thinking, there is no real limit to how much 

you can improve your life.

b r i a n  t r a c y
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the road that leads to life is not effortless

Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the way 
that leads to destruction, and there are many who go in by it. 

Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads to life, 
and there are few who find it. Matthew 7:13,14

as we Make Our way tOwarD better things, we shOulD 
expect tO Meet DiFFiculty. “Narrow is the gate,” Jesus said, 

“and difficult is the way which leads to life.” If our main interest is 
in ease, we won’t last long on this journey. Like many other good 
things, fellowship with God requires a serious investment. There 
is a price to be paid. There is an effort that must be exerted.

We should not be surprised at difficulty. The apostle Peter wrote, 
“Beloved, do not think it strange concerning the fiery trial which 
is to try you, as though some strange thing happened to you” 
(1 Peter 4:12). As long as the devil is on the loose, we need not ex-
pect the path to God to be unobstructed. And not only that, but we 
need not expect our bad habits to surrender without a fight. “All 
things are difficult before they are easy” (Sir Thomas Fuller).

We should not be resentful of difficulty. As Paul and Barnabas re-
turned from their first missionary journey, they revisited the con-
gregations that had been established, “strengthening the souls of 
the disciples, exhorting them to continue in the faith, and saying, 
‘We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God’” 
(Acts 14:22). Resistance is a fact of life for all who would return to 
God’s rule. This fact should not make us resentful or bitter. By the 
time we’ve finished our work, if not before, we’ll see that hard-
ships were not our foes but our friends. “In the difficult are the 
friendly forces, the hands that work on us” (Rainer Maria Rilke).

We should not be defeated by difficulty. We may be discouraged, 
but we need not be defeated. Being strong doesn’t mean we never 
stumble, and as far as our emotions are concerned, we won’t al-
ways feel courageous. Yet there is one thing we can always do: we 
can refuse to give up. When we fall, we can make the choice to get 
back up. Heaven is a place for those too “stubborn” to settle for 
the easier path, the one that Jesus said leads to destruction.

Does the road wind uphill all the way? 
Yes, to the very end. 

Will the journey take the whole long day? 
From morn to night, my friend.

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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What’s ahead is Worth reaChing for!

For I consider that the sufferings of this 
present time are not worthy to be compared 

with the glory which shall be revealed in us. Romans 8:18

when we’re DiscOurageD anD we’re thinking abOut tak-
ing the easy way Out, it’s iMpOrtant tO reMeMber the 

value OF the things we’re reaching FOr. Life with God is a trea-
sure worth any price that ever has to be paid to receive it — and 
more important, the privilege of simply being a person through 
whom God can glorify Himself ought to mean more to us than 
anything else in the here or the hereafter. Whatever we’re giving 
up, what we’re getting is what we want to get most of all, isn’t it?

When the price seems too painful to bear and we wish we 
could get back what we’ve given up, we need to recall how we 
evaluated things when we originally “counted the cost.” Like the 
Olympic athlete who never forgets his original decision (that the 
rewards of discipline and training are worth more than those of 
ease and indulgence, and that he wants the former more than he 
wants the latter), we must remember that “the sufferings of this 
present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which 
shall be revealed in us.” When the life of discipleship turns out to 
be hard, the wise Christian will say, “Yes, but I’d still rather have the 
‘minuses’ I have right now than the ‘minuses’ that would go with any 
other set of ‘pluses’. The tradeoff is well worth it.”

We should not let Satan deceive us as to the true value of 
things. When we barter with him, he has a way of making the 
things outside of God’s will seem more valuable than they really 
are, and he carefully conceals the deadly downside of disobe-
dience. He is, after all, the ultimate “con artist.” Yet we are not 
helpless in our struggle against him. Faith — real trust in God’s 
goodness — is the quality that can keep us in touch with reality. 
No matter what life looks like in the short term, and no matter 
what sacrifices are asked of us, we have good reason to believe 
that God is telling us the truth: what’s ahead is worth reaching for. If 
we forget that, we’re in danger of being seriously misled.

We master fear through faith — faith in the worthwhileness of life 
and the trustworthiness of God; faith in the meaning of our pain and our 
striving, and confidence that God will not cast us aside but will use each 

one of us as a piece of priceless mosaic in the design of his universe.

J O s h u a  l O t h  l i e b M a n
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stuPidity

How long will you slumber, O sluggard? 
When will you arise from your sleep?

Proverbs 6:9

Our english wOrD “stupiD” is a wOrD wOrth DOing sOMe 
seriOus thinking abOut. It comes from the Latin stupere, 

which meant “to be stunned.” Usually we think of “stupidity” as 
extreme foolishness or a lack of intelligence, but in its most literal 
sense, “stupid” means dazed or stunned. The stupid person is in 
a “stupor,” and what he needs is not to increase his intelligence 
but to wake up and pay attention. Stupidity is simply the state of 
being inactive and insensible when we ought to be alert.

Spiritually speaking, we need to shake off our stupidity, 
don’t we? Too much of the time, we are lethargic and apathetic. 
Although there is work to do and dangers to watch out for, we 
doze off into such a state of insensibility that not even God can get 
our attention. Like Peter, James, and John, who fell asleep while 
Jesus was enduring His agony in Gethsemane (Matthew 26:36-46), 
we are drowsy. Our desire, it would seem, is for God to leave us 
alone and let us sleep just a little while longer.

Usually, it takes some huge, life-altering crisis to bring us 
to our senses. But the closer we get to the end of our lives in this 
world, most of us will wish that we had waked up sooner. We 
don’t really have to wait for tragedy to turn us upside down. If we 
make the choice, we can wake up on our own — and we can do 
so right now. We can shake ourselves into sobriety and determine 
that our minds will be wide awake from now on.

One good reason to wake up is so that we can be better stew-
ards of the gifts God has given us. Our Father has endowed us 
with great capabilities, and these are to be used to further His pur-
poses. We need to be more keenly aware of our abilities and our 
opportunities so that we can use them more fully. When we allow 
the devil to discourage us, we fall into a stupid, insensible daze — 
a sleepiness from which nothing comes that is truly worthwhile. 
There is so much more to the life of godliness than we’ve experi-
enced and so much more to God Himself than we’ve ever known. 
Too long have we been stupid! Too long have we slept!

Compared to what we ought to be, 
we are only half awake.

w i l l i a M  J a M e s
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do We fear to go Where god is not?

But Abraham said, “Son, remember that in your lifetime you received 
your good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things; but now he is comforted 
and you are tormented. And besides all this, between us and you there is a 
great gulf fixed, so that those who want to pass from here to you cannot, 

nor can those from there pass to us.” Luke 16:25,26

iF we Depart FrOM this liFe alienateD FrOM gOD, we will 
spenD eternity in that cOnDitiOn. Once our sojourn here is 

finished, there will be no more opportunity for reconciliation with 
our Creator: we will be forever banished from His presence.

Heaven and hell, of course, are not physical “places,” but 
even so, Abraham said that there is a “great gulf fixed” between 
these realms. As much as those who are away from God might 
like to cross over and be where He is, even for a moment or two, 
that will not be possible. To end up in hell is to end up in a realm 
where there can never be any contact with God ever again.

Does the possibility of such a destiny impact our thinking 
with much power? Do we fear to go where God is not? We cer-
tainly ought to. Indeed, there is something seriously wrong with 
our thinking if we don’t fear it. Like the foolhardy man whose 
courage is nothing more than ignorance of the real danger that 
he’s in, if we don’t fear the prospect of being separated from God, 
it’s because we don’t understand what that would be like.

We may think we’ve tasted being “without God in the world” 
(Ephesians 2:12). But in this world, even those who refuse God’s 
redemption are still surrounded by touches of His grace. For now, 
the lost can still enjoy beautiful sunrises, friendly people, and civi-
lizations based on moral principles, more or less. But in hell, there 
will be no trace of God whatsoever. All that will be left will be the 
soul-racking memory of the love that we have lost forever.

Concerning heaven, the best thing about it is that God will 
be there. And concerning hell, the worst thing about it is that He 
won’t be there. That ought to be what we fear, far more than the 
fire and brimstone. The bottom line is this: a right relationship 
with God is what we were created for, and if we lose Him, nothing 
else can take His place. Without God Himself, hell would be hell 
even if we could keep every lesser blessing we’ve ever enjoyed.

If God should give my soul all he ever made or might make, 
apart from himself, and giving it, he stayed away even by as much 

as a hairbreadth, my soul would not be satisfied.

M e i s t e r  e c k h a r t
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Choosing our BasiC outlook

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

past, present, anD Future. On most days, our thoughts move 
from one to the other many times. Indeed, one of the marvels 

of the human mind is that we’re able not only to enjoy the present 
but also to remember the past and anticipate the future.

But concerning the past and the future, there is an important 
choice to be made: will our basic outlook in life be backward or 
will it be forward? As great as the gift of memory can be, the past 
should not be the main focus of our minds. Since life moves only 
in one direction, forward, it is wise to make that the primary direc-
tion of our character. We need to have made up our minds that 
hope will be our basic, day-in-and-day-out orientation. And we 
need to be aware that that choice will often be difficult to make.

Paul wrote about forgetting the things which are behind and 
reaching forward to the things which are ahead. Sir William Osler 
echoed that sentiment when he gave this advice: “Shut out all of 
your past except that which will help you weather your tomor-
rows.” What we’ve already experienced may have been painful 
or pleasant, but it must not be allowed to distract us from what’s 
ahead. “Rest your hope fully,” Peter said, “upon the grace that is 
to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”

Abraham is the great biblical example of a forward-looking 
person. During the long years of his pilgrimage in Canaan, there 
would have been many moments when his mind drifted back to 
his home in Ur, and those memories would not have been alto-
gether bad. Yet he chose the future as his basic outlook, the deci-
sive direction of his character: “he waited for the city which has 
foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Hebrews 11:10).

We ought to be warned by the story of Lot’s wife that there 
are times when it is dangerous to look back (Genesis 19:23-26). 
And even when our memories are wholesome and helpful, it is 
wise to avoid getting stuck in the past. If even one day remains to 
us in this world, that means that there’s good work yet to do — 
and the best is yet to come.

Look up and not down; look forward and not back; 
look out and not in — and lend a hand.

e D w a r D  e v e r e t t  h a l e
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Where self-disCiPline Comes from

Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud 
of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily 

ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 
looking 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 12:1,2

every Day that we live in this wOrlD, we are testeD. We are 
faced with choices that test our character. Deep down inside, 

what kind of people are we? When the right thing and the easy 
thing are two different paths, we must choose between them. Do 
we have the character to do what we know is best, and to do that 
reliably and consistently? Are we made of strong stuff or not?

Most of us could use a little more self-discipline and a little 
more willpower. We need the benefit of having trained our bodies 
to carry out the dictates of our conscience. Paul said, “I discipline 
my body and bring it into subjection” (1 Corinthians 9:27). But 
how do we do that? Where does self-discipline come from?

Self-discipline comes from having a hope that means enough to us 
that we refuse to give it up. We find the strength to say “No” only 
when we have a powerful “Yes” burning within us. Like Jesus, 
who “for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross,” we 
must endure our own crosses. The “joy set before us” is the key.

Actually, self-discipline is a form of courage — and courage 
is always born of hope. When we can see the light that comes 
from a lighthouse, the fear of darkness is lessened and we find the 
strength to make for the harbor. So John wrote, “Beloved, now we 
are children of God; and it has not yet been revealed what we shall 
be, but we know that when He is revealed, we shall be like Him, 
for we shall see Him as He is. And everyone who has this hope in 
Him purifies himself, just as He is pure” (1 John 3:2,3).

If we are to grow strong in our character, therefore, and if 
we are to acquire godly integrity in our conduct, we must focus 
more on God. His glory must mean enough to us that our desire 
for Him to be glorified is a powerful force constantly calling us 
to higher ground. It’s true that if God is to be glorified, there are 
some things we must give up. But the question is really one of 
gaining things — greater things we should refuse to give up!

Our Lord did not ask us to give up the things of earth, 
but to exchange them for better things.

F u l t O n  J .  s h e e n
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Why don’t We take god more seriously?

Then He said to them, “Why do you sleep? 
Rise and pray, lest you enter into temptation.” Luke 22:46

iF we’re nOt as wiDe-awake anD earnest in Our eFFOrts tO-
warD gOD as we shOulD be, it’s iMpOrtant tO ask Ourselves 

why this is sO. There are many possibilities, obviously, but the fol-
lowing four reasons explain why most of us are so complacent. On 
an ordinary day, here is why we don’t take God more seriously:

We don’t think we need to. At the doctrinal level, perhaps we be-
lieve that our salvation is assured no matter what we do. According 
to this view of the Scriptures, diligence and devotion to God are 
non-issues; human effort is not necessary for spiritual maturity.

We don’t think we have to. We may be bound by the tradition of 
“nominal” Christianity. Interested only in the bare minimum re-
quired by the law, we dare anyone to prove that getting to heaven 
requires more than going to church . . . once in a while.

We’re fearful and discouraged. Dragged down by past struggles, 
we’re doubtful that it’ll do any good to try again. We’ve broken so 
many commitments to God, we’re afraid to make any more. Our 
spiritual growth is smothered under a blanket of pessimism.

We’re lazy. Like the lukewarm Laodiceans (Revelation 3:15-18), 
we’re negligent. What began as occasional outward acts of pro-
crastination has become a settled attribute of our inward character. 
We don’t see our negligence as a character trait, of course, but God 
does. He knows the dilapidated condition of our heart.

In all honesty, this last point is the crux of the matter for most 
of us. There comes a time when we have to ask ourselves what 
kind of people we are. We may have to admit that passion for God 
is just not a part of our character as it stands today — we’ve let 
ourselves get to the point where we don’t really care about great 
causes. And if so, we’re unfit for the human race. Malcolm Forbes 
put it bluntly: “People who never get carried away should be.”

God is, of course, the greatest of all great causes. And if He is 
to get from us the attention He deserves, we must be unflinchingly 
honest about where we’ve been, where we really are, and where 
we truly want to go. It will take time and patience, but we can, if 
we choose, acquire the character that it takes to take God seriously.

No one keeps up his enthusiasm automatically. Enthusiasm must be 
nourished with new actions, new aspirations, new efforts, new vision.

a n O n y M O u s
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the imPortanCe of goals to groW toWard

. . . that we should no longer be children . . . but, speaking the truth in love, 
may grow up in all things into Him who is the head — Christ. 

Ephesians 4:14,15

there’s nO DOubt that we neeD tO set Our hOpes On heaven, 
but we alsO neeD tO set gOals FOr Our grOwth in this liFe. 

Eternity with God is a worthy objective, to be sure, but that des-
tiny is not an arbitrary reward handed out to some few who were 
lucky enough to be selected. Rather, it is the end of a road that has 
to be traveled by conscious choice. When the time comes, heaven 
will be a state of spiritual maturity for those who made the choice 
to grow in that direction while they lived in this world.

As far as our character is concerned, there’s a considerable 
gap between what we are now and what we need to be. With 
our present attitudes and values, we wouldn’t enjoy living in a 
realm where God is the only pleasure, even if we were allowed 
to give it a try. Plainly, we need to grow in the virtue of spiritual-
mindedness. But growth in godly character does not take place by 
accident. Without setting deliberate goals, we simply drift — oc-
casionally stumbling forward perhaps, but more often than not 
falling backward into further neglect and worldliness.

For one thing, our goals for spiritual growth need to be higher. 
We should aspire to greater growth in God than we’ve dared to 
dream about before. God is greater than our “modest” personal 
goals sometimes make Him out to be, and we should not under-
estimate the quality of character that He can help us — yes, even 
us! — to partake of (2 Peter 1:2-4). But also, our goals need to be 
more specific. It doesn’t do much good to simply say, “I know I need 
to be a better person.” Instead, we need to take an honest inven-
tory of our personal traits on a regular basis and then make definite 
commitments, God being our Helper, to change our character.

Most importantly, however, we need to study the character of 
Jesus Christ and let Him define our concept of spiritual maturity. 
What we’re aiming to do is “grow up in all things into Him who is 
the head.” Doing that will often take us (as it did Him) in a differ-
ent direction than the popular picture of “spiritual maturity.”

Our first step in rediscovering an authentic Christian spirituality is 
to gain a clear picture of a mature Christian. If we ignore this question, 

spiritual growth will become an accidental occurrence.

g a r y  l .  t h O M a s
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it’s a serious sin to disCourage others

Let not those who wait for You, O Lord gOD of hosts, 
be ashamed because of me; let not those who seek You 

be confounded because of me, O God of Israel. 
Psalm 69:6

as we reach FOrwarD tO gOD, we all knOw hOw Frustrat-
ing it is tO be DiscOurageD in Our eFFOrts. Knowing this, 

we ought to shrink from doing anything that would discourage 
someone else as they try to make progress. In the Lord’s view of 
things, it is no slight offense to be a “stumbling block,” particu-
larly to those who’ve not yet acquired much strength of their own. 
Jesus said, “It is impossible that no offenses should come, but woe 
to him through whom they do come! It would be better for him if 
a millstone were hung around his neck, and he were thrown into 
the sea, than that he should offend one of these little ones” (Luke 
17:1,2). The Lord considers it a serious sin to discourage others.

In another place, Jesus upbraided some of the religious schol-
ars of His day: “Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the 
key of knowledge. You did not enter in yourselves, and those who 
were entering in you hindered” (Luke 11:52). As expert students 
of the Scriptures, these individuals might have been expected to 
be the first to recognize Jesus as the Messiah. When they refused 
to deal honestly with the evidence and enter the kingdom, their 
sin was a double transgression: “You did not enter in yourselves,” 
Jesus said, “and those who were entering in you hindered.”

But we, perhaps like these people, tend not to take responsi-
bility. We’re quick to take credit for any good influence we’ve had, 
but we’re not so eager to accept blame when we’ve had a negative 
impact. If our associates have made bad choices, we would argue 
that those choices were their own responsibility; nothing we did 
“made” them act as they did. And that’s true, obviously. But if oth-
ers end up being lost for the sinful choices they made, we also may 
lose our souls for having made their right choices more difficult.

“No man is so insignificant as to be sure his example can do 
no harm,” wrote Edward Hyde. It’s hard enough already for those 
around us to keep moving ahead. If, by our example, we make it 
even harder for them, we should expect God’s displeasure. And 
not only that, we should expect to find our own lives less happy.

No deed that sets an evil example can bring joy to the doer.

J u v e n a l
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don’t desPise the daily grind!

And let us not grow weary while doing good, 
for in due season we shall reap if we do not lose heart. 

Galatians 6:9

OccasiOnally a Day cOMes alOng when a big event intrO-
Duces signiFicant, anD ObviOus, change intO Our lives. If 

the change is for the better, we go to bed and give thanks for the 
growth we’ve experienced that day. Yet all of us know that life is 
not made up of days like this. On most days, nothing very unusual 
happens; we simply move through the ordinary routine of our 
all-too-familiar schedule. And after weeks of nothing but the daily 
grind, we tend to grow impatient, feeling that nothing is hap-
pening in our lives. But what should be our attitude toward the 
ordinary? Do we simply have to endure the commonplace, hoping 
that sooner or later another “big” day will come along?

Here’s the answer: we shouldn’t despise the daily grind. That is 
where the real growth takes place. Our progress on average days 
may not be as obvious as the progress we make on extraordinary 
occasions, but the growth is real, and in a sense, it’s more impor-
tant. Healthy spiritual growth doesn’t come in spurts; it comes 
through “patient continuance in doing good” (Romans 2:7).

When we read the exciting account of the early days of the 
church in Jerusalem, we’re intrigued by the stories of martyrdom 
and the proclamation of the gospel before kings and other great 
audiences. But although these brethren did accomplish thrilling 
things on certain days, no finer thing is said about them in the 
Book of Acts than this simple statement: “And they continued 
steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the break-
ing of bread, and in prayers” (Acts 2:42). They continued steadfastly!

We need to pay more attention to the simple doing of our 
ordinary duty. Most people, even those of little character, can rise 
to the occasion when they’re in the spotlight. But the question is, 
what will we do with today . . . when nothing will happen, when 
no one will be looking, and when there’ll be no particular reason 
to do our best except a desire to keep on serving our King? It’s 
days like today that are the true test of our love for Him. If we’re 
not faithful in what is “least,” what is “much” will not save us.

It is the daily strivings that count, 
not the momentary heights.

a .  J .  r u s s e l l
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the Way We are

. . . for you are still carnal. For where there are envy, strife, and divisions 
among you, are you not carnal and behaving like mere men? 

1 Corinthians 3:3

when we, as thOse whO prOFess christ, cOntinue tO be-
have in spiritually iMMature ways, we shOulD nOt Make 

Matters wOrse by Making excuses. It does no good to minimize 
the seriousness of sinful decisions we have made. I might like for 
my misdeeds to be seen as nothing more than personal quirks or 
foibles, but unworthy character and unacceptable conduct can’t be 
excused by saying, “Well, that’s just the way I am.”

It may be true that some of my personal characteristics nudge 
me in the direction of sinful conduct. I may, for example, be more 
prone to anger than my next-door neighbor. But the most im-
portant issue is not my nature — it’s my character. Nature is the 
package of tendencies that we were born with, but character is 
what we’ve done with that package, and that’s what we’ll be held 
accountable for at the judgment (2 Corinthians 5:10).

Most of us should go ahead and admit that we wouldn’t be 
“the way we are” if we’d been working to improve our character 
as diligently as we should have been. Paul was not complimenting 
the Corinthians when he said, “You are still carnal.” And in a simi-
lar vein, the writer of Hebrews said to his readers, “For though by 
this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you 
again the first principles of the oracles of God; and you have come 
to need milk and not solid food” (Hebrews 5:12).

In whatever spiritual condition we find ourselves, God surely 
understands. He understands, but He also expects better things of 
us. He knows how hard it is to go against our personal tendencies, 
and He’s eager to help. But He requires that we make an honest 
effort. As our Great Physician, He will take a more active approach 
than simply to give sympathy and say, “Well, I guess that’s just the 
way you are.” He gave His life to get us over the way we are!

Our spiritual enemy is an awesome foe, but we are capable of 
more than rolling over and playing the victim. “Resist the devil,” 
James wrote, “and he will flee from you” (James 4:7). Forward is 
the direction we need to move, but we won’t move forward if we 
don’t reach forward. So let’s reach forward. No more excuses.

“That’s just the way I am” is a confession of sloth, not humility.

g a r y  l .  t h O M a s
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if We don’t forgive, We’re Paralyzed

And Joseph said to his brothers, “Please come near to me.” So they came 
near. Then he said: “I am Joseph your brother, whom you sold into Egypt. 

But now, do not therefore be grieved or angry with yourselves because you 
sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life.” Genesis 45:4,5

as iMpOrtant as it is tO Make FOrwarD prOgress, we OFten 
put Ourselves in a pOsitiOn where it’s iMpOssible tO DO 

sO. We paralyze ourselves by failing to forgive. Having done little 
to rid our hearts of resentment, we find that our minds do little 
but replay the past. Energy that should be spent building a better 
future is wasted debating our case and demanding apologies.

But consider Joseph. His brothers had sold him into slavery, 
an act that was not only unjust but treacherously so. He might 
have spent the rest of his life looking for a chance to settle the 
score for this grievance, but instead he was eager to extend for-
giveness as soon as possible. What can we learn from him?

To forgive others, we don’t have to wait until they seek our forgive-
ness. When Joseph forgave his brothers, they had done little to 
show that their sorrow was of a godly sort, and they certainly 
had not asked for his forgiveness. Yet Joseph saw the wisdom of 
extending his forgiveness unilaterally and unconditionally.

To forgive others,  we don’t have to wait until they have received 
God’s forgiveness. Our forgiveness and God’s forgiveness are two 
different things. To open the path to progress in our own lives, we 
may need to go ahead and forgive someone as Joseph did. God’s 
forgiveness, however, has some conditions attached to it, and two 
of these are godly sorrow and repentance (2 Corinthians 7:8-10). 
It may be a long time after we have forgiven someone before they 
seek God’s forgiveness and receive it on His terms. During this 
time, we can release the part of the debt that is owed to us. We can 
simply turn the matter over to God, to be dealt with in His time (1 
Peter 4:19). He can be counted on to do what is perfectly right.

Granted, there are times when it’s wise to await the other 
person’s repentance before God (Matthew 18:15-17; Luke 15:11-32), 
but even in these instances we can still let go of ill will and focus 
on reaching forward. When it comes to crooked things, it’s a lot 
easier to straighten out those in the future than those in the past.

It is the act of forgiveness that opens up the only possible way 
to think creatively about the future at all.

D e s M O n D  w i l s O n
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the danger of looking BaCk

But Jesus said to him, “No one, having put his hand to the plow, 
and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.” Luke 9:62

it is by the grace OF gOD that we have cOMe as Far as we 
have in the JOurney OF liFe. We are not apostles and we may 

not have been guilty of murdering Christians as Paul was, but we 
can still identify with his sentiment: “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” 
(1 Corinthians 15:9,10). Thanks to God’s patience with us, we’ve 
been given the time we needed to learn and grow and improve. 
Some things, we’re now glad to say, are in the past.

We need to exercise a degree of caution in the way we think 
about our past. We wouldn’t have done the things we used to do 
if they hadn’t been attractive to us, and we need not think they 
couldn’t become attractive again if we gave them the opportunity. 
We may have grown stronger, but we’re not yet invincible.

It would be impossible to forget completely the sins of our 
past. In fact, it wouldn’t be good to forget them — we need the 
memory of those things to keep us humble. But if we can’t keep 
certain memories from coming back, we can at least refuse to 
entertain them hospitably. We may have to look back for practical 
reasons now and then, but we dare not look back longingly.

When we break with our sins, God commands us to do so 
cleanly and decisively. It’s a strong thing that Jesus says when He 
teaches that if we look back after putting our hands to the plow, 
we are “not fit for the kingdom of God.” We do not properly honor 
Him as our Lord if our choice to follow Him is not wholehearted. 
The commitment to say “Yes” to Him must be accompanied by an 
emphatic “No” to the sins that have previously separated us from 
Him. That definite “No” is a necessary part of repentance.

It’s a dangerous thing to replay the still-enjoyable aspects of 
the memory of sin. Like Lot and his family who were told to leave 
Sodom and not look back, we need, in the case of some things, 
to leave them alone for the rest of our lives. We can’t afford to have any 
fine print in our contract with God. By His grace, we’ve been able 
to close certain doors. Reopening them is . . . well, unthinkable.

To forsake sin is to leave it without 
any thought of returning to it.

w i l l i a M  g u r n a l l
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Change: our unWelCome BenefaCtor

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

an hOnest lOOk at Our lives wOulD inDicate that we have 
beneFiteD FrOM change. Many, perhaps most, of the best 

things in our individual characters are creative adaptations to 
changes we were forced to accept earlier in our lives. The loss of a 
job and the resultant move to another city, for example, required 
adjustments in our attitude that we would not have made other-
wise. And ever since, we’ve benefited from that attitude alteration.

Yet we resist change. Because of the uncertainty of the future 
and the possibility that change may entail pain and personal loss, 
we not only resist it, but we fear it. If change is our benefactor, it is 
an unwelcome one. It’s somewhat like surgery: whatever good it 
may do for us, we don’t like it and we don’t look forward to it.

Inside our “comfort zone,” there is much ease — but little 
growth. Sometimes ease is what we need, of course, but if all we 
ever had was ease, we would not grow. As good as growth is, 
however, we would rarely give up our ease in order to grow. Most 
of the time, we have to be goaded in the direction of growth by 
changes that are forced upon us from the outside.

From the Christian’s standpoint, change and its attendant 
trials can be seen to produce endurance and a deeper faith. “My 
brethren,” James wrote, “count it all joy when you fall into various 
trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience” 
(James 1:2,3). Abraham is the great example of how this works. 
If it had been up to him, he probably wouldn’t have chosen to 
leave his home in Ur. But having endured that unexpected change 
faithfully, he knew more about trusting God than he could have 
learned in a hundred years back home (Hebrews 11:8-16).

Reaching forward requires a willingness to embrace change. 
It is silly to say that we want to get better and stay comfortable at 
the same time; we can’t stay put and still move forward. And since 
change will come to us all, our choice is simply a choice of attitude: 
will we resist change and make ourselves miserable, or will we ac-
cept it with gratitude for the good things it makes possible?

Change is the nursery of music, joy, life, and eternity.

J O h n  D O n n e
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led By light to his dWelling

Oh, send out Your light and Your truth! Let them lead me; 
Let them bring me to Your holy hill and to Your tabernacle. 
Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy; 

And on the harp I will praise You, O God, my God. 
Psalm 43:3,4

gOD is a gOD OF light anD truth anD exquisite beauty. 
Anyone who has a taste for these things will be drawn to 

Him, and the more powerfully we love these things, the more God 
will mean to us. If we wish to be strongly motivated in our devo-
tion to God, then we must intensify our love for the qualities that 
He possesses. There is no use trying to keep on serving God if the 
virtues that characterize Him are not things that appeal to us.

Psychologists tell us that many of us are “loss averse,” mean-
ing we experience more pain from our losses than we do pleasure 
from our gains. Thus the fear of negative consequences is, for 
many people, a more powerful motivator than the desire for posi-
tive consequences. When it comes to our spiritual motivation, we 
don’t want to go to hell more than we do want to go to heaven.

Perhaps this is true. I remember the World Series a few years 
ago. After the final out in the hard-fought final game, the televi-
sion camera showed the heartbroken scene in the losing dugout: 
some players had their faces buried in their hands, others had tears 
streaming down their cheeks. The announcer let the scene speak 
for itself for a moment and then, himself a former major league 
player, he said, “Losing hurts more than winning feels good.”

It need not be this way, however. We need not spend our lives 
simply moving away from things. There are wondrously great 
things to move toward, and we need only cultivate our taste for 
them to be powerfully drawn by their attraction. In a sense, this 
is the very challenge of the Christian life, to learn a new, deeper 
set of loves. In another sense, however, these loves don’t need 
to be learned. They’re already there as a result of our creation in 
God’s image. We just need to be more honest and openly acknowl-
edge the things that move us most deeply. The darkness is to be 
avoided, yes. But even more than that, the light is to be loved. The 
Lord is to be worshiped “in the beauty of holiness” (Psalm 29:2).

The human soul hungers for beauty — to experience beauty, 
and to create beauty — just as powerfully as our bodies hunger for food. 

Our souls wither when they are beauty-deprived.

t h O M a s  k i n k a D e
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Child-like Wonder

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

it is easy FOr a chilD tO lOve the things that gOD has MaDe 
anD tO be Drawn by these things tO lOve gOD hiMselF. 

Innocent and free, a child responds very naturally to goodness and 
beauty; he or she takes genuine delight in the multifaceted myster-
ies of creation. A cloud . . . a tree . . . a squirrel. There is nothing 
that is not of interest, nothing that does not make the heart throb 
with wonder and longing for something (or Someone) beyond.

A time comes, however, if the child lives long enough, when 
these things begin to lose their interest. And the reason? Sin has 
entered the heart, throwing everything into disarray. There is now 
delusion and falsehood. Values have been turned upside down. 
Cynicism has set in. The child, now no longer a child, is busy, 
not enjoying the creation, but trying to own it and manipulate it 
to selfish advantage. Now, if he ever notices a cloud, a tree, or a 
squirrel, he goes to one of two extremes: either he (1) disregards 
them completely, or (2) worships them rather than their Creator.

All of this is profoundly sad. Yet it would be far sadder if it 
were not for the gospel of Jesus Christ, through which it is pos-
sible to be forgiven and to recover the child-like wonder and hon-
est humility with which we used to respond to God’s goodness. 
The child that we used to be is not gone forever but simply buried 
under layers of adult pride and busyness. We should be encour-
aged to know that there are choices we’re capable of making that 
will open our hearts back up to the powerful pull of truth and joy.

We need to make these choices and go back to our younger 
hearts. “Unless you are converted and become as little children, 
you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven,” Jesus said. In 
the kingdom, there are many new things to be learned. But before 
we can learn them, there is a good deal of grown-up “stuff” that 
needs to be unlearned, especially our desire for counterfeit plea-
sures rather than the real ones that God has provided.

I was a little stranger who was surrounded by innumerable joys when 
I arrived here . . . I knew nothing of sickness or death. In the absence 

of these I was entertained like an angel with the works of God. 
Heaven and earth sang my Creator’s praise.

t h O M a s  t r a h e r n e
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gradual groWth

. . . 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

we are an iMpatient peOple, anD when things neeD tO 
be FixeD, we preFer theM tO be FixeD quickly. If there are 

problems, we demand instant solutions, and we have little toler-
ance for delay in obtaining the results we seek. In our culture, the 
concept that some plan might take a lifetime to be accomplished is 
unthinkable. Long before that, we would have concluded that the 
plan wasn’t working — we would have changed plans.

Spiritual growth, of course, does take time, and we need to be 
more patient than we often are, both with other people and with 
ourselves. But I suggest that what we really need is to be more 
humble. We must put our pride in its place and be willing, perhaps 
for quite a long time, to be novices or beginners. Between us and 
God, there is a long road to be traveled. All who’ve gone before 
have had to make the journey. Should we be exempt? If we’re ex-
pecting God to provide us a shortcut, who do we think we are?

But we also need courage. Our Lord’s own journey took Him 
through painful territory, and He endured all of it patiently, hum-
bly, and courageously. So the Hebrew writer says, “Consider Him 
who endured such hostility from sinners against Himself, lest you 
become weary and discouraged in your souls. You have not yet 
resisted to bloodshed, striving against sin” (Hebrews 12:3,4).

At the present time, none of us is anything more than a work 
in progress. Our characters are unfinished and not yet ready for 
direct communion with God. But we’re on the way to that goal, if 
indeed we’ve obeyed the gospel of Christ and are remaining true 
to the confession of our faith. Each day God’s hammer and chisel 
are at work on us, chipping away at the sin that has hardened 
around our hearts. Since we’re still alive and able to talk about 
it, one thing ought to be obvious: God has not given up on us! And 
neither should we. Eventually, God’s methods, however ineffec-
tive they may seem right now, will be seen to have been the best. 
Meanwhile, let’s trust the process and give it time — nothing less 
than a lifetime — to work. It may be slow, but it’s very, very sure.

Knowing God and developing faith is a gradual process. 
There are no shortcuts to maturity. It takes time to be holy.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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Both aCtive and ContemPlative

The report went around concerning Him all the more; 
and great multitudes came together to hear, and to be healed 
by Him of their infirmities.  So He Himself often withdrew 

into the wilderness and prayed. Luke 5:15,16

cOMparing the christian liFe tO a MelODy, there are twO 
keys the MelODy can be playeD in: active anD cOnteMpla-

tive. Some Christians tend in the direction of active service while 
others tend toward quiet devotion. Neither is inherently wrong; 
there is a need for both. We should be cautious before criticizing 
someone for not doing discipleship exactly as we do it.

In the life of Jesus and His apostles, we see some times of ac-
tivity and other times of quietness. “Then the apostles gathered to 
Jesus and told Him all things, both what they had done and what 
they had taught. And He said to them, ‘Come aside by yourselves 
to a deserted place and rest a while.’ For there were many coming 
and going, and they did not even have time to eat” (Mark 6:30,31). 
Just so, the life of the individual Christian will move through dif-
ferent periods, some more active and some more contemplative.

But what about the Lord’s church? Is there not room in the 
kingdom for individuals whose overall lives tend more in one 
direction than the other? The answer should be an obvious “Yes!” 
The body needs all, and we all need each other. As Paul warned, 
“The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you’; nor again 
the head to the feet, ‘I have no need of you’” (1 Corinthians 12:21).

If I’m a more active Christian and you’re more contemplative, 
I need your example to remind me to take time for spiritual re-
freshment. And if I’m more contemplative and you’re more active, 
I need your example to remind me that Christianity is about more 
than just “my God and I.” Together we’re stronger than we would 
be without the influence of the other, and we should be careful not 
to criticize or minimize the other. Neither of us has a personality or 
style of service that is inherently superior to others. And arguing 
over who’s putting the emphasis where it’s most needed is little 
more than a waste of time. None of us, all by ourselves, will get the 
emphasis right — it’s together that the Lord’s work gets done.

There are two kinds of Christian living. One is a life of activity. The other is 
the contemplative life. These two lives are united. It is impossible to live the 

one without having some of the other.

a n O n y M O u s ,  T h e  C l o u d  o f  u n k n o w i n g
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Courageous reason

. . . who through faith subdued kingdoms, worked righteousness, obtained 
promises, stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the violence of fire, escaped 
the edge of the sword, out of weakness were made strong, became valiant in 

battle, turned to flight the armies of the aliens. Hebrews 11:33,34

Faith is apt tO get us intO trOuble. Unlike mere “belief,” real 
faith leaves the comforts of home and gets out there where the 

real fight is taking place between good and evil. It is willing to 
take risks in the course of serving the Lord’s will. Based on what 
God has done in the observable realm of history, we reason that 
He is telling us the truth about the unseen realm, and we are will-
ing to follow that reasoning out onto the battlefield of life.

In the kind of faith that takes risks, trust is the key element. 
We are willing to put any number of things in jeopardy in the 
short run because we have confidence that, in the long run, the 
Lord will not let us down. “For this reason I also suffer these 
things,” Paul wrote; “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).

A well-reasoned faith will impart not only courage but also 
determination and persistence. In Luke 5:17-26, there is the story 
of some people who brought to the Lord a paralyzed man for Him 
to heal. There was such a crowd, they could not get to the Lord. 
Undeterred, however, “they went up on the housetop and let him 
down with his bed through the tiling into the midst before Jesus” 
(v.19). Jesus was pleased with the persistence of their effort, and 
He knew it to be the result of their faith: “When He saw their faith, 
He said to him, ‘Man, your sins are forgiven you’” (v.20).

The courage that comes from genuine faith is far different 
from the cowardice that tags along behind superficial faith. In John 
12:42, we read that “even among the rulers many believed in Him, 
but because of the Pharisees they did not confess Him, lest they 
should be put out of the synagogue.” If this kind of faith could 
save, even the demons would be in heaven: “You believe that there 
is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe — and tremble! 
But do you want to know, O foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead?” (James 2:19,20). So the question is not “What do you 
believe?” but “What are you willing to do about it?”

Faith is reason grown courageous.

s h e r w O O D  e D D y
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Courageous desire

Then He 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. 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.” Then He said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” Luke 7:44-48

iF there’s One thing that is ObviOus abOut lOve, it’s that 
lOve wants tO shOw itselF. Love (that is, real love) is active. 

Like a healthy toddler, it can’t sit still for very long. It always 
wants to be doing something, preferably to act out its desires.

Like faith, love is not only active, it’s willing to take signifi-
cant risks. The woman in Luke 7, whose love led her to anoint the 
Lord’s feet with expensive oil, risked several things to show her 
love. For one thing, she accepted the risk of real loss. The ointment 
was costly, but wanting to show her love, she was willing to make 
a sacrifice (suffer an actual, couldn’t-afford-it loss) to do so. But 
second, she accepted the risk of the disapproval of others. To show 
her love for the Lord, she pushed past the “respectable” crowd 
and did something that incurred criticism from those, like Simon, 
who loved the Lord with nothing more than an official love.

Today, we need to be careful, but we also need to be brave. 
Love doesn’t give us the right to do anything we please in show-
ing our love for the Lord. We know nothing about what pleases 
Him except what He has revealed to us in His word, and we dare 
not disregard the Scriptures in deciding how to show our love. 
But that said, it’s important for us to be courageous in the desires 
of our love. All the scriptural correctness in the world will not ac-
complish anything if it is not carried out in active love.

“The loving are the daring” (Bayard Taylor). Our lives and 
our relationship with God would be richer if we loved Him more 
deeply, dreamed of showing our love more extravagantly, and 
then demonstrated our faith more boldly and bravely. It’s time we 
got over our fears: our fear of being hurt and our fear that others 
will think we’re crazy. What if the woman in Luke 7 had stifled 
her desire and done the “sensible” thing? Well, the world — and 
certainly the Lord’s cause — would have been much the poorer.

Have the courage of your desire.

g e O r g e  g i s s i n g



February 1

love and . . . haPPiness?

I will very gladly spend and be spent for your souls. 
2 Corinthians 12:15

the satisFying thing abOut lOve is nOt that we get hap-
piness but that we give it. We may be glad when those we 

love return our love in ways that make us happy, but that doesn’t 
always happen. When it doesn’t, we need to remember that real 
love doesn’t require being returned. When it is unrequited, love 
may grieve, but it can still survive and even thrive, as it did in the 
case of Paul. He longed to be loved by his friends in Corinth, but 
his love didn’t depend on that happiness. He would love them 
even if it meant giving and giving and giving until there was noth-
ing more to give. “I will very gladly spend and be spent for your 
souls,” he said, knowing full well that the feeling was not mutual.

Our modern concept of love is so self-centered that the idea 
of love without happiness seems ridiculous. Why would a person 
love anyone or anything if it didn’t bring him happiness? This, for 
example, is why marriage is such a transitory, vulnerable thing in 
our culture. Most spouses now live under something like the fol-
lowing threat from their partners: “If you ever fail to bring me the 
happiness I think I deserve, then I will be released from any obli-
gation to keep the vows that have guaranteed my love for you.”

And we don’t do much better when it comes to God, do we? 
We think of God solely in terms of how much happiness we get in 
return for loving Him, and if at any time He fails to see the subject 
of happiness in the same way we do, we feel free to sidestep our 
commitments to Him. If God ever stands between us and anything 
we think is necessary for us to be happy, we just go around Him.

Yet there is a higher path we could follow. It’s an old-fashioned 
path, admittedly. It’s the way of joy. Joy, unlike happiness, does not 
depend on whether what happens to us is pleasing. It’s not at the 
mercy of circumstances. Instead, it’s grounded in deep, unchange-
able truth. And the love that flows from a joyful commitment to 
truth will gladly give itself and keep on giving. All it needs is the 
privilege of singing some part (just any part) in the great chorus 
that glorifies God. All it wants is that Christ “will be magnified in 
my body, whether by life or by death” (Philippians 1:20).

With love one can live even without happiness.

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



February 2
on Being a “Cheerful giver”

So let each one give as he purposes in his heart, not grudgingly 
or of necessity; for God loves a cheerful giver. 

2 Corinthians 9:7

what DOes it take tO get yOu tO DO the right thing? Do 
you coast along neglectfully disregarding certain priorities 

until a crisis makes action imperative? Does life have to hold a gun 
to your head before you get busy and do what’s right?

Most of us would have to say that we’re guilty of habitual 
neglect when it comes to putting first things first. We don’t act 
until the threat of some unpleasantness forces us to act. But if so, 
doesn’t that mean we’ve become, at least in one sense, grudging 
givers? If it’s only under constraint or necessity that we finally 
step up to our responsibilities, is that the kind of free and cheerful 
giving that our great and loving God deserves?

The people of Israel in the Old Testament certainly illustrate 
the fact that human beings have a tendency to forget God when 
things are going well. Over and over again the cycle repeated 
itself: (1) Enjoying the Lord’s blessings, they would lapse into in-
gratitude and unfaithfulness. (2) God would threaten punishment, 
or actually bring it to pass, and Israel would repent. (3) God’s 
blessings would return, and it would only be a matter of time be-
fore another period of ingratitude and unfaithfulness began.

Take an honest look at the pattern of your own life. Do you 
consistently give of yourself to God cheerfully — that is, without 
having to be made to? During times of ease and comfort, do you 
continue to pour yourself out to God in prayerful reverence and 
loving thankfulness? Do you delight in the worship of God, or do 
you only do it to avoid the consequences of not doing it?

Fortunately, God loves us and is patient with us. For the time 
being, He will continue to goad us, if necessary. But He’s looking 
for us to grow beyond the need for goads and threats and negative 
incentives. He desires the free, cheerful love of a grateful people.

There are three kinds of giving: grudge giving, duty giving, and 
thanksgiving. Grudge giving says, “I hate to,” duty giving says, “I ought to,” 

thanksgiving says, “I want to.” The first comes from constraint, the second 
from a sense of obligation, the third from a full heart. Nothing much is 

conveyed in grudge giving since “the gift without the giver is bare.” 
Something more happens in duty giving, but there is no song in it. 

Thanksgiving is an open gate into the love of God.

r O b e r t  n .  r O D e n M a y e r
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devotion during diffiCulty

And being in agony, He prayed more earnestly. Then His sweat 
became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground. 

Luke 22:44

DevOtiOn tO gOD During tiMes OF DiFFiculty presents sOMe 
special challenges. There is, of course, a sense in which 

it’s easier to seek God when we’re beset with problems. (Indeed, 
times of crisis are the only times that some people seek Him.) But 
in another sense, it’s harder to love God with any warmth of af-
fection when our circumstances are such that He seems far away. 
What should we do about our devotional life when we’re passing 
through some ordeal of suffering or emotional barrenness?

As much as possible, we should hold on to our regular daily times 
of devotion. Doing this is not easy, as we all know, but it’s impor-
tant to try. Difficulty, especially tragedy, almost always involves 
a disruption of our regular daily schedule. But if, for example, 
we normally devote ourselves to a few moments of prayer at the 
beginning of each day, it’s important to try to maintain that habit 
even on the hard days. When crisis makes an appearance in our 
lives, if we can hold on to any semblance of our usual devotional 
discipline, it helps us to meet our challenges in a stronger way.

We should not forget to be grateful. Simply because we, at a 
given moment, may be experiencing something of the bitterness 
of life, that does not mean God is not still on His throne, ruling 
with benevolence and grace. Even on our darkest day, there is still 
much more to be thankful for than there is to regret. During pain-
ful times, it’s especially important to try to maintain our perspec-
tive and recognize that our pain is not the whole truth about life in 
the world (or even our own personal life). We need to give thanks 
to God every day, and not just on the pleasant days.

We should persevere. The fact of the matter is, God is never far 
away from us. Not really. It’s just that we feel like that at certain 
times. At those times, we must make up our minds to maintain 
our faith and obedience, knowing that seasons of spiritual dryness 
and desolation are only temporary. In time, the feelings we want 
to have about God will return. Meanwhile, God is still God! Even 
when our feelings waver, our love for Him must not.

Love is . . . devoted and thankful to God, trusting and hoping in him even 
when not enjoying his sweetness; for none can live in love without suffering.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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PeaCe and truth

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

Jesus saiD, “yOu shall knOw the truth, anD the truth shall 
Make yOu Free” (JOhn 8:32). Cloudy vision and confused no-

tions about what is real are at the root of the problem of sin, and 
Jesus came to clear up our vision and reacquaint us with the truth. 
To the extent that we let Him adjust our understanding, we will 
gain a greater measure of freedom and also many other things that 
freedom makes possible, such as peace and confidence.

On the eve of His crucifixion, Jesus spoke with His disciples 
about both truth and peace. First He said, “I am the way, the truth, 
and the life” (John 14:6), and later He said, “Peace I leave with you, 
My peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you. Let 
not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid” (v.27). These two 
statements are inseparable. It was only because He was the true 
way to God that Jesus could promise peace, and we need to under-
stand that peace can’t be enjoyed on any basis but that of truth: in 
other words, of God’s explanation of reality. If we reject the truth 
about God and our responsibilities to Him, then our hopes will be 
blighted by fear, no matter what soothing lies we tell ourselves.

But if truth banishes fear, it doesn’t do so automatically. 
For truth to give us peace, we must value it enough to pursue it 
diligently. We must dig for it, appreciate its worth, and apply its 
principles to our decisions twenty-four hours a day, seven days a 
week. It is a potent force, but not even truth can liberate those who 
are lazy and lack the desire to learn (Proverbs 17:16).

Out of all the truths that can give us peace, the greatest are 
those that concern God Himself, and the greatest of these is that 
He is the sovereign Ruler of His creation. Whatever forces oppose 
His benevolent will right now will be brought back under His rule 
or else banished from His presence on Judgment Day. When we 
are grounded in this truth about God, we can be guarded by the 
promise that those who are rightly related to Him through Christ 
will share in His victory. “In the world you will have tribulation,” 
Jesus said, “but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.”

Unceasing peace is the result of truth. 
Stress and grief are the products of falsehood.

g u i g O  i
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What do We hoPe to gain?

He who plows should plow in hope, and he who 
threshes in hope should be partaker of his hope. 

1 Corinthians 9:10

what’s in it FOr us? That is what most people want to know 
when the subject of religion comes up. And then we go to 

two extremes. Either (1) we turn religion into nothing more than 
a spiritual scheme for our own health, wealth, and happiness, 
or (2) we reject the worship of God completely with the cynical 
comment heard in Malachi’s day: “It is useless to serve God; what 
profit is it that we have kept His ordinance?” (Malachi 3:14). The 
thought does not occur to us that it may be profitable — and even 
joyful — to serve God whether it “pays” us to do so or not.

The subject of hope is certainly a scriptural subject. Like its 
companions faith and love, hope involves an attraction to unseen 
realities that are desirable. The Christian is moved by hope to 
make adjustments that would not be made otherwise. But notice 
carefully the texts that speak of hope. The hope that leads to a 
pure life is the hope of our being like Christ (1 John 3:2,3), not the 
hope of our lifestyle being more trouble-free. And the hope of the 
gospel is “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27).

Naturally, there must be some benefit to serving God, or we 
would not do it. But we will be more powerfully motivated when 
that benefit has to do more with God and less with ourselves. 
When we are moved by a deep, thrilling desire for His glory, at 
whatever cost that glory must be gained, then we’ll make real 
progress in life. We won’t think in terms of personal benefit, but 
only of rightful service, and what we hope to gain will be the soul-
satisfying knowledge that we are rightly related to His glory, He by 
His grace having made it possible for us to please Him again.

It all comes down to the joy of giving as opposed to the joy of 
getting. Jesus taught that the former is greater than the latter: “It is 
more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). With respect to 
God, there are many things to be received by us, and these are not 
insignificant motivators to the devout life. But none of these come 
close to the joy of giving glory to God: the sheer joy of taking our 
rightful place in the symphony of His creation.

A person will turn away from the world and engage in serious prayer 
because there is a strong desire for the things of God.

p s e u D O - M a c a r i u s
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Would We refuse the great invitation?

A certain man gave a great supper and invited many, and sent his servant 
at supper time to say to those who were invited, “Come, for all things are 

now ready.” But they all with one accord began to make excuses. 
Luke 14:16-18

we are never MOre FOOlish than when we say nO tO gOD. 
We act as if God were trying to force us into an unnatural, 

undesirable way of life, when in reality He is inviting us to experi-
ence something very good. He is not trying to hurt us — He wants 
to help us. When we say no to Him, we are refusing to accept the 
love that He longs to give us. In fact, that is what sin always is: a 
foolish unwillingness to let ourselves be loved by our God.

We would not ever turn down what God has for us, of course, 
if we were not deceived. When we choose to do something other 
than God’s will, we’ve been led to believe that we’re acting in 
our best interests. But we should not be under any delusion as to 
where that lie comes from. To the Corinthians, Paul wrote, “I fear, 
lest somehow, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, so 
your minds may be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ” 
(2 Corinthians 11:3). Our adversary, the devil, has had long experi-
ence in making absurd foolishness seem like great wisdom.

But we should not let ourselves be fooled so easily. The bibli-
cal injunction “Do not be deceived” (Galatians 6:7) is a command. 
It implies that we can make the choice to keep our eyes open, and 
that is what we should always insist on doing. We know far too 
much about God to believe that He would invite us to anything 
other than the greatest of banquets, and when Satan suggests oth-
erwise, we should have enough sense to simply say, “Shut up!”

God is inviting us to enjoy everything that is truly good about 
life. Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and that 
they may have it more abundantly” (John 10:10). What we should 
understand is not only that God offers us life but that He puts His 
offer in the form of an invitation. “The Spirit and the bride say, 
‘Come!’ . . . Whoever desires, let him take the water of life freely” 
(Revelation 22:17). Who in his right mind would turn this down? 
When we make excuses, aren’t we making a tragic mistake?

Who would prefer to be poor? Who would choose to be sick? 
What hungry person could possibly walk away from a banquet table? 

O Lord, help me to respond warmly to your gracious invitation.

b e r n a r D  b a n g l e y
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are We Willing to Be Weak?

And He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength 
is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast 

in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 
2 Corinthians 12:9

OFten we have nO chOice but tO tOlerate weakness FOr a 
while, but we’re nOt cOntent tO reMain weak FOr very 

lOng. If we have deficiencies or inadequacies, we want them 
removed as quickly as possible. We don’t like being weak. And 
we adopt an almost demanding attitude about the matter: God had 
better get rid of our neediness! In our lexicon, “dependency” is the 
ultimate bad word, and “self-confidence” is the ultimate good one. 
If serving Him leaves us still weak and needy, what good is God?

Spiritually speaking, however, the attitude we call “self-con-
fidence” can be a dangerous thing. What feels like strength may 
be little more than pride. If we’re not careful, we can fall into the 
error of thinking that we’re getting by on our own. As long as the 
good times roll, we can deceive ourselves into thinking that we 
need no help. Yet without God, we would perish in an instant, and 
it’s sinful to forget that fact. Not only is it sinful, it’s ridiculous. If 
we ever suppose that we can get by without God’s help, then we 
are simply, and quite seriously, out of touch with reality.

It’s true, of course, that by self-confidence we often mean little 
more than optimism, and optimism is certainly preferable to pessi-
mism. But even here, our optimism needs to be grounded in what 
God can do, not what we can do. There is no doubt whatsoever as 
to the eventual outcome of the war between good and evil, and we 
need to confront our daily problems in the confidence that God’s 
victory over His enemy is certain. The war has already been won.

Paul had to learn that God’s strength “is made perfect in 
weakness,” and we need to learn it too. Although it sounds con-
tradictory, an admission of our weakness is the only way to be 
strong. Not only that, it’s the only way to make progress. We can’t 
really be useful to the Lord until our pride has been broken, per-
haps by some lifelong “thorn in the flesh,” and we’ve been helped 
to understand that God’s grace is all we ever really have to have.

Christ is never strong in us until we are weak. As our strength diminishes, 
the strength of Christ grows in us. When we are entirely emptied 

of our own strength, then we are full of Christ’s strength. 
As much as we retain of our own we lack of Christ’s.

w i l l i a M  t y n D a l e



February 8

Broken Wings

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

One OF the MOst DiFFicult kinDs OF weakness tO enDure is 
physical Disability. Even for the person of extraordinary 

spiritual strength, it is hard to keep a positive focus on God when 
the body is not able to function normally or is racked with pain. 
We understand, at least in theory, that spiritual concerns are more 
important than physical ones, but the fact is, our bodies are the 
instruments through which our spirits must do most of their work. 
When the instrument is broken, it isn’t easy to maintain joy and 
give thanks. What, then, should be our attitude toward physical 
impairments or diseases, especially those of a serious nature?

We should “go to the balcony” and look at each day from a larger 
perspective. If today is difficult, for whatever reason, the thing 
we must always do is see today against the backdrop of eternity. 
Today’s pain may be hard to bear, but it’s never the whole truth.

We should give thanks, if not for the pain, at least for the progress 
it produces in our character. There is no more challenging text in the 
New Testament than James 1:2,3, which says, “My brethren, count 
it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the test-
ing of your faith produces patience.” The testing is not pleasant, 
and none of us should be so naive as to suggest that the physical 
sufferer should just smile and be happy. Yet if suffering bathes our 
hearts in humility and reminds us to lean on God, it has done us 
a significant favor. “Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities,” Paul 
could say, “. . . for when I am weak, then I am strong.”

We should understand that our troubles are not unique. Paul also 
wrote, “No temptation has overtaken you except such as is com-
mon to man” (1 Corinthians 10:13). We may not personally know 
anyone who has had to endure what we’re enduring, but what 
about the millions who’ve lived since the world began? Whatever 
our affliction, others have coped with it — and some have coped 
with worse. In fact, every person we’ve ever met is hurting in 
some way. Some become bitter, while others become better.

I thank God for my handicaps; for, through them, 
I have found myself, my work, and my God.

h e l e n  k e l l e r
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in this We groan

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

createD FOr FellOwship with gOD but living in a wOrlD 
that is brOken by sin, we Frequently FinD Ourselves crying 

Out FOr relieF. We earnestly desire, as Paul put it, “to be clothed 
with our habitation which is from heaven.” And most of us have 
observed that “groaning” is not too strong a word for what we do 
when the troubles of this world press down upon us.

We need to be reminded that groaning is not wrong. Rather 
than the act of a weak person, it’s often that of a strong person 
whose eyes are open to what has gone wrong in the world. Isn’t 
Jesus the most notable example of how a strong person can 
sorrow? As He approached the tomb of His friend Lazarus, He 
“wept” (John 11:35). Then the account says that He arrived at the 
tomb “groaning in Himself” (v.38). We need to dispense with the 
idea that spiritually mature people never hurt and never cry.

Not only is groaning not inconsistent with godliness, but 
here is another amazing thing: groaning is not inconsistent with joy! 
The most joyous of God’s people are those who deeply, and even 
sorrowfully, cry out for His redemption. Indeed, it’s often the 
bitterness of groaning that makes our hope so sweet. The godly 
life fits the definition of “bittersweet,” and it’s quite appropriately 
compared to childbirth, an ordeal full of groaning, surely, but not 
without the joy that comes from hope: “The whole creation groans 
and labors with birth pangs together until now” (Romans 8:22).

The Psalmist sang that “weeping may endure for a night, but 
joy comes in the morning” (Psalm 30:5). “In this we groan,” said 
Paul, speaking of our fleshly bodies. But if we’re faithful in our 
walk with God, our groaning is helping us get to our goal more 
fervently. Groaning and earnestly desiring are simply two sides of 
the same coin. The gospel, after all, is good news, but only to those 
who’ve sorrowed over their separation from God. Having obeyed 
the good news, they’re now yearning for a final homecoming with 
Him, reaching forward to that day with every ache of their hearts.

Life is a bridge of groans across a stream of tears.

p h i l i p  J a M e s  b a i l e y
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strength from Brokenness

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

having suFFereD the pain OF sOrrOw (anD Maybe having 
stuMbleD in Our Faith), we are strOnger FOr having haD 

that experience — iF we respOnD tO it in the right way. Like a 
broken bone that is stronger at the spot where it was mended, we 
can gain strength from our brokenness, if we make that choice.

Our chosen response to suffering is what makes the difference, 
of course, and choosing correctly is not easy. There are two op-
posite dangers that must be avoided. On the one hand, we must 
stay away from self-pity, but on the other, we must steer clear of 
self-righteousness. When we’ve been broken by some experience in 
life, we tend to veer back and forth between these extremes. With 
practice, however, we can learn to respond to heartbreaks with a 
balance of reverence, gratitude, and humility — and when we do, 
we find that hardships help us more than they hurt us.

In what sense, though, can we say that broken people are 
stronger? Well, for one thing, those who’ve had their hearts broken 
are often wiser and less vulnerable to certain temptations. After 
Peter had denied the Lord three times and recovered, he would 
have been more vigilant in that particular area for the rest of his 
life. But not only that, faith, hope, and love are often more real to 
those who’ve been tried by fire. Job, for example, was a man of 
considerable faith before his ordeal, but after it was over, he found 
that his faith was a finer thing by far (Job 42:5,6).

Not everybody has to be broken by sorrow in order to learn 
spiritual strength; some are wise enough to learn from other 
people’s ordeals (Proverb 21:11; 22:3). Yet there can be no question 
that those who are the strongest spiritually are often those whose 
hearts have been torn apart and then mended. Life in this world 
is hard, we must be frank to say. It is ugly, and it is dangerous. 
We’re never more than a step away from sorrow or shame, and the 
weight of the world may not be something we can bear without 
breaking. Being broken, however, need not be the end of the story.

The world breaks everyone and afterwards 
many are strong at the broken places.

e r n e s t  h e M i n g w a y
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a heart Will find its home

. . . 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, 
tribulation and anguish, on every soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first 

and also of the Greek; but glory, honor, and peace to everyone who works 
what is good, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. Romans 2:7-10

in Our heart OF hearts, each OF us “seeks” sOMething. The 
evidence of our daily words and deeds may suggest that we’re 

actually seeking something different than what we say is most 
important to us (Romans 6:16), but the fact remains, we each seek 
something. By our nature, we are seeking creatures. We’re always 
moving, always growing in some direction or another.

Every kind of seeking that we may engage in has its own set 
of consequences. Ungodliness, for example, cannot lead anywhere 
except away from God. If a person travels that path and refuses 
to change, there is only one destination he can arrive at. Similarly, 
godliness has an inevitable destination, albeit a very different one.

Depending on what we seek, we will each arrive at a “goal” 
that is the ultimate outcome of our seeking. The Scriptures speak 
of the “end” of our choices in this world. In one place, for exam-
ple, Paul asks those who had become Christians, “What fruit did 
you have then in the things of which you are now ashamed? For 
the end of those things is death. But now having been set free from 
sin, and having become slaves of God, you have your fruit to holi-
ness, and the end, everlasting life” (Romans 6:21,22).

So there is a sense in which our hearts will find their way to 
whatever home they have sought. It is senseless to suppose that a 
person can spend his lifetime seeking the things of this world and 
then in eternity find himself enjoying the things of God. No, the 
worldly heart will find its way to a very different home than the 
heart set on God. It will reap what it has sown (Galatians 6:7,8).

But our destiny is not determined by fate or divine decree. If 
we have to admit that our hearts have not been seeking God, we 
can decide to start doing so. We can learn to love God with all our 
hearts, and when we do so, we’ll begin moving toward the home 
that will someday be found by all who have truly loved Him.

Every love has its own force; and it cannot lie idle in the soul 
of the lover. Love must draw the soul on. Do you, then, wish 

to know the character of a love? See where it leads.

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



February 12

Praying for light

So he, trembling and astonished, said, “Lord, what do You want me 
to do?” Then the Lord said to him, “Arise and go into the city, 

and you will be told what you must do.” Acts 9:6

when saul OF tarsus realizeD the iDentity OF the One 
whO haD appeareD tO hiM On the DaMascus rOaD, he 

askeD the right questiOn: “lOrD, what DO yOu want Me tO 
DO?” The awareness that he was in the presence of God was 
followed by a recognition that his life was seriously out of line 
with God’s will. At that moment, he knew little of what would be 
involved in serving God, but he did understand that he needed 
to move in the direction of honest obedience. This man had a 
reverent, receptive heart, and he was ready to make whatever 
adjustments were needed to begin doing what God wanted. So his 
question was simply, “Lord, what do you want me to do?”

Like Paul, we need to see that Christianity is an active en-
deavor, not merely an intellectual interest. Judging by our life-
styles, many of us apparently believe that being a Christian is 
nothing more than being aware of God’s power to save us. But, in 
fact, Christianity is a walk, a changed way of life, a new manner 
of living. “Do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, 
and longsuffering,” Paul would later write, “not knowing that the 
goodness of God leads you to repentance?” (Romans 2:4).

So when we pray, what kind of help do we ask for? What kind 
of “light” do we seek? If we come to Christ with anything less 
than a desire to obey Him, we may get the same abrupt welcome 
that John the Baptist gave to some of his hearers: “Brood of vipers! 
Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Therefore bear 
fruits worthy of repentance” (Matthew 3:7,8).

The light we should ask for is light to illuminate the road we’re going 
to travel! If our interest in Christ is just an intellectual interest or if 
we have no real intention of traveling the road shown to us, then 
no light will be given to guide us. Guidance is only for those who 
are going somewhere! So if we’re reaching forward, we should 
pray for light — but our intention must be to move forward.

O for a closer walk with God, 
A calm and heavenly frame, 

A light to shine upon the road 
That leads me to the Lamb!

w i l l i a M  c O w p e r
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god is not neutral toWard our needs

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

there is nOthing inDiFFerent abOut gOD’s attituDe tOwarD 
us. We are creatures brought into being by His love, and when 

a way for us to be redeemed could only be purchased by the life of 
His Son, He did not stop short of making that sacrifice. The ques-
tion of our well-being is one in which He has a vested interest, to 
say the least. He is for us. He is on our side. He is passionately bi-
ased in our favor. There is nothing good for us in this whole wide 
world that He is not eager and able to provide.

There is a sense in which God is eager to do good for every 
person He has created, even those who show no respect for Him. 
Jesus said that “He makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, 
and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matthew 5:45).

There is also a sense in which He cares for those who have 
obeyed the gospel of His Son and who have remained faithful to 
Him. It is to obedient Christians that Peter wrote, “Let those who 
suffer according to the will of God commit their souls to Him in 
doing good, as to a faithful Creator” (1 Peter 4:19). “Humble your-
selves under the mighty hand of God,” he continued, “. . . casting 
all your care upon Him, for He cares for you” (1 Peter 5:6,7).

But there is a third point that must be made: even when it is 
God’s faithful saints who are under consideration, the needs that 
He is most eager to supply are those relating to His rule. When Paul 
made his familiar statement in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things 
through Christ who strengthens me,” he was not speaking of goals 
like making a million dollars or winning an Olympic gold medal. 
He was stating his confidence that Christ wouldn’t let him go with-
out anything he needed to do His, that is, Christ’s, work.

Whatever God expects us to do to accomplish His purposes, He 
will help us to do. And help in doing those things is what we ought 
to desire, far more than we desire His help with lesser concerns. In 
anything related to the gospel of Christ, we needn’t worry about 
coming up short. He will “make [us] complete in every good work 
to do His will, working in [us] what is well pleasing in His sight.”

God eagerly awaits the chance to bless 
the person whose heart is turned toward Him.

a n O n y M O u s
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the highest use of the human mind

I meditate on all Your works; 
I muse on the work of Your hands. 

I spread out my hands to You; 
My soul longs for You like a thirsty land. 

Psalm 143:5,6

Just as there is nO higher ObJect OF Our thinking than gOD, 
there is nO higher use OF Our MinDs than tO think abOut 

hiM reverently. If we think of our minds as instruments that God 
entrusted to us, the most noble and powerful use to which those 
instruments can be put is to use them meditating on Him in a way 
that properly reflects His glory. Most of us do meditate on God 
from time to time, but we can do better about it than we do. In 
regard to the use of our minds, most of us make two mistakes.

First, we don’t think about God enough. Yes, we think about Him 
while offering thanks before meals, while doing our daily Bible 
reading, and while attending church services. But few of us have 
cultivated the habit of meditating on Him as we go about the 
round of our daily activities. And even fewer of us have ever re-
treated from our regular activities for times (perhaps a day or two) 
of extended prayer and concentration on God Himself.

But second, we don’t think about God reverently enough. Even 
when we do think about God, too frequently we think only of 
what we need God to do for us, rather than meditate on Him for 
His own sake. Our thoughts about God are too self-centered and 
selfishly motivated. We must learn to think about God in such a 
way that our ideas are characterized by words like these: awe, 
wonder, worshipfulness, penitence, humility, gratitude, and love.

One consequence of our failure to think often and reverently 
about God is that our actions toward Him tend to be weak and 
ineffectual. We are not as powerfully motivated as we would be if 
our thoughts dwelled on Him more worshipfully and for greater 
lengths of time. There’s no use denying that our actions spring 
from our thinking — and if our thinking were to be filled with 
the adoration of God, just imagine what the result would be! Our 
deeds would be drawn toward Him with a force that all the evil 
armies of hell would be helpless to stop.

Without doubt, the mightiest thought the mind can entertain 
is the thought of God, and the weightiest word in any 

language is its word for God.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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desiring the ProCess

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

there are certain peOple whO, rather than wOrking tO 
achieve gOals, spenD MOst OF their tiMe lOOking FOr 

shOrtcuts. Unwilling to accept the process that leads to a result, 
these folks are always angling for some advantage that will elimi-
nate the journey and get them to the end of the rainbow right now.

Some students, for example, would like to know their stuff 
without studying. Some athletes would like to win the trophy 
without training their bodies. Some businessmen would like to get 
rich without investing their money. Some farmers would like to 
reap the harvest without working the field. Some soldiers would 
like to win the war without fighting the battle.

And some Christians, let’s face it, would like to be spiritually 
mature without going through the process of spiritual growth.

In reality, however, those who would be mature in God’s eyes 
must pass through some difficult stages. We’re a long way from 
where we need to be, and the destination can’t be reached without 
crossing the distance. It’s foolish (and dangerous) to try.

But here is the point: we should not only tolerate the process of 
growth; we should embrace it willingly, gratefully, and even joy-
fully. The process of spiritual growth involves no small amount of 
pain. But James says that we are to “count it all joy when you fall into 
various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience.” 
The pain is not pleasant, but it produces something that is very 
pleasant, and for that reason we should embrace the process with 
joy. It is not too much to say that we should desire the process. We 
desire it because we desire what it leads to, and we are grateful for 
the manner in which God has deemed it best for us to get there.

It is sad to see a person who does nothing more than put up 
with today while he frantically looks for some shortcut to tomor-
row. How foolish. Today is how we get to tomorrow! And if today 
is difficult, as it often will be in this world, we ought to do more 
than tolerate it. We ought to taste it deeply and give thanks for it.

Everyone wants peace, but very few 
care for the things that produce it.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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no other entranCe

. . . strengthening the souls of the disciples, exhorting them 
to continue in the faith, and saying, “We must through many 

tribulations enter the kingdom of God.” Acts 14:22

it is Only tO be expecteD that we will Meet resistance in Our 
prOgress tOwarD gOD. Satan will surely try to defeat us with 

problems and pains, and God knows that it’s better to allow these 
difficulties than to prevent them. “We must through many tribula-
tions enter the kingdom of God,” said Paul and Barnabas as they 
encouraged certain new converts to remain steadfast.

In the Homilies of Pseudo-Macarius, there is this observation: 
“We read in the Bible about some people who pleased God. They 
are considered God’s friends and favorites. We miss one important 
detail. They suffered for God . . . We applaud them and wish we 
could be honored in a similar way, but we ignore the cost.”

Not only do we ignore the cost, some of us avoid difficulty so 
often that a pain-free life almost appears to be our main priority. 
But why should we want to be exempt from the hardships that so 
many of our brethren have suffered? How fair would it be for us 
to be granted the special consideration of an easier path to God? 
Do we not remember that old hymn “Am I a Soldier of the Cross?” 
The second stanza should prick our conscience: “Must I be carried 
to the skies on flowr’y beds of ease, while others fought to win the 
prize and sailed through bloody seas?”

The matter really comes down to a simple question: do we 
really want our hearts to be adjusted to God’s holiness or not? If 
we do, there is a price to be paid and a discipline to be submitted 
to. Jesus’ glory was on the other side of His suffering, and so it 
must be with us (Mark 8:34). Paul wrote that he was glad to have 
made sacrifices in order to know Jesus Christ: “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). The 
crown of Christ is for those who, with Him, have borne the cross.

We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom. There 
is no other entrance.

Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. Only through 
experience of trial and suffering can the soul be strengthened, 

vision cleared, ambition inspired, and success achieved.

h e l e n  k e l l e r
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hard times

For the lOrD your God is bringing you into a good land, a land of brooks 
of water, of fountains and springs, that flow out of valleys and hills . . . a land 
in which you will eat bread without scarcity, in which you will lack nothing 

. . . When you have eaten and are full . . . beware that you do not forget 
the lOrD your God. Deuteronomy 8:7-11

pOverty is nOt an easy experience, but iF we stOp tO think 
abOut it, it’s ObviOus that wealth has its DiFFiculties tOO. 

When we speak of “hard times,” we need to be careful. For all the 
hardship we face when we suffer a shortage of life’s necessities, 
we face an even greater challenge when we suffer a surplus.

The challenge of prosperity is greater because it challenges us 
at the level of our character. Poverty’s hardship is mostly physical 
or outward, but affluence presents a host of harder problems that 
are spiritual in nature. Granted, there are some spiritual issues that 
must be dealt with when we’re poor, but most people who’ve been 
poor would report that they found their inward characters grow-
ing in positive ways during that experience. By contrast, most 
people would have to say that their characters tend to weaken 
when life is completely comfortable. Indeed, it’s all we can do to 
keep from dying in the suffocating atmosphere of affluence.

Paul made an interesting statement in Philippians 4:11,12: “I 
have learned in whatever state I am, to be content: I know how 
to be abased, and I know how to abound. Everywhere and in all 
things I have learned both to be full and to be hungry, both to 
abound and to suffer need.” It takes some “know how” to be full 
and to abound without losing our souls. When we’re wealthy, our 
spiritual survival is anything but automatic. In fact, according to 
Jesus, the odds are quite against it: “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 19:24).

These truths have sobering implications for those of us who 
live in one of the wealthy nations, particularly the United States 
of America. We face some spiritual hardships that our brethren 
in poorer cultures don’t have to deal with, and frankly, we’re not 
handling our abundance conspicuously well. We’re “full,” but in 
all too many cases, we’re letting our spirits starve to death.

If adversity hath killed his thousands, 
prosperity hath killed his ten thousands.

r O b e r t  b u r t O n
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temPted to sWitCh goals

Again, the devil took Him up on an exceedingly high mountain, and 
showed Him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. And he said to 

Him, “All these things I will give You if You will fall down and worship me.” 
Then Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall 

worship the lOrD your God, and Him only you shall serve.’” 
Matthew 4:8-10

Our aDversary, the Devil, is a Master OF Deceit. He has 
found some very creative ways to persuade us to move 

toward him rather than toward God. He knows that what we 
want is joy, and he shrewdly tempts us to seek it on his terms. His 
argument runs something like this: “I’m not asking you to desire 
anything different; I’m just showing you a better way to get what 
you desire.” But that is a lie. He knows it, and as soon as we take 
the bait, we know it too. The path he offers is not simply a better 
path to the same destination; it’s a different destination altogether. 
The devil is asking us, in the most ultimate sense, to switch goals.

How many people would do what the devil suggests if they 
knew what he was up to? If we knew that death, and not joy, 
would be the result of going his way, we wouldn’t go there, would 
we? But many of us do know what the devil is up to. Why do we 
let ourselves be seduced into changing the direction of our lives?

For most of us, the answer is not hard to find. When we 
switch goals, we think of ourselves as doing it only temporarily. 
After we’ve indulged ourselves, we’ll get back on the path to God. 
And we naively suppose that since God will see our sin as nothing 
more than an insignificant lapse, nothing very radical or traumatic 
will be required of us in the way of repentance. But what we fail to 
see is how insulting to God’s love our sin is. When we turn away 
from a God who has loved us to follow His archenemy, we take 
our place in the ranks of those who’re in rebellion against God.

We need to see sin for what it is: a worshiping of the wrong 
god. Sin — any sin — is a denial of God. Samuel summed it up 
starkly when he said to Saul, “Rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, 
and stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry” (1 Samuel 15:23). 
Not many of us would want to be known as idolaters, but that’s 
what it comes down to when, at the devil’s suggestion, we ex-
change God, our hearts’ true desire, for anything else at all.

The whole effort — the object — of temptation is to induce us 
to substitute something else for God. To obscure God.

r .  h .  s t e w a r t
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no delight

But you have not so learned Christ, if indeed you have 
heard Him and have been taught by Him, as the truth is in Jesus: 

that you put off, concerning your former conduct, the old man 
which grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts. 

Ephesians 4:20-22

as lOng as we Delight in evil, we wOn’t have Much success 
reMOving it FrOM Our lives. In any contest between the head 

and the heart, the heart will almost always win. Our loves, what-
ever they may be, are powerful things. They direct our actions 
almost irresistibly. For that reason, we must constantly work on 
our desires and diminish those that lead us away from God.

In dealing with our desires, there is one thing that is helpful 
to understand: it is not our desires themselves that are wrong, 
but rather our willingness to fulfill them in unlawful ways. The 
Scriptures teach that temptation comes to us in three basic ways: 
“the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (1 
John 2:16). With each of these, the devil is simply trying to exploit 
some natural desire that God has given to us.

For example, when Eve was tempted to eat the forbidden fruit 
in the Garden of Eden, she saw “that the tree was good for food, 
that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree desirable to make one 
wise” (Genesis 3:6). It was not wrong, in itself, for her to be physi-
cally hungry or to desire the possession of something beautiful or 
even to have the satisfaction of being wise and personally signifi-
cant. The problem lay in the devil’s suggestion that she should go 
outside the boundaries of God’s will to satisfy these desires. When 
she turned away from God’s provision for each of these and tried 
to fulfill them in a “better” way, she sinned — and she died.

So how do we get rid of our sinful desires? We do so, first, 
by recognizing the murderous lie behind the devil’s offer. Then, 
remembering that our desires have been given to us by God, we 
must hold on to our love for Him. However pleasurable an unlawful 
act might be, the thought of gaining that pleasure in a way that 
grieves God ought to be so repugnant that the deed seems repul-
sive. With Joseph, we must learn to say sincerely, “How then can I 
do this great wickedness, and sin against God?” (Genesis 39:9).

As long as I delight in any evil, as long as sensuality is more gratifying than 
purity, indiscretion than moderation, flattery than correction, how can I even 

aspire to friendship which springs from an esteem for virtue?

a e l r e D  O F  r i e v a u l x
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neW delight

. . . 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 4:23,24

iF it’s iMpOrtant tO hate sin, it’s even MOre iMpOrtant tO 
lOve righteOusness. The love of God involves not only being 

afraid to disobey Him; it means being attracted by the prospect 
of pleasing Him and obeying His will. Living within our Father’s 
love must come to be, among other things, delightful.

In Ephesians 4, Paul discussed the two sides of godliness. 
Whereas we used to take delight in disobedience, “you have not 
so learned Christ, if indeed you have heard Him and have been 
taught by Him, as the truth is in Jesus” (vv.20,21). So we must “put 
off, concerning [our] former conduct, the old man” (v.22). But that 
is only half the battle. On the positive and more important side, 
we must “be renewed in the spirit of [our] mind” (v.23). We must 
make the choice to “put on the new man” (v.24).

If we’ve been satisfying our desires in unlawful ways for a 
long time, it will not be easy to learn a new set of delights. It can 
be done, though, and making the commitment to do so is the first 
step. If we want to be people who take deep delight in pleasing 
God, we must get past our what ifs, our maybes, and our yes buts 
and make an actual commitment to be renewed in our thinking.

Since the good that awaits us is so much more joyful than the 
counterfeit pleasures we’ve been accustomed to, our main regret 
will be that we didn’t delight in God sooner. We’ll scold ourselves 
for having been so foolish for so long. What were we thinking?

Granted, counterfeits can be quite convincing. The things we 
used to enjoy were really enjoyable, or we wouldn’t have spent 
so much time with them. But whatever pleasures may have come 
from satisfying ourselves unlawfully, the lawful satisfaction of 
those same desires is so much deeper and more genuine that the 
comparison defies description. The new delight we can have in 
God is the real thing. It’s what we were made for. It’s all we’ve 
ever dreamed of and then some. And the main thing about it is 
that it centers on God Himself. He, finally, is all we really desire.

Show unto me, O Lord, your mercy, and delight my heart in it. 
Let me find you, whom I so longingly seek.

J e r O M e
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he Can reBuild a ruined heart

He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty 
to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound 

. . . to give them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment 
of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they may be called trees of 
righteousness, the planting of the lOrD, that He may be glorified. 

Isaiah 61:1-3

as Far as gOD is cOncerneD, nOne OF us is a hOpeless case. 
If our hearts have been ruined by sin, He can rebuild them. 

And not only can He give us “beauty for ashes” and “the oil of joy 
for mourning,” but He desires to do so. Yet we should not be naive. 
God’s help is not unconditional, and it can’t be enjoyed without 
commitment on our part. A renovated heart does not come from:

Wishful thinking. Whatever has gone wrong in our lives, it is 
possible to recover from our mistakes, but more is required than 
simple dreaming. An actual “conversion,” or turning, must take 
place. The apostle Peter said, “Repent therefore and be converted, 
that your sins may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing may 
come from the presence of the Lord” (Acts 3:19). In the Scriptures, 
there are no “times of refreshing” without radical repentance.

Faith only. In the New Testament, we find a clear pattern with 
regard to conversion. Beginning with Pentecost (Acts 2:37-39) and 
continuing through each subsequent account of conversion (Acts 
8:35-39; 16:14,15; etc.), those who had heard the gospel and were 
convicted of their sinfulness were told to be baptized in order to 
receive the remission of their sins. Paul, for example, was told by 
Ananias, “And now why are you waiting? Arise and be baptized, 
and wash away your sins, calling on the name of the Lord” (Acts 
22:16). If we want God to reconstruct our broken-down hearts, we 
must be on the inside of a forgiven relationship with Him, and in 
the New Testament, baptism was always the door through which 
that relationship had to be entered (Romans 6:3,4; Galatians 3:27).

Let us not miss the point, however. When we turn to God, 
faithfully obeying the gospel, what we’re seeking salvation from is 
the wreckage of our own hearts. And the wonder of the gospel is that 
God can do this. He can rebuild a heart that we have wrecked.

O Lord, the house of my soul is narrow; enlarge it that you may enter in. 
It is ruined, O repair it! It displeases your sight; I confess it, I know. But who 

shall cleanse it, or to whom shall I cry but unto you? Cleanse me from my 
secret faults, O Lord, and spare your servant from strange sin.

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O
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learning to Be glad When god is glad

Love . . . is glad when truth is glad. 
1 Corinthians 13:6 Barclay

here’s a suggestiOn: Make gOD’s happiness the Main gOal 
OF yOur liFe. That’s a somewhat strange suggestion, obvi-

ously. The main goal of most people is to make themselves happy, 
and the idea that we ought to be more concerned about God’s 
pleasure than our own would strike some folks as odd.

But Paul said that love is “glad when truth is glad,” and truth 
is glad when what happens is that through which God can show 
forth His glory most greatly. Truth rejoices when God’s purposes 
are fulfilled. It finds pleasure in the same things that He does. It 
looks at everything from His perspective and is never happier 
than when He has been pleased (2 Thessalonians 1:11,12).

To what extent are we a people committed to truth? Is our 
love for God such that we are “glad when truth is glad”? It’s easy 
to say yes with our lips, but what does the evidence of our way 
of life in the real world suggest? When the requirements of truth 
involve the sacrifice of our own happiness, what then? Is God’s 
gladness a higher priority than our own pleasure? This is a ques-
tion most of us will find it uncomfortable to answer honestly.

If we want to grow in this area, we need to begin adopting a 
larger perspective on the issue of happiness. In eternity, the only 
people who will be happy are those who are able to rejoice in the 
gladness of God. In this life, we may travel a path that goes in the 
opposite direction from God and delude ourselves, for the time 
being, into thinking that we’re happy. But that is only because 
God’s eternal purposes have not yet reached their final fulfillment. 
When that time comes, His victory will be complete and absolute. 
If by then we haven’t learned to rejoice in the truth of His good-
ness, we will be sent away from Him forever. The only ones who’ll 
remain with Him will be those who can honestly rejoice with Him. 
But after eternity has begun, it will be too late to begin acquiring 
a taste for the things that make God glad. Now is the time to do 
that. Now is the time to modify our likes and our dislikes — so 
that what we like most of all is to rejoice at the joy of our Father.

Does everything in my life fill His heart with gladness, or do I constantly 
complain because things don’t seem to be going my way? A person who has 

forgotten what God treasures will not be filled with joy.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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think tWiCe Before you Pray for JustiCe

He has not dealt with us according to our sins, 
Nor punished us according to our iniquities. 

Psalm 103:10

sOMetiMes we Feel that liFe has nOt repaiD us FOr the eFFOrt 
we’ve put FOrth. We know that we’ve made some mistakes, 

but even so, we feel that there’s an unfair difference between what 
we’ve given and what we’ve gotten in return. And so we cry to 
God for justice. We appeal to Him to set the record straight — and 
make up for the blessings that life has withheld from us.

Well, it is certainly true that in specific instances we may have 
been wronged and justice has not been forthcoming. In such cases, 
the instruction of the Scriptures is clear: “Therefore let those who 
suffer according to the will of God commit their souls to Him 
in doing good, as to a faithful Creator” (1 Peter 4:19). When real 
injustice has been committed, it is right to make a heartfelt plea for 
vindication: “How long, O Lord . . . until You judge and avenge 
our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” (Revelation 6:9-11).

But before we pray for God’s justice, most of us need to think 
twice. However wrongfully we may have been treated in particu-
lar situations, if all the evidence bearing on our lives were to be 
brought into the courtroom, it would be seen that, on the whole, 
the injustices we’ve suffered don’t add up to the injustices we’ve 
committed. We may have been mistreated here and there, but all 
things considered, if we’ve been shortchanged, it’s in the area of 
punishment rather than blessing. David had grievous enemies 
against whom he had legitimate complaints, but David also knew 
that the larger truth was this: God “has not dealt with us accord-
ing to our sins, nor punished us according to our iniquities.”

God is a God not only of justice but also of patience. Most of 
us would say we’re glad that He’s been patient with us person-
ally, punishing us less than we deserve. But if God chooses to be 
patient with those who’ve wronged us, punishing them less than 
they deserve, shouldn’t we be grateful for that too? And besides, 
in some cases we may not even have been wronged. As the Lord 
sees things, our enemies may have a better argument than we do.

Could it be that you deserve the unpleasantness you are now experiencing? 
Did you bring it on yourself? If you are in any way to blame 

then you should patiently endure the pain.

l a w r e n c e  s c u p O l i
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mammon is our maJor oBstaCle

You cannot serve God and mammon. 
Matthew 6:24

thOse whO are seriOusly reaching FOrwarD in liFe will 
run intO nO bigger Obstacle than “MaMMOn.” Money and 

material possessions, while not wrong in themselves, tend to draw 
our hearts and our hopes away from God, and their temptation is 
so powerful that none of us can say we’ve mastered the difficulty. 
This is a problem that no human being can afford to ignore.

The problem of mammon affects every individual. When 
Jesus said, “You cannot serve God and mammon,” He was speak-
ing to an audience that probably included more poor people than 
rich. The difficult decision about whom to serve, whether God or 
mammon, is universal. It’s the fundamental choice that every per-
son who lives in the world must make, whether rich or poor.

Mammon has to do with this world. And all we have to do 
to “worship” it is to make it our top priority or our main inter-
est. Some of the man-made things in the world are evil, of course, 
and these should be avoided completely. But even if we’re talk-
ing about the things that God has made, all of which are good, 
we have to make a choice whether to worship the creation or the 
Creator. When we worship God, He gives us many gifts to enjoy 
(and then let go of) as we make our way to heaven, but if we have 
such a fixation on God’s gifts that He, the Giver, gets only what’s 
left over of our love, then we’ve become worshipers of mammon.

The most foolish thing we can do is assume that we’ve got it 
all under control. We are never in more danger than when we un-
derestimate the power that mammon has to attract our own hearts. 
The fact is, it has a seductive, powerful pull on virtually every 
human being. And if we say we’ve got our this-worldly desires 
under control, almost any objective person could probably look at 
the way we spend our time and see that we don’t. When it comes 
to spiritual priorities versus worldly ones, many of us are attempt-
ing a juggling act that we’re not nearly skilled enough to pull off.

Materialistic concerns and one-sided values are never sufficient to fill the 
heart and mind of a human person. A life reduced to the sole dimension of 

possessions, of consumer goods, of temporal concerns will never let you 
discover and enjoy the full richness of your humanity. It is only in God — in 

Jesus, God made man — that you will fully understand what you are.

J O h n  p a u l  i i
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love transforms suffering

Beloved, do not think it strange concerning the fiery trial which is 
to try you, as though some strange thing happened to you; but rejoice 

to the extent that you partake of Christ’s sufferings, that when His glory is 
revealed, you may also be glad with exceeding joy. 1 Peter 4:12,13

cOncerning suFFering in this liFe, the questiOn is nOt 
whether we’ll suFFer but siMply hOw we’ll Deal with it. 

All of us will encounter hardships and heartaches during the days 
of our pilgrimage. Some of these pains we’ll bring upon ourselves; 
others will be unprovoked and undeserved. In every case, how-
ever, there is one crucial thing that lies within our control: love.

