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Desiring God

Piper, John. Desiring God. Multnomah Publishers: Oregon, 1996.    ISBN: 0-88070-869-7

All men seek happiness.  This is without exception.  Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end.  The cause of some going to war, and of others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, attended with different views.  The will never takes the least step but to this object.  This is the motive of every action of every man, even of those who hang themselves (16) (Pascal).

Our mistake lies not in the intensity of our desire for happiness, but in the weakness of it (17).

There once was in man a true happiness of which now remains to him only the mark and empty trace, which he in vain tries to fill from all his surroundings, seeking from things absent the help he does not obtain in things present.  But these are all inadequate, because the infinite abyss can only be filled by an infinite and immutable object, that is to say, only by God Himself (18).

But the most obvious fact about praise—whether of God or anything—strangely escaped me.  I thought of it in terms of compliment, approval, or the giving of honor.  I had never noticed that all enjoyment spontaneously overflows into praise…The world rings with praise—lovers praising their mistresses, readers their favorite poet, walkers praising the countryside, players praising their favorite game….

My whole, more general, difficulty about the praise of God depended on my absurdly denying to us, as regards the supremely Valuable, what we delight to do, what indeed we can’t help doing, about everything else we value.

I think we delight to praise what we enjoy because the praise not merely expresses but completes the enjoyment; it is its appointed consummation (18) (Lewis).

We have a name for those who try to praise when they have no pleasure in the object.  We call them hypocrites (19).

Christian Hedonism is a philosophy of life built on the following five convictions:

1. The longing to be happy is a universal human experience, and it is good, not sinful.

2. We should never try to deny or resist our longing to be happy, as though it were a bad impulse.  Instead we should seek to intensify this longing and nourish it with whatever will provide the deepest and most enduring satisfaction.

3. The deepest and most enduring happiness is found only in God.  Not from God, but in God.

4. The happiness we find in God reaches its consummation when it is shared with others in the manifold ways of love.

5. To the extent we try to abandon the pursuit of our own pleasure, we fail to honor God and love people.  Or, to put it positively: the pursuit of pleasure is a necessary part of all worship and virtue.  That is, The chief end of man is to glorify God BY enjoying him forever.

· The Happiness of God

The bedrock foundation of Christian Hedonism is not God’s allegiance to us, but to himself.  If God were not infinitely devoted to the preservation, display, and enjoyment of his own glory, we could have no hope of finding happiness in him (33).

The climax of God’s happiness is the delight he takes in the echoes of his excellence in the praises of his people (32).

God has the right and power and wisdom to do whatever makes him happy.  None of his purposes can be frustrated.  Therefore, he is never deficient or needy.  He is never gloomy or discouraged.  His is always full and overflowingly energetic for the sake of his people who seek their happiness in Him (34).

We would all relate to God like little children who have a frustrated, gloomy, dismal, discontented father.  They can’t enjoy him.  They can only try not to bother him, and maybe try to work for him to earn some little favor (34).

God says, “My counsel will stand and I will accomplish all my purpose.”  Therefore Job says, “No purpose of yours can be thwarted.”  His purposes encompass all things, including sin.  Thus the crucifixion of Christ was the will of God, even though it was the greatest sin ever committed.  “The lot is cast in the lap, but every decision is from the Lord.”  (35).

The evil Satan causes is only by the permission of God… It would be unbiblical and irreverent to attribute to Satan (or to sinful man) the power to frustrate the designs of God (36).

People lift their hand to rebel against the Most High only to find that their rebellion is unwitting service in the wonderful designs of God.  Even sin cannot frustrate the purposes of the Almighty.  He himself does not commit sin, but he has decreed that there be acts which are sin—for the acts of Pilate and Herod were predestined by God’s plan (37).

How can God be happy and decree calamity?  Consider that he has the capacity to view the world through two lenses.  Through the narrow one he is grieved and angered at sin and pain.  Through the wide one he sees evil in relation to its eternal purposes.  Reality is like a mosaic.  The parts may be ugly in themselves, but the whole is beautiful (39).

God willed the crucifixion of his Son.  The sin and pain he abhorred (through the narrow lens).  The sin-covering, death-conquering obedience he delighted in (through the wide lens).  So it is with all pain and sin: Grievous in itself, it does not thwart his plans, or diminish his deepest delight (41).

God employs his sovereignty to display the great object of his delight, his GLORY, and beauty of his manifold perfections.  He does all that he does to magnify the worth of his glory.  He would be unrighteous if he valued anything more than what is supremely valuable, namely, himself (42).

Glory is not easy to define.  It is like beauty.  How would you define beauty?  Some things we have to point to rather than define.  But let me try.  God’s glory is the beauty of his manifold perfection.  It can refer to the bright and awesome radiance that sometimes breaks forth in visible manifestations.  Or it can refer to the infinite moral excellence of his character.  In either case it signifies a reality of infinite greatness and worth.  C.S. Lewis helps us with his own effort to point at it:

Nature never taught me that there exists a God of glory and of infinite majesty.  I had to learn that in other ways.  But nature gave the word glory a meaning for me.  I still do not know where else I could have found one.  I do not see how the “fear” of God could have ever meant to me anything but the lowest prudential efforts to be safe, if I had never seen certain ominous ravines and unapproachable crags (43).

God does all things for his own sake.  “For my own sake, for my own sake, I do it… My glory I will not give to another.”  This is love, because in pursuing the praise of his name in the hearts of his people, he commands the very thing that completes our joy.  God is the one being in the universe for whom self-exaltation is the highest virtue and the most loving act (45).

All the different ways God has chosen to display his glory in creation and redemption seem to reach their culmination in the praises of his redeemed people.  God governs the world with glory precisely that he might be admired, marveled at, exalted, and praised.  The climax of his happiness is the delight he takes in the echoes of his excellence in the praises of the saints.


But again and again I have found that people stumble over this truth.  People do not like to hear that God is uppermost in his own affections, or that he does all things for his own glory, or that he exalts himself and seeks the praise of men (46).

I think we delight to praise what we enjoy because the praise not merely expresses but completes the enjoyment; it is its appointed consummation.  It is not out of compliment that lovers keep on telling one another how beautiful they are; the delight is incomplete till it is expressed (49).

God is the one Being in all the universe for whom seeking his own praise is the ultimately loving act.  For him, self-exaltation is the highest virtue.  When he does all things “for the praise of his glory,” he preserves for us and offers to us the only thing in all the world which can satisfy our longings.  God is for us!  And the foundation of this love is that God has been, is now, and always will be, for Himself (49).

The Pleasures of God

Piper, John. The Pleasures of God. Multnomah Publishers: Oregon, 2000.    ISBN: 1-57673-665-2

I find the atmosphere of my own century far too dense with man and distant from the sweet sovereignty of God (16).

The soul is measured by its flights,

Some low and others high,

The heart is known by its delights,

And pleasures never lie (18).

Unless we begin with God in this way, when the gospel comes to us, we will inevitably put ourselves at the center of it.  We will feel that our value rather than God’s value is the driving force in the gospel.  We will trace the gospel back to God’s need for us instead of tracing it back to the sovereign grace that rescues sinners who need God (22).

· The Pleasure of God in His Son 

To be infinitely glorious was to be infinitely happy (26).

The point is not merely that humans should stand in awe of such a glory, but that God himself takes full pleasure in the radiance of his Son (27).

The radiance of the Son’s face shines first and foremost for the enjoyment of His Father (28).

The worth and beauty of the Son come not just from his majesty, nor just from his meekness, but from the way these mingle in perfect proportion (29).

Their eyes meet with a flash of delight that says, “You are a treasure to me, and I love you with all my heart.” (31).

The relationship between God the Father and his eternal Son is utterly unique.  Their intimacy and communion are incomparable (32).

“God never changes moods or cools off in his affections or loses enthusiasm (34, A.W. Tozer).”

The Son, in whom God delights, is the eternal image and radiance of God and is thus himself God (36).

How shall God not insult what is infinitely beautiful and glorious?  How shall God not commit idolatry?  There is only one possible answer: God must love and delight in his own beauty and perfection above all things.  For us to do this in front of the mirror is the essence of vanity; for God to do it in front of his Son is the essence of righteousness (43).

This is not irrelevant speculation.  It is the foundation of all Christian hope (43).

The worth and excellency of a soul is measured by the object and intensity of its love (44) (Henry Scougal).

Let us then stand in awe of this great God!  And let us turn from all the trivial resentments and fleeting pleasures and petty pursuits of materialism and merely human “spirituality.”  And let us be caught up into the gladness that God has in the glory of his Son, who is the radiance and image of his Father (44-45).

· The Pleasure of God in All He Does

Portray his pleasures in preaching.

Behold his glory in listening.

Approach his likeness in meditation.

Display his worth in the world (47).

I long for them to seek God with the heartfelt yearning of Moses when he prayed, “Show me, I pray, your glory” (Exodus 33:18), and then to come forth from this encounter into a dark and desperate world with their faces shining because they have seen the majesty of God (Exodus 34:29) (48).

God is and always has been an exuberantly happy God (48).

We have an immense void inside that craves satisfaction from powers and persons and pleasures outside ourselves.  Yearning and longing and desire are the very stuff of our nature. We are born deficient and needy and dissatisfied (48).

In saying there is something God cannot do, I am not limiting his sovereignty, because all I am saying is that God cannot use his sovereignty to make himself unsovereign.  We have all heard the question: Can God make a rock big enough so hat he cannot lift it?  If we say yes, then he can’t lift the rock.  If we say no, then he can’t make the rock.  Heads he loses, tails he loses.  The problem with this question is that it is a word trick and not a weakening of God.  C.S. Lewis described the trick like this:


You may attribute miracles to him but not nonsense.  This is not limit to his power… You have not succeeded in saying anything about God: meaningless combinations of words do not suddenly acquire meaning simply because we prefix to them the two words “God can.”  It remains true that all things are possible with God: the intrinsic impossibilities that are not things but nonentities.  It is no more possible for God than for the weakest of His creatures to carry out both of two mutually exclusive alternatives; not because His power meets an obstacle, but because nonsense remains nonsense even when we talk it about God (55-56).

There is a renewed effort today, from within the household of faith, to refute the truth of God’s knowledge of all future events.  Recently Clark Pinnock edited a book of essays entitled A Case for Arminianism, in which he and others defend God’s limited foreknowledge.  Pinnock himself, after a pilgrimage from Calvinism to Arminianism (and beyond, since classical Arminianism still affirmed that God knows all future actions), now declares, “Decisions not yet made to not exist anywhere to be known even by God.  They are potential—yet to be realized but not yet actual.  God can predict a great deal of what we will choose to do, but not all of it, because some of it remains hidden in the mystery of human freedom…God too faces possibilities in the future, and not only certainties.  God too moves into a future not wholly known because not yet fixed” (25-26).

Pinnock was pressed to this position first by neo-Arminian logic, not Scripture.  This is ironic because of how persistently he accuses others of silencing Scripture with “Calvinian logic” (19, 21, 22, 25, 26, 28).  The neo-Arminian logic goes like this: “A total omniscience would necessarily mean that everything we will ever choose in the future will have been already spelled out in the divine knowledge register, and consequently the belief that we have truly significant choices to make would seem to be mistaken” (25).   (see rest of footnote 57-59).

God does not leave even the issue of conversion finally in the hands of man—as though the makeup and size of the eternal worshipping community would be designed by the minds of sinful men and not by the infinite wisdom of God (60).

But I hope we have seen enough already in this chapter to know that we should bow before God and praise his sovereign freedom—that he always acts according to his own “good pleasure,” following the dictates of his own delights.  He never becomes the victim of circumstance.  He is never forced into a situation where he must do something in which he cannot rejoice (62).

To this I added, suppose a kingdom had been long overrun by the enemies of its true king, and he though possessed of sufficient power to conquer them, should yet suffer them to prevail, and establish themselves as much as they could desire, would not the valor and wisdom of that king be far more conspicuous in exterminating them, than it would have been if he had opposed them at first, and prevented their entering the country?  Thus by the diffusion of gospel light, the wisdom, power, and grace of God will be more conspicuous in overcoming such deep-rooted idolatries, and in destroying all that darkness and vice which have so universally prevailed in this country, than they would have been if all had not been suffered to walk in their own ways for so many ages past (64).

When Sarah Edwards heard of her husband’s death, the first letter she wrote was to her daughter Esther:


My very dear child!

What shall we say?  A holy and good God has covered us with a dark cloud.  O that we may kiss the rod, and lay our hands on our mouths!  The Lord has done it.  He has made me adore his goodness, that we had him so long.  But my God lives; and he has my heart.  O what a legacy my husband, and your father, has left us!  We are all given to God; and there I am, and love to be. 



Your affectionate mother,




Sarah Edwards            (68)

I believe with all my heart that the biblical teaching of God’s sovereignty over Satan is the greatest answer in the world when the very meaning of life is threatened by the horrors and tragedies of death and disease (68).

See footnote on page 69**  (Concerning Satan’s freedom and power)

The Infinitely Complex Emotional Life of God (72)

· The Pleasure of God in His Creation

Human beings have fallen in love with the echo of God’s excellency in creation and lost the ability to hear the incomparable original shout of love (85).

Surely it is no argument of the emptiness or deficiency of a fountain that it is inclined to overflow (87) (Jonathan Edwards).

· The Pleasure of God in His Fame

“Give yourself to prayer, to reading and meditation on divine truths: strive to penetrate to the bottom of them and never be content with a superficial knowledge.”  (97, Jonathan Edwards)

So God’s first love is rooted in the value of his holy name, not the value of sinful people (105).

The great ground of hope in all the God-centered servants of the Lord has always been the impossibility that God would let his great name be dishonored for long among the nations.  It was inconceivable.  This was bedrock confidence.  Other things change, but not this—not the commitment of God to his “great name.”  (105).

When every other hope was gone and the people lay under the judgment of God himself because of their own sin, one hope remained—and it will always remain—that God has an indomitable delight in the worth of his own reputation and will not suffer it to be trodden down for long (106).

· The Pleasure of God in Election

If God needs descendants from Abraham to fulfill the promises of election, he can create them out of stones.  He is not boxed in.  He is not limited to you.  Beware of presuming on his electing grace.  It is absolutely free (130).

The point seems clear: election is not based on what someone does after birth.  It is free and unconditional (131).

· The Pleasure of God in Bruising the Son

· The Pleasure of God in Doing Good to All Who Hope in Him

Everyday I see more and more how great [is] her loss to the orphans.  Yet, without an effort, my inmost soul habitually joys in the joy of that loved departed one.  Her happiness gives joy to me.  My dear daughter and I would not have her back, were it possible to produce it by the turn of the hand.  God Himself has done it; we are satisfied with Him (184) (George Muller about his wife).

· The Pleasure of God in the Prayers of the Upright

Be encouraged, dear Christian reader, with fresh earnestness to give yourself to prayer, if you can only be sure that you ask for things which are for the glory of God (204) (George Muller).

It is crucial that we not be more fascinated, more gripped, by the prayers of a man than by the pleasures of God.  How easy it is to be more thrilled by radical devotion than by divine beauty (207).

My hope as a desperate sinner, who lives in a Death Valley desert of unrighteousness, hangs on this biblical truth: that God is the kind of God who will be pleased with the one thing I have to offer—my thirst (209).

In God’s eyes the beauty (and hence enjoyableness) of an act is the outworking of inward beauty (211).

The prayer of the upright that delights God comes from a heart that at first feels precarious in the presence of God.  It trembles at the hearing of God’s Word, because it feels so far from God’s ideal and so vulnerable to his judgment and so helpless and so sorry for its failings (214).

What makes a heart upright and what makes prayers pleasing to God is a felt awareness of our tremendous need for mercy (214).

He has not deficiency in himself that he needs to fill up, so he gets his satisfaction by magnifying the glory of his riches by filling up the deficiencies of people who pray (216).

The sovereignty of God is his right and power to save unbelieving, unrepentant, hardened sinners (217).

The effects on prayer for such people are devastating if they try to pray consistently with this rejection of the sovereignty of God in election and conversion.  It means they can’t ask God to actually fulfill many of his promises and effectually save anybody.


-They can’t pray, “God, take out my friend’s heart of stone and give him a new heart of flesh.” (Ezekiel 11:9).


-They can’t pray, “Lord, circumcise my daughter’s heart so that she loves you.” (Deuteronomy 30:6)


-They can’t pray, “Father, put your Spirit within my dad and cause him to walk in your statutes.” (Ezekiel 36:27)


-They can’t pray, “Lord, grant my teacher repentance and a knowledge of the truth.” (2 Timothy 2:25-26)


-They can’t pray, “Open my sister’s eyes so that she will believe the gospel.” (Acts 16:14)   (218)

Why is it right for God to cause a person to think a question and wrong for God to cause that person to think an answer?  (219).

God has made the spread of his fame hang on the preaching of his Word; and he has made the preaching of his Word hang on the prayers of the saints.  This is the awesome place of prayer in the purposes of God for the world.  The triumph of the Word will not come without prayer (225).

The crying need of the hour—every hour—is to put the churches on a wartime footing.  Mission leaders are crying out, “Where is the church’s concept of militancy, of a mighty army willing suffer, moving ahead with exultant determination to take the world by storm?  Where is the risk-taking, the launching out on God alone?”


The answer is that it has been swallowed up in a peacetime mentality.  Thousands of Christians do not hear the diabolic bombs dropping and the bullets zinging overhead.  They don’t smell the hellish Agent Orange in the whitened harvest of the world.  They don’t cringe or weep at the thousands who perish every week.  They don’t reckon with spiritual hosts of wickedness in heavenly places and the world rulers of this present darkness.  In fact, it is not dark, they say.  It is bright and comfortable and cheery—just look at my home and car and office and cabin and boat.  And listen to my new stereo and look at my new video equipment.


The need of the hour is a global wartime mentality.  I say “wartime” because life is war.  I say “global” because “the field is the world.”  And because thousands of unreached peoples are scattered around the globe.


“Peoples,” not just people.  The command to the church is not to win every person before the Lord comes, but to win some from every people.  This is the great, unfinished task!


How will we come to feel the extraordinary satanic devastation being wreaked among the remaining unreached peoples of the world?  How can our people come to see the irrationality of a persistently bouncy, peacetime, Disneyland mentality when the days are evil, and the god of this world is blinding billions, and Satan is filled with rage because his time is short, and the stakes are infinitely higher than any conceivable nuclear World War III or any environmental disaster. 


How can a sense of urgency and vigilance and passion and zeal become part of the Christian ethos today?  How can the sweaty, bruised, thrilling courage of wartime camaraderie become as deeply ingrained in our mindset as the warm and comfortable images of family and flock?   How might we ever get our conference meetings out of the posh, luxurious hotels and convention centers and meet in something fitting for the Calvary Road—something that says wartime austerity, and radical sacrifice, and Spartan readiness to go anywhere and do anything at any pain for the King?


The phone rings off the hook.  Your own kids fight and get sick.  The marriage twists with unfulfilled expectations and self-pitying pouting.  A hundred people have different ideas about the new church building, and the gym, and the parking lot.  And many say this is the real battle.  Divorce, death, disagreement.  But I don’t believe it.  Oh yes, it’s real.  And, yes, it’s a battle.  But it’s not the main battle.  Is the field hospital the main reason for having troops on the field?  What’s the main reason sergeants are in the trenches?  To settle soldier’s disputes?  Do chaplains come along just to bury the dead?  Or is there a war to be won?


There is.  And the victory is near.  But it will not be easy or cheap.  The awesome mission is clear:  “This gospel of the kingdom will be preached throughout the whole world, as a testimony of all nations, and then the end will come (Matt. 24:14).”  Christ has his elect from every people tribe, tongue, and nation.  They are held captive by the enemy.  And so the minefields must be crossed, the barbed wire cut, the snipers evaded, and the gospel antidotes for Satan’s mind-altering drugs administered against immense opposition.  


So again I ask, How will the church ever come to think this way?  How will millions of lukewarm churchgoers be brought to wartime readiness and put on military alert?  How can the massive mentality of American prosperity, peace with the world, and family comfort ever be overcome?


I believe the answer, beneath and behind the renewed empowering of the Word of God, is a movement of persevering, believing, expectant prayer.  Because it is prayer that opens our hearts to the surpassing worth of God, and makes us feel the height and depth of Christ’s love.  It’s prayer that makes us love lost people and have a passion for righteousness.  It’s prayer that opens doors for the gospel and brings in the recruits, and makes them bold.  It’s prayer that protects the enemy and makes the Word of God run and be glorified.


And only when the people of God “cry to him day and night” will God come forth with power and vindicate his cause in the world and bring the kingdom.  In this great hope the Church may pursue its work with indomitable joy.  May the Lord awaken us to the terrible war, the triumphant Christ, the awesome power of prayer and the strategic priority of unreached peoples as a corporate mission. 


One hundred years ago, A.T. Pierson said, “every new Pentecost has had is preparatory period of supplication… God has compelled his saints to seek Him at the throne of grace, so that every new advance might be so plainly due to His power that even the unbeliever might be constrained to confess: ‘Surely this is the finger of God!’”  This is the fame that gives God pleasure, and therefore the measure of his passion for our prayer (228-231).

· The Pleasure of God in Personal Obedience and Public Justice 

When we hope in God, we glorify God as the fountain of deep and lasting joy.  And when we pray, we give expression to that God-glorifying hope…Obedience is the irrepressible public relations project of those who have tasted and seen that the Lord is good (Matthew 5:16) (234).

Disobedience shows a misplacement of fear, pleasure, praise, is as the sin of divination, is idolatry.

God’s pleasure in obedience is good news because it means he is praiseworthy and reliable, because everything God commands is for our good, because his commandments are not too hard for us, because the obedience he loves is the obedience of faith.

God is not so distant or even so “religious” that he only cares about what happens at church and during devotions.  Every square inch of this earth is his and every minute of our lives is a loan from his breath.  He is much more secular than we often think (253).

Just and honest dealings make the saving, satisfying lordship of God visible (254).

Acts done without any trust in God’s grace or any love for his glory are not a delight in God (255).

The honesty and justice of unbelievers is like a seashell washed up on the beach.  There’s no life in it.  But it does have a kind of beauty (256).

· The Pleasure of God in Concealing Himself from the Wise and Revealing Himself to Infants

The mind was designed not to defend what we want, but to discover what is ultimately true, which should shape our wants and satisfy them more deeply with God (261).

The misuse of the intellect in the service of vain things (great and small) has disinclined many Christians from serious engagement in rigorous thinking and the energetic life of the mind (261).

Nothing in the world is truer and more beautiful and satisfying than the glory of God.  To uphold the value of this glory by hiding it from those who pursue their own and by revealing it to those who want nothing more than to see it and savor it is to show that God’s delight is finally in God.  Therefore his worth and excellency are without measure, for the object of his love is infinitely glorious (301).

· Almost Too Good to be True

“I do not regret leaving home and friends.  If I had it to do over, I would do it with more pleasure, yes, with all my heart.” (304)

Oh, how complex are the obstructions of belief!  (304).

How many ways the enemy of our souls can make us fear that the God and Father of Jesus Christ is too good to be true (305).

God is a mountain spring and not a watering trough (308).

The main reward of the kingdom, the reward above all others and in all others, is that in the kingdom we will behold the glory of God and enjoy that glory with the very pleasure of God.  One of the great frustrations of this life is that even when we are granted a glimpse of the gory of God, our capacities for pleasure are so small that we groan at the incongruity between the revelation of heaven and the response of our heart.  Therefore the great hope of all the holiest people is not only that they might see the glory of God, but that they might somehow be given a new strength to savor it with infinite satisfaction (311).

Don’t Waste Your Life

Piper, John. Don’t Waste Your Life. Crossway Publishing: Wheaton, 2003.  ISBN: 1-58134-498-8

Fleeing from death is the shortest path to a wasted life (63).

“The only man who has the right to say that he is justified by grace alone is the man who has left all to follow Christ” (Bonhoeffer, 63).

The health, wealth, and prosperity “gospel” swallows up the beauty of Christ in the beauty of his gifts and turns the gifts into idols.  The world is not impressed when Christians get rich and say thanks to God.  They are impressed when God is so satisfying that we give our riches away for Christ’s sake and count it gain (72).

Untold numbers of professing Christians waste their lives trying to escape the cost of love.  They do not see that it is always worth it.  There is more of God’s glory to be seen and savored through suffering than through self-serving escape (73).

What a tragic waste when people turn away from the Calvary road of love and suffering.  All the riches of the glory of God in Christ are on that road.  All the sweetest fellowship with Jesus is there.  All the reassures of assurance.  All the ecstasies of joy.  All the clearest sightings of eternity.  All the noblest camaraderie.  All the humblest affections.  All the most tender acts of forgiving kindness.  All the deepest discoveries of God’s Word.  All the most earnest prayers.  They are all on the Calvary road where Jesus walks with his people.  Take up your cross and follow Jesus.  On this road, and this road alone, life is Christ and death is gain.  Life on every other road is wasted (76).

The tragic hypocrisy is that the enchantment of security lets us take risks every day for ourselves but paralyzes us from taking risks for others on the Calvary road of love (81).

But what happens when the people of God do not escape from the beguiling enchantment of security?  What happens if they try to live their lives in the mirage of safety?  The answer is wasted lives (88).

Do you men ever say with Joab, “For the sake of the name, I’ll try it!  And may the LORD do what seems good to him”?  Do you women ever say with Esther, “For the sake of Christ, I’ll try it!  And if I perish, I perish” (89-90)?

When we risk losing face or money or life because we believe God will always help us and use our loss, in the end, to make us more glad in his glory, then it’s not we who get the praise because of our courage; it’s God who gets the praise because of his care.  In this way risk reflects God’s value, not our valor (90).

Risk is real.  The Christian life is a painful life.  Not joyless.  But not painless either (92).

If we starve, he will be our everlasting, life-giving bread.  If we are shamed with nakedness, he will be our perfect, all-righteous apparel.  If we are tortured and made to scream in our dying pain, he will keep us from cursing his name and will restore our beaten body to everlasting beauty (95).

It is right to serve the people of God, and say, “If I perish, I perish!”  It is right to stand before the fiery furnace of affliction and refuse to bow down to the gods of this world.  This is the road that leads to fullness of joy and pleasures forevermore.  At the end of every other road—secure and risk-free—we will put our face in our hands and say, “I’ve wasted it!” (98)

Why do we cherish being forgiven by God?  There are answers to this question that would dishonor him, because there are benefits from forgiveness that a person may love without loving God.  We might say, “I cherish being forgiven by God because I hate the misery of a guilty conscience.”  Or “…because I hate the prospect of pain in hell.”  Or “…because I want to go to heaven to see my loved ones and have a new body with no sickness.”  Where is God in these reasons for cherishing forgiveness?  In the best case he is there in all these reasons as the real treasure of life (100).

Forgiveness is essentially God’s way of removing the great obstacle to our fellowship with him.  By canceling our sin and paying for it with the death of his own Son, God opens the way for us to see him and know him and enjoy him forever.  Seeing and savoring him is the goal of forgiveness.  Soul-satisfying fellowship with our Father is the aim of the cross.  If we love being forgiven for other reasons alone, we are not forgiven, and we will waste our lives (100-101).

“I am concerned for the poor but more for you.  I know not what Christ will say to you in the great day…I fear there are many hearing me who may know well that they are not Christians, because they do not love to give.  To give largely and liberally, not grudging at all, requires a new heart; an old heart would rather part with its life-blood than its money.  Oh my friends!  Enjoy your money; make the most of it; give none away; enjoy it quickly for I can tell you, you will be beggars throughout eternity!” (Robert Murray M’Cheyne, 102)

“The Queen Mary, lying in repose in the harbor at Long Beach, California, is a fascinating museum of the past.  Used both as a luxury liner in peacetime and a troop transport during the Second World War, its present status as a museum the length of three football fields affords a stunning contrast between the lifestyles appropriate in peace and war.  On one side of a partition you see the dining room reconstructed to depict the peacetime table setting that was appropriate to wealthy patrons of high culture for whom a dazzling array of knives and forks and spoons held no mysteries.  On the other side of the partition the evidence of wartime austerities are in sharp contrast.  A metal tray with indentations replaces fifteen plates and saucers.  Bunks, not just double but eight tiers high, explain why the peace-time complement of 3000 gave way to 15,000 people on board in wartime.  How repugnant to the peacetime masters this transformation must have been!  To do it took a national emergency, of course.  The survival of a nation depended on it.  The essence of the Great Commission today is that the survival of many millions of people depends on its fulfillment” (Ralph Winter, 112-13).

“America today is a “save yourself” society if there ever was one.  But does it really work?  The underdeveloped societies suffer from one set of diseases: tuberculosis, malnutrition, pnemonia, parasites, typhoid, cholera, typhus, etc.  Affluent America has virtually invented a whole new set of diseases: obesity, arteriosclerosis, heart disease, strokes, lung cancer, venereal disease, cirrhosis of the liver, drug addiction, alcoholism, divorce, battered children, suicide, murder.  Take your choice.  Labor-saving machines have turned out to be body-killing devices.  Our affluence has allowed both mobility and isolation of the nuclear family, and as a result, our divorce courts, our prisons and our mental institutions are flooded.  In saving ourselves we have nearly lost ourselves” (Ralph Winter, 114).

“The entire nation…seemed overnight to have snapped out of its Depression-era lethargy.  Everyone scrambled to be of help.  Rubber was needed for the war effort, and gasoline, and metal.  A women’s basketball game at Northwestern University was stopped so that the referee and all ten players could scour the floor for a lost bobby pin.  Americans pitched in to support strict rationing programs and their boys turned out as volunteers in various collection “drives.”  Soon butter and milk were restricted along with canned goods and meat.  Shoes became scarce, and paper, and silk.  People grew “victory gardens” and drove at the gas-saving “victory speed” of thirty-five miles an hour.  “Use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without?” became a popular slogan.  Air-raid sirens and blackouts were scrupulously obeyed.  America sacrificed” (116).

But my sense is that in the prosperous West, the danger in the church is not that there are too many overly zealous people who care too deeply about the lost, and invest hazardously in the cause of the Gospel, and ruin their lives with excessive mercy to the poor.  For every careless saint who burns himself out and breaks up his family with misdirected zeal, I venture, there are a thousand who coast with the world, treating Jesus like a helpful add-on, but not as an all-satisfying, all-authoritative King in the cause of love (118).

The better question to ask about possible behaviors is: How will this help me treasure Christ more?  How will it help me show that I do treasure Christ?  How will it help me know Christ or display Christ?  The Bible says, “Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (I Corinthians 10:31).  So the question is mainly positive, not negative.  How can I portray God as glorious in this action?  How can I enjoy making much of him in this behavior? (119)

Oh, how many lives are wasted by people who believe that the Christian life means simply avoiding badness and providing for the family.  So there is no adultery, no stealing, no killing, no embezzlement, no fraud—just lots of hard work during the day, and lots of TV and PG-13 videos in the evening (during quality family time), and lots of fun stuff on the weekend—woven around church (mostly).  This is life for millions of people.  Wasted life.  We were created for more, far more (119).

But that saying about spending less time at the office can be misleading.  We need to add this: No one will ever want to say to the Lord of the universe five minutes after death, I spent every night playing games and watching clean TV with my family because I loved them so much.  I think the Lord will say, “that did not make me look like a treasure to your town.  You should have done something besides provide for yourself and your family.  And TV, as you should have known, was not a good way to nurture your family or your own soul (120).

Television is one of the greatest life-wasters of the modern age.  And, of course, the Internet is running to catch up, and may have caught up.  You can be more selective on the Internet, but you can also select worse things with only the Judge of the universe watching.  TV still reigns as the great life-waster.  The main problem with TV is not how much smut is available, though that is a problem.  Just the ads are enough to sow fertile seeds of greed and lust, no matter what program you’re watching.  The greater problem is banality.  A mind fed daily on TV diminishes.  Your mind was made to know and love God.  Its facility for this great calling is ruined by excessive TV.  The content is so trivial and so shallow that the capacity of the mind to think worthy thoughts withers, and the capacity of the heart to feel deep emotions shrivels.  Neil Postman shows why.

What is happening in America is that television is transforming all serious public business into junk…Television disdains exposition, which is serious, sequential, rational, and complex.  It offers instead a mode of discourse in which everything is accessible, simplistic, concrete, and above all, entertaining.  As a result, America is the world’s first culture in jeopardy of amusing itself to death. (120-21)

Since we all live in a world created by television, it is almost impossible to see what has happened to us.  The only hope is to read what people were like in previous centuries.  Biographies are a great antidote to cultural myopia and chronological snobbery.  We have become almost incapable of handling any great truth reverently and deeply.  Magnificent things, especially the glory of God, as David Wells says, rest with a kind of “weightlessness” even on the church.

It is one of the defining marks of Our Time that God is now weightless.  I do not mean by this that he is ethereal but rather that he has become unimportant.  He rests upon the world so inconsequentially as not to be noticeable.  He has lost his saliency for human life.  Those who assure the pollsters of their belief in God’s existence may nonetheless consider him less interesting than television, his commands less authoritative than their appetites for affluence and influence, his judgment no more awe-inspiring than the evening news, and his truth less compelling than the advertisers’ sweet fog of flattery and lies.  That is weightlessness.  It is a condition we have assigned him after having nudged him out to the periphery of our secularized life…Weightlessness tells us nothing about God but everything about ourselves, about our condition, about our psychological disposition to exclude God from our reality (121).

We have lost our ability to see and savor the complexities of truth and the depths of simplicity.  Douglas Groothius explains the connections between this weakness and television.  

The triumph of the televised image over the word contributes to the depthlessness of postmodern sensibilities….One cannot muse over a television program the way one ponders a character in William Shakespeare or C.S. Lewis, or a Blaise Pascal parable, or a line from a T.S. Eliot poem, such as ‘But our lot crawls between dry ribs / to keep the metaphysics warm.’  No one on television could utter such a line seriously.  It would be “bad television”—too abstract, too poetic, too deep, just not entertaining….[Not only that] but the images appear and disappear and reappear without a proper rational context.  An attempt at a sobering news story about slavery in the Sudan is followed by a lively advertisement for Disneyland, followed by an appeal to purchase panty hose that will make any woman irresistible, etc., ad nauseum. (121-22)

I want to be able to say to suffering and perishing people, “I tried everything in the world…I was trying so hard.”  And I want to be able to say to those around me when I die, “It’s all right.  To live is Christ, and to die is gain” (125).

At these moments, when the trifling fog of life clears and I see what I am really on earth to do, I groan over the petty pursuits that waste so many lives—and so much of mine.  Just think of the magnitude of sports—a whole section of the daily newspaper.  But there is no section on God.  Think of the endless resources for making your home and garden more comfortable and impressive.  Think of how many tens of thousands of dollars you can spend to buy more car than you need.  Think of the time and energy and conversation that go into entertainment and leisure and what we call “fun stuff.”  And add to that now the computer that artificially recreates the very games that are already so distant from reality; it is like a multi-layered dreamworld of insignificance expanding into nothingness (125).