When we’re called upon to endure any kind of unpleasant-
ness, our frame of mind is a matter of choice on our part. Why 
not, then, see our suffering through the eyes of love? If we have 
no honorable choice but to suffer, we can at least choose to suffer 
lovingly. From the list of possible reasons why we would submit 
to pain, we can select love and let that be our motive.

It’s important to recognize that without love suffering has 
relatively little value, at least from the standpoint of the Christian. 
Paul went so far as to say, “Though I give my body to be burned, 
but have not love, it profits me nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:3). 
What a tragedy it would be to have drunk the bitter dregs of dis-
appointment and defeat in this life, perhaps even being persecuted 
as a Christian, and then to find out that, because we had no love, 
our suffering was nothing more than . . . suffering.

With love, though, suffering is transformed. It’s not that the 
suffering goes away. It’s simply that when motivated by love an 
ordeal becomes an ordeal with a high meaning and a glorious 
goal. It’s hard to imagine how Jesus could have gotten through 
Gethsemane without this perspective: “Greater love has no one 
than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends” (John 15:13).

So “rejoice to the extent that you partake of Christ’s suffer-
ings.” When you suffer, make sure you do it with a heart of love. 
Appreciate the privilege of suffering with Christ. Whatever you 
must endure, endure it not with bitterness or self-righteousness 
but with humility and reverence. Think of patience as a gift you 
can give to your Father: a token of real, deep-down gratitude.

Love makes the whole difference 
between an execution and a martyrdom.

e v e l y n  u n D e r h i l l
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love lets us Be free

Pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace 
with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart. 

2 Timothy 2:22

lOve liberates us FrOM the Main thing we neeD tO be liber-
ateD FrOM: absOrptiOn with Ourselves. Sin turns us dan-

gerously inward; it twists our thinking into a selfish shape. And 
if we’ve been sinning long enough that it’s become a habit, our 
thinking and our values, motives, desires, and goals have probably 
come under the control of one basic consideration: what we want. 
Even when we do good deeds for others, we may do them because, 
basically, such acts of kindness help us to feel about ourselves the 
way we want to feel. Sin captures us in a very selfish cage.

One of the grand effects of the gospel of Christ is that it frees 
us from this preoccupation with ourselves. Paul said that the goal 
or object of Christian teaching is love: “The purpose of the com-
mandment is love from a pure heart, from a good conscience, and 
from sincere faith” (1 Timothy 1:5). This kind of love is the very 
antithesis of selfishness. It lifts us out of the bog of self-centered 
thinking and sets us free to enjoy a new and better focus. It gets us 
out of ourselves and into a connection with all those things exter-
nal to ourselves that we were meant to be related to.

Love is clearly vital to our connection to other human beings, 
especially our fellow Christians. Without the self-sacrificial love 
produced by the gospel, we wouldn’t be able to love others, at 
least with the highest kind of love (John 13:34,35). But what a dif-
ference the gospel makes! “Since you have purified your souls in 
obeying the truth through the Spirit in sincere love of the brethren, 
love one another fervently with a pure heart” (1 Peter 1:22).

But more importantly, love is vital to our connection to God. 
Sin is the root of the problem, certainly, and until that barrier is 
removed by the gospel, we can’t have any fellowship with God. 
But even with our past sins forgiven, there can be no fellowship if 
we remain self-centered. So if we’re Christians, we need to let our 
hearts be transformed — opened up — by love. “Let all those who 
seek You rejoice and be glad in You; and let those who love Your 
salvation say continually, ‘Let God be magnified!’” (Psalm 70:4).

O pure and sacred love! It frees us 
from personal vanity. It is cleansing.

b e r n a r D  O F  c l a i r v a u x
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Wilderness

Immediately the Spirit drove Him into the wilderness. 
And He was there in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan, 
and was with the wild beasts; and the angels ministered to Him. 

Mark 1:12,13

strange as it seeMs, sOMe things grOw best in barren places. 
Faith and spiritual maturity are two such things. These quali-

ties can flourish in a “wilderness” of difficulty. Just when it seems 
they can’t survive, they do survive and even grown stronger.

Yet faith and spiritual maturity don’t automatically grow in the 
midst of difficulty. They only do so when we make right choices 
concerning our attitude. When tribulations test us and we’re 
driven out into the desert to wrestle with the devil, it’s critically 
important that we discipline our minds. The wilderness is no place 
for the weak-minded or the careless. Much depends on how we 
train ourselves to think, and the greater the difficulty, the greater 
the consequences that come from the attitude that we adopt.

Knowing Jesus as we do from the New Testament, what 
would have been His attitude toward His wilderness experience? 
First, He would not have been naive about it. He knew too much 
about the enemy to be flippant about the matter of temptation. 
Second, He would not have complained about being tested. His 
attitude would not have been one of resistance or resentment. And 
third, He would not have bragged about His ordeal. Successful 
though He was in dealing with difficulty, He would not have been 
smug about it, nor would He have thought condescendingly about 
others who had not suffered as much as He had. Concerning the 
wilderness, Jesus’ thinking would have been realistic, courageous, 
and respectful of others, whether they had suffered much or little.

During Jesus’ days in the wilderness, He was helped by the 
Father: “angels ministered to Him.” Like Jesus, we can be sure of 
God’s help during the times when we’re tested, and we need to 
maintain an attitude toward difficulty similar to His. If we will 
think as He thought, we’ll be helped as He was helped, if not 
with angels then with whatever other help God knows we need. 
Having been helped, then, we’ll have a spirit more sturdy, more 
healthy, and more deeply devoted to the God in whom we trust.

The lives that are getting stronger 
are lives in the desert, deep-rooted in God.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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seeing our hurts as homesiCkness

For we who are in this tent groan, being burdened, not because we 
want to be unclothed, but further clothed, that mortality may be swallowed 

up by life . . . So we are always confident, knowing that while we are at 
home in the body we are absent from the Lord. 

2 Corinthians 5:4,6

when Our hearts are hurting, we OFten Fail tO see where 
the hurt is really cOMing FrOM. Specific injuries, losses, 

and disappointments do hurt by themselves, obviously, but most 
of the time the void that we think would be filled if we could have 
back the thing we’ve lost is much deeper than we think. We may 
think we need the earthly thing we’ve lost, but in all likelihood 
the pain we feel having lost that thing is simply a reminder of a 
deeper, and more important, void: the loss of direct friendship with 
God. The joy of seeing our God’s face is what we need most. In 
this life, we long for that joy with a pain that can rightly be called 
“homesickness.” And until, in Christ, we’re reunited with our 
Father, every hurt we feel should be a reminder of how empty our 
hearts must be until the day when God fills them completely.

Paul said that “while we are at home in the body we are ab-
sent from the Lord.” That doesn’t mean we can’t have fellowship 
with God in this life. We can, and that fellowship involves true 
joy. But as long as we live in this world, broken as it is by sin and 
sorrow, the fellowship we can have is little more than a foretaste or 
down payment on the direct, face-to-face communion we’ll be able 
to have with God in heaven (Revelation 22:4,5). Deep down, that’s 
what we long for. And that’s why our hearts hurt right now.

So how does it help us to recognize this truth? It certainly 
doesn’t make our hurts disappear. What it does do, however, is 
restore our perspective on what has gone wrong. And it reminds 
us that God is working toward a lasting solution to our real prob-
lem. Rather than patch our wounds with a superficial bandage, 
He gave His Son to atone for our sins. And that opens the door to 
hope — hope that our hearts will be filled up when we reach home.

So it is that men sigh on, not knowing what the soul wants, but only 
that it needs something. Our yearnings are homesickness for heaven. Our 

sighings are sighings for God, just as children cry themselves to sleep away 
from home and sob in their slumber, not knowing that they sob for their 

parents. The soul’s inarticulate moanings are the affections, yearning for the 
Infinite, and having no one to tell them what it is that ails them.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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fighting the good fight

Fight the good fight of faith, lay hold on eternal life, 
to which you were also called and have confessed the good 

confession in the presence of many witnesses. 
1 Timothy 6:12

thOse whO wish tO “lay hOlD On eternal liFe” Must “Fight 
the gOOD Fight OF Faith.” There is no path to heaven that 

doesn’t lead through territory occupied by the devil. If we’re to 
reach our desired destination, we’re going to have to fight. Indeed, 
it sometimes seems that we have to fight every step of the way.

We should be careful in our conclusions, though. Just because 
we’re experiencing conflict, that does not by itself guarantee we’re 
on the right path. There is such a thing as carnal combat, and those 
who engage in it often don’t have the honesty to see that their 
agenda is their own rather than God’s. But even so, there is no 
denying that warfare is inevitable if we’re serious about seeking 
God. To reach forward, we have to struggle with sin.

Are we cowardly? If we’re too timid to fight for what’s right, 
we won’t make it to heaven. In Revelation 21:8, the list of those 
who will be lost eternally is headed by the “cowardly.” If we take 
the course of least resistance, we’ll end up somewhere other than 
the realm where God is. It takes courage to seek Him truthfully.

Are we careless? Considering the intensity and intelligence 
of our adversary, we ought not to be naive. We’re being nothing 
more than silly if we think we can serve God faithfully and never 
experience any difficulty. Peter said, “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).

Unfortunately, we often think of the “good fight of faith” as a 
war against other people who (we presume) are not as committed 
to God’s truth as we are. However, as often as not, the thing that 
must be fought is not an outward foe but some inward temptation. 
The good fight of faith is, first and foremost, a personal struggle 
against what the devil is trying to do to us. We need, then, to 
“resist him” (1 Peter 5:9). We need to fight for our lives with com-
mitment and courage. We need, with real indignation, to draw the 
line and refuse to yield a single inch to our adversary.

Jesus invited us, not to a picnic, but to a pilgrimage; 
not to a frolic, but to a fight.

b i l l y  g r a h a M
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the Pursuit of god . . . or mere PolemiCs?

If anyone teaches otherwise and does not consent to wholesome 
words, even the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, and to the doctrine 
which accords with godliness, he is proud, knowing nothing, but is 

obsessed with disputes and arguments over words, from which come 
envy, strife, reviling, evil suspicions, useless wranglings of men of 

corrupt minds and destitute of the truth, who suppose that godliness 
is a means of gain. From such withdraw yourself. 1 Timothy 6:3-5

in the gODly persOn’s liFe, a certain aMOunt OF cOnFlict 
is unavOiDable, yet iF we FinD it satisFying, we prObably 

neeD tO take an hOnest inventOry OF Ourselves. If we enjoy 
engaging an opponent (as, quite frankly, many do), we may find 
ourselves substituting combat for the building of character. At 
least some of the time, we may have to admit that we’re pursuing 
mere polemics rather than God Himself. Living in a society where 
competition in all its myriad forms is almost a national obsession, 
we need to watch out. When we find ourselves in conflict with an-
other person over some spiritual matter, what are our real motives 
for waging war? What is it that we’re really seeking? And if we act 
insulted when anyone questions our management of controversy, 
we probably need to be cautioned more than the average person.

Warning No. 1. We should minimize controversies that are 
merely verbal in nature. Not every conflict is equally significant, 
and those that are simply arguments over the proper definition of 
words are among the least significant. Paul warned against those 
who are “obsessed with disputes and arguments over words.” 
We need to have the good sense and the honesty to admit when a 
disagreement is more semantic than it is substantive.

Warning No. 2. We should take care not to confuse victims of 
the enemy with the enemy himself. Even when controversy is nec-
essary, it helps to remember that our human opponent is, at worst, 
a victim of the enemy (2 Timothy 2:24-26). The real enemy is the 
devil, and that’s where our fury needs to be focused.

Our religion must be more than words. The Lord would 
surely say to us the same thing that Paul said to the Corinthians, 
“I will come to you shortly . . . and I will know, not the words of 
those who are puffed up, but the power” (1 Corinthians 4:19).

Truth lies in character. Christ did not simply speak the truth; 
he was Truth — truth through and through, 

for truth is a thing not of words but of life and being.

F r e D e r i c k  w i l l i a M  r O b e r t s O n
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Journey’s end

Then they cry out to the lOrD in their trouble, and He brings them out of 
their distresses. He calms the storm, so that its waves are still. Then they are 

glad because they are quiet; so He guides them to their desired haven. 
Psalm 107:28-30

thOse whO take the tiMe tO visualize their gOal are nOt 
Mere DreaMers; they are the real DOers. It’s not a waste of 

time for us to contemplate where we’re going. In fact, if we don’t 
make that a part of our daily devotional discipline, it’s not likely 
that we’ll get to our destination. If we desire it, we must think 
about it. We must think about it frequently and fondly.

Thinking vividly about our goal keeps it from slipping down 
on our list of priorities. If we don’t stop throughout the day to 
remember and remind ourselves what we want most, the time will 
come when something else takes the place of heaven in our hearts. 
There are simply too many distractions around us. It’s dangerous 
to let a day go by without refreshing our focus on eternity.

None of us has the wisdom to get to our destination without 
guidance, and although you may not have thought about it much, 
there’s a link between goal-meditation and guidance. The more 
vividly we envision our goal, the more open we will be to God’s 
instructions about how to get there. For one thing, meditating on 
where we’re going helps us see the great gap between where we 
are and where we want to be. It humbles us and helps us see the 
superiority of His plan for getting us across the distance.

Fervently contemplating the end of our journey also has a 
steadying influence on us. With spiritual goals, it is the same as 
with earthly goals: the people who can endure the most hardship 
are those who keep their goal most clearly in mind. So losing our 
focus is a dangerous thing. It robs us of our perseverance.

But concerning our goal, the thing, above all, that must be 
kept clear is that our goal is God. He Himself is the end of our 
journey. Being conformed to His character is what we desire, and 
being able, when the time comes, to see His face is what we long 
for. It does not matter (at least not much) whether our passage is 
comfortable. What matters is that we are making progress and 
that our progress is toward God. In the end, those who are pure in 
heart will see God. “He guides them to their desired haven.”

The clearer your target, the better you will weather emotional storms.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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the freedom of a right foCus

Then one of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, and saying, 
“Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?” 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 22:35-40

we are Free tO chOOse Our thOughts, but we are nOt Free 
tO chOOse the cOnsequences OF thOse thOughts. For 

example, suppose that in a certain situation we’re faced with the 
choice of whether to think generous thoughts or selfish thoughts. 
We’re free to go either way, but having chosen, we need not think 
we can get the results that would have come from the other choice. 
Ideas always have consequences, sooner or later, and we need to 
see the importance of governing our thinking so as to get the con-
sequences we desire and avoid the ones we don’t.

In today’s text, Jesus said that the most important command-
ment is to love God and the second most important, to love our 
neighbor. At the very least, this teaching gives us the key to con-
structive thinking. If we make the love of God and our neighbor 
the primary points around which our minds revolve, good results 
must surely follow. If, as the Scriptures teach, we reap what we 
sow (Galatians 6:7,8), there is no better sowing than to focus our 
love on these two objects. When we do this, the law of cause and 
effect will work to our benefit rather than to our detriment.

But look at the price we pay when we don’t have our hearts 
focused rightly: our energy is dissipated, our love is distracted, and 
our joy is diluted. When we fritter ourselves away in the pursuit of 
worldly values, we set in motion a train of very undesirable con-
sequences. By letting our minds take the course of least resistance, 
we forfeit the very best that life has to offer.

There is an important sense in which we are held captive by 
the thoughts we choose to think. So to be liberated from enslave-
ment to sinful thoughts, we must let ourselves be captivated by 
higher values: the love of God and His creatures. For us, freedom 
does not mean having no master; it means having a wise and lov-
ing Master. To bind ourselves to Him — with committed love — is to 
be set free from the consequences of every lesser love.

If thou intend not nor seek nothing else but the pleasing of God 
and the profit of thy neighbor thou shalt have inward liberty.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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seeking god With gratitude

And one of them, when he saw that he was healed, returned, and with a loud 
voice glorified God, and fell down on his face at His feet, giving Him thanks. 

And he was a Samaritan. So Jesus answered and said, “Were there not ten 
cleansed? But where are the nine? Were there not any found who 

returned to give glory to God except this foreigner?” Luke 17:15-18

it is better tO seek gOD with gratituDe than with Desperate 
DeManDs. However much we seek Him when we’re in need of 

help that He can give us, we need to continue to seek Him after 
the help has been given. Like the lone Samaritan who returned 
to give thanks for having been cleansed of his leprosy, we need 
to feel as deep a longing to show our appreciation to the Lord as 
we felt a longing for His help in the first place. If the only time we 
have any use for God is when we’re unable to get what we want 
on our own, we are a selfish people indeed. It must be in times of 
comfort, no less than times of crisis, that we seek our Father’s face.

It’s important to remember that we’re never really able to get 
what we want on our own. Even when life is going well and we 
seem to be motoring along without much help, that is never actu-
ally the case. Without God’s help each instant, we would perish. 
There is not a single moment when we’re not completely depen-
dent on His support, and only a fool would distinguish between 
times when we need God and times when we don’t. The truth is, 
we need Him — we require Him — at all times (Acts 17:28).

If we are to make steady progress toward God, it will help 
us to work on the consistency with which we seek Him. Having 
learned a little of His greatness, we need to seek His glory day 
in and day out. God is our King, period. That fact is not altered 
by the fluctuations in our circumstances or our feelings, and the 
amount of attention we pay to Him ought not to depend on these 
things either. If we seek Him for His sake, that reason will be pres-
ent twenty-four hours of every day, whether we feel needy or not. 
For most of us, this consistency takes some learning, but we can 
do it. Paul said, “Everywhere and in all things I have learned both 
to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need” 
(Philippians 4:12). It’s not easy, but like him, we can learn how to 
abound without forgetting God or failing to give thanks.

You pray in your distress and in your need; would that you might also 
pray in the fullness of your joy and in your days of abundance.

k a h l i l  g i b r a n
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the trouBles of a temPorary home

For we know that the whole creation groans and labors 
with birth pangs together until now. Romans 8:22

when baD Days cOMe, we neeD tO pay attentiOn tO the re-
MinDer being given tO us. Good days are reminders too, of 

course; they remind us that God created the world. But bad days 
should remind us that the present world, tragically broken by sin, 
is a dangerous place to settle down.

If our hearts are set on God, we are on our way to a place that 
can truly be called home. A “rest” awaits us, if we’re among the 
“people of God” (Hebrews 4:9). But we haven’t yet reached our 
rest, and until we do, we are sojourners — temporary residents in 
a country not our own, strangers in a strange land.

But we tend to forget, don’t we? We forget that we’re aliens, 
and we fall into the habit of thinking like permanent citizens who 
are quite at home here and have no desire to leave.

Because that’s a dangerous tendency, God sees to it that the 
fields of our thinking are plowed up from time to time. In the lives 
of some, it may be a “thorn in the flesh.” For others, it may the 
tragic loss of something they thought they couldn’t bear to lose. It 
may be the unending difficulty of some unpleasantness that won’t 
go away. It may be temptation. It may be failure. It may be sick-
ness or the specter of death. But God loves His faithful people too 
much to let them forget the home that He has prepared for them.

What do we do with these reminders, as painful as they often 
are? At the very least, we should be grateful for them. But also, we 
should bear them with humility, dignity, and courage. And above 
all, we should not fail to let them have their intended effect on us. 
If God is reminding us, we should let ourselves be reminded and 
not waste the care that He’s bestowing upon us.

Moses spoke powerfully when he recalled Israel’s hardships: 
“[God] 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). Some things we dare not forget, and 
from time to time, these things God will “make us know.”

Happy is the trouble that loosens our grip of earth.

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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no time for negligenCe

Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil walks about 
like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour. 1 Peter 5:8

watchFulness is an attituDe we can harDly DO withOut. 
God happens to have a great adversary, and if we take 

God’s side, that means we have the same adversary that God 
does. In his arrogant rebellion against God, Satan is bent on the 
destruction of every personal being God ever made. To the battle-
field of the human heart, the devil brings weapons of considerable 
craftiness, and our spiritual survival will be extremely unlikely, if 
not impossible, if we don’t wake up and watch out. “Be sober, be 
vigilant,” is what Peter said, and he wasn’t wasting words.

Yet negligence is a widespread problem, and not only among 
those who are foolish and indifferent. All too often, those who 
have been around long enough to know better still show little con-
cern. Consider two occasions when we may let our guard down.

Spiritual maturity. Curiously enough, the more mature we be-
come in the Lord, the less we sometimes see the need for a humble 
and cautious mentality. Secretly, we may even pride ourselves on 
our ability to handle certain temptations — temptations that we 
wouldn’t advise the less mature to expose themselves to. But don’t 
we see the difference between courage and foolhardiness?

Old age. As we get closer to heaven, it’s natural that we cease 
to be actively concerned about certain dangers. We begin to face 
life, as Mark Twain said, “with the serene confidence of a gambler 
with an ace up his sleeve.” Yet we still need to be careful. Daniel 
was ninety years old or more when he had his lion’s den experi-
ence (Daniel 6:1-23). And Abraham was at least a hundred and 
ten before the Lord decided it was time for the most excruciating 
test of his faith (Genesis 22:1-19). At their age, who would have 
thought such struggles would still have to be endured? Is our 
enemy so blinded by his hatred that he refuses to give up?

As for God, His victory is absolutely certain. The decisive 
battle was painfully fought at the Cross and decisively won in the 
Resurrection. But as for us, we’ve not yet made our final choice. 
“Be faithful until death” (Revelation 2:10) is not a command that 
can be put on autopilot, and right now is no time for negligence.

You must watch, pray, and fight. Expect your last battle to be the most 
difficult, for the enemy’s fiercest charge is reserved for the end of the day.

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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estaBlished hearts

You also be patient. Establish your hearts, for the 
coming of the Lord is at hand. James 5:8

On the eve OF his cruciFixiOn, Jesus saiD tO his Disciples, 
“let nOt yOur heart be trOubleD; yOu believe in gOD, be-

lieve alsO in Me” (JOhn 14:1). No doubt He would say the same 
thing to us. If His followers needed to hold on and keep hope 
alive back then, it’s no less important for us to keep a steady head 
during the difficulties of the present day. Whatever comes to pass 
in this frustrating world, we must not let it throw us into doubt or 
despair. The King is coming back to set things straight, and it may 
be sooner rather than later. “Be patient,” James wrote. “Establish 
your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand.”

We are taught in the gospel to be a people of hope, and the 
hope we can have is much more than wishful thinking or blind 
optimism. It’s an optimism based on solid, historical evidence that 
God can be counted on to keep His word. After Jesus was buried, 
His tomb was found empty, just as He had promised it would 
be. That empty tomb has never had any adequate explanation — 
except that Jesus was actually raised from the dead. And if the 
Resurrection is true, then He is everything He claimed to be: our 
God, our Savior, and our Lord. If the Resurrection is true, there is 
hope! “In the world you will have tribulation,” He once said, “but 
be of good cheer, I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

Wisdom, then, is a bittersweet thing. Solomon said, “In much 
wisdom is much grief” (Ecclesiastes 1:18). The more we know of 
the world, the sadder it is to contemplate the tragedy of our sin 
and its consequences. But the brokenness of the world, as sad as it 
is, is not the whole story. Jesus has defeated our enemy and taken 
the sting out of his worst weapon. If we’ve obeyed the gospel 
faithfully, then “our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also 
eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Philippians 3:20).

God hasn’t finished redeeming us yet, but there’s no doubt 
that He will. Our responsibility is to wait — and to do so with 
delight rather than dreariness. However many things there are to 
endure, there are even more to enjoy. Among these, there is the 
strong love of a Savior who said, “Let not your heart be troubled.”

All human wisdom is summed up 
in two words — wait and hope.

a l e x a n D e r  D u M a s
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days Well sPent

See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise, 
redeeming the time, because the days are evil. 

Ephesians 5:15,16

we have Only a liMiteD nuMber OF Days tO live in this 
wOrlD, anD it’s iMpOrtant tO have the cOnFiDence that 

we’ve spent theM well. We need to be able to go to bed each 
night knowing that we’ve used the resources of that day to the 
best of our personal abilities and have redeemed the time.

This doesn’t mean that every single day must be spent in 
full-throttle, no-time-for-leisure work. The best use of some days is 
to rest. In the Law of Moses, it should be noted, God required the 
people of Israel to rest one day out of every seven. And though the 
Sabbath law does not apply directly to us today, the point should 
not be missed: God understands our need for rest and replenish-
ment, and the correct use of many days is to engage in those very 
things. “Days well spent” does not mean “all work and no play.”

On any given day, however, whatever should be done with 
that day — whether work, play, or some combination of the two 
— that is what we should do. As the days come and go, we need 
to have the good feeling that we’re using life as God wants us to 
use it, rather than wasting it doing things that were never meant 
to be done or things that were meant for someone else to do.

For fallible creatures like us, living the godly life comes down 
to the business of making regular improvement. Reaching forward 
means doing a little better with each day than was done with the 
day before. If we take a moment or two at the end of the day to re-
flect on what we’ve done (and it’s wise to make that a habit), it’s a 
wonderful feeling to know that, with that day, we’ve taken a step 
forward in our stewardship of life — we’ve brought another thing 
or two under the benevolence of God’s will and made ourselves a 
bit more completely the vessels of God’s glory. In an age obsessed 
with self-esteem, we should understand that healthy self-respect 
can only come from hearing God say to us at day’s end, “Well 
done, good and faithful servant” (Matthew 25:21).

Begin well and go on to better. Do everything for the glory of God 
and the benefit of others. Consider time lost if you do not use it 

to at least think of the glory of God and seek for a way to do 
something for someone else’s advantage.

J O h n  b r a D F O r D
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hints of glory

All Your works shall praise You, O lOrD, 
And Your saints shall bless You. 

Psalm 145:10

every instance OF beauty in the natural wOrlD is a hint 
that pOints us tO the glOry OF gOD hiMselF. Whatever God 

has made bears some resemblance to its Maker. Like the artist 
whose every brush stroke says something about the artist himself, 
God has left evidence of Himself in the things that He has made 
(Acts 14:17). The tokens of God’s glory in this world are beckoning 
us to another world, one with a far greater glory.

We, however, won’t get the point of these hints of glory if we 
don’t stop to think about them. If we’re so busy with the details of 
our self-centered concerns that we never notice the works of God, 
it should be no surprise that we have difficulty maintaining our 
faith. With everything He has created, God is inviting us to medi-
tate on Him, the Creator. When we don’t “stop to smell the roses,” 
it’s not only enjoyment that we miss, it’s also worship!

Perhaps we do notice the hints of God’s glory around us, but 
we just don’t experience them very deeply. If so, we’d do our-
selves a favor by learning to savor these things and relish them. 
When I was a boy, I could derive extraordinary pleasure from a 
Hershey chocolate bar. I wouldn’t just eat it; I would contemplate 
it as I ate! With each small rectangle, I would taste it just as long as 
I could, actually thinking about how good it tasted. Wouldn’t it be 
wise to enjoy God’s works with this kind of lingering thoughtful-
ness? We should not only taste them but go so far as to relish them.

If we long to know God, we’ll be eager to enjoy each evidence 
of Him in the world, and these hints of glory will send us into the 
Scriptures to learn of His character. But think about this: all that 
we can learn of God now is only a small portion of what is waiting 
to be learned in eternity, when the faithful will surely say to God 
what the Queen of Sheba said to Solomon, “It was a true report 
which I heard in my own land about your words and your wis-
dom . . . and indeed the half was not told me. Your wisdom and 
prosperity exceed the fame of which I heard” (1 Kings 10:6,7).

Place all your delight in Him. Say, “O my God, 
You are the universal source of all good things! The perfections 

of Your creation are but a faint shadow of Your glory.”

l a w r e n c e  s c u p O l i
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god’s Works: seen and unseen

“Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ 
or to say, ‘Arise, take up your bed and walk’? But that you may know 

that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins” — He said to the 
paralytic, “I say to you, arise, take up your bed, and go to your house.” 

Mark 2:9-11

MOst OF us tenD tO hOlD Our trust in reserve until we’ve 
checkeD things Out FOr Ourselves. When told about some-

thing that’s hard to believe, we disbelieve it until we have seen it 
with our own eyes. We’ve been taught not to be naive or gullible, 
and we know that a certain amount of skepticism is healthy.

Yet this tendency, if carried too far, can get us into trouble. 
While it’s good to do our own thinking and double-check before 
we put our trust in something, it’s not good to close our minds 
with a rigid I-won’t-believe-it-until-I-see-it attitude. In regard to 
God, many of the most important things that we need to believe 
lie in the realm of spiritual reality. It is not possible (at least not 
yet) for us to personally verify the truth of these things with 
our own senses, and it’s a foolish person indeed whose spiritual 
knowledge is limited to what he himself has seen.

When God asks us to accept unseen realities, however, He 
does not ask us to do so without any reason or support. If there is 
something in the spiritual realm that we need to accept His word 
for, He never asks for that acceptance without having offered a 
sufficient guarantee in the physical realm that His word is depend-
able. Jesus, for example, asked His hearers to believe that He could 
forgive the sins of the paralyzed man in Mark 2:1-12, a spiritual 
claim they certainly could not verify with their own senses. Yet He 
backed up that claim by physically healing the man. In effect, He 
was saying, “Believe that I can do the impossible in the spiritual 
realm, which you can’t see, based on My having done the impos-
sible in the physical realm, which you can see.”

Everything that God has ever done in the physical world, 
from the first moment of creation until now, shouts to us power-
fully concerning the kind of God that He is: almighty, wise, good, 
and, above all, trustworthy. In the Scriptures, if He asks us to take 
His word for certain things, it’s only after He has proven Himself 
to be perfectly truthful — time and time and time again.

All I have seen teaches me to trust the Creator for all I have not seen.

r a l p h  w a l D O  e M e r s O n
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insatiaBle

He who loves silver will not be satisfied with silver; 
Nor he who loves abundance, with increase. 

This also is vanity. Ecclesiastes 5:10

MOst peOple recOgnize at least sOMething OF the unique-
ness OF huMan nature. We differ from all the other forms of 

life on our planet, even the higher forms of animal life, in that we 
are personal beings. We can have relationships with other beings, 
especially those of our own kind, that are richer and deeper than 
the relationships any other creatures are capable of. For better or 
worse, we are “people,” and we have needs that can only be filled 
by other beings with a similar nature. A human being who spends 
his life dealing mostly with “things” and rarely with other persons 
is almost always going to find life flat and unfulfilling.

Yet we are more than personal beings — we are also spiritual 
beings. There is a need within us for something beyond what even 
the other personal beings in this world can provide. That need, 
of course, is for the God who created us, the God who transcends 
the limits of the physical universe in which we live. Having been 
created by Him, we need Him. This need is not optional. It is not 
something we decide to have or not to have. It comes as a part of 
our creation in the image of God Himself (Genesis 1:27).

We can no more eradicate our spiritual nature than we can 
eradicate our personal nature. We can’t do away with our need 
for God without destroying ourselves. We can, however, ignore 
that need and waste our lives attempting to slake our thirst with 
other satisfactions. In the long run, it doesn’t work, but many of us 
spend our lives doing it anyway, and a sad emptiness is the result.

We need to pay more attention to the spiritual yearnings that 
tug at us. That nagging feeling that there must be something more 
to life than what we’ve experienced is an important clue to the 
meaning of life. There is a great deal more to life than the physical 
fulfillments — even the personal fulfillments — that are available 
to us right now. Eternity is in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11), and 
without God our desires will always be . . . insatiable.

Nothing less than God can fill our soul. Its capacity is designed 
for God alone. If we try to fill it with earthly things, we will never 

be satisfied. Lovers of God will be at peace when they are filled 
with God through desire and meditation.

r i c h a r D  r O l l e
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We need more than Better moods

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. To Him be the glory both now and forever. Amen. 

2 Peter 3:17,18

althOugh we’D OFten like tO Feel better eMOtiOnally, that 
is nOt the thing we neeD MOst. What we need, much more 

than an inspirational uplift, is to make actual progress in the qual-
ity of our character. The spiritual life is not primarily about feeling 
better; it’s about change for the better. It’s about true growth — real, 
objective movement toward God. Regardless of the fluctuation of 
our feelings, being a Christian means growing “in the grace and 
knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”

Reevaluation. The daily question we need to ask ourselves is 
not “How am I feeling?” but “Where am I in relation to God?” 
Paul wrote, “Examine yourselves as to whether you are in the 
faith” (2 Corinthians 13:5). Answering that question honestly may 
not give us a cozy fireside feeling, but it will open the door to 
something we need more than better moods: genuine growth.

Repentance. Honest reevaluation of ourselves won’t help us, 
of course, unless we have the courage and the will to make the 
changes that our self-inventory has pointed out a need for. And 
when changes need to be made, we don’t need a speaker or writer 
who’ll make us feel wonderful, just as we are. We need a friend 
who’ll provoke us to repent and move forward in our character.

Renewal of Commitment. In all likelihood, many of us already 
know about areas in which we need to improve, based on past 
examinations of ourselves and decisions to do better. Falling back-
ward is a habit we all have. So the third thing we need, more than 
better moods, is to get a fresh grip on our commitments every day. 
Significant spiritual progress comes from the frequent remember-
ing — and remaking — of our promises to God.

So do you feel better after reading this? Maybe you do, and 
maybe you don’t. But today, you can decide to seek God faithfully 
whether your feelings are flowing in that direction or not.

That man is perfect in faith who can come to God in the utter dearth of his 
feelings and his desires, without a glow or an aspiration, with the weight of 

low thoughts, failures, neglects, and wandering forgetfulness, and say to 
him, “Thou art my refuge because thou art my home.”

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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hearing What We need to hear

I still have many things to say to you, 
but you cannot bear them now. 

John 16:12

learning what we neeD tO knOw is a graDual prOcess. At 
the present time, none of us can say that we’ve received all of 

the truth the Lord has to impart. That is why serious study of the 
Scriptures should be a part of our daily activity. Each day, we need 
to be adding a little to our storehouse of knowledge.

But coming to a full understanding of God’s will involves 
more than study. Many things we come across in our study do not 
“sink in” because we’re not yet ready to hear them. Perhaps we’ve 
not experienced the things in life that would allow us to see the 
real significance of what the Lord is saying. Perhaps we don’t have 
the desire for obedience that would let us recognize the truth of 
particular passages. Or perhaps our study habits are not mature 
enough for us to penetrate the meaning of certain texts. There may 
be many reasons, but the bottom line is that we don’t always hear 
what God’s word is saying to us.

To His apostles, Jesus said, “I still have many things to say to 
you, but you cannot bear them now.” These things would be made 
available to them later on, when they were more ready to receive 
them. This illustrates the fact that God is patient with those who 
are trying to learn. If we honestly want to do His will, He will see 
that we have the time and opportunity to learn. He will not ask us 
to understand more than we’re able to receive at the present time.

But therein lies the problem. Often, it is not our lack of ability 
but our lack of willingness to hear. As the Jewish proverb puts it, 
“The truth is not always what we want to hear.” And even when 
the problem is a lack of ability, that lack of ability may be the result 
of neglect on our part. If we’ve not made growth in obedience a 
priority, it should come as no surprise that our understanding is 
immature and undeveloped. And if this is the case, we need to 
repent. We need to set ourselves the goal of greater obedience.

Lord, give me the strength to bear the full impact of the truth as it 
applies to me. Help me, for the sake of Your glory, to be willing to hear 
whatever I need to hear. Speak, Lord, for your servant hears.

We are the vessels, the containers, so that the first work 
after the new birth is to cultivate the habit of receptivity.

n O r M a n  g r u b b
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your WreCkage Can Be rePaired!

. . . 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 1:15,16

unDer the inFluence OF the gOspel OF christ, saul OF 
tarsus becaMe a raDically DiFFerent Man. The change 

was not superficial or temporary; it was deep and lasting. And 
later, writing now as Paul the apostle, he could offer himself as 
an example to prove just how sinful a person can be and still be 
saved by the gospel: “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.” If the prosecutor’s charge 
is that a truly wicked person can never change, Paul is “Exhibit A” 
to the contrary. He is a courage-giving example to anyone who has 
ever worried that they might be a hopeless case or a lost cause.

Most people, if they’re honest, know what it’s like to struggle 
with deeply ingrained character flaws. As we struggle to remove 
these flaws, we become frustrated. In time, we may come to doubt 
that real change is even possible. Sometimes we start thinking that 
way because we’ve been influenced by a determinism which says 
that at birth we are already “determined” — i.e., whatever we are, 
that’s what we’ll always be. At other times, we may be plagued 
with a victim mentality. We see ourselves as the victims of circum-
stances and influences that are more than we can handle.

My suspicion, however, is that most of the time our problem 
is just plain discouragement. The devil fights against us with a war 
of attrition; he keeps coming back, coming back, and coming back, 
trying to wear us down. After a while, our cause looks like it’s lost.

But the great hope of the gospel is that, while life lasts, none 
of us is a lost cause. Our defeats need not be final. Our failures 
need not be fatal. Real change for the better is always possible.

Whoever you are, my friend, believe this: your wreckage can 
be repaired. If God can turn a fire-breathing, murderous Pharisee 
into the great apostle of grace, he can surely help you get pointed 
in the right direction. Your fate is not fixed, and you’re not just a 
victim. You are a living person capable of great growth.

When you feel that all is lost, sometimes 
the greatest gain is ready to be yours.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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no need to knoW the territory

And see, now I go bound in the spirit to Jerusalem, not knowing 
the things that will happen to me there. Acts 20:22

in secular aFFairs, we usually want tO knOw what’s gOing 
tO happen. Much of our planning is based on prediction: how 

can we be prepared if we don’t know what events we’ll have to 
deal with? And so we expend a lot of energy trying to forecast the 
future. A successful and safe journey, we think, depends on having 
a map of the exact territory we’ll be passing through. And not only 
do we try to forecast the future, but we try to control it. As much 
as possible, we want to pick our itinerary for ourselves.

In spiritual affairs, however, we have to learn a different kind 
of security. As Andrew Dhuse said, “God’s will is not an itinerary 
but an attitude.” We aren’t told what the future holds. The journey 
may take us along any number of different routes, none of which 
we can predict or be prepared for. So no map is given to us, only a 
Compass, and we’re to be content to be guided by God.

In the course of doing the Lord’s work, Paul needed to go to 
Jerusalem, where there might be danger. But Paul could live with 
uncertainty. With his heart fixed on God, he didn’t need to know 
what was going to happen: “I go bound in the spirit to Jerusalem, 
not knowing the things that will happen to me there.”

Abraham is another example of how this works. Comfortable 
in Ur, Abraham was called upon to let go of the familiar, predict-
able path he’d gotten used to. “Get out of your country,” God said, 
“from your family and from your father’s house, to a land that I 
will show you” (Genesis 12:1). And Abraham trusted God enough 
to let Him decide what territory would have to be traversed. “He 
went out, not knowing where he was going” (Hebrews 11:8).

Today, most of us have some definite ideas about the kind 
of life we want. We have one or two scenarios in our minds that 
describe the paths we’d prefer to take between here and heaven. 
But we need to be careful. We must not hold on to those scenarios 
so tightly that we can’t let go of them. And we must not be too 
dependent on knowing in advance what kind of lives we’re going 
to end up with. The truth is, we don’t need to know the territory. 
We don’t need a map. All we need is a Compass we can count on.

Abraham did not know the way, 
but he knew the Guide.

l e e  r O b e r s O n



March 16

desPerate days

For we do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, of our trouble 
which came to us in Asia: that we were burdened beyond measure, 

above strength, so that we despaired even of life. 
2 Corinthians 1:8

Days cOMe nOw anD then when we can see sO little hOpe 
that giving up the struggle seeMs tO be the Only thing 

we can DO. There are times when the burdens are not just heavy, 
but they are “beyond measure, above strength,” as Paul said. His 
ordeal in Asia was so severe, he said that he “despaired even of 
life.” And while our own troubles may not be so dangerous that 
our physical lives are threatened, most of us do know what it 
means to despair. We know what it’s like to be in such darkness 
that our hearts harbor little hope we’ll ever see the light again.

On such desperate days, we need, first of all, to be honest. 
If the truth is that we’re struggling to hang on to hope, we need 
to acknowledge our hopelessness — to ourselves, to God, and 
perhaps to some trusted friend who can encourage us. There’s no 
need to pretend we’re stronger or braver than we really are.

But having been honest, we also need to be “stubborn.” We 
need to have enough holy hardheadedness about us that we 
simply refuse to let the devil defeat us. There may be many things 
we can’t do, but we can choose to keep going a little while longer, 
even though there seems to be little point in doing so. If we’re 
going to go down, we at least can go down swinging.

We never display a finer faith than when we keep going, 
against all odds. When the obstacles seem insurmountable but we 
continue to reach forward — and upward — that’s when we show 
ourselves most clearly to be creatures made in God’s image. Faith, 
trust, and hope are qualities that only personal beings can have, 
and that’s what we are: personal beings. Not helpless victims, but 
persons with the wondrous and undeniable power of choice.

So on desperate days, let’s do the one thing that frustrates 
the devil the most: let’s keep going. He would like to see us drown 
in despair and give up, but we can refuse that option decisively. 
When we’re hurting and the hurt seems nearly unbearable, we can 
take at least one more step. Our God is worth that and much more.

We all need faith for desperate days . . . Desperate days 
are the stepping-stones on the paths of light.

s .  c h a D w i c k
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deeP Joy

Yes, we had the sentence of death in ourselves, that we should not trust in 
ourselves but in God who raises the dead, who delivered us from so great a 

death, and does deliver us; in whom we trust that He will still deliver us, 
you also helping together in prayer for us, that thanks may be given by many 

persons on our behalf for the gift granted to us through many. 
2 Corinthians 1:9-11

great DiscOurageMent, anD even Despair, can be the sOil 
in which Deep JOy grOws. If we survive our desperate days 

(and survive is what we should always choose to do), we can find 
ourselves afterward having a more responsive heart. Suffering can 
teach us how to rejoice in a way that is more genuine and true.

Not all joys are created equal. Some are richer and deeper 
than others. We need the lighter kind, of course, the many casual 
joys of ordinary living that we should never take for granted. But 
we also need the more meaningful joys, those that resonate within 
us at deeper levels. And the deepest joys of this kind are those 
that we’ve discovered in the midst of despair. These joys have, in 
a manner of speaking, been bought at a higher price, and they are 
exceedingly valuable. We all know how much these deeper joys 
mean to us, yet we often forget that they couldn’t be ours if the 
price of pain and hardship had not been paid.

Hardships give God an opportunity to show us His grace, 
and the display of God’s grace gives us an opportunity to pour out 
our gratitude to Him. Not only that, but when God blesses us, that 
gives others an occasion for thanksgiving too. So Paul, for exam-
ple, could say that he was glad for his own deliverance from death 
because it gave his brethren reason to rejoice: “that thanks may be 
given by many persons on our behalf for the gift granted to us.”

So we should learn to give thanks for the difficulties that 
make possible a greater joy. The point is not that we should go 
looking for pain and suffering, but rather that when these things 
happen to appear in our lives, we should respond to them rightly. 
A right response would include, among other things, the attitudes 
of acceptance and thankfulness. We can be thankful not for the pain 
but for its result: a heart more joyously fixed on God. Slowly but 
surely, God is conforming us to His character. Sometimes with 
pleasure and sometimes with pain, He is teaching us what love is.

If joy is not rooted in the soil of suffering, it is shallow.

c .  F .  D .  M O u l e



March 18

in a Broken World, We yearn for unity

For it pleased the Father that in [Christ] 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

One OF the things alMOst every persOn lOngs FOr is unity. 
We use words like togetherness, harmony, and wholeness as 

positive words that describe something we wish there was more 
of in our lives. Wouldn’t we dearly love to have more peace within 
ourselves, with our neighbors, and, most of all, with our God? Yes, 
we would, and we even like to imagine a physical world where 
the forces of nature weren’t at war, a peaceable kingdom where 
things weren’t torn apart by tornadoes and typhoons.

Yet if unity is what we desire, there is precious little of it to 
be found in the world as it now is. Here, the norm is enmity, not 
unity. We don’t have to look any further than the daily news — or 
in the mirror — to know that many, many things have gone awry.

The promise of the gospel, of course, is that God is working 
toward a great reconciliation of all things in Jesus Christ. In Him 
all the “fullness” dwells, and in Him God has solved the problem 
of sin, which is the root cause of every kind of brokenness, both in-
side us and in the outside world. “Having made peace through the 
blood of His cross,” God is now moving the history of this world 
to a triumphant conclusion. The time is coming when everything 
will be put back together, and all who are willing to live in the har-
mony of His wisdom will enjoy the peacefulness of that wisdom 
forever. When that day dawns, there will be no more brokenness, 
no more being at odds with anyone or anything. Every trace of re-
bellion and disruption will have been justly banished from God’s 
presence, never to trouble the peace of His kingdom again.

But the time for that has not yet come, though our prayer is 
that it soon will: “O Lord, come!” (1 Corinthians 16:22). For now, 
we are called to live with a certain tension in our hearts: the ten-
sion that comes from deeply longing for something that is not 
available in the world we live in. This tension, this longing, is not 
meant to discourage us — it’s meant to teach us what we need.

Our spiritual thirst keeps us yearning for the unity of all things 
and for communion with the divine. But we seek in vain 

for perfection within creation.

p a u l  c i h O l a s
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What’s our ProBlem?

For what profit is it to a man if he gains 
the whole world, and loses his own soul? 

Matthew 16:26

DiFFiculties are nOt harD tO FinD. The average person’s life 
presents a thorny thicket of problems that have to be dealt 

with. Indeed, on some days it seems we do little more than run 
from one problem to the next. We can hardly get one fire put out 
before another breaks out somewhere else.

But out of all the things that need fixing, which one needs fix-
ing the most? Which issue in life is the main issue? One measure 
of our spiritual maturity (and even our earthly maturity) is the 
way in which we prioritize our problems. The immature give most 
of their attention to problems that are of no more than secondary 
importance, while the more mature see the things that matter most 
and give their primary attention to those things. So if the way we 
spend our time and the problems we choose to work on are any 
indication, how mature can we say we are, really and truly?

Anyone who has read the New Testament will know that it 
takes a definite position on the question of what’s important and 
what’s not. Jesus put it in the form of a question: “For what profit 
is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his soul?” 
Our main problem is our broken relationship with God. As long as that 
problem goes unfixed, we are pathetic and profitless creatures, 
even if we’re able to fix every other problem in the world.

Millions of people would say “Amen” to the importance of 
God — but these same people spend most of their time working 
on issues other than their relationship to Him. Our schedule books 
simply don’t support our claim that spiritual concerns are No. 1 
in our lives. We rush through our days, accomplishing little more 
than the rearrangement of deck chairs on a ship that is sinking.

The daily challenge that confronts us is not only to see what 
most needs to be worked on, but to keep that concern in the center 
of our attention and focus. In the end, it will be evident that most 
of the “urgent” matters that tried to claim our attention were sim-
ply inconsequential. Before it’s too late, we need to stop our frantic 
fixing of things “out there” and start working on things “in here.”

It is not a world out of joint that makes our problem 
but the shipwrecked soul in it.

p.  t .  F O r s y t h
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seeking the light of god

And this is the condemnation, that the light has come 
into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, 

because their deeds were evil. For everyone practicing evil hates 
the light and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should 

be exposed. But he who does the truth comes to the light, 
that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they 

have been done in God. John 3:19-21

gOD’s truth is OFten representeD in the scriptures as 
“light.” In contrast to the darkness, in which we may not see 

clearly and may mistake one thing for another, the light shows 
everything for what it really is. When God speaks, we are pre-
sented with the facts: about Him, about His offer of forgiveness 
for our sins, and about what He would have us to do. As Oswald 
Chambers said, “Light is God’s point of view.”

But we don’t always want to hear God’s point of view, par-
ticularly when it reveals the need for serious adjustments to be 
made in our character and conduct. “The light has come into the 
world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their 
deeds were evil.” Darkness hides much that light would uncover.

So we never make a more important decision than when we 
decide what our attitude will be toward the light of God. Will we 
actively seek it and then gratefully welcome it? Or will we run 
from it and resent the pain that it causes to our conscience?

It may indeed be painful, at least at first, to “come to the light.” 
If we’ve been in the darkness for a long time, we’ve probably got-
ten used to a certain kind of comfort — not the comfort that comes 
from things being well with us, but the false comfort of our failing 
to see how far from well things truly are. Darkness has allowed us 
to live with a wrong sense of security, perhaps for a very long time.

But light changes all of that. In the light, we see our situation 
as it is. We see the truth about the wide chasm between where we 
are and where God wants us to be. We see the ugly fact of our ir-
responsibility, our ingratitude, our rebellion. We see our sin.

Our destiny, then, hangs upon our decision about the light. 
Either we’ll accept the momentary pain of repentance, or we’ll 
suffer the eternal pain of regret. Jesus said it is the truth that will 
make us free (John 8:32). Is that what we seek or not?

I am not judged by the light I have, 
but by the light I have refused to accept.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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a love Worth dying for

For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, 
and the time of my departure is at hand. 

2 Timothy 4:6

liFe is One OF Our MOst preciOus pOssessiOns, but it shOulD 
never becOMe an iDOl tO us. Life is good, but it is not God. 

There are things more valuable than life, and one of these is virtue.
When Daniel’s three friends, Shadrach, Meshach, and 

Abed-Nego, were commanded to worship the image that King 
Nebuchadnezzar had set up or be thrown into the fires of a great 
furnace, they chose to die, if need be, rather than back out of their 
promises to God. They said, “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 3:17,18). Their vows to God 
weren’t negotiable, and their love for Him was worth dying for.

I once had a friend who told me he’d entered into a serious 
business contract that had ended up causing him great emotional 
pain. Keeping the contract had become so difficult that he felt he 
simply could not continue to do what was right. “If I don’t break 
this contract, I am literally going to die,” he said. But even if that 
were true (and it probably wasn’t), wouldn’t death with honor be 
preferable to life with dishonor? In God’s scale of values, a great 
blessing is pronounced on the person of integrity who “swears to 
his own hurt and does not change” (Psalm 15:4).

Many of us are plagued by the lack of any worth-dying-for 
love in our lives. As far as God is concerned, we have no commit-
ments to Him that are not negotiable. He gets our reverence only 
up to the point where He stands between us and the life we think 
we deserve, at which point we’re often willing to deny Him.

But there’s a great irony here: if we give up our honor to hold 
on to life, the result is not more life but a losing of all that life was 
ever meant to be. Jesus said, “He who loves his life will lose it, and 
he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 
12:25). We do ourselves a huge favor, and more important, we 
show the greatest honor to God, when we loosen our grip on life.

Pray that your loneliness may spur you into finding 
something to live for, great enough to die for.

D a g  h a M M a r s k J ö l D
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Poverty and Wealth

So when Jesus heard these things, He said to him, “You still lack 
one thing. Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you 
will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.” But when he 

heard this, he became very sorrowful, for he was very rich. 
Luke 18:22,23

we DO well tO reMeMber the DiFFerence between teMpOral 
wealth anD spiritual wealth. It is possible to have one 

without the other. Consider that there are four categories or condi-
tions of “prosperity” in which we may find ourselves.

(1) Poor, both temporally and spiritually. The person who has no 
treasures of any kind, either in this world or in heaven, is destitute 
in the worst possible way. This person is poor inside and out.

(2) Rich, both temporally and spiritually. This sometimes hap-
pens, as in the case of Abraham (Genesis 13:2), but it is exceed-
ingly rare. Few of us are exceptions to the general rule that “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 19:24). The tendency 
of earthly treasures to steal time and attention that ought to go to 
God is a tendency stronger than most people can resist.

(3) Poor temporally, but rich spiritually. To the church in Smyrna, 
Jesus said He knew of their poverty. Nevertheless, He said, “You 
are rich” (Revelation 2:9). We may lack the wealth that the world 
enjoys now, but if we’ve obeyed the gospel and are faithful to our 
Lord, then we’re the possessors of a wealth that time can’t touch, 
an “inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that does not fade 
away, reserved in heaven for you” (1 Peter 1:4).

(4) Rich temporally, but poor spiritually. Unfortunately, this 
is how many of us who live in the affluent nations of the world 
would have to be classified. We’ve prospered financially, and yet 
our souls are starving. We have money, but money is all we have. 
We don’t see how poor we really are, like the Laodiceans whom 
the Lord rebuked: “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).

If the Lord were to tell us to get rid of what we have, what 
would we do? Would we, like the rich young ruler, refuse to be-
come poor that we might gain the thing that is wealth indeed?

He is poor who has nothing but money.

a n O n y M O u s
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sins of ignoranCe, sins of Weakness

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

even when we’re sincerely cOMMitteD tO gOD, there are 
tiMes when we Fail tO DO his will. We “stumble,” as James 

said, or in Paul’s words, we are “caught” or “overtaken” by sin 
(Galatians 6:1). We try to be perfect, but we fall short.

Ignorance. We don’t know enough of the truth to act truthfully 
all of the time. There are blind spots in our vision and gaps in our 
understanding; none can deny it. So Paul, for example, prayed for 
the Colossians: “that you may be filled with the knowledge of His 
will . . . that you may walk worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing Him, 
being fruitful in every good work” (Colossians 1:9,10).

Weakness. Peter, James, and John knew better than to go to 
sleep while the Lord was praying in Gethsemane, yet they did so. 
Without excusing their error, Jesus was sympathetic: “The spirit 
indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41).

There is a third possibility, of course, and that is rebellion. If we 
know what we should do and we deliberately refuse to do it, the 
reason is not so much weakness as it is defiance. To do this is to do 
something described in the Scriptures as being extremely serious 
(Hebrews 10:26,27). We dare not reject God so boldly.

Yet even when our sins are inadvertent, in most cases we still 
have some personal responsibility. It often happens that we’re 
more ignorant and weak than we ought to be, given the time and 
opportunity God has granted us to grow (Hebrews 5:12). The 
person who pleads with the Lord, “But I didn’t know better,” may 
hear Him say, “You would have known better if you’d had the 
desire to learn. You didn’t grow because you didn’t want to grow!”

All things considered, we need to adopt David’s attitude 
toward sin: “Who can understand his errors? Cleanse me from 
secret faults. Keep back Your servant also from presumptuous sins 
. . . 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 19:12-14). There is no sin that isn’t dangerous, and the 
sooner we learn better and do better, the better we’ll honor God.

There are two causes of sin. Either we don’t know what 
we ought to do or we refuse to do what we know we should. 

The first cause is ignorance. The second is weakness.

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O
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Benefit of the douBt

For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged; 
and with the measure you use, it will be measured 

back to you. Matthew 7:2

it wOulD be a better wOrlD iF each OF us wOulD be as patient 
with Other peOple as we are with Ourselves. When it comes 

to mistakes that we have made, we tend to be very “understand-
ing,” but we aren’t always so lenient toward the mistakes made by 
those around us. But Jesus Christ calls upon us to grow in this area 
of our thinking, and there are several ways we can do this.

When others have erred, we can place the best possible interpretation 
on the evidence. Very few things happen in this world that aren’t ca-
pable of more than one explanation. Rather than jump to the worst 
possible interpretation, we need to do for others what we always 
hope they’ll do for us: believe the best until the facts force a more 
negative conclusion, which is, even then, accepted reluctantly.

We can give others time to improve. Every single one of us is a 
work in progress. At present, we continue to make mistakes that 
we hope we’ll not make quite so often in the future. Consequently, 
we hope that others will extend grace to us and allow us the time 
we need to make the adjustments we’re trying to make. Wouldn’t 
it be wise to give them the same consideration?

We can see others more from the viewpoint of their potential and 
less from that of their present performance. When Jesus spoke to the 
adulterous woman who had been brought to Him, He did not con-
done her sin. In fact, He commanded her to repent: “Go and sin no 
more” (John 8:11). In saying that, however, He showed more com-
passion than her accusers had shown. In His view, she was more 
than a person who had sinned — she was a person with potential, 
one who could overcome the bad choices she had made.

It ought to be sobering for us to remember that a day of ac-
counting awaits us all, a day when we’ll be judged by God. At 
that time, we’ll want God to show every possible leniency to us. 
But Jesus warned, “With what judgment you judge, you will be 
judged; and with the measure you use, it will be measured back to 
you.” And James said, “Judgment is without mercy to the one who 
has shown no mercy” (James 2:13). So we need to ask: what kind 
of accounting by God are we setting ourselves up for?

If you put up with yourself, why not put up with everyone else.

g u i g O  i
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the right kind of fear Begets Courage

And 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

sOMetiMes Our cOurage Fails us nOt because we lack bOlD-
ness but because we lack the right kinD OF Fear. We 

mistakenly think the key to greater courage would be greater 
self-confidence, and so we fire up our “Can Do!” attitude. After 
a while, our attitude gets dangerously close to pride. In our mad 
scramble for greater strength, we forget the meaning of reverence. 
We no longer tremble before our Creator. We lose our fear of God. 
And at that point, lesser fears begin to dominate our lives.

Contrary to what many people think, fear is not always a bad 
thing. If we could find a way to banish every form of fear from our 
hearts, we would find ourselves weaker, not stronger. The thing 
that’s wrong with us most of the time is not that we’re afraid, but 
that we have too little fear for the things we should be afraid of. 
Fear is not the problem; it’s what we choose to fear.

To be specific, there is too much fear in our relationship with 
other people because there is too little fear in our relationship 
with God. “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill 
the soul,” Jesus commanded, “But rather fear Him who is able to 
destroy both soul and body in hell.” This is not a command that 
many of us take seriously, and consequently, we spend our lives 
fearing what other people can do to us. A healthy measure of 
godly fear, however, would free us from this “humanly” fear.

Godly fear involves a remarkable irony. When we learn to re-
late to God with real reverence, we not only become more humble, 
but we also become more bold. As we grow in the recognition 
of our weakness versus God, we grow in the recognition of our 
strength versus the devil (2 Corinthians 12:9). Indeed, the devil 
can do very little to intimidate those who genuinely fear God. 
As strong as the devil may seem at times, he is a coward at heart. 
There are those whom he actually fears, and he is most afraid of 
those who’re not afraid of him. So we’re told, “Submit to God. 
Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7).

Haven’t we wasted too much of life already in unnecessary 
fear? Now’s the time to learn where real strength comes from.

Where the fear of the Lord guards the door, the enemy cannot enter.

F r a n c i s  O F  a s s i s i
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don’t mistake the means for the end

. . . always learning and never able 
to come to the knowledge of the truth. 

2 Timothy 3:7

we can’t grOw strOng withOut using the Means gOD has 
prOviDeD tO that enD, but we Mustn’t FOrget what the 

enD is. The “trees” are sometimes so interesting, we lose sight of 
the “forest.” We can become so caught up in the activities of spiri-
tual growth that we begin enjoying them alone, just for their own 
sake. As strange as it may seem, we can lose touch with God while 
busying ourselves with the deeds of the devotional life.

Everyone is familiar with the concept of the “professional stu-
dent,” the individual who enjoys college life so much that he just 
keeps going to school indefinitely, never moving on to the life that 
college was supposed to prepare him for. There is a similar phe-
nomenon in the religious life. Sometimes we see people who are 
“always learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the 
truth.” But before we criticize them, we need to ask to what extent 
we ourselves have “moved on.” After all our spiritual activity, do 
we really have a more concentrated focus on God Himself?

One of the hardest things in life to learn is balance. But here 
is an area where balance is truly needed. The devil would like to 
see us become obsessed with religion and forget about God, so 
we must acquire the ability to engage in — and even enjoy — the 
things that lead us to God without making idols of these things. 
All these activities, as pleasant as they are, are a means to a great 
End. We must constantly bring our minds back to that End.

This is hard for all of us, but it’s especially hard when we’re 
just starting out in the Christian life. Compared to the emptiness 
of the world, life in Christ offers so many things to enjoy: worship, 
study, prayer, relationships, and many more. The challenge is to 
keep moving toward God Himself and not get sidetracked by these 
preliminary enjoyments, no matter how pleasant and essential 
they are. These can’t be neglected (spiritual “experts,” take note), 
but neither can they be allowed to become the main attraction.

Beginners in the faith often develop a kind of spiritual avarice. They can’t get 
enough of God. They can’t attend enough services to satisfy them. They join 
study groups. They read book after book. They spend much time on these 

things rather than getting down to the basics of living a spiritual life.

J O h n  O F  t h e  c r O s s
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the dangers of having Been here longer

Better a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king 
who will be admonished no more. Ecclesiastes 4:13

Just as there are special challenges FOr thOse whO are yOung 
in the Faith, there are alsO sOMe FOr the OlDer. One of these is 

the pride that comes from comparing ourselves to those who are our 
juniors, spiritually speaking. “May God help us to avoid thoughts 
such as these: but I have been here the longest. I have worked 
harder. Someone else is being favored” (Teresa of Ávila).

Pride is especially dangerous because of its subtlety. It can 
take many different forms, some of which are extremely hard 
to see when we are the ones who are guilty. If we think only of 
blatant egotism and arrogance, we may judge ourselves to be free 
of pride, but we need to think twice. It may be that some of the 
attitudes we classify as “spiritual maturity” are actually forms of 
pride, nicely disguised as the virtues of strength and wisdom.

For example, it’s hard for experienced Christians to keep 
satisfaction with their experience from sliding off into the swamp 
of smugness. Perhaps we would never say so, and perhaps we’re 
clever enough to keep others from knowing we think this way, but 
inwardly we may feel a warm, condescending glow of ever-so-
subtle superiority when we think how little others have suffered. 
“When they’ve been around as long as we have, they’ll see things 
differently,” we sigh, congratulating ourselves for being older.

If you think you’re not troubled by this particular malady, ask 
yourself this question: how willing am I to be corrected by someone 
with far less experience than I? The patronizing, “mature” smile 
with which you listen to criticism from your juniors is probably 
a sign of pride, and you may need to listen to Solomon: “Better 
a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who will be 
admonished no more.” Hasn’t pride closed many an older ear?

Whether we’re young or old in the faith, it’s a good idea to 
minimize the amount of time we spend making comparisons. It 
really doesn’t matter whether we are ahead of or behind someone 
else in life’s experience. We won’t have been in heaven for five 
seconds before we realize how absolutely silly such comparisons 
were while we lived in this world.

Beware of thinking about your seniority.

t e r e s a  O F  Á v i l a
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on loving our enemies

For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? 
Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet 

your brethren only, what do you do more than others? 
Do not even the tax collectors do so? Matthew 5:46,47

lOving thOse whO have harMeD us is One OF the siMplest 
things Jesus ever cOMManDeD, anD One OF the harDest. It’s 

simple because it’s very basic and goes right to the heart of what’s 
important in life. Yet it’s hard because it goes so strongly against 
the grain of the worldly thinking to which we’re accustomed.

It should be noted that our ideas are often quite naive con-
cerning the meaning and practice of loving our enemies. Whatever 
it does mean, loving our enemies doesn’t mean we enjoy being in 
their presence or have a warm, fuzzy feeling when we think about 
them. It doesn’t mean we practice the same social relationship 
with them that we’d be able to practice if they repented of their 
wrongs. And it doesn’t mean we never cry out to God for justice 
to be done. David, for example, loved his enemies with a remark-
able love, as evidenced by his treatment of Saul, his worst enemy 
(2 Samuel 1:17-27). It was not inconsistent, however, for David to 
pray, “Revive me, O lOrD, for Your name’s sake! For Your righ-
teousness’ sake bring my soul out of trouble. In Your mercy cut 
off my enemies, and destroy all those who afflict my soul; for I am 
Your servant” (Psalm 143:11,12).

The key is that David had learned to see his enemies in the 
same light that God did, with both love and a respect for justice. If 
our enemies refuse to repent of their wrongs, we should not only 
accept God’s justice but long for it to be done (Revelation 6:10). At 
the same time, we should be willing to make significant sacrifices, 
as God did, to make their return from sin possible. God did more 
than talk about loving His enemies; He went so far as to sacrifice 
His Son’s life for them. What treasure would we sacrifice — yes, 
sacrifice — to promote the salvation of our enemies?

Worldly relationships are built on mutual goodwill, but God 
has set His people a much higher goal. If we’re among His people, 
we must act with love and justice even when these aren’t reciprocated.

It is a small thing to wish well and do well to one who has done you no evil. 
It is far greater — a magnificent goodness — to love your enemy, 

and to wish and do well to one who is trying to harm you.

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O
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resPeCt for the name of god

And you shall not swear by My name falsely, 
nor shall you profane the name of your God; 

I am the lOrD. Leviticus 19:12

One eviDence OF hOw little regarD we have FOr gOD is the 
Flippant way in which we sOMetiMes use his naMe. It is 

possible, no doubt, to be scrupulous in the use of God’s name and 
still not have any reverence for Him in our hearts. But in today’s 
meditation, we want to focus on the inside-out problem: the prob-
lem of the person who has no inward respect for God and that 
lack of respect shows up in the person’s outward speech. There are 
basically three ways we may disrespect God and His name.

Swearing. To swear is to invoke God as the guarantee that 
we’re going to do as we say. For instance, the person who says, 
“This is what I’m going to do, by God” is swearing. But Jesus 
taught that our statements ought not to require any oath to back 
them up. “Let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No.’ For what-
ever is more than these is from the evil one” (Matthew 5:37).

Profanity. Profane speech is that which makes common or 
crude use of words that should be held as sacred and used only 
with great reverence. It’s not uncommon anymore to hear the 
words God and Jesus Christ thrown around so casually one won-
ders if the speakers even realize whose names they are using.

Cursing. When a person curses, he calls down God’s wrath 
upon someone, verbally wishing them harm. “Damn you” is 
shorthand for “I hope God will damn your soul to hell.” Even 
thinking this about someone is serious, but speaking it out loud — 
using God’s name to vent our anger on others — is a monstrous 
evil. It is no light matter to wish the loss of someone’s soul.

Why are these things so serious? Might we not consider them 
harmless foibles, less dangerous than sins that actually hurt other 
people? Well, the problem has to do with the heart. Crude words, 
and certainly irreverent ones, are almost always symptomatic of a 
heart that is turned away from God. So Jesus said, “By your words 
you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” 
(Matthew 12:37). So the next time you feel like “cussing,” check 
your heart. Where is your spiritual father, above or below? Does 
your speech show that you’re a humble worshiper of God?

To curse is to pray to the devil.

g e r M a n  p r O v e r b
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not Content With true Contentment?

But now after you have known God, or rather are known by God, 
how is it that you turn again to the weak and beggarly elements, 

to which you desire again to be in bondage? 
Galatians 4:9

it’s a FOOlish thing tO DO, but we sOMetiMes turn away FrOM 
gOD tO satisFy Ourselves with things that are Far less sat-

isFying. To the amazement of all who love us, we trade the better 
for the worse, going down the scale of values rather than up. Paul, 
for example, expressed surprise that his Galatian brethren were 
turning away from the gospel to things that were, by comparison, 
nothing more than “weak and beggarly elements.” What sense 
does it make to do this, he said, “after you have known God?”

Any time we turn back to worldly satisfactions after having 
known godly contentment, we go backwards from freedom to 
bondage. There is no allurement the devil has ever offered any-
one that does not result in some kind of enslavement. He always 
promises greater freedom, but what he always delivers is slavery. 
“Do you desire again to be in bondage?” Paul asked the Galatians.

It’s hard to imagine how “frustrating” our faithless decisions 
must be to our Heavenly Father. Having offered us, at the price of 
His Son’s blood, the only thing that deserves the name “content-
ment,” He sees us act like we’re still looking for something more 
fulfilling. Unwilling to strip us of our free will and force us to 
remain at His side, He waits, in love, for us to make good, wise 
decisions. Too often, we do nothing in return but break His heart.

Rejecting what we’ve come to know of God’s will is so 
foolish, none of us would ever do it if we weren’t deceived. But 
therein lies the power of sin. The devil is shrewd enough to make 
slavery seem, for the moment, like it’s better than what we have.

It would help us if we paid more attention to the grace God 
has shown us. We need to be more consciously grateful to Him, 
meditating on the deep, genuine peace that can be found only 
within the boundaries of the gospel. Do these boundaries limit us? 
Yes, they do, but let’s not lose touch with reality: what God is “hold-
ing back” from us is death. If we forget that fact, we’re apt to find 
ourselves dissatisfied with what He has graciously provided.

If we are not nourished by the Bread from heaven, 
we will satiate ourselves with crumbs from the world.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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god, the PerfeCtly faithful

Therefore let those who suffer according to the will 
of God commit their souls to Him in doing good, 

as to a faithful Creator. 1 Peter 4:19

iF Our hearts have nOt cOMe tO rest in gOD, we will search 
in vain FOr any Other place that is saFe. Our Creator is the 

only personal being who can be counted on unreservedly. We may 
commit ourselves to Him without fear, there being no possibility 
that He will ever betray us or fail to keep His commitments.

From our vantage point, there may seem to be times when 
God has forsaken us, although that is never actually the case. A 
child, thinking that a monster is hiding in the dark corner of his 
bedroom, may fear that his parents have forsaken him, when in 
reality they’re standing just outside the door. Just so, there may be 
times when our immediate circumstances cause us to doubt God’s 
faithfulness, but if we could see everything that is going on, our 
doubts would disappear. We shouldn’t let either our short-term 
vision or our feelings call God’s faithfulness into question.

We tend, perhaps also because of short-term vision and feel-
ings, to try to find a perfect source of trust in other human beings. 
When we do this, we set ourselves up for disappointment. No one 
except God can be counted on perfectly, and the ways in which we 
find this out are often heartbreaking. David, who was more than 
once betrayed by a close friend, knew the sadness of this experi-
ence: “For it is not an enemy who reproaches me; then I could bear 
it. Nor is it one who hates me who has exalted himself against me; 
then I could hide from him. But it was you, a man my equal, my 
companion and my acquaintance” (Psalm 55:12,13).

We should not become cynical or bitter about our fellow 
human beings in this regard. Indeed, we must keep our hearts 
open to trustful relationships. It’s more than worth the risk. But 
we shouldn’t expect of others what God alone is able to deliver. 
Only God can be a perfect source of confidence, and it’s sinful on 
our part to try to make anyone else fill the role that He alone was 
meant to fill. He is infallibly trustworthy. We may “commit [our] 
souls to Him in doing good, as to a faithful Creator.”

People change and fail. You cannot depend on them. 
Those that are for you today may be against you tomorrow. They are 

as variable as the wind. But Christ is eternally faithful.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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determined not to miss out

Therefore, since a promise remains of entering His rest, 
let us fear lest any of you seem to have come short of it. 

Hebrews 4:1

reaching the gOal OF heaven requires a healthy Measure 
OF OlD-FashiOneD DeterMinatiOn. When we’re choosing 

what kind of inner character we’re going to have, we must choose 
to have traits like single-mindedness and stick-to-itiveness. We 
must be tenacious. When it comes down to it, we must be so deter-
mined not to miss out on heaven that we refuse to be deterred.

Our assurance of heaven should rest primarily on our confi-
dence in God. There is no doubt as to His faithfulness. But since 
heaven is only for those who choose to receive it from Him on His 
terms, there is the question of who will make that choice and who 
will not. Satan is in the business of persuading as many people as 
possible to accept his offer rather than God’s, and even after we 
make our choice to go God’s direction, Satan continues to discour-
age us, hoping we’ll change our mind. Unfortunately, many do 
change their minds, and the Hebrew writer was right to warn his 
readers: “Therefore, since a promise remains of entering His rest, 
let us fear lest any of you seem to have come short of it.”

Not only do we have an adversary who’s intent on discourag-
ing us, but the world we live in presents its own share of discour-
agement. Our environment is a sad one, seriously damaged by 
sin; there is no shortage of circumstances that tend to dishearten 
us and dash our hopes. This world is a far cry from what it would 
have been had sin not entered the picture, and it’s a far cry from 
what we’ll enjoy later, when God has fully restored our created 
nature and removed the effects of our sin. Are we willing to wait 
for what’s ahead? There’s more than a little truth to the old Latin 
maxim: “Endure, and save yourself for happier times” (Virgil).

The only ones who will enjoy heaven are those who know 
how to be patient, and patience comes down to what the old-tim-
ers used to call “grit.” But mark it well: grit is not something some 
people are born with and others are not. It’s a matter of choice. 
Furthermore, it’s not a choice that can be made once and then for-
gotten. While the world still stands, each new day will ask us for 
another decision. Are we determined to see God?

He that can’t endure the bad will not live to see the good.

J e w i s h  p r O v e r b
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invinCiBle faith

For I know that my Redeemer lives, 
And He shall stand at last on the earth. 

Job 19:25

Faith in Jesus christ, iF it is genuine, is One OF the strOngest 
FOrces knOwn tO the huMan race. In fact, it’s possible to 

possess a faith that is, for all practical purposes, invincible.
Invincible faith, however, is not merely the intellectual ac-

ceptance of the fact that Jesus is the Son of God. No, the power to 
withstand great hardship comes from believing that, as the Son of 
God, Jesus Christ is one day going to gain complete victory over 
every form of evil and injustice. The person who truly believes this 
will not be defeated by anything that happens in the meantime.

Toward the end of Revelation, we have this description of 
one of John’s visions: “Now I saw heaven opened, and behold, a 
white horse. And He who sat on him was called Faithful and True, 
and in righteousness He judges and makes war. His eyes were 
like a flame of fire, and on His head were many crowns. He had 
a name written that no one knew except Himself. He was clothed 
with a robe dipped in blood, and His name is called the Word of 
God. And the armies in heaven, clothed in fine linen, white and 
clean, followed Him on white horses. Now out of His mouth goes 
a sharp sword, that with it He should strike the nations. And He 
Himself will rule them with a rod of iron. He Himself treads the 
winepress of the fierceness and wrath of Almighty God. And He 
has on His robe and on His thigh a name written: king OF kings 
anD lOrD OF lOrDs” (Revelation 19:11-16).

Invincible faith comes not from finding a way to be uncon-
querable ourselves, but from disciplining our minds to believe in 
the unconquerability of our King. It is impossible that He will be 
defeated, and this truth is well attested by everything that has ever 
been known about Him. When, in the face of temporary opposi-
tion, we choose to believe the ultimate victory will be His, then 
we adopt a faith the devil can do little to vanquish. And it is to us 
that Jesus Christ says, “To him who overcomes I will grant to sit 
with Me on My throne, as I also overcame and sat down with My 
Father on His throne” (Revelation 3:21).

Perseverance is our supreme effort of refusing 
to believe that our hero is going to be conquered.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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Calm enough to Consider

He who has knowledge spares his words, 
And a man of understanding is of a calm spirit. 

Proverbs 17:27

it is DangerOus tO let Our MinDs becOMe sO agitateD that 
we can’t cOnsiDer Our actiOns careFully. Our adversary, the 

devil, specializes in confusion. He loves to prey upon minds that 
are torn and upset by multiple worries, and he often has his great-
est success in tempting us when we’re so beset by cares that we act 
on impulse, failing to consider the consequences of our actions.

Solomon observed that “a man of understanding is of a calm 
spirit.” But how can we have a calm spirit when many stressful 
things come at us at once, all of which have to be considered? 
There surely can be no question that this is one of life’s most dif-
ficult challenges, and there are no easy answers. Like most difficult 
things, however, cultivating a calm mind is a matter of training.

Our brains may have a more complicated connection to our 
spirits than the other parts of the body, but the brain (i.e., the 
physiological mind) is still a part of the body, and as such, it has to 
be trained to serve, rather than hinder, the spirit. Naturally unruly 
and seemingly with a will of its own, the mind has to be put in its 
place, disciplined, and taught to help us get to heaven.

Training our minds to be calm is like every other kind of 
training in that it has to be done in small steps. It’s a matter of 
incremental growth over time. What we do is put ourselves on a 
deliberate regimen of training, and we “exercise” every day. We 
find some little thing we can do today to help calm our minds, and 
that victory encourages us to do the same tomorrow.

At the very least, we need to consciously value a calm spirit. 
We need to pursue it, and when we find ourselves without it, we 
need to be wise enough to see the danger we’re in and make godly 
efforts to recover our calmness as soon as possible. If we can’t al-
ways be calm, we can certainly grow in that direction. Today, like 
every day, there is some step you can take that will lead to a mind 
that’s more peaceful — and more careful. What is that step?

A calm mind is a great asset in this life. Without it your devotional life 
will not bear much fruit. If your heart is troubled, you are vulnerable 

to the enemy of the soul. When you are agitated, you are not able 
to make good decisions. You will stumble into snares.

l a w r e n c e  s c u p O l i
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humBle enough to WorshiP

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

Just as agitatiOn gets in the way OF careFulness, priDe gets 
in the way OF wOrship. Nothing in the spiritual life is more 

important than awe and utter respect before God, and so if pride 
hinders us from being reverent, it’s a deadly danger to our souls.

What is pride, really? It can be thought of in two directions: 
toward God and toward other people. Toward God, pride is a 
sense of independence, and toward other people, it’s a sense of 
superiority. In both cases, pride is a sinful sense of self-satisfaction. 
Pride sees itself as doing a pretty good job of standing on its own 
two feet before God; it believes it has the inside track as far as God 
is concerned, so that God will make special allowance for any 
mistakes that might be made. And in regard to other people, pride 
pats itself on the back (secretly, of course, and always with admi-
rable “humility”) that it sees things from a more mature vantage 
point than some others, especially its rivals and its enemies.

If this is what pride is, then, it should be obvious that it’s a 
great hindrance to worship. Indeed, one way of looking at pride 
is to see it as the opposite of worship. The spirit of worship is the 
spirit of selfless wonder at the majesty of God — the smallness of 
self in God’s presence. And for sinful beings like us, it’s also the 
spirit of brokenness and repentance. Our hearts may be proud or 
they may be worshipful, but they can’t be both. And if they’re not 
worshipful, we’re lost. It doesn’t matter how many hardships we 
think we’ve overcome. Without real reverence, we’re lost.

There is no living person who does not need to be constantly 
vigilant concerning pride. It’s the source of all other sin, and it can 
creep into our hearts in so many disguises that, too often, it gets in 
the door and seizes the throne room of our hearts before we know 
what’s happened. More often than not, it gets past our defenses 
wearing a cloak of humility. “And the devil did grin, for his dar-
ling sin is pride that apes humility” (Samuel Taylor Coleridge).

Beware of a proud and haughty spirit. This sin puts a great barrier 
between an individual and God. You will have a hard time being aware 
of God as long as you are filled with pride. If it gets angels cast out of 

heaven, it will certainly keep your heart out of heaven.

r i c h a r D  b a x t e r
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PresChool

Now no chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful; 
nevertheless, afterwards it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness 

to those who have been trained by it. Hebrews 12:11

it is sOMetiMes thrOugh harDship that gOD gets Our atten-
tiOn anD prepares us tO learn FrOM hiM. Not everyone has 

to experience hardship in order to become receptive to God, but 
many of us do. Many of us have to be “trained” by God’s chasten-
ing. And while this is not “joyful for the present,” it later “yields 
the peaceable fruit of righteousness,” as the Hebrew writer said.

Often it is our attitudes that need adjusting before God’s word 
can have much influence on us. If we’re accustomed to thinking 
in worldly terms, we’re simply not open to God’s perspective. We 
have to learn the hard way that we’ve not been taking enough of 
reality into consideration. Our minds have to be pried open by tri-
als and tribulations, and sometimes we’re not receptive even then.

One of our most hindering attitudes is the insistence that we 
already know what we need to know. We’re not teachable because 
we see no need to be taught. Rather than be taught, we’d rather be 
the ones doing the teaching, and we expend the biggest portion of 
our energy trying to get the world around us to adjust itself to our 
thinking. We have no time to listen, as busy as we are.

And so, through the Psalmist, God says to us: “Be still, and 
know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). We won’t have the proper 
reverence for God until we’ve gotten still, and stillness in God’s 
school may not be something we’re willing to accept. We may have 
to be forced to be still by the “preschool” of pain and suffering.

But if we have trouble being still enough to hear God, we also 
have trouble being quiet. Rather than shutting our mouths and 
listening, we talk and talk and talk: informing God what we’d like 
to have done, explaining to Him the uniqueness of our situation, 
and sometimes even calling into question His management of the 
universe. Is it any wonder we can’t hear the truth? Is it any won-
der God has to confine us to a corner and clamp His loving hand 
over our mouths, until we stop squirming and listen?

When God gets us alone through suffering, heartbreak, temptation, 
disappointment, sickness, or by thwarted desires, a broken friendship, or a 

new friendship — when He gets us absolutely alone, and we are totally 
speechless, unable to ask even one question, then He begins to teach us.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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grateful for the Work god gives us

If the whole body were an eye, where would be the hearing? If the whole 
were hearing, where would be the smelling? But now God has set the 

members, each one of them, in the body just as He pleased. 
1 Corinthians 12:17,18

the kingDOM OF christ is a realM where DeFinite wOrk is 
DOne. To be a Christian is more than an honorary status con-

ferred upon us; it is a manner of living, a way of life. If we have 
the idea that being a Christian involves no more than the passive 
enjoyment of being saved, we have a thing or two to learn about 
the New Testament. There, Christians worked and served, actively 
and energetically. The body of Christ does things!

But just as the body of Christ has work to do, it’s also true 
that the individual members of the body each have a unique part 
to play in that work. If we’re Christians, we don’t simply have a 
generic contribution to make; we have a particular work to engage 
in that is uniquely our own. Each of us is a one-of-a-kind package 
of strengths and abilities, and we will answer for whether those 
gifts were used in ways that were well suited to us.

Most of us are aware that the church is compared in the 
New Testament to the human body, a unified organism made up 
of many different parts, all of which contribute uniquely to the 
body’s activity. Almost humorously, Paul asks, “If the whole body 
were an eye, where would be the hearing? If the whole were hear-
ing, where would be the smelling?” The body simply could not 
function without having different parts that do different things.

We know this, and yet what do we do? We identify certain 
types of Christian service as more important, and then waste pre-
cious time making unhelpful comparisons of ourselves to others.

In the Lord, we need to take three steps: (1) We need to 
prayerfully discover what it is the Lord wants us personally to be 
doing with the abilities we have (or can acquire). (2) We need to 
get comfortable in our own skin and accept the role that is ours to 
play, regardless of where it ranks on any worldly scale of values. 
(3) We need to rejoice in our role and be grateful for the work God 
gives us. After all, God has set us in the body “just as He pleased.”

The Lord knows us as we really are. He gives each of us work to do. 
He understands what is most appropriate for us, what will be helpful 

to him, and what will be good for others.

t e r e s a  O F  Áv i l a
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siCk or sinful?

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, because, although they knew God, 
they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in 

their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Romans 1:20,21

we wOn’t Make Much heaDway OvercOMing sin until we 
aDMit Our persOnal sinFulness. Yet it’s the modern trend 

to downplay the individual sinner’s responsibility for his wrong-
doing. Phyllis McGinley said it well: “People are no longer sinful. 
They are only immature or underprivileged or frightened or, more 
particularly, sick.” There is currently a reluctance even to use the 
word “sin.” We prefer words like “disorder” or “dysfunction,” as if 
our evil deeds were simply something that happened to us.

Yet Paul wrote that when it comes to sin, we are “without 
excuse.” Any sin that any of us has ever committed has been a 
failure to show, first, honor to God and, second, gratitude to Him. 
And these are very serious failures — failures for which we are 
fully responsible. If we ultimately stand before God having done 
these things, it will be perfectly just of Him to banish us from His 
presence forever. Our only hope is the gospel of Christ, which is a 
plan of forgiveness based on grace. Yet the grace is extended only 
to those who have enough love for the truth to acknowledge the 
damage they’ve done, without any attempt to soften the situation.

The gospel is certainly good news. It’s nothing less than the 
best news humanity has ever heard. But the news of God’s forgive-
ness can only be good for us individually and personally if we first 
accept the full extent of the bad news. And the bad news is that we 
are selfish rebels against God who deserve not the least bit of “un-
derstanding” on His, or anyone else’s, part. If we fail to swallow 
this bitter medicine, there’ll be no godly sorrow in our hearts, and 
we’ll be no closer to God’s forgiveness than the respectable, excuse-
making folks who came to hear John the Baptist preach. They had 
no sense of having done anything very seriously wrong, but the 
welcome they received from God’s messenger was blunt: “Brood of 
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Therefore 
bear fruits worthy of repentance” (Matthew 3:7,8).

And oftentimes excusing of a fault 
Doth make the fault the worse by the excuse.

w i l l i a M  s h a k e s p e a r e
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Being “human” requires no aPology

For You have made him a little lower than the angels, 
And You have crowned him with glory and honor. 

Psalm 8:5

DaviD MarveleD at the MaJesty OF gOD’s creatiOn anD was 
aMazeD that gOD gave huMan beings such a glOriOus 

anD hOnOrable place in that creatiOn. “You have made him 
to have dominion over the works of Your hands,” David sang to 
God. “You have put all things under his feet, all sheep and oxen 
— even the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish 
of the sea that pass through the paths of the seas” (Psalm 8:6-8). 
Humanity is the crowning jewel of the physical cosmos, all the rest 
of which was made mostly to be a habitat or home for humankind.

We sometimes excuse our mistakes by saying that we’re 
“only” human, as if human beings were such limited creatures that 
nothing more than mistakes could be expected of them. The truth, 
however, is just the opposite. If we have anything to apologize for, 
it’s for being less than human! Our trouble is not our humanity; it’s 
that we’re content to think and act as mere beasts, rather than the 
noble creatures we truly are, made in the image of God.

Jesus of Nazareth was the most fully human being who has 
ever lived. What we see in Him is a living example of what God 
had in mind when He designed the human race. He shows us our 
true dignity in God’s plan — and also the absurdity of the devil’s 
plan to give us a “higher” place than God has granted us.

The challenge that is set before us, then, is not to be “only” 
human, but to be fully human. It’s not a burden but a privilege to 
be such creatures as we are. We should accept the honor that God 
has bestowed upon us. Our God-given endowments are wonder-
ful; we should be grateful for them and use them to the praise of 
His glory. Sin has surely marred God’s making of us, but He has 
made a way, in His Son, for our created dignity to be restored. 
So rather than complain or make excuses about our “nature,” we 
should be reaching for our destiny. In every word and deed, we 
should be showing what a glorious thing it is to be human.

O Lord God, we pray that we may be inspired to nobleness of life 
in the least of things. May we dignify all our daily life. May we set such 

a sacredness upon every part of our life that nothing shall be trivial, 
nothing unimportant, and nothing dull, in the daily round.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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Putting Pain into PersPeCtive

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

painFul circuMstances, like MOst things in liFe, can be 
lOOkeD at in MOre than One way. As Christians, we ought to 

want to look at everything, including something as unpleasant as 
pain, in a truthful way. We should want to view it as God Himself 
does, and usually this means looking at it from a wider perspec-
tive. When we’re hurting, we need to see more of the reality of the 
situation than the mere fact that we’re hurting.

One thing we need to understand is that anyone who lives in 
this world, a world ruined by sins committed before we got here, 
is going to hurt. The experience of pain is a fact of life, an unavoid-
able difficulty. No one knows this more than Jesus Christ, who 
suffered greatly despite never having made a single bad decision 
as to His own manner of living. If right living protected a person 
from pain, Jesus would never have known pain, but not only did 
He know it, He knew it deeply. He was “despised and rejected by 
men, a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3).

Yet if pain is necessary, much of the anguish that often goes 
with it is not. And again, Jesus is our example. He drank deeply of 
the cup of torment, but even in the moments of His greatest agony, 
it’s hard for us to imagine Him experiencing any of the negative 
emotions that normally make pain so horrible for us. For example, 
much of our suffering comes from anger, resentment, and self-pity. 
But Jesus refused to respond to pain in any of these ways, and con-
sequently His pain was much purer. Peter, therefore, referring to 
Christ’s attitude toward pain, said to his fellow Christians, “Arm 
yourselves also with the same mind” (1 Peter 4:1).

We may find it hard to do, but it’s possible even to rejoice in 
the midst of pain. “In this you greatly rejoice,” said Peter, “though 
now for a little while, if need be, you have been grieved by vari-
ous trials, that the genuineness of your faith . . . may be found to 
praise, honor, and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” The key 
to this thinking is this: seeing pain against the backdrop of salvation.

Pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional.

a n O n y M O u s
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everything Burns aWay But the Beauty

For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait 
for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body 
that it may be conformed to His glorious body, according to the working 

by which He is able even to subdue all things to Himself. 
Philippians 3:20,21

iF we Make right chOices in Our attituDe tOwarD pain, it 
can have a “reFining” eFFect On us. We can be better people, 

with purer hearts, as a result of having experienced difficulty and 
overcome it. Indeed, pain can leave us with character qualities so 
beautiful they are fit to be taken into eternity with us.

None of us can rightly deny that our characters need some 
refining. If we compare ourselves to other sinful people, it may 
appear that the shape we’re in is not all that bad. But that’s the 
wrong comparison. The standard of comparison is Jesus Christ. A 
character like His is what we’d have right now if we’d never 
sinned, and that’s what God is wanting us to have in eternity.

Pain is a part of the process of renovation and renewal that 
we need to undergo. Given the seriousness of our malady — by 
our sinful choices, we have declared stubborn rebellion against 
the God of heaven — we shouldn’t wonder that radical surgery 
is needed to fix the problem. Cutting away the cancer that has 
invaded our souls can’t be done without our feeling some pain.

But God’s work of character renovation won’t need to go on 
always. If we’ve been cooperative while the renovation was being 
done, there’ll come a time when we’re ready — ready to inhabit a 
realm where there is no more rebellion against God and no more 
irresponsibility. We’re not there yet, but the time is surely coming.

So we need to remember the passing nature of pain. It’s an 
ugly reality, yes, but even now it’s not all of reality, and when com-
pared to the reality that’s ahead — it’s waiting for those who’ve 
sought God faithfully — pain can be clearly seen as a temporary 
problem. At present, it happens that we’re still in the temporary 
part of God’s scheme of redemption. But the eternal part is com-
ing, and that’s where our hearts and minds need to be fixed: “For 
our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for 
the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly 
body that it may be conformed to His glorious body.”

The beauty remains; the pain passes.

a u g u s t e  r e n O i r
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When our questions are not ansWered

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

nOt every questiOn we Might ask Or wish an answer tO is 
gOing tO be answereD. It is presumptuous to think that God 

must grant information on every question we might ask, and we 
need to be very cautious about issuing subpoenas to the Ruler of 
the Universe. In particular, questions about why things are as they 
are and questions about what is going to happen are often queries 
that, from His perspective, we’d be better off not knowing about. 
We may think we need to know and may even become demanding 
in our prayers, but the questions are still met with silence. About 
many things, God’s word simply says . . . nothing.

Do you remember the freedom with which you asked ques-
tions as a child, and the firmness with which your parents often 
had to say that certain questions were not ones they felt it wise to 
answer? The eagerness with which children ask questions is not 
a fault. Indeed, it is refreshing, and God must surely look with 
paternal love on this aspect of our childishness. But we must be 
careful not to push past childish inquisitiveness into the realm of 
irreverent insistence and demandingness. We must be willing for 
Him to correct our notions of what is important for us to know.

Moses said to Israel, “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.” It 
takes trust to accept God’s decision about the “secret things,” and 
it also takes courage, for it’s often frightening to be left without in-
formation that we think is essential to our survival. Yet if we trust 
Him, we will do this. When we don’t have all the information we 
want, we must be content to have Him. He is all we have to have.

What God says is important. But what He does not say is 
also important, and if we respect His statements, we should also 
respect His silences. In fact, it’s probably true that our foolish 
fascination with certain unanswered questions is the result of our 
failure to be nourished by the truths that have been revealed. If 
we’ll digest it, what God has already said will more than meet our needs.

He who hath heard the Word of God can bear his silences.

i g n a t i u s  O F  l O y O l a
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Bereft

. . . having no hope and without God in the world. 
Ephesians 2:12

iF we reFuse tO have a rightFul cOnnectiOn tO gOD, we DOOM 
Ourselves tO the wOrst kinD OF lOneliness in the wOrlD. 

Without God to be our companion, we are bereft: left alone and 
without something we desperately need. Never are we more to be 
pitied than when we are “without God in the world.”

Being alone is a thing we all fear to some extent. Yet the kinds 
of loneliness we fear the most are not those that we should fear the 
most. We think we’re in desperate straits when we’re bereaved of 
some earthly relationship we thought we had to have to be happy, 
but we hardly feel a twinge of loneliness when we’re bereft of 
God. We live rebellious, unrepentant lives such that God can have 
nothing to do with us, and yet as long as we have a few earthly 
relationships, we don’t worry too much about loneliness. We’re 
alone in the worst way, but we don’t feel it, much less fear it.

Jesus, who knew all the lesser kinds of loneliness that we can 
know, also knew the greatest. On our behalf, He tasted the ulti-
mate form of bereavement: separation from God. On the cross, 
He cried, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” (Mark 
15:34). At that hour, Jesus was experiencing not merely the loneli-
ness of one or two people alienated from God, but the full sorrow 
of every sin committed by every human being who had ever lived 
or ever would. He knows full well what being “bereft” means, and 
He would have us look at this matter more realistically.

Today, when we cut ourselves off from God by our sinful 
denials of Him, rarely do we let ourselves recognize how bereft we 
are. As long as this world stands, it is possible to occupy ourselves 
with other activities — and convince ourselves that we’re not all 
that lonely. Yet without God, we are bereaved of the thing our 
hearts need most deeply, and we are hastening toward a day of 
awful confrontation with that truth. To have no hope and be with-
out God in the world is a nightmare of loneliness to any honest 
person. But honest or not, to be without Him in the next world will 
be worse — worse than any earthly nightmare can know.

No one is so much alone in the universe as a denier of God. 
With an orphaned heart, which has lost the greatest of fathers, he stands 

mourning by the immeasurable corpse of the universe.

J O h a n n  p a u l  F r i e D r i c h  r i c h t e r
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Joyful longing

. . . Jesus Christ, whom having not seen you love. Though now you do not 
see Him, yet believing, you rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory, 

receiving the end of your faith — the salvation of your souls. 
1 Peter 1:7-9

it is pOssible tO be cOntenteD anD unFulFilleD at the saMe 
tiMe. Even though our deepest longings won’t be completely 

satisfied until our Lord returns, we can still live in the present with 
a sense of satisfaction in God’s goodness. And looking at it from 
the other direction, even though we experience the peace that 
passes understanding right now, we can live with a joyous expec-
tancy that the best is yet to come. Contentment and desire need 
not be contradictory. We can long for God with a joy that’s just as 
deep as our longing. Indeed, our longing can be a part of our joy.

Peter wrote that we can “rejoice with joy inexpressible and 
full of glory,” since we are “receiving the end of [our] faith — the 
salvation of [our] souls.” It’s important to notice that this inex-
pressible joy can be ours even though the end of our faith, the final 
salvation of our souls, has not yet been received. Our joy is the joy 
of hope. It’s the joy of those who’re confident that they’re on the 
path that leads to their Father. We’re grateful to be going home!

And yet our joy can be more than the joy of hope: we can 
learn to enjoy the process that is leading to our salvation. We are 
indeed on a path, and we haven’t yet reached the end of it. But the 
path itself is full of pleasant things, things that have been created 
by God for us to enjoy along the way. Surely it would be wrong to 
have our hearts so set on heaven that we failed to appreciate the 
goodness of the journey by which God plans to get us there.

The Christian really does have the best of both worlds. So 
when we say godliness is profitable for all things, for “the life that 
now is” and for “that which is to come” (1 Timothy 4:8), we ought 
to be espousing more than a theory; we ought to be stating our 
own experience. We need to be people who reach forward eagerly, 
but also those who reach forward gratefully. We need to long for 
God fervently, but to long for Him with a joy that is real right now.

We are not to make the ideas of contentment and aspiration quarrel, for God 
made them fast friends. A man may aspire and yet be quite content until it is 

time to rise; and both flying and resting are but parts of one contentment. 
The very fruit of the gospel is aspiration. It is to the heart what spring is to 

the earth, making every root, and bud, and bough desire to be more.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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the Positive ChoiCe is PossiBle!

For this commandment which I command you today is not too mysterious 
for you, nor is it far off. It is not in heaven, that you should say, “Who will 

ascend into heaven for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?” 
Nor is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who will go over the sea for 
us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?” But the word is very 

near you, in your mouth and in your heart, that you may do it. 
Deuteronomy 30:11-14

iF we’re still alive, then it’s within Our pOwer tO Make 
whatever chOice gOD wOulD want us tO Make. No matter 

how many wrong choices we’ve made in the past, we have the 
freedom to make the right choice now. Outwardly, it may take 
time to reverse the damage our past choices have wrought, but 
inwardly, we can at this very moment begin being the person that 
we know God wants us to be. The positive choice is possible!

Sometimes we feel we’ve done so badly for so long that there 
is no hope for us. But this sinking sense of hopelessness comes 
from hell, not from heaven. It’s only our enemy who wants us 
to give up. Our Father wants us to live. He wants us to take the 
simple, honest step that it’s always possible to take: the one imme-
diately before us. If we choose to take that step, there is nothing the 
devil can do to stop us, although he’d surely like to do so.

But it does us little good to have the power of choice if we 
don’t use it. We shouldn’t waste the marvelous dignity and honor 
God conferred on us when He gave us our freedom of will. His 
grace toward us should not be “in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:10).

One encouraging thing to keep in mind is that each positive 
choice creates strength. If we choose in the present moment to do 
what is right, we’ll find the next moment much easier to deal with. 
Every good decision leads to another. We’ll be helped by a favor-
able momentum that makes our forward progress less difficult.

Whatever our choices may be, God is not neutral about them. 
Having gone to great lengths to save us, He wants us to choose 
life. If we fail to choose it, He’ll have to let justice be carried out, of 
course. But that will break His heart. “‘For why should you die, O 
Israel? For I have no pleasure in the death of one who dies,’ says 
the Lord gOD. ‘Therefore turn and live!’” (Ezekiel 18:31,32). Today, 
we can turn. This very instant, we can say yes to life.

At any moment in life we have the option to choose 
an attitude of gratitude, a posture of grace, a commitment to joy.

t i M  h a n s e l
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no ComfortaBle Cross

. . . knowing this, that our old man was crucified 
with Him, that the body of sin might be done away with, 

that we should no longer be slaves of sin. 
Romans 6:6

priOr tO Our cOnversiOn, MOst OF us unDerstOOD, at least 
On sOMe basic level, that we Must “Die with christ.” But 

unless we’re among the few who’ve truly counted the cost of 
discipleship, we probably underestimated the pain that would be 
involved in having our “old man . . . crucified with Him.” As we 
begin to discover how painful it is for our old habits to be put to 
death, we may back away from the process. We didn’t expect that 
any part of being a Christian would be so painful. We’re surprised 
by the unpleasantness of it all. Perhaps we even resent or resist it.

Yet there is no such thing as a comfortable crucifixion. The 
word excruciate is simply a variation of the word crucify, and so in 
a quite literal sense, death by “crucifixion” is always “excruciat-
ing.” If our Lord chose the concept of crucifixion to describe the 
removal of sin from our lives, we ought not to expect that process 
to be entirely pleasant. Deeply rooted habits can’t be easily denied 
or conveniently removed. Their destruction requires nothing less 
than the dying of the person we used to be.

But if we saw where sin takes people, we’d be willing to make 
any sacrifice to be free of it. Jesus said that if we couldn’t keep 
our right eye or our right hand and still stay away from sin, then 
we’d be better off plucking out our eye or cutting off our hand 
(Matthew 5:29,30), however painful those removals might be.

If the crown that awaits us requires that we first go to the 
cross and die, then the crown is worth every bit of the cross. Paul 
said that “if we died with Christ, we believe that we shall also 
live with Him” (Romans 6:8). It would be worth dying a thousand 
times if that meant we could live with Christ. But let’s not be silly. 
Our cross can’t be any more painless than His. It’s going to hurt.

If we are wise, we will do what Jesus said: endure the cross 
and despise its shame for the joy that is set before us. To do this is to submit 
the whole pattern of our life to be destroyed and built again in the power of 

an endless life. And we shall find that it is more than poetry, more than sweet 
hymnody and elevated feeling. The cross will cut into our lives where it 
hurts worst, sparing neither us nor our carefully cultivated reputation. 

It will defeat us and bring our selfish life to an end.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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CheCkmate

They shall drive you from men, your dwelling shall be with 
the beasts of the field, and they shall make you eat grass like oxen. 

They shall wet you with the dew of heaven, and seven times shall pass 
over you, till you know that the Most High rules in the kingdom 

of men, and gives it to whomever He chooses. Daniel 4:25

sOMetiMes when we think we’re reaching FOrwarD tOwarD 
gOD, the DirectiOn in which we’re actually reaching is 

away FrOM hiM. Although we may not have the honesty to admit 
it to ourselves, we’re fighting against God. Our plans are opposed 
to His purposes. And when that happens, we’re fortunate when 
God steps in and blocks our progress. In fact, God is showing 
grace to us when He defeats our worldly ambitions and shuts us 
up to the consequences of our actions. When He puts us in check-
mate, hemming us in, He is showing a great love for us indeed.

We need to understand that as long as God is still blocking 
our path and defeating us, that’s a good sign. It’s a sign that He’s 
still trying to win us back to His way. Much worse would be the 
next stage in the process: the stage in which God gives us up and 
abandons us to the futility and frustration of our own way.

Nothing worse could be imagined than to be abandoned by 
God, and yet the Scriptures teach that that is exactly what He will 
do if we insist on not getting the point when He blocks our path. 
Concerning those who adamantly refused to “retain God in their 
knowledge,” Paul wrote that “God gave them over to a debased 
mind, to do those things which are not fitting” (Romans 1:28). 
J. B. Phillips’s paraphrase of this statement is vivid: God “allowed 
them to become the slaves of their degenerate minds.”

So when we find ourselves checkmated by God, we ought 
to be thankful. By all rights, He should have given up on us long 
ago, but in His grace He has not yet done so. We ought to respond 
rightly, in both word and deed, to the fact that God has blocked 
our path. When He has shut us up and left us nowhere to go, we 
should react with repentance and obedience. Rather than resentment, 
a greater reverence should be our chosen response. It is, after all, 
not a disgrace to be put in checkmate by God. What would be a 
disgrace would be to suffer and suffer and suffer — and be too big 
a fool to learn the lesson He’s trying to teach us.

Every story of conversion is the story of a blessed defeat.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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Being lost takes PersistenCe too

But you are not willing to come to Me that you may have life. 
John 5:40

in the enD, thOse whO will be lOst will be thOse whO have 
insisteD On being lOst. God has gone to great lengths to pro-

vide for our redemption from sin, and He waits for a long time 
for us to turn around and come back to Him. He pleads with us, 
imploring us to accept the reconciliation that He has made pos-
sible (2 Corinthians 5:20). If we end up refusing to let Him save us, 
it will be despite everything He could do to win our hearts. The 
truth is, it takes a lot of persistence to keep saying no to God.

C. S. Lewis once observed that the unbeliever is always in 
danger of having his faith overthrown. As long as he lives in this 
world, the unbeliever is surrounded by tokens of God’s grace and 
many other powerful evidences of His reality. And so an atheistic 
parent who wanted his children to follow in his footsteps would 
always need to be worried about the “corrupting” influences they 
would be encountering every day. Given the many ways God tries 
to get our attention, it would take an extraordinarily determined 
child to resist all of that and stay an unbeliever.

But sometimes, determined is exactly what we are in the 
matter of disobedience. Isaiah spoke with more than a little irony 
when he condemned those who were “mighty” and “valiant” in 
the pursuit of dissipation: “Woe to men mighty at drinking wine, 
woe to men valiant for mixing intoxicating drink” (Isaiah 5:22).

In the Book of Proverbs, one of the leading characteristics of 
the fool is that he insists on doing evil, despite many opportuni-
ties to change his mind. “A prudent man foresees evil and hides 
himself, but the simple pass on and are punished” (Proverbs 22:3). 
Sadly, it’s the fool’s “steadfastness” that keeps him in trouble.

God’s plea is for us to turn around and come back in His 
direction. If we’ll do that, we’ll live, but if we won’t, then we’ll die 
(Ezekiel 18:27,28). So in a sense, there’s only one sin that will kill 
us, and that’s the sin we refuse to repent of and seek God’s for-
giveness for. If we end up being lost eternally, it won’t be because 
we made mistakes — it’ll be because we persisted in our mistakes.

No man is condemned for anything he has done: he is condemned 
for continuing to do wrong. He is condemned for not coming out 

of the darkness, for not coming to the light.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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ConsequenCes Can’t Be avoided forever

What fruit did you have then in the things of which you are 
now ashamed? For the end of those things is death. But now having 

been set free from sin, and having become slaves of God, you have your 
fruit to holiness, and the end, everlasting life. Romans 6:21,22

every path leaDs sOMewhere. Every action in which we en-
gage — indeed, every thought we think — takes us one step 

further down a road that leads to some destination.
Speaking of the evil way the Christians in Rome had lived 

before their conversion to Christ, Paul asked, “What fruit did you 
have then in the things of which you are now ashamed?” All of 
our actions, both the godly and the ungodly, bear some kind of 
“fruit.” In the case of ungodliness, the fruit is deadly. “The end of 
those things,” Paul wrote, “is death.” Death is not just the arbitrary 
punishment of God for evildoing; it’s the inevitable result or conse-
quence of it. Death is simply the end of that road. If a person travels 
that way and refuses to change, death is the only place he can get 
to. It’s where that road leads, no matter who the traveler is.

Choices always entail consequences. Since we have free wills, 
we can make our choices freely, but having made our choices, 
we can’t then choose our consequences. The consequences are 
unalterably attached to the choices, and we can’t have the former 
without the latter. We may, it’s true, avoid the consequences for 
some period of time — but we can’t do so forever. Some day, there 
will be a payday, and when it comes, we need not be surprised.

It’s an immutable principle that “whatever a man sows, 
that he will also reap” (Galatians 6:7). To believe otherwise is to 
deceive ourselves and mock God. But it’s not just in eternity that 
we’ll reap as we’ve sown; the harvest begins even before we die. 
There can’t be any question that the consequences of our actions 
begin to come down on us well before the Judgment Day. Paul 
spoke of those who, while still living, were “receiving in them-
selves the penalty of their error which was due” (Romans 1:27).

Are you and I ready to eat the fruit of our ways? We might as 
well be, because the “banquet” is surely being prepared for us and 
we’ll have no choice but to eat it when it’s set before us. We can 
run, but we can’t hide. The law of cause and effect is no respecter 
of persons, and it’ll catch up with every last one of us eventually.

Everybody, sooner or later, sits down to a banquet of consequences.

r O b e r t  l O u i s  s t e v e n s O n
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does your life look desPerate?

This I say, therefore, and testify in the Lord, that you should no longer 
walk as the rest of the Gentiles walk, in the futility of their mind, having their 
understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God, because of the 

ignorance that is in them, because of the hardening of their heart . . . 
Ephesians 4:17,18

FOr all practical purpOses, MOst peOple live as iF there 
were nO gOD. One doesn’t have to be a newspaper reporter 

to have noticed that there is a vast amount of desperation in the 
world. In one form or another, fear and hopelessness have grown 
so common that we’ve almost gotten used to them. Whatever we 
might say we believe, our lives in the real world, outwardly at 
least, often look like those of people who have little hope.

If there were no such thing as God, of course, all of this would 
make sense. If there was nothing beyond the confines of this world 
worth reaching forward to, desperation would be an understand-
able (if still unfortunate) response to the condition the world is in.

But many of us believe there is a God. We believe there are 
things worth reaching for in eternity, if we choose to do so, and 
even in this life, we believe there are principles and values that 
can make a difference for good in our thinking. How is it that we, 
of all people, live like individuals whose backs are to the wall? If 
people can’t tell any difference between us and our non-Christian 
neighbors in the way we handle the discouragements of life, what 
kind of commentary is that on our convictions? And what kind of 
reflection does that cast upon the One whom we confess as Lord?

If, through the gospel of Christ, we’ve been forgiven of our 
sins and reconciled to God, then we’re no longer among those who 
have “no hope and [are] without God in the world” (Ephesians 
2:12). Whatever may be our sorrow, we should not “sorrow as oth-
ers who have no hope” (1 Thessalonians 4:13). As Christians, we 
may still be many things, but desperate should not be one of them.

We don’t do what is right just for the sake of appearance, of 
course. But even so, if those who know us would say that we seem 
to be just as desperate as anyone else in the world, that ought to 
give us pause to think. If people can’t see any difference, then is 
there any difference? If we don’t seem to be reaching forward, 
then are we reaching forward? Are we really?

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.

h e n r y  D a v i D  t h O r e a u
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on Being glad that god is good

Then Moses rose early in the morning and went up Mount Sinai . . . 
Now the lOrD descended in the cloud and stood with him there, 

and proclaimed the name of the lOrD. And the lOrD passed before him 
and proclaimed, “The lOrD, the lOrD God, merciful and gracious, 

longsuffering, and abounding in goodness and truth . . .” 
Exodus 34:4-6

MOses was given a gliMpse OF gOD nO Other huMan 
being has ever been given. Exodus 33:11 says that “the 

lOrD spoke to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend.” 
After Moses’ death, it was said that “there has not arisen in 
Israel a prophet like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face” 
(Deuteronomy 34:10). But it’s helpful to remember what God 
revealed to Moses. It was not just that God was real but that He 
was also good: “The lOrD, the lOrD God, merciful and gracious, 
longsuffering, and abounding in goodness and truth.”

In Hebrews 11:6, we are told that to come to God we must 
believe two things about Him: that He is (existence) and that He 
is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him (benevolence). If 
the first requires faith, the second does as well. In a world where 
short-term appearances can call God’s goodness into question, we 
need to hang on to the evidence God has given of His good will 
toward us — nowhere shown more clearly than at the Cross.

We ought not to take the goodness of God for granted. God 
might have existed and been something very different than the 
kind of God He is. But as it turns out, He is a God who is benevo-
lently inclined toward us, and He has revealed Himself to be that 
kind of God. We can’t know God perfectly or completely, but what 
we can know of Him, we can know truly. We don’t have to specu-
late about it; we can know for sure that our God is good.

Knowing that God is “merciful and gracious, longsuffering, 
and abounding in goodness and truth” should make us want to 
reach out to Him. He is a God for whom we can yearn with admi-
ration and love. We dare not forget that He is also a God of justice, 
who will banish us from His presence forever if we refuse to lay 
down our rebellion against Him. But oh, how nourishing it is to 
know that His inclination and fervent desire are to save us.

While the name of God is secret and His essential nature 
incomprehensible, He in condescending love has by revelation 

declared certain things to be true of Himself.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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When meaning makes a thing imPortant

. . . and Joshua said to them: “Cross over before the ark of the Lord your 
God into the midst of the Jordan, and each one of you take up a stone on his 
shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of the children of Israel, that 

this may be a sign among you when your children ask in time to come, 
saying, ‘What do these stones mean to you?’” Joshua 4:5,6

is there a ring On yOur Finger that has a Meaning Out OF 
all prOpOrtiOn tO the size OF the ring itselF? Perhaps there 

is. And we treasure many other things that have more importance 
than their physical size would indicate: photographs, memen-
tos, keepsakes, and such. An antique sofa and an album of baby 
pictures might both be irreplaceable, but if the house were burning 
down, most of us (the mothers among us, at least) would grab the 
baby pictures to save, and not just because they’re easier to carry!

Take time to find out what things mean. Years later, there might 
not have been many people in Israel who knew what that pile 
of rocks on the west bank of the Jordan meant. But those who 
took the time to find out would have been rewarded with a bit of 
knowledge that was both interesting and beneficial. These days, 
most of us stay so busy with our own trivia, we rarely stop to ask 
the meaning of even the most important things around us. But 
we’re the losers when we fail to ask, “What does that mean?”

Take time to appreciate what things mean. In regard to God, there 
are a number of events, observances, and even physical objects 
(what about your own Bible?) that have deep meaning attached 
to them. Do we appreciate these? Do we count them among our 
treasures? We need to take precautions against ever becoming so 
jaded that the meaningful things in life seem stale or dull.

Teach your children what things mean. We do our children a 
disservice when we allow them to reach maturity without hav-
ing been taught what the truly important things in life mean. 
Meanings have to be handed down, and so it’s the privilege and 
responsibility of each generation to see that its young people learn 
what those who’ve gone before have found meaningful.

Few things are inherently valuable; it’s what they mean to 
somebody that makes them so. So meanings are very important, 
and we’d be better off if we spent more time thinking about them.

The least of things with a meaning is worth more 
in life than the greatest of things without it.

c a r l  J u n g
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something more than ourselves

And the lOrD God said, “It is not good that man should 
be alone; I will make him a helper comparable to him.” 

Genesis 2:18

we are nOt selF-suFFicient creatures. We need contact with 
other beings who have a nature that corresponds to ours. 

And not just contact, we need the many benefits encompassed 
by the word “relationship.” We’ve been constituted such that our 
needs can’t be completely fulfilled within our own identities. We 
need something more than ourselves, something outside of our-
selves. “It is not good,” God said, “that man should be alone.”

Granted, not everybody needs the same amount of human 
contact and relationship to be happy. Some of us can get by with 
a minimum of those things, while others would find it hard to be 
happy without a bit more. In a pinch, of course, all of us could 
survive alone on a deserted island if we had to do it, but even so, 
the norm for human beings is that we need one another.

But while human relationship is important, it’s even more im-
portant to see how much we need our Creator. That relationship is 
the one we really can’t do without. We may delude ourselves into 
thinking that we’re getting along without Him, for a while, but 
the fact is, we’d do less damage to ourselves trying to do without 
oxygen than trying to do without God. Try as we may, we can’t not 
need Him. Our need for God is the deepest thing about us.

Whether it’s relationship to other human beings or relation-
ship to God, “loneliness” is the word that describes the absence 
of those relationships. And while you may think there are plenty 
of problems worse than loneliness, let me tell you that the empti-
ness of spirit denoted by this word is a terrible thing: it’s terrible 
not because it’s painful but because it’s the root of so many other 
problems that plague us. Having been created by God with needs 
that can only be filled in relationship with others, when those 
needs are not filled, many harmful things begin to happen.

So what’s the point? It’s simply that we ought to cherish the 
idea of rich relationship, both with God and with others who’ve 
been created in His image. We ought to work on building good rela-
tionships in every way that we can. And finally, the maintenance of 
our relationships ought to be one of our most pressing priorities.

Loneliness is the first thing that God’s eye nam’d not good.

J O h n  M i l t O n
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Professed Beliefs vs. PraCtiCal Beliefs

They profess to know God, but in works they deny Him. 
Titus 1:16

what we really believe abOut gOD is OFten sOMething 
Other than what we prOFess tO believe. We may say we 

believe He exists, for example, but if our actions are inconsis-
tent with that belief, time after time, it would be fair to question 
whether we really believe what we say. Even in the affairs of this 
life, our real “master” is the one whom we actually “serve,” and 
when it comes to God, Paul asked the obvious question: “Do you 
not know that to whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you 
are that one’s slaves whom you obey, whether of sin leading to 
death, or of obedience leading to righteousness?” (Romans 6:16).

But please don’t misunderstand. I’m not saying we deliber-
ately lie about our faith, claiming to believe one thing when we 
know our real belief is something else. I’m simply suggesting that 
our words usually reflect what we know is right to believe, what 
we want to believe, and so forth, while our actions may indicate 
that — for all practical purposes — our real beliefs run in another 
direction. We don’t always have the thing Paul said we should be 
aiming for: a “faith unfeigned” (1 Timothy 1:5 KJV).

If there is a discrepancy between what we profess and what 
we practice, how should we go about removing it? We could, of 
course, get rid of the gap by lowering our profession to the level of 
our practice, but that would amount to giving up and selling out 
to the devil. But there are better things that we can do, surely.

First, we can be more honest about the gap between our pro-
fession and our practice. We can pray more frankly and openly to 
God about that. Second, we can elevate our practice to the level of 
our profession, always seeking God’s help in doing so. He wants 
us to obey what we say we believe, and He will help us to do so if 
we let Him. But third, we can accept the fact that we are going to 
be judged on the basis of our practice, not our profession. In the 
end, it’s our deeds that God will judge (2 Corinthians 5:10) — not 
what we said we believed, not what we wanted to believe, and not 
what we were planning to believe someday. Whether we admit it 
or not, it’s a fact: what we actually DO is what we really believe.

Can a faith that does nothing be called sincere?

J e a n  r a c i n e
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in the midst of it all

For the earnest expectation of the creation 
eagerly waits for the revealing of the sons of God. 

Romans 8:19

there is a sense in which we neeD tO get MOre cOMFOrtable 
with the iDea OF iMperFectiOn. The perfection of this world 

having been broken by sin, God long ago set in motion a plan that 
will culminate in the creation of a new heavens and earth, not 
physical but spiritual, for all those who’ve accepted His pardon. 
The major portions of the plan are already complete, but the final 
end has not been reached, and so while time on earth remains, we 
must be content to live in the midst of a movement toward perfec-
tion. As long as we live, nothing that we’ll have the opportunity 
to deal with will ever be anything other than incomplete. And the 
sooner we get comfortable with that idea, the better off we’ll be.

To be sure, there is another sense in which we ought not to get 
comfortable with imperfection. Complacency is a dangerous trait, 
and we dare not let ourselves become satisfied with the incom-
pleteness of this world. We can’t afford to lower our standards.

But I believe we’ll reach forward more fervently if we go 
ahead and accept the fact that in this life we will never be anything 
more than incomplete. Recognizing that we’re not going to see 
anything more than God’s work “in progress,” we are then free to 
dream and yearn and long for the time when His plan will reach 
its climax, and we can finally go home. Accepting the currently 
unfinished nature of God’s purposes keeps us from demanding 
more of this life than it is capable of delivering.

In Romans 8:22,23, Paul wrote of our “groaning” in this 
world: “For we know that the whole creation groans and labors 
with birth pangs together until now. Not only that, but we also 
who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan 
within ourselves, eagerly waiting for the adoption, the redemp-
tion of our body.” So the Christian who groans should hardly be 
surprised . . . but neither should he be discouraged! “Beloved, now 
we are children of God; and it has not yet been revealed what we 
shall be, but we know that when He is revealed, we shall be like 
Him, for we shall see Him as He is” (1 John 3:2).

We must learn how to live as incomplete beings in an unfinished 
universe. We see God’s process from the middle, not the end.

p a u l  c i h O l a s
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PatienCe While We make Progress

Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, 
And to present you faultless 

Before the presence of His glory with exceeding joy, 
To God our Savior, who alone is wise, 

Be glory and majesty, 
Dominion and power, 

Both now and forever. Amen. 
Jude 24,25

as lOng as we reMain in this wOrlD, iMperFectiOns will 
be a Fact OF liFe. If we’ve obeyed the gospel and become 

Christians, we’re somewhere along a path that leads to perfect 
holiness. Some have been Christians longer and are a bit further 
down the path than others, but none of us, not even the most ma-
ture, can say that we’re without sin (1 John 1:8-10). We’re all works 
in progress. So since it’s God’s plan for our sanctification to be 
accomplished gradually through a process, we need to be patient 
with God (and with ourselves) while the process is underway.

Although we make mistakes and lapse into old habits, God is 
able, as Jude wrote, to keep us from falling away from Him com-
pletely. He can strengthen us and present us “faultless before the 
presence of His glory with exceeding joy.” We should discipline 
our thinking and hold on to the confidence that God knows what 
He’s doing and is perfectly capable of removing the remainder 
of sin from our lives. Meanwhile, we must not expect perfection 
before the time for that perfection arrives (1 John 3:2,3).

This is no argument for complacency or careless indulgence in 
sin. “How shall we who died to sin live any longer in it?” (Romans 
6:2). We’re simply saying that as we reach forward to God’s holi-
ness, we must not demand a perfection of ourselves that is impos-
sible at this point. We must accept the fact that we’re on a journey.

The important thing right now, then, is not perfection but 
progress. No less than absolute perfection should be our goal, but 
as we work toward that goal, we’ll make more progress if we con-
centrate on taking the steps that are immediately before us. Those 
are always steps that we’re capable of taking, and we should be 
both thankful to take them and content to take them.

The rising of devotion in an ordinary soul is like the dawning 
of a new day. Darkness is not driven away immediately. Light comes 

in small increments, moment by moment.

F r a n c i s  D e  s a l e s
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god sees Behind our Personalities

Your sin will find you out. 
Numbers 32:23

nOw anD then we all Make a seriOus Mistake: we sacriFice 
Our principles in OrDer tO gain shOrt-terM success. We 

take short cuts. We go for quick fixes. We try to succeed using 
nothing but the smoke-and-mirrors techniques of personality and 
persuasive speech. Rather than do the hard, time-consuming work 
of building godly character and doing what is eternally right, we 
succumb to the tempting appeal of things that have a more visible 
payoff in the short term. But while it’s possible to utilize personal-
ity rather than principle (for a while, at least), we ought to be more 
attracted to the benefits and joys of long-term reality.

Don’t we understand that the deficiencies and drawbacks of 
our short cuts will come back to haunt us? Our sins will surely 
find us out. No matter what we’re doing, if we leave the Lord and 
His principles out of our calculations, our projects will fail sooner 
or later. “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). God can’t be safely ignored.

Some people, it’s true, are amazingly clever at getting what 
they want in the short term, with seemingly little attention paid 
to the principles of long-term reality. And for those who’re not as 
naturally adept at these things, our bookstores are filled with vol-
umes on self-help, psychology, and communication skills. Getting 
what we want is reduced to the relatively simple matter of net-
working, making the right moves, communicating effectively, and 
of course, dressing for success. We are a deeply superficial people.

But in the absence of genuine godliness and deep-down integ-
rity, none of the successes gained by these techniques will stand 
the test of time. God sees behind our personalities, and if we only 
knew it, most other people do too. Eventually the Law of the Farm 
will prevail: we will reap as we have sown. Despite our wishful 
thinking, there is no short cut to any harvest worth having.

In most one-shot or short-lived human interactions, you can use 
the Personality Ethic to get by and to make favorable impressions 

through charm and skill and pretending to be interested in other people’s 
hobbies. But eventually, if there isn’t deep integrity and fundamental 

character strength, the challenges of life will cause true motives to surface 
and human relationship failure will replace short-term success.

s t e p h e n  r .  c O v e y
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the set of our sails

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

when it cOMes tO gOD, we wOn’t Make Much prOgress 
iF we “Falter between twO OpiniOns.” There is a certain 

amount of difficulty that has to be overcome in the course of our 
journey toward God, and that difficulty won’t be overcome if we 
haven’t made up our minds and committed ourselves to making 
the journey. The roadside will be littered with the bleached bones 
of those who wavered — those who weren’t sure what their opin-
ion was as to the importance of God and weren’t sure whether 
devoting themselves to Him was something they wanted to do.

Less important excursions in life often don’t require any 
definite goal or decisiveness on our part. For me, one of life’s great 
joys is the joy of walking, and there are some times when I set out 
on a walk without any notion of where I want to go. It’s enjoyable 
just to walk. The destination might change during the walk, and 
side trips can easily be taken. On such a walk, a little haphazard-
ness doesn’t hurt; it may even enhance the pleasure of the trek.

But haphazard progress won’t get us to heaven. We won’t reach 
God by casually strolling through life admiring the scenery. God 
is the God of those who “diligently seeking Him” (Hebrews 11:6), 
and that implies the necessity of conscious decision. If God is our 
goal, we won’t move toward Him if we don’t reach for Him.

In the end, there’ll only be two groups of people. The dividing 
line won’t be between the fortunate and the unfortunate, or be-
tween those who had it easy and those who had it hard; it will be 
between those who decided to go to heaven and those who didn’t. 
When “every wind of doctrine” (Ephesians 4:14) is gusting every 
which way, it’s the set of our sails that will get us home.

One ship drives east and another west, 
with the self-same winds that blow; 

‘tis the set of the sails and not the gales 
that determines where they go. 

Like the winds of the sea are the ways 
of fate, as we voyage along through life; 
‘tis the set of a soul that decides its goal 

— and not the calm or the strife.

e l l a  w h e e l e r  w i l c O x
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seeking, searChing, striving

If you seek her as silver, 
And search for her as for hidden treasures; 

Then you will understand the fear of the lOrD, 
And find the knowledge of God. 

Proverbs 2:4,5

we’re nOthing but FOOlish iF we think we can Obtain the 
silver anD gOlD OF gOD’s gOODness withOut any harD 

wOrk. As for wisdom, Solomon said that she will be found by 
those who “seek her as silver” and “search for her as for hidden 
treasure.” No less can be said for God Himself. He must be sought 
with a certain amount of doggedness and discipline. Those who 
expect to “understand the fear of the lOrD, and find the knowl-
edge of God” should be prepared to do some mountain climbing.

To say this is not to teach “works righteousness.” Whatever 
conditions God may have set for a right relationship with Him, the 
meeting of those conditions on our part in no way earns the gift 
that is given. Our salvation is by the goodness of God’s grace. But 
at the same time, God’s grace is not for the lazy, and He has con-
structed the reality of this world such that He won’t be found by 
those who’re not willing to seek Him. So think of it this way: hard 
work on our part is not sufficient to find God, but it is necessary.

Unfortunately, the worldly often work harder at their projects 
than the godly work at theirs. And sometimes, they even show 
greater good sense and cleverness. Jesus said that “the sons of this 
world are more shrewd in their generation than the sons of light” 
(Luke 16:8). In his comments on this text, William Barclay said, “If 
only the Christian was as eager and ingenious in his attempt to 
attain goodness as the man of the world is in his attempt to attain 
money and comfort, he would be a much better man.”

Yet it’s not just the lazy who fail to exert effort; it’s also the 
desperate. Faced by daunting difficulties, we just give up and fail 
to make the effort. And, of course, Satan, our enemy, loves to have 
it so. He takes perverse delight in the fear that keeps us from tak-
ing even one step in God’s direction. But he need not have the last 
word. We can determine that, God being our helper, we will sum-
mon the courage, the self-respect, and the energy to . . . act!

Surrendering to despair is man’s favorite pastime. God offers 
a better plan, but it takes effort to grab it and faith to claim it.

c h a r l e s  r .  s w i n D O l l
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reaChing for the Wrong things

Then Samuel said to the people, “Do not fear. You have done all this 
wickedness; yet do not turn aside from following the lOrD, but serve the 

lOrD with all your heart. And do not turn aside; for then you would go after 
empty things which cannot profit or deliver, for they are nothing.” 

1 Samuel 12:20,21

like the peOple OF saMuel’s Day, we neeD tO be warneD 
against gOing aFter “eMpty things which cannOt prOFit 

Or Deliver.” Empty things are those that are fruitless and ineffec-
tive. They promise great thirst-quenching fulfillments but deliver 
nothing but dryness and dust in the end. And empty things are all 
that we can seek if we “turn aside from following the lOrD.”

God Himself is what we were created to seek. When we reach 
forward to Him, we’re doing the most natural thing in the world. 
“Eternity” has been planted in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11), and 
that being true, we can’t really not need God. But if God is what 
we need, we must be careful to give our hearts what they need and 
nothing less than that. Empty things will leave our hearts empty!

But as we determine to reach for the right things, it is some-
times hard to be honest about what we’re really reaching for. We 
tell ourselves that it’s God we’re reaching for when in reality it’s 
certain blessings from God that we’re primarily interested in. It’s 
not God Himself that we seek but only a certain path to God. And 
if our path to God turns out to be different from what we had in 
mind, we sometimes falter in our faithfulness. But we need to be 
like Job, who was just as willing to trust God when it didn’t “pay” 
as when it did. It must be God that we want, period.

It’s a fact that we are a “reaching people.” By our very nature, 
we strain forward, eager to get in touch with something that can 
fill our needs. Foolishly, however, we often reach for the wrong 
things, things that can’t satisfy us in the long run. And this is no 
small problem; it’s a matter of life and death. If in our need we 
grasp the wrong things, we doom ourselves to death. So the ques-
tion is not really whether we’ll reach forward — we will satisfy 
our desires in one way or another. The only question is whether 
our “satisfactions” will kill us or not. It pays a thirsty man to be 
very careful what he allows himself to drink.

Thirst must be quenched! If our desires are not met by God, 
we will quickly find something else to alleviate our thirst.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r



April 30
But What if . . . ?

For as the rain comes down, and the snow from heaven, and do not return 
there, but water the earth, and make it bring forth and bud, that it may give 
seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall My word be that goes forth 
from My mouth; it shall not return to Me void, but it shall accomplish what I 

please, and it shall prosper in the thing for which I sent it. 
Isaiah 55:10,11

the very essence OF Faith is tO “trust anD Obey.” If a certain 
course of action seems wise to us and looks like it might lead 

to satisfactory results, it doesn’t take much faith to follow that 
course. But when we can’t see how a particular thing is going to 
turn out, or if we have a hunch that it might turn out disastrously, 
it takes faith to trust the person who formulated the plan and sim-
ply carry out the instructions that have been given to us.

We can only imagine what faith it took for Abraham to “trust 
and obey” when God said to leave his home in Ur (not to mention 
the things that God later commanded him to do). But faith was 
indeed the key. “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).

Today, many of us try to be people of faith, but our faith often 
fails us. What God says can seem so contrary to common sense 
that we balk at obeying Him. So when someone points out to us, 
“This is what God says,” we tend to respond, “But what if . . . ?”

Even in worldly affairs, however, we shouldn’t always decide 
our course of action pragmatically, based on what we think will 
work. Our definition of what will “work” is often flawed, and in 
any case, we can’t see far enough ahead to know what the out-
come of any decision will be. So we need to base our decisions on 
proven principles rather than predictions of particular outcomes.

In spiritual matters, we can take it for granted that God’s way 
will always work, that is, it will always accomplish the purpose 
that He had in mind, whether that purpose is clear to us or not. 
“[My word] shall not return to Me void, but it shall accomplish 
what I please, and it shall prosper in the thing for which I sent it.” 
So the question is not what will happen, but what our principles 
should be. And that’s just what God has given us in the Scriptures: 
a treasure chest of valid, time-tested, true-north principles.

If one can be certain that his principles are right, 
he need not worry about the consequences.

r O b e r t  e l l i O t t  s p e e r
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aimless ConduCt

. . . knowing that you were not redeemed with corruptible things, 
like silver or gold, from your aimless conduct received by tradition 

from your fathers. 1 Peter 1:18

DeciDing tO reach FOrwarD requires a gOOD bit MOre than 
Just getting busy. Our actions have to be motivated by a love 

for God, and they have to be within the limits of His will and His 
purposes. Having been redeemed from the “aimless conduct” in 
which we used to engage, we must now devote ourselves to deeds 
that are purposeful and fruitful with regard to God.

One of the distinguishing characteristics of the Christian’s 
life is that it is going somewhere that really matters. If there were 
no God, nothing that happens would have any meaning. From 
birth to death, our lives would be no more than the “busyness” of 
spinning our wheels. But God does exist, and what that means is 
that history is not just history — it is His story. The plot is mov-
ing toward a climax that will redound to His eternal glory, and if 
we allow ourselves to be reconciled to Him through His Son, then 
every deed we do can help move the plot toward its great end.

We need to live, work, and serve in the confidence that what 
we do in the Lord is eternally worthwhile whether we can see that 
right now or not. Paul wrote, “Therefore, my beloved brethren, be 
steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, 
knowing that your labor is not in vain in the Lord” (1 Cor. 15:58). 
Your labor is not in vain in the Lord. What glorious, life-changing 
words! What a difference they ought to make for us on days when 
we can’t see that it does any good to try to do what’s right.

But we need to take the time to take stock of the way we’re 
living our lives. If we’ve become Christians, we have the opportu-
nity to be busy about the most important things in the world — 
but really, are those the things we’re busy about most of the time? 
Is our day-to-day activity connected to our principles in a harmo-
nious way? Are we walking our talk? Is it really God we’re reach-
ing forward to, or must we admit that we’re preoccupied with 
lesser things? These questions aren’t just important; they ought to 
be urgent as well. If we’re not busy about the Father’s business, 
then our conduct is not going anywhere — it’s aimless.

It is not enough to be busy; so are the ants. 
The question is: what are we busy about?

h e n r y  D a v i D  t h O r e a u
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nostalgia: handle With Care

Do not say, “Why were the former days better than these?” 
For you do not inquire wisely concerning this. 

Ecclesiastes 7:10

it’s harD tO reach FOrwarD anD backwarD at the saMe tiMe. 
Yet I fear that’s the very thing we often try to do. We say we’re 

reaching forward, but the pull of nostalgia can tug at our hearts so 
strongly that we catch ourselves trying to make the world like it 
used to be rather than the way it ought to be, as if “used to be” and 
“ought to be” were exactly synonymous. The net effect of our exer-
tions in life is often more backward than forward.

Nostalgia is a wonderful thing, and not many folks love it any 
more than I do. But nostalgia must be handled with care. If we 
don’t watch out, it can hinder us in our journey toward God. So 
here are a few tips on enjoying the past in a helpful, healthful way.

(1) Whatever good may have been done previously, today is the only 
day any new activity can be done. We can enjoy the past, and we can 
certainly learn from it. But yesterday’s work is already done, and 
that work won’t suffice for today. Thinking about the past (or any-
thing else, for that matter) can’t be a substitute for action . . . today.

(2) We must learn to be grateful for the past without worshiping it. 
Having the right attitude toward past, present, and future is a mat-
ter of balance. If there are good things about the days gone by, we 
must love those things neither too little nor too much. Maintaining 
that balance requires making frequent adjustments.

(3) Even if the past was better than the present in some ways, it is 
fruitless to wonder why. None of us — not even the philosophers 
— have enough information to answer the question, “Why is the 
world changing as it is?” The farmer must stick to seed-sowing 
and not worry too much why the weather changes as it does.

When we get to wondering “Why were the former days better 
than these?” we need to understand that the past wasn’t really as 
wonderful as we remember it. After all, our memories are quite se-
lective, remembering a few pleasant things and forgetting others that 
weren’t so pleasant. So while the good old days may do our hearts 
good to ponder, they don’t serve very well as a goal for the future.

Through the centuries the people have dreamed 
of a Golden Age and longed for its return, unconscious that 

they dream of a day that has never been.

g u y  e .  s h i p l e r
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the tree of life

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
To him who overcomes I will give to eat from the tree of life, which is 

in the midst of the Paradise of God. Revelation 2:7

in a sense, the thing we’re lOOking FOr in this wOrlD is the 
thing that was lOst in eDen. And what God has in store for us 

beyond this world is described in terms that hark back to the origi-
nal Garden: “To him who overcomes I will give to eat from the tree 
of life, which is in the midst of the Paradise of God.”

Beyond our longing for many other things, it is really “life” 
that we long for. And though we cling to biological life as if it were 
our most prized possession, what we really desire is something 
more: we long to be alive spiritually. Jesus Christ claimed to be the 
Giver of life on that level. “I have come that they may have life, 
and that they may have it more abundantly” (John 10:10).

When Adam and Eve sinned, desiring to know all that God 
knew, even if they had to disobey Him to get that knowledge, 
they were expelled from Eden and their access to the Tree of Life 
was cut off (Genesis 3:22-24). As the long years of their mortal-
ity wound down, they surely must have regretted their decision 
many times. And we, their heirs, should be warned: our own 
quest for knowledge is a poor substitute for the life that we have 
lost. Lord Byron’s lines were never more true than today: “Sorrow 
is knowledge: they who know the most / Must mourn the deepest 
o’er the fatal truth, / The Tree of Knowledge is not that of Life.”

Yet through the gospel of Jesus Christ, we can have all that 
the word “life” was ever meant to convey. And the amazing thing 
is, the life that is available to us right now in Christ is, at its very 
best, only a foretaste of the fuller life that awaits us. That life is 
what we’re reaching for, straining toward it with every ounce of 
our strength. And the confident, powerful hope of that life re-
leases us from the fear of letting go of this life — for to the faithful 
Christian, physical death has become the door to real life, that 
which is life indeed. “Inasmuch then as the children have partaken 
of flesh and blood, He Himself likewise shared in the same, 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).

He who lives to live forever, never fears dying.

w i l l i a M  p e n n
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reaCh for holiness Before haPPiness

Pursue peace with all people, and holiness, 
without which no one will see the Lord. 

Hebrews 12:14

hOliness is a higher priOrity than happiness. It should rank 
higher in our scale of values than happiness, and maintain-

ing its presence in our lives should be a matter of more pressing 
concern. The pursuit of holiness should be what we’re known for.

To say that anything is more important than happiness 
sounds absurd to our modern ears, of course. The very idea flies 
in the face of popular philosophy. Even when it comes to religious 
philosophy, most people nowadays take it as their basic premise 
that God “wants us to be happy.” We even use that benchmark 
to decide what God’s will is in the first place. Faced with various 
interpretations of scriptural teaching, we choose the one we think 
would make us the happiest. And if someone challenges the cor-
rectness of our decision, our reply is often predictable: “Well, I just 
can’t believe that God wouldn’t want me to be happy.”

But while the “pursuit of happiness” may be a social and 
political priority, it does not rank at the top of any scriptural list of 
criteria by which our conduct is to be decided. Although long-
term joy, properly defined, was His objective (Hebrews 12:1,2), 
Jesus often chose the difficult over the easy, and the painful over 
the pleasant: “Not My will, but Yours, be done” (Luke 22:42).

None of this is meant to imply that happiness is unimportant. 
Obviously it is important, to some extent. But to whatever extent 
happiness matters, the way to achieve it is not to make it the main 
objective in life, as many people do. Happiness comes mostly 
to those who are willing to be unhappy, if need be, while they 
work on goals of greater significance. God, our Creator, is a better 
manager of our happiness than we are, and in the long run, we’ll 
be happier if we seek Him first and let Him decide how much 
happiness we can handle without forgetting Him. If we had to, 
we could survive the loss of any amount of happiness, but no one 
can survive the absence of holiness. So that’s the thing most worth 
pursuing . . . and if we don’t do that, then death will be our doom.

No man should desire to be happy who is not at the same time holy. 
He should spend his efforts in seeking to know and do the will of God, 

leaving to Christ the matter of how happy he shall be.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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do it BeCause you don’t Want to

But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I have 
preached to others, I myself should become disqualified. 

1 Corinthians 9:27

it’s healthy tO DO sOMething every Day that we really DOn’t 
want tO DO — Just FOr the exercise. There is a great benefit in 

practicing the art of self-discipline, that is, engaging in it regularly 
just for the sake of building our mental muscles.

When Paul said that he “disciplined” his body and brought 
it into “subjection,” he spoke of something that requires a bit of 
unpleasantness from time to time. By its very nature, training 
requires us to get out of our comfort zone. If we never call upon 
our “muscles” to do anything more than what they want to do, 
then we never gain the ability to do anything more than that. It’s 
just that simple. And so we ought to look for opportunities to do 
things that we don’t want to do. It’s one good way that we grow.

Have you ever watched someone “exercising”? Many of the 
bodily movements by which strength and agility are developed 
would be ridiculous if we did them for any reason other than train-
ing or exercise. Take sit-ups, for example. There is only one reason 
to do sit-ups: to make your abdominal muscles do things they 
don’t want to do. No one would ever do it for any other reason 
except training . . . practice . . . exercise . . . discipline. When you 
do sit-ups, you’re demonstrating that you grasp one of life’s great 
principles: there is value in doing things that don’t want to be done.

Nothing is more valuable than to have our faculties — mental 
and spiritual, as well as physical — trained and ready to respond 
to important needs. But having faculties that will respond to im-
portant needs is not something that happens overnight or without 
any effort. When the big tests of life come along, we won’t be 
ready for them if we haven’t been training for them before then. 
So today, if there’s some unpleasant little duty that could easily be 
procrastinated, do it just because you don’t want to. Take that little 
opportunity to put the flesh in its place. Teach your body to take 
orders from your spirit. Someday, you’ll be mighty glad you did.

Keep the faculty of effort alive in you by a little gratuitous exercise 
every day. Be systematically ascetic or heroic in little unnecessary points. Do 
every day or two something for no other reason than that you would rather 

not do it, so that when the hour of dire need draws nigh, it may find you 
not unnerved and untrained to stand the test.

w i l l i a M  J a M e s
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that Would Be Progress

He who would love life and see good days, let him refrain his tongue 
from evil, and his lips from speaking deceit. Let him turn away from evil 

and do good; let him seek peace and pursue it. 
1 Peter 3:10,11

Making big prOgress in liFe is JOyFul, but Making little 
prOgress May be MOre iMpOrtant in the lOng run. Giant 

strides, however pleasant they may be on rare occasions, don’t get 
the world’s work done. That is done by little steps, taken daily.

Aesop’s fable, “The Tortoise and the Hare,” is a powerful 
commentary on life, isn’t it? In that story, the hare ran in spurts, 
making great progress once in a while, but the race was won by 
the tortoise, who wasn’t capable of doing anything very big; but 
he kept at it, steadily taking whatever steps he could take, with the 
result that he outperformed his more flashy competitor.

In a similar way, real progress in life doesn’t usually require 
doing big things that make headlines in the newspaper. It consists 
of doing little things regularly, like those suggested by Peter: being 
careful about our language, turning away from evil deeds, pursu-
ing peace, and so forth. Those are steps all of us can take.

Little steps can often be more important than their size alone 
would indicate. Just as the Lord judges things by the level of sacri-
fice they require (Mark 12:41-44), I believe He also judges them by 
the amount of courage that is needed (Mark 15:43). When it takes 
courage to take even a small step, that courage transforms the step 
into one that looms quite large, at least in the Lord’s eyes.

Today, we may not be capable of doing all that needs to be 
done in our relationship with God. Nevertheless, there is some 
small step that we could take, and if we’d just take it, that would 
be progress. If we did this seemingly insignificant thing, that 
would represent forward movement — and the devil would be de-
feated by just that much. As our adversary, he doesn’t want us to 
take any step, and when we summon the courage and love for God 
to do the small thing that is within our reach, the devil is discouraged! 
So whatever else may happen today, let’s do some small thing out 
of love for God. If we did even that much, that would be progress. 
And making progress is what this hard life is all about.

Courage doesn’t always roar. Sometimes courage is the quiet voice 
at the end of the day saying, “I’ll try again tomorrow.”

M a r y a n n e  r a D M a c h e r
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on laziness and leaky houses

Because of laziness the building decays, 
And through idleness of hands the house leaks. 

Ecclesiastes 10:18

iF Our gOal is gODly character, that gOal will nOt be 
reacheD by acciDent Or inactivity. The fact that salvation is 

by grace means many things, but it doesn’t mean that the lazy will 
be saved. To Timothy, Paul wrote, “Be diligent to present yourself 
approved to God” (2 Timothy 2:15). It’s only those who love God 
enough to seek Him energetically who one day will receive the ben-
efit of having sought Him. The lazy are going to be lost!

Physically speaking, a building “decays” when its owners 
don’t maintain it, and “through idleness of hands the house leaks.” 
Do-nothingism never leads to anything but a dilapidated state of 
affairs. Left to themselves, physical things deteriorate.

In the spiritual realm, the consequences of laziness are even 
more serious. A house leaking because its roof has not been 
maintained is nothing compared to a human soul that has been 
neglected. When effort is not expended to grow toward God, the 
corruption and decay that result in the human heart are shocking.

So the disciplines that lead to godliness take work. This work 
does not earn or merit our salvation, it’s true. But it’s also true 
that without work we will certainly forfeit our salvation (Hebrews 
6:11,12). Heaven is for the interested, the energetic, and the indus-
trious. And we need not say we’re industrious toward God if our 
actual daily habits don’t show that. Whether it’s serving others 
in the name of Christ or the more private activities of Bible study, 
prayer, and meditation, we can’t claim to be working hard on 
the “house” of our godliness if, at the end of the day, our timelog 
doesn’t show that we’ve spent much time doing these things. 
Under normal circumstances, a lack of activity indicates a degree 
of laziness. And laziness leads to leaky houses, always.

I discover an arrant laziness in my soul. For when I am to read a chapter in 
the Bible, before I begin I look where it ends. And if it ends not on the same 

side, I cannot keep my hands from turning over the leaf, to measure the 
length on the other side; if it swells to many verses, I begin to grudge. Surely 

my heart is not rightly affected. Were I truly hungry after heavenly food, I 
would not complain of meat. Scourge, Lord, this laziness of my soul; make 

the reading of your Word, not a penance, but a pleasure to me; so I may 
esteem that chapter in your Word the best which is the longest.

s i r  t h O M a s  F u l l e r



May 8
Just a feW more days

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

attituDes like lOve anD hOpe can shOrten what Other-
wise Might seeM like a lOng tiMe. Although time passes 

at exactly the same rate every day, the passage of time can feel 
shorter if our hearts are filled with the anticipation of something 
very good. So for the joy of being married to Rachel, Jacob gladly 
endured his servitude to Laban for seven years: “. . . they seemed 
only a few days to him because of the love he had for her.”

As we live and wait for the Lord’s return, the passage of time 
will seem much shorter if we live out our sojourn in hope. It may, 
in fact, be many days until we see Him, but if our heart is where 
it needs to be, it will only seem to be a few days. As the familiar 
old hymn put it, “Just a few more days to be filled with praise, / 
And to tell the old, old story; / Then, when twilight falls, and my 
Savior calls, / I shall go to Him in glory” (Charles H. Gabriel).

Jesus promised to come back and take His faithful people to 
heaven (John 14:1-3; Acts 1:9-11). He did not tell His disciples then, 
and the Bible does not tell us now, that His return is imminent (1 
Thessalonians 5:1,2). But listen: the Bible does teach that we are to 
live as if Christ’s return were imminent . . . because it very well may 
be! There is no day, then or now, when the Lord is not “at hand” 
(Philippians 4:5), and we are taught to live every single day of our 
lives in the expectation of seeing Him return. It could be today!

Peter wrote that we are to “look for” and “hasten” the coming 
of the day of the Lord (2 Peter 3:12). That means we are to think of 
it lovingly and hopefully, just as Jacob would have “hastened” the 
coming of the day when he could marry Rachel.

But if hope shortens the time of our waiting for the Lord, it 
also turns it into a time of joy. We are not merely to endure the 
days of our waiting but to go so far as to enjoy them. It was to 
a church that had as many hardships as anybody else that Paul 
wrote, “Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I will say, rejoice! . . . 
The Lord is at hand” (Philippians 4:4,5). This is the Lord “whom 
having not seen you love. Though now you do not see Him, yet 
believing, you rejoice with joy inexpressible” (1 Peter 1:8).

He that lives in hope dances without a fiddle.

a n O n y M O u s
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metamorPhosis

For if we have been united together in the likeness of His death, 
certainly we also shall be in the likeness of His resurrection. 

Romans 6:5

tO be a christian is tO be a persOn unDergOing a great 
change. What we are today is not what we will have become 

tomorrow and each day after that, until our lives are done. We are 
creatures in the act of “becoming.” As Paul wrote, “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). We have already 
died to our old selves, but what “the likeness of His resurrection” 
will mean for us is not yet fully known. Only time will tell.

In nature, we’re familiar with the metamorphosis by which, 
for instance, a caterpillar becomes a butterfly. The astonishing 
thing about this process is the radical difference between the cater-
pillar and the butterfly. Who could have predicted such a change?

But metamorphosis in the spiritual realm is different than that 
in the physical realm in that it involves the freedom of the will 
of those who are being transformed. A caterpillar doesn’t have 
any say in what kind of butterfly he will be, but we do have a say 
in what we become. In fact, it’s by our choice that we determine 
whether we will be transformed into glorious beings (partaking of 
the divine nature) or horrible monsters (partaking of nothing but 
the corruption that comes from death and decay).

Life in God has aptly been called the Great Adventure. No 
small part of this adventure is the joy of seeing ourselves unfold 
and develop into fully mature persons. What right-thinking per-
son can fail to be excited about being transformed in this way?

When what we are frustrates us, we shouldn’t give up on 
ourselves. One day, we will be glorious creatures, but we’re not 
there yet. And even in this life, few of us have yet matured into the 
persons that others will remember after we’re gone. The most that 
can be said is that we’re becoming the persons we were created to 
be. But that is saying quite a lot! In God, both the destination and 
the journey are things to be thankful for. Let’s not fail to appreciate 
the awesome process that we’re in the middle of.

People become who they are. 
Even Beethoven had to become Beethoven.

r a n D y  n e w M a n
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hearts that don’t turn BaCk

All this has come upon us; but we have not forgotten You, 
nor have we dealt falsely with Your covenant. Our heart has not 

turned back, nor have our steps departed from Your way. 
Psalm 44:17,18

hOlDing true tO Our cOMMitMent tO gOD is easier at sOMe 
tiMes than at Others. On some days, the wind is at our 

back, helping us to go in the right direction, but on other days, 
the wind blows fiercely in our face, making it awfully tempting to 
turn back. But we can’t keep our commitment to God just when 
it’s easy. In fact, when remaining faithful is hard, that’s when it’s 
especially important to stay the course. We may be afflicted, perse-
cuted, or even chastened with hardship by God Himself, but come 
what may, we must be people whose hearts don’t turn back.

To live is to be moving. On any day, we will always be 
“going” one direction or another. It’s important, then, to keep from 
going backward. We may not be making as much forward prog-
ress as we’d like, and at times it may seem that we’re standing 
still. But at least we can determine not to go backward.

All of us, of course, will be tempted to turn back. There is not a 
one of us who hasn’t (at least secretly) given some thought to throw-
ing our faith away and just living like the world. Jesus may have 
thought about it on other occasions as well, but in Gethsemane, He 
certainly thought about turning back. In His prayer, He confessed to 
a desire to turn back — but He made the choice to go forward. And 
like our Lord, we need to go forward toward God with a passion and 
a determination that simply will not be denied!

When a decision has to be made whether to follow God or 
turn back, it’s important not to let that decision be made by our 
feelings alone. As good and valuable as our feelings may be (they 
were given to us by God), they are, by themselves, no true test of 
what God wants us to do. And mark it well: our feelings are no test 
of whether God is “near” us or not. At all times, God is certainly with 
us — supporting us and helping us to do what is right, whether 
it feels that way or not. And so, in darkness, doubt, and difficulty, 
we need to hang on to our faith and simply refuse to turn back.

In times of dryness and desolation we must be patient and wait with 
resignation the return of consolation, putting our trust in the goodness of 

God. We must animate ourselves by the thought . . . that we have not 
necessarily lost his grace because we have lost the taste and feeling of it.

i g n a t i u s  O F  l O y O l a
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the raCe is not to the sWift

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

it wOulD be an interesting exercise tO try tO preDict whO 
will anD whO will nOt Make it tO heaven. Of the people you 

know, for example, who are the ones who will see God’s face in 
His eternal kingdom? Whatever criteria you used to make such 
a forecast, there’s a good chance that many of your predictions 
wouldn’t come true. It’s an obvious fact in this world: we are often 
surprised at how people’s spiritual lives turn out. Some whom we 
think are bound to remain faithful to the Lord turn out to be little 
more than disappointments, while others we had little hope for 
end up being the most faithful. The race is not to the swift!

The reason predictions of any kind are hard is that life is full 
of unexpected turns of events. As far as people’s spiritual lives are 
concerned, God is able to bring into play factors that we could 
never have foreseen but which totally change the outcome. He 
never overrides anyone’s freedom of will, but He certainly does 
intervene providentially in ways that produce surprising results.

But if the race is not to the swift nor the battle to the strong, 
what does that mean? What should be our attitude about that fact?

First, we need to put away our “crystal balls.” Especially 
when we’re trying to influence someone who seems to be a “hope-
less case,” we need to allow that things may turn out better than 
we think they will. We should just go ahead and do whatever is 
right today, and let the future turn out to be whatever it will.

But second, we need to quit thinking that everything depends 
on us. We need to leave more room in our calculations for God to 
do what He can do. Any time God is involved, “it ain’t over till 
it’s over,” and many more good things may turn up than we, or 
anyone else, could have produced or predicted. The race may look 
like it’s lost, but still be won — despite our lack of swiftness.

The disillusionment with our own abilities is, perhaps, one 
of the most important things that can ever happen to us.

t i M  h a n s e l
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Will our desires Be fulfilled or frustrated?

The fear of the wicked will come upon him, 
And the desire of the righteous will be granted . . . 

The hope of the righteous will be gladness, 
But the expectation of the wicked will perish. 

Proverbs 10:24,28

there is a sense in which it is Only the righteOus whO will 
get what they want. Eventually, those who have circum-

vented God’s will to obtain their desires will find that the satisfac-
tion of their desires brought them not fulfillment but frustration.

The deceitfulness of sin is that it takes desires that God gave us 
and persuades us to fulfill those desires in illegitimate ways. Take 
sexual desire, for example. God gave us that desire and provided 
for its genuine fulfillment. When we, however, try to fulfill that 
desire in ways that God has forbidden, not only do we sin but we 
fail to get the thing we thought we were after. It may be momen-
tarily pleasurable, but no amount of sexual immorality will ever be 
as gratifying in the long run as committed love within the marriage 
relationship. But that’s simply one example. The same thing can be 
said of any desire. Fulfill it in God-appointed ways and you’ll get 
what you want. Fulfill it in forbidden ways and you’ll eventually 
find yourself frustrated. “The hope of the righteous will be glad-
ness, but the expectation of the wicked will perish.”

It’s arrogant to presume that we can take whatever we want, 
however we wish to get it, and then enjoy it as much as we want. 
We may, in fact, take whatever we want, but God has it within His 
power to withhold from us the enjoyment of what we’ve taken. In 
Ecclesiastes, we’re taught that the person who acquires “riches and 
wealth” may consider himself blessed only if God has also “given 
him the power to eat of it” (Ecclesiastes 5:19; 6:2). So getting what 
we want may turn out to be harder than we thought.

I believe two things are needful: (1) We need to be grateful for 
the hopes, aspirations, and desires that God has planted within 
our hearts, and (2) we need to be willing for those desires to be 
fulfilled on His terms. God wants nothing but the best for us. To 
seek anything other than His will for our lives is to put our feet on 
a path that leads to nothing but disappointment in the end.

Man finds it hard to get what he wants because 
he does not want the best; God finds it hard to give because 

he would give the best and man will not take it.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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do our aCtions shoW aPPreCiation?

But Hezekiah did not repay according to the favor shown him, 
for his heart was lifted up; therefore wrath was looming over him 

and over Judah and Jerusalem. 2 Chronicles 32:25

when hezekiah erreD by shOwing all his treasures tO 
the envOys FrOM babylOn, his errOr was all the wOrse 

because it shOweD a lack OF appreciatiOn FOr gOD’s grace. 
Hezekiah had been sick and about to die, but he prayed that God 
would spare his life, and God did exactly that. And so after that, 
when in his pride “his heart was lifted up” and he acted fool-
ishly toward the Babylonian representatives (2 Kings 20:12-19), 
Hezekiah demonstrated a lack of gratitude for the mercy that God 
had extended to him. As the text says, he “did not repay according 
to the favor shown him” — and that’s a serious mistake.

When we’re thinking as we should, there is no greater moti-
vation to do what’s right than the awareness that God (or anyone 
else) has treated us better than we deserve. Knowing that we’ve 
been shown mercy humbles us and moves us to do better.

But we don’t always think as we should, do we? And when 
grace is shown to us and we take it for granted, receiving it 
thoughtlessly and unappreciatively, there is no greater sin. One of 
the saddest stories in the New Testament is the one in Luke 17:11-
19, where the Lord healed ten men of their leprosy. When only 
one, a Samaritan, came back to thank the Lord, He said, “Were 
there not ten cleansed? But where are the nine? Were there not any 
found who returned to give glory to God except this foreigner?”

Do we do any better than the unthankful nine? The truth is, 
we wouldn’t be alive today if it weren’t for God’s grace. We’ve 
been forgiven of sins that we didn’t deserve to have forgiven. God 
has been patient and longsuffering with us, far past the point when 
justice would have blasted us out of existence. But do we “repay 
according to the favor shown” to us? Too many times, we do not.

Jesus said, “If you love Me, keep My commandments” (John 
14:15). Basically, we say “thank you” to God for His grace and 
favor by obeying His will. And in particular, we show gratitude for 
God’s grace by extending grace to others. “For judgment is with-
out mercy to the one who has shown no mercy” (James 2:13).

Gratitude is born in hearts that 
take time to count up past mercies.

c h a r l e s  e D w a r D  J e F F e r s O n
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only truth shoWs the Way to god

Oh, send out Your light and Your truth! 
Let them lead me; 

Let them bring me to Your holy hill 
And to Your tabernacle. 

Psalm 43:3

in an age when it’s pOpular FOr peOple tO Make up their Own 
spirituality, it’s iMpOrtant tO reMeMber the vital rOle OF 

truth. If God is an objective reality, then neither He nor the path 
by which we may approach Him are matters of subjective opinion. 
We are not at liberty (1) to set the terms of our own salvation, or 
(2) to define anything as “worship” that suits our fancy.

Yet this is the day of “feel good” religion. When it comes to 
God’s character, we envision Him in any way that is congenial 
to us, and when it comes to religious practice, we reject anything 
that does not stroke our self-image. Yet truth is what we need, at 
all costs. Imagine yourself on the deck of the Titanic as it began to 
sink. It might have made you feel better to be told the ship wasn’t 
sinking and that everything was fine. But wouldn’t the truth have 
been more valuable? As hard as it might have been to deal with 
reality, doing that would have been the only way to survive.

Spiritually, we are where we are right now because of “dark-
ness.” The distorted versions of reality that our adversary has pre-
sented to us have darkened our understanding to such an extent 
that we’re incapable of finding our way back to God. The answer to 
David’s question, “Who can understand his errors?” (Psalm 19:12), 
is that no one can — unless that person allows the light of God’s 
truth to dispel the darkness and reveal the way back home. Our 
prayer ought to be the same as William Cowper’s hymn: “O for a 
closer walk with God, / A calm and heavenly frame, / A light to 
shine upon the road / That leads me to the Lamb!”

It’s a wonderful truth that God can be known, and an even 
more wonderful truth that we can be redeemed from our sins and 
brought back to Him. But our redemption won’t be accomplished if 
we’re not willing to know God as He truly is, and it’s primarily in 
the language of the Scriptures that He reveals Himself as He truly is. 
The only question is: what will we do with this information?

The sacred page is not meant to be the end, but only 
the means toward the end, which is knowing God himself.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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harvest of Joy

Those who sow in tears 
Shall reap in joy. 

He who continually goes forth weeping, 
Bearing seed for sowing, 

Shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, 
Bringing his sheaves with him. 

Psalm 126:5,6

intO every liFe sOMe rain Must Fall, anD each OF us has 
“sOwn” his share OF tears. But God has made it possible that 

those who “sow in tears shall reap in joy.” We might wish the 
harvest time were already here, but that time is not yet. For all we 
know, it may be very near, and in fact, we are taught to live each 
day in the expectation of Christ’s return. But for now anyway, the 
harvest is still future. Rather than speculate or worry about the 
reasons for God’s delay of the harvest, we should enter willingly 
into these days of sowing, even if it is tears that must be sown. In 
the words of John Greenleaf Whittier’s poem, “Thine is the seed 
time: God alone / Beholds the end of what is sown; / Beyond our 
vision weak and dim / The harvest time is hid with him.”

It takes faith, of course, to hold on to the confidence that the 
sowing of tears will be followed by a reaping in joy. On many 
days, it certainly doesn’t seem like things are going to work out 
that way. But we must choose to have the attitude of Paul: “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).

If we’re “reaching forward to those things which are ahead” 
(Philippians 3:13), that means we’re “looking for and hastening 
the coming of the day of God” (2 Peter 3:12). For a while yet, this is 
the world where our work must be done and where, yes, our tears 
must be sown. But this world is not all there is. If we’ve obeyed 
the gospel of Christ and are living our lives in Him, then we’re 
moving toward a realm where our tears will give way to utter joy. 
“And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there shall 
be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more 
pain, for the former things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4).

Beyond this vale of tears 
There is a life above 

Unmeasured by the flight of years 
And all that life is love.

J a M e s  M O n t g O M e r y
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seeking for . .  reCognition?

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

nOthing tests Our character any MOre than having tO 
chOOse between MOtives. When there is a good deed to be 

done, for example, our character is tested: will we do it simply to 
glorify God or will we do it “to be seen by men”? That is a hard 
choice — much harder than most of us are willing to admit.

Praise itself is not evil, of course, but there’s no denying that 
it has the potential to hurt us. Indeed, it’s a rare person who can 
receive more than a moderate amount of recognition and not have 
his or her attitude marred by it. That doesn’t stop us from want-
ing it, however. As Norman Vincent Peale once said, “Most of us 
would rather be ruined by praise than saved by criticism.”

As for our motives, it’s hard to be honest as to what they re-
ally are. The desire to be noticed and recognized as having done 
something good can be so subtle that it can be our real motive at 
times when we would say that it isn’t. In a given situation, it’s dif-
ficult to see when the thing we really want is to be praised.

Perhaps it is stating it too strongly to say that we want “to be 
seen by men.” But what about that word “recognized”? A little 
appreciative attention is an intoxicating thing. Once we’ve expe-
rienced it, even as children, it’s easy for that to become the payoff 
that we seek (be truthful now) in every transaction thereafter.

The needs of self, including the need to be appreciated, are 
not unimportant, of course. But God has set up reality such that 
self’s needs are satisfied most fully when we put our priorities elsewhere. 
Jesus said, “But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteous-
ness, and all these things shall be added to you” (Matthew 6:33).

So let’s be very honest. Why do we do what we do for God? 
Do we serve Him as faithfully in private as in public? If no one 
ever noticed or thanked us, would we be content simply to know 
that God had been glorified? And if so, would we then avoid 
the opposite sin: being privately smug, knowing that we are big 
enough to do what’s right even though nobody appreciates us?

I cannot say “Thine is the glory” if I am 
seeking my own glory first.

a n O n y M O u s
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inevitaBle return

Then the dust will return to the earth as it was, 
And the spirit will return to God who gave it. 

Ecclesiastes 12:7

there is nO avOiDing Our Future appOintMent tO be JuDgeD 
by the gOD whO MaDe us. When our lives have finally run 

out, we will die. And when that happens, “the dust will return to 
the earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it.” 
Having been created by God, our spirits will return to Him. We 
will give account of ourselves. It is inevitable.

We are creatures — or created beings. If we simply “happened” 
to exist as a result of merely physical processes, then at some point 
we would cease to exist. But we didn’t just happen to exist; we 
were created, and it is to our Creator that we will return. Where we 
are going has more than a little to do with where we came from!

We are accountable to our Creator. To be personal beings is a 
truly awe-inspiring fact. It means that we bear responsibility for our 
actions. Freedom of the will is a marvelous gift, and the use of it is 
something we shall have to answer for at the end of our lives. “For 
we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each 
one may receive the things done in the body, according to what he 
has done, whether good or bad” (2 Corinthians 5:10).

By far the most important question in life is whether, at the 
final Judgment, we will be allowed to remain with God. If we 
leave this life in a right relationship with God, we will hear Him 
say, “Enter into the joy of your lord” (Matthew 25:21). But if not, 
we will hear, “I never knew you; depart from Me” (Matthew 7:23).

Yet the anticipation of our return to God need not be fearful 
— it ought to be joyful. That prospect can’t be joyful if we spend 
the years of our sojourn here in selfish indulgence, disregarding 
the things of God, and in fact, it can’t be joyful if we simply live 
carelessly. But there is no reason why all of us can’t make the same 
deliberate choices that Paul did and be able to say what he said: 
“The time of my departure is at hand. I have fought the good fight, 
I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Finally, there is laid 
up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righ-
teous Judge, will give to me on that Day, and not to me only but 
also to all who have loved His appearing” (2 Timothy 4:6-8).

All days travel toward death, the last one reaches it.

M i c h e l  D e  M O n t a i g n e
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When We’re moved By love

For love is as strong as death . . . 
Its flames are flames of fire, 

A most vehement flame. 
Many waters cannot quench love, 

Nor can the floods drown it. 
Song of Solomon 8:6,7

iF it’s FOrwarD that we want tO MOve, lOve is the MOst pOw-
erFul thing tO prOpel us in that DirectiOn. As a motivator, 

love really has no equal. It’s “as strong as death.” It burns with a 
flame that “many waters cannot quench.” If someone you know is 
trying to do something and love is the reason why, you’d be wise 
to get out of the way. The thing is very likely going to happen.

Wouldn’t we reach forward more fervently in life if our love 
for God were more affectionate? If the word “passion” accurately 
described our love for God, could anything hold us back? For too 
long, most of us have loved God too little and with too little fire.

The love we so desperately need in our relationship to God 
is a thing we can choose to have. We are commanded to love the 
Lord our God with all our heart, all our soul, and all our mind 
(Matthew 22:37), and that is a command we are capable of obey-
ing. We can choose to think rightly about God, and then we can 
feed our minds on the truths He has revealed about Himself in the 
Scriptures. When we do that with the genuine intent to be what 
He created us to be, we will find ourselves loving Him, adoring 
Him, and longing to be with Him now and forever.

It is no mere happenstance that God ordained the Lord’s 
Supper for His people. Of all the things that can feed our love, 
none is more powerful than meditating, with other Christians, on 
the staggering, unfathomable love shown at the cross of Christ.

The world, the flesh, and the devil must be fought. But the 
simple fact is, we fight a losing battle if love is left out of the mix. 
If we don’t have the help of our hearts in serving God, it’s not 
likely that we’ll hold out to the end. So, my friend, it is imperative 
that your activities be motivated by love, first for God and second 
for your neighbor. If that’s the case (and God certainly knows 
whether it is or not), then discouragement will not defeat you. 
Other motives may falter, but “many waters cannot quench love.”

Love can hope where reason would despair.

l O r D  g e O r g e  l y t t e l t O n
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in our hearts, do We turn BaCk to egyPt?

This is he who was in the congregation in the wilderness with 
the Angel who spoke to him on Mount Sinai, and with our fathers, the one 
who received the living oracles to give to us, whom our fathers would not 

obey, but rejected. And in their hearts they turned back to Egypt . . . 
Acts 7:38,39

iF we’re hOnest, we’ll aDMit that we sOMetiMes lOOk back 
anD lOng FOr the wOrlD we’ve been DelivereD FrOM. Just 

as the people of Israel foolishly thought, once they were in the 
wilderness, their lives had been better back in Egypt, so we may 
think the difficulties of doing what’s right are too hard and life 
was better back when we simply lived for the moment. It’s a fact 
that gaining freedom from slavery involves a good deal of danger 
and discomfort, whether the slavery is physical or spiritual. And 
we may think that although being a slave had its disadvantages, 
they were at least tolerable in comparison to the more grievous 
hardships of freedom. And so our old “comfort zone” calls us. It’s 
tempting to give up the struggle and go back.

On one occasion, when Jesus was impressing on His disciples 
the need for decisive action, He said, “Remember Lot’s wife” 
(Luke 17:32). In the act of escaping the destruction of Sodom, Lot’s 
wife perished, not for going back but simply for looking back.

On another occasion, Jesus said, “No one, having put his hand 
to the plow, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 
9:62). We show ourselves unthankful and unworthy of the grace 
that has been granted to us if we look back from our work in the 
Lord and think our lives were better before that work began.

Does this mean we should never even think about our pre-
Christian past? No, but it does mean we should reject that past 
decisively and never give the thought of going back a chance to 
get a grip on our minds. To the extent that thinking about the past 
helps motivate us to serve God more faithfully, we should think 
about it. Paul, for example, seemed to work harder as an evange-
list when he thought about his past (1 Corinthians 15:9,10). But if 
thinking about “Egypt” tempts us to go back there, even if it’s just 
in our hearts, then we must determine not to do it. After all, it is 
not backward but forward that we are reaching.

Shut out all of your past except that which 
will help you weather your tomorrows.

s i r  w i l l i a M  O s l e r
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let us run the raCe

Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, 
let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let 

us run with endurance the race that is set before us. Hebrews 12:1

between nOw anD the tiMe OF Our Departure FrOM this liFe, 
there is a “race” that has tO be run. And frankly, the image 

of a race is mainly an image of pain. Anyone who has ever run a 
footrace of any distance knows that before the end finally comes, 
every muscle in the runner’s body cries out for relief. And the lon-
ger the race, the more tempting it is to simply quit running.

A great cloud of witnesses. When we run as God’s people, we 
are doing something that many, many others have done before us. 
And the writer of Hebrews describes those who’ve gone before as 
a “great cloud of witnesses,” a stadium full of supportive specta-
tors cheering us onward with the hearty cry, “You can do it!”

Lay aside every weight. In addition to supporters, we also hap-
pen to have a spiritual adversary whose purpose it is to defeat 
us. We must not let him have his way. The “sin which so easily 
ensnares us” must be laid aside. It’s a simple matter. Either we 
decide to lay our sins aside or they will be our undoing.

Run with endurance. We are not in a sprint but a marathon. 
For all we know, it may be many years before the time comes for 
us to rest. But remember the “cloud of witnesses”? One of those 
witnesses is Paul, who wrote toward the end of his life, “I have 
finished the race” (2 Timothy 4:7). He did it, and we can do it too.

But there’s no chance we’ll do what Paul did if we’re not 
motivated by what motivated him: the glorious prospect of being with 
Christ forever. He said he had sacrificed every worldly thing that 
ever mattered to him: “that I may gain Christ and be found in Him 
. . . 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). Any goal less powerful than this will fail to 
keep us going. We must fix our hearts upon our Lord and deter-
mine that we are going to run the race, come whatever may. There 
can be no question or equivocation about it. So let us not merely 
study or think about running the race. Let us run the race.

To believe in heaven is not to run 
away from life; it is to run toward it.

J O s e p h  D .  b l i n c O
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the longsuffering of the lord is salvation

. . . and consider that the longsuffering of our Lord is salvation. 
2 Peter 3:15

peter wrOte that we Ought tO lOOk FOrwarD tO Our lOrD’s 
return, anD iF his return is DelayeD, lOOk upOn that Delay 

as the very thing that Makes Our salvatiOn pOssible. There is 
no way around the fact that our salvation depends on the Lord’s 
longsuffering. If He were as impatient as we are, our opportunity 
for improvement would have run out long ago. If we end up being 
saved, we will owe that salvation to the Lord’s willingness to wait.

Opportunity for repentance. The Lord’s delay in returning is not 
license to enjoy our sins for a while longer; it’s an extended op-
portunity to get those things out of our character. Paul asked the 
pertinent question when he said, “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).

Opportunity for spiritual growth. In terms of our spiritual ma-
turity, none of us is where we need to be. We need more time to 
grow, and that is just what the Lord is giving us with His longsuf-
fering. While He waits, we must use every day as a day of growth.

Opportunity for evangelism. Not only does the Lord’s longsuf-
fering mean salvation for us, but it can mean salvation for those 
around us too. The more time we have before the end, the more 
time we have to get His message out to others. Every day the 
world still stands is a day that must be used evangelistically.

When Paul wrote to the church in Corinth, he used an expres-
sion that ought to suggest the most horrifying thing imaginable. 
He said, “We then, as workers together with Him also plead with 
you not to receive the grace of God in vain” (2 Corinthians 6:1). Do 
we receive the grace of God in vain? To do that would be to waste 
the patience and longsuffering that God has shown us, ending up 
being lost despite the fact that God waited and waited and waited. 
If God has not yet come to judge the world that does not mean 
that He is indifferent to evil; it means that He is still holding the 
door of salvation open. His longsuffering is nothing less than our 
salvation. We are the world’s greatest fools if we don’t see that.

Hell is God’s justice; 
heaven is his love; 

earth, his longsuffering.

a n O n y M O u s



May 22
far aBove us

“For My thoughts are not your thoughts, 
Nor are your ways My ways,” says the lOrD. 
“For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 

So are My ways higher than your ways, 
And My thoughts than your thoughts.” 

Isaiah 55:8,9

as we reach tOwarD gOD, we neeD tO unDerstanD that 
we are reaching upward. In every conceivable way, God is 

above us. His ways and His thoughts are as far above ours “as the 
heavens are higher than the earth.” Obviously, our wisdom and 
power are less than His, but what’s more important, our authority 
is less than His. He is the Creator; we are His creatures. He is the 
King; we are His subjects. He is far above us in every way.

Hierarchy. It may not be in fashion nowadays, but the no-
tion of “hierarchy” is a valid concept. Everywhere we look, from 
the physical cosmos to the animal kingdom, reality is ordered in 
hierarchies and structured in ranks. And somewhere deep inside, 
we understand that this is necessary and beneficial. It’s time we 
admitted there is nothing inherently demeaning about occupying 
a lower rank than someone else in the larger scale of life.

Humility. Accepting the fact that God is above us and we are 
under His rule, we need to have the humility to welcome His per-
spective, His thoughts, and His will for our lives. In our real-life 
decisions, we need to yield to the high wisdom that He alone has.

Happiness. There are great benefits that flow from having the 
right attitude toward all that is around us, and it’s no exaggeration 
to say that the greatest happiness of all is that of taking our proper 
place in the vast scheme of God’s creation, gladly under His rule.

If the truth be told, we need something superior to us to yearn 
for and to reach toward. Though we often suppose that indepen-
dence, autonomy, and equality are the things we need, what we 
really need is a Being who is higher than we — One in whose 
supremacy and sovereignty we may rest. Even in this life, security 
comes from having good rulers and good laws, and certainly in the 
life to come, what we long for is the perfect, benevolent rule of a 
King who is, as Paul wrote, eternal, immortal, and all-wise. To Him 
“be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen” (1 Timothy 1:17).

Man, whether he likes it or not, is a being 
forced by his nature to seek some higher authority.

J O s é  O r t e g a  y  g a s s e t
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full mouths, emPty souls

All the labor of man is for his mouth, 
And yet the soul is not satisfied. 

Ecclesiastes 6:7

what is MOst iMpOrtant tO MOst peOple is the satisFactiOn 
OF their wOrlDly Desires. Even if they acknowledge that 

there are some spiritual realities over and beyond the concerns 
of this world, most people spend most of their time trying to 
satisfy the latter rather than the former. Basically, as the writer of 
Ecclesiastes observed, “the labor of man is for his mouth.” And 
maybe we wouldn’t put it so strongly, but when Paul described 
some by saying that their “god is their belly” (Philippians 3:19), he 
might easily have been commenting on our own culture.

And yet, for all our effort, we end up being distinctly unsatis-
fied. No matter what we manage to enjoy, the question still seems 
to be: is that all there is? So frankly, what should be our attitude?

First, we need to admit the transitory nature of all temporal 
pleasures and possessions. Yes, it’s right to enjoy what God has 
created in this world, but we shouldn’t expect more from this en-
joyment than it was intended to deliver. We may hold these things, 
as long as we’re willing to let go of them at any moment.

Second, we need to spend less time pursuing these things 
and more time seeking God. With our words we may say God is 
our most pressing priority, but if our schedule books show that on 
most days we spend very little time on that pursuit, who are we 
fooling? Where our heart is, there our “To Do” list will be also.

Ultimately, we can’t “get” anything more out of our existence 
than what we “want.” And so we need to be careful what we want. 
Eventually, all of our alternatives come down to two choices: (1) 
We can live for no higher fulfillment than our worldly desires, 
and having gotten them, find ourselves still empty inside, or (2) 
we can hunger and thirst for righteousness and find ourselves 
“filled” where it counts the most (Matthew 5:6). To the Samaritan 
woman at the well, Jesus said, “Whoever drinks of this water will 
thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him 
will never thirst. But the water that I shall give him will become in 
him a fountain of water springing up into everlasting life” (John 
4:13,14). It’s worth asking whether we really believe that or not.

Naught but God can satisfy the soul.

p h i l i p  J a M e s  b a i l e y
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needful to knoW

lOrD, make me to know my end, 
And what is the measure of my days, 

That I may know how frail I am. 
Psalm 39:4

at their lOngest, Our lives in this wOrlD are quite brieF. 
With astonishing swiftness, we enjoy our youth, reach our 

maturity, and then suddenly find ourselves facing the end. Sooner 
or later, we all come to appreciate what Job meant when he said, 
“My days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle” (Job 7:6).