See pgs 127-28

Oh, that young and old would turn off the television, take a long walk, and dream about feats of courage for a cause ten thousand times more important than American democracy—as precious as that is.  If we would dream and if we would pray, would not God answer?  Would he withhold from us a life of joyful love and mercy and sacrifice that magnifies Christ and makes people glad in God?  I plead with you, as I pray for myself, set your face like a flint to join Jesus on the Calvary road.  “Let use go to him outside the camp and bear the reproach he endured.  For here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come” (Hebrews 13:13-14).  When they see our sacrificial love—radiant with joy—will they not say, “Christ is great”? (128-29)

A sloth may be a greater stumbling block than crime (143).

Here is the letter Judson wrote to her [his future wife’s] father asking for her partnership in missions:

I have now to ask, whether you can consent to part with your daughter early next spring, to see her no more in this world; whether you can consent to her departure, and her subjection to the hardships and sufferings of missionary life; whether you can consent to her exposure to the dangers of the ocean, to the fatal influence of the southern climate of India; to every kind of want and distress; to degradation, insult, persecution, and perhaps a violent death.  Can you consent to all this, for the sake of him who left his heavenly home, and died for her and for you; for the sake of perishing, immortal souls; for the sake of Zion, and the glory of God?  Can you consent to all this, in hope of soon meeting your daughter in the world of glory, with the crown of righteousness, brightened with the acclamations of praise which shall redound to her Saviour from heathens saved, through her means, from eternal woe and despair? (158)

God’s Passion for His Glory

Piper, John. God’s Passion for His Glory. Crossway Publishing: Wheaton, 1998.  ISBN: 1-58134-007-9

We have little patience with doctrinal precision.  And we pastors who are infected with the pragmatic virus tend to justify our indifference to doctrine mainly by the fact that such reflection is not what the audience is looking for.  Besides, it is stressful for relationships.


The recent lamentations over the drift of evangelicalism into pragmatic, doctrinally vague, audience-driven, culturally uncritical Christianity are, in my judgment, warranted and needed, in spite of the fact that, at the level of professional scholarship, there have been remarkable advances in the last fifty years (23).

Serious disagreements are covered over, while vague language and pragmatic concerns preserve hollow unity at the expense of theological substance and Biblical clarity and power (24).

“It is one great reason why speculative points [of doctrine] are thought to be of so little importance, that the modern religion consists so little in respect to the divine Being, and almost wholly in benevolence to men.”  (25).

Edward’s utter seriousness—his “blood-earnestness,” as Thomas Chalmers called it—puts him out of sync with our chatty, humorous, entertainment-oriented, cartoon-illustrated spirituality (25).

There is a strange idea abroad that in every subject the ancient books should be read only by professionals, and that the amateur should content himself with the modern books….This mistaken preference for the modern books and this shyness of the old ones is nowhere more rampant than in theology…Now this seems to me topsy-turvy.  Naturally, since I myself am a writer, I do not wish the ordinary reader to read no modern books.  But if he must read only the new or only the old, I would advise him to read the old…It is a good rule, after reading a new book, never to allow yourself another new one till you have read an old one in between.  If that is too much for you, you should at least read one old one to every three new ones…We all…need the books that will correct the characteristic mistakes of our own period.  And that means the old books…We may be sure that the characteristic blindness of the twentieth century…lies where we have never suspected it…None of us can fully escape this blindness…The only palliative is to keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds, and this can be done only by reading old books (28, Lewis).

Raking is easy, but all you get is leaves; digging is hard, but you might find diamonds.  Evangelical Christians, who believe God reveals himself primarily through a book, the Bible, should long to be the most able readers they can be (29).

The mind can atrophy, like the muscles, if it is not used…And this is a terrible penalty, for there is evidence that atrophy of the mind is a mortal disease.  There seems to be no other explanation for the fact that so many busy people die so soon after retirement…Television, radio, and all the sources of amusement and information that surround us in our daily lives are…artificial props.  They can give us the impression that our minds are active, because we are required to react to stimuli from outside.  But the power of those external stimuli to keep us going is limited.  They are like drugs.  We grow used to them, and we continuously need more and more of them.  Eventually, they have little or no effect (30, Alder).

A Godward Life Book I

Piper, John. A Godward Life Book One. Sisters: Multnomah Publishers, 2001.  ISBN: 1576738396

None of us by nature is a person of praise and thanks and love.  There ought to be a holy dissatisfaction with whatever our own personal emotional disability is.  We should seek to grow up into the fullness of the stature of Christ emotionally as well as spiritually and morally.  

Christians are not fatalists.  We do not believe that heredity and environment are the only components that shape us.  We believe in God.  We believe in the Holy Spirit.  We believe in change from glory to glory (Cor. 3:18).  The most powerful worship will be among people whose minds linger in the light of truth and whose hearts—whose emotions are as near the fire of God as they can be without being consumed.  Let us rise and go forwards from where we are to the next place of freedom, limping forward in the therapy of grace.  

Psalm 126:5-6   Teaches the tough truth that there is work to be done whether I am emotionally up to it or not, and it is good for me to do it.  (pg. 203-4)

I am frustrated that I have only one life to live for Christ

“A passion for the supremacy of God is a passion to murmur no more.”

For Jesus a profound desire for heaven and a potent fear of hell were practical, daily parts of living a glad and holy life.”  (207)

If gratitude is not rooted n the beauty of God before the gift, it is probably disguised idolatry.  

Click. KSJN plays softly. Click.  I turn it off in three seconds.  It is 6:00 A.M.  I want Noel to sleep till 6:30.  I slip out from under the sheet and quilt and tuck them in around her again.  “God, I’m tired.  Help me.”  I can hardly move.  My eyelids are paralyzed.  I can lift them with fingers.  Not necessary.  My blue energy boot slippers and terry cloth robe are in their usual spot on the floor by the bed.  I could find them in my sleep.  


I’m sitting on the edge of the bed.  “Maybe I should sleep in this morning.  Noel can get the boys off to school.  I might get sick if I don’t get more rest.  I’ll be more efficient.  I spent half of my ‘day off’ at the hospital… Get off me, Satan!  In the name of Jesus Christ, the Almighty, get off my back!  God, I’m tired.  Help me…Those who wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.  They shall mount up with wings like eagles.  They will run and not be weary” (Isaiah 40:31).


The slippers and robe are on now.  The night-light in the bathroom spills out into the hall.  I creep by the open door of the boys’ bedroom on the way to the basement.  “God, thank you for my sons.  O how I love my boys!  Wake them up in righteousness, Jesus.”


The basement has no heat, but one room is finished and has a carpet and a sofa and a desk.  Click.  I turn the three-way lamp on low.  It is 6:05.  The Bible is open on the couch from the day before.  There is an orange pillow for my elbows.  I throw the brown sweater Noel made over my head like a monk’s habit (to keep off the draft from the window), and begin.  


“God, I’m tired.  Help me.  Please open my eyes so I can see the wonders in your Word.  O God.  Mighty God!  Maker of heaven and earth and all the galaxies of the universe.  That you should lend an ear to me in this little room half awake.  That you should occupy yourself with me while millions of your people pray, and all the while you hold New York and Tokyo and Paris in the palm of your hand.  That you should call this tempted flesh the temple of the Holy Spirit.  That you speak to me from this page as personally and powerfully as though you sat here on the couch and talked.  Oh God, what condescension.  What unutterable mercy to attend to a little ant like me.  Help me believe, O God, and feel this truth: that all my hairs are numbered.  ‘Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me?  Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God’ (Psalm 42:5-6). 


“And now my wife, Lord.  Thank you for her.  Protect her from harm and from the evil one.  Give her joy in the ministry with me.  Waken her this morning with a song of praise in her heart and on her lips.  Give her vision for service in this neighborhood.  Incline her heart to the Word and not to getting gain.  Fill her with your Spirit—of wisdom and joy and righteousness.  Make her a wise and happy mother.  O bind our hearts together as you bind our hearts to yours.


“And finally, my sons.  Even in their sleep, Lord, turn their hearts to you.  And when I wake them with your Word, sow that seed in humble, open soil.  And send its roots down to the inner heart and make an oak of faith.  O Christ, take my sons for your servants.  Obliterate rebellion from their hearts.  And may they grow to godly manhood, full of love to you and love to men.  Let them not love the world, nor give a hoot for things or praise.  But may your glory be their passion day and night until the Kingdom comes.”


I meditate on Mark today and try to see the inner meaning of the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand.  I think it means Jesus is the all-sufficient One.  Little is much when he is in it.  You can never give so much that you have nothing left over.


The grandfather clock sounds half the Westminster chime.  It is 6:30.  My heart is full.  My eyes are open.  My faith is alive.  My joy is warm.  My conscience is still.  My hope is strong.  I will awaken them all with love!

A Godward Life Book II

Piper, John. A Godward Life Book Two. Sisters: Multnomah Publishers, 1999.  ISBN: 1-57673-405-6

My father was an evangelist.  His traveling absence from two-thirds of my life carried one main message to me: Hell is real and terrible, and Jesus is a great Saviour.  Mother never hinted that the absence of my father was anything but a glorious privilege for us to support.  It never entered my mind to resent it.  Nor does it today (38).

Life is precarious, and life is precious.  Don’t presume that you will have it tomorrow, and don’t waste it today (38).

A Christian is a great doer not a great don’ter (39).

[Retirement]  What a strange thing for a Christian to set his sights on—twenty years of play and puttering.  What a tragic way to finish the last lap before entering the presence of the King who finished His race so differently! (42)

It is beyond comprehension that soldiers of the cross would be satisfied in retiring from the battle just before the trumpet blast of victory (43).

The biblical doctrine of original sin boils down to this (to borrow from St. Augustine): We are free to do what we like, but we are not free to like what we ought to like (48).

The only ultimate love is a love that aims at satisfying people in the glory of God (50).

Christ did not die to make much of us, but to free us to enjoy, and participate in, God’s making much of God forever (51).

      > Her Body, Her Self, and Her God


For example, one [girl’s] diary from 1892 says, “Resolved…to think before speaking.  To work seriously.  To be self-restrained in conversations and actions.  To be dignified.  Interesting myself more in others.”


Contrast this with an entry from 1982: “I will try to make myself better in any way I possibly can with the help of my budget and baby-sitting money.  I will lose weight, get new lenses, already got new haircut, good makeup, new clothes and accessories.”  (62)


With God at the center—like the “sun,” satisfying a woman’s longings for beauty and greatness and truth and love—all the “planets” of food and dress and exercise and cosmetics and posture and countenance will stay in their proper orbit.


If this happens, the diaries of the next generation will probably go beyond looks and character and speak of the greatness of God and triumphs of his grace.  And they will more often be written from Calcutta than from the comfortable houses of America (64).

Stop being unamazed by the strange glory of ordinary things (77).

I shall not fall into the falsehood that this day, or any day, is merely another ambiguous and plodding twenty-four hours, but rather a unique event, filled, if I so wish, with worthy potentialities.  I shall not be fool enough to suppose that trouble and pain are wholly evil parentheses in my existence, but just as likely ladders to be climbed toward moral and spiritual manhood (78).

I shall sometimes look back at the freshness of vision I had in childhood and try, at least for a little while, to be, in the words of Lewis Carroll, the “child of the pure unclouded brow, and dreaming eyes of wonder.” (79)

We need to make plain that total depravity is not just badness, but blindness to beauty and deadness to joy; and unconditional election means that the completeness of our joy in Jesus was planned for us before we ever existed; and that limited atonement is the assurance that indestructible joy in God is infallibly secured for us by the blood of the covenant; and irresistible grace is the commitment and power of God’s love to make sure we don’t hold on to suicidal pleasures, and to set us free by the sovereign power of superior delights; and that the perseverance of the saints is the almighty work of God to keep us, through all affliction and suffering, for an inheritance of pleasures at God’s right hand forever.


This note of sovereign, triumphant joy is a missing element in too much Reformed theology and Reformed worship (81-82).

How sweet all at once it was for me to be rid of those fruitless joys which I had once feared to lose!…You drove them from me, you who are the true, the sovereign joy.  You drove them from me and took their place…. O Lord my God, my Light, my Wealth, and my Salvation (Confessions, IX, 1) (82).

O Lord, open my eyes to see the sovereign sight that in your presence is fullness of joy and at your right hand are pleasures for evermore (Psalm 16:11) (82).

Communion with God was a great thing; to evangelicals today it is a comparatively small thing.  The Puritans were concerned about communion with God in a way we are not.  The measure of our unconcern is the little that we say about it.  When Christians meet, they talk to each other about their Christian work and Christian interests, their Christian acquaintances, the state of the churches, the problems of theology—but rarely of their daily experience of God.  (A Quest for Godliness [Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books], 215) (86).

Faith is destroyed when little academic minds and little hearts for God niggle away at magnificent and precious realities with no remorse…when there is no great love for God and his Word and no great passion to see the truth of God magnified and defended with profound credibility and authenticity…when faculty demonstrate their academic standing not in the really great and difficult task of constructive explication and justification of truth, but in the simple and adolescent task of deconstruction and cynicism (115).

Our problem is not that “indoctrination” is the only alternative to education.  It isn’t.  Our problem is that so few people have ever tasted great Christian education or seen great Christian thinking going on from a profoundly God-centered perspective in an atmosphere where students can feel that the faculty would gladly die for Jesus (116).

I never had in all my life so great an inlet into the Word of God as now [in prison].  The Scriptures that I saw nothing in before are made in this place to shine upon me.  Jesus Christ also was never more real and apparent than now.  Here I have seen him and felt him indeed….I have seen [such things] here that I am persuaded I shall never while in this world be able to express…. Being very tender of me, [God] hath not suffered me to be molested, but would with one scripture and another strengthen me against all; insomuch that I have often said, were if lawful I could pray for greater trouble for the greater comfort’s sake.  (John Bunyan.  Grace Abounding, 123) (118).

There are three rules for understanding Scripture: praying, meditating, and suffering (118).

When it looks like he is buried for good, Jesus is doing something awesome in the dark (124).

Stand in awe of his freedom and quiet invincible power (124).

If we are going to do what pleases God, most of the time it will be by reflex, not reflection (125).

Our great need is to be people whose delights are the very delights of God (126).

Wesley Duewel, a former missionary to India under OMS International, discovered that the world and busyness can so fill the mind with godless thoughts, that he needed a prayer retreat in which he read at least fifty chapters of the Bible before he was again really in tune with God (128).

These are the hardest times of submission to the will of God.  We cry.  We ache.  We plead for change in our children or spouse or parents or colleague or neighbor.  We make our case with God that his revealed will of holiness and faith and love come forth in their lives.  But year after year we see no change.  O the test to faith this is!  But let us not join the rebellion.  Let us put our hands on our mouths and unclench our fists and prostrate ourselves before the Lord of infinite wisdom and justice and love.  And let us say, when all our tears are spent, May the Lord do what seems good to him (I Samuel 3:18) (135).

I have no fellow Christian to whom I might unbosom myself and lay open my spiritual sorrows and with whom I might take sweet counsel in conversation about heavenly things and join in social prayer (David Brainerd, 207) (144).

“When I really enjoy God, I feel my desires of him the more insatiable, and my thirstings after holiness the more unquenchable…. Oh, for holiness!  Oh, for more of God in my soul!  Oh, this pleasing pain!  It makes my soul press after God…. Oh, that I might not loiter on my heavenly journey!” (186) (144).

We need joyful, breathless news bringers, not just intelligent news commentators (150).

Boredom is absolutely excluded in the presence of an infinitely glorious God (164).

Behind foul talk is a gaping void where God’s grace belongs, and behind coarse jesting is the gaping void where joyful gratitude belongs.  It is a God issue (167).

When we desire this city more than we desire all that this world can give, God is not ashamed to be called our God.  When we make much of all he promises to be for us, he is proud to be our God.  This is good news.  God loves to magnify his work for us, not ours for him.  Granted, it’s humbling.  But if you want mercy more than you want merit, it’s good news (173).

The demons also believe, and shudder (James 2:19).  Not only are they fairly orthodox in their theology; they have better religious responses to what they believe than some professing Christians, for they tremble at the reality of God (178).

This is what is so pitiful—people with no real love to God pronouncing truths about God.  People in love with themselves and with the praise that comes with religious performance, but who have not tasted the true glory of God himself (178).

He is the hard, immovable, unshapable, intractable Reality that banks the sea of emotion into a river that has to flow this way and not that, deep and not shallow…He is the difference between artsy gamesmanship and lasting glory (181).

Seek as for silver, search as for hidden treasures.  This is ransacking the Bible for all that it is worth.  If there are hidden treasures, act like it.  God ordains that he will give to those who seek with all their heart (Jeremiah 29:13) (184).

Worship is the term we use to cover all the acts of the heart and mind and body that intentionally express the infinite worth of God (191).

But what do I love when I love my God?…Not the sweet melody of harmony and song; not the fragrance of flowers, perfumes, and spices; not manna or honey; not limbs such as the body delights to embrace.  It is not these that I love when I love my God.  And yet, when I love him, it is true that I love a light of a certain kind, a voice, a perfume, a food, an embrace; but they are of the kind that I love in my inner self, when my soul is bathed in light that is not bound by space; when it listens to sound that never dies away; when it breathes fragrance that is not borne away on the wind; when it tastes food that is never consumed by the eating; when it clings to an embrace from which it is not severed by fulfillment of desire.  This is what I love when I love my God.  (Confessions, X, 6) (222).

O Lord, how devious we can be!  Our hearts are deceitful, and we look quickly for reasons to believe that our disobedience is not serious.  Humble us before the truth that there is one Judge and one God whose fellowship and fatherly delight is more precious than all the pleasures of sin.  Forbid that we would forfeit this fortune—even for a season—while justifying our sin by thinking that it is small and partial and surrounded by other good deeds (228).

O Lord, grant me to make a difference for you utterly disproportionate to who I am (240).

This would suggest that we should avoid those kinds of gestures or relations that imply our participation in the error or evil of another.  Here I think we are going to have to learn to live with differences of opinions about what measures of interaction imply this kind of participation.  Strong separatists see participation and endorsement implied earlier than others do.  But the principle is there (244).

God’s sovereign right and grace over my fickle will is my only hope for persevering to the end.  This is the sweet reality of the sovereignty of God.  I pray that you will understand it and believe it and revel in the security and joy of it.  What can be sweeter than to be “kept by the power of God”? (1 Peter 1:5) (250).

One mark of Christian authenticity is discontentment with anything less than “all the fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:19).  Coasting is not discipleship (251).

Father, we fear our deadly fondness for floating toward the falls when we ought to be swimming against the current.  O God, have mercy to waken us again and again to the perils of drifting in the Christian life.  Help us heed Hebrews 2:1, “We must pray much closer attention to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away from it.”  Woe to the drifters in a world where all the current is toward destruction!  Grant us to see and to feel that not only life, but also joy, is in the “good fight” that does not end until the final rest (253).

Controversy tends to threaten both love and praise.  It’s hard to revel in a love poem while arguing with someone about whether your sweetheart wrote it (265).

Let us tremble that we, for absolutely no cause in ourselves, have been plucked from this horrid condition and have been made to trust him and have been covered by his infinitely valuable blood so that we will render to him praise for his mercy forever and ever (275).

The pathway to power in Christ is a hard and happy road (279).

There is in the life and teachings of Jesus a relentless tendency toward simplicity.  There is a steady impulse toward living at risk, and with a kind of abandon to the Father’s care that looks foolish to the well-off world.  There is an unsettling other-worldliness that made Jesus and his first followers radically useful in this dead-end world.  There is a freedom from things and for the kingdom that thrills the heart of his disciples (285).

Christ replaces shadows with reality (286).

So flee from the shadow to the Substance and from pattern to the Person (289).

The mercy and the sovereignty of God are the twin pillars of my life.  They are the hope of my future, the energy of my service, the center of my theology, the bond of my marriage, the best medicine in all my sickness, the remedy of all my discouragements.  And when I come to die (whether soon or late) these two truths wills stand by my bed and, with infinitely strong and infinitely tender hands, lift me up to God (291).

I seek by perfect submission to his holy will to glorify him, I kiss continually the hand that has afflicted me…(George Muller, Autobiography, 444, 440) (292).

God warns with his wrath and he woos with his kindness (297).

Very great grace brings about very hard work (302).

[Proverbs 16:1]  It means that when man has done all he should and can do in his thinking, the upshot will be God’s sovereign design and outcome.  The point can perhaps best be brought out by understanding “although” to be in front of the verse:  “[Although] the plans of the heart belong to man, [nevertheless] the answer of the tongue is from the Lord.”  In other words, the fact that your thoughts and plans are your responsibility, that does not imply that God is not in control of the outcome.  Do all that you can with what is yours, and God will bring his sovereign plan to pass (314).

Only eternity will show the full wisdom and mercy of God in the curious derailing of our plans and “reinterpretation” of our prayers for a “good” day.  Such are the good purposes of God in the detours of our lives.  With such a God, surely we should be the most trusting and grumble-free people in the world (317).

Apparent contradictions in the Bible do have plausible and possible solutions, and we should be slow to throw out a book that has proved itself for thousands of years as the mighty, saving, transforming Word of God (320).

Don’t coast in your thinking.  Don’t be passive with your mind.  Instead…


Make your ear attentive to wisdom


Incline your heart to understanding…


Cry for discernment,


Lift your voice for understanding…


Seek her as silver,


And search for her as for hidden treasure (Proverbs 2:2-4).

Sleep is a parable that God is God and we are mere men.  God handles the world quite nicely while a hemisphere sleeps.  Sleep is like a broken record that comes around with the same message every day: Man is not sovereign…Man is not sovereign…Man is not sovereign (364).

Instead, turn off the television on Saturday night and read something true and great and beautiful and pure and honorable and excellent and worthy of praise (Philippians 4:8).  Your heart will unshrivel and be able to feel greatness again.

Meekness is a humble openness to God’s truth with a longing to be changed by it (370).

We need to dwell on the biblical worldview until it displaces the secular air we breathe every day (381).

Let the Nations be Glad!    

The Supremacy of God in Missions

Piper, John.  Let the Nations be Glad.  Baker Books: Grand Rapids, 1993.   ISBN: 0-8010-7124-0

The design of the universe…is very magnificent and shouldn’t be taken for granted.  In fact, I believe that is why Einstein had so little use for organized religion, although he strikes me as a basically very religious man.  He must have looked at what the preachers said about God and felt that they were blaspheming.  He had seen much more majesty than they had ever imagined, and they were just not talking about the real thing.  My guess is that he simply felt that religions he’d run across did not have the proper respect…for the Author of the universe.  


The charge of blasphemy is loaded.  The point is to pack a wallop behind the charge that in our worship services God simply doesn’t come through for who he is.  He is unwittingly belittled.  For those who are stunned by the indescribable magnitude of what God has made, not to mention the infinite greatness of the One who made it, the steady diet on Sunday morning of practical “how to’s” and psychological soothing and relational therapy and tactical planning seem dramatically out of touch with Reality—the God of overwhelming greatness.  Martha-like, we are distracted from God in trying to serve God.  (Let the Nations pg12-13)


The zeal of the church for the glory of her King will not rise until pastors and mission leaders and seminary teachers make much more of the King.  When the glory of God himself saturates our preaching and teaching and conversation and writings, and when he predominates above our talk of methods and strategies and psychological buzz words and cultural trends, then the people might begin to feel that he is the central reality of their lives and that the spread of his glory is more important than all their possessions and all their plans.  (Let the Nations pg. 38)

When it looks like he is buried for good, Jesus is doing something awesome in the dark.  (Let the Nations pg. 65)

“Whether life or death be mine, may Christ be magnified in me!  If he has work for me to do, I cannot die.”  --Henry Martyn.  (Let the Nations pg. 74)

The Cross is not a burden to bear, it is an instrument of pain and execution. (Let the Nations pg. 75)

“Is our failure to thrive in Muslim countries owing to the absence of martyrs?  Can a covert church grow in strength?” –George Ottis  (Let the Nations pg. 75)

So we must not water down the call to suffer.  We must not domesticate all the New Testament teaching on affliction and persecution just because our lives are so smooth.  It may be that we have not chosen to live in all the radical ways of love that God wants us to.  It may be that our time of suffering is just round the corner.  But it will not do to take our own comfortable lives and make them the measure of what we allow the Bible to mean.  (Let the Nations pg. 76)

“I remember my last confirmation class before I left Romania.  I took a group of ten to fifteen boys and girls on a Sunday morning, not to a church, but to the zoo.  Before the cage of lions I told them, ‘Your forefathers in faith were thrown before such wild beasts for their faith.  Know that you also will have to suffer.  You will not be thrown before lions but you will have to do with men who would be much worse than lions.  Decide here and now if you wish to pledge allegiance to Christ.’  They had tears in their eyes when they said, ‘Yes.’” –Richard Wurmbrand   (Let the Nations pg. 79-80)

“We have to make the preparation now, before we are imprisoned.  In prison you lose everything.  You are undressed and given a prisoner’s suit.  No more nice furniture, nice carpets, or nice curtains.  You do not have a wife any more and you do not have your children.  You do not have your library and you never see a flower.  Nothing of what makes life pleasant remains.  Nobody resists who has not renounced the pleasures of life beforehand.”  --Richard Wurbrand   (Let the Nations pg.  80)

In the context of suffering:  Why does God allow this?  No, that is not quite the right question.  We have to ask, Why does God appoint this?   (Let the Nations pg. 85)

This is the first purpose of missionary suffering: to wean us from the world and set our hope fully in God alone.   (Let the Nations pg. 88)

The lesson is that comfort and ease and affluence and prosperity and safety and freedom often cause a tremendous inertia in the church.  The very things that we think would produce personnel and energy and creative investment of time and money for the missionary cause, instead produce the exact opposite:  weakness, apathy, lethargy, self-centeredness, preoccupation with security.  (Let the Nations pg. 97)

Loss and suffering, joyfully accepted for the kingdom of God, show the supremacy of God’s worth more clearly in the world than all worship and prayer.   (Let the Nations pg. 102)

The fearless joy in spite of real danger and great pain is the display of God’s superiority over all that the world has to offer.  (Let the Nations pg. 103)

You cannot show the preciousness of a person by being happy with his gifts.  Gratitude for gifts does not prove that the giver is precious.  What proves that the giver is precious is the glad-hearted readiness to leave all his gifts to be with him.  (Let the Nations pg. 105)

It is almost impossible for Christians in the West to come to terms with Jesus’ commendation of the widow who “out of her poverty put in all the living that she had” (Luke 21:4).  To see this spirit fleshed out we may have to leave our countries and go elsewhere.  Stanford Kelly illustrates it from Haiti.

The church was having a Thanksgiving festival and each Christian was invited to bring a love offering.  One envelope from a Haitian man named Edmund held $13 cash.  That amount was three month’s income for a working man there.  Kelly was as surprised as those counting a Sunday offering in the United States might be to get a $6,000 cash gift.  He looked around for Edmund, but couldn’t see him.

Later Kelly met him in the village and questioned him.  He pressed him for an explanation and found that Edmund had sold his horse in order to give the $13 gift to God.  But why hadn’t he come to the festival?  He hesitated and didn’t want to answer.



Finally Edmund said, “I had no shirt to wear.”





(Let the Nations pg. 107)

The infinite horrors of hell are intended by God to be a vivid demonstration of the infinite value of his glory, which sinners have belittled.   (Let the Nations pg. 127)

The Supremacy of God in Preaching

Piper, John. The Supremacy of God in Preaching. Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1990.  ISBN: 0-8010-7112-7

People are starving for the greatness of God.  But most of them would not give this diagnosis of their troubled lives.  The majesty of God is an unknown cure.  There are far more popular prescriptions on the market, but the benefit of any other remedy is brief and shallow.  Preaching that does not have the aroma of God’s greatness may entertain for a season, but it will not touch the hidden cry of the soul: “Show me thy glory!” (9).

The greatness and the glory of God are relevant.  It does not matter if surveys turn up a list of perceived needs that does not include the supreme greatness of the sovereign God of grace.  That is the deepest need.  Our people are starving for God (10-11).

You can mark it down that if you are a preacher God will hide from you much of the fruit he causes in your ministry (19).

The Goal of Preaching: the Glory of God
The Ground of Preaching: the Cross of Christ
The Gift of Preaching: the Power of the Holy Spirit  (19)

James Stewart said the aims of all genuine preaching are “to quicken the conscience by the holiness of God, to feed the mind with the truth of God, to purge the imagination by the beauty of God, to open the heart to the love of God, to devote the will to the purpose of God (19).

“We shall never have great preachers till we have great divines.” (Spurgeon) (21).

One reason why people sometimes doubt the abiding value of God-centered preaching is because they have never heard any (21).

Is this what people take away from worship nowadays—a sense of God, a note of sovereign grace, a theme of panoramic glory, the grand object of God’s infinite Being?  (22)

Man-centered humans are amazed that God should withhold life and joy from his creatures.  But the God-centered Bible is amazed that God should withhold judgment from sinners (30).

Spurgeon said of John Bunyan, “Prick him anywhere; and you will find that his blood is Bibline, the very essence of the Bible flows from him.  He cannot speak without quoting a text, for his soul is full of the Word of God (43).”

His preaching was totally serious from beginning to end.  You will look in vain for one joke in the 1200 sermons that remain.  In one ordination sermon in 1744 he said, “If a minister has light without heat, and entertains his [hearers] with learned discourses, without a savor of the power of godliness, or any appearance of fervency of spirit, and zeal for God and the good of souls, he may gratify itching ears, and fill the heads of his people with empty notions; but it will not be very likely to teach their hearts, or save their souls (48).”

“If any of you that are heads of families, saw one of your children in a house that was all on fire over its head, and in eminent danger of being soon consumed in the flames, that seemed to be very insensible of its danger, and neglected to escape, after you had often spake to it, and called to it, would you go on to speak to it only in a cold and indifferent manner?  Would not you cry aloud, and call earnestly to it, and represent the danger it was in, and its own folly in delaying, in the most lively manner you were capable of?  Would not nature itself teach this, and oblige you to it?  If you should continue to speak to it only in a cold manner, as you are wont to do in ordinary conversation about indifferent matters, would not those about you begin to think you were bereft of reason yourself?...


If [then] we who have the care of souls, knew what hell was, had seen the state of the damned, or by any other means, become sensible how dreadful their case was…and saw our hearers in eminent danger, and that they were not sensible of their danger…it would be morally impossible for us to avoid abundantly and most earnestly setting before them the dreadfulness of that misery they were in danger of…and warning them to fly from it, and even to cry aloud to them (48-49).”  (J Edwards)

He [Edwards] had, at all times, a solemn consciousness of the presence of God (49).

Intensity of feeling, the weight of argument, a deep and pervading solemnity of mind, a savor of the power of godliness, fervency of spirit, zeal for God—these are the marks of the “gravity of preaching.” (50).

I want to give as strong a conviction as words can convey that the work of preaching is to be done in “blood-earnestness.”  We are in no danger of mechanical imitation of Edwards and Chalmers and their Puritan fathers.  We have fallen so far from their conception of preaching that we couldn’t imitate it if we tried (51).

The result is a preaching atmosphere and a preaching style plagued by triviality, levity, carelessness, flippancy, and a general spirit that nothing of eternal and infinite proportions is being done or said on Sunday morning (52).

Gladness and gravity should be woven together in the life and preaching of a pastor in such a way as to sober the careless soul and sweeten the burdens of the saints (52).

If you don’t give gladness, you don’t give the gospel; you give legalism (53).

“No man can give the impression that he himself is clever and that Christ is mighty to save.” (55) (James Denney)

Laughter seems to have replaced repentance as the goal of many preachers.  Laughter means people feel good.  It means they like you.  It means you have moved them.  It means you have some measure of power (56).

“We must conquer—some of us especially—our tendency to levity.  A great distinction exists between holy cheerfulness, which is a virtue, and that general levity, which is a vice.  There is a levity which has not enough heart to laugh, but trifles with everything; it is flippant, hollow, unreal.  A hearty laugh is no more levity than a hearty cry.” (58) (Spurgeon).

Heaven and hell are at stake every Sunday morning not merely because unbelievers might be present, but also because our people are saved “IF they continue in the faith” (Col. 1:23).  Paul connects the steadfastness of faith with the preaching of the Word of God in the gospel (Rom. 10:17) (59).

The aroma of God will not linger on a person who does not linger in the presence of God (60).

I don’t think ministers are to be blamed for raising the affections of their hearers too high, if that which they are affected with be only that which is worthy of affection, and their affections are not raised beyond a proportion to their importance…I should think myself in the way of my duty to raise the affections of my hearers as high as possibly I can, provided that they are affected with nothing but truth, and with affections that are not disagreeable to the nature of what they are affected with.  I know it has long been fashionable to despise a very earnest and pathetical way of preaching; and they, and they only, have been valued as preachers, that have shown the greatest extent of learning, and strength of reason, and correctness of method and language: but I humbly conceive it has been for want of understanding, or duly considering human nature, that such preaching has been thought to have the greatest tendency to answer the ends of preaching; and the experience of the present and past ages abundantly confirms the same (82-83) (J Edwards).

The use of threat or warning in preaching to the saints is rare today for at least two reasons: It produces guilt and fear, which are considered to be unproductive, and it seems theologically inappropriate because the saints are secure and don’t need to warned or threatened.  Edwards rejected both reasons.  When fear and guilt correspond with the true state of things it is reasonable and loving to stir them up.  And the saints are only as secure as they are willing to give heed to biblical warnings and persevere in godliness.  “Let him who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12) (91).

“Sinners…should be earnestly invited to come and accept of a Savior, and yield their hearts unto him, with all the winning, encouraging arguments for them…that the Gospel affords.” (93) (J Edwards).

The Roots of Endurance

Piper, John.  The Roots of Endurance.  Crossway Books: Wheaton, 2002.   ISBN: 1-58134-427-9

John Newton

Conflict, persecution, danger, stress—they are all normal.  The mind-set that moves away from these will move away from reality and away from Christ.  Golgotha was not a suburb of Jerusalem (19).

The danger is real that professing Christians will simply grow weary of well doing (Galations 6:9); that we will fail to take heed to ourselves (1 Timothy 4:16) and each other; and that we will just drift through life (Hebrews 2:1) and fail to see that there is a fight to be fought and a race to be won (1 Timothy 6:12; 2 Timothy 4:7) (20).

Our fight and our race and endurance is radically God-centered, Christ-exalting, Spirit-dependent, promise-supported life.  It is not a “just do it” ethic.  It is not a moral self-improvement program.

Oh, how rare are the Christians who speak with a tender heart and have a theological backbone of steal (42).

“I (John Newton) am more a Calvinist than anything else; but I use my Calvinism in my writings and my preaching as I use this sugar”—taking a lump, and putting it into his tea-cup, and stirring it, adding, “I do not give it alone, and whole; but mixed and diluted.”  In other words, his Calvinism permeated all that he wrote and taught and served to sweeten everything.  Few people like to eat sugar cubes, but they like the effect of sugar when it permeates in right proportion (64).