It is undeniable that our earthly lives go by quickly, and we 
need to know the truth about that. We may not want to know it, 
but we need to know it. The more frankly we face that fact, the 
more reverently we’ll live our lives while they last. So David was a 
wise man when he prayed, “lOrD, make me to know my end, and 
what is the measure of my days, that I may know how frail I am.”

Look at what happens when we don’t face life’s brevity.
(1) We spend the first half of life prodigally. Prodigal actions are 

wasteful, that is, they spend limited resources as if they were 
unlimited. Isn’t that the way we “spend” our days prior to middle 
age? Thinking the “supply” is unlimited, we’re not very careful.

(2) We live without regard for God. Failing to face the brevity of 
life, we also fail to take God into account in our actions. If we even 
believe there will be a day of judgment, we assume it’s so far in 
the future that it has little bearing on our day-to-day conduct.

(3) We live with little perspective, which causes us to err in our 
decisions. Many of our most important decisions are made on the 
basis of assumptions about “how much time we’ve got left,” and 
faulty assumptions in that area can seriously skew our judgment. 
Taking our lease on life for granted, we make foolish choices.

So we need to live life with death in mind. Our minds should 
be governed by neither a morbid fascination with death nor a 
gloomy fatalism, but simply a healthy understanding that we have 
only a few days in which to get our work done. When the time came 
for Jesus to die, He had accomplished His life’s work in the time 
that was granted to Him, and He could say, “It is finished” (John 
19:30). Is there any chance that you and I can say the same?

Here’s death, twitching my ear: 
“Live,” says he, “for I am coming.”

v i r g i l
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We’re hindered if We try to see ahead

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

unFOrtunately, Our Desire tO knOw the Future OFten turns 
intO a DeManDing attituDe tOwarD gOD. We demand to 

know what is going to happen. We insist on seeing what’s ahead. 
We put the Lord on notice that if we’re going to follow Him, He 
had better tell us the territory the road is going to take us through.

Yet when God told Abraham to leave his home in Ur, 
Abraham had enough faith to obey God without being told where 
the journey would take him. “He went out, not knowing where he 
was going.” We need to work on having that kind of trust in God.

More than most of us realize, we are hindered by our attitude 
toward the future. For one thing, worry about what’s going to 
happen tends to paralyze us; it keeps us from taking steps in any 
useful direction. But also, trying to see ahead frustrates our faith 
and keeps it from growing. It’s in the actual exercise of faith that 
faith grows, and the only way faith can be exercised is to take 
steps that are based on trust in God rather than our own wisdom 
and foreknowledge. If we insist on walking by sight rather than by 
faith, we should not be surprised that our faith remains small.

One thing is certain: God knows what He is doing and He 
can be counted on to take care of us no matter where He asks us 
to go. In Abraham’s case, Canaan was no doubt very different 
than anything he could have imagined back in Ur, but the result 
of sojourning there was also much better than anything he could 
have enjoyed elsewhere. Abraham “waited for the city which has 
foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Hebrews 11:10). 
As long as he was going toward God, it didn’t matter what hap-
pened to him in the meantime. It ought not to matter to us either.

Most of us go through life praying a little, planning a little, jockeying 
for position, hoping but never being quite certain of anything, and always 
secretly afraid that we will miss the way. This is a tragic waste of truth and 

never gives rest to the heart. There is a better way. It is to repudiate our own 
wisdom and take instead the infinite wisdom of God. Our insistence upon 
seeing ahead is a real hindrance to our spiritual progress. God has charged 
himself with full responsibility for our eternal happiness and stands ready 

to take over the management of our lives the moment we turn to him.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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the most futile fight in the World

O children of Israel, do not fight against 
the lOrD God of your fathers, for you shall not prosper! 

2 Chronicles 13:12

iF there is anything certain in this wOrlD, it is that gOD’s 
purpOses will be FulFilleD in the enD. Whenever we work at 

cross purposes with God, our failure is not a matter of if — it’s 
only a matter of when. The devil is an awesome foe, but not even 
he and all his angels can thwart the things God is doing to recon-
cile the world to Himself. Sooner or later, all that has ever been 
done in defiance of God will amount to no more than a few off-
color threads, which God wove wisely into the great tapestry of 
His scheme of redemption. It’s a simple fact: “There is no wisdom 
or understanding or counsel against the lOrD” (Proverbs 21:30).

Disobedience. It should be obvious that we can’t get away with 
defying God’s law, and yet judging from our actions, we seem to 
think that’s possible. For a time, we may think we’ve found a way 
to beat the law of cause and effect, but when the crop comes in, as 
it surely will, it will be clear that we’ve reaped what we’ve sown.

Desires. The great lie the tempter tells us is that if we fulfill 
our God-given desires outside the limits of the Creator’s will, the 
result will be better than what God was willing for us to enjoy. It 
is a lie, however. There is no shortcut to any place worth going to. 
There is no “better life” outside of God’s will; there is only death.

As the saying goes, we can’t really break God’s law; we can 
only break ourselves against it. But we shouldn’t resent that fact; 
we should be grateful for it. Anytime our actions are antithetical 
to God’s purposes, the sooner we find out about that, the better off 
we’ll be. When God frustrates our plans and vetoes our projects, 
He is not merely saying, “No, you can’t go that way.” He’s also 
saying, “Look over here. Here’s a better way.” Our prayer should 
be that He will bring to nothing, as soon as possible, any course of 
action on our part that is inconsistent with His plan for this world. 
And we ought never to be more grateful than when He has de-
feated the foolish little kingdoms that we set up in defiance of His.

God speaks to us unceasingly through the events of our life, 
through the firmness with which he negates our petty human ordering of it, 

through the regularity with which he disappoints our plans and our attempts 
to escape, through his endless defeat of all our calculations by which we 

hoped to become able to do without him.

l O u i s  e v e l y
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antiCiPating the end

The end of a thing is better than its beginning. 
Ecclesiastes 7:8

it’s a blessing we DOn’t knOw the exact Date OF Our Death, 
but sOMetiMes we can knOw we’re apprOaching the enD, 

anD we Ought tO apprOach the enD with a certain eagerness. 
After all, we can’t have our cake and eat it too. We can’t reach 
toward God and still cling to this life at the same time. As our “de-
parture” (2 Timothy 4:6) draws near, we ought to tingle with the 
excitement of a child anticipating summer vacation!

(1) The closer we are to the end, the more we have to be thankful 
for. Life in this world can be hard, without a doubt. But even at 
its hardest, there are always things to enjoy: snow in the winter, 
flowers in the spring, a friend’s smile, a grandmother’s hug. The 
longer we live, the more these things tend to accumulate — and to 
give pleasure. When we’re old, we’ve had more time to be blessed.

(2) The closer we are to the end, the more we can put things into 
perspective. It takes time for some things to make sense, and when 
we’re young, we haven’t lived long enough to look at events from 
anything but a very short perspective. Toward the end, however, 
we can judge the value of things much more easily, because we 
can see them within a larger context. Age widens the lens of life.

(3) The closer we are to the end, the closer we are to being with God 
in heaven. Paul wrote that “to depart and be with Christ” was “far 
better” (Philippians 1:23) than staying here. How can we think 
about being with God and our hearts not be set on fire with joy? 
Even now, “our salvation is nearer than when we first believed” 
(Romans 13:11), and at the end of this life it will be even nearer.

Whether we like to admit it or not, there are some things that 
can only be enjoyed at the end of life. Yes, there are some joys that 
are unique to youth, but lest we try to prolong our youth, let’s not 
forget the very special blessings of old age. With life as with many 
other things, “the end of a thing is better than its beginning.”

It is the great mystery of human life that old grief passes 
gradually into quiet, tender joy. The mild serenity of age takes the 

place of the riotous blood of youth. I bless the rising sun each day, and, 
as before, my heart sings to meet it, but now I love even more its setting, its 

long slanting rays and the soft, tender, gentle memories that come with 
them, the dear images from the whole of my long, happy life — and 

over all the divine truth, softening, reconciling, forgiving!

F e O D O r  D O s t O e v s k y
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forgetting What god has done

For this they willfully forget . . . 
2 Peter 3:5

it was Just as true in peter’s Day as it is in Our Own: Many 
questiOneD whether the Day OF JuDgMent prOMiseD by gOD 

wOulD ever cOMe tO pass. They said, “Where is the promise of 
His coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue 
as they were from the beginning of creation.” But to doubt that 
God is going to destroy the world is to forget that He has already 
destroyed the world once before, by water. And the promise to 
us that God is coming in a judgment of fire is no less certain to be 
fulfilled than His promise in Noah’s day that the flood of water 
was coming. When God says a thing is going to happen, it’s going 
to happen. Those who doubt it have simply forgotten their history.

But Peter said an interesting thing when he said, “This they 
willfully forget.” The doubters of his day were not just forgetting 
the fulfillment of God’s promises in the past; their forgetfulness 
was willful. That is, they were forgetting because they wanted to 
forget. Evidences of the certainty of God’s promises were inconve-
nient obstacles in the path they preferred to follow, so they simply 
put this information out of their minds. But we don’t do much 
better today, do we? Eric Hoffer was right: “Far more crucial than 
what we know or do not know is what we do not want to know.” 
We seal our own doom by what we don’t want to know.

Yet the truth about God is independent of our attitude toward 
that truth. What is true about God is true whether we care to know 
it or not. What He has done, He has done whether we remember it 
or not. And let this sink in: what He will do, He will do whether we are 
prepared for it or not. God is the great reality that overarches and en-
compasses every other reality. Indeed, no other reality would exist 
if He had not created it and made it real. It is greatly to our advan-
tage, then, to think and act rightly in relation to the God who is 
our Creator. Remembering — rather than forgetting — what God 
has done in the past is the key to dealing reverently with God in 
the present. And it’s the key to clear thinking about His promises 
in the future. If we’re ever tempted to doubt or wonder “Will He 
do it?”,  what He’s already done is all the answer we ever need.

The truth does not vary because men forget or ignore or traduce it.

i r w i n  e D M a n
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What hunger helPs us to see

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

at the present pOint in histOry, inDepenDence anD selF-
suFFiciency have becOMe the virtues OF priMe iMpOrtance. 

We cannot conceive of a worse problem than being dependent on 
outside help. In our value system, “needy” is never good.

The truth is, of course, that none of us is ever really indepen-
dent. We require the help of others — especially that of God — in 
all kinds of ways. But material prosperity tends to mask our needi-
ness, and financial affluence fosters the illusion that we’re able to 
take care of ourselves. Many of us nowadays go for long stretches 
of time without having our independence bubble popped.

But it is to our advantage to have that bubble popped now 
and then. Apart from the question of whether we need other peo-
ple, we certainly need God. Indeed, the word “need” hardly does 
justice to the utter dependency of our position in the presence of 
God, to whom we owe our very existence. And if that’s the truth 
of the matter, then whatever it takes to remind us of it is good.

When we’re counting our blessings we need to count those 
times when we’re forced to face our need for God. Any episode of 
“hunger” that disrupts our sense of self-sufficiency and jerks us 
back to reality is to be appreciated. Paul, for example, would not 
have chosen to have his “thorn in the flesh,” but it served as an at-
titude adjuster, and so he could say, “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). 

Jesus taught that the fortunate people are not the self-suffi-
cient but the “poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3). If that sounds absurd 
to our ears, we need to hear it all the more. None of us needs God 
any more than any other, but those who’re painfully aware of their 
need are farther down the road toward God than those who aren’t. 

The Greek picture of a great man is the picture of a man who is 
conscious of nothing so much as of his own superiority, a man to whom a 
confession of need would be a confession of failure. The blessings of the 

Christian view are for the man conscious of his own poverty, the man 
sad for his own sins, the man hungry for a goodness which 

he is sadly conscious that he does not possess.

w i l l i a M  b a r c l a y



May 30
learning to long for god

I remember the days of old; 
I meditate on all Your works; 

I muse on the work of Your hands. 
I spread out my hands to You; 

My soul longs for You like a thirsty land. 
Psalm 143:5,6

iF we DOn’t lOng FOr gOD, then sOMething is seriOusly 
wrOng. We need Him, even more than the air we breathe, and 

if we’ve failed to pay attention to Him for so long that we’re no 
longer conscious of any need or aware of any desire for Him, then 
we have become insensitive to God in the most tragic way.

When we fail to long for God, it’s a great pity, for we miss one 
of the best joys available to us in this world. It may seem contra-
dictory to say that joy can come from longing or wanting some-
thing we don’t yet possess, but it’s a fact. The feeling may be what 
we call “bittersweet,” but with the proper mindset, bittersweet 
joys are often the ones that are most deeply felt. When we’re con-
scious of the void in our hearts that was meant to be filled by God 
and that sense of emptiness moves us to yearn for the day when it 
will be filled, the longing that we feel is as good as it is great.

Longing for God, however, is more than a feeling; it is an 
inner disposition or attitude. As such, longing for God is a thing 
that can be learned. It is no coincidence that David, a man who 
surely longed for God, could say, “I remember the days of old; I 
meditate on all Your works; I muse on the work of Your hands.” 
The way to have a deeper sensitivity to our need for God is to 
spend regular time thinking about Him. Thoughtfully appreciat-
ing His works in creation will cause us to long for Him, but even 
more than that, studying the biblical record of His acts in history 
will impress on us our need for His deliverance and redemption.

But it takes time to do the things that deepen our longing for 
God, and therein lies the rub. We are a busy people. We have little 
time to ponder God’s works or study His words. But let’s be hon-
est: do we have so little longing for God because we’re busy, or 
are we so busy because we have little longing for God? Once we 
answer that question with integrity, things will start looking up.

If you are never alone with God, it is not because 
you are too busy; it is because you don’t care for him, 
you don’t like him. And you had better face the facts.

a l - g h a z a l i



May 31
When hoPe makes us strong

For we do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, of our trouble 
which came to us in Asia: that we were burdened beyond measure, above 

strength, so that we despaired even of life. Yes, we had the sentence of death 
in ourselves, that we should not trust in ourselves but in God who raises the 
dead, who delivered us from so great a death, and does deliver us; in whom 

we trust that He will still deliver us. 2 Corinthians 1:8-10

in tODay’s text, paul spOke OF a “hOpeless” situatiOn in 
which he haD been invOlveD During his preaching in the 

rOMan prOvince OF asia. Burdened “beyond measure,” he said 
that he and his companions “despaired even of life.” Whatever 
it was, Paul could see no way of getting out of it alive. From a 
human standpoint, not even the most optimistic assessment of the 
situation would have suggested any way of escape.

Far from being a bad thing, this kind of hopelessness is 
actually good. If hope means only that we’re optimistic about 
a humanly preferable outcome to a problem, then our hope is 
not grounded in God. What the world calls optimism is often no 
more than trust in human means and ends. But when all hope is 
stripped from us and we have nothing but the “sentence of death” 
written upon us, that is when we learn to trust God. Looking back 
on a situation in which there had been no hope, Paul learned one 
more time that “we should not trust in ourselves but in God.”

Do you have a problem? In order to have any peace of mind, 
would you have to know how things are going to turn out? If so, 
you are still at a relatively immature stage of spiritual growth.

In the real world, most of our deeds have to be done in the ab-
sence of any foreknowledge of their outcome. Genuine hope does 
not mean confidence that things will work out according to our 
wishes; it means confidence that God’s purposes will be accom-
plished even though we have no idea what is going to happen.

If we only have hope when we can foresee the outcome, then 
we do no more than the weak and worldlyminded. If we never 
hope except when things are hopeful, Jesus would probably say, 
“What do you do more than others? Do not even the tax collectors 
do so?” (Matthew 5:47). But the God of real hope is the God in 
whom we trust . . . whether He chooses to deliver us or not.

As long as matters are really hopeful, hope is a mere flattery or platitude; 
it is only when everything is hopeless that hope begins to be a strength. Like 

all the Christian virtues, it is as unreasonable as it is indispensable.

g .  k .  c h e s t e r t O n



June 1
ease vs. effort

Do your utmost to come before winter. 
2 Timothy 4:21

reaching FOrwarD requires eFFOrt. If it was important for 
Timothy to get to where Paul was before winter, it is all the 

more important for us to get to where God is before it is too late. 
On a higher level, God would surely say to us: “do your utmost.”

The modern assumption, of course, is that difficulty and pain 
are to be avoided whenever possible. Ease and pleasure have come 
to be thought of as almost unqualified goods. But the modern as-
sumption is questionable. Historically, as well as biblically, wise 
people have always understood that there are some things worth 
enduring difficulty and suffering pain for. The easy chair may be 
enjoyable at day’s end, but the main part of life involves getting 
up and making a serious effort to accomplish worthy goals.

If the goal is heaven, we do need to be reminded that we 
can’t get there by our own effort. If we are saved, it will be by 
the grace of a Father who was not willing to leave us in our lost 
condition. But if God’s love for us was active, our response to Him 
must also be active. He will help us do whatever needs to be done 
(Philippians 4:13), but He won’t force salvation upon any person 
who doesn’t care enough to seek Him diligently (Hebrews 11:6).

When Paul wrote about “reaching forward to those things 
which are ahead” (Philippians 3:13), he used some vivid language 
in Greek. The Twentieth Century New Testament brings out the 
strength of Paul’s metaphor with this translation: “straining every 
nerve for that which lies in front.” Going to heaven is not for the 
runner who casually strolls toward the finish line; it’s for the one 
who strives forward — exerting significant, sober-minded effort.

The course of least resistance is the road to ruin, almost with-
out exception. Mark it down: if we don’t accept the pain of disci-
pline, we will suffer the pain of regret. So let’s not avoid the hard 
work that God gives us the privilege of doing. “Be diligent to pres-
ent yourself approved to God,” Paul said to Timothy, “a worker 
who does not need to be ashamed” (2 Timothy 2:15). If we go 
forward with anything less than diligence, we will not be pleased 
with the results.  We will, to use Paul’s word, be “ashamed.”

Everything requires effort: the only thing 
you can achieve without it is failure.

a n O n y M O u s



June 2

if We Pay attention, We’re entiCed

When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, 
The moon and the stars, which You have ordained . . . 

Psalm 8:3

the wOrks that gOD has DOne can have a great iMpact 
upOn us iF we pay attentiOn tO theM. Whether we con-

sider God’s works as those of creation (His world) or of revelation 
(His word), both can affect us powerfully, pulling us into a more 
reverent and grateful response to Him. Yet neither nature nor the 
Scriptures are powerful enough to impress us if we are unobserv-
ant. For the significance of what we see and hear to sink in and 
alter our character and conduct, we have to pay attention.

Senses. If all five of our physical senses are working normally, 
we should consider that a great gift. The ability to see, hear, taste, 
touch, and smell is a marvelous ability. Philosophers have long 
debated how much of our knowledge comes from sensory expe-
rience, but few would deny that our knowledge is linked to our 
senses in some important way. Our senses are our connection to 
the greater reality that surrounds us. But as wonderful an endow-
ment as they are, our senses do us little good if we don’t use them. 
Surely, most of us would profit from getting out of the artificial 
“cocoon” in which we live so much of our lives and getting our 
senses — all five of them — engaged with the world “out there.” 
We need more, rather than less, contact with the sensory world 
that exists outside of our own minds and our own selves.

Minds. If our senses must be used, however, they must be used 
thoughtfully, and here is where our minds come into play.  We 
need to think more deliberately about what we experience through 
our senses. Perhaps I may say it this way: we need to savor that 
which we experience rather than gulp it down mindlessly.

David spoke of good things that happened to his thinking 
when he “considered” the works of God. God has given His word 
and His world not only for us to use and to enjoy — but also for 
us to meditate upon. The fact is, we need significant contact with 
the works that God has wrought. When we disconnect either our 
senses or our minds from these great things, we deteriorate.

A day spent without the sight or sound of beauty, the contemplation 
of mystery, or the search for truth or perfection is a poverty-stricken day; 

and a succession of such days is fatal to human life.

l e w i s  M u M F O r D



June 3

too muCh tranquility

Now the lOrD had said to Abram: “Get out of your country, from your 
family and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you.” 

Genesis 12:1

gOD’s cOMManD FOr abraM tO leave the FaMiliarity OF his 
hOMelanD was “Disturbing” in the very best sense OF that 

wOrD. It is not a term that has very positive connotations, perhaps, 
but in regard to the more important side of life, events that are 
disturbing are often those that work to our greatest advantage.

Difficulty. No doubt it would have been easier for Abram 
to stay where he was than to make the long, dangerous trek to 
a strange country. From nearly any angle you look at it, it was a 
hard thing that God asked Abram to do. But Abram was not pri-
marily concerned about ease, and years later, he was a better man 
for having endured the hardships God brought into his life.

Disruption. We don’t know what plans Abram may have had 
for his life, but if he had any, the Lord’s call to leave home surely 
disrupted them. To disrupt is to “throw into confusion or disor-
der,” and it’s an unwelcome concept for those of us who thrive on 
order and predictability. But the Lord knows we need many other 
things more than we need to know what’s going to happen next.

Disturbance. In my dictionary, “disturb” is only two pages 
over from “disrupt.” It means to “break up or destroy the tranquil-
ity or settled state of.” God’s plans for Abram would have done 
that for him, to say the very least. Yet in the long run, Abram’s 
great disturbance helped bring about his salvation — and ours. 
When God disturbed Abram’s life, it was an act of sheer grace.

With too much tranquility in our own lives, we tend to forget 
God. Yes, we may continue to study our Bibles and attend worship 
services, but as long as our lives are pleasantly predictable, our 
need for God becomes a nice religious theory rather than a des-
perately felt desire. With no real grief or fear to keep us awake, we 
“doze off,” spiritually speaking. For our own good, then, we need 
to get out of our ruts and go on some fearful adventures, the kind 
that require real faith. If we don’t, God may have to disturb our 
comfort. He may have to say, “Get out of your country . . .”

You know no disturbing voice? God never points out for you a pathway 
altogether different from the one you had planned? Then, my brother, 

you are living still in the land of slavery, in the land of darkness.

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



June 4
We learn more from losing things

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. 

Ecclesiastes 7:2

tO lOse is tO learn. Rarely do we part with anything valuable 
without growing in wisdom. Yet the experience of loss is one 

we usually resist and resent. If it’s a choice between gaining and 
losing, we’d much rather be gaining. As for any losing we might 
have to do, we hope to defer that as long as we can. Nevertheless 
it’s true: we learn more from losing things than we do from gain-
ing them. So Solomon said that it’s better to go to the “house of 
mourning” than the “house of feasting.” That will be our perspec-
tive during times of loss if our priorities are what they ought to be.

We humans are both “acquisitive” and “possessive” creatures, 
aren’t we? We love to acquire — to get and to gain — and having 
acquired at least some of what we want in this world, we feel a 
sense of entitlement to it: This is mine. I possess it. It would not be 
good for this ever to be taken away from me. We are loathe to part with 
anything we have acquired, whether our money, our possessions, 
our health, our pleasures, our privileges, or our relationships.

Yet in a “temporal” world, there is nothing that is not tem-
porary. Do you understand what that means? It means there is 
nothing that is yours to keep. Whatever you have, you are going 
to have to let go of it — except God. And I am not talking about 
what happens at death. If you live very long, you’re going to part 
with most of what you enjoy before you die. And when the things 
you have cherished are taken away from you, one by one, you will 
grow in wisdom. You will learn more from losing things than you 
ever learned by gaining them. And what you will learn is that God 
is all you have to have. He is the only thing you can’t do without.

If nothing ever changed and we were allowed to keep our 
situations and our relationships as long as we wanted, we’d soon 
forget about God. Our tendency is to try to “possess” the creation 
and pay little attention to the Creator. But knowing our nature, 
God lets us enjoy our boons and benefits for a while — and then 
takes them away from us. With every loss, He is teaching us to fix 
our hearts on Him. So let me ask you: looking at life like that, is 
losing what you love in this world good or bad? You be the judge.

Sometimes the best gain is to lose.

g e O r g e  h e r b e r t



June 5

ConfidenCe in graCe

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. To Him be the glory and the dominion forever and ever. Amen. 
1 Peter 5:10,11

at sOMe level OF Our thinking, we knOw we shOulD trust 
gOD. Whatever may happen, we understand that God can be 

counted on to help us get through our difficulties. But in practice, 
we find it hard not to worry. We become anxious about what may 
happen in the future, and we fear we may not make it to heaven. 
The long haul often looks very long indeed.

Yet God can be counted on, and we ought not to let any dis-
couragement cause us to doubt that fact. Never having failed us 
before, God is the ultimately trustworthy source of help. “Let us 
therefore 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 here is something important to ponder: it is God’s grace 
that we should put our confidence in. The God whom Peter said 
would “perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle” his brethren was 
not just a powerful or a glorious God, but “the God of all grace.” 
One of the reasons we become fearful is that we know we don’t 
deserve God’s help. But by definition, grace is unmerited favor, 
undeserved assistance, and that is what God’s help always is. 
Granted, God’s grace won’t help those who are actively and stub-
bornly refusing what they know of His will, but for those who are 
willing to take any step in His direction, they can be sure that He’ll 
help them take that step, whether they deserve to be helped or not.

We are rightfully thankful for God’s grace in forgiving our 
past sins, but grace looks forward as well as backward. The same 
God who graciously gave us a fresh start when we obeyed the 
gospel will help us in whatever way we need His help from that 
point forward. Yes, the way seems long and the obstacles seem 
fearful, but God will not begin a work in us and not finish what 
He has started (Philippians 1:6). He will see us through. That is 
precisely what grace means, and that ought to be the center and 
support of our confidence. Our salvation is nearer than when we 
first believed, and by His grace, we can make it the rest of the way.

Thru many dangers, toils, and snares I have already come; 
‘Twas grace that bro’t me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.

J O h n  n e w t O n



June 6

the Wrath to Come

You turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, 
and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, 

even Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come. 
1 Thessalonians 1:9,10

tO turn tO gOD anD Obey the gOspel OF his sOn is tO be 
“saveD.” But the word “saved” may have become so famil-

iar to us that we miss the dramatic picture the word portrays. 
In the text above, Paul said that the Thessalonians, like all other 
Christians, were waiting for Christ to return from heaven, and 
that when He returned, they would be delivered from “the wrath 
to come.” The world stands under the righteous judgment of God 
for its rebellion against Him. Unremorseful and unrepentant, the 
world is doomed to destruction. When Christ returns, that doom 
will fall. The only ones who will not be touched by the universal 
devastation will be those who are delivered . . . spared . . . saved.

The words “salvation” and “salvage” are almost twins. If a 
thing is “salvaged” that means it’s something “saved” for further 
use out of a situation of general destruction. Perhaps only a small 
part in comparison to what is destroyed, the part that is salvaged 
is that which is “saved.” Similarly, the Day of the Lord is going to 
be, for the most part, a day of the punishment of evil. The saved 
will be the exceptions, those who, in Christ, will be “saved from 
wrath through Him” (Romans 5:9). To understand this concept, 
consider the “salvaging” of Noah’s family from the Flood, Lot’s 
family from Sodom and Gomorrah, the Israelites from the death of 
Egypt’s firstborn, Rahab’s family from the devastation of Jericho, 
and on and on. The Bible often tells of a remnant being “spared.”

But can a God of love be a God of wrath? Certainly. Indeed, 
to have no wrath, God would have to be neutral toward right and 
wrong, neutral in the conflict of the world.  And as Stephen Neill 
put it, “To live in such a world would be a nightmare. It is only the 
doctrine of the wrath of God, of his irreconcilable hostility to all 
evil, which makes human life tolerable in such a world as ours.” 
Mark it well: the day of God’s wrath will come. And the gospel of 
Christ says, “Be saved from this perverse generation” (Acts 2:40).

I believe in a God of absolute and unbounded love, therefore I believe in a 
loving anger of his which will and must devour and destroy all that is 

decayed, monstrous, abortive in the universe.

c h a r l e s  k i n g s l e y



June 7

if not hoPe, then defianCe

Resist the devil . . . 
James 4:7

the Devil May Depress Our eMOtiOns, but he neeD nOt break 
Our will. We are not helpless victims of his, at the mercy of 

whatever he does. The devil can be resisted, and we surely need 
to do that more often, don’t we? When we’ve been discouraged by 
the apparent hopelessness of our situation, we need to stiffen our 
resolve and do what is right, if not out of hope then out of defiance.

It would help us greatly if we could learn to operate with 
whatever the highest motives are that we have at any given mo-
ment. Perhaps we’d like to be motivated always by the highest 
motives in the world, but frankly, the higher motives sometimes 
elude us — sometimes we just don’t feel like acting from those 
motives. But right conduct can’t wait for perfect motives. We need 
to be willing to do what is right for the highest reasons we can muster 
at that moment. Conscience should always be our guide, of course, 
but once conscience has determined the right thing to do, it needs 
some sort of motivation — and it’s willing to be motivated by a 
lesser motive until it can learn a higher one. So, for example, if we 
don’t desire heaven as strongly as we should, then the fear of hell 
is an acceptable substitute, if that’s the best we can do right then.

Now here is the application: if a pure love for the Lord is out 
of our reach in a moment of discouragement, then we may be 
saved by being just too “stubborn” to let the devil have the last 
say. When it comes down to it, we must want God with a passion 
that simply will not be denied. We must love Him with the kind of 
love that will not let go, period. He has loved us with that kind of 
love, and we owe Him a dedication that is no less persistent.

In the end, the victory will be won not by the noble “lords and 
ladies” but by the simple “peasants” who just refused to give up, 
those who simply kept going in the face of resistance. To do no 
more than keep going may seem like a small thing, but it is in fact 
one of the greatest deeds that any human being can do. So when 
we’re made blind to hope by the tears in our eyes, let’s summon 
enough stubbornness to defy the devil and put him on notice that 
we do not intend to quit. We intend to keep doing what is right.

We conquer by continuing.

g e O r g e  M a t h e s O n



June 8

letting ourselves Be reminded

And lest I should be exalted above measure by the abundance of the 
revelations, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to 

buffet me, lest I be exalted above measure. 
2 Corinthians 12:7

paul’s thOrn in the Flesh serveD a utilitarian purpOse. 
It was to be a simple reminder. Every time he thought about 

the privileges he had been granted as an apostle, the pain of his 
“thorn” was to remind him to remain humble. But Paul’s thorn 
in the flesh would not have served its purpose if he had not let 
himself be reminded. When he felt the pain or difficulty, Paul had 
to think about the purpose it was meant to serve. Otherwise, the 
meaning — and value — of his thorn would have been lost on him.

A similar thing may be said of the manna given to Israel in 
the wilderness. In Deuteronomy 8:3, Moses said, “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.” The 
manna was given to everybody, but the learning of its lesson was 
not automatic. Nobody “got it” except those who thought about it.

In the New Testament, we hear Jesus speaking of those who 
have “eyes to see” and “ears to hear” (Matthew 13:10-17). The 
point is not simply that some can see and hear while others can’t; 
it’s that some are too preoccupied with themselves to see and hear the 
truth about God. There is no such thing as a reminder so powerful 
that it reminds those who aren’t paying attention.

In truth, our lives are full of reminders every day. Both in our 
personal circumstances and in the wider world around us, there 
are numerous objects and events that should point us to greater 
things. Even with regard to the world of nature, 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). But we have to pay attention 
and get the point. And if we don’t, we are the losers. If we fail to 
make the connection between the “story” and the “moral” of the 
story, then we will find it hard to keep in touch with God.

Nothing happens that is not significant 
if you can only see the significance.

c h r i s t O p h e r  i s h e r w O O D



June 9
flexiBility in reaChing the goal

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

as christians, Our gOal is tO glOriFy gOD anD gO tO 
heaven. We do not serve God in order to receive any par-

ticular blessing in this life; we serve Him because we want to go, 
when our journey is over, to the place that He has prepared for us 
(John 14:1-4) — by any path through this world that may be necessary.

As Paul traveled to Jerusalem following his third mission-
ary journey, it appeared that trouble awaited him there, perhaps 
involving imprisonment or worse. But Paul said, “None of these 
things move me.” Paul had plans, of course, but his only real goal 
was to serve God, and if that required imprisonment, then so be it.

Too often, we become rigid about what we want and what 
we plan to do. We develop “hardening of the categories,” and we 
can’t think outside of the narrowly defined set of circumstances 
we’ve attached our minds to. We think we’re pursuing a goal, 
when in reality we’re only pursuing a particular path to that goal.

But with any worthwhile goal, especially that of glorifying 
God and going to heaven, the path may change — indeed, it prob-
ably will change, despite all our dreaming and planning. When 
it does, what then? Do we resent it? Do we become bitter? Do we 
give up the goal just because our preferred path has been denied?

One measure of how important a goal is to us is how flexible 
we are in reaching that goal. If our hearts are fixed on one scenario 
and we give up the goal if that situation doesn’t materialize, then 
it was only the scenario that was important to us and not the goal. 
But surely, glorifying God and going to heaven is a goal worth 
reaching by any path that may be required. The path may change 
dramatically (and even painfully, as it did for Paul), but that 
doesn’t really matter. What matters is finishing the race. That’s the 
goal, and reaching it is worth whatever flexibility is asked of us.

A windmill is eternally at work to accomplish one end, 
although it shifts with every variation of the weathercock, 

and assumes ten different positions in a day.

c h a r l e s  c a l e b  c O l t O n



June 10
Whatever draWs us Closer to god

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

we Ought tO DeFine as gOOD anything that Draws us 
clOser tO gOD. Most things are good in some ways and bad 

in others, but if the overall result of a thing is that we are drawn 
closer to God, then we’d have to pronounce it good. We shouldn’t 
complain about anything that enhances our hope of heaven.

It should be obvious, but we often overlook it, that whether 
we see something as good depends entirely upon our value 
system. If the here and now is our main concern, then values like 
“ease” and “pleasure” will be primary and anything inconsistent 
with those values will be seen as bad. As Christians, however, we 
judge things by a different standard, and based on our values, we 
often welcome things the world rejects, and vice versa.

If God is our main concern, nothing will be more important 
than drawing closer to God. Spiritual growth will be our ultimate 
priority; it will be the value against which we measure everything 
else. In short, whatever is conducive to spiritual growth is good, 
and whatever hinders spiritual growth is bad.

Many of the things that are conducive to spiritual growth, 
however, are painful to experience. Are we prepared to give 
thanks for the experiences that make us grow? Well, we should. 
As Christians, we should find ourselves expressing gratitude for 
many things the world goes to great lengths to avoid. Turning 
worldly wisdom upside down, Paul said, “I take pleasure in infir-
mities, in reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for 
Christ’s sake. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” And James 
said, “Count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing 
that the testing of your faith produces patience” (James 1:2,3).

So we have a choice. We can back away from suffering or we 
can welcome it. But having made our choice, there will be con-
sequences. If we make mere pleasantness our priority, we won’t 
grow in godliness. That result can only come from the other al-
ternative: the patient endurance of hardship. We can’t have the result 
without embracing the means that lead to that result.

It is the fire of suffering that brings forth the gold of godliness.

J e a n n e  M a r i e  D e  l a  M O t h e  g u y O n
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Whatever Causes god’s PeoPle to give thanks

Yes, we had the sentence of death in ourselves, that we should not trust 
in ourselves but in God who raises the dead, who delivered us from so great 
a death, and does deliver us; in whom we trust that He will still deliver us, 

you also helping together in prayer for us, that thanks may be given by 
many persons on our behalf for the gift granted to us through many. 

2 Corinthians 1:9-11

we Ought tO DeFine as gOOD anything that causes gOD’s 
peOple tO give thanks. Whatever it may be that provides 

an occasion for God’s people to rejoice and thank Him is a good 
thing — no matter what the sacrificial price of that benefit and no 
matter how painfully it may impinge upon us personally.

There may be times when something happens that makes us 
glad personally and also makes God’s people glad. But there may 
be other times when something that makes God’s people glad 
involves an element of sadness for us personally. For example, in 
just a few weeks I will have the honor of performing a wedding 
ceremony for a young man and woman who are known by very 
many of God’s people. As husband and wife, they will do great 
good in the kingdom, and their wedding will be a day of happi-
ness, not only for them but also for God’s people far and wide. Yet 
there may be other women who would like to be marrying this 
man, and other men who would like to be marrying this woman. 
For them, there will be an element of sadness on this day. But 
shouldn’t their sadness be caught up in the greater joy of an occa-
sion that, in the larger sense, is a day of rejoicing for God’s people?

One of the remarkable things about the apostle Paul is the ex-
tent to which he rejoiced in whatever God’s people rejoiced about. 
If he had suffered some horrible ordeal and been delivered, such 
that thanksgivings to God were being made, then he was glad to 
have suffered the ordeal. Much more than how events were af-
fecting him personally, Paul was concerned whether God’s people 
were being given reason to rejoice. And so it must be with us. 
Whatever causes God’s people to give thanks is a good thing!

In submission we are free to value other people. Their dreams 
and plans become important to us. We have entered into a new, wonderful, 

glorious freedom, the freedom to give up our own rights for the good of 
others . . . We can rejoice with their successes . . . It is of little consequence 

that our plans are frustrated if their plans succeed. We discover that it is far 
better to serve our neighbor than to have our own way.

r i c h a r D  F O s t e r
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earthly satisfaCtions Can Be misleading

Because 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

it is nOt wrOng tO want tO enJOy liFe in this wOrlD, but we 
shOulD be aware OF the Danger OF that enJOyMent. The more 

we have what we want in this life, the more we’re deluded into 
thinking we have all we need. The problem is not that earthly joys 
are wrong, but that if we’re not careful, they can be misleading.

On the desk at which I write — within my reach at this very 
moment — is a handy dispenser of peanut M&M candies. I can’t 
concentrate when I’m hungry, and what I’ve found is that a few 
mouthfuls of M&Ms can always be counted on to make the hun-
ger go away. Eating candy is very satisfying. But here is the catch: 
the very satisfaction candy gives you is misleading. It makes you 
think you don’t need anything else, when in reality you do.

The Laodiceans were satisfied. They had what they wanted, 
and the very satisfaction of those needs blinded them to the fact 
that they were dangerously deficient in what they really needed. 
“You do not know that you are wretched, miserable, poor, blind, 
and naked,” the Lord said to them. Would He be able to say any-
thing different to those of us today who are enjoying life so well?

What should we do, then, in regard to this world’s “candy”?
(1) We should moderate our indulgence. Like candy, the things 

that may be enjoyed in this life should not be overindulged, lest 
they spoil our appetite for the nourishment we truly need.

(2) We should hold on to our priorities. Even when our greater 
needs are not being felt, they’re still there. We need to keep clear 
what is important, even when it doesn’t feel particularly urgent.

(3) We should discipline our thinking. When we have what we 
want right now, our minds are drawn toward this world. But we 
can choose to “set [our] mind on things above” (Colossians 3:2).

It may sound contradictory, but there is a sense in which 
we need to enjoy our earthly enjoyments a little less enjoyably. 
Somehow, we must learn to be content without being complacent. 
We must learn to be thankful for what we already have while 
remembering that we don’t yet have what we need most of all.

Show me a thoroughly satisfied man — and I will show you a failure.

t h O M a s  a l v a  e D i s O n
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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

iF we think we have the pOwer tO accOMplish all OF Our 
plans, we are being nOt Only FOOlish but arrOgant. We may 

have our plans and purposes, and that is all well and good. But 
God also has purposes, and His are the only ones that are certain 
to be fulfilled. Our plans are always tentative; His, never.

There is nothing wrong with making plans, of course, and we 
surely ought to do so. Wisdom teaches us to look ahead, to what-
ever extent we can, and formulate both goals and strategies for 
reaching those goals. If we have no plans, we’re not the forward-
looking, goal-striving beings we were intended to be. It’s hard to 
imagine how a person could “reach forward” without making a 
few plans for what he or she intended to do in life.

But there needs to be a healthy dose of humility mixed in with 
our plans. For one thing, the fulfillment of our plans depends on 
many factors that are, quite frankly, beyond our control. In many 
cases, our goals can’t be reached if other people don’t do certain 
things, and there is no way of knowing whether they will do them 
or not. But more important, the Lord may have plans that conflict 
with ours. He may have purposes the fulfillment of which require 
some adjustment in our intended path. It’s good to have an itiner-
ary in mind as we journey through this world, but we’d better not 
have an itinerary that can’t be changed on short notice.

James said, “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? . . . Instead you ought to say, ‘If 
the Lord wills, we shall live and do this or that’” (James 4:13-15). If 
the Lord wills. That must be our guiding thought constantly.

But obviously, the wonderful truth is that whenever God says 
“No” to some plan or purpose we have made, it is always because 
He has something better in mind. It should be a joy to yield our 
plan to His purpose. So let’s hold on to our plans, if need be, but 
let’s hold them loosely. When we say, “Let’s do this,” and God 
says, “No, let’s do that,” then our love for Him will say, “Yes.”

Man makes plans; God changes them.

J e w i s h  p r O v e r b
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Pursuing the knoWledge of god

Let us know, 
Let us pursue the knowledge of the lOrD. 

Hosea 6:3

as we reach FOrwarD in liFe, One OF the priMary things we 
reach FOr is the knOwleDge OF gOD. Even in practical mat-

ters, there is nothing we need more than a knowledge of Him as 
He truly is, and the knowledge of God ought to be something we 
pursue with a passion that is both diligent and persistent.

Gaining a knowledge of God requires more than the mere 
accumulation of facts about Him. Jesus, for example, rebuked the 
Jewish scholars of His day for their failure to know God, despite 
the fact that they had “search[ed] the Scriptures” (John 5:39). God 
is a personal Being, and we must desire to know God Himself.

Yet there is no knowing God in the personal sense without 
factual information about Him. We do not come to know God in-
tuitively or with our feelings or by non-verbal meditation. If God 
exists, then He is a real entity, an objective reality. We can no more 
know Him in the absence of factual information than we could 
know any other reality without the facts about it.

But here is the point: if the knowledge of God is important and 
if that knowledge requires the learning of certain information, then 
the learning of that information ought to be a matter of high priority 
with us. Far above any other knowledge, the knowledge of God 
is one that we would want to pursue. But how diligently do any of 
us really do that? How high a priority is it with you to know more 
of the truth about God today than you knew yesterday? Honestly 
now, what would you sacrifice to gain an hour’s worth of time to 
study the Scriptures? Anything of significant value?

We often wonder why our spiritual lives are so dry and static. 
But spiritual growth comes from an increasing knowledge of God. 
So I suggest not only that we need to study the Scriptures but 
that we do so with a more conscious intent to know God. That is 
our quest, and what a great one it is! If there is such a thing as a 
“high-leverage” activity, this would be the highest. You can’t help 
yourself more greatly than by pursuing the knowledge of God.

Nothing will so enlarge the intellect, nothing so magnify 
the whole soul of man, as a devout, earnest, continued 

investigation of the great subject of the Deity.

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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Would you go BaCk?

Remember Lot’s wife. 
Luke 17:32

DO yOu ever lOOk back lOngingly at anything in the past? 
Do you ever wish you had back anything you gave up for the 

Lord? If you could go back in time, would you go back?
Regret. Leaving Sodom was the right thing to do. It was a sac-

rifice made for the Lord. We don’t know much about what Lot’s 
thoughts were, but the fact that his wife “looked back” (Genesis 
19:26) seems to suggest some regret on her part, regret that the 
Lord’s requirement had cost her something she didn’t want to 
give up. Regret in itself is not wrong, but if regret means that we 
begrudge not having what we once had, then that is not good.

Resentment. Worse than wrongful regret would be resentment 
that something we once had in the past has been taken away from 
us. When we think about the past, we may almost be filled with a 
bitterness or an anger that what was “ours” was unfairly removed 
from our possession. We are creatures who are prone to posses-
siveness and the protection of our “rights,” and our memories 
often tempt us to believe we have been deprived.

Reconsideration. Worst of all, of course, we sometimes even 
reconsider whether we made the right choice when we left behind 
something that was hard to give up. The tempting thought may 
occur to us to try to go back to our previous situation and resume 
the life we had back then. If it was Sodom we left, we certainly 
ought not to go back, but even if it was something good we gave 
up for the Lord, going back is rarely, if ever, the answer.

Memory is a two-edged sword, is it not? With it we may re-
member (helpfully) things that can energize us, but with it we may 
also remember (hurtfully) things that can hold us back. For fallen 
creatures such as we, there is no such thing as no regrets, but we 
need to be very careful. As someone has said, “The past is valuable 
as a guidepost, but dangerous if used as a hitching post.” When 
we remember the past, as we certainly will, our effort must be to 
remember it with such an attitude that we are helped in the here 
and now. God intends for our lives to go forward — and when 
we’re tempted to go backward, we need to remember Lot’s wife.

There was — and O! how many sorrows crowd 
Into these two brief words!

s i r  w a l t e r  s c O t t
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on having hoPe

In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while, 
if need be, you have been grieved by various trials. 

1 Peter 1:6

when peter saiD that we May be “grieveD by variOus tri-
als,” he spOke a truth that has been bOrne Out in the 

experience OF MOst OF us. This world is far from what it would 
have been had sin never entered the picture. It is a “vale of tears,” 
a place where sorrow and suffering are the common lot of all.

But the suffering is only one side of the truth, at least as far 
as Christians are concerned. If we suffer, we also “greatly rejoice.” 
Ironic though it may seem, we are able, because of our hope in 
Christ, to rejoice even while we suffer. When Paul spoke of the 
difficulties that might have to be encountered by the Christian, he 
said, “Yet in all these things we are more than conquerors through 
Him who loved us” (Romans 8:37). God does not eliminate the 
possibility of difficulty having to be endured; He gives us a hope 
that will see us through the difficulties. Indeed, it is in all these 
things — not despite them — that we are more than conquerors.

It is a pity if we ever ignore or underestimate the difference 
that hope makes in the life of the Christian. Yet we have a ten-
dency to do that. If we’ve been Christians very long, we may not 
remember what it was like to try to deal with the sufferings of this 
life with no hope of anything better. But one hour back in that situ-
ation would remind us how valuable our hope is.

We need to face the fact: if Christ has not been raised from 
the dead, then we are still dead in our sins and there is no 
hope (1 Corinthians 15:14-19). Take away the eternal hope, and 
Christianity is not a “nice way to live.” It is a pathetic joke.

But the hope of the Christian is real, and we need to rejoice 
in the difference it makes in the quality of our lives. We, like our 
brother Paul, “are hard pressed on every side, yet not crushed; we 
are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, 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). If it weren’t for 
Christ, there are days when the darkness would be too dark, and 
the pain too painful, to pretend that this life is worth living.

If it were not for hope the heart would break.

e n g l i s h  p r O v e r b
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on giving hoPe

We give thanks to God always for you all, making mention of you 
in our prayers, remembering without ceasing your work of faith, 

labor of love, and patience of hope. 
1 Thessalonians 1:2,3

MOst OF us have MOre inFluence than we think we have. 
Human beings have an amazing power to affect one another, 

and there is not a one of us (no matter how “little” we think we 
are) who shouldn’t be concerned about how we are affecting oth-
ers. Are we giving others hope or are we taking their hope away?

When I read the opening of Paul’s first letter to the 
Thessalonian church, I am staggered by the thought that he would 
express appreciation to them for the patience of their hope. Can it 
really be that Paul, the great apostle, needed the encouragement 
that came from the steadfast hopefulness of his hard-pressed 
brethren in Thessalonica? I like to think that that was the case.

In regard to the “together” part of Christianity, one of our 
most important mutual responsibilities is that of helping to keep 
hope alive in the hearts of our brothers and sisters. That should 
be no small part of what we try to accomplish when we assemble. 
“Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for 
He who promised is faithful. And let us consider one another in 
order to stir up love and good works” (Hebrews 10:23,24).

Long ago, an older man gave me some advice. He said, “Gary, 
folks have enough fears of their own. So don’t share your fears — 
share your courage.” He made a good point. Yes, there is a time to 
discuss our doubts and questions and fears, but the main effect of 
ourselves upon others needs to be that they have a greater hope.

By the time these pages are published I will have lived almost 
three score years in this world. The longer I live, the more I am 
conscious of the need to have a hopeful impact on those with 
whom I have influence. I believe in telling the truth, as you well 
know, and I would never want to give anyone false hope. But 
when the final tally is made, I hope that I won’t have failed to en-
courage anyone who needed to be encouraged. It’s a fine thing to 
have hope, but I believe it is an even finer thing to give hope. That, 
above all, is what I want to do. And I’m confident that you do too.

If I can put one thought of rosy sunset into the life of 
any man or woman, I shall feel that I have worked with God.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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suBmission, saCrifiCe, and strong Joy

I will very gladly spend and be spent for your souls. 
2 Corinthians 12:15

there is MOre than One kinD OF thing that Might be “sacri-
FiceD” Or “given up” FOr the lOrD’s sake. Think, for exam-

ple, of three situations in which we might let go of something.
(1) Repentance from sin. When we turn away from any sin, 

we are giving up a practice that we know is displeasing to God. 
Depending on the sin and how long we’ve been engaging in it, it 
may be a hard thing to surrender, but the task is made somewhat 
easier when we know the thing we are giving up is evil.

(2) Giving up something that is required by God’s command. When 
a parent makes a financial sacrifice for his or her child, it may well 
be a sacrifice that involves difficulty, but it is hardly one that is op-
tional. What is necessary may be done joyfully, of course, but even 
so, God’s command left very little choice about whether to do it.

(3) Voluntarily relinquishing something exceedingly good in order 
that someone else may have something they need. Here we come to a 
very different kind of sacrifice. When Jesus left heaven to come and 
die for us, He gave up things the goodness of which we can only 
imagine. But let us keep our thinking clear: the things the Lord 
gave up were not sinful things that needed to be given up, nor 
were they things He was under any obligation to give up. These 
were sacrifices made voluntarily — in the sheer purity of love.

Too often, when we have an opportunity to learn something 
of this kind of love in our own lives, we miss our chance by trying 
to hold on to what we want. But when our needs were coming 
down the road, Jesus’ attitude led Him to step out of the way so 
that our needs could pass by unhindered. And Paul says, “Let this 
mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5).

This type of sacrifice, in which we yield our wants to someone 
else’s needs, is part of the submission that the Lord asks us to learn. 
“Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for 
the interests of others” (Philippians 2:4). I can tell you, there is not a 
purer joy in the world than doing this, and I can also tell you, there 
is no more freeing, liberating experience. Yielding to someone else’s 
dreams will break many a chain the devil has made.

In submission we are free to value other people. 
Their dreams and plans become important to us.

r i c h a r D  F O s t e r
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Costly love

But what things were gain to me, 
these I have counted loss for Christ. 

Philippians 3:7

we stanD aMazeD at what paul was willing tO give up in 
OrDer tO knOw christ. Valuable though these things were, 

he was willing to count them “loss” for the more excellent value 
of knowing Christ. And yet, what Paul did is no more than what 
any of us should be ready to do. If there is some gift that should be 
given for the Lord’s sake, then we should be willing to give it.

The word “gift” covers a lot of ground, however. There are 
convenient gifts, and then there are costly gifts. The latter are those 
in which we part with something that is a part of our very selves 
and our very hearts. When we give these gifts, we give up a part 
of precious life. We can hardly see how we can survive the loss.

As I write these words, tears are splattering on the paper on 
which I am trying to write. An event is taking place tomorrow that 
will involve the final, irrevocable loss of the most precious tempo-
ral treasure that I was ever privileged to enjoy for a while. The loss 
of this treasure is the ultimate result of a vow that I took a number 
of years ago that requires me to forgo such joys as this one, for the 
Lord’s sake. Some would say that if it now requires me to give up 
this, the greatest joy of my life, I should never have taken the vow.

But are we to give the Lord only that which costs us nothing? 
To say “If I’d known how much I was going to miss it, I wouldn’t 
have given it to Him” is to say that truly costly gifts should never 
be given. Isn’t it better, when the poverty created by a gift begins 
to hurt us, just to remember the goal for which we gave the gift?

Although my life is one of constant sorrow, what I realize is 
that the sorrow is simply the other side of heaven. I am glad to 
have a hope that is worth the price that I am now having to pay. 
A life without such a goal would be a life devoid of meaning or 
joy, and I wouldn’t trade the life I have for such a life as that. On 
my darkest days of emptiness and longing, I try to bow my head 
and give thanks for the fullness that will one day be mine. To gain 
it will be worth the loss of all the loving treasure that my soul so 
desperately desires right now. It will be worth it. It will be worth it.

Everyone should have a goal for which 
he is willing to exchange a piece of his life.

c a r l y l e  b O e h M e
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ÉoWyn

Many daughters have done well, 
But you excel them all. 

Proverbs 31:29

as a chilD, i reMeMber hearing OlD Men pray, “lOrD, suit 
untO us such blessings as yOu see Fit.” Even then, I think 

I was struck by the joyful blend of humility and gratitude that 
would prompt such a prayer. Left to our own devices, we may 
think we want this or that, but what we really want is whatever 
the Lord wants for us. And we don’t just “settle” for how the Lord 
wants to bless us — we receive it openly, receptively, and joyously.

This truth is in the story of Éowyn and Faramir in the legends 
of J. R. R. Tolkien. Éowyn, a princess of Rohan whose heroism on 
the Pelennor Fields had turned back the tide of evil, would have 
loved, and been loved by, Aragorn, heir to the throne of Gondor, 
but it was impossible for Aragorn to be Éowyn’s husband. The 
prince Faramir, however, who would later rule the land of Ithilien, 
came to love Éowyn as they both recuperated from battle in the 
Houses of Healing. “Éowyn, do you not love me,” he said after 
courting her, “or will you not?” There is not a greater moment in 
all of literature than when Éowyn decided that . . . yes, she would.

I am no Aragorn, the Lord knows. But once upon a time, my 
path ran alongside that of a true Éowyn, a shieldmaiden of the 
Lord, both valiant and virtuous. Many were the long nights when 
I prayed for her a Faramir — and when in the Lord’s grace he ap-
peared, her virtue was such that she opened her heart to receive 
his love. “Behold the maidservant of the Lord,” her willing spirit 
said. “Let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). And 
now, we can only imagine how many lives will have been blessed 
by the love of Éowyn and Faramir by the time our Lord returns.

O Éowyn, Éowyn. “I thank my God upon every remembrance 
of you . . . being confident of this very thing, that He who has 
begun a good work in you will complete it until the day of Jesus 
Christ” (Philippians 1:3,6). I do not say fare well — for on this life’s 
voyage there will surely be storms — but I pray you’ll fare forward.

How many loved your moments of glad grace, 
And loved your beauty with love false or true, 

But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you, 
And loved the sorrows of your changing face.

w i l l i a M  b u t l e r  y e a t s
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there is no love Without sorroW

. . . yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also. 
Luke 2:35

never having been a wOMan Or a MOther, i cannOt iMagine 
the bittersweet JOy anD sOrrOw OF Mary, the MOther OF 

Jesus. To be the mother of the Christ, the Savior, must have been a 
joy beyond what even other mothers could comprehend. And yet, 
when the most special Child ever born was still a baby, she was 
told, “A sword will pierce through your own soul also.” Having 
loved this Son as no other human being could, imagine her torment 
as she stood at the foot of the cross. There is no love without sor-
row — and the greater the love, the greater the sorrow.

To love is to know the sorrow of not being loved by someone whose 
love you long for. Love, at least between human beings, is risky 
business. When you love someone, there is no guarantee they 
will feel the same way about you. As we all learned in elementary 
school, “When you like someone and they don’t like you back, it 
hurts.” No one has ever found any good way around that pain.

To love is to know the sorrow of losing the love of someone you love. 
This is a more serious sorrow than the first. To have loved some-
one and been loved by them, and then to experience the ending of 
that love, either by death or some other circumstance, is a sorrow 
that mere words cannot describe. Yet we must sooner or later say 
goodbye to all of our loves in this world — even the best of them.

To love is to know the sorrow of giving up joy so that the one you 
love may have joy. With this third sorrow, we come to the most 
poignant sorrow in the world. This, of course, was the sorrow that 
Jesus was doomed to suffer in His love for us. He could not have 
had the joy of His love for us without the sorrow of giving up His 
life. And so it often is among those of us who love one another. 
Love will lead us to die, if it means that our beloved can live.

To love, then, is to open ourselves to the possibility of one or 
the other — and sometimes all three — of these sorrows. Yet what 
shall we say? Shall we not love? I know not what choice others 
may make, but I shall continue to keep my heart open to love. 
Even at the bitterest ending of love’s sweetness, there is no grief 
great enough to keep me from the clear, pure joy of having loved.

Those who have the courage to love 
should have the courage to suffer.

a n t h O n y  t r O l l O p e
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finding our Joy in that WhiCh is right

You have put gladness in my heart, 
More than in the season that their grain and wine increased. 

I will both lie down in peace, and sleep; 
For You alone, O lOrD, make me dwell in safety. 

Psalm 4:7,8

there are Many DiFFerent kinDs OF JOy, anD each OF theM 
shOulD have a special place in Our hearts. There is a sense, 

however, in which the best joy is the joy of knowing that we have 
done the right thing. In every situation, we must ask what is the 
best thing that can be done, and having done what we knew was 
best, we must learn to be gratified by the knowledge that we’ve 
done the honorable thing. Integrity should be a source of joy to us.

Happiness and joy are very different things. Happiness is 
what we feel when what is “happening” is pleasant. But in regard 
to what happens, our thought should be: “Let not that happen 
which I wish, but that which is right” (Menander). There will be 
times when the right thing happens and it will involve great pain 
on our part. But if our joy comes from the happening of what is 
right, then we’ll be willing to sacrifice happiness for joy.

There may be times when little other joy will be available to 
us and we must content ourselves with knowing we’ve done the 
right thing. At such desperate times, our tears may have momen-
tarily blinded us to many other blessings we have, but if we were 
ever reduced to a situation where we had no joy but that of having 
done what was right, then that joy should be enough to live on.

When we do what’s right, we do so in the faith that somehow 
everything’s going to work out all right in the end. “Faith is . . . 
doing the right thing regardless of the consequences, knowing 
God will turn the ultimate effect to good” (Pamela Reeve). So we 
go ahead and do what’s right, even when it’s difficult or painful, 
and our joy comes from our confidence in the ultimate outcome.

If we fail to find joy in the doing of what is right, then not 
only do we miss the highest joy we can have, but we degrade and 
demean ourselves. God gave us our conscience, and when we 
obey it, we thrive as beings made in God’s image — but when we 
fail to act with honor and integrity, life is no longer worth living. 

When faith is lost, 
When honor dies, 
The man is dead!

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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all the sWeeter

A woman, when she is in labor, has sorrow because her hour has come; 
but as soon as she has given birth to the child, she no longer remembers the 
anguish, for joy that a human being has been born into the world. 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 16:21,22

i have bOth hearD the cries OF agOny in the Delivery rOOM 
anD seen the tears OF ecstasy in the recOvery rOOM. I don’t 

know which moves me more deeply, the agony or the ecstasy, but 
I know that in all the more important areas of life, you can’t have 
the latter without the former. Jesus knew that too. And so He told 
His disciples, “You now have sorrow; but I will see you again and 
your heart will rejoice, and your joy no one will take from you.”

Difficulty and hardship. Some people back away from these 
things, as if they were to be avoided at all costs. Other people, 
more wise, understand that the bigger the challenge, the deeper 
the satisfaction in overcoming it, and the more unpleasant the 
work, the better they feel at the end of the day. It’s tired people 
who enjoy rest, and it’s difficulty that makes us appreciate ease.

Suffering and sacrifice. There aren’t many people who aren’t 
hurting in some way, and while on a superficial level I wish it 
could be otherwise, on a deeper level I know what suffering and 
sacrifice have done in my life. Having felt serious pain, the relief 
that will be in heaven is going to mean a lot more. And having 
struggled against pain, the pleasure of heaven is going to be much 
sweeter. So if it takes suffering to do these good things, so be it.

In this body, we groan (2 Corinthians 5:2). It’s no fun, but 
anything that adds to our groaning right now simply means that 
heaven will be all the sweeter when it comes. How foolish we are 
to desire heaven as a place of rest and relief . . . without suffering 
anything in this life that we would need rest or relief from.

To the extent that our minds are fixed on heaven, this world 
will appear as little more than preparation for the one to come. 
Whatever ease and pleasure may be ours here, that should only 
whet our appetites for the real joys to come. And whatever dif-
ficulty or pain we may have to deal with while “on the job,” that 
should only increase our capacity to enjoy “quittin’ time.”

The early Christians were so much in that other world that nothing 
which happened to them in this one seemed very important.

h a n n a h  h u r n a r D
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We all live in the same World

That which has been is what will be, 
That which is done is what will be done, 
And there is nothing new under the sun. 

Ecclesiastes 1:9

the MOre things change, the MOre they stay the saMe. You 
may call it a “cycle” or a “pattern” or a “rhythm,” but there is 

a definite repetitiveness to this world. What has been done in days 
gone by is what will be done in days to come. There is, when you 
really think about it, nothing new under the sun.

Things that seem to be new in the world are usually just 
variations on a theme, and the theme has been around for a long 
time. Sometimes variations on a theme can be extremely impor-
tant and quite innovative, but they are still just improvements on 
something that was already in the world. We are not, and cannot 
be, creators in the true sense. We can only be what J. R. R. Tolkien 
called “sub-creators,” rearrangers of preexisting materials.

Unfortunately, most of the “new” things that people make 
such a to-do about are nothing more than fads and fashions, 
trends that come and go, and are labeled “old” as soon as the next 
“new” one comes along. On this kind of newness, Robert M. Pirsig 
commented: “‘What’s new?’ is an interesting and broadening eter-
nal question, but one which, if pursued exclusively, results only in 
an endless parade of trivia and fashion, the silt of tomorrow.”

We may as well face it, in all the most important ways, the 
world remains the same generation after generation. But that state-
ment is not meant to be depressing or demeaning to the dignity 
of human beings. It is simply to say that we all live in the same 
world. There is a certain context common to all men and women, 
no matter when and where they have lived. We experience the 
same joys, we suffer the same sorrows, and we encounter the same 
challenges. When we back up and look at life from the broadest 
perspective, none of us can say that our lives are unique.

That insight should do two things for us. First, we should 
have a greater respect for the experience of those who’ve gone 
before. And second, we should have a greater humility as to the 
importance and “newness” of our own contributions to the world. 
What we do may well be important, but it’s all been done before.

Everything that has been is eternal: the sea will wash it up again.

F r i e D r i c h  n i e t z s c h e
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hoW muCh does heaven mean to us?

Though now you do not see Him, yet believing, 
you rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory . . . 

1 Peter 1:8

heaven Ought tO be Our MOst JOyOus thOught. We do not 
see our Lord right now, but we believe that someday we shall 

see Him and remain in His perfect presence forever. In that hope, 
we “rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory.”

But in practical, everyday terms, does heaven really mean as 
much to us as we say it does? We are, after all, very busy with the 
details of living in the here and now, and since we’ve grown ac-
customed to the idea of going to heaven, many of us may be guilty 
of taking it for granted. If we’re honest, we may have to admit 
that the concept of heaven has grown stale and the joy of thinking 
about it has disappeared. But how can we do that? How can we 
possibly have a casual attitude about heaven?

The first thing that should be said is that we need to make 
sure we are indeed going to heaven. Paul wrote, “Examine your-
selves as to whether you are in the faith” (2 Corinthians 13:5), and 
we need to make a practice of doing that on a fairly regular basis.

But second, we need to acquire the habit of thinking about 
heaven more often. One way to do that is to engage in the old-
fashioned discipline of “counting our blessings,” consciously and 
deliberately enumerating to ourselves the things that we have to be 
thankful for. When we “count our blessings,” heaven will always 
be at the top of the list. And with that list in hand, we are then 
ready to meditate on this great blessing, to think about it, and, yes, 
even daydream about it! If we don’t find ourselves daydreaming 
about heaven, at least now and then, it really should cause us to 
question whether it means as much to us as we say it does.

But not only should we cherish the thought of heaven; I be-
lieve that we should show that we cherish it. It should come out in 
our conversation, our demeanor, our tone of voice, and even our 
countenance. There is no denying that, as we grow older, our faces 
come to be a mirror of the contents of our hearts. So what do those 
who see your face every day know about your enthusiasms, the 
things that mean more to you than anything else in the world?

When you speak of heaven, let your face light up. When you 
speak of hell — well, then your everyday face will do.

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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eaCh his oWn Burden, his oWn grief

When there is famine in the land, pestilence or blight or mildew, locusts 
or grasshoppers; when their enemies besiege them in the land of their cities; 
whatever plague or whatever sickness there is; whatever prayer, whatever 

supplication is made by anyone, or by all Your people Israel, when each one 
knows his own burden and his own grief, and spreads out his hands to this 
temple: then hear from heaven Your dwelling place, and forgive, and give 

to everyone according to all his ways, whose heart You know . . . 
2 Chronicles 6:28-30

in his prayer at the DeDicatiOn OF the teMple, sOlOMOn 
prayeD that gOD wOulD hear the prayers OF each inDi-

viDual whO was in neeD. “When each one knows his own burden 
and his own grief, and spreads out his hands to this temple: then 
hear from heaven Your dwelling place, and forgive.”

It is certainly true that each person “knows his own burden 
and his own grief.” To live in this world is to know the pain of 
struggle and sorrow — there is no way around it. So we can take it 
for granted that every person we encounter is struggling. We may 
not know the particulars, but it’s a safe bet that every person we 
meet is hurting. Each of us has his own burden and his own grief.

And our burdens and griefs really are unique. Unlike happi-
ness, which is often very similar from person to person, sorrow 
tends to be a more individual thing. Yes, we know that others 
have suffered in similar ways (many have suffered more than we), 
but there is still a distinct and undeniable loneliness that comes 
with our burdens and our griefs. Since our circumstances vary 
so greatly, there is rarely another human being who understands 
exactly what we feel. And the longer we live, the more we realize 
that the unique burden we have to bear is intended for us. No one 
else should have to bear it. It is ours. And while we must avoid the 
self-pity and the self-righteousness of the martyr-spirit, it can’t be 
denied that our suffering is a burden that we alone must bear. As 
Sir Thomas Fuller put it, “Every heart has its own ache.”

Yet if each of us has his own burden and his own grief, it is 
also true that our tears are those that God is able to wipe away. 
He understands our experience completely, and that knowledge 
ought to be both humbling and comforting: we are humbled to 
know that He has suffered far more than we, and we are com-
forted to know that by His suffering He has defeated our enemy.

Earth has no sorrow that heaven cannot heal.

t h O M a s  M O O r e
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Waiting on the lord

But those who wait on the lOrD 
Shall renew their strength; 

They shall mount up with wings like eagles, 
They shall run and not be weary, 

They shall walk and not faint. 
Isaiah 40:31

very Few cOncepts are MOre iMpOrtant in Our spiritual 
grOwth than that OF “waiting On the lOrD.” But what 

does it mean to wait on the Lord? If it involves any real waiting, 
most of us would find that a difficult thing to do, given our insis-
tence on immediate gratification in all our endeavors. Whatever it 
may involve, waiting doesn’t sound good to us.

In truth, waiting on the Lord does mean more than merely 
waiting (“remaining in a state of expectation”). We can speak of 
a servant waiting on his master, and that aspect of waiting is cer-
tainly included in our relationship to God. We are at His beck and 
call, at His service. Our job is to wait until He needs us, and then 
spring into action at His command. Young Samuel had the right 
idea: “Speak, lOrD, for your servant hears” (1 Samuel 3:9,10).

But although waiting on the Lord involves more than mere 
waiting, it does not involve less. Reverence often requires us to 
wait patiently until He deems that the time is right for certain 
things to happen. Since He sees matters from a more complete per-
spective than we, and since He must take many more things into 
account than we, it is often the case that His timetable is different 
than ours. He may not act as quickly as we wish, and at such times 
we must be content to wait on the Lord, knowing that He will 
make all things beautiful . . . in His time. We would do well to take 
Guerric of Igny’s advice: “Have courage and give God time.”

But if it is difficult for us to wait, there is also a sense in which 
it can be joyous. You may not see anything good about yearning 
for what you desperately need and do not presently have, but I 
suggest that the idea of joyful yearning is one that can pay great 
dividends in life. Indeed, anticipation is a big part of the whole-
some enjoyment of anything. So whenever it is necessary to wait 
on the Lord, can we not do so with joy and love and thanksgiving?

Let me discover the pleasure of anticipation. Give me what it takes to wait 
without complaining. Show me that there is more faith in waiting for what is 

unseen than in believing what is in front of my eyes.

b e r n a r D  b a n g l e y
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does heaven “frustrate” you?

For in this we groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed 
with our habitation which is from heaven. 

2 Corinthians 5:2

FOr sOMe, the visiOn OF heaven’s perFectiOn is wOnDerFully 
enticing, while tO Others it is Merely Frustrating. Perhaps 

a better word would be “tantalizing.” In Greek mythology, 
Tantalus was a king condemned in Hades to stand in water that 
receded when he tried to drink and under fruit that receded when 
he reached for it. If we could never have heaven, the thought of 
it would certainly be tantalizing, but some people think of it that 
way just because it’s out of reach and they can’t have it right now.

Consequently, some people settle for what they can have right 
now. Deep down, they may know that in this world human beings 
are just “strangers in a strange land,” but since the end of their so-
journ is not immediately in sight, they suppose they might as well 
make themselves at home. They see this as being realistic.

Other people simply reinterpret the gospel. Theologies such 
as the social gospel of the early twentieth century and the preter-
ism of the late twentieth century are examples of efforts to remove 
the tension in the New Testament between the “already” and the 
“not yet.” They do this by diminishing the “not yet,” alleging that 
the gospel is primarily about what we can have in God right now.

Yet historically, Christians have accepted the tension between 
the already and the not yet. I agree with Harry Emerson Fosdick, 
who said, “This was the strength of the first Christians, that they 
lived not in one world only, but in two, and found in consequence 
not tension alone, but power, the vision of a world unshaken and 
unshakable.” I also agree with C. S. Lewis, who said, “It is since 
Christians have largely ceased to think of the other world that 
they have become so ineffective in this.”

Despite the joys of the “already,” Paul said that in this life “we 
groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed with our habitation which 
is from heaven.” Whether we look at “groaning” as a good thing 
or a bad thing is one measure of whether we understand what the 
gospel is about. So listen to me carefully: the gospel is not about 
removing the groaning from our lives — it’s about putting it there!

Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp, 
Or what’s a heaven for?

r O b e r t  b r O w n i n g
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movement is the main thing

What fruit did you have then in the things of which you are 
now ashamed? For the end of those things is death. But now having 

been set free from sin, and having become slaves of God, you have your 
fruit to holiness, and the end, everlasting life. Romans 6:21,22

we are taught in the scriptures that every cOurse OF 
actiOn has a result Or an OutcOMe. The “end” of sin-

ful conduct is death, while the “end” of godliness is everlasting 
life. With every decision we make and every deed we do, we are 
moving toward one outcome or the other. None of us is standing 
still. As Christians, we understand ourselves to be moving toward 
eternal life with God. But while that is an exciting prospect, our 
movement can be so slow sometimes that we become discouraged.

(1) Where we’ve been may be shameful. Like Paul, we may have 
some painful memories, memories of deeds we wish could be un-
done. But while it is good to be humbled by our memories, what 
we have done in the past is not the most important thing about us. 
The more important consideration is in what direction we are mov-
ing. If we are moving toward God in the present, then our future 
stands a very good chance of being better than our past.

(2) Where we are right now may be discouraging. Even when our 
progress is toward God, the pace of our progress may be disheart-
ening. Yet if our movement is in the right direction, that is what we 
need to concentrate on. It sometimes takes an honest person to see 
whether a certain step leads toward God or away from Him, but if 
we are sure the action that lies before will move us in God’s direc-
tion, then we need to be encouraged by that. It’s not the amount of 
progress that matters; it’s the fact that God is our goal.

So if we are moving in God’s direction, that is the main thing, 
whether the movement seems to be significant to us or not. We 
always ought to be encouraged by the fact of positive movement.

The wonderful thing is that, as long as life lasts, it’s always 
possible to move toward God. With every decision we face, the 
positive choice is always available. We will never come to a fork 
in the road where one fork will not be better than the other. And 
whenever we take the fork we know God would want us to take, 
we can do that knowing we’re going toward a good “end.”

The great thing in the world is not so much where 
we stand, as in what direction we are moving.

O l i v e r  w e n D e l l  h O l M e s
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the most dangerous PlaCe is in BetWeen

He who is not with Me is against Me, 
and he who does not gather with Me scatters abroad. 

Matthew 12:30

Jesus christ was a raDical religiOus teacher, tO say the very 
least. He claimed nothing less than to be God incarnate, born 

into the world to atone for our sins and provide eternal salvation. 
To such a figure as Jesus Christ, there is no “safe” response.

It is dangerous to be against Jesus Christ. Any person who makes 
of Jesus Christ an enemy has a dreadful enemy. John tells us, “His 
eyes were like a flame of fire . . . And the armies in heaven, clothed 
in fine linen, white and clean, followed Him on white horses. 
Now out of His mouth goes a sharp sword, that with it He should 
strike the nations. And He Himself will rule them with a rod of 
iron. He Himself treads the winepress of the fierceness and wrath 
of Almighty God” (Revelation 19:12-15). As the “Lion of Judah,” 
Jesus has a fierceness that is extremely perilous to underestimate.

It is dangerous to be for Jesus Christ. Those who follow Jesus 
are in for trouble, at least as long as they live in this world. There 
is simply no convenient or carefree way to be a Christian. Jesus’ 
enemies hated Him, and they will hate anyone who follows Him. 
His invitation is not to come to a seminar or a symposium but to 
an execution. “For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but 
whoever loses his life for My sake will find it” (Matthew 16:25).

But it is most dangerous of all to be in between. When it comes to 
Jesus Christ, words like hatred and hostility are fearful words, to 
be sure. But let me give you some words that are far more fearful: 
indifference, apathy, lukewarmness, nonchalance, unconcern, disinterest, 
detachment, uninvolvement, disregard. The strongest language in the 
Scriptures, by far, is directed against those who simply don’t care 
(Malachi 1:6-14; Matthew 23:23-28; Revelation 3:16; etc.).

There is a need, then, for us to make a clear-cut decision for 
or against Jesus Christ. There is no greater insult we can offer to 
the Man of Galilee than to try to take both sides at once. If we 
don’t love Him enough to stand with Him but don’t despise Him 
enough to oppose Him, then we’re living in the worst of all pos-
sible worlds. It’s time to ask: does Christianity matter or does it not?

Christianity, if false, is of no importance, and, if true, of infinite importance. 
The one thing it cannot be is moderately important.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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foCusing on the finish

. . . looking 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

between nOw anD the tiMe we reach Our heavenly gOal, we 
neeD tO keep Our MinDs FOcuseD On the Finish. I am not so 

sure but what this is the major challenge of the Christian life. Most 
of our problems would shrink to manageable size if we would just 
do what Peter says: “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). After all, it was focus-
ing on the finish that got Jesus through His suffering.

Sinful temptations. The devil is going to tempt us to leave the 
path we’re on. A master at deception, he will try to convince us 
that where the Lord wants us to go is not where we would be hap-
piest going. He knows the truth, of course, but he will tempt us to 
sin with him and die, rather than walk with God and live.

Difficulties. In addition to temptations to sin, there are also 
difficulties that have to be dealt with, situations that don’t neces-
sarily involve sin but which are simply hard to handle. If anybody 
knows about difficulty, it is certainly our Lord, and He held up 
under the load that He carried only by thinking of the joy ahead.

Distractions. The third thing we need help with is the multi-
tude of distractions that have the effect of pulling our attention 
away from God. Even the things God has made can do this if 
we’re not careful. It is only by keeping heaven clearly in mind that 
we can keep the temporal world in proper perspective.

But do you think you can make a one-time decision to focus 
on the finish and then life will automatically unfold as it should? 
Well, I’m afraid it’s not that simple. Keeping a right focus on 
heaven requires refocusing our minds daily, and maybe even many 
times daily. As often as we see that we’re not setting our minds “on 
things above” (Colossians 3:2), we have to bring our minds back to 
their proper focus. It’s a habit we have to get ourselves into, but if 
we will do that, the sinful temptations, difficulties, and distractions 
that come our way will be much less of a problem.

Obstacles are those frightful things you see 
when you take your eyes off the goal.

h a n n a h  M O r e
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Would you Pray for more years to live?

In those days Hezekiah was sick and near death. And Isaiah the prophet, 
the son of Amoz, went to him and said to him, “Thus says the lOrD: 

‘Set your house in order, for you shall die, and not live.’” 
2 Kings 20:1

hOw lOng DO yOu want tO live? If the Lord told you, as He 
did Hezekiah, that you only had a certain number of years 

left, would you pray for more? Most people, without batting an 
eye, would say they want to live in this world as long as possible. 
And we are willing to employ any extreme medical method or 
scientific procedure to eke out even a few more minutes.

But let’s try to look at this from a different angle. For a mo-
ment, think of an analogy. If you had a good bit of money lying 
around unused, or if you hadn’t used your money very wisely, 
you probably wouldn’t have the nerve to ask the Lord for more 
money. You’d know what He would say: “Look, you aren’t using 
the money you already have. Why do you want more?”

Now come back to the subject of how long we want to live. 
Our lives are to be used not merely for our personal enjoyment but 
for the Lord’s glory, to accomplish His purposes in this world. It’s 
only a guess (but I think it’s a safe guess) that the Lord is willing to 
give a person as many years as it takes to get done what the Lord 
wants that person to do. I agree with Henry Martyn, who said, “If 
God has work for me to do, I cannot die.” As long as we’re doing 
work the Lord wants finished, the devil couldn’t kill us if he tried.

In some cases, our problem may be that of wanting to go home 
before our work is done, in which case we would need to start 
thinking about that as Paul did (Philippians 1:21-26). But as soon as 
our part in the Lord’s work is done, why would we want to stay in 
this world any longer? (And please don’t define your work in the 
Lord as nothing more than enjoying your kids and grandkids. The 
Lord might have other plans. Your kids might profit from dealing 
with the hardship of losing you, and other people might have as 
good an influence on them as you have had.)

So am I going to pray for more years to live? Well, I may. But 
if I do, I’d better be sure that (a) I’ve used the years I’ve already 
had, and (b) the reason I want more years is to do the Lord’s work.

Millions long for immortality who do not know 
what to do with themselves on a rainy Sunday afternoon.

s u s a n  e r t z
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WindoW of oPPortunity

See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise, 
redeeming the time, because the days are evil. 

Ephesians 5:15,16

there neeDs tO be a healthy sense OF urgency in Our lives. 
With regard to that which the Lord wants us to do in His work 

individually, there is not an unlimited amount of time in which to 
do that work. Each of us has a window of opportunity, and after 
that is gone, we will give account for our stewardship of the time 
given us. We urgently need to “redeem the time,” as Paul put it.

Granted, there is such a thing as an unhealthy urgency. Most 
of us are familiar with what that’s like. It’s the driven, compulsive, 
frantic mentality of competitors in the “rat race.” But that is not 
the way to redeem the time. In fact, nothing is more unproductive.

Jesus showed that it is possible to be very busy and not fall 
into the “driven” way of thinking. At our busiest, few of us will 
match the Lord’s activity, yet in the act of being busy, Jesus always 
had a calm, deliberate way about Him. He knew how to “hasten 
leisurely,” to work steadily, and even urgently, without losing the 
peace that was at the center of His being. Jesus knew that He had 
a “schedule” to meet, and He met it. At the end, He could say, “It 
is finished” (John 19:30). As His disciples, we need to redeem the 
time and be able, one day, to say that we have finished our work.

A few days ago, I received an email from Ken Craig, a great 
friend who does full-time secular work but also manages to do 
as much work in the Lord as anybody I know. In an earlier email 
to him, I had mentioned being busy (forgetting to whom I was 
talking), and he wrote back, “I am in Shanghai, China right now 
on business, with meetings all day and three-hour Chinese din-
ners every evening. I had a glorious trip to India in April and had 
just recovered from that . . . I should be back on Sunday . . . Keep 
on keeping on. We will rest on the other side.” Ken is not about to 
miss the window of opportunity that the Lord has given him.

As Gerry Sandusky, another great friend, says, “Heaven is 
pictured as a place of rest, and I intend to be tired when I get 
there.” Like Ken, Gerry understands that now is the time for work, 
a time to spend and be spent. There’ll be time enough for rest later.

We have all eternity to celebrate our victories, 
but only one short hour before sunset in which to win them.

r O b e r t  M O F F a t
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glad to Be unsatisfied

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

Ecclesiastes 3:11

there are sOMe yearnings it is gOOD tO have even iF the 
eMptiness OF their unFulFillMent is harD tO bear. Even 

if we use the word “pain” to describe the feeling of not having 
something we need and desire, it is still a fact that pain can play a 
useful role in our spiritual lives. Young Samuel’s mother, Hannah, 
would have had many long years to yearn for her son after she 
devoted him to the Lord’s service at the tabernacle, but  still she 
could say, “My heart rejoices in the Lord” (1 Samuel 2:1).

The fact is, no one gets to have everything they desire in this 
world. And even if a person did (Solomon probably came close), 
they would still have to confess to an aching emptiness that never 
completely goes away. The reason for that is simply that God has 
placed “eternity in [our] hearts.” He has given us needs that, to be 
quite honest, have no satisfaction in this world.

With regard to our unmet needs, the first mistake we make is 
to try to do the impossible and “have it all” in this world. It seems 
unnatural to us, if not unfair, for a person to have any need not 
met, and so we spend our lives trying to find something to stuff 
into every hole in our hearts. But that is a vain effort. God will see 
to it that we suffer some deprivation somewhere in our lives.

The second mistake we make is resisting, and maybe even 
resenting, the fact that some of our needs can’t be satisfied right 
now. Rather than making us better, as it should, our emptiness can 
make us bitter if we don’t discipline our thinking about it.

But someone says, “Oh, but God is all we need.” Well, yes 
and no. He may give us some things that compensate for what we 
don’t have, and He will certainly be all we need in eternity. But for 
now, there’s no way around the pain of the needs that are not met.

Now here is the point: we ought to be content to be unsatisfied in 
this world! I know that sounds contradictory, but it isn’t. We can be 
glad we don’t have all we need, because if we did, we’d soon for-
get about God. Unmet needs are powerful attention-getters, and 
with them God is trying to get our attention focused on eternity.

I thank thee, O Lord, that thou hast so set eternity within my heart 
that no earthly thing can ever satisfy me wholly.

J O h n  b a i l l i e
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eternity

Now behold, one came and said to Him, “Good Teacher, 
what good thing shall I do that I may have eternal life?” 

Matthew 19:16

there is sOMething abOut the iDea OF eternity that has 
a pOwerFul pull On us. Some would say our fascination 

with a state of timeless being is mere curiosity, but I think more 
is involved. We are attracted to eternity. We long for an existence 
without the limitations of time. We yearn for immortality.

Somehow, we understand that we are creatures who were 
meant to live — and we understand that what we have right now 
is not real life. Paul used a telling phrase in 1 Timothy 6:19, when 
he told Timothy to remind the rich to be generous and ready to 
share, “storing up for themselves the treasure of a good founda-
tion for the future, so that they may take hold of that which is life 
indeed” (NASV). That’s what we want, isn’t it? Life indeed.

And that is precisely what the gospel of Christ is about. Yes, 
it makes for a better life in this world, relatively speaking, but that 
is not what the gospel is primarily about. It’s about eternity. It’s 
about immortality, as Paul said in 1 Corinthians 15:53,54: “For this 
corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on 
immortality. So when this corruptible has put on incorruption, and 
this mortal has put on immortality, then shall be brought to pass 
the saying that is written: ‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’”

The opening lines of Wolfgang Petersen’s film Troy have 
always moved me: “Men are haunted by the vastness of eternity. 
And so we ask ourselves: will our actions echo across the centu-
ries? Will strangers hear our names long after we are gone, and 
wonder who we were, how bravely we fought, how fiercely we 
loved?” Yet the eternity that haunts us is more than the vastness of 
historical time. The immortality Achilles sought to gain at Troy is 
nothing compared to the thing we really long for.

May we let ourselves be attracted to eternal life with all its 
fearful glory. Yes, there is warm affection when we think of life 
with our Father, but who can think of eternity — with God — with-
out tremors and chills of awe and wonder and reverence? It may 
not be “logical,” but here it is: the thing that we are the most attracted 
to is also the most terrifying. Such is always the nature of real joy.

Eternity! thou pleasing, dreadful thought!

J O s e p h  a D D i s O n
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evergreen

Then He who sat on the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.” 
Revelation 21:5

all OF us knOw the exciteMent that cOMes FrOM starting 
Over. Perhaps that’s why we enjoy springtime so much. It’s 

a fresh beginning. Old growth is gone, and everything is green 
again. But imagine a land where everything is always as if it had 
just been refreshed and rejuvenated. That would be heaven.

If we’ve obeyed the gospel and are living faithfully to Christ, 
then there is a sense in which all things have become new for us 
already (2 Corinthians 5:17). And when the apostle John heard 
God say, “Behold, I make all things new,” there is a sense in which 
we can say that God has already begun to do that for His people.

But the richest experience of newness that even the most 
faithful Christian can have right now will pale in comparison to 
the newness that will be ours in heaven. If you are a Christian and 
you think there is a big difference between your life right now 
and the one you used to have, just wait till you see the difference 
between what you have right now and what you’ll have with God 
in eternity. What we now enjoy is but a tiny foretaste of eternity.

I predict that one of the things we’ll find most striking about 
heaven is the absence of anything resembling decay or decline. 
Right now, even our highest and purest joys are attacked by age 
and decrepitude. No sooner have we begun to enjoy something 
than it is taken away from us, and we’ve only started to appreciate 
its beauty when it withers away. But in eternity, neither the beauty 
or value of anything will be diminished by the aging process. Not 
only will everything be new, but it will stay new.

I make the prediction in the preceding paragraph because 
I believe everything in heaven will partake of God’s nature, in 
which there is no loss due to age. “Of old You laid the foundation 
of the earth, and the heavens are the work of Your hands. They 
will perish, but You will endure; yes, they will all grow old like 
a garment; like a cloak You will change them, and they will be 
changed. But You are the same, and Your years will have no end” 
(Psalm 102:25-27). Given the nature of God, I’m looking for heaven 
to be a place where the word “new” has a whole “new” meaning.

In eternity everything is just beginning.

e l i a s  c a n e t t i
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the Challenge of aBundanCe

I have learned both to be full and to be hungry, 
both to abound and to suffer need. 

Philippians 4:12

wOulD yOu rather live in a lanD OF abunDance Or One OF 
scarcity? Would you rather have most of what you want in 

life or little of what you want? To a worldly person, the question 
would be simply ridiculous, but think twice before you answer, 
and try to be honest about what your priorities really are.

Maybe we could start by totaling up the disadvantages on 
both sides. The disadvantages of having little are obvious — per-
haps painfully so — but the disadvantages of having much are just 
as real, even if they aren’t so obvious. Having all, or even most, of 
what we want can destroy us spiritually if we don’t face frankly the 
principal problem that goes along with satisfied circumstances: the 
fact that it is much harder to keep God in the right place in our hearts.

Most people assume that being poor is hard and being rich is 
easy, but Paul said that he had to learn how “both to be full and 
to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need.” Probably more 
people have been hurt by satisfaction than by dissatisfaction, but 
neither scenario is easy or automatic — both take learning and dis-
cipline before we can handle them and not be harmed spiritually.

Now you may say that if you had to choose between the prob-
lems of being full and those of being empty, there would be no 
contest: you’d choose the challenge of abundance. And truthfully, 
most of us would. That’s why we have so little patience with suc-
cessful people who complain about the disadvantages of their suc-
cess — for example, celebrities who whine about not having any 
privacy. We just want to say, “As problems go, that one compares 
pretty favorably to some others. Why don’t you just grow up and 
get used to the difficulties of having gotten what you wanted?”

But what about us? If God would let us have the kind of life 
that we want, all of our problems would be over, wouldn’t they? 
No, they wouldn’t. If we ever got what we wanted in this life, we 
would soon find ourselves faced with challenges we never knew 
existed before. In this broken world, having what we want is not 
easy. So if you find yourself “abounding,” watch out.