We may hurt the cause of Christ in generations to come while seeming to make the cause more pleasing now (66).

Defending the truth is a crucial part of that, but it is not the main part.  Holding the truth and permeating all our ministry with the greatness and sweetness of truth for the transformation of our people’s lives is the main part of our ministry (67).

“The men of this world are children.  Offer a child an apple and bank note, he will doubtless choose the apple.”  We say, “Men are foolish to fret so much over material things when they will inherit eternal riches.” But Newton says:

Suppose a man was going to New York to take possession of a large estate, and his [carriage] should break down a mile before he got to the city, which obliged him to walk the rest of the way; what a fool we should think him, if we saw him wringing his hands, and blubbering out all the remaining mile, “My carriage is broken!  My carriage is broken!  (68)

A company of travelers fall into a pit: one of them gets a passenger to draw him out.  Now he should not be angry with the rest for falling in; nor because they are not yet out, as he is.  He did not pull himself out: instead, therefore, of reproaching them, he should show them pity…A man, truly illuminated, will no more despise others, than Bartimaeus, after his own eyes were opened, would take a stick, and beat every blind man he met (73)

One of the pervasive marks of our times I emotional fragility.  We have little capacity for surviving and thriving in the face of criticism and opposition. 

When historians list the character traits of America in the last third of the twentieth century, commitment, constancy, tenacity, endurance, patience, resolve, and perseverance will not be on the list.  The list will begin with an all-consuming interest in self-esteem (79).

We need to spend time with the kind of people—whether dead or alive—whose lives prove there is another way to live (80).

A Conversation with John Wesley

Sir, I understand that you are called an Arminian; and I have been sometimes called a Calvinist; and therefore I suppose we are to draw daggers. But before I consent to begin the combat, with your permission I will ask you a few questions.  Pray, Sir, do you feel yourself a depraved creature, so depraved that you would never have thought of turning to God, if God had not first put it into your heart?



Yes, I do indeed.

And do you utterly despair of recommending yourself to God by anything you can do; and look for salvation solely through the blood and righteousness of Christ?


Yes, solely through Christ.

But, Sir, supposing you were a first saved by Christ, are you not somehow or other to save yourself afterwards by your own works?



No, I must be saved by Christ from first to last.

Allowing, then, that you were first turned by the grace of God, are you not in some way or other to keep yourself by your own power?


No.

What then, are you to be upheld every hour and every moment by God, as much as an infant in its mother’s arms?



Yes, altogether.

And is all your hope in the grace and mercy of God to preserve you unto His heavenly kingdom?



Yes, I have no hope but in Him.

Then, Sir, with you leave I will put up my dagger again; for this is all my Calvinism; this is my election, my justification by faith, my final perseverance: it is in substance all that I hold, and as I hold it; and therefore, if you please, instead of searching out terms and phrases to be a ground of contention between us we will cordially unite in those things wherein we agree. (87-88)

Venn took the girls to the backyard and said, “Pick me one of those peaches.” But it was early summer, and “the time of peaches was not yet.” They asked why he would want the green, unripe fruit.  Venn replied, “Well, my dears, it is green now, and we must wait; but a little more sun, and few more showers, and the peach will be ripe and sweet.  So it is with Mr. Simeon.

I laid you aside, because you entertained with satisfaction the thought of resting from your labor; but now you have arrived at the very period when you had promised yourself that satisfaction, and have determined instead to spend your strength for me to the latest hour of you life, I have doubled, trebled, quadrupled you strength, that you may execute your desire on a more extended plan. (96)

Charles Simeon

We would all do well not to be curious about what others are saying about us.  There is little good that can come of it: pride, if the comments are good; discouragement, if they are critical; anger, if they are false.  These are not the emotions we need to cultivate.  Trusted counsel from reliable people, not rumors, is the stuff of good self-assessment (100).

 Controversy and doctrinal accountability are tasks we must engage in until the Lord returns.  It is not a happy business, but it is a necessary one.  And in so doing, we must all heed Simeon’s words to examine our motives lest we love controversy more than the truth itself. (101)

There are but two objects that I have ever desired for these forty years to behold; the one, is my own vileness; and the other is, the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ: and I have always thought that they should be viewed together; just as Aaron confessed all the sins of all Israel whilst he put them on the head of the scapegoat.  The disease did not keep him from applying to the remedy, nor did the remedy keep him from feeling the disease. By this I seek to be, not only humble and thankful but humbled in thankfulness, before my God and Savior continually (108).

Brokenness of heart is the key to the whole (110).

You often feel that your prayers scarcely reach the ceiling; but, oh, get into this humble spirit by considering how good the Lord is, and how evil you all are, and then prayer will mount on wings of faith to heaven.  The sigh, the groan of a broken heart, will soon go through the ceiling up to heaven, aye, into the very bosom of God (111).

Self-humiliation for Simeon consisted not of belittling the gifts that God had given him or pretending that he was a man of no account, or exaggerating the sins of which he was very conscious.  He went about it by consciously bringing himself into the presence of God, dwelling thoughtfully on his majesty and glory, magnifying the mercy of his forgiveness and the wonder of his love.  These were the things that humbled him—not so much his own sinfulness but God’s incredible love (112).

There are but two lessons for Christians to learn: the one is, to enjoy God in everything; the other is, to enjoy everything in God.  (113).

Brethren, you may judge whether you are Christians in deed and in truth, or whether you are only such in name…For a nominal Christian is content with proving the way of salvation by a crucified Redeemer.  But the true Christian loves it, delights in it, glories in it, and shudders at the very thought of glorifying anything else.  (114).

William Wilberforce

No true Christian can endure in battling unrighteousness unless his heart is aflame with new spiritual affections, or passions (118).

No man has a right to be idle (119).

New affections and this reformation did not come from mere ethical systems (119).

The fatal habit of considering Christian morals as distinct from Christian doctrines insensibly gained strength.  Thus the peculiar doctrines insensibly gained strength.  Thus the peculiar doctrines of Christianity went more and more out of sight, and as might naturally have been expected, the moral system itself also began to wither and decay, being robbed of that which should have supplied it with life and nutriment (120).

For the good of society, the good of society must not be the primary good (122).

We run the risk of rushing into the presence of our Maker in the very act of offending him.  [comment on dueling] (122).

Riches were considering them as in themselves, acceptable, but, from the infirmity of our nature, as highly dangerous possessions; and we are to value them chiefly not as instruments of luxury or splendor, but as affording the means of honoring our heavenly Benefactor, and lessening the miseries of mankind (126).

Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ

Piper, John.  Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ. Wheaton: Crossway Publishing, 2001.  ISBN: 1-58134-265-9

It is a strange thing that, among folks who do not follow Jesus as their Lord and God, almost no one wants to say bad things about him.  The same thing is true of crosses: They are nice to wear for jewelry, but nobody wants to die on one.  The only crosses people want are domesticated ones (12).

Indeed, what could be more ludicrous in a vast and glorious universe like this than a human being, on the speck called earth, standing in front of a mirror trying to find significance in his own self-image?  It is a great sadness that this is the gospel of the modern world (21).

The Christian Gospel is about “the glory of Christ,” not about me.  And when it is—in some measure—about me, it is not about my being made much of by God, but about God mercifully enabling me to enjoy making much of him forever (22).

The glory of Christ is not a simple thing.  It is a coming together in one person of extremely diverse qualities (36).

The glory of Christ shines all the brighter because the conjunction of his diverse excellencies corresponds perfectly to our complexity (38).

A general’s complex battle strategy may suffer the enemy to have temporary and apparent tactical triumphs, only to gain a greater victory in the end.  This is not a mark of confusion in the mind of the general.  It may appear so to those who see only part of the field. But it is his glory (44).

Jesus Christ defines reality in the beginning and gives it form every second (52).

Will we worship or will we curse the One who rules the world?  Shall sinners dictate who should live and who should die?  Or shall we say with Hannah, “The LORD brings death and makes alive; he brings down to the grave and raises up?” (I Samuel 2:6, NIV)

There is no one who perplexes Jesus.  No thought or action is unintelligible to him.  He knows its origin and end.  The most convoluted psychotic and the most abstruse genius are open and laid bare to his understanding.  He understands every motion of every mind (58).

Nothing greater can be said about the knowledge of Jesus than that he knows God perfectly (60).

Let us not play the fool by trumpeting the wonder of these tiny chirps while ignoring the thunderclap of Christ’s omniscience (61).

Fight for us, O God, that we not drift numb and blind and foolish into vain and empty excitements.  Life is too short, too precious, too painful to waste on worldly bubbles that burst.  Heaven is too great, hell is too horrible, eternity is too long that we should putter around on the porch of eternity (78).

The glory of Christ is seen in his absolute right and power to annihilate or incapacitate Satan and all demons.  But the reason he refrains from destroying and disabling them altogether is to manifest more clearly his superior beauty and worth.  If Christ obliterated all devils and demons now (which he could do), his sheer power would be seen as glorious, but his superior beauty and worthy would not shine as brightly as when humans renounce the promises of Satan and take pleasure in the greater glory of Christ (81).

It was a costly triumph.  But God’s values are not so easily reckoned.  If God had simply terminated Satan, then it would not have been so clear that God is both stronger and infinitely more to be desired than Satan.  God wills for his glory to shine forth not only though acts of physical power, but also through acts of moral and spiritual power that display the beauty of his grace with lavish colors.  To take sinners out of Satan’s hands by virtue of Christ’s sin-bearing sacrifice and his law-fulfilling obedience to the Father was a more glorious victory than mere annihilation of the enemy (85).

The universe exists primarily to display the wealth of the glory of the mercy of God for the enjoyment of his redeemed people from every tribe and tongue and people and nation (90).

Jesus’ entire ministry was shaped by the insight that mercy is the ultimate meaning of God’s law (95).

The place where mercies are kept is at the throne of God.  Here is infinite wealth and infinite power and infinite wisdom.  And all this stands ready in the service of mercy, because of Jesus Christ, the mercy of God incarnate.  Whether you learn this through pleasure, or learn it though pain, like Job, whatever you do, learn it: “The lord is full of compassion and is merciful” (James 5:11) (96).

Pierced by the WORD
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God will not be used as currency for the purchase of idols (18).

What we suffer from today is humility in the wrong place.  Modesty has moved from the organ of ambition.  Modesty has settled upon the organ of conviction; where it was never meant to be.  A man was meant to be doubtful about himself, but undoubting about the truth; this has been exactly reversed.  Nowadays the part of man that a man does assert is exactly the part he ought not to assert—himself.  The part he doubts is exactly the part he ought not to doubt—the Divine Reason…The new skeptic is so humble that he doubts if he can even learn…There is a real humility typical of our time; but it so happens that it’s practically a more poisonous humility than the wildest prostrations of the ascetic… The old humility made a man doubtful about his efforts, which might make him work harder.  But the new humility makes a man doubtful about his aims, which make him stop working altogether…We are on the road to producing a race of man too mentally modest to believe in the multiplication table (G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 35-36).
Modern-day humility is firmly rooted in the relativism that recoils from knowing truth and naming error.  But that is not what humility used to mean (36).

The whole psalm [63] is addressed to God.  He asks for one thing—not protection, not victory, but God Himself, satisfying his soul, like water satisfies thirst in a dry and weary land…There are seasons of pain and loss and grief and darkness when nothing is worth asking for but God.  Everything else seems trivial, even life (40).

“I, I am he who comforts you; who are you that you are afraid of man who dies, of the son of man who is made like grass?”  Who are you to fear man, when God has promised to help you?  So it is pride to fear man.  And pride is the exact opposite of the fear of God (45).

But if you live for eternity, you will forego a few fads in order to be everlastingly relevant (54).

Oh, what a difference it makes when one believes in hell—with trembling and with tears.  There is seriousness over all of life, and an urgency in all our endeavors, and a flavor of blood-earnestness that seasons everything and makes sin feel more sinful, and righteousness feel more righteous, and life feel more precious, and relationships feel more profound, and God appear more weighty (55).

Oh, may we see Christ with the eyes of God and savor Christ with the heart of God.  That is the essence of heaven.  That is the gift Christ came to purchase for sinners at the cost of His death in our place (63).

This points to the root of sinful condition: independence from God, rebellion against God.  At root our sinful condition is the commitment to be our own god (66).

If you live where there are no seasons, you won’t miss the colors of fall.  If you watch fifty TV ads each night, you may forget there is such a thing as wisdom.  TV is mostly trivial.  It seldom inspires great thoughts or great feelings with glimpses of great Truth (77).

Or to say in another way, this experience of the love of God is the work of the Spirit giving unspeakable joy in response to the mind’s perception of the demonstration of that love in Jesus Christ (88).

Beware of seeking the Spirit by emptying your head (87).

This kind of thinking about feelings is one of the reasons there is so much shallow Christianity.  We think the only things that have moral significance in the world are acts of reflection and volition.  And we think feelings like desire and delight and frustration and anger are not acts of volition, but waves that break on the shore of our souls with no moral significance.  Small wonder that many people do not earnestly seek to be transformed at the level of feelings, but only of “choices.”  That makes for a superficial saint (at best) (117).

Though everything else in religion were by some unthinkable catastrophe to be swept out of memory, were blotted from my understanding, my soul would wander back to those early scenes, and shut itself up once again in the Sanctuary Closet, and, hearing still the echoes of those cries to God, would hurl back all doubt with the victorious appeal, “He walked with God, why may not I?”


How much my father’s prayers at this time impressed me I can never explain, nor could any stranger understand.  When, on his knees and all of us kneeling around him in Family Worship, he poured out his whole soul with tears for the conversion of the Heathen world to the service of Jesus, and for every personal and domestic need, we all felt as if in the presence of the living Savior, and learned to know and love him as our Divine friend (James C. Paton, 8, 131).

Brothers, We are NOT Professionals
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· I must feel the truth of hell—that it exists and is terrible and horrible beyond imaginings forever and ever.  “These will go away into eternal punishment” (Matt. 25:46).  Even if I try to make the “lake of fire” (Rev. 20:15) or the “fiery furnace” (Matt. 13:42) a symbol, I am confronted with the terrifying thought that symbols are not overstatements but understatements of reality.  Jesus did not choose these pictures to tell us that hell is easier than burning.

· I must feel the truth that once I was as close to hell as I am to the chair I am sitting on—even closer.  Its darkness, like vapor, had entered my soul and was luring me down.  Its heat had already seared the skin of my conscience.  Its views were my views.  I was a son of hell (Matt. 23:15), a child of the Devil (John 8:44) and of wrath (Eph. 2:3).  I belonged to the viper’s brood (Matt. 3:7), without hope and without God (Eph. 2:12).  I must believe that just as a rock climber, having slipped, hangs over the deadly cliff by his fingertips, so I once hung over hell and was a heartbeat away from eternal torment.  I say it slowly, eternal torment!
· I must feel the truth that God’s wrath was on my head (John 3:36); His face was against me (Ps. 34:16); He hated me in my sins (Ps. 5:5); His curse and fury were my portion (Gal. 3:10).  Hell was not forced on God by Satan.  It was His design and appointment for people like me (Matt. 25:41).

· I must feel in my heart that all the righteousness in the universe was on the side of God and against me.  In the balances of justice, I was lighter than air.  I had not one fraction of a right to appeal to my sentence of condemnation.  My mouth was stopped (Rom. 3:19).  I was corrupt and guilty through and through, and God was perfectly righteous in His sentence (Ps. 51:4; Rom. 3:4).

Brothers, you have heard it said, “Do not think such negative thoughts, do not preach such negative things, do not look back.  Speak of the blessed love of God and look to the new creation.”  But I say to you, on the authority of Scripture, remember, remember, remember the horrid condition of being separated from Christ, without hope and without God, on the brink of hell.  “Remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12).


If I do not believe in my heart these awful truths—believe them so that they are real in my feelings—then the blessed love of God in Christ will scarcely shine at all.  The sweetness of the air of redemption will be hardly detectable.  The infinite marvel of my new life will be commonplace.  The wonder that to me, a child of hell, all things are given for an inheritance will not strike me speechless with trembling humility and lowly gratitude.  The whole affair of salvation will seem ho-hum, and my entrance into paradise will seem a matter of course.  When the heart no longer feels the truth of hell, the gospel passes from good news to simply news.  Then intensity of joy is blunted and the heart-spring of love is dried up (114-16).

“A truly Christian love, either to God or men, is a humble brokenhearted love.  The desire of the saints, however earnest, are humble desires: their hope is an humble hope; and their joy even when it is unspeakable, and full of glory, is a humble, broken-hearted joy, and leaves the Christian more poor in spirit, and more like a little child, and more disposed to a universal lowliness of behavior.”  (Edwards, 117).

The danger of formalism is real, but the danger of spontaneity is also great.  If the heart is without passion it will produce lifeless, jargon-laden spontaneity.  And if the heart is aflame, no form will quench it (145).

There is no necessary contradiction between form and fire (145).

On one hand, legalism means treating Biblical standards of conduct as regulations to be kept by our own power in order to earn God’s favor.  On the other hand, it means erecting specific requirements of conduct beyond the teaching of Scripture and making adherence to them the means by which a person is qualified for local church membership (154).

Let us not be deceived by outward appearances.  Satan “disguises himself as an angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14).  He keeps his deadliest diseases most sanitary.  He clothes his captains in religious garments and houses his weapons in temples.  Legalism is a more dangerous disease than alcoholism because it doesn’t look like one.  Alcoholism makes men fail; legalism helps them succeed in the world.  Alcoholism makes men depend on the bottle; legalism makes them self-sufficient, depending on no one.  Alcoholism destroys moral resolve; legalism gives it strength.  Alcoholics don’t feel welcome in the church; legalists love to hear their morality extolled in church (155).