The problems of victory are more agreeable than those 
of defeat, but they are no less difficult.

w i n s t O n  c h u r c h i l l
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you’ll have to let go

Whoever of you does not forsake all that he has cannot be My disciple. 
Luke 14:33

tO FOllOw Jesus in this liFe, we May have tO FOrsake sOMe 
things, but tO FOllOw hiM all the way tO heaven, we’ll 

have tO FOrsake everything. Nothing is ours to keep. There is 
nothing — nothing — we won’t have to let go of, except God.

Most people would say the rich, wonderful love that can 
exist between a husband and a wife is the highest of the temporal 
blessings available to us. In the midst of enjoying a good marriage, 
most people would say, “It doesn’t get any better than this.” But 
without denigrating the joys of marriage, it must be said that mar-
riage is earthly. It won’t be in heaven. It must be let go of.

I want to share with you one of the starkest statements that 
I have ever come across, considering who made it. This is James 
Dobson talking, the man who, for many folks, is the foremost 
family authority in America: “Nothing is really important in [this] 
life, not even the relationships that blossom in a healthy home. In 
time, we must release our grip on everything we hold dear.” I sug-
gest that if James Dobson, a man who has devoted his life to the 
importance of the home, sees that marriage and family life are not 
“really important,” the rest of us had better sit up and take notice.

Most of us, I suppose, would say that we love the Lord more 
than anything else and that heaven is going to be better than any-
thing we have here. But do you really believe that? Do you love 
God more than you love your spouse? Would you give up mar-
riage for the Lord? Is the spiritual life better than sex? If the Lord 
gave you a choice between going to heaven right now and staying 
in the world with your grandchildren for ten more years, which 
would you choose? Now certainly, we may enjoy these things right 
now and then have the Lord in heaven later on. But even now, the 
Lord had better be more important to us than these things. And the 
main measure of whether we have a proper attitude toward tem-
poral joys is how ready we are to let go of them. And I don’t mean 
“someday” — I mean today, if the need should arise.

What it comes down to is this: anything we can’t let go of is an 
idol that will destroy our souls, however good that thing may be.

Learn to hold loosely all that is not eternal.

a g n e s  M a u D e  r O y D e n
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We don’t Change until We have to

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

have yOu nOticeD in yOurselF a pattern OF having tO be 
prODDeD intO actiOn? I’ve certainly seen it in my own life, 

and frankly, I am ashamed. There have been too many times when 
I didn’t do something I should have done until something outside 
of me “put a gun to my head” and made me do it.

Just look at how we live. We don’t get out of bed until we 
have to. We don’t go to the dentist until we have a toothache. We 
don’t repair our houses until we have to sell them. And we don’t 
do our taxes until the night before. But far worse, we don’t dig 
deeper wells of faith until some crisis invades our lives and we 
are absolutely dying of thirst. Not everybody does this, to be sure. 
There are a few wise ones. But most of us have to be prodded by 
external circumstances before we do what we should toward God.

Thankfully, God is a Father who is willing to provide a 
prod when He sees that His people need one. In the text in 
Deuteronomy above, God predicted that Israel would not seek 
Him until He had scattered them among the nations and driven 
them into the misery of captivity in Babylon. If they had not 
sought Him before, they would certainly seek Him then. When 
they got sick and tired of being sick and tired, they would change.

There has to be a kind of “critical mass” before most of us act. 
As long as the ease and pleasure of the status quo is greater than 
the discomfort of changing, we don’t change. It’s only when the 
present has become less pleasurable, or the possible consequences 
of not acting have become scary enough, that we finally act.

It is a shame, really, that so many of us are so much like old 
King Nebuchadnezzar: we are unwilling to give the Lord His due 
until we are driven from civilized company and made to eat grass 
like the oxen until seven times have passed over us (Daniel 4:25). 
It’s a shame, I say. But for most of us, that’s the way it is.

We accept the verdict of the past until the need for change cries 
out loudly enough to force upon us a choice between the comforts 

of further inertia and the irksomeness of action.

l e a r n e D  h a n D
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a Wrong kind of determination

Yes, we had the sentence of death in ourselves, that we should 
not trust in ourselves but in God who raises the dead . . . 

2 Corinthians 1:9

OrDinarily, DeterMinatiOn is a gOOD thing, but FOr thOse 
whO are christians, it can sOMetiMes be a baD thing. For 

example, if determination to overcome our problems leads us to a 
wrong way of thinking about ourselves, then it will hurt us.

There is much to be said for having a positive mental attitude, 
but unfortunately, many of those who motivate us in that area in-
still in us an attitude that is dangerous for a human being to have, 
at least from a spiritual standpoint. The critical issue is how we 
view our own powers and abilities. Determination is fine, but we 
dare not get to thinking that we ourselves are invincible.

Listen to a couple of fairly typical admonitions on this sub-
ject, both of which could be helpful or unhelpful depending on 
how you look at them: “If it’s going to be, it’s up to me” (Robert 
Schuller), and “The difference between the impossible and the 
possible lies in a man’s determination” (Tommy Lasorda). While 
these sayings are helpfully empowering in one way, in another 
way they seem to imply that a human being who is determined 
enough can do anything he sets his mind to. But that is not true. 
What is “going to be” involves a wide range of factors that are not 
“up to me,” and there is a good deal more that separates the pos-
sible from the impossible than my own personal determination.

Lest I be accused of being picky, let me hasten to say that I 
appreciate, and have been helped by, these kinds of motivations. 
They urge me to take responsibility for what I can do and not wait 
for somebody else to accomplish my goals for me. But half-truths 
can hurt us if we’re not careful. We need to watch our thinking.

Paul would hardly have escaped from his ordeal in Asia 
without being determined. He had to refuse to give up in the face 
of difficulty. But what he learned from that experience was to have 
less faith in the powers of his own determination and more faith in 
God. In short, he learned “that we should not trust in ourselves.” 
That’s not good motivational speaking, but it’s good theology.

Earnestness is not by any means everything; 
it is very often a subtle form of pious self-idolatry because it is 

obsessed with the method and not with the Master.

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

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

One OF liFe’s Marvels is the reDeMptive pOwer OF lOve. 
There probably aren’t many of us who haven’t experienced 

the difference it makes to know that somebody loves us. We can be 
discouraged and about to give up, but when we remind ourselves 
that there are those who love us, we find new hope.

Paul the apostle is a fascinating figure from many viewpoints, 
but one of the most interesting things about him is his motiva-
tion. We don’t have to wonder what caused him to work as hard 
and suffer as courageously as he did. It was, he said, “the love of 
Christ” that compelled, or constrained, him. The love of Christ 
governed his thinking and pulled his actions in the right direction.

But was Paul talking about Christ’s love for him or his love 
for Christ? I think he was talking about both, because it’s not re-
ally possible to separate the two. Christ’s love for us moved Him 
to die for our sins, and in response to that love, we love Him and 
live our lives for His sake. Christ died “that those who live should 
live no longer for themselves, but for Him who died for them.” 
That was the key to Paul’s motivation. Every move he made was 
an effort to show gratitude for the One who loved Him enough to 
die for him. And friend, if that motivation doesn’t move you, you 
can’t be moved. Motivation doesn’t get any stronger than that.

As long as we live in this world, we are going to have days 
of discouragement. We can’t fight on the front lines and not get 
wounded. But what a difference it makes to remember that Christ 
died for us! The thought that Somebody loved us like that can turn 
us around no matter what ditch the devil has dragged us into.

But there is a catch: we have to think about what Christ did 
for us. The redemptive, refreshing, strengthening power of that 
thought is not automatic. We have to think it. And not only do we 
have to think it, we have to let it have its proper effect on us. We 
have to go to the cross and get the point of what happened there.

If at any time you feel disposed again to say, “It is enough,” and that 
you can bear the burden of life no longer, do as Elijah did: flee into the 

silence of solitude, and sit under — not the juniper tree — but under that 
tree whereon the incarnate Son of God was made a curse for you.

F r i e D r i c h  w i l h e l M  k r u M M a c h e r



July 12

the Worst time to deCide

And Samuel said, “What have you done?” And Saul said, “When I saw 
that the people were scattered from me, and that you did not come within 

the days appointed, and that the Philistines gathered together at Michmash, 
then I said, ‘The Philistines will now come down on me at Gilgal, and I have 

not made supplication to the lOrD.’ Therefore I felt compelled, 
and offered a burnt offering.” 1 Samuel 13:11,12

when a MaJOr DecisiOn is asking tO be MaDe, there is a 
tiMe tO DeciDe anD a tiMe nOt tO DeciDe. The more impor-

tant the decision is, the more we need to be in our best frame of 
mind when we make it. So the very worst time to decide a major 
question is when we are fearful or discouraged or sorrowful.

Saul had not long been king when the Philistines attacked. 
He gathered his army to defend the land, but when the prophet 
Samuel did not come quickly, Saul went ahead and offered a sacri-
fice, begging the Lord for help. The problem was that Saul was not 
authorized to make such a sacrifice. He knew it was wrong, but 
when questioned about it, he explained the urgency of his need 
and said, “I felt compelled, and offered a burnt offering.” Under 
the power of a fearful emotion, he decided to do a sinful thing.

The devil is not our friend. We are told that he is a shrewd, 
malevolent enemy “seeking whom he may devour” (1 Peter 5:8). 
In his ongoing effort to destroy us, he likes nothing better than 
to frighten us, strip us of hope, and then pressure us into making 
major decisions while we’re in a desperate state of mind.

Emotions like fear, sorrow, and shame must be handled with 
special care. They make a very poor environment or context in 
which to make decisions. So when we’re being pressured by these 
emotions and a decision must be made that involves the possibility 
of committing sin, we must postpone the decision until the painful emo-
tion has lessened. The worst time to decide is when we’re hurting.

Of all the painful emotions, perhaps the worst is despair — 
the loss of hope. We all have desperate days, of course. That’s to be 
expected. But desperate decisions are dangerous, and so desperate 
days are the worst time to decide whether we’re going to yield to a 
temptation or say no to it. As an emotion, despair is not inherently 
sinful; in fact, it can do some useful things for us. But one thing it 
can’t do for us is tell us what course of action we ought to take.

Despair is an evil counselor.

s i r  w a l t e r  s c O t t
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turning from, turning to

But we are not of those who draw back to perdition, 
but of those who believe to the saving of the soul. 

Hebrews 10:39

as thOse whO have ObeyeD the gOspel OF christ, we have 
bOth an OlD liFe anD a new. We can think not only of what 

we turned “from” but also of what we turned “to.”
Our “turning from” needs to be decisive. When Paul wrote to the 

Galatians, some of whom were going back to their old lives, he 
said, “After you have known God, or rather are known by God, 
how is it that you turn again to the weak and beggarly elements, 
to which you desire again to be in bondage?” (Galatians 4:9). We 
need to burn our bridges behind us. For us, there is no going back.

Our “turning to” needs to be passionate. Nature abhors a vac-
uum, as the saying goes, and no matter how decisively we have 
rejected our sinful past, if that void is not filled with a passionate 
pursuit of something new and better, we’re in trouble. The old will 
come back all too quickly if we don’t lovingly and joyously throw 
ourselves into the quest for God and our eternal home with Him.

Depending on our personality and our past history, the things 
we want to move away from may furnish a more powerful mo-
tivation than the things we want to move toward. Most people 
are motivated by a combination of fear and hope, with one or the 
other predominating at various times. But all things considered, 
shouldn’t Christians think more of what’s ahead than of what’s be-
hind? “Forgetting those things which are behind and reaching for-
ward to those things which are ahead,” Paul said, “I press toward 
the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus” 
(Philippians 3:13,14). Our hope is in what we’ve turned toward.

As long as our lives last in this world, there is always the pos-
sibility of apostasy. But we need to be a people of genuine hope, 
eager to believe the best in others and in ourselves. As the Hebrew 
writer said, we are not “of those who draw back to perdition, but 
of those who believe to the saving of the soul.” So having turned 
from futility and death to salvation and life, let us be as passionate in 
what we pursue as we are decisive in what we reject.

A turn involves two things: it involves a terminus a quo 
and a terminus ad quem. It involves a turning from 

something and a turning to something.

w i l l i a M  b a r c l a y
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disqualifying ourselves By default

Therefore let it be known to you that the salvation of God 
has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will hear it! 

Acts 28:28

three Days aFter paul arriveD as a prisOner in rOMe, he 
calleD tOgether the leaDers OF the Jewish cOMMunity 

there. He told them that he was in prison for preaching to the 
Gentiles — and he warned them that he intended to keep preach-
ing to the Gentiles. If you won’t hear the gospel, he said, they will.

It certainly gave Paul no pleasure to think that most of his fel-
low Jews and former colleagues were rejecting the gospel (Romans 
9:1-5). But Paul understood that their rejection didn’t mean that 
the gospel wouldn’t go forward. There would be others who 
would receive it, and the Jews were hurting no one but themselves 
by refusing to accept the salvation that was being offered to them.

But what does that have to do with us? For one thing, it ought 
to have a sobering effect on our thinking. The gospel has to be 
accepted. While a few of the Jews persecuted the gospel, most of 
them simply did nothing, and if we do what they did about the 
gospel, then we will get the same results. In our present condition, 
we are under condemnation for our sins, and so the “default posi-
tion” is condemnation. Taking the course of least resistance always 
leads downhill, and doing nothing will get us nothing but hell.

But the situation of the Jews in the first century also ought to 
have a humbling effect on us. If we reject the gospel, we will be left, 
as they were, standing on the outside looking in while others enjoy 
salvation. God will have a people who accept Him, and it will be 
a great, numerous people — with or without us. Although it will 
grieve Him terribly, our Father will have to say to us, “Despite My 
efforts to save you, you have refused My offer. But know this: the 
same offer will be made to others, and they will accept it.”

Thankfully, the kingdom of God does not depend on any of 
us. It will stand no matter what we do, and God’s eternal pur-
poses will be accomplished even if God has to find a way to work 
around our lack of cooperation. But oh, what a tragedy if we are 
not present when the celebration of His triumph begins! What are 
we thinking if we default on our duties right now and disqualify 
ourselves from the heaven that so many others will enjoy?

The day will happen whether or not you get up.

J O h n  c i a r D i
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We Promised We’d reaCh forWard

I have kept the faith. 
2 Timothy 4:7

saving Faith invOlves three things: creDence in the truth, 
cOnFiDence in gOD, anD cOnstancy in Our cOMMitMent. 

We must finish what we started when we confessed our faith and 
were baptized into Christ, and we will be lost if we can’t say what 
Paul said at the end of his life: I have kept the faith.

Reaching forward is an important idea, and most people 
would say it’s a good thing to do. But I hear some folks talking 
about it as if it were optional. It is, however, anything but optional. 
When we obeyed the gospel, we committed ourselves to reaching 
forward. We made what amounted to a public promise to strive 
for heaven the rest of our lives. And if we ever quit doing that, 
we’ve broken the most important promise we ever made.

But the promise to keep the faith and to keep reaching for-
ward is like other promises in that it often ends up being harder to 
keep than we thought it would be at the time we made it. Even if 
we carefully “count the cost,” we can’t know all of what the future 
may entail. So our commitment to keep the faith is the signing of 
an open-ended contract: we must keep the faith . . . no matter what.

In the Scriptures, there is a steady emphasis on what we 
would call “following through.” Hear Paul, for example, urging 
the Corinthians to do as they said they would about the contribu-
tion for the needy saints in Jerusalem: “You also must complete the 
doing of it; that as there was a readiness to desire it, so there also 
may be a completion out of what you have” (2 Corinthians 8:11).

If we take God seriously, keeping our commitment to Him is 
going to involve some surprises. Some of these may be pleasant, 
but others will be difficult. (Imagine Abraham’s surprise the morn-
ing he got up and heard the Lord say, “I want you to sacrifice your 
son.”) But if the only promises we keep are the easy ones, what 
kind of character is that? When David asked, “lOrD, who may 
abide in Your tabernacle?” (Psalm 15:1), one of the answers was: 
“He who swears to his own hurt and does not change” (v.4). If you 
don’t know what that means, then try this translation: “He who 
stands by his pledge at any cost” (Jerusalem Bible).

Dependability: fulfilling what I agreed to do 
even though it requires unexpected sacrifices.

b i l l  g O t h a r D
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here Be dragons

And they commanded the people, saying, “When you see the ark 
of the covenant of the lOrD your God, and the priests, the Levites, bearing 
it, then you shall set out from your place and go after it. Yet there shall be a 
space between you and it, about two thousand cubits by measure. Do not 

come near it, that you may know the way by which you must go, 
for you have not passed this way before.” 

Joshua 3:3,4

i lOve Maps, anD the OlDer they are, the MOre they Fascinate 
Me. Especially intriguing to me are maps of the world made 

in ancient times by cartographers who knew little of the world 
beyond their own immediate area. These mapmakers would draw 
the territory that was known at the time, and beyond that, they 
would just leave blank space and write, “Here be dragons.” It was 
assumed that if territory lay beyond the bounds of current knowl-
edge, then dragons must surely dwell there, and any explorers 
who ventured into that mysterious zone should be on their guard.

Metaphorically speaking, there is a good deal of unknown 
“territory” in the lives of all of us. For example, the future lies 
off the edge of the map. Nobody has been there yet, and no one 
knows what that territory will be like. For all we know, “dragons” 
may dwell there. But even in the present, there are activities, en-
deavors, and experiences that lie beyond our present knowledge, 
and that which is unfamiliar often seems scary. Here be dragons!

If we are Christians, of course, God is our guide, so we don’t 
need to know what the territory is like through which we will 
pass. We only need to trust that He will see us through, possible 
dragons notwithstanding. No doubt He would say to us, as He 
said to Israel when they were about to cross the Jordan, that we 
should follow His lead, “for you have not passed this way before.”

But to my way of thinking, the thrill of the unknown is a great 
part of the joy of being a Christian. Yes, prudence counsels cau-
tion when we face the unknown, but faith counsels courage. Here 
be dragons, you say? Fine. I am eager to see them and, if need be, 
fight them. Whatever else it may be, life in Christ is never dull. Of 
all the adventures in this world, it is truly the Great Adventure.

Oh, the depths of the fathomless deep, 
Oh, the riddle and secret of things, 

And the voice through the darkness heard, 
And the rush of winnowing wings!

s i r  l e w i s  M O r r i s
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exPeCt the unexPeCted

So passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas. And a vision appeared to 
Paul in the night. A man of Macedonia stood and pleaded with him, saying, 
“Come over to Macedonia and help us.” Now after he had seen the vision, 

immediately we sought to go to Macedonia, concluding that the Lord 
had called us to preach the gospel to them. 

Acts 16:8-10

liFe wOulD be a Dreary business iF there were nO surprises. 
Getting our way all of the time and seeing things always turn 

out exactly as we planned would not be delightful; it would, in 
the end, be extremely tiresome. So it is really a blessing when God 
tears up our itineraries and requires a change of course. Paul had 
not planned to go to Macedonia, but he would be the first to say 
that going there was one of the best things he ever had to do.

We should expect the unexpected. When it turns out that God has 
something different for us than we expected, we shouldn’t behave 
as if some strange thing were happening to us. Unexpected turn-
ings in the pathway of life are the norm, not the exception, and it 
helps to live with the possibility of change always in our minds.

We should adjust to the unexpected. If we’ve ever sung the song 
“Trust and Obey,” we ought to be familiar with the concept of yield-
ing to the Lord’s will. When God’s will and our own plans are trying 
to occupy the same space at the same time, something has to give. 
Faith means we yield to Him, adjusting ourselves as needed.

We should give thanks for the unexpected. Yielding to changes 
that the Lord requires doesn’t have to be a matter of grudging 
acceptance. We can, if we choose, embrace the better path that 
the Lord has indicated, with gratitude for the change rather than 
resentment. After all, growth does come from change, doesn’t it?

What it comes down to is that we are the servants of God, and 
servants who can’t handle surprises don’t make very good ser-
vants. As long as God is our Master, we need not doubt that His 
next order is going to be good. It may be disruptive and incon-
venient, but it is going to be good nonetheless. So while we busy 
ourselves with our present “assignment,” may we eagerly await 
the next one the Master will give us. It may be very different than 
what we had in mind — and it may come at any minute!

The only way a servant can remain true to God is to be ready 
for the Lord’s surprise visits . . . This sense of expectation will give 

our life the attitude of childlike wonder He wants it to have.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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the next steP Can alWays Be taken

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

back in January, we cOnsiDereD that “the next step is al-
ways Our MOst iMpOrtant.” If our previous steps have been 

bad, then the next one is very critical. It will either stop the dam-
age and start us in a better direction, or it will make matters worse.

Today, let’s look at this same idea from a somewhat differ-
ent angle: not only is our next step important, but whatever is the 
next step we should take, it is always possible to take that step. 
We need to grasp this second point as clearly as we do the first. If 
I understood that my next step was critically important, but I be-
lieved that it required more of me than I could handle, I would be 
discouraged rather than encouraged. So I need to understand that, 
whatever step I should take, it will always be one that I can take.

God does not expect the impossible. As Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians, God’s expectations are “according to what one has, 
and not according to what he does not have.” The thing that we 
will be held accountable for is the choice we make among the 
alternatives that are available — not those that are unavailable.

If the next step that we should take seems impossible to us, we 
are probably looking at something bigger than the next step. We 
need to break that step down into smaller and smaller ones until 
we find something we are capable of doing. I can tell you, there 
are days when “writing the next page” in this book is more of a 
step than I can take. Even “outlining an idea for the next page” is 
more than I can handle. Sometimes I can do no more than get out a 
blank piece of paper and place it in front of me on the desk. But if 
that’s the biggest step that I can take, then I need to go ahead and 
take it. Indeed, nothing else can happen until I do the first thing.

So no matter how overwhelming the work to be done may 
seem, let us always be willing to begin. We don’t know what lies 
ahead, but for all practical purposes right now, we don’t need to 
know. Some things are worth beginning, even if we can’t see how 
they may be finished. So what we need is not more knowledge or 
ability but the courage to take the step that can be taken, the one 
that lies right in front of us. We need the courage to get started.

The journey of a thousand miles begins with one step.

l a O  t z u
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Why a good name matters so muCh

A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches, 
Loving favor rather than silver and gold. 

Proverbs 22:1

peOple whO have acquireD wisDOM unDerstanD that it’s iM-
pOrtant tO builD a gOOD naMe. If we could have riches or a 

good name, but not both, a good name would be the better choice.
At the very least, having a good name requires honesty, fair-

ness, and complete integrity. And we aren’t talking about “image” 
here. A good name means having these qualities, not pretending to 
have them. As Edward R. Murrow, the great World War II broad-
caster, said, “To be persuasive, we must be believable. To be be-
lievable, we must be credible. To be credible, we must be truthful.”

But having a good name also requires taking precautions 
against the appearance of wrongdoing. There is an old Chinese 
proverb that says, “Avoid suspicion. When you’re walking 
through your neighbor’s melon patch, don’t tie your shoe.” It 
takes not only a wise person to see the sense in that; it takes a per-
son who cares more about his name than about his rights.

But speaking of rights, having a good name also means yield-
ing our rights for the sake of things like love and mercy, and even 
courtesy and neighborliness. The person who insists on “doing his 
own thing,” regardless of how it impinges on others, is not going 
to have much credibility, even if he’s doing what is right from a 
technical standpoint. Paul wrote, “Do not let what is right for you 
become a matter of reproach” (Romans 14:16 TCNT).

But why does a good name matter so much? The answer is 
simple. If we are Christians, we bear the name of our Lord. In the 
eyes of the world, His reputation stands or falls with our own. To 
quote Paul once more, we are to “adorn the doctrine of God our 
Savior in all things” (Titus 2:10). So the issue here is evangelism, 
and the question is whether our reputation is helping or hurting 
the gospel. “What other people think of me is becoming less and 
less important; what they think of Jesus because of me is critical” 
(Cliff Richards). So Jesus Christ is why a good name matters so much.

That said, it’s also true that a reputation for integrity is a valu-
able thing for us to have personally. In fact, it’s worth a good deal 
more than the trinkets most people spend their time acquiring.

A good name keeps its brightness even in dark days.

l a t i n  p r O v e r b
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the day of our death is Coming

So teach us to number our days, 
That we may gain a heart of wisdom. 

Psalm 90:12

nOt Many things in this wOrlD are certain, but Death is 
One that is. For every one of us who is living today, the day 

of our death is coming. We may delay it, but we can’t avoid it.
There is one exception, of course, and that would be the pos-

sibility that the Lord might come back before we die. If we happen 
to be living at that time, we will enter upon our eternal destiny 
without having died physically (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18).

But if the Lord tarries, we will die. And since that is true, I be-
lieve it’s important for us to decide how we’re going to think about 
that reality. Like every other subject, our own death can be looked 
at from a variety of perspectives, some more comprehensive than 
others, and some more helpful than others. For example, is the fact 
that we must die a curse or a blessing, all things considered?

Surely, the answer to that question has much to do with 
whether or not we die in a right relationship with our Creator. But 
even among those who, through Christ, expect to live with God in 
eternity, there might be a difference of opinion about our mortality.

If mankind still lived in the sinlessness of Eden, physical im-
mortality would be a delightful, joyous prospect. But we don’t live 
in Eden, and in the world as it presently is, how many of us would 
really want to live much longer than the current human lifespan? 
If only a few of us could die and the rest had to live here forever, 
wouldn’t we see those who could die as the fortunate few?

From the vantage point of the faithful Christian, the day of 
one’s death is not such a bad day after all. In Christ, life in this 
world can be viewed as good (because it involves service in the 
noblest of causes), but death looks like an even better prospect. As 
Paul said, “To live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21).

But to look at death in this way, we must be ready to die. And 
to be ready to die, we must reckon realistically with the fact that 
the day of our death is coming. If you are like me, that is a very hard 
thing to reckon. We know it, but it just doesn’t seem real to us. “So 
teach us to number our days,” Moses prayed, “that we may gain a 
heart of wisdom.” May our own death be real to us . . . right now.

Everyone knows he will die, but no one wants to believe it.

J e w i s h  p r O v e r b
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the Wealth of god’s Wisdom

Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 
How unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past finding out! 

Romans 11:33

gOD’s wisDOM is an inexhaustible stOrehOuse OF riches. The 
wealth of what God knows is simply incalculable. It is “mar-

velous” in the literal sense of the word: it causes us to marvel.
Think about the sea for a moment. Imagine a sea where the 

water was crystal clear. You could look into it, but you couldn’t see 
the bottom. You could look as far as the horizon, but you couldn’t 
see across it. The sea is vast beyond our imagination — and so is 
God. As John Ruskin said, “The infinity of God is not mysterious, 
it is only unfathomable — not concealed, but incomprehensible. It 
is a clear infinity — the darkness of the pure, unsearchable sea.”

But does this make any practical difference as far as we are 
concerned? I believe it should. Anything that produces awe and 
wonder in us is important. A greater love for God is engendered by 
meditating on the riches of His wisdom, as are praise and worship. 
Humility comes from seeing the great gap between His knowledge 
and our own. And trust is the product of seeing that God knows all 
that needs to be known, even when our knowledge falls short.

Is there not a sense in which our minds should be attracted to 
the wealth of God’s wisdom? We should be fascinated by it, drawn 
to it, pulled in by its power and majesty. What right-thinking 
person could get a glimpse of God’s wisdom and not be moved to 
meditate upon it and contemplate it? If “reaching forward” is an 
idea that appeals to us at all, then here is something truly worth 
reaching for. Learning and growing and knowing more of the 
mind of God is the great goal before us. We can never learn it all, 
but the more we learn, the more we will want to learn.

It is in Jesus Christ, of course, that we have our greatest op-
portunity to learn of God. I say “opportunity” because we won’t 
learn if we don’t choose to be receptive. But let’s avail ourselves 
of the opportunity. If not, we shall hear the Son say, “Have I been 
with you so long, and yet you have not known Me?” (John 14:9).

Every passage in the history of our Lord and Savior is of 
unfathomable depth and affords inexhaustible matter for contemplation. 

All that concerns him is infinite, and what we first discern is but 
the surface of that which begins and ends in eternity.

J O h n  h e n r y  n e w M a n



July 22
on Being Battle-ready

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

liFe in christ can be DescribeD anD DiscusseD in Many ways. 
Many different metaphors are used in the Scriptures to illus-

trate the Christian’s experience, and one of the most vivid of these 
is “warfare.” While the Christian’s life is one of peace, it is also one 
of conflict, and it is extremely important to understand this.

Being naive about the conflictual side of Christianity is noth-
ing short of dangerous. We have a powerful Adversary who is in-
tent on destroying us, and we need to have our eyes wide open to 
the reality of what we’re up against. Hence the Scriptures speak of 
our need to be sober-minded, alert, and vigilant (1 Thessalonians 
5:8; 1 Peter 5:8). This world is being fought over, and living in it is 
a high-stakes affair. There is much to be gained by those who are 
paying attention — and much to be lost by those who aren’t.

We also need to be filled with knowledge and wisdom. The 
warfare in which we are engaged is an ideological struggle be-
tween truth and untruth. Without mental preparedness there is no 
winning this war — indeed there is no surviving it. So we need to 
know God’s word and understand the truth by which we may be 
saved. Granted, some of us enjoy reading and studying and think-
ing more than others, but even if we’re not inclined in that direc-
tion, there is a certain amount of truth that we must master. If we 
don’t, we’ll be casualties in the warfare in which we’re engaged.

But in addition to knowledge, we also need courage. Fighting 
on the Lord’s side is not for the fainthearted but for the daring. 
And we must understand one important fact: courage does not 
mean not being afraid; it means that we go ahead and do whatever 
needs to be done, despite our fear. In the face of fear, God would 
say to us, “Be courageous, be strong” (1 Corinthians 16:13 RSV).

Day to day, we need to be braced for action. The clash between 
God and His foes is going to impact our lives, so let us not be sur-
prised. Let us expect that some fighting will have to be done.

Recognizing that our cause is, and will be, combated by mighty, determined 
and relentless forces, we will, trusting in him who is the Prince of Peace, 

meet argument with argument, misjudgment with patience, denunciations 
with kindness, and all our difficulties and dangers with prayer.

F r a n c e s  e l i z a b e t h  c a r O l i n e  w i l l a r D
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Jeremiah

I would comfort myself in sorrow; 
My heart is faint in me. 

Jeremiah 8:18

JereMiah, the great prOphet, Ought tO be an encOurage-
Ment tO thOse whO suFFer anD thOse whO sOrrOw. He was 

the brokenhearted prophet, the man who drew the assignment of 
delivering God’s message of doom to Jerusalem in its last days. 
Jeremiah loved God, but he also loved God’s people, sinful though 
they were. Having a sensitive heart, he could not have done his 
duty without weeping at the tragedy of sin. By his faithfulness to 
what was right, and also by his sympathy for his peers, he shows 
us that there is a higher calling than the call to happiness.

Modern people tend to think that if they’re not happy, there 
must be something wrong with them. We pursue the happy, “well-
adjusted” personality as the summum bonum, the ultimate good. 
But mere happiness is a questionable priority even in secular mat-
ters, and it is certainly not the primary object of religion.

Listen to this penetrating comment by Malcolm Muggeridge 
on the pursuit of happiness: “Of all the different purposes set 
before mankind, the most disastrous is surely ‘the pursuit of hap-
piness,’ slipped into the American Declaration of Independence 
along with ‘life and liberty’ as an unalienable right . . . Happiness 
is like a young deer, fleet and beautiful. Hunt him, and he becomes 
a poor frantic quarry; after the kill, a piece of stinking flesh.”

Things like happiness, ease, and pleasure are fine, but it is 
not always possible to have them while we’re “on the job.” Now is 
the time for work. Now is the time for struggle against sin. As we 
faithfully enter into the various assignments the Lord has for us, 
we should expect to be assailed with sorrows and uncertainties. It 
is perfectly natural to respond to the difficulties of our duty like 
Jeremiah: with a broken heart. So let us have a higher goal than 
being “well-adjusted.” Let us have the goal of truth — at all costs.

Jeremiah refutes the popular, modern notion that the end of religion is an 
integrated personality, freed of its fears, its doubts, and its frustrations. 

Certainly Jeremiah was no integrated personality. It is doubtful if to the end 
of his tortured existence he ever knew the meaning of the word peace . . . The 
summons of faith is neither to an integrated personality nor to the laying by 
of all questions, but to the dedication of the personality — with all its fears 

and questions — to its duty and destiny under God.

J O h n  b r i g h t
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indePendent faith

At my first defense no one stood with me, but all forsook me. 
2 Timothy 4:16

paul May have been DisappOinteD at tiMes when nO One 
stOOD with hiM, but he stOOD strOng anyway. He wasn’t ar-

rogant or egotistical, and like any of us, he needed the support of 
friends, but his faith was an independent faith. He knew in whom 
he believed (2 Timothy 1:12), and he knew how to stand alone.

The content of our faith. These days, many of us are guilty of 
drifting with the prevailing winds. We get our beliefs, if not from 
the majority, at least from that segment of society that we person-
ally see as being “cool” or “sophisticated” or “broad-minded” or 
whatever. Despite our talk of independence, very few of us would 
be willing to believe something different than what is believed by 
those who matter to us, however many or few they may be.

The strength of our faith. On rare occasions, we may part with 
our peers, but we don’t do so very strongly or vocally. Not wish-
ing to be thought odd or eccentric, we keep our divergent beliefs 
to ourselves, avoiding at all costs the charge of being “dogmatic.” 
Unlike Paul, who would speak up boldly for whatever the truth 
was, whether anyone stood with him or not, we often test which 
way the wind is blowing before we take a strong position.

The steadfastness of our faith. Sometimes life calls upon us to 
make a hard choice: when others are falling by the wayside, do 
we keep going or do we join the crowd and give up? In any test of 
endurance, the hardest thing to endure is the sight of those around 
us not enduring. And so our faith often fails us simply because 
the faith of others is failing them. Yet there is a better way. We can 
believe what we believe, with a strength born of our own convic-
tions, and run the race to the finish, even if we run alone.

True faith can be a lonely experience. At any given moment, 
we may or may not have the support of those whose approval and 
help are important to us. When we don’t have that support, we 
must be prepared to stand anyway. Following our conscience, we 
may be led into some very lonely territory. But listen to me: there 
are far worse things in this world than mere loneliness.

Believe to the end, even if all men go astray and 
you are left the only one faithful; bring your offering 

even then and praise God in your loneliness.

F e O D O r  D O s t O e v s k y
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muCh more than mere safety

Have I not commanded you? Be strong and of good courage; 
do not be afraid, nor be dismayed, for the lOrD your God 

is with you wherever you go. 
Joshua 1:9

DOes the terM “cOnservative” have a pOsitive Or a nega-
tive cOnnOtatiOn tO yOu? The word means “tending to 

conserve” and indicates a wish to preserve or protect that which is 
presently being held. A conservative approach to something is an 
approach that wishes to maximize safety and minimize risk. And 
whether conservatism is good or bad depends on the nature and 
relative value of what a person is trying to conserve.

Conservatism is a good thing when it prompts us to protect 
valuable things that should not be thrown away. But there is a 
danger: conservatism often causes us to make safety our main pri-
ority in situations where other values should be given higher rank.

Imagine a baseball player who has reached first base and is 
considering whether to steal second base on the next pitch. Will 
he take the risk or will he play it safe and stay on first base? He 
shouldn’t take the risk foolishly, of course, but the worst thing he 
could possibly do is try to have it both ways at once. No player in 
the world can reach second base with one foot still safely on first.

In our lives as Christians, there is more to think about than 
mere safety. There will be times when we need to put ourselves at 
risk, moving at the Lord’s bidding into territory that is dangerous. 
At such times, we can leave safety behind in the confidence that 
the Lord will be with us every step of the way and help us with 
whatever difficulties may arise. God never commands anything 
that He doesn’t make it possible for us to do, so He would say to 
us as He said to Joshua, “Be strong and of good courage.”

We need to have a greater and grander vision of our lives in 
the Lord. We need to aspire to more than coziness and comfort in 
this world. The really good things almost always lie outside our 
comfort zones, and yes, they do involve risk. But a life without 
any risk is a life without any accomplishment, so let’s quit putting 
such a premium on safety. In the Lord, much more is possible than 
our safety-conscious thoughts have ever dared to imagine.

Vision encompasses vast vistas outside the realm 
of the predictable, the safe, the expected.

c h a r l e s  r .  s w i n D O l l
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no day ever Comes BaCk

I must work the works of Him who sent Me while it is day; 
the night is coming when no one can work. 

John 9:4

it is interesting that, in taking huMan FOrM, the lOrD OF 
heaven anD earth subMitteD hiMselF tO the cOnFines OF 

space anD tiMe. The infinite God allowed Himself to be limited by 
time-bound considerations. The work that Jesus came to do had to 
be done during the “day,” because “night is coming when no one 
can work.” Not even the Son of God had an unlimited number of 
days in which to do His work. Each day had to be used wisely.

It is a serious thing to “waste time.” Time isn’t a physical com-
modity, of course, and so we speak of “spending” or “wasting” 
time only metaphorically. But the metaphor is powerful. Time is 
the “stuff” of life, and to waste the present day is to throw away 
the only life that is really ours. “He who neglects the present mo-
ment throws away all he has” (Johann Friedrich von Schiller).

With regard to the preciousness of the present moment, you 
have probably observed that people go to two opposite extremes. 
Obsessed with not wasting any instant, some people rush through 
life with a frantic urgency bordering on panic. Others have the 
exact opposite problem: they slouch through life as if time were an 
unlimited resource and there was no need to get in a hurry about 
anything. Both extremes are harmful and counterproductive.

What is needed is an attitude that sees time as a resource over 
which we’ve been made stewards. This treasure has been com-
mitted to us with the understanding that we are to use it to the 
best possible advantage, and that we will eventually have to give 
account for our stewardship. Neither frantic urgency nor lazy pro-
crastination will produce good results. It is a wholesome blend of 
wisdom and self-discipline that uses today as it should be used.

If we fail to use well today’s opportunities, there may be some 
other ones tomorrow that we can use — but they will be different 
opportunities. Once lost, today’s possibilities can never be re-
gained. And whatever is lost, by just that much we will have failed 
to glorify God as fully as we could have. We don’t have so many 
days coming to us that we can afford to be wasteful. And not only 
that, each day is unique. Today — this day — won’t ever be back.

Consider that this day ne’er dawns again.

D a n t e  a l i g h i e r i
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as the days go By

The glory of young men is their strength, 
And the splendor of old men is their gray head. 

Proverbs 20:29

each Day that passes leaves us One Day OlDer. Life happens 
to move in one direction only: from younger to older. But is 

that good or bad? Contrary to the assumptions of our youth-cen-
tered culture, I believe that advancing age should not be thought 
of in totally negative or unwelcome terms. While the glory of 
young men is their strength, the splendor of old men is their gray 
head. Doesn’t the word “splendor” suggest something positive?

Most people probably look at old age as an unfortunate 
leaving behind of youth. But why can’t we change the metaphor? 
Rather than “leaving behind,” why can’t we see it as “building 
upon”? If we see the strength, beauty, and joy of youth as a foun-
dation, we can look at age as building an edifice that is far more 
valuable and impressive than the foundation would be by itself.

Last week, I had the privilege of spending the better part of 
two days with James Finney in Colorado Springs, Colorado. At 
ninety-two years of age, James is a wonder. He drove me around 
the countryside, talked with me about spiritual priorities, sug-
gested books that I was not familiar with, shared insights into the 
Scriptures that had not occurred to me, and even took me to the 
gym where he works out every morning. I have known and loved 
him for many years, but I really love him now, having seen him up 
close and in action. Truly, here is a man who is reaching forward — 
not only to heaven but also to his utmost usefulness in this world.

From several important perspectives, the last stage of our so-
journ should be considered the prime of life. Yes, the physical and 
mental disabilities that often arise can alter the level of our activity 
and take much of the happiness out of life. As we near the end, 
there are some unique challenges and difficulties to be dealt with. 
But be that as it may, the years of our greatest maturity should be 
the culmination of what we have learned and done. Autumn is not 
the downside of spring — it is the fruition of spring.

Time converts knowledge into wisdom, energies spent into 
experience gained. Time leaves us richer for what we have had. 

And time thoughtfully permits us to use the fire of youth to drive 
the energies of age. We can be young and old at the same time.

s i D n e y  g r e e n b e r g



July 28

faith, hoPe, and PatienCe

These 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 . . . But now they desire 
a better, that is, a heavenly country. Therefore God is not ashamed to be 
called their God, for He has prepared a city for them. Hebrews 11:13,16

prOMises are interesting things, anD the prOMises OF gOD 
are the MOst interesting OF all. Promises always have to do 

with the future. They create an expectancy, a forward-looking at-
titude toward some event that is not yet a reality but only an idea. 
Consider how the three great virtues — faith, hope, and patience 
— work together to determine our response to God’s promises.

Faith. The virtue of faith determines our “intellectual” re-
sponse. It means we believe that God’s promises will be kept, that 
whatever God has predicted will come to pass just as He has said. 
It involves more than a merely intellectual processing of informa-
tion, of course, but even so, it is an act of the intellect. When God 
says, “This is going to happen,” we must trust His prediction.

Hope. Based on the faith that God’s promises can be counted 
on, hope makes an “emotional” response to those promises. It 
fervently longs for those promises to be fulfilled. In the confidence 
that whatever God brings to pass, or even allows to come to pass, 
will be better than any other possible scenario, we eagerly antici-
pate the fulfillment of His promises. So we don’t merely accept the 
realities that God brings about — we embrace them joyfully.

Patience. With this virtue, we come to a “volitional” response 
to God’s promises. Volition has to do with our will, and so patience 
means we exercise the power of our will to obey God faithfully 
while we are waiting for His promises to come to pass. This is not 
easy to do, especially since we are looking forward to them with 
such eagerness and since the conditions in which we have to wait 
are so painful. When our hearts cry out “How long, O Lord?” and 
God says “Not yet,” we must make the choice to be patient.

Faith and hope are important, obviously, but without patience 
all is lost. Since the beginning of time, many have put their faith in 
God, and some even their hope. But few have had the patience to 
wait until He is ready to make all things beautiful . . . in His time.

God makes a promise; faith believes it, hope 
anticipates it, patience quietly awaits it.

a n O n y M O u s
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the indisPensaBle faCt

And if Christ is not risen, then our preaching is empty 
and your faith is also empty. 

1 Corinthians 15:14

FunDaMentals are . . . well, FunDaMentally iMpOrtant. And 
the most fundamental truth of Christianity is the resurrection 

of Jesus Christ. As John S. Whale expressed it, “The Gospels do 
not explain the resurrection; the resurrection explains the Gospels. 
Belief in the resurrection is not an appendage to the Christian 
faith; it is the Christian faith.” The resurrection is the indispensable 
fact of the gospel. Without it, the gospel is not good news. It is not 
even helpful religious philosophy. It is simply nonsense.

So we must come to grips with the question of whether the 
resurrection actually took place or not. The New Testament docu-
ments allege it to have happened, and we must decide whether we 
find the allegation credible. But how shall we decide? Is it merely 
a matter of personal preference? No, we are jurors listening to 
evidence in the most important trial that has ever taken place — 
and the evidence is the testimony of the New Testament itself. The 
primary witness is on the stand. Our job is to listen to the witness 
carefully, desiring only one thing: to reach the right conclusion.

Of course, we must listen not only to the witness but to the 
cross-examination. But having heard the claims of the witness and 
the critics of those claims, our job is to render a verdict. Do we 
believe the primary witness or not? Is the truth being told?

It may be hard work to make up our minds whether to believe 
the testimony of the New Testament to the resurrection, but the 
one thing we must not do is say that what really happened is not 
important. This is a question with the highest possible stakes: it 
is nothing less than a matter of our own life and death. So let us 
work our way through the transcript of this most important trial 
and take the time we need to deliberate about our verdict. But 
having thought about it, let us take a firm position one way or the 
other. The witness is either telling the truth or lying. Which is it?

If you are irrevocably committed to the proposition that it would 
have been impossible for Christ to triumph over death, you may as well 
quit fiddling around the fringes of Christianity, because, as Paul bluntly 

said, the whole thing stands or falls on the fact of the Resurrection. Either 
it happened, or it didn’t, and if it didn’t, Christianity is a gigantic fraud, 

and the sooner we are quit of it, the better.

l O u i s  c a s s e l s



July 30
the very Worst kind of Weariness

Therefore, to him who knows to do good 
and does not do it, to him it is sin. 

James 4:17

what is the activity that Makes yOu the tireDest? I would 
like to suggest that most of us are made the tiredest not by 

activity but by the avoidance of activity. We are worn out by the 
constant pressure of what we don’t do. After all, procrastination is 
a very hard road to travel — its emotional toll is exceedingly high.

It’s a serious sin to do something that God has said “thou 
shalt not” do, but it’s also a serious sin to run away from a “thou 
shalt.” And unfortunately, many of us spend a good part of our 
lives doing that. We aren’t necessarily rebellious; we’re just a bit 
lazy. We just don’t get around to obeying God very quickly.

Procrastination is a common failing, and we often joke about 
it. But if what we’re procrastinating is something we know God 
expects us to do, that is no laughing matter. We have no guarantee 
of tomorrow, and the opportunity to complete our obedience may 
run out sooner than we expect. But in any case, we insult God by 
postponing His requirements as if they were unimportant.

The simple statement of James is one of the most challenging 
in the New Testament: “Therefore, to him who knows to do good 
and does not do it, to him it is sin.” When we see there is some-
thing God would want us to do, we come under an obligation to 
do it, and to fail to do it is a sin. I would go even further: to delay 
to do it is a sin. Yes, it’s a sin that we all commit at times, but that 
doesn’t make it any less serious. It’s not a thing to giggle about.

Don’t you remember how good you felt the last time you 
finally did something you had been putting off for a long time? 
That wonderful feeling of relief came from the lifting of a heavy 
burden that you had been carrying for a long time. And you prob-
ably didn’t realize how tired the avoidance of your duty had been 
making you until you finally did what was needed and the burden 
was removed. So think of the duties you’ve been avoiding: they’re 
a big bag of rocks you’ve been dragging around all this time. 
Wouldn’t it be nice to do what you should do and not have to drag 
that burden around any longer? You know it would.

Nothing is so fatiguing as the eternal 
hanging on of an incompleted task.

w i l l i a M  J a M e s
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taking time to think

Meditate on these things; give yourself entirely to them, 
that your progress may be evident to all. 

1 Timothy 4:15

spiritual grOwth requires taking tiMe tO think abOut the 
things OF greater iMpOrtance. We are doers, most of us, but 

we can’t always be doing, doing, doing — there comes a time 
when we have to think about our doing. Socrates said it at his trial 
a very long time ago, but it is still true, even if he wasn’t talking 
about spiritual things: the unexamined life is not worth living.

Here are three things we need to take the time to think about.
What is happening. Events can rush by us so rapidly that we 

hardly take conscious note of them. But there is a great value in 
training ourselves to notice what is happening with minds that are 
wide awake. Especially with the good things that happen, we need 
to relish them. We need to enjoy the fact that we are enjoying them.

The significance of what is happening. Nothing happens that 
does not have some meaning. Granted, some things have a larger 
significance than others, but we will hardly be able to tell the dif-
ference without doing some thinking. If we’re not paying atten-
tion, we’ll miss the meaning of even the biggest occurrences.

The connection of what is happening to the unchanging principles of 
God’s truth. All of us “see” what is happening through some kind 
of “lens” or “filter.” To the extent that we’ve learned God’s word, 
that will become the lens through which we look at everything 
that takes place. And the longer we live, the more we’ll be able to 
make the connection God wants us to make between the timeless 
principles of His word and the time-bound events around us.

It goes without saying that it is hard to take time to think. In 
this age of the world, life unfolds at an increasingly hectic pace, 
and so many duties press upon us that we can’t attend to them all, 
let alone sit down and think. But there is an irony here. The less 
time we have to think, the more we need to think! So I recommend 
to you my discovery: I’ve found that I need an hour each day just to 
think — except on extremely busy days, when I’ve found I need two.

Remind me each day that the race is not always to the swift and that 
there is more to life than increasing its speed . . . Slow me down, Lord, 

and inspire me to send my roots deep into the soil of life’s enduring 
values, that I may grow toward the stars of my greater destiny.

O .  l .  c r a i n
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don’t Be imPeded By the imPossiBle

Then he who had received the one talent came and said, “Lord, I knew 
you to be a hard man, reaping where you have not sown, and gathering 
where you have not scattered seed. And I was afraid, and went and hid 

your talent in the ground. Look, there you have what is yours.” 
Matthew 25:24,25

Fear anD priDe are FactOrs in Our DecisiOns MOre OFten 
than we like tO aDMit. Some of our duties seem overwhelm-

ing. Some of our tasks seem impossible. And so we do nothing. 
Fearing failure, we fail to act at all. But like the unfaithful servant 
who was rebuked for having done nothing with his master’s 
money, we may hear our Lord’s rebuke for what we didn’t do.

When it comes to our work in the Lord, there is a parallel to 
the point Paul makes in 1 Corinthians 10:13 concerning tempta-
tion. There, the apostle says there will always be a “way of es-
cape.” Similarly, when we face any responsibility, there will always 
be something we can do that will be worth doing.

Sometimes in life, it can be helpful to step back and look at 
the big picture. But there are other times when that would be a 
discouraging and unhelpful thing to do. It may look comprehen-
sive, but the big picture can also look intimidating, and when the 
totality of what has to be done seems so huge as to be impossible, 
we need to dismiss the impossibilities from our minds and just 
concentrate on the small, doable tasks that lie right before us.

Anytime we have to make a decision about what to do, we 
need to remember that we are accountable. In the end, we will be 
judged. But it’s not for the things we could not have done that we 
will answer; it’s for those that we could. We will be examined as to 
the choices we made between the alternatives that were open to us.

There is a bit of the perfectionist in all of us, I think. At times, 
we won’t stoop to doing a job at all if we think we can’t do it at an 
extremely high level of excellence. But look at the good that doesn’t 
get done in the Lord’s work with that kind of attitude. It really is 
true that the enemy of the good is often the best. If our effort is 
going to fall somewhere along the “good-better-best” continuum, 
let’s not allow the impossibility of the “best” to keep us from going 
ahead and doing a deed that would be “good.” If we will do the 
good that we can do, the best will usually take care of itself.

Do not let what you cannot do interfere with what you can do.

J O h n  w O O D e n
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on haPPiness: Big and little

The lines have fallen to me in pleasant places; 
Yes, I have a good inheritance. 

Psalm 16:6

DO yOu think DaviD experienceD Much OF what we MODern 
peOple call “happiness”? In many respects his life was a 

hard one, filled with terrible uncertainty and great sorrow. And 
yet, he could say, “The lines have fallen to me in pleasant places.” 
Now certainly, any person who has a right relationship with the 
Lord can say this, regardless of their outward circumstances. But I 
have a hunch that David knew a good deal about the happiness of 
life “under the sun” as well as the joy of life “beyond the sun.”

Many of us think we can’t be happy at all if the “big” things in 
life aren’t all lined up just exactly right: health, wealth, marriage, 
children, friends, and so forth. If any of these major departments 
of life are giving us trouble, we suppose that all hope of happiness 
must be given up. We don’t want any of it if we can’t have it all.

But David strikes me as a man who would have found hap-
piness in many of the little things in life, even when there was 
hardship in his big circumstances. David would have known the 
pleasure of sunrises, sunsets, clouds, and the cool breeze on his 
face. He would have known the banter of comrades around a 
campfire. He would have known the whistle of old men at their 
work. He would have known the laughter of children at their play.

Think of happiness the same way you think of growth. For 
organic beings, growth is something that takes place in incre-
ments so tiny that you can’t see them. If I asked you whether you 
were growing, you might not see yourself growing by leaps and 
bounds. But in reality, you might be growing more than you think 
you are, based on the many little changes that you haven’t been 
paying much attention to. Similarly, many of us may be happier 
than we think we are, based on the abundance in our lives of the 
little things that happiness is really made out of.

No doubt we’d all like to have as much as we can of both 
kinds of happiness, the big and the little. But let’s not despise the 
little sources of happiness. Let’s not miss what is available to us.

The happiness of life is made up of minute fractions — the little soon 
forgotten charities of a kiss or smile, a kind look, a heartfelt compliment, and 

the countless infinitesimals of pleasurable and genial feelings.

s a M u e l  t a y l O r  c O l e r i D g e
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WhiCh shall We Choose?

Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our outward 
man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day by day. 

2 Corinthians 4:16

there is nO questiOn whether suFFering will change us Or 
nOt; the Only questiOn is hOw it will change us. What the 

change will be depends on our response — and in the final analy-
sis, there are only three basic ways that people respond to suffering.

Passivity. Some people see themselves as little more than 
the passive victims of whatever happens to them. Unwilling to 
acknowledge any responsibility for their own actions or any free-
dom to choose their response, these individuals are at the mercy of 
their surroundings and their circumstances. They don’t really live 
their lives; their lives are “being lived” for them by outside forces.

Bitterness. Unfortunately, the passive mentality of the victim 
often degenerates into something even worse: a resentment that 
life should be so unkind and so unfair. In such cases, pain and suf-
fering come to be the source of bitterness and anger. The fortunate 
few who are happy are resented, and God Himself may even be 
complained against for His cruel mismanagement of the universe.

Transformation. This response is radically different from either 
passivity or bitterness. It is the response which says, “I will do the 
best I can to do whatever is right, and I will respond to suffering 
with the dignity of a person made in God’s image.” When our 
chosen response is to trust God and obey Him, pain changes us for 
the better. Even while “perishing,” we are “renewed day by day.”

When we look at the kind of people we are now as opposed to 
the kind of people we used to be, we all see a difference, a contrast 
between “before” and “after.” We’ve either grown upward or down-
ward. And the difference between those who’ve grown upward 
and those who’ve grown downward is not that some have suf-
fered and others have not. In one way or another, all have suffered. 
But those who have grown toward God are those who, when 
faced with suffering, have chosen the upward path rather than the 
downward. Transformation to greater glory is always a choice.

Pain and suffering produce a fork in the road. It is not possible 
to remain unchanged. To let others or circumstances dictate your future 
is to have chosen. To allow pain to corrode your spirit is to have chosen. 

And to be transformed into the image of Christ by these difficult 
and trying circumstances is to have chosen.

t i M  h a n s e l
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sloWly But surely

Therefore do not cast away your confidence, which has great reward. 
For you have need of endurance, so that after you have done the 

will of God, you may receive the promise . . . 
Hebrews 10:35,36

what the hebrew writer saiD is certainly true OF all OF 
us: we have neeD OF enDurance. We may enjoy some of our 

days in this world, but others we must simply endure. And even 
the enjoyable days must be “endured” while we wait for the best 
day of all: the day of our Lord’s final appearing (Hebrews 9:28).

Patience is a wonderful quality in general, but I think we 
sometimes need to be more patient with ourselves. In regard to 
our spiritual growth, we expect too much too soon, and we find 
ourselves developing a crabby, ill-tempered disposition. “After all 
the effort I’ve put into it, why aren’t things getting any better?” But we 
should understand that as long as our earthly pilgrimage lasts, 
we will never be anything more than “on the way” to our destina-
tion. Or to change the illustration, we will never be anything more 
than “works in progress.” We see the need for patience with other 
people — why can’t we be more patient with ourselves?

It helps to be reminded that growth, whether physical or spir-
itual, is an “incremental” process. An increment is a small change 
in something, so small as to be barely perceptible. And that’s how 
growth usually occurs: by small changes. So what we must do is 
patiently make regular investments in our growth, trusting that 
the result will be seen later, even if we can’t see it right now.

“My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various tri-
als, 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). Isn’t it interesting that 
James says we must let patience have its perfect work? We can go 
through all the growth-producing events in the world and not be 
profited by them if we give up before the process is complete.

But we must make sure patience with the process of growth 
does not turn into complacency. We must accept the fact that growth 
doesn’t take place very quickly right now, but we must never toler-
ate the fact of no growth — for not to be growing is to be dying.

Be not afraid of growing slowly, 
be afraid only of standing still.

c h i n e s e  p r O v e r b
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god Writes the story

When they asked him to stay a longer time with them, he did not 
consent, but took leave of them, saying, “I must by all means keep 

this coming feast in Jerusalem; but I will return again to you, 
God willing.” And he sailed from Ephesus. 

Acts 18:20,21

paul haD wishes anD MaDe plans, as we all DO, but his 
plans were always tentative. What he wanted to happen 

was always contingent on what God’s will turned out to be. “I 
will return again to you,” he said to the people in Ephesus, “God 
willing.” Paul had turned everything about his life and work over 
to God, and having done that, he really believed that whatever 
happened to him was God’s will. So he had ideas now and then, 
but he would wait to see how God would write the actual story.

In these latter days, God does not speak personally and 
directly to us; He speaks to us through His written word. So we 
would not expect audible messages directly from God explaining 
to us what His will is for our personal lives. Yet we do not need to 
receive such messages. If we have committed ourselves to Him, 
we can trust that whatever comes our way is coming from Him.

And bear in mind that this includes the obstacles as well as the 
opportunities. When we turn everything over to God and ask Him 
to set the agenda for us completely, some of the agenda that He sets 
will involve pain and suffering. He knows we need some difficulty, 
and He loves us too much to protect us from what we need. So 
we may face some situations and ask, “How could this have come 
from God?” But more good than we realize may come from the 
“useless” and “unpromising” situations that He puts us into.

In all cases, we must trust that the story of our lives is being 
written by God — and we should be content with the story as He 
writes it. There will be unexpected turns in the plot. There will be 
unwelcome events, at least from our perspective. The true story 
may turn out to be very different from the scenario of our dreams.

But my friends, let us resist the temptation to take the pen out 
of God’s hand and write the story ourselves. Let us rather wait 
and see how it all comes out. “It is good that one should hope and 
wait quietly for the salvation of the lOrD” (Lamentations 3:26).

God engineers our circumstances as he did those of his Son; all we 
have to do is to follow where he places us. The majority of us are busy 

trying to place ourselves. God alters things while we wait for him.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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resting in god’s sovereignty

Who has directed the Spirit of the lOrD, 
Or as His counselor has taught Him? 

Isaiah 40:13

tO say that gOD is “sOvereign” is tO say that he exercises 
supreMe, perManent authOrity. We might say that God is in 

control of His creation, but that would be putting it mildly. God 
is the Creator of all else that exists. Nothing can happen that He 
does not cause to happen or permit to happen. And this thought of 
God’s sovereignty ought to be a consoling, reassuring thought.

One of the most important concepts in the Scriptures is that of 
“committing” ourselves to God. Paul spoke of that which he had 
“committed” to God (2 Timothy 1:12). When suffering, Jesus “com-
mitted” Himself to God (1 Peter 2:23). And when we suffer, we are 
to “commit” our souls to God, “as to a faithful Creator” (1 Peter 
4:19). The idea is that of entrusting everything to God, holding 
nothing back. And the assumption is that God will take what we 
have committed to Him and manage it all to His glory.

When we do that — commit everything to Him — look at 
how many things we no longer have to worry about. What is going 
to happen? We don’t have to know. Will what happens work out for the 
best? We can assume that it will. How can I control what happens to 
make sure it is good? Control is no longer an issue. In all these ways, 
committing ourselves to God is a freeing, liberating experience.

But sometimes we forget. Sometimes we lapse back into our 
old managerial role, inquiring into the secrets of God’s working 
and offering helpful suggestions as to the betterment of life on 
planet earth. At such times, we need to remember Deuteronomy 
29:29: “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.” The fact that certain 
things are none of our business is not meant to insult us; it’s meant 
to free us from concerns that are unnecessary for us to have.

The role of the Creator is radically different from the role of 
the creature. As creatures, our role is to “trust and obey,” and that 
is quite enough to keep us busy. As for God, we can always rest in 
His sovereignty, knowing that He will do His work very well.

Keep your heart with all diligence and 
God will look after the universe.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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fully emBraCing god’s Will

Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might. 
Ecclesiastes 9:10

as each new Day reveals tO us what gOD’s will is, we neeD 
tO thrOw Ourselves whOlehearteDly intO whatever wOrk 

the lOrD sets beFOre us. If we are Christians, then the adage 
“Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might” applies 
to us in a unique way. If we’ve submitted ourselves totally to the 
Lord, then what our “hand finds to do” will never be anything but 
what He wills for us to do (Colossians 3:17). Consequently, we can 
give our best to every single task the Lord puts on our “desk.”

When we commit ourselves unreservedly to the Lord, what 
we are asking Him to do, in effect, is show us the path He wants 
us to follow, on the understanding that we will follow wherever 
He leads and do whatever He wills. But He doesn’t reveal what 
He wants us to do in advance; He does it one day at a time. So if 
you’ve prayed for the Lord to open the doors He wants you to go 
through, then the doors that are open to you today are the ones He wants 
you to go through! (You did believe that the Lord would answer 
that prayer, didn’t you?) The work He wants you to do is the work 
that is right in front of you. Today’s work has been sent by Him, and 
if you refuse to do it with all your might, then you need to recon-
sider whether you are actually willing to do the Lord’s will.

And don’t forget: we can consider the difficult things to have 
been sent by the Lord no less than the easy ones. There is no way 
around having to deal with some difficulty. But in reality, if it’s the 
right road we’re on (and the Christian will always make sure that 
it is), then it doesn’t matter whether it’s an easy road or not. So 
the advice of Confucius turns out to be especially good advice for 
Christians: “Wherever you go, go with your whole heart.”

If we have committed ourselves to God and prayed for Him 
to set our agenda and send our way what He wants us to do, 
there need be no doubt in our minds that prayer will be answered. 
Consequently, we can embrace everything that comes our way 
with a whole new confidence. Believing it is His will, whether 
easy or hard, we can dive into it and give it all we’ve got. There 
need be no holding back for those who live within His will.

Wherever you are, be all there. Live to the hilt 
every situation you believe to be the will of God.

J i M  e l l i O t
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the enCourager is enCouraged

For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift, 
so that you may be established — that is, that I may be encouraged 

together with you by the mutual faith both of you and me. 
Romans 1:11,12

the prOcess OF encOurageMent is rarely a One-way street. 
Almost without exception, the encourager is encouraged in the 

very act of trying to encourage someone else. And the reverse is 
also true. By neglecting to encourage others, we deprive ourselves 
of much-needed encouragement we might otherwise receive.

Paul’s relationship with the Christians in Rome is interesting. 
He expected, when he got to Rome, to encourage their faith, but 
he also expected to be encouraged by them as well. Great apostle 
though he was, he needed the mutual strengthening that would 
come from their association. He needed their strength hardly any 
less than they needed his. But his encouragement would come 
from helping them — not by saying, “What can you do for me?”

Perhaps the mutual nature of encouragement is one reason 
that so many of us spend so much time in the dark valleys of dis-
couragement. We spend so little time trying to encourage anyone 
else, it’s little surprise that we find ourselves so downhearted. 
Epidemics of discouragement should be expected in societies that 
are as self-centered as ours. One of the most disheartening things 
in the world is to be focused on whether others are lifting us up 
and brightening our spirits as they “ought” to be doing.

But even when we’re encouraging others, we won’t be en-
couraged if we don’t listen to ourselves. When we’re figuring out 
what the other person needs to hear, we usually discover things 
that we need to hear, but those lessons will be lost on us if we 
don’t listen to our own instruction. And really, why should our 
friends take our advice if we’re not willing to take it ourselves? 
“Physician,” our friends might say, “heal yourself!” (Luke 4:23).

But teaching — whether by instruction, exhortation, or en-
couragement — can be a wonderfully beneficial exercise. It can 
help both parties, the giver no less than the recipient. So look for 
somebody to encourage. Find out what truth they need to hear, 
and then listen to that truth yourself. You’ll be encouraged.

We cannot hold a torch to light another’s path 
without brightening our own.

b e n  s w e e t l a n D
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antiCiPation

For God is my witness, how greatly I long 
for you all with the affection of Jesus Christ. 

Philippians 1:8

anticipatiOn is nO sMall part OF the enJOyMent OF any 
gOOD thing. Thanksgiving is my favorite meal of the year, 

both to cook and to eat. But as much as I enjoy the satisfaction of 
it, I almost enjoy the anticipation of it more. There is nothing quite 
like the aroma of good cornbread dressing baking in the oven!

If you haven’t learned it by now, you need to learn that longing 
is not inconsistent with joy. When Paul said that he “greatly longed” 
for his brothers and sisters in Philippi, we do not hear that as the 
complaint of a sad, miserable man. No, we hear it as the exuberant 
expression of a man who knew how to enjoy the goodness of the 
things he longed for, even while he was longing for them.

It is often said that we live in an age of “instant gratification,” 
and I suppose that is true to a large extent. But imagine a world 
where there was nothing but instant gratification, a world where 
you could have anything you wanted . . .  and have it instantly. 
Would you want to live in such a world? I don’t think I would. 
Of the many things that would be lost in such a world, one of the 
most tragic would be the joy of anticipation. Imagine never know-
ing the childhood joy of looking forward to Christmas morning!

On a much more serious note, however, it is heaven that is our 
greatest anticipation. That is what we look forward to more than 
anything else; we deeply long to see our Father’s face. But might it 
not be true that our Father is preparing us for that joy by sending 
us through a time of anticipation in this world, a time when our 
primary joy comes from relishing the thought of what will one day 
be ours? I think that is not unlikely. And if the joys of this world are 
meant to be “appetizers,” let us enjoy them exactly as such. Let us 
appreciate that they make us more eager for the main course.

But even with the lesser joys of this world, may we let our-
selves enjoy the blessings of anticipation. Not every day on the cal-
endar can be a day of fulfillment; some must be days when we’re 
looking forward to a fulfillment — and those days of anticipation 
can be days of great joy if we let them be. It is, after all, the space 
between the holidays that makes those days such happy occasions.

Every day cannot be a feast of lanterns.

c h i n e s e  p r O v e r b
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are We haPPy? yes, But are We helPful?

I have shown you in every way, by laboring like this, that you 
must support the weak. And remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that 

He said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” 
Acts 20:35

happiness is sOMething MOst OF us wOulD like tO enJOy as 
Much OF as pOssible. Given a choice, most of us would prefer 

what “happens” to us to be pleasant rather than unpleasant. And 
in fact, God has graciously blessed most of us with a good deal of 
happiness — much more than most of us ever give thanks for.

But the Lord laid down the principle that “it is more blessed 
to give than to receive.” And this principle applies to happiness 
as much as anything else that may be given: more “blessedness” 
comes from giving it than from getting it. No matter how absurd 
that sounds to many people, it always proves to be true in expe-
rience. It is simply one of the many instances where true, deep 
wisdom runs counter to the wisdom of self-centeredness.

One helpful way to think of happiness is to see it as a re-
source, or perhaps as a raw material. It is not given to us for our 
private enjoyment alone; it’s to be used for the good of others. And 
like the other resources that have been entrusted to us, happiness 
is something we’ll one day be held accountable for. When the Lord 
asks what we have done with our happiness and we say, “Well, 
we enjoyed it,” He may press the issue. “Is that all you did with it? 
Did no one else get anything out of My gift to you?”

Unfortunately, we have a tendency to enjoy our blessings 
without regard to anyone else. We wouldn’t put it so bluntly, but 
we sometimes appear to believe that, when it comes to happiness, 
it’s every man for himself: “If I’ve got what I want, that’s all that 
matters.”  But under the “more blessed to give than receive” rule, 
the independently happy person won’t end up being very happy.

To sum up, then, what should we say about happiness? That 
the desire for happiness is wrong? No, but if we are happy, the 
question is what we’re doing with our happiness. Happiness 
makes a wonderful foundation for a life of service to those around 
us. But if the foundation exists and nothing is built upon it, people 
may rightly ask, “What good is the foundation by itself?”

Many people are extremely happy, but are 
absolutely worthless to society.

c h a r l e s  g O w



August 11

When Willingness BeComes Work

Be ready in season and out of season. 
2 Timothy 4:2

Many OF us May have been Fairly naive when we prOMiseD 
the lOrD we wOulD always be FaithFul. We might have 

“counted the cost” and understood there would be difficulty, but 
we probably thought the parts of Christianity that weren’t pleas-
ant would at least be exciting, adventurous, and interesting.

Over the long haul, however, many of us find there is an 
unexpected difficulty that must be met. What started out as an 
exciting adventure comes to look like drudgery. There comes a day 
when we have to admit that we are procrastinating the very things 
that we were so enthusiastic about at first. When we promised 
the Lord we would do His work, we never knew how tiresome it 
would become. We never expected it to become uninteresting.

As a writer, I can tell you that something like this happens 
during the writing of a book. The project starts with great excite-
ment, and the blank page is an exciting challenge. But before it is 
over, that blank page will have become a most unpleasant sight. 
The exhilaration of being a “writer” will have vanished, and the 
whole thing will have come to look like ordinary, tedious work.

But what do we do when our willingness to serve confronts 
us with the mundane reality of hard work? Reconsider our com-
mitment? Renege on our promise? No, those are simply not op-
tions. Paul warned Timothy that he must be prepared to fulfill his 
responsibilities “in season and out of season.” That means whether 
it is easy or not, whether it is exciting or tedious, whether it makes 
you happy or unhappy. And frankly, what we do about that says 
much about our character. Do we have what it takes to keep going?

Lifelong faithfulness to the Lord is like most other worthy 
endeavors: the battle is won or lost by how we deal with the ordi-
nary things. It is not the mountaintops of exaltation that save us or 
the valleys of despair that defeat us. Instead, our destiny is usually 
determined by how we respond on the days when there was noth-
ing very positive or negative to deal with, just a lot of work to be 
done. In the end, being “dedicated” enough to go to heaven comes 
down to rolling up our sleeves and putting our hand to the plow.

Faithfulness is consecration in overalls.

e v e l y n  u n D e r h i l l
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no little JoBs, only little PeoPle

He who is faithful in what is least is faithful also in much; 
and he who is unjust in what is least is unjust also in much. 

Luke 16:10

every hOnOrable JOb in this wOrlD Deserves tO be DOne 
well. When we’re asked to do a thing, especially in the Lord’s 

work, it really doesn’t matter whether the thing is “important” or 
not. The saying is true that there are no little jobs, only little people 
— people of too little character to see the value of work well done.

Our real attitude toward service is probably not measured 
by our performance in the big, glorious situations but rather by 
our steadfastness in the small, inglorious ones. “He who is faithful 
in what is least is faithful also in much; and he who is unjust in what 
is least is unjust also in much.” As has been said, a person can’t be 
trusted with a big job who won’t give his best to a little one.

Whatever we do in the Lord, we can do it knowing that it will 
accomplish something worthwhile. That’s true because it is the 
Lord, not we ourselves, who will take it and turn it into something 
good. It doesn’t depend on us or the “importance” of what we’ve 
done. So Paul said, “Be steadfast, immovable, always abounding 
in the work of the Lord, knowing that your labor is not in vain in 
the Lord” (1 Corinthians 15:58). Our labor is not in vain in the Lord! 
No matter what the job is, it’s not in vain if it’s in the Lord.

“When you are invited by anyone to a wedding feast,” Jesus 
said, “do not sit down in the best place, lest one more honorable 
than you be invited by him; and he who invited you and him 
come and say to you, ‘Give place to this man,’ and then you begin 
with shame to take the lowest place. But when you are invited, go 
and sit down in the lowest place, so that when he who invited you 
comes he may say to you, ‘Friend, go up higher.’ Then you will 
have glory in the presence of those who sit at the table with you. 
For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles 
himself will be exalted” (Luke 14:8-11). So in heaven, there may be 
some surprises. The most exalted places of honor may be filled by 
simple souls whose work in this world was hardly ever noticed.

If a man is called to be a streetsweeper, he should sweep streets even as 
Michelangelo painted, or Beethoven composed music, or Shakespeare wrote 
poetry. He should sweep streets so well that all the hosts of heaven and earth 

will pause to say: “Here lived a great streetsweeper who did his job well.”

M a r t i n  l u t h e r  k i n g  J r .
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the Pain is a Part of the haPPiness

Those who sow in tears 
Shall reap in joy. 

Psalm 126:5

a tiMe will cOMe when Our tears are wipeD away. But that 
time is not yet, and we are left to ponder the tears we shed 

right now. If we want to think rightly, how should we think, for 
instance, about the pain of losing a love? “Those who sow in tears 
shall reap in joy” is part of the truth, but think about this: our tears 
aren’t just followed by joy — they are a part of the joy.

In Shadowlands, Richard Attenborough’s film about the tragic, 
blissful love between C. S. Lewis and Joy Davidman, who died of 
cancer only a few years after they were married, there is an abso-
lutely marvelous scene. “Jack” and Joy, whose cancer was in brief 
remission, have driven to Herefordshire for a romantic getaway, 
and they have taken shelter under a shed while a rainshower 
passes by. Jack has expressed how immeasurably happy he is to be 
with this woman whom he has come to love. And Joy says . . .

“It’s not going to last, Jack.”
“We shouldn’t think about that now,” Jack replies quietly. 

“Let’s not spoil the time we have together.”
“It doesn’t spoil it,” Joy says, “it makes it real . . . Let me just 

say it before this rain stops and we go back.”
“What is there to say?”
“That I’m going to die, Jack . . . and I want to be with you 

then too.”
“I’ll manage somehow,” Jack says. “Don’t worry about me.”
“No, it can be better that that,” Joy replies. “I think it can be 

better than just ‘managing’ . . . What I’m trying to say is, the pain 
then is a part of the happiness now. That’s the deal.”

In my own life, I’ve come to see that this is true. Pain is not 
inconsistent with happiness. It’s not even a thing that must be en-
dured until we can be happy. The pain is a part of the happiness.

That’s the deal.

Things which come to us easily have no significance. 
Satisfaction comes when we do something which is difficult; 

when there is sacrifice involved.

b a r r y  M O r r i s  g O l D w a t e r



August 14
alone With god

And when He had sent the multitudes away, 
He went up on the mountain by Himself to pray. 

Now when evening came, He was alone there. 
Matthew 14:23

it wOulD nOt have been easy tO DO, but Jesus MaDe the 
sacriFices necessary tO spenD tiMe in sOlituDe, alOne with 

his Father. We can hardly comprehend the demands that others 
made on His time, nor can we imagine how tired He must have 
been some of those nights when He stayed up to pray. But appar-
ently there was great value for Him in solitude. Even He, the very 
Son of God, needed significant time alone with the Father.

But think of it in the other direction. Even in terms of human 
relationships, we understand that we confer honor on those with 
whom we are willing to spend private time, and we withhold 
honor from those that we’re only willing to be with in a group. 
What would you think if you were in a group with someone you 
had always wanted to talk to privately, and the group left the 
room? There you are, finally face to face, and after greeting you 
with a rather formalistic hello, that person says, “Well, I’d better be 
going now.” How would you feel? How do you think God feels?

We need to hear again the words of W. D. Longstaff’s famil-
iar old hymn, “Take Time to Be Holy”: “Take time to be holy, the 
world rushes on; spend much time in secret with Jesus alone.” In 
His teaching on prayer, Jesus emphasized the need for private, 
solitary prayer (Matthew 6:6). Yes, it’s true that public prayer is 
permitted, and we have plenty of examples of Christians pray-
ing together in Acts. But let us not fail to heed Jesus’ emphasis on 
private prayer. That is where our greatest growth comes from.

It is especially in times of pain and sorrow that we need to 
spend time alone with the Lord. We may also need counsel and 
companionship, it’s true, but why are we so afraid for someone 
who is suffering to be alone? Are we afraid they might actually 
think about what is happening, see its significance, and open their 
hearts to God more fully? I may be wrong, but I think it’s in soli-
tude that suffering has its greatest opportunity to bless us.

In time of trouble go not out of yourself to seek for aid; 
for the whole benefit of trial consists in silence, patience, rest, 
and resignation. In this condition divine strength is found for 

the hard warfare because God himself fights for the soul.

M i g u e l  D e  M O l i n O s
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aBove and Beyond

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

when we pray, we believe we are praying tO a gOD pOwer-
Ful enOugh tO DO even MOre than we ask hiM tO DO. 

It is extremely comforting to know that God can take our feeble, 
shortsighted prayers and answer them in ways that give us more 
than the pitifully little things we thought to ask for. He is “able to 
do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think.”

What we need to understand, however, is that whenever there 
is any discrepancy between what we asked for and what God 
provided, what God provided is always better. Theoretically, we 
know that God can bless us with more than we asked, but some-
times we look at God’s answer to our prayers and say, “This is less 
than I asked for.” What I am saying to you is: that is never true.

Admittedly, it can be hard to see how what God provides is 
better than what we wanted, but the problem here has to do with 
our vision and not with God’s gift. For one thing, it takes faith, 
trust, and confidence to believe that, whether we can understand 
it or not, God’s way is always better. We must choose to believe 
that He knows what He is doing. But second, seeing the goodness 
of what God provides requires looking at more than the present 
moment. We may not be able to see it right now, but later on, hind-
sight will surely show us that God’s gift was, in fact, better.

Paul’s prayer for God to remove his “thorn in the flesh” is a 
good example. God’s answer was, in effect, “No, Paul, it will be 
better for you to continue to deal with it.” And to his credit, Paul 
not only accepted that answer; he embraced it. “Therefore most 
gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities” (2 Corinthians 12:9).

Our Father is benevolently inclined toward us, a “rewarder of 
those who diligently seek Him” (Hebrews 11:6). The only time we 
ever need to worry about God harming us is when we’re in rebel-
lion against Him. But if we humbly respond to Him in the obedi-
ence of faith, we can rest assured that the answer to our prayers 
will never be anything less than good. And very often, the answer 
will go beyond the good to the better . . . and even to the best.

God will either give you what you ask, or something far better.

r O b e r t  M u r r a y  M c c h e y n e
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learning to trust the god We Believe in

Oh, taste and see that the lOrD is good; 
Blessed is the man who trusts in Him! 

Psalm 34:8

there is a DiFFerence between belieF anD trust. It’s one thing 
to give intellectual acceptance to a truth, but trust has to do 

with how much risk we’ll take. Would we stake our lives on what 
we believe? To use the old illustration, belief is accepting that 
someone could walk across Niagara Falls on a tightrope pushing a 
wheelbarrow, but trust would be getting into the wheelbarrow.

In regard to our faith in God, the main element that distin-
guishes belief from trust is the personal element. At some point, 
we have to pass beyond the mere acceptance of God as an idea 
and start putting our confidence in Him as a personal being. When 
Paul said, “I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that 
He is able to keep what I have committed to Him” (2 Timothy 
1:12), he was speaking of far more than an academic or philosophi-
cal acceptance of God’s existence. Paul dealt with God as a per-
sonal being — and he trusted the personal God he believed in.

But Paul was an old man when he wrote those words, and 
while his faith would have always been real and genuine, there 
can be no doubt that Paul trusted God more deeply and person-
ally as a result of his years of experience. Passing from mere belief 
to real trust takes time. It doesn’t happen instantly or overnight. 
So we all need to be asking the Lord to do the same thing His dis-
ciples requested on one occasion: “Increase our faith” (Luke 17:5).

But our faith will not be increased by mere wishful thinking. 
A greater faith comes from experiencing that He is trustworthy in 
the actual living of our lives. David, for example, issued this in-
vitation to those lacking in trust: “Oh, taste and see that the lOrD 
is good.” If we had a rebellious attitude, it would be wrong to test 
God, but He has always invited the humble seeker to make an 
honest, fair trial of Him and see that He can be counted on.

So learning to trust God is a process. We find ourselves having 
a deeper confidence in Him as we gradually take bigger — and 
riskier — steps. The more steps we take, the more we can see, 
looking back, that He has never led us astray. And as the weeks 
and months turn into years, we find that our trust has matured.

Confidence is a plant of slow growth.

e n g l i s h  p r O v e r b
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When We think all is lost

Then Omri and all Israel with him went up from Gibbethon, 
and they besieged Tirzah. And it happened, when Zimri saw that the city 

was taken, that he went into the citadel of the king’s house and burned 
the king’s house down upon himself with fire, and died. 

1 Kings 16:17,18

Despair cOMes FrOM thinking that One’s cause is hOpelessly 
lOst. It is the feeling that, though the battle may not be over 

yet, the outcome is assured: the other side has won and there is 
nothing that can now be done to avert disaster. When Zimri saw 
that “the city was taken,” he went inside and burned his house 
down upon himself. In more modern times, we would think of 
Hitler’s final act in his bunker as Berlin was being taken.

At the practical level, what would it mean to have “no hope” 
and be “without God in the world” (Ephesians 2:12)? In addition 
to unbelievers who are alienated from God, there are probably 
many believers who find themselves in situations that are, at least 
from their perspective, hopeless. Whatever persons or problems 
may be their “adversary,” they see their battle as having been lost 
to that adversary, and they give up hope. The prediction of defeat 
may be premature, and may even turn out to be wrong, but the 
prediction is made anyway, and despair is the sad result.

The problem of hopelessness is a problem of perspective. It 
comes from not seeing the larger reality that always surrounds 
the small set of circumstances in which we may lose something. 
There is always a larger battle going on that may be won, even 
if our individual battle is lost, and if we choose to think rightly 
about our loss, we can still participate in the larger victory. Take, 
for example, a soldier hitting the beaches of Normandy on D-Day. 
Under withering machine-gun fire, he may know he is going to 
die. But is his situation “hopeless”? It depends on his perspective. 
Maintaining hope and conducting himself with honor are possible 
if he looks beyond himself to the needs of his comrades-in-arms.

As the Lord’s people, we are much too quick to describe 
ourselves as being defeated. We may be bound by chains at times, 
but “the word of God is not chained” (2 Timothy 2:9). So let’s trust 
that God’s cause will be victorious — and in our personal lives, 
let’s quit paying defeat’s bills before they even come due.

Hopelessness is anticipated defeat.

k a r l  t h e O D O r  J a s p e r s
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truth for the time to Come

But you, beloved, remember the words which were spoken 
before by the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Jude 17

the central tenet OF christianity is the resurrectiOn OF 
Jesus christ, anD that is a truth that DOes nOt change. 

The resurrection is an unchangeable historical fact. So the gospel 
of Christ is not only true; it is true for all time to come. Having 
happened, the resurrection can never become “un-happened.”

But sometimes we forget. There are some things (like tears, for 
example) that can hinder our vision, and we may find ourselves 
unable to see the truth very clearly. Or to change the metaphor, 
having left the courtroom and gone back home, we may forget 
some of the testimony we heard while we were sitting in the jury 
box. The facts didn’t change, and the testimony is still on the re-
cord. But we may forget what we heard in the courtroom.

Spiritual strength requires a vivid remembrance — and that 
means most of us have a problem, because our “rememberers” 
don’t work very well. But God understands, and that’s why we 
have such an emphasis in the Scriptures on reminders. Jude said, 
“Remember the words which were spoken before by the apostles 
of our Lord Jesus Christ.” And Paul said, “Remember that Jesus 
Christ . . . was raised from the dead” (2 Timothy 2:8). Whatever it 
takes, we must make ourselves to go back and remember.

We can’t say we haven’t been forewarned. “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). Our Lord has told 
us ahead of time that there are going to be circumstances that will 
cloud our vision, so the admonition is to remember and hold on.

Under the pressure of pain and suffering (or bewilderment 
or anything else), we must not give up the truths that we saw so 
clearly in calmer moments. Those truths are still true. The fluctua-
tion in our feelings has not changed the reality of our faith’s foun-
dation. So when it’s dark, we must believe that daylight will come 
again. When it does, we will see that truth’s great mountain is still 
there, right where it was yesterday . . . before the sun went down.

Never doubt in the dark what God told you in the light.

v i c t O r  r a y M O n D  e D M a n
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yesterday and today

Forgetting those things which are behind . . . 
Philippians 3:13

a FaMOus MOtivatiOnal speaker useD tO say that we shOulD 
live in “Day-tight cOMpartMents.” He wasn’t speaking in 

a religious context, but I believe what he said is true for religious 
people. Having learned from the past, we need to forget it . . . and 
seize the fresh opportunity that each new day brings to us.

One of my personal daily disciplines is to review each day at 
the end of the day. I don’t always have a lot of time to do it, but I 
try to review each day at least briefly before going to bed. I try to 
learn as much as I can from the day, even from the mistakes that 
were made. But once that review is done, I commit that day to the 
Lord and go to bed looking forward to the next morning. When I 
arise, my morning routine has nothing to do with the day before 
— it has everything to do with the new day that has arrived.

I’ve never “put my hand” to any kind of literal plow, but 
even a boy raised in town can see that it would be hard to plow a 
straight furrow if one kept looking backward (at least in the days 
before GPS-guided tractors). And Jesus did say something about 
that, didn’t He? “No one, having put his hand to the plow, and 
looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62).

The past can be a valuable resource, certainly. We should be 
encouraged by it, and also humbled by it. Above all, we should be 
instructed by the past. But the past is gone. So whatever we were, 
what we are now matters more. We need to think about our past as 
Paul thought about his. What he had been was regrettable. “But by 
the grace of God,” he said, “I am what I am” (1 Corinthians 15:10).

Many people nowadays keep a daily journal. Imagine a per-
son writing in so much detail each day that he or she needed to 
begin a new journal book each morning. In a sense, that’s what we 
are called upon to do at the start of each new day. But as we expec-
tantly open that fresh, never-before-used book and start writing, 
we need to have decisively closed the previous day’s book.

Finish every day and be done with it. You have done what you could. 
Some blunders and absurdities no doubt crept in; forget them as soon as 
you can. Tomorrow is a new day; begin it well and serenely and with too 
high a spirit to be cumbered with your old nonsense. This day is all that 

is good and fair. It is too dear, with its hopes and invitations, 
to waste a moment on the yesterdays.

r a l p h  w a l D O  e M e r s O n
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today and tomorroW

I made haste, and did not delay 
To keep Your commandments. 

Psalm 119:60

whatever tasks the lOrD senDs Our way tODay, we neeD tO 
take care OF thOse things tODay. The Psalmist’s remark 

about not delaying to obey God should make us think soberly. 
Strictly speaking, there is no such thing as tomorrow’s obedience.

This book is about “reaching forward,” and its main point is 
that we need to be future-oriented. But as we look to the future, 
we must understand that our doing has to be done today. You can 
think about the future and you can plan for it (and you’re a fool if 
you don’t), but you can’t actually do anything in the future. Every 
bit of our doing is in the present. So there is a sense in which the 
future that will be ours is the one we buy with our actions today. 
“The future is purchased by the present” (Samuel Johnson).

Problems. It’s usually a safe bet that when tomorrow comes we 
are going to have to deal with a few difficulties. And very often, to-
morrow’s problems will be those that we created today by actions 
we either took or didn’t take. In fact, it may not be any exaggera-
tion to say that most of our future problems will arise because we 
postponed maintenance work that should have been done — on 
our possessions and, more importantly, on our relationships.

Opportunities. Today’s actions will also affect what doors are 
open to us tomorrow. And the strange thing is, some of the best 
doors that will open tomorrow will result from actions that, as we 
do them today, don’t seem very significant. I once was offered a 
wonderful job in the credit department of a store where I had been 
doing some very menial janitorial work; the manager noticed the 
way I scrubbed the floors and offered me a better job. So taking 
today’s job seriously is often the key to tomorrow’s promotion.

Isn’t it clear that we need to do everything we can to give to-
morrow as much of an advantage as possible? Why would we put 
off doing anything today if doing it would put us ahead of sched-
ule tomorrow? And if it’s in our power today to make tomorrow 
easier, why would we do anything to make it more difficult?

The future is an opportunity yet unmet, a path yet untraveled, a life yet 
unlived. But how the future will be lived, what opportunities will be met, 
what paths traveled, depends on the priorities and purposes of life today.

c .  n e i l  s t r a i t
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thoughts on Being “next”

One generation passes away, and another generation comes . . . 
Ecclesiastes 1:4

yOu May have nOticeD that nObODy’s generatiOn lasts 
FOrever. Your grandparents’ generation is gone. Your parents’ 

generation is going. And your generation will go sooner or later. 
One generation passes away, and another generation comes . . .