What we suffer from today is humility in the wrong place.  Modesty has settled upon the organ of conviction; where it was never meant to be.  A man was meant to be doubtful about himself, but undoubting about the truth; this has been exactly reversed.  Nowadays the part of a man that a man does assert is exactly the part he ought not to assert—himself.  The part he doubts is exactly the part he ought not to doubt—the Divine Reason…We are on the road to producing a race of man too mentally modest to believe in the multiplication table (G.K. Chesterton, 162).

Religious Affections

-Jonathan Edwards

Abridged and updated by Ellyn Sanna.  ISBN 1-57748-525-4

*Almost every statement in this book is backed by Scripture too numerous for me to list.  The page numbers are included for contextual reference if you desire to read the Biblical basis more extensively

Trials like this have a tendency to distinguish between true faith and false (19).

These trials are of further benefit to true faith, not only because they reveal its truth, but also because they make its genuine beauty and sweetness remarkably clear (19-20).

Trials benefit true faith by purifying and strengthening it (20).

The nature of this joy: “unspeakable and full of glory.”  It is very different from worldly joys and physical delights; its nature is vastly more pure, sublime, and heavenly, since it is something supernatural, truly divine, and indescribably excellent (21).

True faith mostly depends on having the emotions of God, loving the things he loves (22).

The affections are nothing more than the vigorous and perceptible inclinations of the soul’s will, the springs of motion and action, our deepest feelings (22).

The kind of faith acceptable to God does not consist in weak, dull, and lifeless wishes, raising us only a little above a state of indifference: God, in His Word, insists that if we are earnest, we will be “fervent in spirit,” and our hearts will be vigorously involved with our faith (25).

True faith is always powerful, and its power is first demonstrated within the heart, the site of its source (26).

The person who has doctrinal knowledge and intellectual speculation only, without the heart being engaged, is never truly involved with the business of religion (28).

No one ever wanted to fly for refuge to Christ, while his heart remained unaffected.  Nor was there ever a saint awakened out of a cold, lifeless state of declining faith and brought back to God, without having her heart being affected (29).

Those who are truly spiritual people tremble at God’s Word, their flesh trembles in fear of Him, and His excellency makes them afraid (29).

Hope is so important to true religion, that the apostle says, “We are saved by hope” (Rom. 8:24) (30).

Spiritual sorrow, mourning, and brokenness of heart are also part of real religion.  The Bible tells us: “Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted” (Matt. 5:4); “The Lord is nigh unto them that are of broken heart; and saveth such as be of contrite spirit” (Ps. 34:18) (31).

Another deep feeling that the Bible tells us we will experience if we are truly spiritual is gratitude (31).

Zeal is yet another deep emotion that is essential to real faith.  Titus 2:14, Rev. 3:15-16, 19.  (32)

We must not only experience divine emotions, but we must open our heart to them and to the Light from which they spring, until our hearts form habits that will express themselves in action.  This is the whole of religion (34).

(Pil. 1:8; 4:1: 2 Tim. 1:4; 2 Cor. 1:12; 7:7, 9, 16; Phil. 1:4; 2:17; 3:3; Col. 1:24; 1 Thess. 3:9)  Now if you can read these scriptural accounts of this great apostle and yet not see how much Paul’s religion consisted of emotions, you must be able to shut your eyes against the light that’s shining full in your face (36).

Jesus Himself, the perfect example of the truly spiritual life, expressed His goodness through healthy emotions.  His words were more deeply loving than anything else that was ever penned or spoken by any human being (37).

It would be silly to think that just because we no longer have earthly bodies in heaven, we will no longer have emotions (37).

If we want to learn about real religion, we must go where the life of the spirit is most real, where there is nothing else besides this life, where nothing detracts from it or obscures it (38).

For instance, prayer; obviously, prayer’s purpose is not to inform God of His own majesty, holiness, goodness, and all-sufficiency.  God also knows our own emptiness, dependence, and unworthiness, as well as our wants and desires.  Instead, prayers affect our own hearts, preparing us to receive the blessing we ask.  Our gestures and external behavior during worship, our expressions of humility and reverence, are valuable only because they affect our own hearts or the hearts of others (39).

A hard heart clearly means one that is not moved by emotions.  Instead, it is like a stone, insensible, dull, unmoved.  A hard-hearted person is not easily impressed (40).

Intellectual understanding is a waste of time if it does not produce holy affection in the heart: no habit or principle of the heart is good if it does not grow from these deep spiritual experiences (42).

People who disregard all religious emotions are in error…We see here how clever Satan is.  First, knowing how inexperienced most people are when it comes to intense spiritual emotions, he sowed tares among the wheat, and mingled false feelings with the works of God’s Spirit; he knew that this would delude many people, hurting religion’s reputation as well.  But now, as the results of these false affections begin to be seen, the devil works from another direction, convincing people that all religious feeling should be avoided (42-43).

True spirituality must be something more than pure emotion—and yet we cannot be truly spiritual if our hearts are untouched (43).

If true spirituality lies in the heart, then we can infer that we should look for those things that tend to move our hearts—books, ways of preaching the Word, ways of worshipping God in prayer and singing praises (44).

Why would God create our emotions for earthly concerns, and expect them to be dormant when it comes to spiritual matters (45)?

Christ should move us more deeply than any other thing, for He is the source of our hearts’ life, and our hearts’ feelings were designed to perceive Him (45).

And Scripture often commands us to put our whole hearts into our faith, as in the first and great commandment of the law, where there is an accumulation of emotional expressions, as though words needed to be piled upon words to express the intensity with which we ought to love God: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength” (Mark 12:30). 

The psalmist, speaking of his intense spiritual feelings, makes clear that he is affected in both his flesh (or body) as well as in his soul (Ps. 84:2) (56).

A person may talk too much about her own experiences, bringing them up everywhere to anybody; this is an ominous sign about that person’s spirituality rather than a good one.  A tree that has too many leaves seldom bears much fruit, and a cloud, though it looks heavy with water, if it brings with it too much wind seldom drops much rain to the dry and thirsty earth.  “Whoso boasteth himself of a false gift is like clouds and wind without rain” (Prov. 25:14).  False emotions are more apt to express themselves than are true emotions, for false religion loves to put on a show for others’ admiration, just as the Pharisees did (59).

But if there really is a Power that is entirely different from and beyond our own power, above any natural power, and if this Power is necessary for the production of saving grace in the heart (as most people in this country would agree), then why is it so unreasonable to suppose that this Power could affect people so that they perceive it as being extrinsic to themselves, beyond their own efforts?  It is outside of our own strength and experience, so why is it so strange a thing that it should seem to be what it actually is?  The grace we feel in our hearts is not produced by our own strength, nor is it created by the natural powers of our own faculties, or by any other means of instruments; it is the workmanship of the Spirit of the Almighty.  Obviously, then, some people’s experience of this supernatural grace will feel supernatural.  So why do we look at these people as though they were suffering from delusions?  These people affirm that what they perceive seems to be from outside themselves, from the mighty power of God’s Spirit—and as a result others condemn them, assuming that their experiences are not from God’s Spirit, but from their own delusions or from the devil (60-61).

How can we explain then why the Almighty would so carefully hide His power that the subject of it should be able to discern nothing of it (61)?

Why should we assume that Satan would not be permitted to use Bible verses to deceive and tempt human beings?  If he can bring one comforting text to mind, then he can bring a thousand, choosing Scriptures that will tend to serve his purpose best, heaping up Scripture promises to confirm the false joy and confidence of a poor deluded sinner (66).

In fact, the more excellent anything is, the more often do people try to reproduce counterfeit versions of it.  The subtlety of Satan, as well as human deceit, will strive to counterfeit those virtues that are the most precious (67).

Imagine that a person, through the delusions of his own mind or through Satan’s lies, hears a voice say to him, “Son, be of good cheer, thy sins be forgiven thee,” or “Fear not, it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.”  He assumes that it is God speaking to him, even though he has had no previous contact with Christ.  If such a thing were to happen, this person would naturally experience a whole flood of emotional responses to this “message.”  He will experience overflowing joy and be filled with fervent affection for the imaginary God or Redeemer who he supposes has rescued him from the jaws of some dreadful destruction.  Obviously, this person will be filled with admiration and gratitude for God; he will be full of talk about what he has experienced, so that for awhile he can barely speak of anything else.  He will seem to magnify the God who has done so much for him, calling upon his friends to rejoice with him.  Next, he will enjoy being with people who believe in his experience, acknowledging it as real and paying special attention to him because of it—and he will begin to zealously oppose anyone who doubts his experience.  Eventually, an entire group might rise around him, and he would lead their fight against all those who refused to conform to their ideas.  I could go on and describe many other events that could easily follow these circumstances.  If you think I am exaggerating, then you have little knowledge of human nature (70-71).

Isaiah 40:13 says, “Who hath directed the Spirit of the Lord, or being his counselor hath taught him?”  Unfortunately, some people have gone too far toward directing the Spirit of the Lord; they try to mark out His footsteps for Him, limiting Him to certain steps and methods.  When they do this, creating a human scheme for God’s actions, others tend to shape their own realities according to this scheme.  As human beings we can’t seem to help doing this.  We take a confused mass of experiences, and we try to make sense out of them any way we can.  If we have been given a certain paradigm to apply, then without realizing what we are doing, we pick out those experiences that will fit into this already existing structure.  We notice those things that fit or paradigm; we are blind to aspects of our experience that are incongruent to this human structure.  Our spiritual leaders tend to follow right along, using these same paradigms, shaping our religious experiences to fit their preconceived notions of the Spirit’s working (77).

You cannot equate the time and effort people spend on religion with the depth and sincerity of their spiritual feeling (78).

There are two sorts of hypocrites: One is deceived by their external morality and the other is deceived by false doctrine (84).

Faith alone is not enough.  If it were, then the Pharisees should have been in fine shape, for they had faith in abundance.  Life-giving faith, however, leads us forward on our journey toward God.  It is very different from the sort of confidence that insists no journey is even necessary.  The kind of faith I’m talking about here does not look beyond ourselves for its foundation.  Instead, it is an egocentric circle, like saying, “I have faith because I believe I have faith,” or “I believe because I believe that I believe (86).”

“Live by faith and not by sight.”  This sort of council encourages hypocrites never to get in touch with reality (88).

No matter how spiritual we are, we do not have the discernment to tell who is in right relationship with God and who isn’t (88).

People who pride themselves on being able to judge the souls of others usually suffer from one of these three problems: They are inexperienced; they have poor judgment; or they are so conceited and self-confident that they are unaware of their own ignorance (89).

Counterfeit love and joy, as well as other spiritual emotions are all too common (89).

When we are deep in sin, our spiritual senses are affected in the same way; we are unable to discern spiritual reality (96).

He [God, in salvation] becomes so united to the person’s inner faculties that He is now the source of their very being, a living fountain of new life (101).

Light may fall upon something that has no light of its own, and that object may appear to shine, but it has no true light-producing ability (102).

When God’s Spirit lives in us, then, the feelings we experience share in His nature (103).

This new perception or spiritual sensation is so different from any previous mental sensation, that it is as though we discovered a new sense (106).

Real faith takes God at His word and does not insist that God speak some new personal message (112).

Nothing in these sort of revelations [secret facts about the future] inspires us to draw closer to God; they do not reveal the truth of the greatest and most important facts that have ever been or are or ever shall be (114).

We are God’s precious stones, His jewels, and He has authority over the empire of the universe.  We carry his image on our hearts, stamped there by His signet ring, the Holy Spirit (119).

Grace is the seed of glory, the dawning of glory in the heart, and therefore grace is the earnest of our future inheritance in heaven (120).

The spirit of bondage controls us through fear, for the slave fears being beaten—but love cries, Abba, Father; it inclines our hearts toward God, so that we feel intimately and simply connected to Him, like children to their parents, and we behave with God as loving children…We are filled with sweet childlike love for God, and this casts out fear; it erases the spirit of a slave (123).

The love we feel is so strong and living that we cannot doubt its reality.  This is what assures us that we are God’s children.  How can we doubt our childlike union with Him when in our hearts we are simply children, delighting in our parent’s love?  That is why we can fearlessly and naturally cry out to God, “Daddy” (124).

The basis for all spiritual emotions is God’s nature rather than our own; spiritual feeling focuses on God and is not concerned with the self  (125).

When we love the glory of God, Jesus Christ, the Word of God, the works of God, and the ways of God, we do so simply because of what they are—not because of any benefit they bring us (125).

The only good foundation for our love for God is His supreme loveliness and worthiness.  God’s nature or divinity is infinitely marvelous; He possesses infinite beauty, brightness, and glory.  How can our love for Him be built on anything but His utter loveliness?…We are only catching a glimpse of God’s outermost limits, dipping into the very edge of the stream of divine goodness where it reaches our own interests. We lack any concept of the infinite glory of God’s nature, which is the original good, the foundation of all good, the fountain of all loveliness of any sort, and the deepest root of all true love (128).

In many ways, self-love can inspire us to feel a sort of love for God.  However, often we will find that what we love is an imaginary God.  We may not realize our own sinful condition, or how far away from God our selfishness puts us.  In our minds, we form a God that suits us, one who favors us and always agrees with us.  We may feel very fond of this God—but we have created a God that pleases us, and we love this image, rather than the real and living God that rules the universe (130).

We first see that God is lovely, and then we see how much He loves us.  Our hearts are entirely won by the sight of Christ’s glorious excellence (131).

When we have seen the glory of God, and our hearts have been overcome by it, totally captivated with love for God, then our hearts will become tender, sensitive to God, easily moved at each new blessing (133).

God’s kindness to us becomes a mirror where we can look to see an image of God’s beauty and goodness.  The mirror is directly in front of us, for God’s kindness is ever presented in our lives, and we delight to look into it (134).

They [hypocrites] love to hear about Christ’s great love, because it feeds their self-love and even their pride, for they assume that somehow Christ’s favor will lift them above those around them (137).

If we truly love God, we must begin with a delight in His holiness, and not with a delight in any other attribute of His, for no other attribute is truly lovely without His holiness (143).

People who are blind to the glory of God’s holiness cannot see anything of the true glory of His mercy and grace.  They try to break off little pieces of God’s nature and apply them to their own lives, seeing where they will best suit their self-interests.  In this way, they imagine they love God and His attributes, but their vision is distorted; they have failed to grasp God’s holiness, and so they can never truly know Him or love Him (144).

A holy love has a holy object.  A holy nature must love that which is holy (146).

This is the way you examine your love for God, and for Jesus Christ, and for the Word of God, and your joy in them, as well as your love for the people of God.  If you look at these things with a set of expectations in your mind, focusing on them only in relation to yourself, then you will not experience any of the holy relish I have been describing (148).

Knowledge is the key that first opens a hard heart, making room for deeper feeling (150).

When the heart senses what the mind understands, we do not merely look at something from the outside in, but we experience it from deep within our being as well (156).

When our souls discover the true beauty and sweetness of holiness, it opens a new world to our view.  Suddenly, we can see the glory of all God’s perfections; we realize how everything is related to the divine Being, for, as I have observed before, all beauty in the world rises from God’s holiness (156).

If we can perceive the beauty of holiness, then we are seeing the thing most essential to the world (157).

Spiritual knowledge is mainly a taste for the beauty of that which is truly good and holy (163).

When we actively live in grace, we can thus easily distinguish between good and evil, knowing at once what is the loving way to act toward God and others.  Our spiritual perception spontaneously judges what is right, without laborious intellectual deductions and arguments; all we need is to see beauty and taste goodness (164).  

Reason may come afterward to confirm taste, justifying the secret reasons for its conduct; but reason will not know them all, and no matter how it tries, it cannot discover what made taste think as it did.  Judgment takes time, but taste, with one glance of the eye, reveals to us the nature and relations of things in a moment (166).

As God’s children, we do not require tremendous intellects for figuring out how God wants us to behave; the simplest minds are taught by God’s Spirit to be humble, gentle, and loving far more effectively than the most intelligent person in the world could learn through reason and study.  As we love God, as we feel awe and reverence for Him, as we trust Him as His children, our hearts will be filled with heaven, and we will know how we should behave (167).

Human nature will never experience true spiritual guidance until it has been transformed (169).

Religious showmanship is glittery and attractive, particularly to simple people.  That is why spiritual leaders should always be on their guard, for the devil loves to disguise himself as an angel of light, so people will adore him rather than fear him (170).

True grace-filled emotions are accompanied by reasonable evidence and a spiritual conviction that is based on divine reality (172).

Obviously, we can use our human reason to reach the point where we believe in Christ’s claims—and yet our hearts will possess no grace (176).

Divine things convince us and satisfy us simply by their very being, and God reveals His nature in those things by which He has chosen to make Himself known (180).

We will understand just how hideous sin is, for the same perception that discerns the transcendent beauty of holiness must also see how terribly ugly is its opposite; the same taste that savors the sweetness of true goodness, also tastes the bitterness of evil (183).

Christ’s true martyrs did not merely have a strong opinion that the gospel was true; they saw its truth (187).

Spiritual conviction comes only from a grasp of the spiritual beauty and glory of divine things (188).

Grace-filled emotion is always accompanied by this sharpened sense of judgment (190).

But [a] sense of fear and guilt is not enough for a truly spiritual conviction, for these people have no sense of the beauty and sweetness of God’s holiness (190).

People may seem to deeply convinced about religious matters, when really they are only concerned with the ways that religion meets their own self-interest (192).

Grace-filled feeling is accompanied by evangelical humility.  Evangelical humility is the sense that Christians have of their own utter inadequacy—and their complete dependency on God to meet their need (193).

Legal humility may bring a person to despair, but evangelical humility will induce her to voluntarily renounce herself.  The former may subdue people and force them to the ground, but the latter will offer them the freedom and delight of yielding to God’s love (194).

This emptiness [humility] is the wealth we need, and as long as we lack it, we have no true religion, no matter what we may profess to believe, no matter how deep and intense our religious feeling may be.  (Ps. 34:18; Ps. 51:17; Ezek. 20:41, 43; Ezek. 36:26-27)

It’s a reciprocal relationship: A spiritually proud spirit is a legal spirit; legalism and pride go together.  If we are proud of our experiences, thinking that they prove our righteousness, if we shine in our own eyes, then no matter how humbly we talk, speaking of the great things God has done for us, calling upon others to glorify God, we are claiming something for ourselves that is not our due, as though our experiences endowed us with some superior worth (200).

But even though spiritual pride is a subtle and secret sin, one that covers itself with the appearance of great humility, yet two things will always reveal it.  The first thing is this: People who suffer from this disease are apt to compare their spiritual condition favorably to that of others (202).

As grace increases within us, the horizon that lies ahead of us opens more and more to distant view, until our souls are swallowed up by the vastness of the universe.  We are overwhelmed with the need to love this God, this glorious Redeemer, who loved us so much; the love that we have already in our hearts for Him we know cannot possibly be enough.  And so the more we comprehend spiritual reality, the smaller our experiences appear in our own eyes, and we assume that others are far beyond us.  We are amazed that our own hearts should be so stingy in response to God’s infinite bounty, and so we can scarcely believe that such a strange limitation would be true for other spiritual people.  How, we wonder, can we be God’s children, the recipients of Christ’s boundless love, and not be more filled with love?  We assume that our failure to love more must be a peculiar problem all our own, for we can only see the outside of other Christians, while we see our own inner beings (206).

The angels look at us through the beams of Christ’s abundant glory and love, but how can we suppose our most ardent love and praises appear to them who behold the beauty and glory of God without a veil, without any cloud of darkness (210)?

When grace is present in our lives, we are truly humble; we do not value any accomplishment of our own, for our eyes are fixed on the endless wonder of God (211).

A truly humble Christian pays no attention to her personal dignity; it is a meaningless concept to her, and so she thinks nothing of performing some menial task for love, any more than a mother thinks twice about tying her children’s shoes (215).

We are all beggars at God’s gates (218).

Mary could not pour out her ointment until her box was broken, and grace-filled feeling can only flow from a heart that has been broken (221).

You can tell spiritual emotions from others because the feeling that is produced by grace changes our very natures (221).

God does not communicate Himself and His Spirit, His saving grace, as external objects delivered to the soul.  Instead, He gives His Spirit to be united with the soul’s faculties, so that He dwells there, changing the very foundation of who we are (225).

When we hold a mirror to catch a sunbeam, we might say that the light in the glass is from the sun, as much as grace in our souls is from Christ.  But his metaphor is an imperfect one, for the glass remains unchanged by the sunlight; once we bring the glass indoors, it will no longer shine, for it possesses no quality of light for its own.  On the other hand, when our souls receive light from the Sun of Righteousness, our natures become luminous; not only does the Sun shine through us, but we also are little suns, sharing the nature of the Fountain of all light.  We are more like lamps than mirrors; we are the lamps in the tabernacle that were lit with heaven’s fire and thus became in themselves living burning things (225-226).

Some intense emotions come and go without leaving behind any enduring effect.  They go off suddenly, like fireworks, shooting from the heights of emotion and rapture directly to total deadness and dullness.  Spiritual emotions are not like this; when they pass, they leave behind a sweet taste and greater enjoyment for divine things, a stronger bent toward God and holiness (227).

And the Bible does not only say that these childlike qualities are commendable, something we should all aim toward and which some who are extraordinarily far along spiritually may actually attain; no, the Bible says that a child’s spirit is absolutely necessary if we want to enter the kingdom of heaven (234).

But many people seem to be mistaken about the nature of Christian strength.  It is nothing like the brutal fierceness of beasts of prey.  True Christian fortitude consists of strength of mind, through grace, and this strength works in two ways: first, to suppress the selfish passions and desires within our own minds; and second, to help us act in love without being hindered by sinful fear or the opposition of enemies (235).

For the most part, spiritual strength is needed for resisting and suppressing the enemies that are within us; they are our worst and strongest enemies, the ones that have the greatest advantage against us.  With great patience and determination, a good soldier of Jesus Christ mentally maintains a holy calm, gentleness, sweetness, and kindness, despite all the storms, injuries, strange behavior, and surprising events of this evil and unreasonable world.  The Scripture implies this is true strength: “He that is slow to anger is better than the mighty; and he that ruleth his spirit than he that taketh a city” (Prov. 16:32) (235).

Of course we will always have to make allowances for people’s natural temperaments—but not allowances big enough to include wolves and serpents as true Christians.  Real grace changes our very natures, and the worse we once were, the more conspicuous will be the transformation in our hearts (243).

Instead of embracing Christ as their Savior from sin, these people are actually trusting in Him to help them save their sin.  Instead of flying to Him as their refuge from their spiritual enemies, they use Him to defend themselves against God (245).

Another way that holy emotion is different from false feeling is its beautiful symmetry and proportion; in other words, it is well-balanced and consistent (251).

Truly holy feeling is well-balanced.  That is because grace heals our hearts completely, not just here and there (251).

One of the big differences between saints and hypocrites is this, that the saint’s joy and comfort is always accompanied by godly sorrow and mourning for sin (252).

True Christian love includes both souls and bodies, and this is the way Jesus Christ loved (255).

Scripture speaks far more often, though, of “groanings that cannot be uttered,” of “soul-breakings for the longing it hath,” and of “longings, thirstings, and pantings” than it does of a desperate need to talk to another person (257).

False zeal is felt against the sins of others, but the person who has true zeal feels it for her own sins more than anything else (257).

True religion makes us want to spend time alone in meditation and prayer.  We read that this was true for Isaac (Gen. 24:63).  Even more important, we read in the Gospels that Christ too needed to be alone with His Father.  Concealing deep feeling is difficult, and yet grace-filled feeling is often more silent and private than that which is counterfeit (259).

Another way we can tell spiritual “affections” from others is that the deeper our spiritual feeling, the more we long for even more of God.  In other words, our spiritual appetites are increased when our emotions are stirred.  On the other hand, false emotions inspire us to go no further with God; we tend to be satisfied with the experience we have had and seek nothing more.  The more a true saint loves God, the more she wants to love Him, and the more uneasy she is with her lack of love for Him; the more she hates sin, the more she wants to hate it more, and regrets that she is still so attached to it; the more she mourns for sin, the more she wants to mourn for sin; the more her heart is broken, the more she longs for it to be broken still more; the more she thirsts and longs after God and holiness, the more she wishes she could breathe out her very soul in longing for God (262).

The New Testament refers to people’s “giving earnest heed to themselves, running the race that is set before them, striving and agonizing, wrestling not with the flesh and blood but principalities and powers, fighting, putting on the whole armor of God, and standing, pressing forward, reaching forth, continuing insistent in prayer, crying to God day and night”—never converted.  Today, though, many people have gotten in the habit of assuming that once we become Christians, we no longer have to wrestle and strive spiritually; instead, they think we can sit back and relax, enjoying spiritual laziness.  But the Lord “hath filled the hungry with good things; and the rich he hath sent empty away” (Luke 1:53) (266).

Grace-filled and holy feeling demonstrates itself in Christian practice—in other words, in loving acts and practical kindness (267).

True saints may be guilty of some backsliding; they may fall into sin now and then when they yield to temptation, and they may even commit great sins against God.  But still they never completely fall away from God so much that they are tired of religion or habitually hate God’s service and neglect it permanently.  We see this principle in many Scripture passages (Gal. 6:9; Rom. 2:7; Heb. 10:36; Isa. 43:22; Mal. 1:13).  They can never backslide so far that they are habitually more engaged in other things than they are in the business of religion.  If we have experienced a true conversion, then we have been transformed; our very natures have been changed, as we have already discussed, and thus we can never backslide back into our old identities (270).

As we have discussed before, spiritual feeling gives us a taste for the excellence of divinity.  Since we have that taste, it only follows that we will seek to conform our behavior to the same standards of excellence.  Holiness makes us inclined to practice holiness—in other words, to practice everything that is holy (272).

Christian practice and holy life is a sign of sincerity to others (275).

But yet, outward appearances and external demonstrations are never infallible evidences of grace.  The behaviors that I’ve described are the best we can do; when we see them, we are obliged to embrace others as saints, and love them and rejoice in them as God’s children.  This external proof is all we need in this world.  But nothing that we see in each other is ever enough to make us absolutely certain concerning the state of one another’s souls (288).

I am not saying that God’s grace is bought by our works, but only that they are proof of grace.  When a beggar looks at the money in his hands as a sure sing of the kindness of the person who gave it to him, this does not take away from that person’s kindness.  If the beggar had to have money in his hand before he could be given anything, that would mean that the gift was not free—but I am saying just the opposite (316).

So if you find you are still objecting, then I suspect you are experiencing merely a sort of knee-jerk reaction to word works, when you have no real reason in the world for reacting so negatively.  You might as well have the same sort of reflex to the words holiness, godliness, grace, religion, experience, and even faith itself, for none of these can make us righteous either, and if we claim they can, then our doctrine is just as legalistic as if we claimed we were justified by our works (317).

We should not trust our own discernment of others’ hearts, for we can only see a little way into the depths of the human heart (318).

If we were all to make this our practice, then perhaps it would become fashionable for us to show our Christianity with our love and kindness rather than with our loud and ostentatious stories (318).

Surprised by the Voice of God

Deere, Jack. Surprised by the Voice of God. Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996.     ISBN: 0-310-46200-2

I couldn’t figure out why so often prayer and Bible study took on the character of a religious duty rather than a conversation with a person with whom I was deeply in love (18).

I acted as though the Holy Spirit was some kind of impersonal force who provided the church with a vague, ill-defined, general guidance (19).

Finally, after weeks of reading a miraculous Bible and attending monotonous religious services, John walked up to one of the lay leaders and asked, “When do we get to do the stuff?”


“What stuff?” asked the leader.


“You know, the stuff here in the Bible,” said John, as he opened the New Testament and pointed to the Gospels.  “You know, like the stuff Jesus did—raising people from the dead, healing the blind and the paralyzed, you know, that stuff.”


“Well, we don’t do that anymore,” the man said.


“You don’t?”


“No.”


“Well, what do you do?” asked John.


“What we did this morning.”


“For that I gave up drugs?”  John was incredulous that the experience of the people of God today was so different from the experience of the people in the Bible.  However, church leaders were able to get him over his disappointment.  The key was just not to expect too much (23).

Anyone who knows God is a special person living in a special time (26).

So many of us have been conditioned to read the Bible in terms of our experience rather than in terms of the experience of the people in the Bible (26).

Mix that discipline with a little help from God, and it causes us to be better people while we are on the way to heaven (27).

Once the supernatural element is taken out of the Bible, it becomes merely a moralistic life guide.  And God becomes a remote God who helps his people, but not very much (28).

Everyone who got to the crib of Jesus had to be guided by something or someone greater than their own Bible knowledge.  The birth of Jesus teaches us the need for supernatural guidance, regardless of our intellect or knowledge of the Bible (38).

I can’t recall a place in the Bible where Jesus took back this teaching, nor can I think of a place where the apostles “toned it down” in their writings (47).

The book of Acts doesn’t deal in theories about how the Christian life should be lived.  It gives us realistic portrayals of how the first century Christians actually lived (51).

Neither the book of Acts in particular, nor the Scriptures in general, ever credits anyone’s salvation to his or her own disciplined study or pursuit of God.  It is always God who takes the initiative and opens a person’s heart to believe (60).

Some try to dismiss the testimony of Acts by calling it a transitional book.  But transition to what?  A better form of Christianity? (61)

I never saw a miracle, never heard God’s voice outside the Bible, until Christianity of Acts became a serious model for me (63).

[John Welsh] “reckoned the day ill-spent if he stayed not seven or eight hours in prayer.” (73)

“Blessed be thou, O Holy Spirit, that speaketh more comfort to my heart than the voice of my oppressors can speak terror to my ears!” (77)

Nobody really persecutes the church in America because it doesn’t threaten anyone.  And it won’t until it becomes a praying church (88).

Why should we expect God to speak to us when we spend so little time with him (89)?

Many trials in our lives are prolonged because we fail to hear what God is saying to us in the trial (116).

Earth’s crammed with heaven,

And every common bush afire with God;

But only he who sees takes off his shoes;

The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries.   

(Elizabeth Barret Browning, 117)

What had I been doing in seminary?  Had I been learning how to live my life, or had I simply been learning how to use my gift?  What had I been pursuing those four years?  A Saviour, or simply a skill?  If the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth were known, what verdict would be handed down to us, to you and me, about what we’ve been pursuing for so much of our lives, and why?  Had I been reading the Bible the way van Gogh’s sister read books, “to borrow therefrom the force to stimulate my activity?”  Had I read it, searching for principles, to make my life in some way more successful?  Had I read it, searching for promises, to make my life in some way more safe?  Had I read it, searching for proof texts, to give certainty to my own faith or make it more defensible to others?  Had I read it, searching for preaching material, because that was my job?  Had I read it, as van Gogh had read his books, searching for the man who wrote it? (128-129).


The Holy Spirit is the only Person powerful enough to break through the darkness of the human heart with a conviction of sin which leads to repentance (John 16:8) (129).

The clearer the revelation, the harder the task (131).

Sometimes the hardened heart of a professional interpreter of the Bible is tougher to penetrate than armor plating (144).

Step then

From the staid and somber line.

Move out in dancing

Into dreams so daring;

Without them you will settle for the road 

That wanders by and winds to nowhere  (149).

Over the years I have come to rely on divine impressions for guidance in our everyday affairs and for directions in ministry.  For me, these impressions have grown more frequent and specific, even to the point of knowing someone’s name without ever having met them and knowing a condition that God wants to heal or touch.  I have observed the same thing happening to many other Christians who

1. believe that God will speak to them through impressions;

2. want these impressions to serve God and his people;

3. pray regularly for God to speak to them;

4. and act on the impressions when they come, even at the risk of looking foolish in front of others (153).

Sometimes God has to remove our confidence in our intelligence before he can talk to with us (154).

He frequently travels hundreds of miles and pays a lot of money to attend a Christian conference in order to lean a truth that his wife could have told him if he had just stated home and listened! (155).

We would come together to meet Jesus, to hear him and be healed by him, to worship him, to be equipped for ministry, and to bring gifts to build one another up (167).

It is not up to you to make someone obey a message from the Lord.  Ultimately, that is between them and him (194).

If our ministries are to reach their full potential we must have the revelatory guidance of the Holy Spirit.  We must be able to hear God say a simple no or yes.  What do you think would happen to our ministries if we learned, really learned, to place our confidence in the Holy Spirit’s ability to lead, not in our ability to follow?  If we learned not to judge by what our eyes see (Isa. 11:2-4), nor be bound by our traditions (Matt. 15:3) (203).

Pride “lies lowest of all in the foundation of the whole building of sin, and is the most secret, deceitful, and unsearchable in its ways of working…It is ready to mix with everything (236).”

“The more we have it [pride] in ourselves, the more we dislike it in others (C.S. Lewis, 236).”

“A proud man is always looking down on things and people: and, of course, as long as you are looking down, you cannot see something that is above you (238).”

The key that unlocks the meaning of Scripture is not held by institutions of higher learning.  It is found in the hand of Jesus Christ (262).

Knowledge can be so seductive.  The more we know, the easier it is to feel superior to others.  Our hearts are more fragile than we realize.  And pursuing Bible knowledge with a weak heart may further weaken the heart.  If our Bible knowledge grows faster than our love, we will become arrogant (1 Cor. 8:1).  And arrogant Christians do more damage in the body of Christ than all the enemies of Christ put together (265-266).

It is compassion which seeks to understand, while pride seeks to win (308).

God doesn’t throw his pearls before swine.  The ones who find him are those who seek them with all their heart (Deut. 4:29) (312).

When Jesus first called his apostles, he made it clear to them that their first task was not ministry for him, but rather availability to him (313).

And there are things that you can ask an eighteen-year-old to do that you would never dream of asking your six-year-old (317).

Humility is the pathway to intimacy with God, while arrogance leads to a spiritual desert (319).

The proud, no matter how knowledgeable, usually don’t penetrate the thoughts and ways of God because they are convinced that they already know them (330).

Willing to Believe

-R.C. Sproul

Far from being an isolated, peripheral, speculative matter, Edwards thinks this question is supremely important.  He says: 

The subject is of such importance, as to demand attention, and the most thorough consideration.  Of all kinds of knowledge that we can ever obtain, the knowledge of God, and the knowledge of ourselves, are the most important.  As religion is the great business, for which we are created, and on which our happiness depends; and as religion consists in an intercourse between ourselves and our Maker; and so has its foundation in God’s nature and ours, and in the relation that God an we stand in to each other; therefore a true knowledge of both must be needful in order to true religion.  But the knowledge of ourselves consists chiefly in right apprehensions concerning those two chief faculties of our nature, the understanding and will.  Both are very important: yet the science of the latter must be confessed to be of greatest moment; inasmuch as all virtue and religion have their seat more immediately in the will, consisting more especially in right acts and habits of this faculty.  And the grand question about the freedom of the will, is the main point that belongs to the science of the will.  Therefore I say, the importance of this subject greatly demands the attention of Christians, and especially divines.