My mother, Charlene Roberts Henry, passed away some years 
ago, but my father, Leroy Parker Henry, died only recently. Since 
Dad passed away, my brother, Phil, and I have talked about what 
a different feeling it is to have both parents gone. As long as even 
one parent is alive, there can still be some sense in which you view 
yourself as the “younger” generation, but when both parents are 
gone, the truth is unavoidable: you are “next” on the brink.

It is good to be reminded of our mortality. None of us has an 
unlimited amount of time to do our work in this world, and what-
ever makes us better stewards of our time is a good thing.

But also, it is helpful to be reminded that there is a “chain” of 
generations going on in the world. Here we are right now, living 
in our own generation, but we are linked to all the generations that 
have ever been and to all the generations that will ever be. While 
we live, we are the connection that keeps the past and the future 
from being severed. We are called upon to be just one link, but in 
a chain, every link is critically important. The question we need 
to ask ourselves is this: what kind of link are we, a strong one or a 
weak one? Will we pass on the best of what has gone before and 
thereby help make the future better than it would be otherwise?

But let’s return to the idea of being “next.” If your parents are 
gone and you are “next,” is that a dreadful thought to you? I must 
say that to me it is exciting. I can only compare it to being on one 
of those “log flume” rides that you see at some amusement parks. 
On the way to the top, other “logs” are in front of you, but then 
you get to the top. No one is in front. You are next. There is noth-
ing between you and . . . a breathtaking plunge! For the faithful 
Christian, what an exciting prospect to be next in line for eternity. 
The unknown part of it just makes it more exciting. I can’t wait!

When our parents are living, we feel 
that they stand between us and death; when they go, 

we move to the edge of the unknown.

r .  i .  F i t z h e n r y
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real life is Waiting

For I know that my Redeemer lives, and He shall stand at last on 
the earth; and after my skin is destroyed, 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 19:25-27

iF anyOne ever haD reasOn tO Despair, it was JOb. But he did 
not despair. In the midnight blackness and horror of his ordeal 

he hung on to the confidence that he had a Redeemer, a Vindicator. 
“This I know,” he said, “that in my flesh I shall see God, whom 
I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold.” This hope was 
more than a bare fact to him; it was a truth he passionately em-
braced. Just thinking of the life that awaited him in God stirred 
him with love and longing. “How my heart yearns within me!”

Job’s hope was also David’s, who prayed, “As for me, I will 
see Your face in righteousness; I shall be satisfied when I awake in 
Your likeness” (Psalm 17:15). Neither Job nor David believed that 
death would interrupt or end the communion with God which 
they had begun in this life. And notice that the life Job and David 
looked forward to was not a mere merging of their personal iden-
tity into some vast, impersonal oneness of cosmic “being.” It was 
a real life — an actual life in the presence of a personal God who 
could be known and enjoyed as only personal beings can be.

Even now, we recognize that life is at its best when we share 
it deeply with personal beings, beings who correspond to our like-
ness. So imagine life with the God in whose image we were made! 
That would be real life. And that is what is meant by “eternal life” 
(Titus 1:2; etc.). We can enjoy a foretaste of it, or a down payment 
on it, right now if we obey the gospel and live faithfully in Christ, 
but the full experience of it is waiting for us in heaven.

In our hearts, we know that death won’t be the end of us. We 
know that a greater life awaits us if we die in a right relationship 
with God, and we know also that a lesser life — a living death — 
awaits us if we die outside of the gospel. So let us resolve to spend 
our days seeking Him and His forgiveness, on whatever terms He 
stipulates, so that when this life slips away from us, as it surely 
will, the thing that will be waiting for us is real life — life indeed.

Is this the end? I know it cannot be, 
Our ships shall sail upon another sea; 

New islands yet shall break upon our sight, 
New continents of love and truth and might.

J O h n  w h i t e  c h a D w i c k
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enJoyment and relinquishment

For the form of this world is passing away. 
1 Corinthians 7:31

everything abOut the “teMpOral” wOrlD is “teMpOrary,” 
anD we see eviDence OF that every Day. Time is filled with 

“swift transition,” as the song says. Nothing stays put; everything 
changes. Much may be enjoyed, but it is transitory. It goes away.

Since everything in this world is temporary, it behooves us to 
hold what is “ours” rather loosely. The good things that God has 
made in this world are to be enjoyed — and then relinquished. 
That is the nature of the arrangement, and we all know it. So why 
is it such a big deal when we have to let go of these things?

We’ve all heard fiery sermons on the foolishness of the wicked 
who put their trust in worldly things. But worldly things are 
not only the evil things of this world; they also include the good 
things. Worldly things are simply the things of this world — time-
bound things, whether good or bad. So what about us godly 
people? When we hang on to things like our homes and families 
as if they were ours to keep, is our security any more stable than 
that of the person who puts his trust in his bank account? We’re 
not going to keep our earthly treasure any longer than he’s going 
to keep his. At our funerals, both he and we will have left behind 
exactly the same thing: everything we had in this world.

The message of Ecclesiastes is one we desperately need in 
these days of obsession with satisfaction and security. That great 
book makes the point that “life under the sun” is meant to be 
enjoyed, but always with the recognition that it is “vain,” i.e. 
transitory. It is a consumable commodity, meant to be used rather 
than kept. The more we try to keep it, the less we get the intended 
enjoyment of using it. It makes a great servant but a poor master.

The bottom line is that there is nothing in this world that is 
ours to keep — we’re going to have to let go of all of it. The only 
thing we’ll never have to give up is God — and truth to tell, He is 
all we have to have even now. So may we allow the One Thing to 
be our security that was meant to be our security. To lean on any-
thing else, however good it may be, is to lean upon a broken reed.

If your security is based on something 
that can be taken away from you — you will 

constantly be on a false edge of security.

t i M  h a n s e l
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is there not a greater viCtory to Be Won?

Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. 
Matthew 6:5

in teaching On prayer, Jesus saiD we Must DO better than 
thOse whO pray tO be “seen by Men.” Those who have no 

higher goal than reputation had better enjoy the reputation they 
get, because that’s all they’ll get. “They have their reward,” Jesus 
said. But of course, even though they got what they wanted, the 
time would come when they would want more than what they 
had gotten. But by then it would be too late. Generally speaking, 
God gives every person whatever that person wants most of all — 
and not one bit more. Whatever our highest aspiration is, we can’t 
complain when God withholds from us anything higher than that.

Now think with me. What is the only thing you could want 
and never be dissatisfied with it once you got it? That would be 
God Himself, wouldn’t it? Anything else would be less than what 
it takes to fully satisfy the human heart. But most people are con-
tent to seek lesser things, and although they will later wish they 
had sought higher things, having gotten what they sought, God 
will say, “You have your reward. You had better enjoy it, because 
you are not going to get anything more than what you sought.”

So as for me, I hope that I’ll never seek anything so small that 
it could be received in this world. Short of heaven, I don’t want 
ever to hear the Lord say, “You have your reward.” I don’t want 
anything in this world — or all of it put together. What I want can’t 
be had in this world, and that’s a perfect relationship with my God. 
If you ever hear that I’ve settled for less, I will have lost my soul.

A public figure died recently who “had it all” from a worldly 
standpoint, and his wife was quoted as saying, “He was one of the 
fortunate few. He got everything he wanted in life.” I hope that 
such a thing will never be said about me. Until I am at home with 
God, I hope no one will ever accuse me of having been satisfied.

But I’m prone to the same temptations that you are. We win 
our little battles, and God says, “You have your reward.” Thinking 
the struggle is over, we live like old soldiers: always looking back.

We ought to ponder soberly the fact that 
many Christians already have their future behind them. 

Their glory is behind them . . . They are always lingering around 
the cold ashes of yesterday’s burned-out campfire.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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earthly advantages Will disaPPear

But God said to him, “Fool! This night your soul 
will be required of you; then whose will those things 

be which you have provided?” 
Luke 12:20

there is nOthing that pertains tO “liFe unDer the sun” that 
is nOt “vain.” This is the clear message of Ecclesiastes. Unlike 

the life to come, this life is fleeting, transitory, and ephemeral. 
Whatever we may accomplish and whatever we may accumulate 
of an earthly nature, all of it will be left behind when we die.

As a description of earthly life, the word “vain” does not refer 
to that which is evil but to that which is temporary, whether good 
or evil. When Solomon said, “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), he did not mean that there is nothing 
good that may be done; he meant that there is nothing about this 
world that is permanent. There are things to be done and things to 
be enjoyed here, but we must be ready to leave them all behind.

Many people work hard to get the kind of life they want in 
this world — and many end up getting it. Some acquire wealth 
or celebrity status. Others achieve historical greatness. Others are 
content to pursue the simpler forms of satisfaction and happiness. 
Whatever anyone might want to pursue, the advantages of that 
pursuit are available. As far as “life under the sun” goes, most of it 
is there for the taking, whether a person acknowledges God or not.

But when we die, every one of those advantages is wiped out. 
In their lifetimes, you might have preferred Winston Churchill’s 
circumstances to those of his chimney sweep, but in death, the 
bones of one would have looked very similar to those of the other. 
As Julia C. R. Dorr put it, “Grass grows at last above all graves.”

So while life under the sun lasts, we had better be giving some 
thought to life beyond the sun. Death is coming, and we need to ask 
whether we’re doing anything that won’t be erased by that event. 
Only one such thing is available to us, of course, and that is godli-
ness. Paul said that “godliness is profitable for all things, having 
promise of the life that now is and of that which is to come” (1 
Timothy 4:8). The only “profitable” thing that matters, then, is god-
liness. Every other kind of benefit will disappear at death.

Death is the grand leveller.

s i r  t h O M a s  F u l l e r
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only one thing aBout you Will last

For no other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid, 
which is Jesus Christ. Now if anyone builds on this foundation with 

gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, each one’s work will become 
clear; for the Day will declare it, because it will be revealed by fire; and the 

fire will test each one’s work, of what sort it is. If anyone’s work which 
he has built on it endures, he will receive a reward. 

1 Corinthians 3:11-14

wasteD tiMe anD wasteD eFFOrt are things MOst peOple 
like tO avOiD. When some activity in which we engage 

turns out to be a meaningless waste, we are disheartened, but if it 
ever became apparent that our whole lives had been wasted, “dis-
heartened” would hardly be the word. A wasted life would be the 
ultimate human tragedy. Yet the only way to ensure that we’re not 
wasting our lives is to build our actions on truth. Nothing else will 
stand the test of time. In the end, nothing else will matter.

Actions that aren’t based on true principles will come to 
nothing, perhaps not immediately but eventually. Reality happens 
to be very strong; it’s an anvil that will break our hammer long 
before our hammer breaks it. To see the point, consider a principle 
like honesty. A person who deviates from honesty in order to 
achieve some short-term goal is going to find, in the long run, that 
the tactic did not work. The effort will have come to nothing.

Even now, there is a testing that is going on. Our actions are 
always being tested by the truth, and those that don’t meet its 
standards will falter and fail at some point. Those that are based 
on truth, however, will stand. “Time will tell,” as we say. Or as 
Jesus put it, “Wisdom is justified by her children” (Matthew 11:19).

But a much greater testing is ahead: a day of judgment before 
the God of all truth. Paul said that “each one’s work will become 
clear,” whether it is built upon the foundation of Jesus Christ or 
not. “For the Day will declare it, because it will be revealed by fire; 
and the fire will test each one’s work, of what sort it is.”

Knowing that truth is what we’ll be tested by is both comfort-
ing and sobering. It is comforting to know that our work “in the 
Lord” will endure and not be “in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58). But 
it is sobering to realize that death will strip us of every advantage 
we’ve ever gained by sidestepping the truth. So, my friend, is 
there anything about you that is going to last? Time will surely tell.

Death cancels everything but truth.

a n O n y M O u s
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oPPortunity and oPPosition

But I will tarry in Ephesus until Pentecost. For a great and effective 
door has opened to me, and there are many adversaries. 

1 Corinthians 16:8,9

liFe in this wOrlD is a Mixture OF easy things anD harD 
things. All of us have to deal with both kinds of situations, the 

easy ones and the hard ones. But not only that, all of us have to 
deal with some situations that are easy and hard at the same time.

In my life, I have found it helpful to give these two things, 
“ease” and “difficulty,” different names. I call them “opportunity” 
and “opposition.” And frankly, most of the circumstances that 
we face in the real world are a mixture of both elements together. 
There are hardly any opportunities that don’t involve some diffi-
culty, and there are hardly any difficulties that don’t involve some 
opportunity. When Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he said that 
he was going to remain in Ephesus for a while: “for a great and 
effective door has opened to me, and there are many adversaries.” 
While most of us naively wish for opportunities that involve no 
opposition, Paul was realistic enough to know that “open doors” 
and “adversaries” go hand in hand. The same conditions that are 
favorable to the Lord’s work are those that the devil can use too.

So if we’re serious about reaching forward, we ought not to 
back away from difficulty and opposition. There is nothing God 
wants us to do that He won’t help us do, and we ought to have the 
courage to fight “the good fight” (2 Timothy 4:7).

But neither should we miss the opportunities that are presented 
by our problems. It’s good to have the courage to face our difficul-
ties, but we can do better than just be courageous. We can see in 
our difficulties the productive possibilities that they offer to us.

The question is simply where we’re going to put the primary 
emphasis. In a situation combining both opportunity and opposi-
tion, which one of these are we going to concentrate on? We can 
be people who see the silver lining in every cloud or people who, 
when they see a silver lining, say, “There must be a cloud around 
here somewhere.” Optimism doesn’t mean we ignore potential dif-
ficulties or shut our ears to the warnings of the wise. It means we 
ask what good thing can be done . . . and then get busy doing it.

The pessimist sees the difficulty in every opportunity; 
the optimist sees the opportunity in every difficulty.

l a w r e n c e  p e a r s a l l  J a c k s
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What Would Be on your reading list?

For where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also. 

Matthew 6:21

iF yOu are like Me, yOu like tO reaD Many DiFFerent things, 
sOMe MOre iMpOrtant than Others. But what if you knew that 

you only had a short time to live? What would be on your reading 
list? You’d probably dispense with the trivia and use your remain-
ing time reading (and rereading) what was most important.

It seems to me that life is like a reading list. Whereas a read-
ing list contains books to read, life contains things to do. And the 
question is: what do we do first? And with a limited time, a second 
question arises: what should be done and what left undone?

Jesus said, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will 
be also.” And He also said, “A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor 
can a bad tree bear good fruit” (Matthew 7:18). Our outward lives 
are the natural product of our inward lives. Whatever is most im-
portant to us, that is what we will think about. And whatever we 
think about, that is what will govern our outward activities.

So if our activities are concentrating too much on this life and 
too little on the life to come, it’s because our hearts are set on this 
life. There is no use denying the truth: it’s our passion that sets our 
agenda. Even with limited time, we always find the time to work 
on whatever our hearts are set on. The only lasting way to change 
our activities, then, is to change our hearts. When we’ve learned to 
love higher things, working on them won’t be a problem.

There is an old adage that says, “Nothing concentrates a 
preacher’s mind like the going down of the sun on Saturday 
evening.” If a preacher has been toying with several ideas for his 
Sunday morning sermon, the realization that the pulpit is only 
a few hours away tends to clarify his mind. And similarly, when 
we see life’s sun setting and we know our time is running out, we 
tend to see what’s important more clearly. But in truth, we don’t 
have to wait until old age or a dire doctor’s report. We can concen-
trate on what’s most important right now. We can, to use Paul’s 
expression in Colossians 3:2, set our minds “on things above.”

I have lost a world of time! Had I one year more, 
it should be spent in perusing David’s Psalms and Paul’s Epistles. 

Mind the world less and God more.

c l a u D i u s  s a l M a s i u s
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ready and Waiting

And the Lord said, “Who then is that faithful and wise steward, 
whom his master will make ruler over his household, to give them their 

portion of food in due season? Blessed is that servant whom 
his master will find so doing when he comes.” 

Luke 12:42,43

we shOulD live in Fervent expectatiOn OF the lOrD’s re-
turn, but in Our expectatiOn we shOulD alsO be busy. On 

more than one occasion, Jesus compared His followers to servants 
or stewards entrusted with work that was to be done while their 
master was away. At some time in the future, the master would 
return, and when that time came, it was to be hoped that the ser-
vants would not have neglected their master’s work. “Blessed is 
that servant whom his master will find so doing when he comes.”

The point, of course, is that Jesus will one day return, and we 
are to be ready and waiting for Him. He has not told us exactly 
when that day will arrive, and it is a good thing that He has not. If 
we knew precisely how much time we had left, most of us would 
procrastinate doing the Lord’s work until the very last moment.

We need to live and work as if we knew that our Lord would 
return today. There is a real possibility that He might actually do 
so, but even if He does not, it won’t hurt us to have lived with that 
expectation. We are more likely to work and serve as we should 
if we expect the end to come today rather than ten years from now.

But how could a person love the Lord and not hope that it 
would be today? There are surely some good things about this 
world that we enjoy and give thanks for. And in one sense, we 
would like to enjoy these as long as we can. But the Lord has far 
better things waiting for us, and we should have our hearts so lov-
ingly set on those things that we would give up our temporal joys 
instantly if the Lord said we could have heaven right now.

As we wait for the Lord’s return, we can do so with confi-
dence in His wisdom. His first appearing occurred “when the 
fullness of the time had come” (Galatians 4:4), and we can rest 
assured that His final appearing will also be timed with perfect 
wisdom. Meanwhile, we can wait in faith and hope and love. We 
can be faithful in His work, ready and waiting to see His face.

The only way to wait for the Second Coming is to watch that you do 
what you should do, so that when he comes is a matter of indifference. 

It is the attitude of a child, certain that God knows what he is doing.

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

For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, 
with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God . . . 

1 Thessalonians 4:16

when the MOMent arrives anD the lOrD returns, there 
will be nO DOubt as tO what is happening. As Paul de-

scribed it, the Lord will descend from heaven with a shout. There 
will be the voice of an archangel. There will be the trumpet of God. 
Our attention will be arrested by this event, to say the very least.

That day will be one of great change for those who are faithful 
to the Lord. Paul wrote, “We shall not all sleep, but we shall all 
be changed — in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last 
trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised 
incorruptible, and we shall be changed” (1 Corinthians 15:51,52).

We don’t sing “When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder” by J. M. 
Black much anymore, but it’s a great song: “When the trumpet of 
the Lord shall sound and time shall be no more, and the morn-
ing breaks eternal, bright and fair; when the saved of earth shall 
gather over on the other shore, and the roll is called up yonder, 
I’ll be there.” When the trumpet sounds and “the morning breaks 
eternal, bright and fair,” what a joyfully glorious day that will be!

Obviously, that day will be one of stark terror for those who 
have not accepted God’s pardon on His terms. To borrow the lan-
guage of Hosea, who spoke of the Lord’s coming judgment upon 
Israel, “They shall say to the mountains, ‘Cover us!’ and to the 
hills, ‘Fall on us!’” (Hosea 10:8). But it doesn’t have to be that way. 
We can obey the gospel and look forward to seeing the Lord’s face.

We sometimes think and act as if heaven were not as real as 
the world we live in now. But if anything, it will be more real. 
The trumpet-blast of the Lord’s return will arouse us to a life that 
will be life indeed. If we are found in Christ on that great day, the 
thunderous voice of the archangel will open our eyes to the real 
life we were created to enjoy, and we will enjoy it forever. That day 
is coming. He has said so. What is happening right now is nothing 
more than preparation for the moment when He says, “Awake!”

Think of yourself just as a seed patiently wintering in the earth; 
waiting to come up a flower in the Gardener’s good time, up into the real 

world, the real waking. I suppose that our whole present life, looked back on 
from there, will seem only a drowsy half-waking. We are here in the 

land of dreams. But cock-crow is coming.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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PerfeCtion?

Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us 
cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, 

perfecting holiness in the fear of God. 
2 Corinthians 7:1

when paul talkeD abOut “perFecting hOliness in the 
Fear OF gOD,” he set beFOre us the Main gOal OF the 

christian’s liFe in this wOrlD. Having been created in God’s 
image, we have marred and broken that image with our sinful 
rebellion against Him, but in the gospel of Christ, we are offered 
forgiveness and the perfect restoration of God’s glory within us. 
“Therefore you shall be perfect,” Jesus said, “just as your Father in 
heaven is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). Nothing less than this will do.

To most people nowadays, “perfectionism” is a word with a 
bad connotation. But is being a perfectionist a bad thing or a good 
thing? Well, it all depends. Certainly a person who can’t accept the 
goodness of anything less than perfect right now is doomed to a 
very sad life. But we don’t have to go to that extreme to be perfec-
tionists in the good sense. We need to be people who understand 
the loftiness of God’s plan and never lower our aim.

As long as we live in this world, we will never be anything 
more than works in progress. If we’ve obeyed the gospel, then 
we’ve entered a process, and we should certainly be grateful for 
God’s grace along the way. But the process we’ve entered is one 
that will eventually be completed, and we dare not cease yearning 
for the time when that completion will be fully ours.

Whatever happens along the way, we can’t afford to take our 
eyes off the goal. As we make progress toward perfect holiness, 
there will be intermediate satisfactions that will be quite gratify-
ing. But if we settle down in a country that we’re only meant to 
be passing through, then we’re lost. We’re doomed if we ever say, 
“Others may want more, but I’m no perfectionist; I’m content with 
what I’ve already got.” The question is not at what point we are 
satisfied, but at what point God is satisfied. And He will not be sat-
isfied until we have been returned to the perfectly glorious image 
of holiness that He had in mind when He created us.

Aim at perfection in everything, though in most things it is unattainable; 
however, they who aim at it, and persevere, will come much nearer to it than 
those whose laziness and despondency make them give it up as unattainable.

l O r D  c h e s t e r F i e l D
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What the temPest Can teaCh us

And a great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, 
so that it was already filling. But He was in the stern, asleep on a 

pillow. And they awoke Him and said to Him, “Teacher, 
do You not care that we are perishing?” Mark 4:37,38

MOst OF us are tOO quick tO charge gOD with “DOing 
nOthing.” When He doesn’t do what we wish or what 

we expect, we jump to some fairly irreverent conclusions: “God 
doesn’t care that I’m suffering” or “God has let me down” or “God 
has rewarded me poorly for all the years that I’ve served Him.” 
But surely we can think on a higher level than these thoughts.

At times, God does not help us until our need has grown 
greater. In the story of Jesus’ calming of the storm on the Sea of 
Galilee, the disciples were too quick to assume that Jesus didn’t 
“care” that they were “perishing.” But they weren’t perishing, at 
least not yet. Jesus would have taken action when the time was 
right; meanwhile the disciples should have hung on. So we need 
to learn the lesson of the tempest: we should let God decide when 
the situation has grown dangerous enough to warrant His action.

At other times, we can’t recognize God’s help until our need 
has grown greater. We’re often hindered by pride and self-suffi-
ciency from seeing God’s help, and so we may have to “hit bot-
tom” before we open our eyes to what has been there all along.

Elijah is a wonderful study in the dynamics of discourage-
ment. Fleeing the murderous intent of Queen Jezebel, he fled to 
the desert, fearing that he was all alone in the world. If God had 
cared about Elijah, wouldn’t He have relieved Elijah’s depression? 
No, it was only when Elijah’s depression had worsened that he 
was prepared to hear the “still small voice” of God’s help.

So has God been helping you with your problems? Be careful 
what you say. If it seems that He has not, He may be waiting until 
a bit more is in danger of being lost than what you think is at stake 
right now. He may be saying, “Trust me. I will act when the time is 
right.” But even now, God may be helping you more than you real-
ize. Are you receiving His “manna” every morning, but it doesn’t 
seem very appetizing or nourishing? Well, you won’t appreciate it 
until you’ve grown hungrier than you are right now.

God does not leave us comfortless, but we have to be 
in dire need of comfort to know the truth of his promise.

p e t e r  M a r s h a l l
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god Will helP, But . . .

The time of my departure is at hand. 
2 Timothy 4:6

iF we Die in christ, it is encOuraging tO knOw that gOD 
will be there with us when we Die. We should certainly have 

the confidence that David had: “Yea, though I walk through the 
valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for You are with 
me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me” (Psalm 23:4). But 
although He will help us, it is still we who will have to die.

Some people die well, and some people die poorly. Some die 
courageously while others die like cowards. Some die in faith and 
humility and gratitude, but others die in stubborn, defiant rebel-
lion against the God who made them. There are all kinds of ways 
to die, and some of us might wish we could turn over the task of 
our dying to someone who would do a better job of it.

But such is impossible, of course. In this sense, each of us 
must die alone, each assuming responsibility for the manner in 
which he or she faces death. It will be up to each of us to think and 
act rightly about our death as we approach that great moment.

Christ’s death on the cross can save us from the “second 
death” (Revelation 21:8), but nothing (except a preemptive return 
by Christ) can save us from the first death, the death of our physi-
cal bodies. Now and then, some noble person might wish he could 
have died in the place of somebody else, just as David wished he 
could have died in the place of his son Absalom (2 Samuel 18:33), 
but this is never really possible. We are, as the song says, going 
down the valley “one by one.” Even if two people jump hand-
in-hand from a burning building and fall to their deaths on the 
street below, they have still not died “together.” Each has died as a 
solitary being, thinking thoughts that no one knows but God, their 
Maker. Dying is the most individual thing any of us will ever do.

Jackson Browne’s song “For a Dancer” makes this point well. I 
don’t agree with his bleak assessment of the meaning of death, but 
Browne is absolutely correct when his song says, “No matter how 
close to yours another’s steps have grown, in the end there is one 
dance you’ll do alone.” So I would ask you, as I ask myself: what 
will you do when you have to do this thing that no one can do for you?

Every man must do two things alone: 
he must do his own believing and his own dying.

M a r t i n  l u t h e r
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lost

For what profit is it to a man if he gains 
the whole world, and is himself destroyed or lost? 

Luke 9:25

in these Days OF “prOgressive” preaching, we DOn’t hear 
Much abOut the prOspect OF being lOst. But Jesus came “to 

seek and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). We can hardly 
talk about the gospel and not discuss the consequences of refusing 
the gospel. Jesus did not go to the cross to keep us from losing our 
happiness in this world; He went to the cross to keep His Father 
from losing the human race forever. How can we love God and not 
contemplate what it would mean for us to continue in our sin? If 
any soul refuses His reconciliation, look at what will be lost.

What we will lose. To say no to God’s offer of pardon would 
mean throwing away everything we were created to enjoy. It 
would mean losing everything “life” was ever meant to be. And 
far worse than every other loss, it would mean losing our Creator 
Himself — agonizing over what we had lost, forever and ever.

What heaven will lose. If the angels rejoice when any lost soul is 
reclaimed (Luke 15:7), it must surely be that the angels weep when 
any soul refuses to be reclaimed. Every creature of God is precious 
to the inhabitants of heaven. The loss of even one is a tragedy that 
will not be taken dispassionately by those around God’s throne.

What God will lose. God has far more at stake in our salvation 
than we do. He has more invested in us than we have invested in 
Him. And so if we are lost, He will lose far more than we. What did 
He create us to be? That will be lost. What could we have been? That 
will be lost. What did Christ die to make possible? That will be lost. 
God waits before bringing to pass the Day of Judgment, hoping 
that more might be rescued and fewer lost (2 Peter 3:9), but the 
time will come when judgment cannot be delayed any longer, and 
on that Day, God will lose many of His sons and His daughters.

No greater tragedy is thinkable. “For what profit is it to a man 
if he gains the whole world, and is himself destroyed or lost?”

The man who dies out of Christ is said to be lost, and hardly a word 
in the English language expresses his condition with greater accuracy. 

He has squandered a rare fortune and at the last he stands for a fleeting 
moment and looks around, a moral fool, a wastrel who has lost in one 

overwhelming and irrevocable loss, his soul, his life, his peace, his 
total, mysterious personality, his dear and everlasting all.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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Better off not knoWing

You do not know what will happen tomorrow. 
James 4:14

we are better OFF nOt knOwing what is gOing tO happen in 
the Future OF this wOrlD. It may be fun to imagine having 

magical powers of foresight, but in our more serious moments we 
realize that such predictive powers would be our undoing.

If we knew the happy things that were going to happen, and 
those things were certain and inevitable, what do you think would 
be the result? Well, if we knew those benefits would come our way 
no matter what we did in the meantime, we would probably grow 
lax in our behavior. We would soon take all the pleasant parts of 
life for granted, and eventually we would be tempted to pride.

But what if we knew the unhappy things that were going 
to happen? Can there be any question that our lives would be 
filled with fear? There is a sense, of course, in which we can deal 
with anything we have to deal with as long as we know what it 
is. Uncertainty is a horrible kind of suffering. But if, all at once, 
we knew every difficulty that life was going to throw at us, that 
would be a burden whose weight would simply crush us.

Sir Henry Bulwer said, “The veil that covers the face of 
futurity is woven by the hand of mercy.” It is not any miserliness 
or mean-spiritedness on God’s part that moves Him to hide the 
future from us; it is His grace. If we knew the future, we could not 
handle it. That knowledge would overwhelm us, and so God is 
being benevolent and kind when He shields us from that burden.

But what is the practical point in this discussion? There are 
two points, actually. One is that our reaching forward is not to any 
particular thing that is going to happen in this life. What we are 
reaching forward to is heaven, and it simply doesn’t matter what 
tomorrow may bring in this world. The other point is that although 
we have a future goal, our doing must be done today. The future, 
both earthly and heavenly, will come eventually, but today is the 
day when we must prepare for it. So let’s spend less time predict-
ing and prognosticating and more time doing good works.

God will not permit man to have a knowledge of things to come; 
for if man had a foresight of his prosperity, he would become arrogant 

and careless; and if he had an understanding of his adversity, 
he would become listless and despairing.

a u g u s t i n e  O F  h i p p O
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When moonlight falls aCross the floor

When I remember You on my bed, 
I meditate on You in the night watches. 

Psalm 63:6

nOw anD then, all OF us have awakeneD in the wee hOurs 
anD nOt been able tO gO back tO sleep. Usually we see that 

as an undesirable event, but I want to suggest that being awake 
while the world is asleep is not necessarily bad. The handful of 
times when I have had the deepest communion with God and the 
clearest insight into reality have been in the watches of the night.

The quiet, dark hours can be a dangerous time, spiritually 
speaking. If grief or loneliness is what we’re experiencing, we 
are more easily tempted in the night watches to certain sinful 
thoughts. So when we find ourselves awake and alone, we need 
God’s protection and strength, as well as His help and comfort.

But if we discipline our thinking, we can use our time awake 
to gain greater spiritual depth. David often spoke of meditating on 
the Lord at night: “When I remember You on my bed, I meditate 
on You in the night watches.” There is no better time for prayer 
and godly meditation than while everyone else is asleep. Indeed, 
it’s worth it to get up deliberately during the small hours for the 
purpose of thinking about God. “My eyes are awake through the 
night watches, that I may meditate on Your word” (Psalm 119:148).

I once had a job as a nightwatchman for a college that I was 
attending. It still sends shivers up my spine to remember entering 
an old, creaking lecture hall at two-thirty in the morning, walking 
to the podium, and just standing there, listening to the quiet and 
imagining all the great teachers who had been there and the words 
they had spoken. I believe that we do have moments of numinous 
joy — moments (maybe only a few in a lifetime) when the super-
natural breaks into our hearts with such a piercing joy that we 
know we were made for more than we can ever experience in this 
world. Those moments of sharp and joyous longing for God are 
unpredictable. They might happen in the daytime also. But in my 
life, they have usually come when moonlight falls across the floor.

When the house doth sigh and weep, 
And the world is drowned in sleep, 

Yet mine eyes the watch do keep, 
Sweet Spirit comfort me!

r O b e r t  h e r r i c k
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resPonding rightly to the Past

Now I rejoice, not that you were made sorry, but that your 
sorrow led to repentance. For you were made sorry in a godly 

manner, that you might suffer loss from us in nothing. For godly 
sorrow produces repentance leading to salvation, not to be 

regretted; but the sorrow of the world produces death. 
2 Corinthians 7:9,10

iF yOu’ve reaD First cOrinthians, yOu can iMagine paul’s 
agOny as he waiteD tO hear hOw it was receiveD. He had 

called upon the Corinthians to repent of their sins, but how would 
they think about these things? Would they be defensive? Resentful? 
Angry? In Second Corinthians we find him overjoyed: they had 
responded with a “godly sorrow” that had resulted in repentance.

We are no different than the Corinthians in that we have 
things in our past that should never have taken place. Looking 
back, we see many things we’d like to change. Even after we’ve 
repented and received the Lord’s forgiveness, we still feel a regret 
that is extremely unpleasant and embarrassing. Oh, how we wish 
we could once again be people who had never done such things! 
But we can’t change the past. The bell can never be unrung.

Sorrow is a natural response to our misdeeds, but we need to 
make sure that it is godly sorrow. That is always the right response 
to sinful aspects of our past; it moves us back toward God. And 
what makes godly sorrow different from worldly sorrow is that 
it is focused on God rather than ourselves. It grieves for what our 
sins have cost Him and His people — and not what they’ve cost us.

Although we can’t change the past, there is a sense in which 
our memories are always changing us. But are they changing us for 
the better? Are they making us more humble and penitent? Are we 
becoming more reverent and grateful? As we reflect on what has 
happened in our lives, are those reflections turning us into more 
obedient people? The answer to all of these questions can be yes, 
but only if we choose to think about the past with a godly attitude.

Our thinking is one thing we are always capable of changing. 
No matter what has happened, the alternative of better thinking 
is never closed, and it’s a pity that we don’t avail ourselves of this 
opportunity more often. When we’ve erred, why would we miss 
the benefit of thinking about that fact more constructively?

The past cannot be changed, but our response to it can be.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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after the drama: an intervieW

And as it is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment, so 
Christ was offered once to bear the sins of many. To those who eagerly wait 

for Him He will appear a second time, apart from sin, for salvation. 
Hebrews 9:27,28

the histOry OF the wOrlD May be cOMpareD tO a great play, 
a DraMa. Every event is a part of the plot, and every person 

ever born will have had a role. God, the Author, is writing the 
story, and He is weaving all of its many elements together so as to 
produce the ending that He has designed in His eternal purpose. 
As we play our individual roles, we each become a part of the 
drama. Each of us will also be present at the ending of the story.

Although God is moving the story toward a conclusion that 
He desires, He preserves the freedom of our will as we each make 
decisions about our own actions. When we make decisions consis-
tent with His purposes, our actions are woven into the story. And 
when our decisions are against His purposes, He still weaves them 
into the story. Whether our actions are, on the surface, “helpful” 
or “unhelpful” to His cause, God is able to make use of whatever 
we do. There is nothing we can do that He cannot work with, or at 
least work around, to accomplish His ultimate, overall purpose.

But we will surely have to answer for how we participated in 
the story God was writing. God created each of us with a unique 
part in the drama, a part no one else could play. When we deviate 
from God’s intention or will for us in our role, we sin. If we die 
in sin, unreconciled to God’s purposes, we will be banished from 
Him forever and barred from entrance into His eternal kingdom. 
This is what “judgment” means (2 Corinthians 5:10).

At judgment some will hear the words “Well done” (Matthew 
25:21), while others will hear “Depart from Me” (Matthew 7:23). 
But remember one thing well: the inquiry will be about the role 
that was actually ours — not the role that was somebody else’s.

Many of us might like to know how long the play will go on. 
But that doesn’t matter. Nor does it matter how well others play 
their roles. Judgment will be about faithfulness to one thing: what 
we knew God wanted of us when we were making our choices.

The curtain may be rung down at any moment . . . We do not know 
the play . . . When it is over, we may be told. We are led to believe that the 
Author will have something to say to each of us on the part that each of us 

has played. The playing it well is what matters infinitely.

c .  s .  l e w i s



September 8
the Blessed are those Who endure

Indeed we count them blessed who endure. You have heard 
of the perseverance of Job and seen the end intended by the Lord 

— that the Lord is very compassionate and merciful. 
James 5:11

Many May agree tO live the christian liFe when it’s easy, 
but nOt Many will live it when it’s harD. Difficulty has 

often been the deterrent of those who started out to follow the 
Lord. So James says, “We count them blessed who endure.”

One of Jesus’ most familiar parables is the Parable of the 
Sower, the story of the seed scattered on different kinds of soil. In 
interpreting the parable, Jesus said that the “stony ground” repre-
sented the person “who hears the word and immediately receives 
it with joy; yet he has no root in himself, but endures only for a 
while. For when tribulation or persecution arises because of the word, 
immediately he stumbles” (Matthew 13:20,21). It’s a sad fact that 
some will renounce the gospel when serious difficulty arises.

No doubt, there are times when all of us are tempted to say, 
“But Lord, this is hard.” At such times, He would probably say, “I 
told you it would be hard. What were you expecting?” Paul said 
that we “must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of 
God” (Acts 14:22), and he often warned his hearers that being a 
Christian would involve hardship (1 Thessalonians 3:3,4).

It is not as if God doesn’t know the difficulties we face. We 
can never say, “God, You have no idea what You have asked of us 
or how hard it is.” He does know how hard it is, and He is not un-
aware of our efforts on His behalf (Hebrews 6:10). Besides, nothing 
we can do for God will ever be as hard as what Jesus did for us.

In secular matters, the honorable people are those who tackle 
difficulty with a do-or-die attitude. The quitters are soon forgot-
ten; they are irrelevant to the real work that goes on in the world. 
In spiritual matters, it is no different. Those who complain, “Lord, 
I would have done my duty, but it was just so hard,” won’t ever 
make much of a contribution to the kingdom — because hard is 
exactly what the work of the kingdom is. So we need to take heed 
how we deal with difficulty. The Lord has always been patient 
with those who are willing to keep trying. But those who quit try-
ing shouldn’t expect the Lord’s praise or anybody else’s.

Difficulty is the excuse history never accepts.

s a M u e l  g r a F t O n
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Bearing Burdens for a long time

Rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation, continuing steadfastly in prayer. 
Romans 12:12

Many May agree tO bear a burDen FOr a while, but nOt 
Many will bear it inDeFinitely. Some hardships are short-

term, but others last much longer. In the case of these long-lasting 
difficulties, we must not only accept tribulation, but be “patient in 
tribulation.” It may be a long time (at least from our perspective) 
before rest and relief are able to be enjoyed.

Job would be a good example here, wouldn’t he? The things 
he suffered would have been terrible even if only for a short time. 
But at the worst of his ordeal, he had no idea how long it would 
go on. It might have lasted the rest of his life! As we read Job’s 
story, we know that his burden was eventually lifted, but he did 
not know that while he was suffering. His steadfastness in the 
midst of suffering is all the more amazing in that, for all he knew, 
it could have been indefinite. He was willing to endure whatever 
was necessary for however long it took to see God’s face (Job 19:25-27).

I fear that our dealings with God sometimes involve a bit of 
bargaining. We say to Him, “Lord, I will deal with this difficulty if 
You will remove it within a reasonable time.” And, of course, it is 
we who define what is reasonable. When that time passes and the 
difficulty is still there, we grow resentful, as if God had somehow 
fallen down on His end of the bargain. But He never agreed to the 
bargain. He never said how long the difficulty would last.

I find myself reading Hebrews more often these days. Its mes-
sage is that we need to accept whatever problems have to be dealt 
with for however long it takes to get to heaven. “Therefore do not cast 
away your confidence, which has great reward,” the writer said. 
“For you have need of endurance, so that after you have done the 
will of God, you may receive the promise” (Hebrews 10:35,36). 
The promise will surely come, but it may not come very soon.

So let us not dictate to God the terms of our service to Him, as 
if we were only obligated to do what we define as reasonable. He 
asks of us an unconditional commitment to serve under any cir-
cumstances. When our service involves difficulty, as it often will, 
let us endure. Even when we can’t see the end, let us still endure.

Patience: accepting a difficult situation 
without giving God a deadline to remove it.

b i l l  g O t h a r D
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Paul, the aged

Yet for love’s sake I rather appeal to you — being such 
a one as Paul, the aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus Christ. 

Philemon 9

when he wrOte his shOrt letter tO phileMOn, paul was 
an OlD Man. We don’t know exactly how old he was, but he 

was no longer young. He could call himself “Paul, the aged.”
We live in a day when being “aged” is nothing to brag about. 

It is no longer viewed as being desirable in any significant way. 
Today, hardly anything can be imagined that would be worse 
than being old. Everybody wants to grow old, but nobody wants 
to be old. Most younger people flatter themselves that they’ll live 
a long time, but having done so, they won’t look old, dress old, or 
act old. Old age itself is despised, and it is assumed by our culture 
that agedness should be camouflaged in every way possible, as if 
the reality of being old were something to be embarrassed about.

I wish we could see that it’s not old age that is undesirable, 
but only the disabilities that often come with it. What repels us is 
the thought that when we have reached that point in life where we 
have the most to offer, our bodies (including our brains) have often 
become so dilapidated that our ability to function is seriously hin-
dered. It is the decrepitude of old age that is unwanted, the ravages 
wrought by time on the bodies in which our souls dwell.

Because of the decline of our physical “tabernacle,” old age 
in this world can be a trying experience. In the Scriptures, we are 
warned to enjoy the years of our lives before our bodies begin 
to wear out. “Remember now your Creator in the days of your 
youth, before the difficult days come . . .” (Ecclesiastes 12:1).

But even so, there is a sense in which we ought to look for-
ward to being like “Paul, the aged.” Our last years can be our very 
best. And more than that, we ought to look forward to heaven and 
the state of being that we’ll enjoy then. In our resurrected and glo-
rified bodies, we’ll enjoy an eternal maturity and wisdom that are 
unhindered by the disabilities that affect our joy and usefulness in 
this world. We will be perfectly “aged.” We’ll enjoy all the advan-
tages of having “grown up” without any of the disadvantages.

Eternity has no gray hairs! The flowers fade, the heart withers, 
man grows old and dies, the world lies down in the sepulchre of ages, 

but time writes no wrinkles on the brow of eternity.

r e g i n a l D  h e b e r
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a Better Country

For those who say such things declare plainly that they seek a 
homeland. And truly if they had called to mind that country from which 
they had come out, they would have had opportunity to return. But now 

they desire a better, that is, a heavenly country. Therefore God is not 
ashamed to be called their God, for He has prepared a city for them. 

Hebrews 11:14-16

gOD has prepareD a city FOr his FaithFul peOple, an eternal 
abODe in his presence. To say the least, such a prospect ought 

to be something we desire. Going to heaven ought to be something 
we want with all our hearts. In comparison to the “country” of our 
sojourn here below, that one is far superior. Think with me, though, 
about the future in terms of good, better, and best.

Good. Despite whatever difficulties we may have experienced, 
most of us can say the past has been good. Mercifully, the painful 
memories recede as time goes by, and what we remember are the 
acts of love and the moments of joy. Surely, these have been good.

Better. However good the past has been, we ought to be able 
to say that the present is better. If we’ve been making choices that 
are conducive to growth, then what we are today is something bet-
ter than what we were yesterday. And even if not, we can always 
make choices today that will make the present better than the past.

Best. By God’s help we are what we are today, and that is bet-
ter than what we were yesterday. But to be a Christian means that 
we are continuing to grow. Never content with the progress we’ve 
made so far, we are always reaching for higher goals tomorrow. So 
we should not hesitate to say that the future will be the best of all.

But, of course, what will be better even than the best of this 
world is the “better country” to which we are going when our 
lives are completely done. That better country is a “heavenly 
country,” and that is what our hearts desire most of all. But here 
is a wonderful truth: our final destination is not only good, but 
the way by which our Father is leading us there is also good. So 
while we fervently long for heaven, let’s also enjoy the journey. 
Although difficult, it is still the great adventure. In God, the whole 
path — from start to finish — is full of grace and goodness.

A wonderful way is the King’s Highway; 
It runs through the nightland up to the day; 

From the wonderful was, by the wonderful is, 
To the more wonderful is to be.
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a foretaste of hell

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

the very essence OF sin is selF-will. Whereas love is out-
wardly focused, sin is inwardly focused. It wants whatever it 

wants, regardless of the damage anyone else may suffer. It is not 
concerned with how it treats others — how it is being treated is its 
only concern. Sin is selfish. It is irritable. It is competitive.

In hell, there will be nothing but sin and the selfishness that 
drives it. On earth, even the most evil person lives in an environ-
ment where he gets the benefit of goodness in the lives of other 
people. But in hell, there will be no such moderating influence. 
There will be no goodness and no light at all. Everyone there will 
have become as selfish and sinful as it is possible to be. The cor-
ruption that started in this life will have reached its ultimate end.

It is horrifying to think of the souls in hell being utterly con-
sumed with themselves, but we get a foretaste of what hell will be 
like every time we engage in acts of selfishness right now. Read 
again what James said and think about what you are reading: “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.” Do you ever do any 
of these things? Well, you are never nearer to hell than when you do.

Standing still is not possible. We are always moving toward 
God or away from Him. With every decision we make, we take a 
step toward the likeness of our Creator or a step away from Him. 
Eternity will simply be the final end of whichever path we are on, 
involving either complete glorification or total corruption.

How honest are you willing to be about your direction? No 
amount of religious activity will help you if you are self-willed 
and self-seeking. So be honest: which way are you really headed?

We must picture hell as a state where everyone is perpetually 
concerned about his own dignity and advancement, where everyone 

has a grievance, and where everyone lives the deadly serious passions 
of envy, self-importance, and resentment.
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let us go on

Let us go on to perfection . . . 
Hebrews 6:1

why is it that we have such a harD tiMe reaching FOr-
warD? Why do we insist on looking backward so often 

when the future is beckoning us to things that are so much better?
Laziness. The pull of “inertia” often keeps us from doing what 

we ought to do. It takes extra effort to press toward a goal that is 
in the future, and many people are just not willing to make that ef-
fort. They are content to stay where they are and do nothing more 
than leaf through the scrapbook pages of their past. Whatever 
vision of the future they may have, it is not a powerful enough vi-
sion to move them forward. It’s just too much work.

Grief at what we’ve lost. At other times, there is some loss we 
have suffered, and our grief keeps us focused, at least temporarily, 
on what we had in the past but no longer have. Grief is not sinful, 
at least it need not be, and during times of grief we need to be pa-
tient both with ourselves and others. But by its very nature, grief 
is past-oriented rather than future-oriented, and so we need to be 
careful not to let it become our permanent perspective.

Fear of the future. One way the past and the future are different 
is that the past is certain but the future is uncertain. While the past 
is already an accomplished creation, the future is yet to be cre-
ated, and there is no guarantee that we will not fail in some of our 
efforts to create it. We recognize that we depend upon God’s help 
in all things, but He still requires us to do our part, and that can be 
frightening. So we just play it safe and avoid the risk of discour-
agement, secure within the comfort zone of past accomplishment.

Whatever the reasons for our fixation on the past may be, we 
need to work on overcoming them. The Hebrew writer said, “Let 
us go on to perfection.” At times, we may need some help in see-
ing the importance of that effort. We may need to have our focus 
adjusted by pain or difficulty. Or we may need friends who will 
pull us out of the past. Indeed, we have no better friends than those 
who will turn us around and make us face in a forward direction. If 
you have such a future-oriented friend, you should be thankful.

I want to do away with everything behind man, so that 
there is nothing to see when he looks back. I want to take him by 

the scruff of the neck and turn his face toward the future!

l e O n i D  n i k O l a y e v i c h  a n D r e y e v
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rather Be aBsent from the Body?

We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent 
from the body and to be present with the Lord. 

2 Corinthians 5:8

we reaD the wOrDs OF paul abOve anD we DeeM theM 
nOble, but iF anyOne seriOusly saiD such a thing tODay, 

we wOulD cOnsiDer hiM neurOtic rather than nOble. If the 
truth be told, we are “well pleased” rather to be present in the 
body and absent from the Lord. For us, going to be with the Lord 
is all right, as long as it is later. But for now, we prefer living in 
this body and this world. We wouldn’t willingly give up this life if 
there were one ounce of happiness left that we could get from it.

As for being “absent from the body and . . . present with the 
Lord,” we prefer that scenario only at the end of a long life of tem-
poral satisfaction. I don’t believe I’m exaggerating when I say that 
the average Christian’s true sentiment runs something like this: 
“After I’ve drained all the happiness out of this world that I can get 
and my body has fallen into ruin, then, yes, I would prefer to leave 
this body and go to be with the Lord.” But to say that such a thing 
would be preferable right now? That is nonsense. We want to go to 
heaven only when we’ve exhausted every means of putting it off.

Now, don’t misunderstand me. I know we don’t have the 
option of going to heaven until our work is done. But if today the 
Lord were to say, “Your work is done,” shouldn’t we be thrilled?

So we have a dilemma, don’t we? We want heaven but we 
want this world too. And right now, we want this world more than 
we want heaven. We are more in love with this world than we like 
to admit. In theory we know that heavenly things are better than 
earthly things, but in practice we see heaven only as a place the 
Christian has to go to when the doctors have run out of alterna-
tives. Only when we’ve glutted ourselves on happiness below 
does heaven start to sound interesting. We are not unlike children 
at an amusement park being asked by their parents, “Wouldn’t 
you like to go home now? Home is much better.” No, we don’t want 
to go home! Of course not! Not until we are sunburned and sick of junk 
food and have absolutely, totally, and completely worn ourselves out hav-
ing fun! Then we might consider it . . . maybe.

Everybody wants to go to heaven, 
but nobody wants to die.

J O e  l e w i s
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Promises made in distress

Then Pharaoh called for Moses and Aaron, and said, “Entreat 
the lOrD that He may take away the frogs from me and from my 

people; and I will let the people go, that they may sacrifice to the lOrD” 
. . . But when Pharaoh saw that there was relief, he hardened his heart 

and did not heed them, as the lOrD had said. 
Exodus 8:8,15

it is an hOnOrable thing, anD OFten a very helpFul thing, tO 
binD Ourselves tO a cOMMitMent by the Making OF a prOMise. 

Promises can have a steadying influence on our will. But often, we 
make promises under the influence of strong emotions, and we 
find that after the emotions have cooled, we are no longer will-
ing to keep the promises we made. Surrounded by frogs, Pharaoh 
said, “I will let the people go.” But later, “when Pharaoh saw that 
there was relief, he hardened his heart and did not heed them.”

In general, we should probably avoid making promises while 
we are under the influence of strong emotions. I say “in general” 
because there are certainly times when deep feelings can lead us to 
make good and worthy commitments. Passion is not a bad thing.

But here is what we need to consider: whether they are made 
under strong emotion or not, promises have to be kept. We are not 
later released from the obligations we bound ourselves to simply 
because “on further review” we see that they are inconvenient.

Solomon had some very wise instruction on the keeping of 
commitments: “Do not be rash with your mouth, and let not your 
heart utter anything hastily before God. For God is in heaven, and 
you on earth; therefore let your words be few. For a dream comes 
through much activity, and a fool’s voice is known by his many 
words. When you make a vow to God, do not delay to pay it; for 
He has no pleasure in fools. Pay what you have vowed. It is better 
not to vow than to vow and not pay” (Ecclesiastes 5:2-5).

Not long ago, I was on an airplane that flew through some of 
the worst turbulence I have ever experienced. The thought crossed 
my mind that we might actually crash, and I’m sure there were 
hasty promises being made to God all over the cabin: “Dear Lord, 
if you will just get me off this airplane alive, I will ________ for the 
rest of my life.” Most of those promises were probably forgotten 
by the time we got to baggage claim. But God has not forgotten.

Vows made in storms are often forgotten in calms.

a n O n y M O u s
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faith and hoPe

Not only that, but we also who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, even 
we ourselves groan within ourselves, eagerly waiting for the adoption, the 
redemption of our body. For we were saved in this hope, but hope that is 

seen is not hope; for why does one still hope for what he sees? 
Romans 8:23,24

One OF the great truths OF christianity is that the 
christian lOOks FOrwarD tO receiving an “inheritance.” 

There are many blessings the Christian can enjoy right now as a 
result of having obeyed the gospel, but heaven is what Christianity 
is primarily about, and that is a “possession” that the Christian 
doesn’t yet “possess.” It is an inheritance that he or she will one 
day come into, but meanwhile, there is some waiting to be done.

Faith. One of the greatest of our human endowments is the 
ability to exercise faith. By faith, we can perceive many reali-
ties that are not “seen,” i.e., not accessible to our physical senses. 
Based on trustworthy evidence and testimony, we can apprehend 
the truth of many facts that would otherwise be inaccessible to us, 
and the fact of heaven is one of the most important of these.

Hope. Like faith, hope has to do with realities that our physical 
senses can’t experience, but hope goes a step beyond faith. Based 
on the truths arrived at by faith, hope eagerly takes possession of 
that which is still in the future. The faithful Christian not only be-
lieves that heaven will one day be a reality; he or she passionately 
desires it and even enjoys the possession of it in prospect.

In a day when too many are reducing Christianity to a search 
for the happy life in this world, we need to understand that the 
object of the Christian’s hope is, as Paul says, our “adoption, the 
redemption of our body.” Christianity is first and foremost about 
eternity, and our hopes for this world ought to be minimal.

But true Christian hope is a potent force which produces pow-
erful emotions. Paul said that we “groan within ourselves, eagerly 
waiting” for the realization of our hope. Heaven ought to be a 
thought that stirs us and moves us and makes us long to go there.

The difficulty, of course, is that because it is an unseen and a 
future reality, heaven often seems unreal to us. So let’s learn all we 
can about faith and hope. Without these, we lose our inheritance!

Faith has to do with things that are not seen, 
and hope with things that are not in hand.

t h O M a s  a q u i n a s
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hoPe and PerseveranCe

But if we hope for what we do not see, 
we eagerly wait for it with perseverance. 

Romans 8:25

since the christian’s inheritance is tO be receiveD in the 
Future, there is a gap that has tO be Dealt with. While we 

wait for the realization of our hope, there is the possibility that 
we may forsake the Lord and forfeit the inheritance we would 
otherwise have received. Between now and the end of our earthly 
sojourn, we “have need of endurance, so that after you have done 
the will of God, you may receive the promise” (Hebrews 10:36).

Hope. Paul said that “if we hope for what we do not see, we 
eagerly wait for it.” A great part of the power of hope comes from 
its eagerness. Appreciating how far the value of eternal life excels 
anything we possess right now, we passionately strain ourselves 
toward it. And the key to appreciating its value is the vividness 
with which we contemplate it. Just as those who accomplish great 
worldly goals are those who keep their goals clearly in mind, those 
who aspire to heaven need to concentrate on it with a keen focus.

Perseverance. Hope alone is not enough; it must be accompa-
nied by perseverance. As we “eagerly wait” for the redemption of 
our body, we must wait for it “with perseverance.” In the common 
vernacular, we would say that a person must not only keep on, but 
keep on keeping on. During the gap between now and the end, we 
will have many opportunities to give up and quit the faith. And 
we can be sure that our adversary the devil will tempt us to do ex-
actly that. As powerful as our hope is, it will do us no good if we 
don’t support it with a daily decision to persevere in the faith.

Even in Jesus’ lifetime, we see there were people who said 
they wanted to follow the Lord but were easily turned away (Luke 
9:57-62). So I have often wondered if the Lord does not still use 
difficulties and discouragements to separate those who are deter-
mined to go to heaven from those who can be dissuaded.

Christ has loved us with a love that is stronger than any mood 
or momentary inconvenience. The question is: with what kind of 
love do we love Him? We wait to see His face, but do we “wait for it 
with perseverance”? Are our souls tied to the doorpost of heaven?

Perseverance is the rope that ties 
the soul to the doorpost of heaven.

F r a n c e s  J .  r O b e r t s
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our Present understanding is limited

And He said to them, “You are from beneath; I am 
from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world.” 

John 8:23

what will heaven be like? That’s the way we usually ask the 
question, and it’s really the only way the question can be 

asked. Given our present inability to understand many spiritual 
realities, the best that can be done is for God to tell us a few things 
that heaven will be “like.” We are given images, analogies, hints, 
and suggestions that describe our eternal relationship with God in 
terms of the most beautiful things we know about right now.

God is not withholding information about eternity simply to 
tantalize us; it’s just that we’re not yet able to understand anything 
more than pictures and comparisons. Like a parent trying to explain 
an abstract concept to a child too young to engage in abstract think-
ing, God relates heaven to us in terms we are familiar with.

So what should be our attitude toward what God has told us 
about heaven? To begin with, we should relish every syllable of 
every word that has to do with heaven. We should let our minds 
eagerly roam over the texts that talk about our resurrection. There 
ought to be nothing more enjoyable than reading what our Father 
has revealed about the inheritance that will one day be ours.

But as to the specifics, we ought to approach them with rever-
ence and reserve. Rather than being dogmatic about the images 
of heaven given to us, we ought to have an open-minded willing-
ness for the reality to turn out to be something quite different than 
what we had in mind when we visualized being with God.

After all, that is the main thing about heaven, is it not? We will 
be with God. Whatever the details turn out to be, we will be in a 
perfect, unmitigated relationship with our Creator forevermore.

Until the inheritance is actually ours, let us recognize the pau-
city of our present understanding and be prepared, when our Lord 
returns, to rejoice in whatever God has for us. Toward the end of 
his life, C. S. Lewis wrote descriptively about heaven and then 
concluded by saying, “Guesses, of course, only guesses. If they are 
not true, something better will be.” I heartily agree. And one thing 
is absolutely certain: the reality will break the boundaries of every-
thing we have ever dreamed of or ever could dream of right now.

The frog in the well knows nothing of the great ocean.

J a p a n e s e  p r O v e r b
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Cast your Bread uPon the Waters

Cast your bread upon the waters, 
For you will find it after many days. 

Ecclesiastes 11:1

tOMOrrOw is uncertain, but that shOulD nOt stOp us FrOM 
DOing what we can DO tODay. Our judgment of what we 

should do may not be the best sometimes, and even when our 
plans are well laid, unforeseen events may alter their outcome. 
Nevertheless, we must do the best that we know to do today.

Ecclesiastes 11:1 is one of those verses whose main point is 
fairly obvious in context, but interpreters differ as to the specific 
illustration or metaphor the writer had in mind. I personally think 
the image is that of a merchant sending his goods out on a ship, 
which in ancient times was a very risky thing to do. Risky or not, 
however, the merchant wouldn’t make any money if he simply did 
nothing and kept his goods at home. The NEB translates it: “Send 
your grain across the seas, and in time you will get a return.”

When we are contemplating what is the best course of action 
to follow, we should certainly exercise prudence. We should be 
careful and use the very best judgment of which we are capable.

But having been careful in our planning, we then need to 
exercise energy and industry in carrying out our plan. However 
hesitant we may have been in making our plan, once the plan is 
made we need to put our whole heart into its implementation. I 
well remember my youngest son’s golf coach advising him on a 
very difficult hole where it was going to be hard to select the right 
club. Having helped him weigh the pros and cons, he then said, 
“It’s your decision, Grant. But whichever club you choose, commit 
to it.” In life, as in golf, we often swing hesitantly, as if we’re not 
sure we selected the right club — but when we swing hesitantly, 
not even the right club is going to help us very much.

In the end, our confidence must be in God, and not in our 
own wisdom or ability. Having been as prudent as we know how 
to be and then acting as energetically as we can, we must trust that 
God will take our actions today and bring about a good return tomorrow.

Build a little fence of trust 
Around today; 

Fill the space with loving deeds, 
And therein stay.

M a r y  F r a n c e s  b u t t s
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god, the eternal “i am”

Then the Jews said to Him, “You are not yet fifty years old, 
and have You seen Abraham?” Jesus said to them, “Most assuredly, 

I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM.” 
John 8:57,58

the “eternity” OF gOD is a DiFFicult cOncept, but i believe 
it’s alsO a very iMpOrtant One. God has always existed, and 

He always will exist. He is eternal, without either a beginning or 
an end. And presumably, He is the only such being that exists. 
Since He created everything else, everything else had a beginning. 
But not having been created, God is self-existent. He is eternal.

In language, verbs can be in the past, present, or future tense. 
God, we may say, is always in the “present tense.” There was never 
a “time” when He didn’t exist, and there will never be a “time” 
when He won’t exist. When asked by Moses what His name was, 
God said, “I AM WHO I AM” (Exodus 3:14). And Jesus, who was 
God in fleshly form, said to the astonished Jews, “Before Abraham 
was, I AM.” He did not say, “I was before Abraham,” but “Before 
Abraham was, I AM.” God is always in the present tense.

The eternity of God is one answer to the seeming contradic-
tion between God’s foreknowledge and our freedom of will. God 
can know what we are going to do without infringing on our free-
dom of will because He sees all that happens — past, present, and 
future — as one present moment. It is only we finite, time-bound 
creatures who see things in terms of what has happened, what will  
happen, etc. Living in an eternal now, God simply sees what is.

In a world broken by sin, time is our enemy in many ways. 
We struggle with what has happened and what will happen. We 
even struggle to have the right attitude toward past, present, and 
future. So there is great comfort in knowing that God is above and 
beyond time, that time is within His control and subject to His 
sovereignty. Whatever problems the passage of time may present 
for us, nothing that has to do with time is a problem for God.

There is an old song that says, “Many things about tomorrow 
I don’t seem to understand, but I know who holds tomorrow, and 
I know who holds my hand.” There is nothing about the past, the 
present, or the future that He won’t deal with in just the right way.

In God there is no was or will be, but a continuous and unbroken is. 
In him history and prophecy are one and the same.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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don’t miss this moment’s graCe

Continue earnestly in prayer, 
being vigilant in it with thanksgiving. 

Colossians 4:2

iF gOD lives in an eternal “nOw,” there is a sense in which 
we shOulD alsO live in the present MOMent. The past is some-

thing we should learn from and the future is something we should 
plan for, but the present is the only chance we have to actually do 
anything. If we let the present moment go by unused, then we’ve 
wasted the very “stuff” of life. So we need to do three things.

(1) Pay more attention to the present moment. Many of us miss 
the value of the present moment because our minds are some-
where else. Whether we’re “living in the past” or “daydreaming 
about the future” or we’re just too busy with trivia to savor the 
moment, the end result is often the same: we find life getting away 
from us without our having thought about it as it went rushing by.

(2) Use the present moment. A normal human life is comprised 
of millions of “moments” — so many that there seems to be an 
endless supply of them, at least while we’re young. It doesn’t 
seem such a great tragedy to let some of them go by unimproved. 
But truly, there is no present moment that should be despised or 
thrown away. To throw away any moment is to insult its Giver.

(3) Appreciate the present moment. I used to think that life was 
made up of many drab, ordinary moments and only a few that 
could be called wonderful or gracious. How wrong I was! And 
how sad I am now to see how much of life I missed while I was 
waiting for some “big” moment to come along. God’s best gifts 
are often delivered to us in plain paper wrapping. This moment is 
almost always an extraordinary thing, if we have the eyes to see 
and the heart to appreciate it. Let us never underestimate the grace 
that may be in the present moment, whenever it may be.

In general, we need to be better stewards of all the “little” 
things that God’s grace sends our way. Paul said that we need to 
be vigilant in prayer “with thanksgiving.” And he also said, “In 
everything give thanks” (1 Thessalonians 5:18). There is not much 
that happens at any moment of any day that we shouldn’t give 
thanks for — either because it is enjoyable or because it is useful.

The small moment is the carrier of God’s most endearing gift. 
It must not be permitted to slip away unsavored and unappreciated.

g e r h a r D  e .  F r O s t
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Pleasure, the least of the enJoyments

The kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, 
but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 

Romans 14:17

the wOrD “enJOyMent” can reFer tO Many DiFFerent things. 
In the world of God’s creation, various things can be enjoyed, 

some more important than others — and some even more enjoy-
able than others. For example, eating and drinking are enjoyable, 
both sensually and socially. But for the Christian, things like righ-
teousness and peace are higher enjoyments. And when any choice 
has to be made, the higher enjoyments ought to be given priority.

If we should try to categorize the enjoyments available to us, 
there would be at least three: pleasure, happiness, and joy. Pleasure 
is just what the word suggests: that which is pleasant, especially to 
the senses. Happiness is the state of well-being that comes when 
what is happening to us is just what we would prefer to happen. 
Joy, on the other hand, is a far greater thing. It is that poignant 
thrill that comes from the foretaste of eternal, otherworldly rap-
tures, even when earthly pleasure and happiness are absent.

Pleasure is the lowest of the three enjoyments that God has 
given us, yet hedonism, the worship of pleasure, continues to grow 
in popularity. Making pleasure the ultimate good in life is surely a 
serious mistake, but it is also a sad mistake. Those who see nothing 
higher to enjoy than pleasure are missing out on real joy!

But let us be clear: pleasure is not to be despised. It is created 
by God and meant to be relished, as Ecclesiastes teaches us. Some 
people make the mistake of not drinking very deeply of pleasure 
and not being very grateful for it. That, too, is a sad mistake.

So all in all, what should we say? (1) We should accept 
pleasure as a gift from God. (2) We should never sacrifice higher 
priorities (such as purity, honesty, and justice) in order to get it. 
(3) We should control our appetite for it and not overindulge in it. 
(4) We should be willing to let go of it and do without it when the 
need arises. (5) And finally, we should set these words in stone: 
joy is the highest experience of the human heart. Pleasure, as good as it 
may be in its proper place, is a poor, unsatisfying substitute for joy.

I doubt whether anyone who has tasted joy 
would ever, if both were in his power, exchange it 

for all the pleasure in the world.

c .  s .  l e w i s
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stillness and Joy

Be still, and know that I am God. 
Psalm 46:10

nOwaDays, One reasOn we knOw sO little abOut JOy is that 
we knOw sO little abOut stillness. In this age of the world, 

most of us are busy with a myriad of priorities and projects. And 
we pride ourselves in it. The person whose schedule is packed has 
more prestige than the fellow who doesn’t have much to do. But 
joy — real, spine-tingling joy — is in seriously short supply.

We’ll try to define “stillness” in a moment, but just think, by 
way of contrast, how unlikely it would be for joy to surface in the 
kind of lives we lead. Our “busyness” produces so much clamor 
and clatter, the voice of joy is drowned out. It simply gets lost in 
the shuffle. Even if joy were to appear, it would go unnoticed.

But what does it mean to be “still” before the Lord? It doesn’t 
mean being physically still, though stillness of the body is often 
involved. And it doesn’t mean not saying anything, though that 
is often involved as well. “Stillness” before God means reverence, 
humility, openness, and forgetfulness of self. It means putting 
our minds into a thoughtful posture. It means having our activity 
stilled and our words hushed by a compelling sense of the power 
of God Almighty. Above all, it means having a servant’s readiness 
to obey: “Speak, Lord, for your servant hears” (1 Samuel 3:9).

I suggest that it would be rare for a person to experience 
genuine joy if he or she were not mentally disposed in the man-
ner we’ve just described. That is the only kind of environment in 
which real joy can make an appearance. Just as happiness eludes 
those who pursue it, joy is even harder to bring under our own 
power. It doesn’t come on command, but rather it is experienced, 
often quite unexpectedly, by those who are still before the Lord. 
Unstill people are simply not good candidates for joy.

So God’s instruction to us is this: Be still, and know that I am 
God. We shouldn’t obey that instruction selfishly, simply so we 
can have the joy we want. Nevertheless, we won’t have any joy if 
we don’t obey it. Without a reverent stillness at the center of our 
hearts, joy has no chance to break through the noise of earthly life. 
Of all the killjoys in the world, irreverent busyness is the worst.

The heart that is to be filled to the brim 
with holy joy must be held still.

g e O r g e  s e a t O n  b O w e s
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the greatest Joy

The generous soul will be made rich, 
And he who waters will also be watered himself. 

Proverbs 11:25

iF it’s JOy that we Desire, we OFten DeFeat Ourselves by gOing 
aFter it in the wrOng way. We make it a self-centered pursuit 

having to do mainly with what we want to get — and we lose sight 
of the fact that the greatest joy is the joy of giving. The most joyful 
people in the world are those whose main intent is to foster joy in 
the lives of others as much as possible. They have great joy, but 
they’re hardly conscious of having sought it for themselves at all.

Most of us underestimate how great a capacity we have to 
bring joy to others. We don’t think we have anything to offer that 
would bring happiness, much less joy, to anybody else. But if we 
are Christians, we have great resources out of which we could 
give joy. There was probably nothing extraordinary about the 
Thessalonians, at least from a worldly standpoint, yet Paul was 
profuse in his praise for them. By their example of steadfastness 
in the face of hardship, they had greatly refreshed his heart and 
made it easier for him to endure his own afflictions. “For now we 
live,” he said, “if you stand fast in the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 3:8).

Joy is one of those things that we get more of by paying 
less attention to it. When we obsess about it and seek it self-con-
sciously, it slips out of our grasp. But when we forget about it, and 
focus on the needs of those around us, we find it coming our way.

Real joy, though, can be a bittersweet experience. If it comes 
from making possible the joy of others, that will often require let-
ting go and losing some things that are exceedingly precious to us. 
Think of Jesus, for example. If joy comes from making possible the 
joy of others, then His joy must have been a great joy indeed. Yet 
He could not have known that joy without the grief that went with 
the sacrifice. And so it is for us too. True joy can be very costly.

In the long run, however, it is true, as Solomon observed, that 
the “generous soul will be made rich, and he who waters will also 
be watered himself.” C. S. Lewis said it differently, but no less 
truly, “Nothing that you have not given away will ever truly be 
your own.” Yes, that is a hard truth to accept. But it is still true.

The joy that you give to others 
Is the joy that comes back to you.

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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are the faithful never in darkness?

Now David was greatly distressed, for the people spoke of stoning him, 
because the soul of all the people was grieved, every man for his sons and 

his daughters. But David strengthened himself in the lOrD his God. 
1 Samuel 30:6

in a way, it is encOuraging tO Me tO reaD that “DaviD was 
greatly DistresseD.” If a man of his character could be dis-

tressed, then when I am frightened and discouraged, I shouldn’t 
assume that such feelings represent a failure of faith on my part. 
Distress may mean a failure of faith, but then again, it may not. 
David’s faith didn’t mean he was never discouraged; it meant he 
responded to discouragement by refusing to give up.

As long as we live in this world, there are going to be some 
dark days for us. Satan will see to that. Being a Christian does not 
insulate us from hardship and heartache. And only a robot could 
experience the sadness of this world without emotional distress. 
So the mere presence of certain feelings shouldn’t surprise us.

Faith doesn’t mean always feeling confident. If I believe the gospel 
of Christ is true, I believe it for the same reason that I believe my 
next door neighbor is trustworthy: the evidence for it is stronger 
than the evidence against it. But that doesn’t mean that a doubt 
may not arise now and then, either as to the gospel’s truth or my 
neighbor’s trustworthiness. When a doubt arises, faith is not taken 
aback. It simply asks, “Has anything about the evidence changed?”

Hope doesn’t mean always feeling hopeful. Hope is based on faith, 
and so, like faith, it can sometimes be buffeted by the distresses of 
daily events. Even with the strongest possible reasons to believe 
and to hope, we find that short-term happenings can make it seem 
that our hopes are not going to be realized. In this respect, reli-
gious hope is no different than any other kind of hope. Those who 
conquer, whether in spiritual or temporal affairs, are those who 
hang on to their hopes with an “it ain’t over till it’s over” attitude.

I like to think of hope as the active exercise of faith. It doesn’t 
mean never being in darkness or doubt. It means that in darkness 
or doubt we choose to look at the bigger picture, and based on the 
bigger picture, we decide to keep going forward. And let me tell 
you: deciding to go forward when you’re discouraged is as fine a thing as 
you’ll ever do. “Hope is grief’s best music” (Henry George Bohn).

Hope is faith holding out its hands in the dark.

g e O r g e  i l e s
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haPPiness is niCe But unneCessary

We are hard pressed on every side, yet not crushed; 
we are perplexed, but not in despair. 

2 Corinthians 4:8

paul haD an unDerlying JOy that cOulD nOt be taken away 
FrOM hiM, but “happiness” cOulD be taken away, anD it 

OFten was. Happiness is the enjoyment of pleasant circumstances. 
It is how we feel when what is “happening” is what we like, and 
that is an enjoyment we should not fail to take advantage of when-
ever it’s possible. But obviously, what is happening is not always 
pleasant. At such times, we need to be able to do without happi-
ness and say what Paul said, “We are hard pressed on every side, 
yet not crushed; we are perplexed, but not in despair.”

Happiness is nice. I don’t want anything I say on this page to 
sound like “sour grapes.” I value happiness as much as anyone 
else. When it is present in my life, I enjoy it greatly, and I hope that 
I’m as thankful for it as I should be. But whatever else you can say 
about happiness, one thing you can’t say is that it is essential.

Happiness is unnecessary. We can do without happiness if we 
have to. It is not the summum bonum in life, the ultimate good. I 
don’t think it rates anywhere near the top of the list of the most 
important things in this life. But even if someone disagreed and 
said it was the most important thing to have in this life, I would 
still stay it is unnecessary. There is simply nothing in this life that 
we can’t do without. God is all we have to have. So things like hap-
piness can be relinquished, if need be. We can survive their loss.

Obviously, it takes some learning to get to the point where 
we can live without things like happiness. Paul said that he knew 
how to be empty as well as full, but he said he had learned how to 
be empty: “I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content: I 
know how to be abased, and I know how to abound. Everywhere 
and in all things I have learned both to be full and to be hungry, 
both to abound and to suffer need” (Philippians 4:11,12).

But once we have learned to live without happiness, look at 
the strong position that puts us in. The devil’s main power over 
most people is the threat of taking away their happiness. But the 
Christian can say, “Go ahead; take it away. I can live without it.”

The greatest happiness you can have is knowing 
that you do not necessarily require happiness.

w i l l i a M  s a r O y a n
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a higher definition of haPPiness

. . . 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. 
Ephesians 1:18

in Our previOus reaDings, iF we have seeMeD tO Denigrate 
happiness, we have nOt really DOne sO; we have Only trieD 

tO reDeFine it. What needs to happen is for our minds to be reori-
ented with regard to things like happiness. We need to enlarge our 
perspective on what these things were truly meant to be.

It’s perhaps risky to try to put ourselves in God’s position, but 
don’t you suppose that part of the “frustration” God experiences 
in working with us is that we are willing to settle for so little when 
He is trying to offer us so much? God knows that the pitifully little 
thing we call “happiness” is nothing compared to the thing that 
really deserves that name, and it must surely be “exasperating” to 
Him to see us hang on to our happiness so tightly and pay so little 
attention to treasures that are incomparably more precious.

Consider Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). 
When he prayed for its removal, he was saying, “I want to be 
happy. Please remove this hindrance to my happiness.” But God 
said, “No, Paul. I have something for you better than what you call 
happiness, and this thorn will help you get it.” Later, in writing to 
the Ephesians, Paul prayed that the eyes of their understanding 
might be 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.” Paul understood that what would do us more good than 
anything else is a clear vision of the greater things that God has for us.

Growing in faith means learning to let God define things for 
us and then to be willing to receive these things on His terms. 
Take, for example, the concept of “salvation.” Faith means that we 
let God define what salvation is and then have the humility to re-
ceive it on His terms. Now apply that to the enjoyments of human 
life. Wouldn’t we be more mature spiritually if we let God tell us 
what these things really are and then let Him dispense these bless-
ings to us on His terms and according to His wisdom?

I thought God’s purpose was to make me full 
of happiness and joy. It is, but it is happiness and joy 

from God’s perspective, not from mine.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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suffering, Jesus Cried loudly

Now from the sixth hour until the ninth hour there 
was darkness over all the land. And about the ninth hour Jesus 

cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” 
that is, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” 

Matthew 27:45,46

Our cOncept OF inner strength is such that we are sOMe-
tiMes reluctant tO reveal that we are hurting. We hide 

our heartaches from everyone else, lest they think we are weak or 
that we have the wrong attitude. And sometimes even within our 
own selves, we are reluctant to be honest about these things.

But if we think strong people never experience anguish, that 
is a false notion of strength. Just as courage doesn’t mean the ab-
sence of fear, strength doesn’t mean the absence of pain. Strength 
is not inconsistent with anguish of spirit, nor does strength mean 
we have to try to keep our heartaches a secret.

Jesus’ example is instructive here. By any spiritual or emo-
tional measure, Jesus was the strongest person who ever lived. 
Yet He was “a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 
53:3). Jesus’ strength didn’t keep Him from hurting, and it didn’t 
keep Him from expressing His hurts. We are told that He “offered 
up prayers and supplications, with vehement cries and tears to 
Him who was able to save Him from death” (Hebrews 5:7).

When we cry out in pain, however, the difficulty is to do it 
with the same humility and reverence that Jesus did. Agony and 
emptiness have a tendency to make us selfish and demanding. But 
those are temptations we can resist, and when we resist them, our 
cries of agony can be pure and sincere . . . and acceptable to God.

Anguish is simply an indication of unmet needs. When we 
hurt emotionally, it means there is something we deeply need that 
we don’t have, either because we never had it or because we had 
it and lost it. In heaven there will be no unmet needs, but on earth 
there are plenty of them. We were made for a different kind of 
world than the broken one that now exists, and as long as we live 
here, even as Christians, we will have needs that are achingly un-
fulfilled. As long as we cry humbly and reverently, it is not wrong 
to cry honestly and deeply, “How long, O Lord, how long?”

If I ever wonder about the appropriate “spiritual” response 
to pain and suffering, I can note how Jesus responded to his own 

with fear and trembling, with loud cries and tears.

p h i l i p  y a n c e y
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zaCChaeus

Now behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus who was 
a chief tax collector, and he was rich. And he sought to see who Jesus 
was, but could not because of the crowd, for he was of short stature. 

So he ran ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see Him, 
for He was going to pass that way. Luke 19:2-4

iF we’ve gOtten tOO OlD tO enJOy the stOry OF zacchaeus, 
then we’ve Just gOtten tOO OlD FOr Our Own gOOD. Like 

most of the stories about the Lord, it makes a simple point that 
children can appreciate, but as adults we make a serious mistake 
when we suppose that the simple points are only for children.

Reaching forward requires energy. It takes effort. And the 
importance of those qualities is what we learn from Zacchaeus. 
Wanting to “see who Jesus was,” he ran ahead and climbed a tree 
so that he could glimpse the Lord as He passed by. Compared to 
that display of interest, most of us should be ashamed of our-
selves. We would be content not to see Jesus if He couldn’t be seen 
on television from our recliner. And from all appearances, many of 
us would rather relax and go to hell than work to go to heaven.

Zacchaeus, of course, had a disability, a disadvantage in seeing 
the Lord: he was short of stature and could not see over the crowd. 
So he climbed a tree! How many of us would have thought of 
that? Judging from what we hear these days, many in Zacchaeus’s 
position would have gone home complaining that they didn’t get a 
chance to see Jesus because of the evils of “discrimination.”

In the lives of most of us, there is probably going to be some-
thing that tests our resolve to see the Lord. The nature of the test 
may vary from one individual to another, but it is rarely, if ever, 
true that anyone gets to heaven easily. And I wouldn’t be sur-
prised to learn that the Lord set it up that way deliberately. In His 
providence, He may have built various filters into the world, to 
filter out those who don’t really care whether they see Him or not.

The shortness of Zacchaeus’s physical stature is symbolic of 
the situation we all find ourselves in. He was trying to see the Lord; 
we are trying to get to heaven. He had a disadvantage; we have our 
own. He overcame his hindrance by the intensity of his interest; so 
can we. From this “wee little man,” then, we should learn to reach 
forward to God with a passion that will not be denied.

Enthusiasm makes ordinary people extraordinary.

n O r M a n  v i n c e n t  p e a l e
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What Can you see?

“Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was glad.” 
John 8:56

abrahaM “saw” the Day when the Messiah wOulD cOMe, a 
Day that was, FOr hiM, in the Far Distant Future. He also 

saw heaven: “he waited for the city which has foundations, whose 
builder and maker is God” (Hebrews 11:10). So Abraham, like all 
people of faith and spiritual maturity, was a person of vision. He 
rejoiced to “see” many things that others close their “eyes” to.

What we ought to do. If all a person can see is the status quo, he 
will never rise above it, and unfortunately, that is about all most 
people can see (or at least all they make the effort to see). What 
“is” can be seen by nearly anybody, but what “ought to be” takes 
extra vision. It is only by perceiving invisible truths and principles 
that we come to understand what our obligations are.

What we ought to hope for. The external appearances of present 
reality can be very discouraging, and those who can see only what 
is happening at the present moment are often prone to depression. 
We have to discipline ourselves and develop our vision to look 
outside of ourselves and our private discouragements. If we have 
the eyes to see, there are great and wonderful things to hope for.

What we ought to believe. The Jewish patriarchs were people 
who could see, by faith, the reality of some things that had not yet 
arrived. “These 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). The vision of faith is the best vision of all!

We don’t think about our vision often enough, and when we 
do think about it, we often restrict it to things of a worldly nature. 
In business, we may have a vision of how much our company 
could grow. At home, we may visualize the dream house that we’d 
like to build. But what about matters of the heart and the spirit? 
When you look at your own inner person, do you see what you 
could be as well as what you are? When you look at your relation-
ship with God, do you see only problems or can you also see some 
possibilities? When you look at your private heart, what can you see?

Vision looks inward and becomes a duty. 
Vision looks outward and becomes aspiration. 

Vision looks upward and becomes faith.

s t e p h e n  s a M u e l  w i s e
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do We exPeCt god’s helP too soon?

If anyone will not work, neither shall he eat. 
2 Thessalonians 3:10

gOD gave us the abilities that we have, anD he expects us 
tO exercise Ourselves in using theM. “If anyone will not 

work,” Paul wrote, “neither shall he eat.” In a world obsessed with 
ease and convenience, the problem of laziness is more of a prob-
lem than many of us like to admit. If we’re not careful, we may 
start taking it for granted that the easiest way is always the best 
way and start looking for ways to cut corners in our spiritual lives. 
In circumstances where we call upon God for help, we may expect 
God’s help sooner than He is ready to give it.

In all of our needs, we should seek God’s help — indeed, we 
should rely on it — but we should never think of dumping work 
on God simply because we don’t want to do it ourselves. If you 
are a parent who has ever been asked for “help” with homework, 
you know how this works. There is a huge difference between 
“Can you help me with this?” and “Will you do this for me?”

“If anyone will not work, neither shall he eat” is the principle. 
God, our heavenly Father, will not do for us what He’s given 
us the ability to do for ourselves. It may not be the most precise 
statement in the world theologically, but I believe the old saying is 
nevertheless true: God helps those who help themselves.

We already have a serious problem with ingratitude, but if 
God swooped in and rescued us at the first sign of any little diffi-
culty, we’d be even less grateful than we are. (What kind of child is 
produced by a parent who takes full responsibility for the child’s 
homework and does it all for him: a hardworking child who ap-
preciates the help that he has been given? No, just the opposite.)

So let us expect God’s help, but let us not expect it too soon. 
Sometimes God waits to help us until we have learned — the hard 
way — the insufficiency of our own efforts. Out of all the things 
we need His help with, we need His help in learning our depen-
dence on Him. And the best way God can teach us that we need 
His help is by letting us do without it for a while. After that, we’re 
in a much better position to be grateful for the help when it does 
come. And it surely will come . . . when God sees the time is right.

When you are at the end of your rope, 
God is there to catch you — but not before.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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giving the greater thanks

Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, 
and comes down from the Father of lights . . . 

James 1:17

gOD is the giver OF every gOOD giFt, anD learning tO see 
the gOODness OF his giFts anD give prOper thanks FOr 

theM is One OF Our greatest neeDs in liFe. God blesses us in 
many different ways, and some of these are more direct and obvi-
ous than others. It is at the times when God’s gifts come to us 
indirectly (through other people, for example) and in ambiguous 
ways (they may seem more like difficulties than blessings) that the 
appropriateness of giving thanks may be hard for us to grasp.

Without a doubt, we ought to give thanks to all the other 
human beings around us who do so many wonderful things for 
us. In our interdependent world, we all have to have the help of 
others, and we need to be willing to acknowledge that help.

But the help that other people give us ultimately comes from 
God, and we need to be even more thankful to Him than we are to 
them. In very many cases, God acts in our lives by the instrumen-
tality of other people’s doings, and so while we shouldn’t fail to 
thank the “instruments,” it is God who should be given the greater 
thanks. Let me share with you two compliments that came to me 
by email a few years ago only two weeks apart, both of which 
touched me deeply. One person wrote, “You have helped me to 
grow spiritually more than anyone else I’ve ever read.” The other 
person wrote, “You are perhaps the one person that the Lord has 
used the most to bring me closer to Him.” Both of these thanks 
were greatly appreciated by me. But the latter, bless that person’s 
soul, put the emphasis where it certainly needs to be — on God.

In truth, there is nothing for which we can’t give this “greater 
thanks.” Everything God allows us to experience is, if not enjoy-
able, at least useful (James 1:2), and we should learn to thank Him 
for all that happens. Joseph, for example, was thankful that his 
brothers had sold him into Egyptian slavery (Genesis 45:5-8). Such 
“useful” things are obviously harder to attribute to God and to 
give Him thanks for. But Paul said, “In everything, give thanks” 
(1 Thessalonians 5:18), and I believe he meant just what he said.

Take everything that comes into your life as 
being from the hand of God, not from the hand of man.

J e a n n e  M a r i e  D e  l a  M O t h e  g u y O n
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Christian Pessimism

And the world is passing away, and the lust of it . . . 
1 John 2:17

is the gOspel OF christ OptiMistic Or pessiMistic? We normally 
think of it as optimistic (and in the long run it certainly is), but 

John’s statement would not strike many modern people as being 
very upbeat: “the world is passing away, and the lust of it.” A. W. 
Tozer wrote, “Strange as it may be, the holiest souls who have ever 
lived have earned the reputation for being pessimistic.” Have you 
ever considered that spiritual growth might require you to start 
being more pessimistic about some things than you have been?

The mature Christian is pessimistic about the powers of the human 
mind. While the world grows more confident that, given enough 
time, the human mind can find a solution to every problem, the 
Christian understands the built-in limitations of human thought.

The mature Christian is pessimistic about the perfectibility of 
human character. The problems that beset individual human beings 
have roots that go far deeper than psychology or sociology can 
ever reach. Apart from God, the human psyche is incurably sick. 

The mature Christian is pessimistic about the progress of human 
society. If Christianity is true, this world is not going to get signifi-
cantly better. There may be occasional respites from the general 
degradation, but the long-term spiral is going down, down, down. 

So there are some things the mature, healthy Christian is pes-
simistic about, and unfortunately, the things the Christian is most 
doubtful of are those the world has its highest hopes set on. When 
the Christian doubts the powers of the human mind, the perfect-
ibility of human character, and the progress of human society, he 
calls into question the very foundation of modern activity: that 
“every day in every way, we are getting better and better” (and if 
we’re not, it’s only a matter of time until we do). But the bad news 
has to be accepted before the good news will sound good. If we’re 
not stripped of our delusions about human power and progress, 
we’ll never be humble enough to hear what God has in mind. So 
let’s just go ahead and give up on the present world. As Christians, 
we should be too optimistic about the new heavens and earth to be 
anything other than pessimistic about the present ones.

The cross-carrying Christian . . . is both a confirmed pessimist and an 
optimist the like of which is to be found nowhere else on earth.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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BetWeen Promise and PerformanCe: a gaP?

And in this I give advice: It is to your advantage not only to be doing 
what you began and were desiring to do a year ago; but now you also must 
complete the doing of it; that as there was a readiness to desire it, so there 

also may be a completion out of what you have. 
2 Corinthians 8:10,11

reaching tOwarD heaven requires setting sOMe gOals anD 
Making sOMe cOMMitMents. Without firm commitments, the 

hard things just aren’t likely to get done. So there is great value in 
making plans and promises. In scriptural language, that means 
“purposing” what we will do (2 Corinthians 9:7). Then, having 
committed ourselves, there must not be a gap between our prom-
ise and our performance. As there was a “readiness to desire it,” so 
there must also be a “completion” of it (2 Corinthians 8:11).

Even in terms of our short-term spiritual growth, we need to 
make more specific plans than we sometimes do. If all we have is 
a vague, unspecific desire to make progress, we won’t move ahead 
much. We have to commit ourselves to some specific goals.

The ultimate purpose of spiritual growth, of course, is reach-
ing the long-term goal of seeing God’s face in heaven. Having 
confessed our faith and obeyed the gospel, we have made what 
amounts to a commitment to go to heaven. But I believe it will 
help us to make that commitment explicit by verbally promising 
those near and dear to us that we are not going to give up. Folks 
need to have a pledge from us that we’re going to do what’s right.

Then, as we’ve said, we must keep our commitment, and that’s 
not always easy. But let me tell you: it’s a whole lot easier to keep 
the commitments you have made than the ones you haven’t made.

The French writer La Rochefoucauld may have been a cynic, 
but on the gap between most people’s promises and performance 
he was not wrong: “We promise according to our hopes and 
perform according to our fears.” In other words, what we prom-
ise is often based on ideals and hopes that are lofty, but what we 
actually end up doing is just the least we can get by with, the bare 
minimum that will keep us out of trouble. But it doesn’t have to be 
that way. If La Rochefoucauld described the norm, can we not, as 
people reaching toward heaven, be exceptions to the norm?

We promise according to our hopes 
and perform according to our fears.

F r a n ç O i s  D e  l a  r O c h e F O u c a u l D
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fighting the undertoW

Peter answered and said to Him, “Even if all are made to stumble 
because of You, I will never be made to stumble.” Jesus said to him, 

“Assuredly, I say to you that this night, before the rooster crows, 
you will deny Me three times.” Matthew 26:33,34

we set Out tO “swiM” tOwarD the lOrD, but sOMetiMes the 
“unDertOw” gets us. Peter’s example shows how easy it is 

to profess love for the Lord in our words and then fall short in our 
deeds. As long as we live in this world, the devil will always make 
sure that we meet resistance in carrying out our good intentions.

When we’re tempted to sin, there is always a “way of escape” 
(1 Corinthians 10:13). However strong the undertow may be, we 
never have to give in to it. The positive choice is always possible.

But though the way of escape will always be provided, it has 
to be taken before it will do us any good. The benefits of the Lord’s 
protection and help are not automatic or involuntary — they have 
to be appropriated by a free-will choice to say “No!” to sin.

Without God’s help, of course, we would be hopelessly lost. 
But even so, we have to exert ourselves to overcome our obstacles. 
We have to fight the undertow. And many are the scriptural exhor-
tations to that end. “Put to death your members which are on the 
earth” (Colossians 3:5). “Put off . . . the old man” (Ephesians 4:22). 
“Do not let sin reign in your mortal body, that you should obey it 
in its lusts” (Romans 6:12). The point is hard to miss.

But whatever sinful forces are out there, the face of the worst 
one can be seen in the mirror. As Walt Kelly said in Pogo, “We have 
met the enemy and he is us.” The “old man” that Paul said must 
be put to death is not a nice person, and each of us needs to be 
very honest about the “me” that we would be without God. This 
person has to die. If not, the new person that Christ can create will 
never have a chance to live: “I have been crucified with Christ; it is 
no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 2:20).

God harden me against myself, 
This coward with pathetic voice 

Who craves for ease, and rest, and joys. 
Myself, arch-traitor to myself 

My hollowest friend, my deadliest foe, 
My clog whatever road I go. 

Yet One there is can curb myself, 
Can roll the strangling load from me, 

Break off the yoke and set me free.

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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Why do We dread our greatest day?

For we who are in this tent groan, being burdened, not because we want 
to be unclothed, but further clothed, that mortality may be swallowed up by 
life. Now He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who also has 

given us the Spirit as a guarantee. 2 Corinthians 5:4,5

in Our MOre hOnest MOMents, hOw Many OF us can say we 
lOng FOr Our MOrtality tO be “swallOweD up by liFe” as 

paul DiD? The truth is, we’re quite happy here, and we don’t want 
to die. We want to hang on to this life as long as we possibly can.

But why do we dread the day of our death, which from the 
Christian perspective is our greatest day of all? What is there about 
trading this “tent” for an eternal dwelling that is so unappealing?

Obviously, we may dread the manner of death. Certain ways 
of dying are extremely painful, while others are completely hu-
miliating. If we had our choice, I imagine most of us would like to 
pass away quietly in our sleep when the time comes. But most of 
us don’t want that time to come until we have gotten everything 
we want out of this life. We dread death itself. It is unwelcome.

Paul more than once compared the Christian life to a race 
being run by an athlete, so let’s think of it that way for a moment. 
The right-thinking Christian doesn’t dread death any more than a 
runner dreads reaching the finish line. Can you imagine a runner 
who, rounding the last turn and seeing the finish line ahead, says, 
“Oh my! I don’t want this race to be over! I think I’ll slow down 
and see if I can be the very last runner to reach the finish”?

Peter speaks of receiving the end or goal of our faith, the salva-
tion of our souls (1 Peter 1:9). Unless the Lord comes back first, it 
will be at our death that we reach this goal. So that day will be our 
graduation, the culmination of all our training in godliness. Do 
we want to be that “professional student” who dreads graduation 
because it will be the end of a situation that he’s loathe to give up? 
Don’t we want to graduate? And if, contrary to what we expect, the 
Lord indicates that our training is finished sooner rather than later, 
where is the problem in that . . . if we’re reaching forward?

By all standards, death is the most dreaded event. Our society will pay 
any price to prolong life. Just one more month, or even another day. Perhaps 
our desire to postpone death reflects our dissatisfaction with God’s ultimate 
purpose. Remember, his work isn’t finished until we are glorified. Most of 
us would like to see God’s work remain half finished. We’re glad we are 

called and justified, but we’re not too excited about being glorified.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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When to CeleBrate

A good name is better than precious ointment, 
And the day of death than the day of one’s birth. 

Ecclesiastes 7:1

Our celebratiOns say a lOt abOut Our values anD priOri-
ties. For example, we send congratulatory cards to friends 

when they have a new baby, but if the same friends had a loved 
one who died and went to heaven, we’d send them a sympathy 
card. What are the values that cause us to celebrate a birth and not 
a death? Do we agree with the text in Ecclesiastes 7:1 or not?

“The day of death [is better] than the day of one’s birth” is not 
a universal statement, of course. Death’s not better in every way, 
just some ways. But the text implies that the ways in which death 
is better are very important. In other words, when all the pros and 
cons have been added up, death has more pluses than minuses.

But it’s only for the person saved from sin that death has more 
pluses. To die in sin, having rejected God’s conditions for grace 
and forgiveness, is to suffer the worst fate possible for a human 
being. Others may have benefited from his life, but as far as that 
person is concerned, it would be better if he’d never been born.

But at least for the faithful Christian, there should be a sense 
of relief as he or she nears the end of life. If most of the storms are 
behind and the harbor is in sight, shouldn’t there be a joyful sense 
of completion and closure at journey’s end? Is not “the end of a 
thing . . . better than its beginning” (Ecclesiastes 7:8)? As a writer, 
I can tell you that the joy of finishing a book far outweighs the 
excitement of beginning a new one. And with heaven on the last 
page, the “book” of our earthly life should be a joy to finish too.

In reality, a baby’s birth into this world is a melancholy event, 
one of those experiences that the wise call “bittersweet.” Naturally 
we rejoice, but we also know that pain and sorrow lie ahead for 
the child. The gate is narrow and the way is difficult that leads to 
life (Matthew 7:14). It is through many tribulations that we enter 
the kingdom of God (Acts 14:22). So isn’t some kind of celebration 
in order when the fight has been fought and the race has been run? 
When we act as if it is better to have our temporal life in front of 
us, what are we thinking? Whose value system are we using when 
we pronounce birth totally “good” and death totally “bad”?

A man should be mourned at his birth, not at his death.

c h a r l e s  D e  s e c O n D a t  M O n t e s q u i e u
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questions, questions, questions

Therefore let those who suffer according to the will of God 
commit their souls to Him in doing good, as to a faithful Creator. 

1 Peter 4:19

liFe in this wOrlD presents us with sOMe seriOus questiOns. 
Many problems are hard to figure out, and much that happens 

is hard to explain. Our Father has revealed the answers to all of the 
questions we need to know (Deuteronomy 29:29), but He has left 
many other things unexplained. For now, He asks us to trust Him 
enough to obey His instructions and take it for granted that every 
question has a good answer, whether we know the answer or not.

Sometimes we make the mistake of thinking we can’t have 
any peace of mind if we don’t know how everything works and 
what’s going to happen. But God offers a different kind of security, 
one grounded not in our knowledge but rather in our trust. Paul’s 
confidence, for example, came not from having every question 
answered but from knowing the person of God: “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).

Now the kind of faith Paul had was not blind faith or mere 
credulity. He was a legal scholar, and it’s doubtful that he would 
have come to trust God as he did without being shown evidence 
that God could be trusted. But having acknowledged the power of 
the evidence, Paul was willing to live his life (and it was a difficult 
life) on the assumption that God would take care of him.

When we reach the point where we believe the evidence for 
God’s trustworthiness is compelling, then we are ready to do what 
Peter talked about in today’s text: commit ourselves to Him. In the 
confidence that our God is a “faithful” Creator, we can make the 
calculated decision to trust Him — especially in situations where 
we have some questions we don’t know the answers to.

In all of this, the future must be factored into our thinking. 
As a thing that is “unseen,” the future is one of the primary things 
that faith deals with. Faith does not ignore questions or minimize 
their importance, but it does exercise patience. Faith is willing to 
wait and see what happens. History is, after all, a story, and in a 
story, the conflicts don’t usually get resolved until the end.

Faith makes the discords of the present 
the harmonies of the future.

r O b e r t  c O l l y e r
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you hoPed for it, But it didn’t haPPen

At my first defense no one stood with me, but all forsook me. 
2 Timothy 4:16

hOpe is siMply One OF the Finest things in liFe. Ultimately, of 
course, our hope must be in heaven, but between now and 

the day of our death, there are many other good things to hope for. 
There is a big difference, however, between hoping for heaven and 
hoping for anything in this life: despite our best efforts, our earthly 
hopes may not materialize. God has not guaranteed that we’ll get 
married, have children, and live as long as we’d like to. We may 
hope for blessings like these, but the reality is, we may not get 
some of them. What then should be our attitude when we hope for 
some good, honorable thing . . . and it just doesn’t happen?

First, we should rise above bitterness and self-pity. When no one 
stood with Paul at his first defense, he must have been painfully 
disappointed, but he doesn’t seem to have been bitter about it. 
Painful feelings don’t have to produce sinful thoughts.

Second, we should accept that God sometimes has a different plan 
and learn to rejoice in that plan. If we ever seek something good from 
God and He says no, it is always because He has a better gift in 
mind. In our disappointment, we can yield our will to His and 
then, over time, learn to be glad that His way truly was better.

Third, we should not quit hoping for things. It is better to have 
loved and lost than never to have loved at all. When we allow 
ourselves to long for something deeply and that longing ends up 
being disappointed, the very worst thing we can do is close up 
our hearts. That type of play-it-safe conservatism is deadly to the 
human spirit, and no one is pleased with it but the devil.

In summary, I would suggest what might seem like a strange 
thing: disappointment is not necessarily an emotion to be avoided. These 
days, many people assume that painful emotions are inherently 
evil and should be avoided at all costs. But that is a foolish phi-
losophy, is it not? Vanilla is fine, but it would be a boring world if 
there were no flavor but vanilla. And we would soon grow tired of 
pleasantness if that were the only emotion available to us. Things 
like disappointment not only add variety to our lives; they add 
richness and texture to our character. Just ask the Man of Sorrows.

Disappointment is often the salt of life.

t h e O D O r e  p a r k e r
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the result of refusing god

And even as they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, God gave 
them over to a debased mind, to do those things which are not fitting. 

Romans 1:28

all OF Our blessings have respOnsibilities attacheD tO 
theM, anD this is especially true OF Our Free will. Right 

now, we can use our freedom in any way we wish, but the blessing 
of freedom has a responsibility attached to it: there is coming a day 
of reckoning, and when it comes, we’re going to have to answer for 
the use of our freedom. So as we exercise the gift of our free will 
day after day, tremendous consequences hang in the balance.

In this life, it is possible to refuse God and reject His rule over 
us. Having given us a will that is free, God won’t make our choice 
for us. He loves us, but He won’t force us to love Him back. And 
insofar as eternal salvation is concerned, God won’t compel us 
to be saved. “Now then,” Paul wrote, “we are ambassadors for 
Christ, as though God were pleading through us: we implore you 
on Christ’s behalf, be reconciled to God” (2 Corinthians 5:20). Such 
an appeal would be meaningless if we had no choice in the matter.

In Romans 1, Paul used some vivid language to describe those 
in his day who had rejected God. They had “suppressed” the truth 
about God (v.18). “Although they knew God, they did not glorify 
Him as God” (v.21). They “exchanged the truth of God for the lie” 
(v.25). And they “did not like to retain God in their knowledge” 
(v.28). These expressions reflect not simply an ignorance of God 
but a willful ignorance, a deliberate rejection of God’s authority.

In view of this, God “gave them up to uncleanness” (v.24). He 
“gave them up to vile passions” (v.26), and “gave them over to a 
debased mind, to do those things which are not fitting” (v.28). In 
effect, God withdrew His restraining hand and let them plunge to 
the depths of their desired rebellion. God abandoned them to their 
sinful choice, and we can hardly imagine a more terrible thing.

Yet there is a more terrible thing: the final abandonment when 
God withdraws Himself forever from those who have rejected Him. 
At that time, God turns away, for eternity, from those who have 
turned away from Him. And that will be the anguish of hell: being 
abandoned by a God who would have loved us if we’d let Him.

The gnashing of teeth . . . despair, when men 
see themselves abandoned by God

M a r t i n  l u t h e r
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imagine a final, ultimate loss of hoPe

Now when neither sun nor stars appeared for many days, and no small 
tempest beat on us, all hope that we would be saved was finally given up. 

Acts 27:20

the Only hOpe we have is the hOpe OF gOD’s grace anD FOr-
giveness. Whatever other hopes we may have are little more 

than dust and ashes if we fail to find salvation and eternal life in 
Him. “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 16:26). Without the hope of heaven, we are 
“lost” in every important sense of the word.

But what if we had no such hope? There is nothing more 
frightful than the loss of hope. When Luke tells us that, on the 
treacherous winter voyage to Rome, “all hope that we would be 
saved was finally given up,” we sense the sickening despair of the 
mariners. But that kind of despair is not nearly the worst kind.

Imagine being without the hope of heaven. Many live without 
this hope, of course, but few think about it very much. The need 
for God is planted deep within us, having been put there by our 
Creator, but we often deny that need and expend our energies so 
frantically in the pursuit of other needs that we forget about our 
need for God, at least for all practical purposes. Even so, it is still 
there begging to be filled. But what if no such fulfillment existed?

We need to contemplate more seriously than we sometimes 
do what it is, or would be, to be without “hope and without God 
in the world” (Ephesians 2:12). We need to quit being naive and 
face the ugly reality of life without God. To have had the hope of 
eternal life and then lost it is to be in a most pitiable condition.

But imagine having lost the hope of life with God . . . with 
no chance of ever getting it back! The horror of that hopelessness is 
perhaps the main thing that will make hell, hell. “What do the 
damned endure, but despair” (William Congreve). Yet if we persist 
in our rebellion against God, despite His pleas for us to do other-
wise, that is exactly what we are setting ourselves up for. In hell, 
there will be no more chance of “reaching forward.” There will be 
no chance of ever being anything but lost, banished from God’s 
presence. In hell, there will be many things — turmoil, torment, 
and terror — but one thing is certain: there will not be any hope.

All hope abandon, ye who enter here.

D a n t e  a l i g h i e r i
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the kingdom of self

“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.” 

Matthew 23:37,38

FreeDOM OF the will Means we have a chOice tO Make 
cOncerning gOD: shall we subMit tO his will Or nOt? As 

our Creator, God is our Sovereign. We were created to live within 
the protective boundaries of His authority, but we have rebelled 
against our King and tried to set up our own kingdom. In this 
“kingdom of self,” the rule is “Not Thy will but mine be done.” 
Free to choose, we have often chosen our own will over God’s.

We make a choice between God’s will and our own every 
time we decide between two courses of action, even in the “little” 
choices we make daily. With every decision, we either say “Yes” to 
God or “No.” We either submit to His will or refuse it.

But this is also true in a larger sense. The longer we live, and 
the more our “little” choices begin to multiply, a pattern begins 
to emerge. Over time, we develop a character, a clear tendency to 
obey God or disregard Him. As one decision gets added to an-
other, we find ourselves moving either in God’s direction or away 
from Him. Our lives begin to be either a “Yes” or a “No” to God.

When we stand before God in judgment, God’s verdict will 
simply be an acknowledgement of the choice we have made — 
either to submit to His rightful sovereignty over our lives or to 
reject that sovereignty. His pronouncement of eternal blessing or 
condemnation will not be arbitrary; it will be the only verdict He 
can render, given the choice we have made while we lived.

When we were young most of us had some older person give 
us this advice: be careful what you want in life, because you are liable to 
get it. If this is true in life, it is even more true in eternity. At judg-
ment, God will simply give us what we have said we wanted, as 
evidenced by the choices we made. The saved will be given their 
hearts’ true desire, God Himself, and to the condemned, God will 
simply say, “All right, have it your way.” As George MacDonald 
said, “The one principle of hell is, ‘I am my own.’”

If you insist on having your own way, you will get it. 
Hell is the enjoyment of your own way forever.

D a n t e  a l i g h i e r i
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too late to oBey

. . . in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, 
and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

2 Thessalonians 1:8

while we live, we May change Our MinDs abOut gOD, but 
when we Die, it will be tOO late tO change. At least, it 

will be too late to change the consequences of our choice. If we die 
in unbelief, we will certainly become believers when the awesome 
reality of God is no longer avoidable, but by that time it will be too 
late to do anything about it. It will be too late to obey God.

“For it is written: ‘As I live, says the lOrD, every knee shall 
bow to Me, and every tongue shall confess to God’” (Romans 
14:11). When we meet our Maker, there will be no possibility of de-
nying His existence. At that time, every person who has ever lived 
will acknowledge God’s greatness, but for those who have never 
acknowledged Him before, this newfound “faith” will only be like 
that of the demons who “believe — and tremble!” (James 2:19).

If we live in rebellion against God, passing up every op-
portunity to repent and seek His forgiveness, and then die, the 
judgment day will find us falling at God’s feet and begging for His 
mercy, not in love but in fear. We will cry to the mountains and the 
rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the 
throne and from the wrath of the Lamb! For the great day of His 
wrath has come, and who is able to stand?” (Revelation 6:16,17).

Paul used striking language to describe the coming of the 
Lord at the end of the world: He will be “revealed from heaven 
with His mighty angels, in flaming fire taking vengeance on those 
who do not know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. These shall be punished with everlasting 
destruction from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of 
His power” (2 Thessalonians 1:7-9). If the lost are those who “do 
not obey the gospel,” then the time when the gospel may be obeyed is 
a matter of great importance. That time is right now, but it won’t 
continue indefinitely. At some point, it will simply be too late.

If we are among the lost, one of the worst aspects of hell will be 
the helplessness of the whole situation. Not having wanted to see 
the truth, we never did see it . . . until it was too late. And at that 
point, nothing can be done but to agonize over the truth. Forever.

Hell is truth seen too late.

t r y O n  e D w a r D s
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forWard!

“We remember the fish which we ate freely in Egypt, the cucumbers, the 
melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic; but now our whole being is 

dried up; there is nothing at all except this manna before our eyes!” 
Numbers 11:5,6

spiritually speaking, we can’t gO FOrwarD while we’re still 
in reverse. A better tomorrow can only be ours if we’re willing 

to let go of today, and if today has been pretty good, we may be re-
luctant to do that. That growth and progress always involve some 
loss is a hard truth to accept. But it’s true: we can’t grow without 
letting go. Things can’t change for the better without changing.

So would you say that it’s good for a person to be nostalgic? 
Well, nostalgia has a good side, obviously. Looking back and re-
membering past blessings can be a strengthening experience.

But it should be equally obvious that nostalgia can have a bad 
side. We may spend so much time thinking about the past that we 
don’t do the work today that would move us forward. But even 
worse than that, we may look at the past from such a crooked per-
spective that it makes us want to go backward rather than forward. 
In the wilderness, the people of Israel found themselves remem-
bering Egypt in such a way: “We remember the fish which we ate 
freely in Egypt, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, 
and the garlic; but now our whole being is dried up; there is 
nothing at all except this manna before our eyes!” The wilderness 
didn’t seem like a good place to go forward into. They thought 
they would rather go back to the “good life” they had in Egypt.

Sometimes, going forward does move us into a more difficult 
set of circumstances, at least for a while. And if our main priority 
in life is ease or comfort, then progress won’t be very appealing to 
us. But surely we can set our sights on some higher things, can’t 
we? There are some destinations worth traveling to no matter how 
hard the road may be, and heaven is certainly one of them.

So it’s not wrong to indulge in nostalgia, but we must be care-
ful not to overindulge. “Do not say, ‘Why were the former days 
better than these?’ For you do not inquire wisely concerning this” 
(Ecclesiastes 7:10). Life in Christ is about progress. It is for those 
who want to go forward — beyond even the best days of the past.

It is of no use to pray for the old days; stand square where 
you are and make the present better than any past has been.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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What our Creator has in mind

And Jesus said to her, “Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more.” 
John 8:11

in the stOry OF the wOMan taken in aDultery, Jesus DiD nOt 
MiniMize the seriOusness OF her sin, but he saw in her MOre 

than a wOMan whO haD sinneD. Where others may have only 
seen problems, Jesus saw possibilities. He encouraged her not to 
reach backward to what she had been but to reach forward to what 
she could be. “Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more.”

In our dealings with others, most of us see the importance of 
doing what Jesus did: we know the value of helping people to see 
their own potential. When people know we have positive expecta-
tions of them, they very often rise to meet those expectations.

Why is it, then, that we so rarely “believe the best” in our-
selves? Why do we focus on our problems so exclusively that we 
lose sight of our possibilities? We defeat ourselves just as surely 
as we defeat others when we do this. How much better it would 
be if we saw ourselves as someone worth salvaging, someone for 
whom the Lord was willing to die. No matter how serious our sin, 
would not Jesus say the same thing to us: “Go and sin no more”?

Painful memories can be helpful if they humble us and make 
us more compassionate toward others. But there is a difference 
between being humbled and being humiliated. If our memories 
drag us so far down into the black pit of despair that we quit 
reaching forward to heaven, then we’ve let our memories do 
something that God never intended. Even after forgiving us, God 
is still aware of our past, and we should remain aware of it too. 
But although our past is a part of the truth about us, it is not the 
whole truth. If we’ve been forgiven, that is also a part of the truth, 
not to mention the truth of what our future can be with God’s help. 
That is the part of the situation that God is most interested in. So 
we need to adopt His perspective on our lives. We need to be con-
cerned not only with where we’ve been but with where we can go.

So the crucial question is never “What have I done?” but 
“What does God have in mind for me in the future?” And more 
important, “Am I cooperating with what He has in mind for me?” 
That way of thinking about things can make all the difference.

In Christ we can move out of our past 
into a meaningful present and a breathtaking future.

e r w i n  w.  l u t z e r
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the idea of “sPending”

“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

One Measure OF hOw valuable sOMething is tO us is what 
we wOulD give up in OrDer tO have it. As for the kingdom 

of heaven, Jesus said it 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.” If we wouldn’t do what this man did, 
we probably don’t know a precious “pearl” when we see one.

Most societies operate on the principle of exchange. No one 
can do everything that needs to be done or provide everything 
that needs to be provided for himself. So we “exchange” things. If 
you have something I need, then I exchange something I have for 
the thing you have. This happens every time we spend money, but 
it happens at other times too. In non-monetary transactions, some 
resource other than money is expended.

Now something like this principle operates in the spiritual 
realm also. Paul, for example, said the sacrifices he made for his 
brethren amounted to an expenditure of himself: “I will very 
gladly spend and be spent for your souls” (2 Corinthians 12:15).

Sometimes, however, we aren’t as willing to spend as Paul 
was. We hoard what we have and hold on to things we should let 
go of. But the truth is, everything we’ve been given right now is 
expendable — it’s all for the purpose of being spent. Getting to 
heaven with a large reserve is not what life on earth is about.

We are often encouraged to “count our blessings,” and that 
is certainly something we should do. But as we count our present 
blessings, let us also think about the future blessings that lie before 
us. We can’t have these greater things without trading in some 
lesser things for them, and we should be willing to do that. As we 
grow, we should have a clearer vision of what we would relinquish 
in order to gain what we don’t yet have, and especially what we 
would let go of to go to heaven. And frankly, if there is anything in 
this life — even the best of the best — that we wouldn’t exchange 
for heaven, then our values are not what they ought to be.

One half of knowing what you want is knowing 
what you must give up before you get it.

s i D n e y  c O e  h O w a r D
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disaPPointment need not defeat us

This punishment which was inflicted by the majority is sufficient 
for such a man, so that, on the contrary, you ought rather to forgive and 
comfort him, lest perhaps such a one be swallowed up with too much 

sorrow. Therefore I urge you to reaffirm your love to him. 
2 Corinthians 2:6-8

paul urgeD the cOrinthians tO FOrgive anD cOMFOrt the 
Man whO haD been DisciplineD, lest he be OverwhelMeD by 

sOrrOw anD give in tO Despair. Apparently, he had repented of 
the sin for which Paul had commanded them to withdraw from 
him (1 Corinthians 5:1-13), and so the need was not for more disci-
pline but for support and encouragement in his new path.

This event at Corinth illustrates an important point. When we 
have disappointed God, we should be disappointed in ourselves, 
and if others know about it, they also should be disappointed in 
us. But disappointment need not defeat us. If our sorrow is of a 
godly sort, it will lead us to repentance (2 Corinthians 7:8-10), and 
having repented, we can hold a steady course in a new direction.

Past failures can play a positive role in our lives. This is one of 
the hardest lessons in life to learn, but it is true. To see that it is, we 
need only look at the life of a man like Paul. In his past were hor-
rible things, painful to remember. But having turned to God and 
received the forgiveness of those sins, the regret Paul would have 
continued to feel was not a negative force in his life but a positive 
one. Remembering what he had done made him a humbler man. 
It also made him more compassionate toward others who were 
caught in the net of sin, and it made him work very hard in the 
Lord’s service to show his gratitude for God’s grace.

But past failures can be destructive if we let them be so. If we 
give in to self-pity, concerned only with what we have lost by our 
mistakes, then disappointment can eat us up. “The sorrow of the 
world,” Paul wrote, “produces death” (2 Corinthians 7:10).

So we must make a choice. We must choose that our sorrow 
for past sins will be godly sorrow rather than the sorrow of the 
world. And more than that, a little defiance of the devil will help 
us. Our adversary wants us to be consumed and destroyed by our 
painful memories. We must make sure he does not get his way.

Out of every disappointment there is a treasure. 
Satan whispers, “All is lost.” God says, “Much can be gained.”

F r a n c e s  J .  r O b e r t s



October 18
god knoWs We need some storms

If you endure chastening, God deals with you as with sons; 
for what son is there whom a father does not chasten? 

Hebrews 12:7

strange as it seeMs, the DiFFiculties in Our lives are evi-
Dence OF gOD’s lOve. He knows we need some storms in our 

lives, and He loves us too much to give us only what we want and 
never what we need. If we were coddled and protected from ever 
having to deal with difficulty, the results would be disastrous, as 
any parent knows who has seen what “spoiling” does to a child.

In a familiar text, James wrote, “My brethren, count it all joy 
when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your 
faith produces patience” (James 1:2,3). Hardship is not pleasant, 
and we shouldn’t try to trick our minds into thinking that it is. The 
point of this text is that the result of hardship is something we can 
be thankful for. We can “count it all joy” that a particular hardship 
draws us closer to God, although the pain itself is not joyful.

There is literally nothing that happens in this world that 
can’t be put to good use in some way. Even the things that Satan 
confronts us with can strengthen us if we deal with them properly. 
God does not tempt us, of course, but He does allow Satan to do 
so. Within the limits imposed by God (1 Corinthians 10:13), our 
adversary is allowed to make life difficult for us. Presumably, God 
could keep this from happening, but He deems it better for us to 
deal with the difficulty than to be isolated from it altogether.

So it is naive to expect that life will always be easy. When we 
encounter serious obstacles on our way to heaven, we shouldn’t 
be surprised. This happens to be a hard world, and godly people 
aren’t going to get through it painlessly. Jesus certainly didn’t.

But more than that, we shouldn’t want life always to be easy. 
Whatever hardship God sends, or allows to be sent, into our lives, 
we should embrace the “problem” with gratitude. Paul’s example 
in dealing with his “thorn in the flesh” illustrates this principle. 
It was a “messenger of Satan” (2 Corinthians 12:7) and not a gift 
from God. But Paul was grateful for it anyway — because of the 
result. “Therefore,” Paul wrote, “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).

All sunshine makes the desert.

a r a b i a n  p r O v e r b
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What did you exPeCt?

Beloved, do not think it strange concerning 
the fiery trial which is to try you, as though some 

strange thing happened to you. 
1 Peter 4:12

peter encOurageD his christian FrienDs tO expect harD-
ship, anD even persecutiOn, in this wOrlD. “Do not think it 

strange,” he wrote, “concerning the fiery trial which is to try you, 
as though some strange thing happened to you.” In counting the 
cost of discipleship, we shouldn’t underestimate the amount of 
havoc the devil is capable of wreaking in our earthly lives.

In Eden, there was nothing that we would call a “hardship.” 
(Yes, there was work to do, but prior to sin, that work seems to 
have been totally gratifying.) The truth outside of Eden, however, 
is that the world is no longer a pleasant place, at least not entirely. 
The presence of sin having caused God to withdraw His direct 
presence from the earth, the world has become a very hard place.

A certain “fellowship” with God has been made possible for 
us through Jesus Christ (1 John 1:3), but this is a far cry from what 
we were created to enjoy. Having been made in the image of God, 
we deeply need the kind of relationship with God that Adam and 
Eve had. We rejoice in what we do have and are grateful for it, but 
it still leaves us living in a world that is an alien environment.

What we truly need is simply not available to us in this world: 
the total joy of perfect communion with our Creator. That joy will be 
ours in eternity, if we are found in Christ at the resurrection, but 
for the time being, we remain as sojourners in this world. Israel 
encountered no small amount of hardship getting from Egypt to 
the Promised Land, and our “wilderness” won’t be easy either.

In this world, the only “easy” path is the “course of least 
resistance.” This is the path always taken by a stream of water as 
it seeks lower and lower ground. It will never go over an obstacle, 
and even when it has to go around one, water will always find the 
easiest way around, the way that requires as little work as possible. 
This, you may have noticed, is what makes rivers crooked, and 
it makes men and women crooked too. The easy path never goes 
anywhere but downward, and spiritually, that is not the direction 
we want to go. Worthwhile destinations always take extra effort.

The course of true anything never does run smooth.

s a M u e l  b u t l e r
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to live is Christ, to die is gain

For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 
Philippians 1:21

this wOrlD is nOt all there is. In addition to the world that 
we can see, there is also an unseen realm of spiritual reality (2 

Corinthians 4:16-18). This spiritual world is no less real than the 
one we live in; if anything, it is more real. The Christian expects 
that the end of his or her life in this world will be the beginning of 
life in that other one. Paul, for example, wrote of these two sepa-
rate worlds, or lives, when he said, “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 4:8).

The Scriptures describe the “life which is to come” in a num-
ber of different ways. It is “the world to come” (Hebrews 2:5), “the 
age to come” (Mark 10:30), the “everlasting kingdom” (2 Peter 
1:11), etc. Often it is simply called “heaven” (Philippians 3:20).

That world exists even now, but we do not have direct contact 
with it. We live in this world for the time being, but at death, we 
will move from this one into that one. The death of our physical 
bodies, which is a consequence of sin having entered the world, 
will terminate our sojourn in this world, but it will not terminate 
our existence. Death will be a transition from one life to another.

Now here is the point: if we are faithful Christians, we ought 
not to be reluctant to move out of this life and into the next one. 
Yes, there are some very delightful things about life in this world, 
and these enjoyments will be hard to say goodbye to. But that 
which awaits us, in Christ, is so much greater in its joy that we 
would be fools not to look forward to it eagerly. Here, we have the 
good and the better. But at that time, we will have the very best.

For the Christian, then, to live is Christ, and to die is gain. In 
Christ, the conclusion of a faithful, joyous earthly life is not to be 
regretted, because it ushers us into the very presence of our Father. 
What this means is that the Christian has the best of both worlds. 
By keeping this world in proper perspective, he gets the most out 
of it that can be gotten. And when the goodness of this temporal 
world has been experienced and used to the Father’s glory, the 
Father Himself waits for us in eternity with His arms open wide.

Death is but a sharp corner near the beginning 
of life’s procession down eternity.

J O h n  a y s c O u g h
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What is the Biggest ProBlem you have?

While he was still speaking, another also came and said, 
“Your sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine in their oldest 

brother’s house, and suddenly a great wind came from across the wilderness 
and struck the four corners of the house, and it fell on the young people, 

and they are dead; and I alone have escaped to tell you!” 
Job 1:18,19

at what pOint wOulD yOu say that the “wOrst” has hap-
peneD tO yOu? In the story of Job, he might have said the 

worst had happened when all of his oxen and donkeys were stolen 
by the Sabeans, but worse news was yet to come, and even worse 
news after that, and worse and worse. He suffered not one tragedy 
but a cascade of tragedies, each one making the ones that went 
before seem small by comparison. By the time the worst truly had 
come, he probably looked back at the initial loss of his oxen and 
donkeys and was ashamed that he had called that a “problem.”

In life, there are what we call “problems.” A problem is a signifi-
cant difficulty, something that hinders or hurts us in a major way. 
And surely, there is no shortage of such things in the world as it 
now is, broken and marred by the consequences of sin and strife.

But in life, there are also what we call “annoyances.” These are dif-
ficulties of a lesser nature. They can be quite bothersome (think of 
a tiny pebble in your shoe), but in the larger scheme of things, they 
don’t represent any serious threat to anyone’s well-being.

Now the interesting thing is that a difficulty that one person 
sees as a problem, another person thinks of as just an annoyance. 
How do we account for the difference? The answer is simple. Your 
definition of a problem is relative to what you’ve had to deal with up to 
now. That ache in your leg won’t seem like much of a problem if 
there ever comes a day when you don’t have any legs at all.

So what is the biggest problem you have? Whatever it is, be 
aware that things could get worse, as they did in Job’s life. But 
don’t let that scare you or depress you; just let it make you grate-
ful for your present situation. (There are people who would jump 
at the chance to have “problems” no worse than yours.) And let 
it make you glad for this fact also: the problems you have today 
have helped you to see that what you thought were your problems 
yesterday weren’t really problems — they were only annoyances.

Great pains cause us to forget the small ones.

g e r M a n  p r O v e r b
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the dead of the night

For we do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, of our trouble 
which came to us in Asia: that we were burdened beyond measure, 

above strength, so that we despaired even of life. 
2 Corinthians 1:8

like paul, we OccasiOnally pass thrOugh OrDeals sO seri-
Ous anD seeMingly hOpeless that we “Despair even OF liFe.” 

It is not that our faith has failed or we’ve lost our hope of heaven. 
It is just that, as far as the immediate crisis is concerned, it doesn’t 
look like it is going to be resolved without traumatic loss, or even 
death, on our part. Maybe there is a way out, but we can’t see it 
right now. As in the case of Job’s suffering, we may be called upon 
to suffer without the aid of any explanation or assurance as to the 
outcome, except that God will be the ultimate victor in the end. 
Between now and then, we may find ourselves “in the dark.”

The dead of the night is a hard time to endure. Things that may be 
bearable when the sun is shining are much harder to bear in the 
night hours. That is why those who suffer from depression dread 
the closing hours of the day, when the daylight begins to vanish 
and the darkness closes in. In the dark, pain and sorrow and dis-
couragement are multiplied, especially in the wee hours that we 
call the “dead” of the night. These are dangerous hours, when we 
find ourselves much more vulnerable to the assaults of Satan.

But we can experience some “dark nights of the soul” even 
when the sun is shining. Literal nights may be hard, but there 
is a darkness we often have to deal with that has nothing to do 
with whether the physical sun is shining. Who among us has not 
passed through something like Job’s darkness, a time when God is 
silent and not even one other person is willing to say anything but 
a discouraging word? The dead of the night is a hard time to endure.

But what is especially hard is the continuance of such times. 
We think it might help if we knew when the problem would be 
resolved, one way or the other, but no such cut-off date is given to 
us. The deadness and the darkness just go on and on and on.

Well, God has not guaranteed that we won’t pass through such 
murky waters in this world. What He has promised is that He is 
our Redeemer. All will be well, in the end. And so, we endure.

In a really dark night of the soul it is always 
three in the morning, day after day.

F.  s c O t t  F i t z g e r a l D



October 23
endure hardshiP

You therefore must endure hardship 
as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. 

2 Timothy 2:3

as we reach FOrwarD tO heaven, there is a certain aMOunt 
OF harDship we have tO enDure. Given the business he is in, 

a soldier wouldn’t expect anything other than hardship, and if he 
is a good soldier, he will simply endure it. The same is true on the 
spiritual battlefield. Hardship goes with the territory.

In the midst of hardship, our first instinct is to try to get rid 
of it. But that is not always a possibility. There may be honorable 
measures that can be taken to minimize the difficulty, but for the 
Christian, some hardships are unavoidable. Rather than running 
away from adversity, we’d do better to learn to deal with it.

From God’s perspective, our learning to deal with difficulty 
is often much better than our having it removed. When Paul, for 
example, prayed that his “thorn in the flesh” be removed, God 
refused Paul’s request and said, “My grace is sufficient for you, for 
My strength is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). In 
other words, “Paul, you will gain a greater good from continuing 
to cope with this pain than you would from having it removed. So 
I won’t remove it. What I’ll do is help you deal with it.” That is not 
the answer to our prayers we usually want, but it is the answer 
most conducive to our long-term spiritual growth.

Many years ago, I was trying to back away from a problem 
that I had gotten myself into, and a wise friend told me, “The best 
way out of a problem is usually to go through it.” When we pray 
to God for deliverance, we may be wanting to get out of a dif-
ficulty, and we’re disappointed to hear the Lord say, “No, let’s go 
through it. I will help you.” But that is the thrust of Paul’s great 
statement in Philippians 4:13: “I can do all things through Christ 
who strengthens me.” God will never leave us in the midst of any 
hardship and not supply the resources necessary to deal with it.

Paul urged Timothy to preach the word “in season and out of 
season” (2 Timothy 4:2). The same goes for discipleship in general. 
We need to be faithful when it’s easy and when it’s not. After all, if 
the Lord can count on us only when His work is easy, what kind of 
service is that? The worst slacker in the world can do as much.

Enjoy when you can and endure when you must.

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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sheer determination

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

when the lOrD warneD the saints in sMyrna that they 
were gOing tO be persecuteD, he urgeD theM tO hOlD On 

anD reMain FaithFul. They were going to be tested, and during  
their ordeal, the temptation to give up would have to be resisted.

The word “despair” basically means a loss of hope. To despair 
is to be overcome with a sense of futility and defeat. In that sense, 
despair is certainly a thing the Christian should stay away from, 
because there is always hope in Christ and to give up that hope 
would be an abandonment of faith. But there is a kind of despair 
the Christian may feel from time to time, and that is the fear that 
the outcome of a particular crisis may not be good in the short term. 
The Christian never doubts the outcome of the overall war be-
tween good and evil, but he knows that Satan may be allowed to 
win an individual battle now and then. So without giving up his 
long-range hope, the Christian may suffer short-term despair.

In such situations, we need to hang on to our long-range hope 
and keep going, no matter how desperate the prospects seem to 
be in the short term. Just as there is a kind of “despair” that is not 
bad, there is a kind of “stubbornness” that we may engage in. 
While it is wrong to be perversely unyielding or close-minded, 
when it comes to hardship, we need to be stubborn enough not to 
give in to it. Stubbornness in the face of difficulty is a virtue.

Peter wrote, “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). The “girded-up” 
mind is a determined mind, braced for action. Peter is recom-
mending that we decide in advance that we’re not going to give up.

When they find themselves in despair, many people think 
they have no choice but to give up. But despair doesn’t have to 
lead to that. If we choose, we can stay the course. Indeed, there is 
no finer courage than that of the soldier who sees no hope of get-
ting off the battlefield alive but fights on because the cause is just.

Never despair, but if you do, work on in despair.

e D M u n D  b u r k e
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faith and love give hoPe

. . . 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

in the gOspel OF christ, Faith, hOpe, anD lOve are clOsely 
relateD. Each virtue helps the others to grow, and on the other 

hand, a failure of any of the three will hinder the other two. In 
our meditations on “reaching forward,” we have seen how very 
important hope is in the Christian’s life. Hope is perhaps the prin-
cipal thing that moves us toward God and toward heaven. So de-
spair, the loss of hope, is a problem of eternal proportions. Today, 
let’s see how faith and love can keep us from losing our hope.

The hopefulness of faith. Faith, when all is said and done, comes 
down to “trust.” It means that, based on the convincing evidence 
that God has kept His word in the past, we make the decision to 
leave the future in His hands. So faith makes possible a hope that 
is based on trust — trust in the Creator of heaven and earth.

The hopefulness of love. Love is the ultimate optimist. It is not 
naive, and if the evidence requires a negative assessment, love will 
go with the evidence. But love is a defender of hope. Rather than 
give up at the first sign of trouble, love “bears all things, believes all 
things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Corinthians 13:7).

So in the gospel, we have faith, hope, and love, these three. 
But Paul said the “greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13). 
When all else fails and our hopes hang by a thread, it will always 
be love that keeps that thread from breaking. How could we give up 
on the One who has never, not even in His darkest hour, given up on us?

In our text for today, Paul spoke of three things in the 
Thessalonians’ lives: their work of faith, their labor of love, and their 
patience of hope. When our work is based on our trust in God’s faith-
fulness and our labor grows out of a love that is pure and strong, 
then the hope that is in Christ will produce a steadfastness that 
would hardly be possible any other way. As long as our hope is fed 
by a hard-working faith and a long-laboring love, the devil simply 
doesn’t have what it takes to keep us from going toward God.

He who despairs wants love and faith, for faith, hope, 
and love are three torches which blend their light together, 

nor does the one shine without the other.

p i e t r O  M e t a s t a s i s
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after We have suffered a While

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

in christ, it is certain that gOD will “perFect, establish, 
strengthen, anD settle” us. But that will come at the end of 

our earthly lives. God will do these things, Peter wrote, “after you 
have suffered a while.” Right now, a character-building process is 
going on, and we should be patient while it is running its course.

Repentance. As hard as this world can be at times, its continua-
tion allows us the time we need to repent of our sins. And it is not 
only the additional time that benefits us, but the hardness of our 
sojourn encourages us to repent. For most of us, repentance is not a 
one-time occurrence; it is a process. By a sequence of events, God is 
teaching us repentance, and the process can’t be rushed.

Refining. God uses the illustration of a precious metal being 
refined by fire to help us see what needs to happen to our hearts. 
Peter wrote, “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).

Remediation. In many respects, life in the present world is like 
time spent in a treatment center. The flaws in our character are 
being remediated, and the process (often very painful) takes time. 
Only when our inner characters have been prepared and made fit 
for the eternal enjoyment of God will they be given that privilege.

Among the many other benefits of our difficulties in this 
world, there is the fact that we will enjoy heaven all the more 
because we suffered while getting there. “No one truly knows 
happiness who has not suffered,” as Henri-Frédéric Amiel wrote. 
So we should not be surprised that our reward will come later. 
The Hebrew writer said, “For you have need of endurance, so that 
after you have done the will of God, you may receive the promise” 
(Hebrews 10:36). That word “after” is a little word, but oh, how 
important it is in this life. After we have done the will of God . . .

From the bitterness of disease 
man learns the sweetness of health.

s p a n i s h  p r O v e r b
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Count it all Joy

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

when we suFFer harDship, the challenge is nOt Merely 
tO accept it with resignatiOn but tO “cOunt it all JOy.” 

Recognizing the good that can come from what we suffer, we must 
learn to give thanks. Here are three thoughts that can help us.

(1) If we are to share in Christ’s glory, we must also be willing to 
share in His sufferings. Peter wrote, “Rejoice to the extent that you 
partake of Christ’s sufferings, that when His glory is revealed, 
you may also be glad with exceeding joy” (1 Peter 4:13). They took 
Jesus outside the city to crucify Him. “Therefore let us go forth to 
Him, outside the camp, bearing His reproach” (Hebrews 13:13).

(2) It is a privilege to suffer in Christ’s name. If it is honorable 
to suffer for a cause, it is even more so to suffer for a person. And 
when the person is none other than our Savior, no suffering is too 
great to be anything less than a privilege. We can be thankful any-
time we’re counted worthy of such an honor (Acts 5:41).

(3) When we suffer for Christ, we are also suffering for the sake of 
His body, the church. Christ and the church are inseparable. Harm 
to one is a harm to the other, and benefit to one is a benefit to the 
other. So when we endure hardship, we need to do it, in part, for 
our brothers and sisters. Paul said he was glad to suffer “for the 
sake of [Christ’s] body, which is the church” (Colossians 1:24).

The Christian’s attitude toward hardship is one of many 
things about the gospel that make no sense to the world. In the 
world, unpleasantness is evil and hardship is to be avoided. But in 
Christ, things are measured by a different set of values. Hardship 
hurts the disciple of Christ no less than it hurts anyone else, but 
the disciple’s attitude is very different: “But what things were gain 
to me, these I have counted loss for Christ . . . 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 3:7,10,11).

Be of good courage, all is before you, and time passed 
in the difficult is never lost . . . What is required of us is that 

we love the difficult and learn to deal with it.

r a i n e r  M a r i a  r i l k e
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diffiCulty inCreases the satisfaCtion

I am filled with comfort. I am exceedingly 
joyful in all our tribulation. 

2 Corinthians 7:4

FOr the christian, DiFFiculty is a Fact OF liFe. In a world 
where horrendous war is being fought between good and evil, 

hardship is only to be expected. Paul said, “We must through 
many tribulations enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). And 
continuing the military metaphor, he urged Timothy to “endure 
hardship as a good soldier of Jesus Christ” (2 Timothy 2:3).

The hardship is not the whole story, however. For the 
Christian, no matter what hard things are happening, there is 
always a great nevertheless. Speaking of himself and his coworkers, 
Paul wrote, “We are hard pressed on every side, yet not crushed; 
we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; 
struck down, but not destroyed” (2 Corinthians 4:8,9).

Paul had the great ability to experience joy in the midst of 
tribulation. To the Corinthians, he wrote, “I am filled with comfort. 
I am exceedingly joyful in all our tribulation.” The hardship was 
undeniable, and Paul wasn’t one to underestimate it. But he had 
learned, in Christ, to see that the hardship was worth suffering.

For the people of God, there is coming a rest. “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). But the rest is not yet; it will come “in due sea-
son” (Galatians 6:9). Meanwhile, we must derive our joy not from 
pleasant circumstances but from the hope of heaven — and the 
knowledge that, even now, many good things are happening that 
will eventually contribute to the Lord’s triumph over all evil.

Difficulty and joy are not incompatible, as many people think. 
If a person wanted joy, even in this world, he wouldn’t necessar-
ily look for a completely wrinkle-free lifestyle. Difficulty enhances 
joy, and the Christian ought to have experienced the truth of that 
principle more than anyone else. Properly dealt with, difficulty 
increases the satisfaction we feel when the hardship has been overcome. 
So for those bound for heaven, the difficulty doesn’t do anything 
but guarantee that their rest is going to be that much sweeter.

Difficulty and joy are mutual friends.

t i M  h a n s e l
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love suffers long

Love suffers long and is kind . . . 
1 Corinthians 13:4

it is nOthing shOrt OF aMazing hOw heavy a burDen lOve 
can bear anD hOw lOng it can bear it. I once knew a woman 

who had never had any life as an adult except the life of taking 
care of her mother. Her mother was a quadriplegic with no one 
else to care for her, so the daughter had forgone marriage and any 
kind of independence just to take care of her mother. When I knew 
this dear woman, she had been doing this for over thirty years.

Love does not give up on people. Love doesn’t do difficult work 
for a “respectable” period of time and then give it up. It hangs 
in there and, if necessary, endures indefinitely. In the real world, 
people and their problems can be exhausting. So we try to help 
them for a while, but if they don’t shape up pretty quickly, we 
have a tendency to write them off as losses. But love suffers long. 
It knows how to keep waiting when waiting is hard.

Love has a long fuse. Just as love does not “give up” easily, it 
does not “give in” easily to things like unkindness and ungentle-
ness. It keeps acting kindly long after others would have started 
behaving unkindly. “Meekness” is sometimes defined as “strength 
under control,” and I think that describes the idea very well. The 
kind person is not weak; his strength is simply being controlled 
more carefully than is the unkind person’s. It is true, as Eric Hoffer 
said, that “rudeness is the weak person’s imitation of strength.”

I wish we could see the deadly seriousness of the “little” 
things we call irritability, grouchiness, touchiness, peevishness, 
and so forth. These are not little sins. If we do not repent of them 
and learn the laws of charity, they will carry us straight to hell.

If nothing else produces patience in our dealings with oth-
ers, we at least ought to be moved by our Lord’s patience with us. 
How long has the Lord waited and waited and waited for some of 
us to get rid of certain sins and weaknesses? How many times has 
He forgiven us of repeated offenses? “If You, lOrD, should mark 
iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” (Psalm 130:3). Why does He 
put up with us? It is only because He loves us. How is it then that 
we can claim to love others and be so short-tempered and unkind?

Patient endurance is the perfection of charity.

a M b r O s e
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What Will haPPen?

And see, now I go bound in the spirit to Jerusalem, 
not knowing the things that will happen to me there. 

Acts 20:22

iF yOur peace OF MinD DepenDs On knOwing what is gOing 
tO happen, yOu prObably aren’t gOing tO enJOy being a 

christian. God does not supply us with any specific information 
about what is ahead for us individually in this world. And the 
reason for that, presumably, is that we don’t need to know what is 
going to happen. What we do need to know are the following facts.

God is in control. The ways in which God is involved in every 
detail of what happens may be debatable, but surely we can agree 
that, whatever happens, God is still on His throne. He is the sov-
ereign Ruler of His creation, and we need to live our daily lives in 
the confidence that nothing is going to happen that will take God 
by surprise or cause Him to reconsider His eternal purposes. No 
matter what happens, God’s ultimate will is going to be done.

God will help us. When Paul said in Philippians 4:13, “I can do 
all things through Christ who strengthens me,” he stated a truth 
of surpassing importance. As we yield ourselves to God’s will, we 
need never fear that anything impossible is going to be required 
of us. Not knowing the future, we may wonder whether problems 
will arise that we can’t handle, but such a fear is quite unneces-
sary. Whatever needs to be handled, He will help us handle.

In the end, God will gain the victory. Although the decisive battle 
against Satan was won on the morning of Jesus’ resurrection, the 
war against evil has not yet been brought to a conclusion. We 
don’t know how many more skirmishes will have to be fought, 
nor do we know how many of those we ourselves will have to 
fight in, but we do know that the outcome is a foregone conclusion: 
God is going to vanquish His enemy. That’s all we need to know. 
What happens between now and then . . . well, time will tell.

So quit worrying and quit trying to figure out what is going 
to happen. It doesn’t matter. The Christian life does not consist 
of predicting and planning. That’s God’s business. Our work is 
just doing the simple daily duties that lie clearly before us, come 
what may. And if the “uncertainty” of that kind of life makes you 
uncomfortable, then you probably should just get used to it.

In the concert of life, no one receives a program.

D u t c h  p r O v e r b



October 31
our Part is to try . . . and to trust

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

One OF liFe’s great DiscOurageMents is the thOught that 
it “wOn’t DO any gOOD” tO DO what we are thinking OF 

DOing. In some situations, we can’t decide which of two actions 
would be the most effective. At other times, it looks as if nothing 
we might try to do would make any difference. So we do nothing.

But too often, our decision process is the reverse of what it 
should be. Rather than deciding up front what is right to do, based 
on timeless principles, we try to predict the result of an action, and 
then define what is “right” in terms of what we think will “work” 
the best. More often than we’d care to admit, we adopt the phi-
losophy of “utilitarianism,” the idea that the value of an action is 
determined by its utility or usefulness. If it looks like it “won’t do 
any good,” then we think nothing more needs to be said.

But in fact, there is a good deal more that needs to be said. 
What is right is right, whether we think it’s useful or not. And not 
only that, it is often honorable to begin a work even when no hope 
has been vouchsafed to us that we’ll be able to finish it.

The “crystal ball” is a notoriously unreliable device, and none 
of us has one that works very well. As creatures unable to see 
more than a few hours ahead, we are poor prognosticators. Even 
our best and most carefully considered predictions often turn out 
to be wrong. To be more specific, things that were right to do often 
turn out to do more good than we could have ever anticipated.

So we should just put away our forecasts and our predictions 
and go ahead and do whatever is the best thing we’re capable of 
doing at any moment. We must be guided by conscience and the 
knowledge that it always “does good to do good” — whether we 
can see how it’s going to happen or not. The advice of Ecclesiastes 
11:1 is mighty good counsel: “Cast your bread upon the waters, for 
you will find it after many days.” If we keep busy doing the best 
we know to do, we need not doubt that good will come of it.

It is for us to make the effort. 
The result is always in God’s hands.

M a h a t M a  g a n D h i
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not only a PossiBility But a reality

Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, 
the evidence of things not seen. 

Hebrews 11:1

hOw strOngly we reach FOrwarD tO heaven is DeterMineD 
by hOw strOngly we believe it will actually be true. If 

we‘re not sure whether heaven exists, or if we’re just not con-
cerned about it one way or the other, then we won’t exert our-
selves very strongly in the direction of heaven. But if the reality of 
heaven is a conviction with us, we’ll reach forward to it fervently.

These days, many people define faith as “wishful thinking.” In 
their opinion, religious people only believe in heaven because they 
want to believe in it. But wanting something to be true makes it 
neither more nor less likely to be true. The only question worth ask-
ing is which side the superior evidence is on: the side of belief or the 
side of disbelief? The weight of the evidence is all that matters.

Our text in Hebrews 11:1 describes faith as “the substance of 
things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” Genuine faith is 
the assurance of hoped-for things, not merely because one hopes 
for them but because one sees that they have a solid “substance,” 
that is, that they are “substantiated” in a sound way.

In 2 Corinthians 5:7, Paul says that Christians “walk by faith, 
not by sight.” Christians are a trusting people. They live their daily 
lives on the principle of trust, willing, because of solid evidence, to 
stake everything on the reality of God and salvation and heaven.

I have sometimes heard people speak of belief in heaven as 
the “safe” course to follow. The argument runs something like this: 
if heaven turns out to be real, then the believer will have his hope, 
but if it turns out otherwise, the believer will be in no worse shape 
than anyone else. But I believe we can do much better than think 
of heaven as a safe bet. We can weigh the evidence and make our 
choice in favor of an idea that is so strong in its probability that we 
can be confident of it. For now, heaven (and hell too) may be, as the 
Hebrew writer says, “not seen,” but unseen does not mean unreal. 
The immortality of our souls is a great possibility, to say the least. 
But faith sees that it is more than a possibility: it is the great reality.

As the essence of courage is to stake 
one’s life on a possibility, so the essence of faith 

is to believe that the possibility exists.

w i l l i a M  s a l t e r
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When our love for Christ groWs Weak

But He was wounded for our transgressions, 
He was bruised for our iniquities; 

The chastisement for our peace was upon Him, 
And by His stripes we are healed. 

Isaiah 53:5

reaching FOrwarD nOrMally requires lOOking aheaD, but 
there is a sense in which it alsO requires lOOking back. 

We will not reach forward to God as lovingly as we should if we 
don’t regularly remember the crucifixion of His Son for our sins. 
If, as I believe, gratitude for grace is the most powerful motivator 
in the world, then the cross of Christ, the greatest act of God (and, 
on our part, the most undeserved), should move us the most.

Yet as powerful as the cross is to move us in the right direc-
tion, we tend to forget it. It fades from our minds. But that is the 
way it is with all things that are important to us. If their reality and 
their importance are not constantly refreshed, they fade. And so 
it’s no surprise that God designed the Lord’s Supper to remind us 
on the first day of every week that He gave His Son to die for us.

Anytime our passion for God begins to fade, the most impor-
tant thing to do is return to the cross. The old, familiar hymn said it 
very well: “When my love to Christ grows weak, when for deeper 
faith I seek, then in thought I go to thee, Garden of Gethsemane. / 
When my love for man grows weak, when for stronger faith I seek, 
Hill of Calvary! I go to thy scenes of fear and woe. / Then to life 
I turn again, learning all the worth of pain, learning all the might 
that lies in a full self-sacrifice” (J. R. Wreford).

It is, of course, the vicarious nature of Christ’s death that exerts 
such an emotional force upon us — He died in our place, for our 
sins. “He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for 
our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him.”

Going back to the cross is a painful thing to do. No sensitive 
human being could think of the agony that was involved in death 
by crucifixion and not be gut-wrenched, but to know that our 
own sins made it necessary for God’s Son to endure such torment 
makes us want to turn away from the scene in shame and sorrow. 
But there is no other way for us to be healed of what hurts us.

For him to see me mended 
I must see him torn.

l u c i  s h a w
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When the dream Comes true

Hope deferred makes the heart sick, 
But when the desire comes, it is a tree of life. 

Proverbs 13:12

there will cOMe a tiMe when Our DreaMs cOMe true, iF we 
are FOunD in christ at his cOMing. The God who created us 

put “eternity” in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11). He planted in us a 
deep need for perfect fellowship with Him, something that no lon-
ger can be had in this world. So it’s no coincidence that we dream 
of another world, the kind of world for which we were made. We 
dream of heaven. But although it’s a dream, it’s not just a dream.

With any dream, there can sometimes be a long gap between 
the dream and its fulfillment, and no one who has experienced the 
deep yearning and heartache that go with an unfulfilled dream 
would disagree with Solomon: “Hope deferred makes the heart 
sick.” And with regard to heaven, Paul put it in vivid language: 
“In this [body] we groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed with our 
habitation which is from heaven” (2 Corinthians 5:2).

But those who overcome are those who keep hope alive dur-
ing the delay. The agony and emptiness of waiting only intensify 
the joy of the dream once it is realized, and it’s only a fool who 
says he doesn’t want a thing at all if he can’t have it right now.

So we ought to pursue our dreams passionately. Even in this 
broken old world, there are many worthy things that the Christian 
may dream of enjoying. These “life-under-the-sun” dreams may or 
may not come true, but whether they do or not, I hope you won’t 
give up having dreams. To be without dreams is to be less than 
human. But far more precious than any earthly dream is the dream 
of heaven. It is surely the greatest dream of the human heart, and 
unlike earthly dreams that must be held somewhat tentatively, 
there need be nothing tentative about the way we hold the hope of 
heaven. We should hold that hope with a love that will not let go. 

So whoever you are, please don’t let go of heaven. Don’t stop 
dreaming. Don’t stop reaching forward. For the time being, un-
fulfilled desires are difficult to deal with, but the emptiness of our 
hearts right now will only make the dream sweeter when it comes 
true. And one day, my dear friend, the dream is going to come true!

Climb every mountain, ford every stream, 
Follow every rainbow, ‘til you find your dream.

O s c a r  h a M M e r s t e i n
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We Can’t groW if We Can’t let go

Then they all wept freely, and fell on Paul’s neck and kissed him, 
sorrowing most of all for the words which he spoke, that they would 

see his face no more. And they accompanied him to the ship. 
Acts 20:37,38

grOwth tOwarD gOD is a pOsitive experience, but it’s alsO a 
painFul experience. We all want to make progress, but since 

grasping greater things always requires letting go of lesser things, 
it can be painful to go forward. Even when we’re going someplace 
exceedingly wonderful, saying goodbye is never easy. So this 
thing we call growth is a bittersweet blessing if ever there was one.

Paul’s painful farewell to his beloved Christian friends in 
Ephesus illustrates the agony that often attends progress. Paul was 
going to Jerusalem, for the last time as it turned out, and then to 
Rome, though he did not yet know the circumstances. Everything 
Paul had worked for as a Christian, an evangelist, and an apostle 
was coming to a climax, and if he had stayed in Ephesus just 
because he loved the people there, he would have not been reach-
ing forward. But it would take a hard-hearted person not to be 
touched by his grief, and theirs, when goodbye had to be said.

In our language, there is an old adage that says, “You can’t 
have your cake and eat it too.” That’s the way it is with growth. 
We can’t change for the better without . . . changing. We can’t get 
where we’re going and still stay where we are. Progress, by its 
very definition, means moving beyond our present “location.”

Sometimes progress means leaving behind things we’re only 
too glad to leave behind: things that are unhealthy, unpleasant, 
and even sinful. At other times, however, the choice is harder: we 
must choose between good, better, and best. The road forks, and 
some good things have to be given up — even some lovingly cher-
ished things — in order to move toward the ultimately good thing 
for which we were created: perfect, unending fellowship with God in 
His very presence, in a realm unbroken and unmarred by sin.

If we are to have the future that God wants to give us, we 
must be willing to let go of our present. That is one of life’s most 
important lessons. So let’s keep a clear head, say our goodbyes 
with gratitude, and then “go on to perfection” (Hebrews 6:1).

Growth is demanding and may seem dangerous, 
for there is loss as well as gain in growth.

M a y  s a r t O n
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What is that to you?

Peter, seeing him, said to Jesus, “But Lord, 
what about this man?” Jesus said to him, “If I will that he 
remain till I come, what is that to you? You follow Me.” 

John 21:21,22

when the lOrD inDicateD that peter wOulD Die a Martyr’s 
Death, peter turneD tO JOhn anD saiD, “but lOrD, what 

abOut this Man?” Jesus’ answer may seem abrupt to us, but it 
made an important point: “If I will that he remain till I come, what 
is that to you? You follow Me.” Peter needed to be reminded to 
keep his focus on his own obedience. Whatever the Lord’s ar-
rangements with others might turn out to be, the main thing we 
need to be concerned with is the quality of our own obedience.

Why does the Lord sometimes deal more generously with others 
than with us? On the surface, it appears that the blessings and 
benefits to be had in this world are not apportioned evenly. Some 
people seem to get more breaks than others. And especially when 
it comes to the Lord’s grace, things don’t always make sense. How 
can eleventh-hour penitents get the same grace as everybody else?

Why am I called upon to do things that others don’t have to do? If 
the blessings of life aren’t spread out equally, the responsibilities 
don’t seem to be fairly assigned either. The burdens that have to 
be borne seem to be piled quite high on the backs of some, while 
others aren’t called upon to do nearly as much. “If I have to die a 
martyr’s death,” Peter would say, “why doesn’t John have to?”

Why does the Lord require things that seem to do more harm than 
good? Here, perhaps, is the area of our most perplexing questions. 
When the Lord clearly commands something that, from our van-
tage point, seems to lack common sense, we tend to dismiss the 
directive as unrealistic. “Lord, that will never work. What about 
this complication over here and that complication over there?”

But all of these questions, and a number of others that may 
distract us, are irrelevant to our own responsibility. At best they 
are secondary issues, and secondary issues shouldn’t be allowed 
to determine our primary responsibility. If we know what the Lord 
would want us to do, then doing it is all that matters. Now is the 
time for obedience. There will be time enough for questions later.

I find doing the will of God leaves me 
no time for disputing about his plans.

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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godly Joy

Yet I will rejoice in the lOrD, 
I will joy in the God of my salvation. 

Habakkuk 3:18

we OFten eMphasize the neeD FOr Our sOrrOw tO be gODly 
sOrrOw, but is it any less iMpOrtant FOr Our JOy tO be 

gODly JOy? If it is dangerous for worldly thinking to infect our sor-
row, is it any less of a problem when it jeopardizes our joy?

To begin with, what is it about godly joy that makes it 
“godly”? The answer is not hard to find. Just as godly sorrow is 
focused on God rather than self (it grieves what our sins have cost 
Him and not us), godly joy is also focused on God. It rejoices in 
whatever God rejoices about: the accomplishment of His purposes, 
the triumph of His cause, the redemption of those who have ac-
cepted His salvation, and, yes, even the carrying out of His justice.

I believe one prominent feature of godly joy is that it rejoices 
in the life-path that God lays out before us. That is, it finds joy in 
following the path God indicates rather than the one we might 
have chosen. It genuinely rejoices in the accomplishment of God’s 
will, whatever that might mean for us personally. As Evelyn 
Underhill put it, “This is the secret of joy. We shall no longer strive 
for our own way, but commit ourselves, easily and simply, to 
God’s way, acquiesce in his will, and in so doing find our peace.”

Jesus is obviously the great example here. He experienced 
no greater joy than being a part of the fulfillment of His Father’s 
purposes, even when the role required of Him was painful and 
difficult. On one occasion, He said, “My food is to do the will of 
Him who sent Me, and to finish His work” (John 4:34). He derived 
more joy from obedience than most people get from a great meal.

Without the focus that Jesus had on the Father’s glory, joy 
tends to degenerate. It becomes the product of nothing more than 
the selfish indulgence of our desires, with little or no regard for 
whether that indulgence helps or hinders the outworking of God’s 
purposes in the world. And in the end, that kind of “joy” (if it even  
can be called that) is a distinctly unsatisfying thing. It leaves a dry, 
dusty taste in our mouths. But godly joy, that is a different thing 
altogether! When our joy is the overflowing of God’s joy, well, that 
is what Eden was about. And our Father has not given up on it.

Oh the joy of that life with God and in God and for God!

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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in the heart of god, We are individuals

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

at all tiMes, gOD is aware OF his whOle creatiOn, but he 
is alsO aware OF each part OF his creatiOn. God did not 

merely create “the human race,” but He created each of us as in-
dividual persons. Surely God must have had a purpose in making 
the creation as He did, with many various parts, all unique and 
different from one another. Surely His Fatherly joy must come not 
only from thinking of His work as a whole, but from thinking of 
the uniqueness of each part. “Thou thinkest, Lord, of me . . .”

Do you ever envision the “mass of humanity” as a faceless, 
nameless crowd? Do you lose sight of your personal identity as a 
unique creature? There may be times when our thinking goes too 
far in the direction of individuality, no doubt, but I believe there 
are also times when we need to nourish our hearts with Jesus’ 
words in Matthew 10:29-31: “Are not two sparrows sold for a cop-
per coin? And not one of them falls to the ground apart from your 
Father’s will. But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do 
not fear therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows.”

Do you ever despise your own set of particulars: your circum-
stances, your characteristics, your life? Do you ever wish you had 
someone else’s situation? Do you ever doubt that what you can 
do is going to matter in the larger scheme of things? If you do, my 
prayer is that you will learn to appreciate (1) the greatness of the 
creation of which you are a part, and (2) the uniqueness of the part 
that God had in mind for you personally. In the grand oratorio of 
creation, God wasted no effort on duplicate or unnecessary parts. 
Without your voice, the music will be marred and diminished.

But finally, let us consider that if we’ve obeyed the gospel and 
are walking faithfully with God, we each have a relationship with 
Him that is absolutely unique. God would have sent His Son to 
the cross if you were the only person who needed to be saved, and 
having saved you, He loves the way you respond to His goodness.

Each of the redeemed shall forever know and praise some one aspect of the 
divine beauty better than any other creature can. Why else were individuals 

created, but that God, loving all infinitely, should love each differently?

c .  s .  l e w i s
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it does good to do good

. . . that you may become blameless and harmless, children of God 
without fault in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, 

among whom you shine as lights in the world. 
Philippians 2:15

iF gOD’s creatiOn is MaDe up OF “unique” parts, it’s alsO true 
that the parts are “intercOnnecteD.” No part can act (or fail 

to act) without having some impact on the other parts. God has 
constructed the world in such a way that the “ripple effect” is one 
of its characteristics. Even the least pebble thrown into the pond 
sends out rings of influence that spread and spread and spread.

It does good to do good. When we face difficult circumstances, 
one of the devil’s worst lies is that the situation is hopeless: “There 
is nothing you can do that will make a difference,” he would say. 
The truth is, however, it always does good to do good. We don’t 
need to see in advance how it’s all going to work out; we just need 
to act in the confidence that good deeds will have a good impact.

It does evil to do evil. The world being interconnected, of 
course, it’s also true that evil deeds have an impact. Whether we 
can see it or not, doing evil always contributes to an evil outcome.

Perhaps the most amazing thing about all of this is that even 
the small things and the secret things we do change the world 
in some way. When I am sitting alone in my room and make a 
decision either to do or not do the thing I know God would want 
me to do at that moment, by my decision I either add a little bit 
of goodness to the world or take a little out. Whether we can see 
it from our perspective or not, every choice we make impacts the 
world to which we are connected, either for better or for worse.

Recognizing that our actions always have some impact on oth-
ers, we should resolve that our influence will always be for good 
and never for evil. We don’t have the luxury of considering only 
ourselves. “Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, 
but also for the interests of others” (Philippians 2:4). So let’s take 
responsibility for the effect we are having on the other parts and 
members of God’s creation. There is too much darkness already — 
we dare not add to it. In every single thing we do, let there be light.

Keep in mind that each of you has your own vineyard. But every 
one is joined to your neighbor’s vineyards without any dividing lines. 

They are so joined together, in fact, that you cannot do good or evil 
for yourself without doing the same for your neighbors.

c a t h e r i n e  O F  s i e n a
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taking Pleasure in the haPPiness of others

Therefore, brethren, in all our affliction and distress 
we were comforted concerning you by your faith. 

For now we live, if you stand fast in the Lord. 
1 Thessalonians 3:7,8

One Measure OF Maturity is whether we can take pleasure 
in the happiness OF Others. In other words, a happiness 

should not have to be our own in order for it to bring us pleasure.
In the New Testament, Paul’s ability to enjoy the blessings of 

others is one of the most admirable aspects of his character.  After 
embarking on his work as an apostle, he very often found himself 
in difficult circumstances. To say the least, it was a hard life that 
Paul led. If he never had any happiness except the kind that comes 
from pleasant personal conditions, he would have had little happi-
ness. But Paul was thrilled when any good thing came his breth-
ren’s way. What got him through his own travail was knowing 
that his fellow Christians had what they needed and were thriving 
spiritually. “For now we live, if you stand fast in the Lord.”

What if we started thinking like that? Consider two examples.
(1) When the other person enjoys something that we don’t have. 

Steve Forbert, a songwriter from my hometown of Meridian, 
Mississippi, has a great line in one of his songs: “Driving a Jaguar 
is impressive, but you can’t watch it go by.” The owner of a Jaguar 
gets one kind of happiness, but he misses the other kind, the kind 
that “watches it go by,” happy for what somebody else has.

(2) When the other person’s happiness has come at our expense. The 
principle of sacrifice teaches us to spend and be spent that others 
might have what they need. Love is eager to do without in order 
to open doors of happiness for someone else. At such times of 
sacrifice, where should we put the emphasis: on the price that has 
been paid or the happiness of the other that has been procured?

The fact is, there is plenty to rejoice about in the world. Some 
of it may have to do with our own blessings, but much of it has to 
do with the good things that have come to others. As someone has 
said, “It is a poor heart that never rejoices.” We will never learn 
contentment until we climb out of our own circumstances and see 
that many good things are happening around us. Regardless of 
how much of the “pie” is our own, the pie is really quite good!

Glad of other men’s good, content with my harm.

w i l l i a M  s h a k e s p e a r e
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learning to Be glad When god is glad

. . . as always, so now also Christ will be magnified 
in my body, whether by life or by death. 

Philippians 1:20

there will be tiMes when an event is bOth a gain FOr gOD’s 
kingDOM anD a lOss FOr us persOnally, at least in the 

shOrt run. Progress never comes except at a price, and it must oc-
casionally be true that we have to bear a part of the price person-
ally. At such times, we should be glad the event represents a gain 
for God’s cause and His kingdom, in the larger perspective.

John the Baptist is a study in the attitude we need to have. As 
Jesus’ forerunner, John’s role was only temporary. Once Jesus ap-
peared, the progress of the kingdom would require John to leave 
the stage, so to speak. To his credit, John had the right attitude: 
“He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30). If the king-
dom was going forward, God would be glad, and so John would 
be glad too, no matter what the private implications were.

Our highest joy should always come from God’s purposes 
and their fulfillment. We should define as “good” anything that 
forwards the Lord’s cause, without regard to any gain or loss of 
a private nature. Yes, we will have our preferences, as Paul must 
have had when he wondered whether he would continue to live 
or be put to death. But deep down, Paul only wanted that “Christ 
will be magnified in my body, whether by life or by death.” If a 
gain for God’s kingdom required a loss for Paul, he was only too 
glad to accept the loss. On a much higher plane than Nathan Hale 
ever knew, Paul would regret that he had but one life to give.

Having this attitude does not mean we don’t grieve what 
we’re called upon to give up. Jesus willingly — we could even 
say gladly — gave up His life to make possible some things that 
would bring His Father joy, but if you think His loss did not bring 
Him grief, you have never read the account of Gethsemane. A will-
ing sacrifice and a broken heart very often go together, and if you 
haven’t learned that lesson yet, you probably will before you die.

It all comes down to looking at things from the larger perspec-
tive. Things that make us sad in the “small picture” are very often 
those that, in the “big picture,” should make us the gladdest of all.

Happiness is the spiritual experience of living 
every minute with love, grace, and gratitude.

D e n i s  w a i t l e y
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order out of Chaos

Then Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, 
“Far be it from You, Lord; this shall not happen to You!” But He turned 
and said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan! You are an offense to Me, for 

you are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men.” 
Matthew 16:22,23

iF it were up tO us, the kingDOM OF gOD wOulD prOgress 
in a MOre “OrDerly” FashiOn. We would plan things more 

neatly. We would make them more predictable and businesslike. 
Intrusions, interruptions, and interferences would not be allowed.

But in reality, of course, the kingdom does not progress that 
way. With God in control, many things happen that seem haphaz-
ard, if not counterproductive and detrimental, as far as we can see.

When the Lord began to explain to His disciples that He was 
going to be crucified, Peter objected. Based on Peter’s concept of 
what needed to happen for the kingdom to be established, the 
death of the King didn’t seem like a very good idea. But rather 
than gently correct Peter’s erroneous concept, the Lord strongly 
rebuked him: “Get behind Me, Satan! You are an offense to Me, for 
you are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men.”

Why such a strong rebuke? It is an indication, I believe, of 
how easy it is to deceive ourselves about God’s purposes. Like 
Peter, we need to be careful. When we plan for things to happen in 
a certain way, is the driving force truly God’s will? Might not the 
demand for “orderliness” really be coming from elsewhere?

In our personal lives, there is nothing wrong with dreaming, 
nor is there anything wrong with planning and preparing. But 
we should not hold on to our expectations with too tight a grip — 
God may have other plans, plans which seem messy and inconve-
nient compared to ours. The wonderful thing is that many of the 
greatest blessings in our lives come out of situations in which it 
seems that our own plans have been frustrated. This is true even 
when we first obey the gospel. As C. S. Lewis said, “Every story 
of conversion is the story of a blessed defeat.” That being so, we 
should not be surprised that, after our conversion, God graciously 
vetoes our “legislation” from time to time. So, yes, we need to plan 
. . . but we also need to yield gladly when God has other plans.

God’s order comes in the haphazard, and never 
according to our scheming and planning. God takes 

great delight in breaking up our programs.

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

Then Martha, as soon as she heard that Jesus was coming, went and 
met Him, but Mary was sitting in the house. Then Martha said to Jesus, 

“Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
John 11:20,21

we can easily iMagine the DisappOintMent OF Mary anD 
Martha when Jesus DiD nOt cOMe tO bethany in tiMe tO 

heal their brOther lazarus anD keep hiM FrOM Dying. They 
knew Jesus had the power to prevent their brother’s death, and 
they had made their request respectfully, as between close friends. 
But their initial hopes were dashed. Though He ended up doing a 
greater thing, Jesus did not do what they had first asked.

How do we deal with “unanswered” prayer, the kind in 
which God does not do the thing we have asked Him to do? Is it 
right for us to be “disappointed”? Let me suggest that there are 
two different kinds of disappointment, one of which is right and 
acceptable to God while the other is wrong and insulting to God.

The sinful kind of disappointment is sinful because it’s selfish 
and demanding. We resent that we didn’t get our way. Or we’re 
shocked that our plans didn’t work out. Or we question God’s 
goodness. Or we wonder whether there’s any point in praying in 
the future. These kinds of thoughts betray a sinful lack of faith.

But there is another kind of disappointment, and this is 
nothing more than the sincere brokenness of heart that comes 
from a desire that God has left unfulfilled for the time being. In 
Gethsemane, was Jesus “disappointed” when God did not “hear” 
His plea to be spared from the cross? If you think He could have 
received His Father’s answer without a broken heart, then you’ve 
not thought about the bitter agony in which He pleaded with God. 
But Jesus’ broken heart would have been a pure and unselfish 
heart: willing, in true love, to yield to the higher and better way.

God never says no to any honorable request except to ac-
complish a greater good. The absence of the lesser good may leave 
us in pain for a while, and God will help us deal with that. But 
the key is truly wanting the Lord’s will to be done. If that’s what we 
desire, then we can be sure: our desire will never be disappointed.

God will inevitably appear to disappoint the man who is 
attempting to use him as a convenience, a prop, or a comfort for 

his own plans. God has never been known to disappoint the man 
who is sincerely wanting to cooperate with his own purposes.

J .  b .  p h i l l i p s
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humility aBout tomorroW

Do not boast about tomorrow, 
For you do not know what a day may bring forth. 

Proverbs 27:1

Our attituDe abOut tOMOrrOw is One OF the Main FactOrs 
that inFluence Our spiritual grOwth. If we choose to think 

rightly about it, we will find that it helps us on our way to heaven. 
But if we think wrongly about it, we will be greatly hindered.

One of the problems we have concerning the future is “boast-
ing” about it, and our text in Proverbs warns us not to do that. 
When we say there is a certain thing we are going to do, we must 
not attribute more power to ourselves than we actually have. 
When the time comes, we may not be able to bring to pass what 
we have proposed. So we must not be like the quack in a traveling 
medicine show, making claims for our “elixir” that promise more 
than it has the power to deliver.

Few things in this world are as important as “reaching for-
ward,” but we need to understand what’s involved in this concept 
from a scriptural standpoint. While there may be some value in 
being “forward-oriented” in general (that is, looking more to the 
future than to the past), the future the Christian is always looking 
forward to is heaven. So when I speak of “reaching forward,” I’m 
not talking about striving for any particular goal in this life; I’m 
talking about striving for eternity in the presence of God. We can 
be very definite about that goal, but with any goal between now 
and then, we must be somewhat tentative. We may want to do cer-
tain things tomorrow. We may even plan to do them. But we must 
not “boast” about them. In other words, we must not be too sure 
they will come to pass, since the Lord may have other plans.

With respect to tomorrow, I would recommend learning to 
be content with whatever it turns out to be. If tomorrow takes us 
places that weren’t on our itinerary, well, that’s what lends a sense 
of excitement and adventure to the life of faith. Come what may, 
there is one thing that is certain: there won’t come a tomorrow that 
God can’t use for our good. And that, really, is all we need to know.

Lord, give me faith to leave it all to thee! 
The future is thy gift; 

I would not lift 
The veil thy love has hung ‘twixt it and me.

J O h n  O x e n h a M



November 14
future Plans

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

JaMes reMinDs us that while we have the pOwer tO Make Fu-
ture plans, we DOn’t always have the pOwer tO accOMplish 

theM. When it comes right down to it, life in this world is a very 
uncertain business, as far as we are concerned. We don’t really 
know what is going to happen, and much that does happen is 
beyond our power to control. So as Christians, we should have the 
humility to say, “If the Lord wills, we shall live and do this or that.”

Henry Ward Beecher once said, “We steal if we touch tomor-
row. It is God’s.” To make future plans that don’t take the Lord 
into account, and even to inquire into the future too closely, is to 
intrude into territory that does not really belong to us. Tomorrow 
is the Lord’s, and we should not try to seize it for ourselves.

In dealing with the future, we tend to go to extremes: either 
we don’t make any plans at all or we make plans and then adopt 
an attitude about them that is too rigid and possessive. Surely 
there must be a good medium between these extremes, a balance 
between the foolishness of no planning and the arrogance of leav-
ing the Lord out of our planning. Can we not make plans that are 
humble, plans which are important to us but which also bow rev-
erently before the Lord’s sovereignty? I believe we can. It doesn’t 
diminish the value of our planning to factor the Lord into our 
thinking and say, “If the Lord wills, we shall live and do this or that.”

So we should make plans, but we should keep in mind that 
they may not materialize. That is not a bad thing, however. The 
world would be a poorer place if all our plans materialized, for 
God’s plans are much better than ours and we can be glad that His 
take precedence. It is in the brokenness of our expectations that 
God often accomplishes His greatest works. “What we look for 
does not come to pass; God finds a way for what none foresaw” 
(Euripides). Thinking rightly, we wouldn’t want it any other way.

There are no disappointments to those 
whose wills are buried in the will of God.

F r e D e r i c k  w i l l i a M  F a b e r
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the Way is not easy

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

when paul anD barnabas revisiteD the cOngregatiOns 
that haD been establisheD On their First MissiOnary 

JOurney, they warneD theM tO be prepareD tO suFFer. Having 
obeyed the gospel, they were headed for heaven, but it would only 
be through “many tribulations” that they would enter the king-
dom of God. When hardship came, they were not to be surprised.

This echoes Jesus’ warning in the Sermon on the Mount: 
“Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the 
way that leads to destruction, and there are many who go in by 
it. Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads 
to life, and there are few who find it” (Matthew 7:13,14). The easy, 
no-risk path has never led anywhere but downward . . . to death.

So we shouldn’t expect our lives as Christians — at least in 
this world, marred as it is by the intrusion of sin — to be anything 
other than difficult. That doesn’t mean there won’t be some pleas-
ant days now and then, relatively free of pain and struggle. But it 
does mean we should guard against unrealistic expectations. Peter 
wrote, “Beloved, do not think it strange concerning the fiery trial 
which is to try you, as though some strange thing happened to 
you; but rejoice to the extent that you partake of Christ’s suffer-
ings, that when His glory is revealed, you may also be glad with 
exceeding joy” (1 Peter 4:12,13). We should expect life to be hard.

When we defy difficulty and remain faithful to Christ, we 
place ourselves in a great company of saints. Many thousands of 
God’s faithful people in days gone by have done the same thing. 
When we choose to endure, we do exactly what they did, and 
they are cheering us on, so to speak. “Therefore we also, since we 
are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside 
every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us 
run with endurance the race that is set before us” (Hebrews 12:1). 
It is an honor to be among these people and a privilege to be their 
comrades. Let us determine that we will join them in heaven!

When compassed about on every side with tribulations, remember 
that it is the way of the saints, through which they passed to the kingdom 

of heaven. Learn to comfort thyself also, because that in this thou 
are made like unto Christ Jesus, thy Lord.

t h O M a s  à  k e M p i s
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When strength is a disadvantage

And He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength 
is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast 
in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 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 12:9,10

nOrMally, we think OF Our Own ability as an aDvantage. 
Whatever we think we need to do, we’d rather be able to do 

it than not be able. We cringe at the thought of personal insuffi-
ciency, of coming up short. But in our relationship to God and in 
our work in His kingdom, there is a sense in which our own per-
sonal strength can be a disadvantage. “Natural strength is often as 
great a handicap as natural weakness” (Hannah Hurnard).

Whenever there is something we can do and we know that we 
can do it, we are tempted to believe our strength is our own: this 
is our ability, we have learned how to do this thing, and so forth. 
We begin to feel independent and self-sufficient, and our need for 
God recedes into the background. It is strange but true: the more 
we think of the things God has made us able to do, the less we pay 
attention to the God who made us able to do them.

To Paul, God said, “My strength is made perfect in weakness.” 
Paul, like all of us, probably enjoyed days when he felt adequate 
and sufficient to do what had to be done. But in truth, God could 
do a good deal more with Paul on the other days — when Paul felt 
weak rather than strong. So God gave Paul a “thorn in the flesh” 
to multiply the number of days when he would feel weak. Those 
would be the days when he was most conscious of his dependence 
on God’s help and therefore the days of his greatest usefulness.

When a “thorn in the flesh” makes its painful appearance in 
our own lives, our natural response is to want it to go away as 
quickly as possible. Yet if it is God’s will for us to continue to deal 
with it, our attitude needs to be the same as Paul’s: “I take plea-
sure in infirmities . . . For when I am weak, then I am strong.”

God uses chronic pain and weakness, along with other afflictions, 
as his chisel for sculpting our lives. Felt weakness deepens our dependence 

on Christ for strength each day. The weaker we feel, the harder we lean. And 
the harder we lean, the stronger we grow spiritually, even while our bodies 
waste away. To live with your “thorn” uncomplainingly — that is, sweet, 

patient, and free in heart to love and help others, even though 
every day you feel weak — is true sanctification.

J .  i .  p a c k e r
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When you’ve gotten it, Can you enJoy it?

There is an evil which I have seen under the sun, and it is common 
among men: A man to whom God has given riches and wealth and honor, 

so that he lacks nothing for himself of all he desires; yet God does 
not give him power to eat of it. Ecclesiastes 6:1,2

in setting Our gOals anD Making Our plans, we OFten attri-
bute tO Ourselves MOre pOwer than we actually have. When 

we aspire to material wealth, for example, we’ve been taught by 
the motivational speakers to believe that we can have anything 
we want: it is only a matter of having enough drive and ingenuity. 
But there are two faulty assumptions hidden in this thinking. One 
is that we can acquire however much wealth we want to acquire, 
and the other is that we will be able to enjoy it once we get it.

But it is God who determines, first, whether we’ll be allowed 
to accumulate wealth and, second, whether we’ll be able to enjoy 
it. Any of us might be the “man to whom God has given riches 
and wealth and honor” and yet “God does not give him power to 
eat of it.” The truth is, God can keep us from accumulating wealth 
if He wants to (despite our drive and ingenuity), and He can just 
as easily keep us from getting any lasting joy out of it. So write 
this down and never forget it: if we wrongfully aspire to wealth, one 
of God’s worst punishments is to let us have the thing we thought we 
wanted and then make us more miserable than we were before we got it.

So when our “dream comes true,” will it make us happy? 
Maybe it will, but then again, maybe it won’t. Foolishly, we assume 
that getting the wealth we desire will provide the freedom to enjoy 
life and open the door to happiness. But that won’t be the result if 
God doesn’t grant the enjoyment of the things He permits us to ac-
quire. God may see to it that our wealth gives us not freedom but 
slavery, and there is no worse bondage than bondage to wealth. As 
the saying goes, “Chains of gold are stronger than chains of iron.”

At the end of the day, freedom has little to do with what we 
have or don’t have. In fact, it doesn’t have much to do with our ex-
ternal circumstances at all. Even in prison, Paul had more freedom 
than most of those walking the streets outside his prison. Freedom 
is freedom from the sinful desires that have bound us to the devil. 

Freedom does not mean I am able to do whatever I want to do. 
That’s the worst kind of bondage. Freedom means I have been set 
free to become all that God wants me to be, to achieve all that God 

wants me to achieve, to enjoy all that God wants me to enjoy.

w a r r e n  w.  w i e r s b e
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hunger is the Best sauCe

A satisfied soul loathes the honeycomb, 
But to a hungry soul every bitter thing is sweet. 

Proverbs 27:7

in this age OF aFFluence anD abunDance, Many OF us have 
becOMe JaDeD. Tragically, we’ve lost our childhood sense of 

wonder at the big, wide world around us. We’ve bought so many 
things and been so many places, it’s impossible to impress us 
anymore. No matter what it is, we’ve been there and done that. 
Frankly, we are bored. The law of diminishing returns has set in.

There is an old adage that says, “Hunger is the best sauce.” 
When we’re not very hungry, we might add a little sauce to a dish 
to make it taste better. But the food doesn’t need any sauce when 
we are ravenously hungry; we appreciate it without any “help.” 
And this is exactly what Proverbs 27:7 is about: “A satisfied soul 
loathes the honeycomb, but to a hungry soul every bitter thing 
is sweet.” When we’re full, we tend to get picky. But when we’re 
hungry, even bitter things become sweet. The principle here is that 
abundance presents a challenge for us. When we have not only 
what we need but more than we need, it is not easier to enjoy life, 
as most people think, but much harder. The poor man has the ad-
vantage of being hungry enough to enjoy every little thing.

As we mature, we learn that moderation really is a good prac-
tice after all. I love a What-a-Burger hamburger about as enthusi-
astically as a man could love any food on the face of the earth, but 
I find that I enjoy them more now that I don’t live in Texas and 
can’t get one any time I want it. I’ve gone down hard on this, but 
I’m gradually coming to see that, in this world, less is more.

You see, the feelings that we call “hunger” and “emptiness” 
(and we used physical food only as an illustration) are not to be 
avoided. They can be our best friends. I know that fact is hard 
to grasp now that we’ve lived so long in a world dominated by 
consumerism, but it’s true. Unmet worldly needs remind us of our 
need for God, and therefore play a very important role in our lives. 
In an affluent world, it’s possible to ruin our appetite for God with 
a worldly feast and delude ourselves into thinking we have what 
we need. But if that happens — if we are too full of temporal satis-
factions to have any room left for God — then we’re in big trouble.

Even God cannot fill what is full.

t e r e s a  O F  c a l c u t t a
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Where god’s glory dWells

lOrD, I have loved the habitation of Your house, 
And the place where Your glory dwells. 

Psalm 26:8

iF we Diligently seek gOD, Our JOy will be in prOpOrtiOn tO 
hOw near we are tO gOD. David’s sentiment will be our own: 

“lOrD, I have loved the habitation of Your house, and the place 
where Your glory dwells.” In whatever sense we may speak of 
God’s “habitation,” what we want is to be as near as possible to 
the place where His glory dwells. For the seeker, nearer is better.

(1) The Old Testament tabernacle. When God entered into a 
special relationship with Israel (a temporary arrangement that was 
preparatory to the coming of the Messiah), He designated a physi-
cal place as the location of His dwelling in their midst. To come 
to the tabernacle, and later the temple, was to be as close to God’s 
glory as it was possible to be anywhere in the world at that time. 

(2) The New Testament church. Israel’s physical temple antici-
pated the building of a spiritual temple, a people in whose hearts 
God would dwell, and those people are the ones who make up 
the Lord’s church today (1 Peter 2:5). So it is possible to be nearer 
to God today than you could ever have been in Israel, even if you 
had gone into the Most Holy place in the heart of the tabernacle.

(3) Heaven. But just as Israel looked forward to a time when 
they could be nearer God’s presence than they could be in the tab-
ernacle, we look forward to a time when we can be nearer God’s 
presence than we can be in the church. Just as they looked forward 
to the kingdom of the Messiah or Christ (1 Peter 1:10-12), we look 
forward to the heavenly completion and perfect fulfillment of that 
kingdom (2 Peter 1:10,11). Heaven will be the end of the progres-
sion, the great goal that everything else was leading up to. Heaven 
will be the saints of all ages in the actual, real presence of God!

My friends, we need to cherish the thought of that with all 
our hearts. Loving God as we do and desiring deeply to be as near 
Him as we can be, there won’t be a single day when we aren’t 
fired by the expectation of looking upon the face of our Father in 
heaven. That’s what the gospel is all about. Death is not the end — 
it is the beginning of what Christ died to make possible for us.

The early Christians were looking not for a cleft in the ground 
called a grave but for a cleavage in the sky called Glory.

a l e x a n D e r  M a c l a r e n
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faCes turned to god groW Brighter

They looked to Him and were radiant, 
And their faces were not ashamed. 

Psalm 34:5

FOr the christian, the Main thing is nOt where we are Or 
what is happening arOunD us at the MOMent, but where we 

are gOing. Just as in a sports contest, where what often matters is 
not the score but which side the momentum is on, the thing that 
matters for the Christian is that he is making progress in the right 
direction. Our progress may seem slow and there may be obstacles 
in our path, but what our hearts and minds are fully set on (or 
should be) is this: “the grace that is to be brought to you at the rev-
elation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:13). Our faces are turned toward 
God — and since they are, they grow brighter every day.

Love. It’s hard to imagine how a person could have any sig-
nificant understanding of God’s love and not love Him back. The 
Scriptures are replete with stories of the acts of God’s love, but if 
there were only one story — the story of the cross — surely that 
would be enough to move us to love God with a grateful love.

Desire. To love God is to desire to be with Him, to be in His ac-
tual presence. In this world, no human being has had that joy since 
Adam and Eve were cast out of Eden. But in Christ, God is offer-
ing the hope of being in His presence once again. To desire that 
perfect joy is to desire the very thing for which we were created.

Expectation. The Christian does not merely wish that he might 
one day see God’s face; he actually expects to do so. When Paul 
said, “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), we do not detect a trace of doubt in his conviction.

Now these three things — love, desire, and expectation — com-
bine in the Christian’s heart to produce hope. And, of course, hope 
is the thing that produces the Christian’s joy. Volumes have been 
written over the centuries about the joy that is in Christ, but what I 
want to say about it here is simply this: it can’t be hidden. If you not 
only desire to see your Father but actually expect to do so, it will 
show in your face. “They looked to Him and were radiant, and 
their faces were not ashamed.” There are simply no brighter faces 
in the world than the faces of those who are turned toward God.

The joy of the heart colors the face.

a n O n y M O u s
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all that We long for is knoWn to god

Lord, all my desire is before You; 
And my sighing is not hidden from You. 

Psalm 38:9

DaviD was cOMFOrteD, rather than FrighteneD, by the 
knOwleDge that gOD knew everything abOut hiM. Can we 

go any place and God not be there? No. Can we do anything and 
God not know about it? No. Can we think any thought and God 
not be aware of it? No. But these facts are not fearful; they are en-
couraging. At least they can be and should be. “O lOrD, You have 
searched me and known me. You know my sitting down and my 
rising up; You understand my thought afar off” (Psalm 139:1,2).

One of the heaviest burdens we ever have to bear in life is 
to have a deep, aching need within us and have to bear it alone. 
Sometimes there is not even one other human being who could do 
anything about our need, even if they knew about it. What an un-
speakable source of comfort, then, to know that God knows. “All 
my desire is before You . . . my sighing is not hidden from You.”

So God knows what we need even before we ask Him for His 
help. Jesus said, “Your heavenly Father knows that you need all 
these things” (Matthew 6:32). But here is the amazing thing: God 
knows what we need even before we are aware that we need it. Having 
created us, He knows more about our needs than we do. And 
when our hearts are broken by the pain and emptiness of some 
need that must, for the time being, remain unfulfilled, our hearts 
do not hurt half as much as He hurts for us. He loves us more than 
we love ourselves, and we cannot hurt without His feeling it.

On top of all of that, there is the additional fact that God has 
taken upon Himself our fleshly form and lived among us, experi-
encing every ounce of what it is like to suffer human sorrow. “For 
we do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our 
weaknesses” (Hebrews 4:15). God knows our needs not only theo-
retically; He knows them experientially. He has been one of us.

But although God knows our needs even before we ask Him 
for His help, He still wants us to ask. And when we do so, we can 
ask knowing that He understands and He cares. He is our Father.

There is no thought, feeling, yearning, or desire, however low, trifling, 
or vulgar we may deem it, which, if it affects our real interest or happiness, 

we may not lay before God and be sure of His sympathy.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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What is our hoPe? Who is our hoPe?

And now, Lord, what do I wait for? 
My hope is in You. 

Psalm 39:7

iF anyOne ever haD cOnFiDence in gOD, DaviD surely DiD. 
Many were the times when, in the midst of difficult circum-

stances, David prayed for God’s help, and having done so, was 
able to lie down and go to sleep. Even before he knew what the 
outcome would be, David could rest in hope, since his hope was 
not set on any particular outcome of the crisis but on God Himself.

God’s Power. The first thing that hope in God means is that we 
trust in His power and ability. As the Creator, God can do any-
thing that needs to be done, so there is no such thing as a problem 
that has no solution. “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).

God’s Wisdom. God’s power is always governed by His wis-
dom. Out of all the things He is able to do, God can be counted on 
to select the one that is best to do. In this respect, of course, God is 
very different from us. Even when we can do something, we don’t 
always know what should be done. But God is never perplexed or 
puzzled by such things. Taking every single factor into consider-
ation, He unfailingly does what is the wisest and best.

God’s Goodness. But God’s power is also governed by His 
goodness. Benevolently inclined toward us, He hears our prayers 
with mercy and compassion. We tend to think of “wisdom” as an 
abstract quality, but God’s wisdom is always a loving wisdom. He 
will never do anything unwise, but neither will He do anything 
that is not conducive to the highest, eternal good of His creatures.

The problem with resting our hope in God is that we tend to 
do it only when the situation looks fairly hopeful anyway — we 
only hope in God when it seems likely that things are going to 
turn out the way we want them to. But that kind of hope requires 
little faith. Real hope is the kind that rests in God’s power, wis-
dom, and goodness even when, from our vantage point, we can 
see no desirable outcome of the problem. Hope is not human opti-
mism — it is trust in a God who has proven His trustworthiness.

Hope means expectancy when things are otherwise hopeless.

g .  k .  c h e s t e r t O n
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a greater good than life

Because Your lovingkindness is better than life, 
My lips shall praise You. 

Psalm 63:3

gOD’s “lOvingkinDness” is his cOvenant FaithFulness. 
Having promised, in effect, never to harm us, His lovingkind-

ness is the quality that keeps Him from breaking that promise.
In Genesis 31, there is the story of the covenant that Jacob and 

Laban entered into in the mountains of Gilead. After they had set 
up a memorial pillar and heap of stones, Laban said, “This heap is 
a witness, and this pillar is a witness, that I will not pass beyond 
this heap to you, and you will not pass beyond this heap and this 
pillar to me, for harm” (v.52). Among human beings, such cov-
enants are of little value if those who enter into them don’t keep 
their promises, but God can be counted on never to violate the 
covenant He has entered into with His people. He has promised 
never to act in anything less than our best interests, and we can 
rest our hopes completely on His faithfulness to that promise.

David saw God’s lovingkindness as being “better than life.” 
More than any blessing that life might hold for him, indeed more 
than the goodness of life itself, was the promise of God’s depend-
able love. With or without any “thorn in the flesh,” God is always 
saying to us, “My grace is sufficient for you” (2 Corinthians 12:9).

It’s unfortunate that we sometimes define God’s goodness in 
terms of how consistently He grants our wishes. For example, a 
friend recently told me that, in answer to many prayers, a rela-
tive’s cancer surgery had been completely “successful.” He ended 
the conversation by saying, “God is so good!” Well, yes. God is 
good. But is He good only when things turn out as we want them 
to? No, God’s lovingkindness is better than life, and Job had the 
right idea: “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him” (Job 13:15).

God’s lovingkindness should be a compelling force. How can 
we realize the faithfulness with which God has loved us and not 
love Him? “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).

The love of God is no mere sentimental feeling; 
it is redemptive power.

c h a r l e s  c l a y t O n  M O r r i s O n
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unto the hills!

I will lift up my eyes to the hills — 
From whence comes my help? 
My help comes from the lOrD, 
Who made heaven and earth. 

Psalm 121:1,2

when we’re in trOuble, we have a DangerOus tenDency tO 
lOOk FOr help in all the wrOng places. Although human 

sources of help — those “real” kinds of security — have disap-
pointed us time and time again, we still seem to prefer them when 
any serious problem comes up. But David’s trust was different. 
“From whence comes my help? My help comes from the lOrD, 
who made heaven and earth.” It was not to the lowlands of human 
help that David looked. “I will lift up my eyes to the hills.”

The thought is not that God lives in the mountains rather than 
the plains. It is simply that the mountains symbolize the steadfast-
ness and immovability of God — in contrast to many things that 
are less permanent. We are speaking the same language when 
we use the expression “old as the hills.” In this world, mountains 
are as permanent as anything can be. They are the “oldest” of all: 
many things have come and gone since the mountains were lifted 
up. And so we look to the “hills” for God’s help. He will be there 
to help when all other helps have had their day and disappeared.

I believe there is a clue here as to why mountains have such a 
powerful effect on us. It’s a rare person who can go to the moun-
tains and not have his perspective restored. In contrast to even the 
most “permanent” of man’s makings (the Egyptian pyramids, for 
example), a mountain is durable. Given enough time, of course, 
even a mountain would erode away, but the mountains are solid 
enough that they seem to be unchanged even after many lives of 
men. The mountains are constant. And since they are, they remind 
us of the God who is eternal. “Change and decay in all around I 
see; O Thou who changest not, abide with me” (Henry F. Lyte).

Few are the human beings who do not crave security. We all 
want to be sure that we’ll have what we need. But in truth, there is 
no security in this world. Only in the God who made the world is 
there any confidence that our needs will be provided. And if that 
is true of the here and now, it is even more true of the hereafter.

In God’s faithfulness lies eternal security.

c O r r i e  t e n  b O O M



November 25
the WatChman Waits for the morning

I wait for the lOrD, my soul waits, 
And in His word I do hope. 
My soul waits for the Lord 

More than those who watch for the morning — 
Yes, more than those who watch for the morning. 

Psalm 130:5,6

Our lOnging FOr the lOrD Ought tO be nO less Fervent 
than the eagerness OF the watchMan FOr the MOrning. 

Those whose job it is to stay up and guard or wait while others 
are asleep have a job that is not easy. Especially during the last 
few hours before dawn, time slows to an agonizing crawl, and the 
watchman longs for that first hint of light in the east, a sign that 
the sun is coming up. But it is not only the watchman who waits 
for the morning. There are others who wait through the long night 
hours, hoping for the relief which comes from the rising of the sun.

Sickness. There is nothing longer than a night of physical pain 
and fever. We toss miserably in our comfortless beds, and the 
hands of the clock do not seem to move at all. But when the rosy 
glow of dawn begins to brighten our sickroom, the suffering seems 
to ease up a bit. With the coming of the morning, there is hope.

Sorrow. When we’ve lost something or someone who was dear 
to us, our hearts are racked with the emotion that we call “grief.” 
The sense of loss can be almost unendurable, and it is especially 
so at night. Darkness seems to intensify the sorrow, making the 
nighttime dreadful. In our grief, we wait for the morning to come.

Distress. Even if we don’t “worry” in the worldly sense of that 
term, we certainly do suffer distress. Even the Lord did. Speaking 
of His crucifixion, He said, “But I have a baptism to be baptized 
with, and how distressed I am till it is accomplished!” (Luke 
12:50). In distress, the night is long and the morning is welcome.

Even if we aren’t suffering sickness, sorrow, or distress, how-
ever, we should still be able to say what the Psalmist said: “My 
soul waits for the Lord more than those who watch for the morn-
ing — yes, more than those who watch for the morning.” There 
ought not to be a “night” of any kind in which we do not desper-
ately yearn for the coming of the sun. Nay, the coming of the Son.

In life troubles will come which seem as if they will never pass 
away. The night and storm look as if they would last forever; 

but the calm and the morning cannot be stayed . . .

g e O r g e  M a c D O n a l D
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seeking and losing

Whoever seeks to save his life will lose it, 
and whoever loses his life will preserve it. 

Luke 17:33

Many peOple reach “FOrwarD,” but they reach FOr the 
wrOng things — anD enD up lOsing the better things 

they cOulD have reacheD FOr. And there is no sadder fate in life 
than to get what we wanted and discover that, in the very process 
of getting it, we have given up what we should have wanted.

Consider the word “life” for a moment. Most people have 
some concept of the kind of life they would like to have, and they 
pursue that concept more or less diligently. Some may think of real 
life as consisting of pleasure or wealth or power. Others may think 
of it as service or relationships or philanthropy. Very likely, most 
people have some combination of these targets in mind when they 
sit down to write their personal “mission statement.”

Now the striking thing about Jesus’ teaching is that He said 
you could put all of these things together and still not have “life.” 
Not anything in this world — not even everything in it — is enough 
to give us what we really need. “For what is a man profited if he 
gains the whole world, and loses his own soul?” (Matthew 16:26).

But not only that, Jesus also taught that by seeking these 
things and holding on to them greedily, we lose them. We “get” 
them, in the highest sense, by giving them up! “Whoever seeks to 
save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it.” 
What does this seemingly contradictory statement mean?

It means we must put life at risk (and maybe even give it 
up completely) in order to gain that which is life indeed. Most of 
the things in this world that people suppose they have to have 
are little more than hints or pointers to real life. If we make these 
lesser things our main objective, neglecting the greater life they 
were meant to point us to, then we lose everything, both the lesser 
and the greater. So we need to be careful when we’re writing our 
“mission statement” to make our goals those that we won’t regret 
later on. It would be the ultimate tragedy if we set our hearts on 
having (and never letting go of) some of the “preliminary” things 
and lost out on all the permanent joys we could have had. Let’s 
not lose eternity by hanging on to the life we have right now.

Beware lest you lose the substance by grasping at the shadow.

a e s O p



November 27

all is vanity

“Vanity of vanities,” says the Preacher; 
“Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.” 

Ecclesiastes 1:2

liFe in this wOrlD is “vain.” That does not mean it is unimpor-
tant; it means it is temporary. Whatever we accomplish of a 

this-worldly nature, it will not last. Whatever work we do while 
we live, it will be forgotten after we’re gone, if not before then. So 
our work is like sandcastles. It’s not that we shouldn’t build any; 
we just shouldn’t be surprised when they wash away.

Sadly, we often try to attach more meaning and permanence 
to earthly things than they were ever meant to have. We lean more 
weight upon them than they can support. Take friendships, for ex-
ample, or even marriage. When we expect from other people a joy 
that only God can provide, we impose an unfair burden on them 
and set ourselves up for disappointment. As Oswald Chambers 
said, “If we try to find lasting joy in any human relationship, it 
will end in vanity, something that passes like a morning cloud. 
The true joy of a man’s life is in his relationship to God.”

But we mention human relationships only as an example. The 
same principle holds true with regard to every other temporal 
treasure: these things were only meant to be enjoyed for a while, 
and even while we enjoy them, they were not meant to be our 
end-all and be-all. Unfortunately, many of us live as if that were 
the case. Succumbing to the powerful pull of what is “here” and 
what is “now,” we put tremendous effort into goals that, even if 
we achieve them, will not turn out to be very tremendous. To bor-
row Shakespeare’s phrase, we make “much ado about nothing.”

What, then, is the point of this “vain” life? Solomon summed 
it up succinctly in Ecclesiastes 12:13: “Fear God and keep His com-
mandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (New King James 
Version). “Respect and obey God! This is what life is all about” 
(Contemporary English Version). “Stand in awe of God, obey his 
orders: that is everything, for every man” (Moffatt). Any way you 
translate it, the point is basic: only in reverence and obedience to God 
can we accomplish anything. Without that priority, “all is vanity.”

To become like Christ is the only thing in the world 
worth caring for, the thing before which every ambition 

of man is folly and all lower achievements vain.

J O h n  D r u M M O n D
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Will What you’re “reaChing for” last?

What profit has a man from all his labor 
In which he toils under the sun? 

Ecclesiastes 1:3

when all is saiD anD DOne, whether we think we’ve ac-
cOMplisheD anything in this liFe DepenDs On what we 

were trying tO accOMplish. The question “What profit has a 
man from all his labor in which he toils under the sun?” can be 
a depressing question to ask if the “profit” we are looking for is 
something permanent. In this world, there is simply no such thing.

The world, however, can supply some other things, and these 
are very enjoyable and fulfilling when they are kept in perspective. 
Even though it is broken and marred by the sad consequences of 
sin, this world is still our Father’s world, and He has filled it with 
many delights. It is wrong to fail to enjoy this world’s blessings, be 
good stewards of them, or be grateful to God for them.

But because they are temporal (think “temporary”), these 
things will not last. The time will come when they must be laid 
aside. Sin having entered the world, God’s plan is not to remake 
this world and take the pain out of it; His plan is to remake us — 
and then bring us to live in the realm where He is (John 14:3). As 
for this world, it will be destroyed completely (2 Peter 3:10-13).

So we need to be careful what we “reach” for while we’re 
here. There are many worthy goals we could set for ourselves, and 
even if it’s just our future in this world that’s under consideration, 
it’s better to be forward-oriented than to be stuck in the past. But 
there is no future we can get to in this world — no goal we can 
achieve — that won’t be erased by the passing of time.

Most of us simply focus too much of our attention on the pass-
ing pleasures and fleeting accomplishments of this world. When 
we look at our schedule books, we see that we have devoted most 
of our time to things that were only of transient importance. But 
majoring in minors always turns out to be a losing proposition. No 
one, not even those who are Christians, can reach for “profit” in 
this world and not be disappointed at how unprofitable it is.

The empire of Caesar is gone; the legions of Rome are smouldering in the 
dust; the avalanches that Napoleon hurled upon Europe have melted away; 

the prince of the Pharaohs is fallen; the pyramids they raised to be their 
tombs are sinking every day in the desert sands . . .

a l b e r t  b a i r D  c u M M i n s
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With every deCision, you PiCk your Pain

Now no chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful; 
nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness 

to those who have been trained by it. 
Hebrews 12:11

During Our sOJOurn in this wOrlD, there is nO avOiDing 
pain anD DiFFiculty. We may avoid certain kinds of hardship, 

but we often find that the “easy” situation we’ve gotten ourselves 
into has a set of difficulties all its own. When we make decisions 
between one scenario and another, it’s rarely a decision between 
difficulty and no difficulty; it’s usually a choice of which set of dif-
ficulties we prefer over another. With that in mind, think with me 
about one of the most basic choices we ever make: whether we’re 
going to choose the pain of discipline or the pain of regret.

The pain of discipline. The person who thinks training is fun has 
probably never tried it in any serious way. By definition, training 
means forcing yourself, over and over again, to do things that are 
hard. It simply can’t be done while we’re in our comfort zones.

The pain of regret. If we “wimp out” on the pain of discipline, 
that choice sets us up for a worse kind of pain later. Think of the 
older people you know. Those who never paid the price to master 
their impulses, are they happy as senior citizens? No, they are not.

Jesus “learned obedience by the things which He suffered” 
(Hebrews 5:8). He did hard things daily, training and disciplining 
Himself to do His Father’s will. And in the end, He reaped the 
benefit of embracing the pain of hardship. He had no regrets.

But here is the tough truth for many of us: there is no middle 
way. We can’t live lives of constant self-indulgence and still get all 
the good benefits of self-denial. Spiritual strength comes at a price, 
and we either pay it or we don’t get the benefits. There is no quick-
fix trick or technique you can figure out that will let you have an 
easy life and still get the results of training and discipline.

Nobody wants the results of self-indulgence, but there is only 
one way to avoid them: going through the pain of self-discipline (1 
Corinthians 9:27). “But self-discipline is so hard,” you say. “I don’t 
want to do it.” Well, take your pick. There is no other way. Either 
do what is hard now . . . or live your later years wishing you had.

We will either submit to the pain of discipline 
or suffer the pain of regret.

a n O n y M O u s
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inCreasing in strength

But Saul increased all the more in strength . . . 
Acts 9:22

the paul we knOw in his epistles was a Man OF aDMirable 
strength. But Paul did not become strong easily or instantly. 

He began, like all of us, as a new Christian, and then “increased all 
the more in strength.” It was a gradual process, involving no small 
amount of diligence on Paul’s part. Let me suggest that increasing 
in strength requires that all of us do two things on a daily basis.

(1) Inflame the spirit with love. We have to do things every day 
that fuel the fires of our love for the Lord. Our “want to” has to be 
stirred up. That burning “Yes!” has to be made to burn ferociously.

(2) Train the flesh with discipline. Even when the spirit is filled 
with strong love, the flesh is often too weak to carry out the will of 
the spirit. It needs to be trained. So we have to build into our daily 
lives a training regimen that progressively makes the flesh our ser-
vant, rather than our master.  The flesh has to be taught to follow 
our spirit’s orders. “If there is no element of asceticism in our lives, 
if we give free reign to the desires of the flesh . . . we shall find it 
hard to train for the service of Christ” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer).

Deeply ingrained habits of spiritual weakness and fleshly in-
dulgence are not broken easily. Just as a small child can be trained 
and disciplined more easily than a spoiled teenager who has never 
done anything except what he or she wants to do, the longer 
we’ve been without spiritual training, the harder it’s going to be.

But it can be done, and it is worth it. I don’t know of a pas-
sage that sums up this important line of thought any more clearly 
than Titus 2:11-14. So read this slowly and thoughtfully, lingering 
over every word: “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, looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing 
of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us, 
that He might redeem us from every lawless deed and purify for 
Himself His own special people, zealous for good works.”

God does not supply us with character, he gives us the life of his Son, 
and we can either ignore him and refuse to obey him, or we can so obey 

him, so bring every thought and imagination into captivity, that the 
life of Jesus is manifested in our mortal flesh.

O s w a l D  c h a M b e r s
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Jesus, the exemPlar

. . . looking 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

Jesus is the preeMinent exaMple OF Faith. In the history of the 
world, no one has shown as much confidence in the Father as 

He did. In Hebrews 11, for example, many people are listed who 
demonstrated great faith, but Jesus is before them all and after 
them all; the steadfastness of His trust in God simply has no equal. 
And so when dealing with difficulty in our own lives, Jesus is our 
perfect exemplar (“one that is worthy of imitation, a model”).

There were a number of shameful things Jesus had to endure 
in His life, the worst of which was, of course, the cross. If we are to 
identify with Him as His people, we are going to have to share in 
His shame and His cross before we share in His glory. In speaking 
of what he had sacrificed for Christ, Paul said that he had given 
those things up not only to know “the power of His resurrection” 
but also “the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His 
death” (Philippians 3:10). And to the Colossians he wrote, “I now 
rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up in my flesh what is 
lacking in the afflictions of Christ” (Colossians 1:24).

But our text says that Jesus endured the cross. That means He 
put up with it! And so it must be with us. We may try to minimize 
the amount of trouble that comes to us in the world, but before our 
lives are over, there will have been things that simply had to be en-
dured. “There is no detour to holiness,” Leighton Ford said. “Jesus 
came to the resurrection through the cross, not around it.”

But if Jesus is our example, we must emulate the reason for His 
endurance as well as the fact of the endurance itself. And why did 
He endure? It was “for the joy that was set before Him.” The pure, 
priceless joy on the other side pulled Jesus through this world.

And now, having endured the cross, Jesus “has sat down at 
the right hand of the throne of God.” By not giving up, He con-
quered the enemy — and so can we. “For if we died with Him, 
we shall also live with Him. If we endure, we shall also reign with 
Him” (2 Timothy 2:11,12). A crown awaits those who keep going.

Not in the achievement, but in the endurance of the human soul 
does it show its divine grandeur and its alliance with the infinite God.

e D w i n  h u b b e l l  c h a p i n
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the CroWn of righteousness

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 also to all who have loved His appearing. 

2 Timothy 4:8

iF paul was cOnFiDent OF anything, he was cOnFiDent OF 
gOD’s righteOusness. God is “the righteous Judge.” He can be 

counted on to do what is right. And part of God’s righteousness is 
the fact that He will reward those who have been faithful to Him. 
Having kept the faith, Paul was confident his earthly life would be 
crowned with victory when he stood before the Lord.

When Paul spoke of the “crown” of righteousness to be given, 
he used the Greek word stephanos. This was not a reference to the 
royal crown of a king but rather the victory crown of an athlete. 
Paul had “fought the good fight . . . finished the race . . . [and] kept 
the faith” (v.7) — and he was in no doubt as to the result. His deci-
sion to keep on running, when he might have given up and quit, 
would be recognized by God as a victorious decision. A righteous 
God will not fail to reward those who have persevered.

The possibility of apostasy shouldn’t diminish our hope of 
receiving the crown of righteousness. Yes, we need to be humbled, 
sobered, and urged to be careful (1 Corinthians 10:12), but we 
don’t need to be doubtful about our salvation if we choose to 
remain faithful as Paul did. Nor should our emphasis upon God’s 
grace mean we don’t look for Him to reward us. He is, after all, “a 
rewarder of those who diligently seek Him” (Hebrews 11:6).

But notice that Paul speaks of the crown being given to those 
“who have loved [the Lord’s] appearing.” Today, we can have 
Paul’s same confidence concerning the crown of righteousness, but 
only if we have his same passion for the Lord’s return. God forbid 
that we should be so in love with this world that we wouldn’t be 
overjoyed to hear it was all coming to an end this very day. Paul’s 
attitude was, “O Lord, come!” (1 Corinthians 16:22).

Our fondest hopes should be set on the “not yet” part of the 
faith more than on the “already.” Christianity is about receiving 
the crown of righteousness — so we ought not to dread the day of 
our death (or that of the Lord’s coming) any more than a runner 
dreads to cross the finish line. To get to the finish is why we run!

Life bears love’s cross, death brings love’s crown.

D i n a h  M a r i a  M u l O c k  c r a i k
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We long for What We need

For I long to see you . . . 
Romans 1:11

paul’s character was a strOng One in every iMpOrtant way, 
but he alsO was capable OF very tenDer Feelings. Speaking 

of his fellow Christians in Rome, he said, “I long to see you.” And 
in his other letters, he spoke of longing to see brethren elsewhere. 
Paul needed face-to-face contact with those whom he loved, and 
when he didn’t have it, he longed for it. For Paul, yearning was an 
unavoidable part of living and serving the Lord in this world.

Unfulfilled wants, needs, desires, longings, yearnings, hunger-
ings, and thirstings are a part of life in a damaged world. It is no 
longer possible, now that we all live “east of Eden,” to have all of 
the desires filled that God planted within us. (We can have some 
of them filled some of the time, but not all of them all of the time.) 
God’s remedy for this is not to bring this world back up to the level 
where our needs can be met, but to destroy this world and bring us 
into His perfect presence. Until that happens, there will be a time 
to rejoice now and then, but there will also be “a time to weep . . . a 
time to mourn” (Ecclesiastes 3:4). It’s just that simple.

When we find ourselves longing or yearning, it’s usually be-
cause there is something we need which we, at that moment, don’t 
have. (To be sure, what we think we need is sometimes not what 
our yearnings are really about, but that’s another issue.) To be a 
human being living in this world is to be incomplete — and the 
sooner we accept that, the better. There is nothing wrong with long-
ing. Paul did it. The Lord did it. And so will we, if we’re honest.

There may be some who feel their needs so obsessively that 
they experience unnecessary distress, but most of us have a differ-
ent problem. Our distress comes not from feeling our yearnings, 
but from the frustration of avoiding them. Perhaps we’ve accepted 
the philosophy of ancient Stoicism more than we think: the idea 
that the good life is the life of apathy (“no feeling”). It is, however, 
as foolish as it is frustrating to deny something that is so obvi-
ously a part of our created nature. Granted, we need to think and 
do what’s right about our feelings, but we shouldn’t avoid feeling 
them. When we try to do that, our spirits shrink and shrivel.

The wealth of a soul is measured by how much 
it can feel; its poverty by how little.

w i l l i a M  r O u n s e v i l l e  a l g e r
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ContradiCtory ConCePts?

But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which 
the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and the elements will melt 

with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are in it will be burned 
up. Therefore, since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of 

persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness . . . 
2 Peter 3:10,11

in the new testaMent, as in liFe, there are Many pairs OF 
cOncepts Or iDeas that seeM cOntraDictOry but are actu-

ally cOMpleMentary. “Faith” and “works,” for example, seem on 
the surface to cancel one another, but on closer examination we see 
that they strengthen one another. In order to get what the gospel 
of Christ offers us, we have to emphasize both concepts. Consider 
some other examples of complementary couplets.

Development of one’s own spiritual life vs. evangelism/edification 
of others. Various individuals may lean in one of these directions 
more than the other, but neither can be totally ignored. And when 
we see ourselves overemphasizing one of these at the expense of 
the other, most of us try to supply some balance on the other side.

Contentment vs. the desire to better one’s situation. Some may 
find it hard to get the balance just right, but it is possible to be both 
content and motivated to improve one’s station in life. And what 
we see, in fact, is that our motivation enriches our contentment 
and vice versa. The two concepts are not enemies but friends.

Doing today’s work vs. longing for the Lord’s return. Theologians 
have long debated whether Christianity is about the “here and 
now” or about the “hereafter.” And historians have argued whether 
Jesus was a social reformer or a preacher of the endtime. But in the 
New Testament, there is no conflict. Which truth needs to be em-
phasized at a given moment depends on who the audience is and 
what the needs of that audience may be at the moment.

In 2 Peter 3:10,11, there is a striking reminder of the impor-
tance of the Lord’s return. But in the same passage, we also see an 
emphasis on the Christian’s responsibility right now: “what man-
ner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness.” 
If this is a tension, it is a healthy one; being pulled in both ways 
helps us. We need to be pulled in the direction of our present duty 
and in the direction of our future hope. The truth runs both ways.

Christianity is a system of balanced obligations.

M a l c O l M  M u g g e r i D g e
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Beyond our aBility

For I bear witness that according to their ability, yes, and beyond their ability, 
they were freely willing, imploring us with much urgency that we would 

receive the gift and the fellowship of the ministering to the saints. 
2 Corinthians 8:3,4

as we reach FOrwarD tO heaven, there is sOMething else we 
neeD tO reach FOr in the MeantiMe, anD that is greater 

ability in the lOrD’s wOrk. Participation in the Lord’s work is 
the greatest privilege a human being can enjoy in this world, and 
we ought to want to contribute to that work in every way possible, 
including some ways that may be beyond us right now.

What we CAN do is important. It is a sin to undervalue our abil-
ities and waste them. Recognizing that these abilities would not 
be ours if it weren’t for the Lord’s grace, we ought to have Paul’s 
frame of mind: “I labored more abundantly than they all, yet not I, 
but the grace of God which was with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10).

What we COULD do is more important. If the Lord gets the 
glory for what we are, He should also get the glory for what we 
could become, if we would accept the help He wants to give us. 
When we minimize what is possible for us, we call into question 
the bounty of the Lord’s grace. But there is no limit (practically 
speaking) to what He would provide for our growth if we were 
only willing to stretch. “And God is able 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 problem of the “plateau.” When we first started out as 
Christians, most of us went through a growth spurt. In the early 
excitement of our faith, we eagerly availed ourselves of opportu-
nities to grow in our knowledge and abilities. But after a certain 
amount of growth, most of us leveled off, and sadly, it has been a 
long time since many of us learned how to do any new thing.

I have long preached the truth of this equation: ability + op-
portunity = responsibility. If the Lord returns today, we’ll be held 
accountable for our use of the abilities we’ve acquired up to this 
point. But what if He doesn’t return today? Tomorrow, will we be 
content to have no more ability than we had today? Out of all that 
we can’t do, isn’t there something we could learn to do?

Unless you try to do something beyond what you 
have already mastered, you will never grow.

r O n a l D  e .  O s b O r n
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110%

Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might. 
Ecclesiastes 9:10

the signiFicant FactOr in Failure is OFten a lack OF enthu-
siasM anD eFFOrt. The problem is not that some human beings 

are capable and others are not (almost anybody can learn how to 
do anything he needs to do) — it is that some are fired up about 
what they want to do and others aren’t. As Thomas Fuller said, 
“The difference between men is energy.” And this is as true in the 
matter of going to heaven as it is in temporal matters. Heaven is 
for those willing to put their whole hearts into it, and getting there 
is worth giving no less than 110% of our very best effort.

If we’ve been giving less than our best effort, we need to pon-
der the point Paul makes in Colossians 3:23: “And whatever you 
do, do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men.” It doesn’t matter 
whether the activity is “religious” or “secular,” the Christian will 
do his best because he’s offering the deed as a gift to the Lord. The 
Christian employee, for example, will give his employer his best 
effort because he’s doing it “as to the Lord” and not merely to the 
employer. If God is the recipient, who in his right mind would 
want the action to be anything less than his best?

But the Christian also has another motivation: he acts out of 
gratitude for having been forgiven. And this motive, gratitude for 
grace, is the most powerful force in the world. “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 5:15).

While we live in this world, we are in a struggle, a conflict, 
and a warfare. Nowhere is intense effort any more important than 
on the battlefield. Marshal Ferdinand Foch said it bluntly: “The 
will to conquer is the first condition of victory.” So in the war 
between good and evil, many will be defeated because they didn’t 
have what it takes: the will to conquer. This does not diminish our 
reliance upon God’s help at all; it simply emphasizes the need for 
us to do our part with all our might. Paul wrote to Timothy, “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). So my friend, if you’re a 
Christian, whatever you do needs to be given 110% of your effort.

What counts is not the size of the dog in the fight, 
but the size of the fight in the dog.

D w i g h t  D .  e i s e n h O w e r
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every tongue shall Confess

For we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ. 
For it is written: “As I live, says the lOrD, every knee shall bow 

to Me, and every tongue shall confess to God.” 
Romans 14:10,11

One OF the requireMents OF the gOspel is that we cOnFess 
the truth abOut Jesus christ. This means we openly reveal 

to others the truth about our convictions: we believe that Jesus is 
the Son of God (Matthew 10:32,33; Romans 10:9,10). At the present 
time, of course, not everybody believes the truth of that proposi-
tion, and of those who do believe it, not all would be willing to 
admit it. But there is coming a day when all of that will change. 
When the Creator brings this world to a conclusion, the truth 
about Him will become undeniably and inescapably evident.

Paul wrote that “we shall all stand before the judgment seat of 
Christ.” Among the members of the human race, there is univer-
sal accountability to God. As many as have been created in God’s 
image, the same will be judged by Him. No one is exempt.

When the day of judgment comes, there will be nowhere to 
hide. Not all will want to hide, of course, for there will be some 
“who have loved His appearing” (2 Timothy 4:8). But those who 
have denied the truth about God and His Son will cry to the 
mountains and rocks, as have others during times of God’s judg-
ment, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the 
throne and from the wrath of the Lamb! For the great day of His 
wrath has come, and who is able to stand?” (Revelation 6:16,17).

For the time being, the truth about God is not unequivocal. 
It is possible to deny that He exists. But when the Father and His 
Son openly declare themselves, the truth will be unavoidable. 
Every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess the truth.

Reality is a strong and a sturdy thing. We can’t break it; we 
can only break ourselves trying to break it. In the great courtroom 
of cosmic history, after all the other witnesses have had their say, 
the Great Witness will stand up at last and set the record straight. 
Reality will assert itself. The truth will come out. And those who 
have denied it will find their denials falling away. So let us not run 
away from the truth right now. Later, when we are hopelessly lost, 
we’ll have to admit that the truth was the truth all along.

Man cannot cover what God would reveal.

t h O M a s  c a M p b e l l
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eaCh one shall give aCCount

So then each of us shall give account of himself to God. 
Romans 14:12

gOD’s JuDgMent OF every huMan being is bOth a cOMFOrting 
anD a sObering thOught. On the one hand, the day of judg-

ment will be a day of vindication for the downtrodden. Right will 
be done about every wrong that has ever been perpetrated, and 
justice will prevail over injustice. But on the other hand, it will be 
impossible to escape the consequences of our own actions. “Each 
of us,” Paul wrote, “shall give account of himself to God.”

Consider for a moment the concept of “accountability.” The 
word accountable is similar to words like responsible, answerable, 
liable, and amenable. All of these words mean being obliged to 
answer for our actions to an authority with the power to penalize 
failure. Now surely, if God created us, then He has authority over 
us. Having given us our free wills, He can rightly ask us for an 
explanation (or “account”) of why we used our freedom as we did.

But notice that Paul says each one must give account of himself 
to God. When we stand before God, we’ll be expected to take 
responsibility for our own actions. Evasion of personal responsi-
bility may be the major mentality of the modern age, but there will 
be no such evasion before God. What others have done won’t mat-
ter. The only question will be: “What choices did you make?”

And finally, in 2 Corinthians 5:10, Paul wrote that we will an-
swer for “things done in the body.” That implies that we’ll account 
for our actual deeds — not for what we knew to do or planned to 
do or had good intentions of doing as soon as we got around to it.

The judgment day will clarify many things. For example, it 
will clarify what was important (rather than trivial) and perma-
nent (rather than temporary). If we would look with honesty and 
courage, we could see these realities right now. At least we could 
see them well enough to understand that we ought to obey the 
gospel of Christ and wait obediently for His coming. So let’s try to 
see what’s important and what’s permanent. When the time comes 
for each of us to give account, we’re going to wish that we’d been 
putting first things first. Wouldn’t today be a good day to start?

When shall we awake to the sublime greatness, 
the perils, the accountableness, and the glorious 

destinies of the immortal soul?

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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toil and tears: noW is the time

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

liFe in the present wOrlD is a Mixture OF JOy anD sOrrOw, 
anD that is a Fact we OFten resent. We wish our joys didn’t 

always have to be ruined by sorrow rearing its ugly head. And in 
fact, a day is coming, according to the gospel, when complete joy 
and rest will be given. But that time is not yet. For now, we need to 
accept the reality of both our toil and our tears.

Toil. Work was not a punishment for sin (for there was work to 
do in the Garden of Eden), but when sin entered the world, work 
became onerous. As a result, our lives in this world are character-
ized by a wearisomeness that we were never meant to experience. 
What once would have been richly fulfilling is now a burden.

Tears. Just as sin perverted the natural cycle of work and rest, 
it also perverted the rhythm of human emotion. Gut-wrenching 
sorrow and grief at the loss of things that, in Eden, we would 
never have lost break our hearts to pieces. And the more we know 
of the ways of the world, the harder it is to be anything but sad.

Rest and Joy. Heaven is presented to us as a place where we’ll 
be refreshed from our toil and relieved from our sorrow. “Blessed 
are the dead who die in the Lord . . . that they may rest from their 
labors.” And oh, how that promise tugs at our hearts, even more 
than the “pearly gates” and the “streets of gold.” This empty, 
weary world has worn us out, and we long for simple rest and joy.

But what should we do about the un-rest and the un-joy right 
now? Accept them! In this world, toil and tears are not the excep-
tion but the norm. To see that, we need look no further than Jesus’ 
life. He had times of rest, but basically He came here to work. And 
He went to a wedding feast now and then, but basically He was 
a Man of Sorrows. He understood that great joy was waiting for 
Him in heaven, but He also understood that there was work to be 
done in the meantime. So yes, we will have our toil and tears, but 
what of that? Now is the time for work. The rest will come later.

God washes the eyes by tears until they can behold 
the invisible land where tears shall come no more.

h e n r y  w a r D  b e e c h e r
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What a servant Wants aBove all

Therefore we make it our aim, whether present 
or absent, to be well pleasing to Him. 

2 Corinthians 5:9

passiOnate Desire is OF great iMpOrtance, but even MOre 
iMpOrtant than Desire is the objeCT OF Our Desire. Some 

things are more worthy to be desired than others, and so we need 
to be careful in our choice of what we desire. And when it comes 
to our ultimate desire, we should be the most careful of all.

If we are Christians, what should be the one thing we want 
more than anything else? Well, think of it this way: we are privi-
leged to be the servants of God — and should a servant want any-
thing more than to please his master? In terms of earthly servitude, 
a servant might not be highly motivated to please his master, but if 
God is the Master, shouldn’t it give us great delight to please Him?  
Isn’t that the highest goal we could ever reach forward to?

Too often, we give greater priority to pleasing other people, 
and if we think of pleasing God at all it is only after we’ve pleased 
everybody else. But we’ve been given some very plain warnings 
about that kind of thing (Matthew 23:1-7; John 12:42,43; Galatians 
1:10). When a choice has to be made, if we would rather please 
other people than please God, we’re unfit to be His servants.

But another problem we have is thinking that pleasing God 
constitutes some special group of actions. We divide life into 
“religious” and “secular” departments and suppose that God is 
only pleased when we are operating in the “religious” realm. But 
William Tyndale made a good point when he said, “There is no 
work better than another to please God; to pour water, to wash 
dishes, to be a cobbler, or an apostle, all is one.” Those who please 
God are those who do so in every area of their lives; whatever they 
do, they want to do it in a manner that would please Him.

Paul wrote, “And whatever you do in word or deed, do all 
in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through Him” (Colossians 3:17). If we fail to see the importance of 
doing that, it’s probably a failure of perspective on our part. What 
we desire is often governed by what’s in front of us at the mo-
ment. What we need to do is back up and look at the bigger view.

If we fully comprehended the brevity of life, our greatest desire 
would be to please God and to serve one another.

J a M e s  c .  D O b s O n
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Birth Pangs

For we know that the whole creation groans 
and labors with birth pangs together until now. 

Romans 8:22

Meaning anD purpOse Make the DiFFerence between suF-
Fering that is tOlerable anD suFFering that is nOt. 

When we suffer, if we know the struggle is leading to something 
worthwhile, we can bear it. And “birth pangs” is perhaps the most 
powerful metaphor with which to make that point. In the physical 
realm, the agony of the birth process can be endured because of 
the joyous prospect of new life. And in the spiritual realm, a simi-
lar thing is true. If the “pangs” that we experience are those of a 
“birth,” then we can tolerate what would otherwise be intolerable.

In Romans 8:22, Paul uses this analogy with reference to the 
corruption of the physical universe. The consequences of human 
sin have fouled the habitat that God created for us, and Paul 
pictures the earth as longing to be released from the ravages of our 
rebellion against God: “the whole creation groans and labors with 
birth pangs together until now.” The universe is in agony, but the 
“labor” is one that is striving toward a significant “birth.”

But just as the creation “groans and labors,” so do we. As 
we struggle through this world, we can only imagine what it 
must have been like to live in Eden, prior to the pain. We live in a 
broken world, but we yearn for one that isn’t. To put it plainly: we 
suffer. But our suffering is not meaningless. A “birth” is coming.

The difficulty, of course, is to keep in mind what we know 
about the meaning and purpose of our sufferings. The birth may 
be coming, but the labor right now tends to dominate our think-
ing. So as hard as it may be, we need to make ourselves look 
beyond the birth pangs. “Gird up the loins of your mind,” Peter 
wrote, “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).

Yet there is a sense in which the birth pangs themselves are 
useful. If that’s what it takes to make us enjoy heaven when we get 
there, then we can be glad to have experienced them.

Even in evil, that dark cloud that hangs over creation, 
we discern rays of light and hope and gradually come to see, 

in suffering and temptation, proofs and instruments of the 
sublimest purposes of wisdom and love.

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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the daWn is Breaking

And do this, knowing the time, that now it is high time to awake out of 
sleep; for now our salvation is nearer than when we first believed. 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 huMan race suFFereD thrOugh the hOrrible envirOn-
Ment createD by sin in the wOrlD FOr a lOng, lOng tiMe 

beFOre the saviOr appeareD, but nOw that he has cOMe, the 
Darkness has begun tO Disappear. The dawn is breaking.

The word “kingdom” is used in more than one way in the 
New Testament. Sometimes it refers to the reign of God that began 
on Pentecost shortly after Jesus went back to heaven. The Book of 
Acts describes the inauguration and spread of that kingdom. It is 
a present reality, and it is the fulfillment of many prophecies made 
long before, such as the one recorded in Daniel 2:39-44.

But “kingdom” can also refer to a reign of God that is still fu-
ture, one for which we are taught to hope. For example, when Paul 
was faced with possible martyrdom, he expressed confidence that 
even if he had to die, God would still be with him. There would 
be a “kingdom” that no human court of law could keep him out 
of. “The Lord will deliver me from every evil work,” he said, “and 
preserve me for His heavenly kingdom” (2 Timothy 4:18).

So what are we to make of this? Does the “kingdom of God” 
exist right now or must we wait until we get to heaven to experi-
ence it? Both answers are correct, depending on how the word 
“kingdom” is being used. The last of God’s enemies will not be 
subjugated until the end of the world (1 Corinthians 15:24-26), and 
so in that sense, the fullness of God’s kingdom is not yet a reality. 
But on Pentecost, the rightful King began to reign. And that means 
the darkness is no longer in total control. The dawn is breaking.

So the world is still in darkness, but the power of the darkness 
has been broken. Its days are numbered. The church still sojourns 
in a hard, painful place, but with every day that passes, the saints 
are nearer home. And personally? I still hurt. I still weep. My heart 
aches with an emptiness that nearly kills me. But this I know: the 
rightful King is reigning, and one day every bit of this darkness 
will be sent back to the hell from whence it came. Dark night once 
had me in its grip, but it has me no more. The dawn is breaking. 

Christ has turned all our sunsets into dawns.

c l e M e n t  O F  a l e x a n D r i a
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reaChing forWard requires letting go

Forgetting those things which are behind . . . 
Philippians 3:13

reaching FOrwarD is a harD thing tO DO when it requires 
us tO let gO OF things we’re nOt reaDy tO let gO OF. Some 

aspects of our lives might not be hard to surrender, of course, but 
other things may not be so easy to relinquish. Yet there is no other 
way. We can’t stay in the same spot and move ahead too.

The blessings God has given us in this “life under the sun” 
are meant to be enjoyed, but they’re meant to be enjoyed and then 
let go of. In contrast to what we’ll enjoy in life beyond the sun, all 
things here are temporal and transitory. Not one of these enjoy-
ments — not even the best of them — is ours to keep permanently. 
Job spoke for all of us when he said, “Naked I came from my 
mother’s womb, and naked shall I return there” (Job 1:21).

As with all “consumables,” we should be willing to let go of 
these favors once they’ve served their purpose in God’s will for 
our lives. We understand this to be true when we die — we will 
surely leave all earthly benefits behind at that point. But many of 
them will have to be relinquished before we die. So even while we 
have them to enjoy, we should hold them gently. God shouldn’t 
have to pry our fingers off of them when the time comes.

If there is any “thing” that we can’t let go of, that thing is an 
idol, and idols destroy souls. Jesus urged us to lay up for ourselves 
treasures in heaven, and He contrasted the permanence of those 
treasures to the perishability of all things earthly (Matthew 13:44). 
But we make a tragic mistake if we think Jesus had in mind only 
the wicked and their trust in things like money. A Christian who 
holds his family relationships as tightly as some people hold their 
money is being just as worldly. All earthly things, even the ones 
that good people prefer, are temporary. And we should be willing 
to part with them whenever reaching forward requires us to do so.

The sad thing is, our won’t-let-go attitude often diminishes 
our enjoyment of what we have even while we have it. That’s the 
message of Ecclesiastes, and it’s a part of the gospel of Christ as 
well. Whatever God has given us in this world, we get more out of 
it, not less, when we loosen our grip and hold it more openly.

In the kingdom of God the surest way to lose something 
is to try to protect it, and the best way to keep it is to let it go.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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Joy is Worth the sorroW of loss

For what thanks can we render to God for you, for all the joy 
with which we rejoice for your sake before our God . . . 

1 Thessalonians 3:9

thOse whO becOMe cynical abOut lOve are FOOls. The fact 
that we’re going to have to relinquish all of our loves in this 

world doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy them deeply. And having al-
ready lost some of our cherished relationships, if they were virtu-
ous we should never say we wish we’d never had them.

Consider, as a case study, Paul’s relationship with the church 
in Thessalonica. When Paul first came to that city, he was only able 
to stay there a short time. After less than a month, it was felt best 
for him to leave the city due to the intense persecution that had 
arisen. But Paul was not ready to leave. It grieved him to depart 
from those whom he had so quickly come to love. And when he 
wrote back to Thessalonica, he spoke openly of his sorrow, his 
concern, and his longing for the saints there: “when we could no 
longer endure it, we thought it good to be left in Athens alone, 
and sent Timothy . . . to encourage you concerning your faith” (1 
Thessalonians 3:1,2). Paul was in agony over the difficulties these 
brethren faced. He longed desperately to see them and wasn’t sure 
if he would ever have that joy again. All things considered, Paul’s 
heart was broken, and that would never have happened if he’d 
never loved these people. But do you think Paul had any regrets? 
If you do, then you’ve seriously misjudged this man’s heart: “For 
what thanks can we render to God for you, for all the joy with 
which we rejoice for your sake before our God.” Paul understood 
that, in this world, love is a bittersweet blessing.

The grief of loss is a part of the price that must be paid for the 
privilege of earthly love. Anyone who has ever truly loved un-
derstands this aspect of love. “Ae fond kiss, and then we sever! / 
Ae farewell, alas, for ever! / Deep in heart-wrung tears I’ll pledge 
thee, / Warring sighs and groans I’ll wage thee!” (Robert Burns).

But love is worth it! Our great Father has placed within our 
earthly home many joys worth loving. When we love them, we are 
blessed. And what is more, when we love them deeply and truly, 
we are drawn to their Maker. That they must be given up, even 
sorrowfully, is a small price to pay for the glory that they lead to.

Better to have loved and lost than not to have loved at all.

s e n e c a
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giving the lord that WhiCh Costs us

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

any lOve that will nOt Make a sacriFice FOr the belOveD 
is nOt true lOve. By its very nature, love is giving, and the 

higher the quality of the love, the more costly a sacrifice the lover 
is willing to make as a gift. In the direst need, love would give all 
that one had to give, even to the extent of life itself (John 15:13).

When King David found himself needing to make a burnt 
offering to the Lord, beseeching His favor on behalf of the people 
of Jerusalem, Araunah offered to donate the offering necessary for 
the sacrifice. “No,” said David, “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 cost me nothing.” David apparently understood 
that a sacrifice is not a sacrifice unless it is a . . . sacrifice.

Today, we are often tempted to do what David refused to do: 
give the Lord that which cost us nothing (or very little). Many of 
us live in lands of abundance. When it comes to money, we can 
give sums of money to the Lord’s work that seem large but which 
represent no real sacrifice on our part. We can give and still have 
plenty left over. But the giving of money is only the tip of this sub-
ject’s iceberg. Whether it is time, energy, allegiance, or whatever, 
we often seem willing to give only that which is easy to give.

We need to learn the principle of sacrifice and acquaint our-
selves with the value of giving things to the Lord even when we can 
hardly see any way to survive without them. And when the magnitude 
of what we’ve given begins to weigh heavily upon us, we need to 
remember the love that motivated our sacrifice, knowing that it is “a 
cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7) whom the Lord loves.

So if the value of what we’ve given up for the Lord is any 
indication, how much can we say we love Him? We’re not talking 
about works righteousness here; we’re talking about love. And 
even among those whom we love in this world, how much love is 
indicated by the costliness of what we’ve given up for them?

The value of a thing sometimes lies not in what one 
attains with it, but in what one pays for it — what it costs us.

F r i e D r i c h  w i l h e l M  n i e t z s c h e
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the highest desire of love

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, 

that you through His poverty might become rich. 
2 Corinthians 8:9

lOve Means Many things tO Many peOple. It can mean a 
casual “crush.” It can mean true romance. It can mean marital 

commitment. It can mean sexual ardor. All of these things, and 
many more, are involved in love. Love always involves a desire, 
but in its higher forms, the desire is to give something to the be-
loved. So what would be the highest thing a lover could desire for 
his or her beloved? What is it that true love really wants?

Here it is: love wants the highest good of the beloved. I understand 
that “highest good” will be defined very differently from person 
to person, but true love will always want the highest needs of the 
beloved to be met, whatever those needs are thought to be. And 
not only that, true love will serve those needs sacrificially. That is, 
a lover will give up things of great value so that the beloved can 
obtain a good that would not be possible without the sacrifice.

Whatever might be true of those outside of Christ, Christians 
certainly ought to understand the importance of sacrificial love, 
for that’s the very kind of love Christ demonstrated. Paul said 
that “though He was rich, yet for your sakes He become poor, that 
you through His poverty might become rich.” At the cross, Christ 
redefined love for all time to come. And if we are His followers, 
growing in likeness to His character, we cannot fail to emulate His 
quality of love in our dealings with those whom we love. “True 
spirituality manifests itself in . . . the desire to see others advance 
at one’s expense” (A. W. Tozer). Love’s highest desire is not only 
for the other person to have what he or she needs, but it says, 
“Here, let me pay for it. Let me make it possible for you to have it. 
Let me do without, so you can have what you need.”

This definition of love obviously goes far beyond romantic 
love, as wonderful as that is. Romantic love is not wrong, but there 
is a finer love each of us can have one for another. From that love 
flows a true desire which says, “I want above all for you to have 
what you need, even if I can’t have it along with you.”

In real love you want the other person’s good. 
In romantic love you want the other person.

M a r g a r e t  a n D e r s O n
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Where is the Promise of his Coming?

. . . knowing this first: that scoffers will come in the last days, 
walking according to their own lusts, and saying, “Where is the 

promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things 
continue as they were from the beginning of creation.” 2 Peter 3:3,4

Faith Means believing the lOrD is telling the truth when 
he talks abOut things we cannOt veriFy at the MOMent. 

Faith is not “blind faith,” for it is based on solid evidence of the 
Lord’s proven trustworthiness, but nevertheless, faith is faith. It 
is trust. It is confidence. And one of the principal things the Lord 
asks us to have confidence in is His second coming.

Peter wrote that there would be “scoffers” who would deny 
that the Lord would come back or that the world would come to 
an end at His coming. To scoff is to “mock or treat with derision.” 
The scoffers Peter spoke of would ridicule the very idea of such 
things happening as the Lord promised. They would laugh at it.

And this scorning of the Lord’s promise would result from 
a “uniformitarian” view of history: the view that history always 
continues uniformly. They would say that if a thing hasn’t hap-
pened after all these years, it’s not going to happen: “Where is the 
promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things 
continue as they were from the beginning of creation.” But one-
of-a-kind events do take place sometimes, and Peter points to one 
of the most dramatic: the flood in Noah’s day. Those who scoff at 
the Lord’s coming make the same mistake that Noah’s neighbors 
made when they laughed at the improbability of the flood.

But mockery is hard to bear, so Peter prepared his readers for it. 
By the time 2 Peter was written, enough time had elapsed since the 
Lord’s ascension that many, even among the faithful, would have 
been wondering what was happening. “He promised that He would 
come back. Where is He?” they might have said. Two thousand 
years later, we need to hear Peter’s reassurance even more than they. 
“Beloved, do not forget this one thing, that with the Lord one day is 
as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is 
not slack concerning His promise, as some count slackness” (2 Peter 
3:8,9). To forget the faithfulness of God is exceedingly foolish.

God is the God of promise. He keeps His word, 
even when that seems impossible; even when the 

circumstances seem to point to the opposite.

c O l i n  u r q u h a r t
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the end of the earth and the heavens

But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, 
in which the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and 
the elements will melt with fervent heat; both the earth and 

the works that are in it will be burned up. 2 Peter 3:10

we neeD tO enJOy this wOrlD anD be grateFul FOr it — but 
we alsO neeD tO unDerstanD that it’s cOMing tO an enD. 

Peter wrote of a coming day when the heavens “will pass away,” 
the elements will “melt with fervent heat,” and the earth “will be 
burned up.” It’s old-fashioned but it’s still true: the end is coming.

The earth and the heavens will come to an end, according to 
Peter, on the “day of the Lord.” This expression will be familiar to 
any Bible student. We hear it first in the Old Testament, where it 
originally referred to a day of judgment in which God would pour 
out His wrath on some city or nation. Then some of the prophets 
used this expression to describe the coming of the Messiah into 
the world, and specifically the inauguration of His kingdom and 
the outpouring of the Spirit. In the New Testament, we get further 
extensions of this terminology. The “day of the Lord” can refer to 
God’s judgment upon Jerusalem, and later to His wrath against 
Rome. But surely, the day of the Lord spoken of in 2 Peter 3:10 will 
be the day of the Lord to end all days of the Lord. On this day will 
come the final, cataclysmic termination of this entire world.

Peter says that it will come suddenly, as a thief in the night, 
and that ought to be a warning to every one of us. As we pursue 
the frantic busyness of our worldly work and play, let us beware 
lest we be caught by sad surprise — unprepared for the end.

From the times of its earliest use, the “day of the Lord” was al-
ways thought of as a day of judgment and destruction. But unlike 
the destruction wrought by previous days of the Lord, the devas-
tation of the final one will be complete and irrevocable. “Both the 
earth and the works that are in it will be burned up.” There are no more 
decisive words of physical termination in all of the Scriptures.

My friends, I love the remnants of God’s goodness in this 
world as much as anybody else, but the truth is: this world is a tem-
porary arrangement. God existed before He created this world, and 
He will exist after it has been concluded. Broken by sin, this world 
is doomed. Our hopes must lie beyond the day of its destruction!

The created world is but a small parenthesis in eternity.

s i r  t h O M a s  b r O w n e
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hastening the Coming

Therefore, since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of persons 
ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, looking for and hastening the 

coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be dissolved, 
being on fire, and the elements will melt with fervent heat? 

2 Peter 3:11,12

the earliest christians were knOwn FOr their Fervent 
anticipatiOn OF the lOrD’s return. They saw themselves 

as those whose citizenship was not on earth but in heaven: “from 
which we also eagerly wait for the Savior” (Philippians 3:20). Not 
merely content to accept that the end was coming, they eagerly 
longed for it to come. And as the years wore on and the Lord had 
not come, the disciples encouraged one another to stay focused 
and keep their hopes fixed on what was still ahead (1 Peter 1:13).

Peter left no doubt about what was going to happen. “These 
things will be dissolved,” he said. When the right time comes, God 
is going to annihilate the world He once created, its history having 
finally run its course. “The heavens will pass away with a great 
noise, and the elements will melt with fervent heat; both the earth 
and the works that are in it will be burned up” (v.10).

Since that is going to happen, our lives ought to be those of 
radical reverence and obedient faith. Paul wrote that Christ’s re-
turn will be “in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not 
know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord 
Jesus Christ” (2 Thessalonians 1:8). On that day, many may have 
obeyed the gospel initially, but if they’ve not continued to obey 
it, they won’t be spared the wrath that comes upon the ungodly. 
Peter put it pointedly: “Since all these things will be dissolved, 
what manner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness?”

But what Peter urges us to do is something we can do. We 
can choose holy conduct and godliness over the alternative, and 
when we do, we can be those “who have loved His appearing” 
(2 Timothy 4:8), eagerly “looking for and hastening” the day. As 
Christians, we need not dread the Lord’s return, but neither should 
we fail to desire it. As the world gets painfully worse, we’ve got 
many reasons to wish that the Lord will come sooner rather than 
later. Pray tell, why wouldn’t we want to look at it that way?

I hope that the day is near at hand when the advent 
of the great God will appear, for all things everywhere are 

boiling, burning, moving, falling, sinking, groaning.

M a r t i n  l u t h e r
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not only neW But different

Nevertheless we, according to His promise, look for 
new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells. 

2 Peter 3:13

the prOMise OF the gOspel is the prOMise OF a new heavens 
anD a new earth. Peter said this new reality is something 

we “look for.” Indeed we do! This new state of things, beyond the 
confines of this world, is the great, central hope of Christianity. 
Take it away, and what you have left is not the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. If there were no heaven, Christianity would be nothing but 
a pathetic hoax. As Paul wrote, “If in this life only we have hope in 
Christ, we are of all men the most pitiable” (1 Corinthians 15:19).

You probably have never read a writer more dogmatic than 
I am about the reality of heaven — but you probably have never 
read a writer less dogmatic about the details. I take it that heaven, 
like our resurrected bodies, is something we could not presently 
understand even if God explained it to us. Concerning our bodies, 
John wrote, “Beloved, now we are children of God; and it has not 
yet been revealed what we shall be, but we know that when He is 
revealed, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is” (1 
John 3:2). Something similar could probably be said of heaven. “It 
has not yet been revealed,” so I’m open-minded about the details.

Nevertheless, I am going to make two guesses about heaven. 
One is that the “new heavens and earth” are going to be very dif-
ferent from anything that we know right now. And the second is 
that it’s going to be very different from any of our expectations. But 
whatever differences there may be, they’re going to be in the direc-
tion of being better than we expected, even in our loftiest dreams.

We look for heaven, Peter said, “according to His promise.” 
And just think: the promise began before God even created the pres-
ent world! Paul said that we are saved “in hope of eternal life which 
God, who cannot lie, promised before time began” (Titus 1:2).

But lastly, Peter said that after this world is gone, there’ll be 
a place “in which righteousness dwells.” That’s why we long for 
it so, and I agree with Anatole France: “We thank God for having 
created this world, and praise him for having made another, quite 
different one, where the wrongs of this one are corrected.” In that 
realm — praise God — sin will have finally been left behind.

Heaven begins where sin ends.

t h O M a s  a D a M s
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don’t devalue What you PurChased

But recall the former days in which, after you were illuminated, 
you endured a great struggle with sufferings . . . Therefore do not 

cast away your confidence, which has great reward. 
Hebrews 10:32-35

the hebrew writer saiD that aFter his reaDers haD becOMe 
christians they “enDureD a great struggle with suFFer-

ings.” But he encouraged them not to give up the great reward 
they were pursuing. “Do not cast away your confidence,” he said. 
The Hebrews needed to remember something we all need to re-
member: good things come at a price — and when the price begins 
to hurt, we have to recall the value of what we have gained.

Life is full of what we call “trade-offs.” A trade-off is the giv-
ing up of one advantage for another advantage of greater benefit. 
It is hard to imagine any significant gain in the real world where 
this kind of exchange does not have to be made. We do it all the 
time, understanding that there are very few blessings that don’t 
require sacrifice, very few pluses that don’t have some minuses.

The problem comes when the present moment begins to exert 
a powerful pull on us. I may have moved further outside the city 
for the benefit of my family, but when I’m caught in traffic dur-
ing that two-hour commute, the frustration of that moment is all I 
can think of. It is easy to forget the plus for which I accepted that 
minus. “So I’ll just get a job in a small town,” I say. But that too 
will have its disadvantages. The fact is, everything has its price. 
You must decide which advantages you want the most, and what 
disadvantages you are willing to accept in order to obtain them.

As people who are reaching forward to heaven, let’s not “cast 
away [our] confidence, which has great reward.” When we’re in 
the midst of “a great struggle with sufferings,” we need to remem-
ber that there was a time when we counted the cost of discipleship 
and decided the advantages were worth the disadvantages. Now 
that the disadvantages are pressing upon us heavily, the thing to 
do is back up and remember the goodness of the advantage we 
gained. May we never devalue what we have purchased. Being 
found in Christ at the resurrection is worth whatever trade-off has 
to be made. In fact, it is worth a good deal more than that.

Let us not be shocked by the suggestion that there are 
disadvantages to the life in Christ. There most certainly are.

a .  w.  t O z e r
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the Work of Just one link

For David, after he had served his own generation by the will 
of God, fell asleep, was buried with his fathers, and saw corruption. 

Acts 13:36

MOst OF us want tO Make sOMe cOntributiOn tO the wOrlD 
while we live here. Rather than just be takers, we would 

like to be givers. But some people want more than that: they want 
to make a mark that will be remembered long after they’re gone. 
They’re appalled by the thought of vanishing without a trace, and 
even while they live, they fear being passed up and written off as 
a “has been.” But is that how we should look at this life?

I must tell you frankly, there is a sense in which “John Doe” 
funerals are profoundly sad to me, those graveside services in 
which the person who died had no friends or family and nobody 
came to the funeral. Some people really do pass through this life 
and vanish without a trace, and unless you’re a funeral director, 
you might be surprised to hear how often that happens.

But the John Does of the world have something to teach us, 
something that is desperately important to understand about “life 
under the sun.” Our work in this world is the work of just one link in 
the chain, no more. The people we are to serve are those we are con-
nected to while we live. And when the time comes for us to leave 
this world, that will be the time for us to be forgotten and some-
body else to take our place. “One generation passes away, and 
another generation comes . . . There is no remembrance of former 
things, nor will there be any remembrance of things that are to 
come by those who will come after” (Ecclesiastes 1:4,11).

In this world, we are meant to be replaced. Even as great a 
man as David was, no greater thing could be said of him than this: 
“For David, after he had served his own generation by the will of 
God, fell asleep, was buried with his fathers, and saw corruption.” 
In the chain of generations, his work was that of just one link.

But if our work is that of one link, we ought to want it to be 
the best link possible. Having done our part, we will be replaced 
(and forgotten by those who replace us), but mighty consequences 
hinge on whether we do our part well — while we still live.

Life is not a “brief candle.” It is a splendid torch 
that I want to make burn as brightly as possible 

before handing it on to future generations.

g e O r g e  b e r n a r D  s h a w
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eternity in our hearts

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

One thing that sets huMan beings apart is their yearn-
ings. We have deep desires for things we don’t have, long-

ings for joys we sometimes can’t even identify or express. There is 
something about us that is infinite — and that something finds it 
frustrating to live in a world that is not only finite but broken.

In Ecclesiastes 3:11, we hear not only that “eternity” is in our 
hearts, but that God put it there. We have longings for things be-
yond this world because we are made that way. Given our created 
nature, we can no more not need eternity than we can not need joy 
or beauty or any other desire that is part of the human package. 
Some yearnings just won’t go away no matter how hard we try to 
ignore them, and eternity is one of them. We can deny it, suppress 
it, or try to fulfill it with lesser things, but the need is still there. 
Plainly, we were made for a different world than the kind of world 
this one has become, and until our hearts find the home in which 
they were intended to rest, we will experience unfulfilled yearnings.

It is important to face fully what it means that eternity is in our 
hearts. It doesn’t just mean we need something that is hard to find 
in the temporal world; it means we need something that is impos-
sible to find here. When sin broke the perfection of Eden, God was 
forced to withdraw Himself from direct contact with the human 
race. But we were made for communion with Him, and so for now, 
the thing we were made for, we can only long for!

We should give our yearnings for eternal life free reign. There 
is nothing wrong with groaning (2 Corinthians 5:1-8), and we 
should give ourselves permission to do it. Indeed, there is some-
thing seriously wrong with a person who could live in this world 
(ruined as it is by rebellion against what is right) and not groan. 
So we should embrace the eternity that is in our hearts, even at the 
price of the emptiness that it makes us feel right now. To set our 
hearts on eternity is not to slight our responsibilities in the here 
and now. It enables us to fulfill those responsibilities in hope.

He who has no vision of eternity 
will never get a true hold of time.

t h O M a s  c a r l y l e
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all in good time

Wait on the lOrD; 
Be of good courage, 

And He shall strengthen your heart;  
Wait, I say, on the lOrD! 

Psalm 27:14

iF eternity is in Our hearts, that Means we have a Desire that 
can’t be FulFilleD right nOw. And if this desire is, as I believe, 

our deepest desire, then our lack of fulfillment may be grievously 
felt. Whatever our hearts most truly need, they need it now, and 
the very depth of our longing means that its unsatisfaction is pain-
ful. So the thought of waiting is, to many, an unwelcome thought.

Impatience is more of a problem than we like to admit. In its 
more trivial forms, it can be amusing, of course, but in more seri-
ous matters, impatience can be destructive to our spiritual lives. 
In a sense, impatience comes close to being the taproot of sin. It is 
a demanding attitude: it wants its own way and it wants it now. 
Impatience insists that everything be done on its own terms.

From that perspective, then, might it not be good for us to 
have to wait for some of the things we need — and maybe even 
the thing we need the most? Whatever bit of “demandingness” lin-
gers in our hearts, any discipline that would help remove it would 
be to our advantage. It is not a coincidence that in Psalm 27 where 
David said, “Wait, I say, on the lOrD!” (v.14), he also said, “Teach 
me Your way, O lOrD” (v.11). It may be hard, but in waiting for 
the Lord’s salvation, we are taught virtues like trust and reverence.

If we are honest, our hearts often cry out, “How much longer, 
Lord? How much longer?” And if He were to speak to us person-
ally and directly, He would surely say, “Be patient. You will get 
your heart’s desire. All in good time — yes, all in good time. But 
for now, I ask you to trust Me.” He is a Father who can be counted 
on to make all things beautiful, but He does so . . . in His time.

So we can heed the advice given to us in the Psalms and “wait 
on the Lord.” But our waiting is not just any waiting. If our faith is 
where it needs to be, our waiting can be a waiting of hope, and that 
makes all the difference in the world. “I wait for the lOrD, my soul 
waits, and in His word I do hope” (Psalm 130:5). Confident that 
the end is going to be good, we can wait until the story is finished.

Patience is the art of hoping.

v a u v e n a r g u e s
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the Beauty of the lord

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

in Discussing the attributes OF gOD, nOt Much is saiD abOut 
the cOncept OF “beauty.” But David expressed a desire “to 

behold the beauty of the lOrD.” What does this mean? We can 
quickly dismiss any notion of physical beauty in speaking of God, 
but having done that, what does beauty mean in this context?

One way to think of beauty is to define it as “perceived good-
ness.” Goodness itself is imperceptible, but when it reveals itself in 
some way that we can perceive, we call it “beauty.” Visually, when 
goodness reveals itself to the eye, we call what we see beautiful. 
Aurally, when we hear a sound or a song that expresses goodness, 
we describe it as beautiful. And even when we observe someone 
doing a good deed, we say that it was a beautiful act. The English 
word “aesthetics,” which denotes the branch of philosophy that 
deals with beauty, comes from the Greek word aisthanesthai (“to 
perceive“). So beauty is a reference to what we perceive when 
goodness shows itself in any way that is perceptible to us.

Most people would admit that human beings need beauty. 
Our nature is constituted such that we require doses of it on a regu-
lar basis. And if you doubt this, just imagine how quickly your san-
ity would leave you if you were confined to an environment that 
had been totally deprived of any kind of beauty, day after day after 
day. After a while, you would find yourself becoming subhuman.

But what about God? Well, He is the perfection of beauty be-
cause He is the perfection of goodness. Right now, we can get little 
more than hints or inklings of Him, but these entice us and attract 
us. They open the doors of our imaginations to a realm where 
total goodness, and therefore total beauty, exists. Somewhere deep 
within our hearts we know that if we could ever “behold” Him as 
He truly is, our entire being would be ravished with beauty.

And that is why we long for heaven as we do. In this world, 
there is not enough goodness left to satisfy our need for beauty. 
We are grateful for the beauty that is here, but it is not enough. We 
long — desperately — “to behold the beauty of the lOrD.”

God is beauty.

F r a n c i s  O F  a s s i s i
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What did Christ Want With me?

I press on, that I may lay hold of that for which 
Christ Jesus has also laid hold of me. 

Philippians 3:12

the Fact that we neeD tO seek gOD shOulD be ObviOus, but 
there is alsO a sense in which gOD is seeking us. And if ei-

ther of these two seekings were to be given priority or preference, 
shouldn’t it be God’s seeking of us? Harry Emerson Fosdick was 
right when he said, “Finding God is really letting God find us; for 
our search for him is simply surrender to his search for us.”

Throughout this book, we’ve been pondering Paul’s statement 
in Philippians 3:13,14: “Brethren, I do not count myself to have 
apprehended; but one thing I do, forgetting those things which 
are behind and reaching forward to those things which are ahead, 
I press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in 
Christ Jesus.” But in v.12, Paul had said, “I press on, that I may lay 
hold of that for which Christ Jesus has also laid hold of me.” All Paul 
ever wanted as a Christian was to participate in the working out 
of Christ’s purposes. And whatever Christ wanted with Paul, that 
was exactly what Paul wanted. It was all that mattered to him.

Unfortunately, there are times when we turn this emphasis 
around. When we became Christians, for example, there were 
certain things that we had in mind. There was a certain set of out-
comes that we wanted to be achieved. So now, when what Christ 
wants from us seems to conflict with what we want from Him, we 
act as if it were a major tragedy that our plans aren’t working out.

But each individual needs to ask very personally: What did 
Christ want with me? When He sought me and found me, a sheep 
that had gone astray, what were His purposes? Why did He “lay 
hold” of me? What does He want me to do? And in the end, what 
does He intend to be the outcome of His relationship with me?

God has given us free wills: we can refuse His purposes. But 
why would we ever do so? Why would we not say yes to His plan 
of salvation and then yield to everything we can learn of His will? 
Why would we want anything other than what He wants for us?

Spare not the stroke! Do with us as thou wilt! 
Let there be naught unfinished, broken, marred; 

Complete thy purpose, that we may become 
Thy perfect image, O our God and Lord!

h O r a t i u s  b O n a r
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ready

Therefore, beloved, looking forward to these things, be diligent 
to be found by Him in peace, without spot and blameless. 

2 Peter 3:14

having pOrtrayeD the events OF the Day OF the lOrD viv-
iDly, peter urgeD his reaDers tO keep theMselves reaDy 

FOr its cOMing. The word “therefore” is followed by the com-
mand “be diligent,” and Peter’s point is hard to miss: knowing 
that Christ will bring this world to an end, we ought to prepare 
ourselves for that day with an effort that is earnest and persistent.

Notice first that Peter says his readers were “looking forward 
to these things.” In the previous verses, he had spoken of the end of 
the present world and the beginning of a “new heavens and a new 
earth in which righteousness dwells.” These tremendous events are 
things that Christians think about with great passion. We anticipate 
them and desire them. We look forward to them.

Since that is so, we ought to “be diligent to be found by Him 
in peace, without spot and blameless.” Being “found” emphasizes 
the unexpectedness of Christ’s coming. When He comes, we will 
be found, or discovered, in the act of living some kind of life or 
another. For us, heaven depends on whether it’s a faithful life the 
Lord finds us living. Similarly, Paul said it was “in Him” that he 
wanted to be found: “Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the 
excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord . . . that I may 
gain Christ and be found in Him” (Philippians 3:8,9). Our aim, 
then, is to be caught in the act of being faithful to the Lord.

It’s a fine thing to be waiting for the Lord, and every Christian 
ought to have that mindset. But there is another word we often 
couple with “waiting,” and that is the word “ready.” Ready and 
waiting. It takes both of these words to capture the Christian’s at-
titude toward the Lord’s return. As Paul wrote, “But you, breth-
ren, are not in darkness, so that this Day should overtake you as a 
thief” (1 Thessalonians 5:4). Ready and waiting. That is the key.

In other words, our attitude needs to include a healthy blend 
of two priorities. We need, on the one hand, to throw ourselves 
eagerly into today’s work. And also, we need to look forward with 
eager excitement to the day when the Lord will say, “Well done.”

One of the great lessons the fall of the leaf teaches is this: 
Do your work well and then be ready to depart when God shall call.

t r y O n  e D w a r D s
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the Best is yet to Be

But now they desire a better, that is, a heavenly country. Therefore God 
is not ashamed to be called their God, for He has prepared a city for them. 

Hebrews 11:16

all OF the FaithFul peOple OF gOD in the scriptures were 
FOrwarD-lOOking peOple. They looked for “a better, that is, 

a heavenly country.” And such a dream was not merely a dream; 
they looked forward to something that is one day going to be 
an objective reality. God “has prepared a city for them,” and not 
being physical hardly makes that city any less real. If anything, it 
will be more real than the city in which we live right now.

For those in a right relationship with God, it is always true to 
say that “the best is yet to be.” History is moving toward a grand 
culmination. In God, there is meaning and significance to this life. 
There is a vision of great goodness ahead and progress toward the 
realization of that vision. In God, there is the hope of total joy!

To say that the best is yet to be is to say a lot, because the pres-
ent can be very good indeed. And certainly, no one ought to enjoy 
the good things in this world more than God’s people. But what 
is coming is so much better! With regard to the blessings God has 
in store for those who are found “in Christ,” we really do have 
a wonderful problem: trying to stretch our imaginations wide 
enough to take in just how good it’s going to be. “God’s best gifts 
put man’s best dreams to shame” (Elizabeth Barrett Browning).

So our focus needs to be forward. After all, life only moves in 
one direction: from beginning to end. And since the end is the goal 
that everything else is reaching forward to, we can honestly say 
that the “end of a thing is better than its beginning” (Ecclesiastes 
7:8). In his familiar poem, Robert Browning said the “last of life” 
is that “for which the first was made.” May we accept that for 
the wonderful truth it is. For those who are in God through Jesus 
Christ, the best is always yet to be. On even the best day we’ve 
ever enjoyed in this present world, the best is still yet to be.

Grow old along with me! 
The best is yet to be, 

The last of life, for which the first was made: 
Our times are in his hand, 

Who saith, “A whole I planned, 
Youth shows but half; trust God: 

See all, nor be afraid.”

r O b e r t  b r O w n i n g



December 29
the World that onCe Was . . . and Will Be

The lOrD God planted a garden . . . 
Genesis 2:8

in all the variOus versiOns OF Our lOngings, we are basi-
cally lOnging FOr a liFe like the One that existeD at the 

beginning OF the wOrlD. In the Garden of Eden every heart was 
whole, and whenever our hearts are broken today, we wistfully 
imagine what it must have been like to be Adam or Eve, before the 
unhappy times came. We wish we could have something like that.

It is an interesting fact that nearly every culture in the world 
has some story or legend of a lost paradise. As with similar stories 
of a worldwide flood, the easiest way to explain the prevalence of 
such stories in so many cultures is to suppose that the events actu-
ally happened. The Garden of Eden is not a myth! To this day, the 
human race carries within its memory echoes of a time when no 
sin had yet been committed and everything was in perfect balance.

But think of what Eden would have been like! To say that 
Adam and Eve were perfectly happy is just the beginning. Their 
happiness was the result of every aspect of God’s creation being 
just what it was meant to be, not only in itself but also in its rela-
tionship to everything else. There were no imbalances and no gaps 
or deficiencies. An “unfulfilled need” had not yet been heard of.

Needless to say, the highest and best part of the goodness of 
Eden would have been the perfect relationship of everything to 
God. Augustine of Hippo once defined heaven as “the perfectly 
ordered and harmonious enjoyment of God and of one another in 
God.” Wouldn’t that have been what Eden was? Nothing fractured 
or marred or out of kilter, but everything filling its precisely in-
tended role in the creation — and all rightly related to the Creator.

Now here is the hope of the gospel of Christ: God has made 
it possible for us to regain the paradise that was lost — and more. 
The emptiness of our hearts is only temporary. Ahead of us, in 
Christ, is the kind of world that we were made for. In heaven, our 
inner hearts and our outward habitation will fit together perfectly. 
Never again will a broken world leave us empty or deny us joy. 
Our Father will be there, and for the first time since Eden, the sons 
of Adam and the daughters of Eve will know what “home” means.

It is not darkness you are going to, for God is light. It is not lonely, 
for Christ is with you. It is not unknown country, for Christ is there.

c h a r l e s  k i n g s l e y
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tears

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

DO gOODbyes bring tears tO yOur eyes? They do mine. I’m 
afraid I know no moderation when it comes to love. The 

things and the people that I love, I love with all of my heart, and 
it is a sore trial to say goodbye to any of them, from my favorite 
homely objects to my favorite places to my favorite people. In this 
world of loving and losing what we love, tears are a fact of life.

I have often imagined what it must have been like to know 
and love Jesus personally during His earthly sojourn. There would 
have been no way to love Him and not have your heart ripped 
apart when He left you. So we’re not surprised to hear Him saying 
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.” There is a great truth in these words, a truth that 
we need to hear as much as His original disciples did: in Christ, 
there are never any tears except those that look forward to a greater joy. 
The tears are not to be avoided (we shouldn’t even try), but they 
are to be seen as a part of something much greater than the grief it-
self. Peter wrote, “Though now you do not see Him, yet believing, 
you rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8).

Imagine the scene at Jesus’ ascension. Having had a final 
conversation with His disciples, He had to leave them. Luke says, 
“Now when He had spoken these things, while they watched, 
He was taken up, and a cloud received Him out of their sight. 
And while they looked steadfastly toward heaven as He went up, 
behold, two men stood by them in white apparel, who also said, 
‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This 
same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come 
in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven’” (Acts 1:9-11).

As Jesus left these dear friends and disappeared from their 
view, there would have been tears streaming down their up-
turned faces. But Jesus would not have spared them this sorrow 
or scolded their broken hearts. For some tears are the tears of love. 
And the tears of love are ever the tears of gratitude. And of hope.

I will not say do not weep — for not all tears are an evil.

J .  r .  r .  t O l k i e n



December 31

something more

Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, 
And your labor for that which does not satisfy? 

Isaiah 55:2 RSV

the great trageDy OF huMan liFe is that we DO nOt see hOw 
Much MOre we neeD. God has made us such that we have an 

inescapable need for perfect, unmitigated, consummate fellowship 
with Him. That need cannot be filled in this life, even in Christ, 
and our tragedy is that we do not see how much more we need.

Foolishly, we spend great amounts of time, money, and en-
ergy pursuing satisfactions that, while good in themselves, having 
been created by God, were never meant to satisfy our deepest 
longings perfectly. We drink deeply of the creation and suppose 
that our thirst for the Creator has been satisfied. But it hasn’t.

If we’re honest, we see that we have longings that are not only 
not being filled in this world, but cannot be, even in the fullness of 
fellowship with God, as sweet as that may be. And those longings 
are perhaps our greatest clue to the existence of something more. 
C. S. Lewis said it well: “If I find in myself a desire which no expe-
rience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is 
that I was made for another world.” That being true, contentment 
with what is ours right now is the absolute worst thing that could 
happen to us. We were made for nothing less than what Adam 
and Eve had in Eden, and we’d better never forget it.

So let there not be a day during our sojourn that we do not 
reach forward. Not even the blessed joys of home and family should 
be wholly satisfying to us. Not even the treasures of membership 
in the Lord’s church should satisfy our hunger and thirst. This 
world is irreparably broken, and not even the Lord Himself could 
be anything other than a Man of Sorrows while He lived here. We 
were made for a joy that simply cannot be experienced in our pres-
ent environment. So may we never delude ourselves into thinking 
that what we have right now, even in Christ, is all that our hearts 
need. God has for His people something much, much more. We 
dare not, we cannot, we simply must not forget that true fact.

Whatever you love, 
Whatever you give, 

Whatever you think you need to live, 
There’s something more than this.

J u l i e  F l a n D e r s  &  e M i l  a D l e r



a Prayer for daily meditation

O God, I am yet unsatisfied,
because I do not enjoy enough of you.

I would have my soul more closely united 
to you by faith and love.

I would love you above all things.

You, who has made me,
knows my desires, my expectations.

My joys all center in you
and it is you yourself that I desire.

It is your favor, your acceptance,
the communications of your grace

that I earnestly wish for,
more than anything in the world.

— Susanna Wesley
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12:2 . . . . . . . . . Jul 1, Dec 1
12:7 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 18
12:11 . . . . . . Apr 5, Nov 29
12:14 . . . . . . . . . . . . May 4
13:20,21 . . . . . . . . . . Feb 13

James

1:2-4 . . . . . . Feb 15, Oct 27
1:17 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 2
3:2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 23
3:14-16 . . . . . . . . . . Sep 12
4:7 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 7
4:13-16 . . . . . . . . . . Nov 14
4:14 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 4
4:17 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 30
5:8 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 7
5:11 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 8

1 Peter

1:6 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 16
1:6,7 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Apr 9
1:7-9 . . . . . . . . . . . . Apr 13
1:8 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 25
1:13 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 16
1:18 . . . . . . . . . . . . . May 1
3:10,11 . . . . . . . . . . . May 6
4:12 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 19
4:12,13 . . . . . . . . . . Feb 25
4:19 . . . . . . . Mar 31, Oct 8

5:8 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 6
5:10,11 . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 5
5:10 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 26

2 Peter

3:3,4 . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 17
3:5 . . . . . . . . . . . . . May 28
3:10 . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 18
3:10,11 . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 4
3:11,12 . . . . . . . . . . Dec 19
3:13 . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 20
3:14 . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 27
3:15 . . . . . . . . . . . . May 21
3:17,18 . . . . . . . . . . Mar 12

1 John

2:17 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 3
3:2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 6
3:3 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 2

Jude

1:17 . . . . . . . . . . . . Aug 18
1:24,25 . . . . . . . . . . Apr 25

Revelation

2:7 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . May 3
2:10 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 24
3:17 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 12
14:13 . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 9
21:5 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 6
21:6,7 . . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 1
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