We may easily slip into the trap of emptying the gospel of its content, accommodating our hearers, and removing the offense inherent in the gospel (19).

Even after the Holy Spirit has liberated us from moral bondage, we tend to discount the severity of that bondage (22).

Then why say that Arminianism “in effect” makes faith a meritorious work?  Because the good response people make to the gospel becomes the ultimate determining factor in salvation.  I often ask my Arminian friends why they are Christian and other people are not.  They say it is because they believe in Christ while others do not.  Then I inquire why they believe and others do not?  “Is it because you are more righteous than the person who abides in unbelief?”   They are quick to say no.  “Is it because you are more intelligent?”  Again the reply is negative.  They say that God is gracious enough to offer salvation to all who believe and that one cannot be saved without that grace.  But this grace is cooperative grace.  Man in his fallen state must reach out and grasp this grace by an act of the will, which is free to accept or reject this grace.  Some exercise the will rightly (or righteously), whole others do not.  When pressed on this point, the Arminian finds it difficult to escape the conclusion that ultimately his salvation rests on some righteous act of the will he has performed.  He has “in effect” merited the merit of Christ, which differs only slightly from the view of Rome (26).

The debate will affect our understanding of God’s righteousness, sovereignty, and grace.  All of these are vital to Christian theology.  If we ignore these issues or regard them as trivial, we greatly demean the full character of God as revealed in Scripture (29).

Free will consists chiefly in the ability to choose either good or evil (36).

He was doomed in spite of himself to die in body as he had willingly become dead in spirit, condemned even to eternal death (had not the grace of God delivered him) because he had forsaken eternal life.  Whoever thinks such punishment either excessive or unjust shows his inability to measure the great iniquity of sinning where sin might so easily have been avoided.  –60-61

For Augustine the sinner is both free and in bondage at the same time, but not in the same sense.  He is free to act according to his own desires, but his desires are only evil.  In an ironic sense he is a slave to his own evil passions, a slave to his own corrupted will.  This corruption greatly affects the will, but it does not destroy it as a faculty of choosing (63).

…it was by the evil use of free-will that man destroyed both it and himself.  For, as a man who kills himself must, of course, be alive when he kills himself, but after he has killed himself ceases to live, and cannot restore himself to life; so, when a man by his own free-will sinned, then sin being victorious over him, the freedom of his will was lost.  (63-64)

The man who is spiritually dead is still biologically alive.  He remains human.  He still makes choices.  But he is spiritually dead, and his choices are spiritually bankrupt.  The fallen sinner is “freely in bondage.” –64

Augustine’s view is frequently said to be that God saves people who are unwilling to be saved, or that his grace operates against their wills, forcing them to choose and bringing them into the kingdom “kicking and screaming against their will.”  This is a gross distortion of Augustine’s view.  The grace of God operates on the heart in such a way as to make the formerly unwilling sinner willing.  The redeemed person chooses Christ because he wants to choose Christ.  The person now wills Christ because God has created a new spirit within the person.  “…if God were not able to remove from the human heart even its obstinacy and hardness,” Augustine says, “He would not say, through the prophet, ‘I will take from them their heart of stone, and will give them a heart of flesh’”  (Ezekiel 11:9) (66).

For he chose us, not because we believed, but that we might believe (66).

The on-going controversy between Augustinianism and semi-Pelagianism is an intramural debate among believers (70).

The semi-Pelagians wanted to preserve the same truths, but they were also deeply concerned about human freedom and responsibility, as well as the universal availability of saving grace (70).

 Casian rejects Augustine’s view of the will’s moral inability to incline itself to good or to God (72).

In Cassian’s view his key difference with Augustine was over irresistible grace.  For Augustine, man’s will, though still capable of making choices, is morally unable to incline itself toward good (72).

When Augustine says grace is irresistible, he means it is effectual.  It is a monergistic work of God that accomplishes that he intends it to accomplish.  Divine grace changes the human heart, resurrecting the sinner from spiritual death to spiritual life.  Regenerating grace makes the sinner willing to believe and come to Christ.  Formerly the sinner was unwilling and not inclined to choose Christ, but now he is not only willing but eager to choose Christ.  The sinner is not dragged to Christ against his will or forced to choose something he does not want to choose.  The grace of divine regeneration changes the heart’s disposition in such a way as to raise the sinner from death to life, from unbelief to faith.  


This view is clearly monergistic at the initial point of the sinner’s movement from unbelief to faith.  The whole process, however, is not monergistic.  Once the operative grace of regeneration is given, the rest of the process is synergistic.  That is, after the soul has been changed by effectual or irresistible grace, the person himself chooses Christ.  God does not make the choice for him.  It is the person who believes, not God who believes for him.  Indeed the rest of the Christian life of sanctification unfolds in a synergistic pattern.  


There is much confusion about the debate between monergism and synergism.  When Augustinianism is defined as monergistic, one must remember that it is monergistic with respect to the beginning of salvation, not to the whole process (73).

When man sins, he does his own will; when he does good, he executes the will of God, yet voluntarily (77).

Clearly the Roman Catholic church was rejecting the view that the beginning point of faith is the fallen will.  The ability to do good proceeds from grace (76).

As we will see later, the Reformers did not teach that God’s irresistible grace makes people unable to dissent even if they should want to.  The effectual work of God is such that the sinner cannot dissent precisely because he does not want to dissent (77).

We certainly obey God with our will, but it is with a will which he has formed in us (79).

What preparation can there be in a heart of iron, until by a wondrous change it begins to be a heart of flesh?  (79).

They are free whom the Son makes free, and that all others are the slaves of sin (79).

Free-will without the assistance of God avails for nothing except for sin (80).

It touches the issue of the sola in sola gratia.  Both sides affirmed the necessity of grace, but at issue (as in the debate over justification) was the sola.  Is the decisive factor in salvation something man does or something God does?  (88)

So it is not irreligious, idle, or superfluous, but in the highest degree wholesome and necessary, for a Christian to know whether or not his will has anything to do in matters pertaining to salvation (89).  

It is a matter of proper knowledge of both self and God (89).

It is, then, fundamentally necessary and wholesome for Christians to know that God foreknows nothing contingently, but that He foresees, purposes, and does all thing according to His own immutable, eternal and infallible will.  This bombshell knocks “free-will” flat, and utterly shatters it; so that those who want to assert it must either deny my bombshell, or pretend not to notice it, or find some other way of dodging it….


…You insist that we should learn the immutability of God’s will, while forbidding us to know the immutability of His foreknowledge!  Do you suppose that He does not will what he foreknows, or that He does not foreknow what he wills?  If he wills what He foreknows, His will is eternal and changeless, because His nature is so.  From which it follows, by resistless logic, that we do, however it may appear to us to be done mutably and contingently, is in reality done necessarily and immutably in respect of God’s will.  For the will of God is effective and cannot be impeded, since power belongs to God’s nature; and His wisdom is such that He cannot be deceived.  Since then His will is not impeded, what is done cannot but be done where, when, how, as far as, and by whom, He foresees and wills (90)—Luther

It is the first assertion that has evoked furious debate: God wills whatsoever he foreknows (91).

“For if you hesitate to believe, or are too proud to acknowledge, that God foreknows and wills all things, not contingently, but necessarily and wills all things, not contingently, but necessarily and immutably, how can you believe, trust and rely on His promises?”  (Luther, 92).

Necessity does not mean compulsion (92).

I said “of necessity”; I did not say “of compulsion”; I meant, by necessity, not of compulsion, but of what they call immutability.  That is to say: a man without the Spirit of God does not do evil against his will, under pressure, as though he were taken by the scruff of the neck and dragged into it, like a thief…being dragged off against his will to punishment; but he does it spontaneously and voluntarily.  And this willingness or volition is something which he cannot in his own strength eliminate, restrain or alter…the will cannot change itself, nor give itself another bent…


On the other hand: when God works in us, the will is changed under the sweet influence of the Spirit of God.   Once more it desires and acts, not of compulsion, but of its own desire and spontaneous inclination…(Luther, 94).

The position of Augustine, Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others is so often caricatured to mean that in God’s gracious election he brings people kicking and screaming against there wills into his kingdom.  The Augustinian view is that God changes the recalcitrant and enslaved sinner’s will by the Spirit’s changing his internal bent, disposition, or inclination.  Augustinians have spelled out this view so often and so clearly, it is amazing that the caricature is so often repeated (94).

“You said,” writes Luther, “that ‘free-will’ is a power of the human will by which a man can apply himself to good; but here you say, and approve of its being said, that man without grace cannot will good.”  (96)

Luther says the entire Diatribe is “nothing but a noble act of ‘free-will’ condemning itself in its own defense, and defending itself by its own condemnation.”  (97).

“If Thou Art Willing…”  --explanation on pg. 98

A text frequently mentioned in this regard is John 3:16, which promises that whosoever believes will not perish.  The text explicitly teaches that if someone does A (believes), then he will not have B (perishing) and will have C (eternal life).  The text says nothing about who will believe or who can believe.  It may imply that some can or will believe, but an implication cannot annul an explicit statement (99).

He will apply the principle of interpretation that the implicit is to interpreted in light of the explicit, not the explicit in light of the implicit (99).
The Diatribe is continually forgetting the question at issue, and dealing with matters foreign to its purpose; and it does not see that all these things make a case more strongly against itself than against us.  From all these passages it proves freedom and ability to fulfill all things, as the very words of the inference which it draws declare; whereas, its intention was to establish “such a free-will as can will no good without grace, and an endeavor that may not be ascribed to one’s own strength.


…and now let the Diatribe itself recant its own words, where it said that free will has such power that it not only wills good, but keeps the greatest commandments, yes, all the commandments, with ease!  (Martin Luther, 100)

Luther replies: “This passage also is a hammer against free-will as is almost the whole of John’s gospel; yet it too is cited in favour of free-will!  Let us look at it, please!  John is not speaking of any work of man, great or small, but of the actual renewal and transformation of the old man, who is a son of the devil, into the new man, who is a son of God. In this, man is simply passive (as the term is used); he does nothing, but the whole of him becomes something.  John is speaking of this becoming:  He says that we become the sons of God, by a power divinely given us—not by any power of free-will inherent in us!”  (101)

I distinguish two necessities: one I call necessity of force, referring to action; the other I call necessity of infallibility, referring to time (102).

The opinion of all mankind is, that fortune must be sought from God, wisdom from ourselves (Calvin, 107).

To bask in our own power to incline ourselves to the things of God is to mirror and reflect the sin of Adam and Eve.  It is to be seduced by the serpent’s promise that we will be like gods (108).

With help from Augustine, Calvin gives a ringing call to proper humility.  An orator was once asked, according to Augustine, “What is the first precept in eloquence?”

“Delivery,” the orator answered.

“What is the second?”

“Delivery.”

What is the third?”

“Delivery.”

“So,” Augustine concluded, “if you ask me in regard to the precepts of the Christian Religion, I will answer, first, second, and third, ‘Humility.’” (109)

But a mind is not born again merely by having some portion of it reformed.  It must be totally renewed…But we have nothing of the Spirit except through regeneration (Calvin, 110).

God can do nothing but good.  This is not because God is subject to compulsion, but because he acts altogether according to his own perfect nature (111).

Clearly Calvin does not mean to teach that in conversion the will is destroyed.  Rather it is changed in its orientation or disposition.  He uses the word turn.  The will’s direction is changed.  Whereas the unconverted will is directed only toward evil, the regenerated will is now directed toward God (112).

“…all the good works which we possess are the fruit of regeneration.”  (Calvin, 117).

What remains now for free-will, if all the good works which proceed from us have been received from the Spirit of God?  Let godly readers weigh careful the apostles words.  He does not say that we are assisted by God.  He does not say that the will is prepared, and has then to proceed in its own strength.  He does not say that the power of choosing aright is bestowed upon us, and that we have afterwards to make our own choice…But he says that we are God’s work, and that everything good in us is His creation…preparation, or assistance, but the right will itself, which is His workmanship….Whoever, then, makes the very smallest claim for man, apart from the grace of God, allows him to that extent ability to procure salvation.  (Calvin, 117).

The issue is whether or not man in his fallen condition, prior to the grace of regeneration, can cooperate with prevenient grace (119).

…the Arminians seem to grant all things to grace and confess that free will can do nothing of itself.  But when they come to an explanation of the mode, according to which grace acts, then they maintain that it always so operates that man is free either to admit it or to reject it, either to draw or not to draw the bolt.  Hence of two to whom the same grace is offered, if one is converted while the other remains unbelieving, the reason is not to be found (according to them) in the grace (which is the same), but in the disposition of the subject or man, because the one draws the bolt, the other does not (ie, one rejects the grace which the other admits).  Thus what they seem to give largely with one hand (preaching that the beginning, progress and complement of all our good is from grace), they secretly steal away with the other, maintain that the mode of that operation is “resistible” (under which word they hide the consent and cooperation of the will by which man can always either reject or receive grace—i.e., make himself to differ).  (121)

For Turretin, as for Calvin and Luther, the “irresistibility” of grace is what makes it so gracious.  Irresistible grace denies the converted sinner any basis for boasting (122).

We can see here that Arminius’s chief concern is to defend the justice of God (130).

Prevenient grace, then, makes man able to assent to Christ but not necessarily willing (132).

John Calvin acknowledged that men, though fallen, perform works of seeming righteousness, and he called these works acts of civic righteousness.  Such “virtues,” which Augustine called “splendid vices” may conform outwardly to the law of God, but they do not proceed from a heart inclined to please God, or from a heart that loves God.  In biblical categories a good or virtuous work must not only conform outwardly to the prescriptions of God’s law but also proceed from an inward disposition or motive rooted in the love of God.  In a real sense the Great Commandment to love God with all the heart underlies the moral judgment of all human activity.


Concerning the preponderance of evil deeds over good ones, Edwards says: “Let never so many thousands or millions of acts of honesty, good nature, etc. be supposed; yet, by the supposition, there is an unfailing propensity to such moral evil, as in its dreadful consequences infinitely outweighs all effects or consequences of any supposed good.”


Edwards goes on to point out the degree of wickedness and heinousness that is involved in merely one sin against God.  Such an act would be so wicked since it is committed against such a holy being that it would outweigh the sum of any amount of contrasting virtue.  “He that in any respect or degree is a transgressor of God’s law,” Edward’s says, “is a wicked man, yeah, wholly wicked in the eye of the law; all his goodness being esteemed nothing, having no account made of it, when taken together with his wickedness.”


At this point Edwards echoes the sentiment of James, saying that to sin against one point of the law is to sin against the whole law (James 2:10-11) and, of course, the Law-Giver himself.  Likewise, Edwards says works of obedience, strictly speaking, cannot outweigh disobedience.  When we are obedient, we are merely doing what God requires us to do.  Here we can be nothing more than unprofitable servants (151).

The Knowledge of the Holy

Tozer, A.W. The Knowledge of the Holy. San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1961.          ISBN: 0-06-068412-7

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 (2).

The idolatrous heart assumes that God is other than He is—in itself a monstrous sin—and substitutes for the true God one made after its own likeness (3).

The essence of idolatry is the entertainment of thoughts about God that are unworthy of Him (3).

The heaviest obligation lying upon the Christian Church today is to purify and elevate her concept of God until it is once more worthy of Him—and of her (4).

Lord, how great is our dilemma!  In Thy Presence silence best becomes us, but love inflames our hearts and constrains us to speak.  


Were we to hold our peace the stones would cry out; yet if we speak, what shall we say?  Teach us to know that we cannot know, for the things of God knoweth no man, but the Spirit of God.  Let faith support us where reason fails, and we shall think because we believe, not in order that we may believe (6).

Speaking of the Christian soul [Molino] says: “Let her suppose that all the whole world and the most refined conceptions of the wisest intellects can tell her nothing, and that the goodness and beauty of her Beloved infinitely surpass all their knowledge, being persuaded that all creatures are too rude to inform her and to conduct her to the true knowledge of God…She ought then to go forward with her love, leaving all her understanding behind.  Let her love God as He is in Himself, and not as her imagination says He is, and pictures Him.” (10-11)

Only to sit and think of God,

Oh what a joy it is!

To think the thought, to breathe the Name

Earth has no higher bliss.



Frederick W. Faber      (12)

The heavens declare Thy glory, Lord,

In every star Thy wisdom shines;

But when our eyes behold Thy Word,

We read Thy name in fairer lines.



Isaac Watts   (14)

It is probably impossible to think without words, but if we permit ourselves to think with the wrong words, we shall soon be entertaining erroneous thoughts; for words, which are given us for the expression of thought, have a habit of going beyond their proper bounds and determining the content of thought.  “As nothing is more easy than to think,” says Thomas Traherne, “so nothing is more difficult than to think well.”  If we ever think well it should be when we think of God (14).

How different are we who have grown used to it, who have become jaded with satiety of wonder (18).

Some deny that the Scriptures teach the Trinity of the Godhead on the ground that the whole idea of trinity in unity is a contradiction in terms; but since we cannot understand the fall of a leaf by the roadside or the hatching of a robin’s egg in the nest yonder, why should the Trinity be a problem to us? (18-19)

To admit that there is One who lies beyond us, who exists outside of all our categories, who will not be dismissed with a name, who will not appear before the bar of our reason, nor submit to our curious inquiries: this requires a great deal of humility, more than most of us possess, so we save face by thinking God down to our level, or at least down to where we can manage Him (26).

Because we are the handiwork of God, it follows that all our problems and their solutions are theological (27).

So, were every man on earth to become atheist, it could not affect God in any way.  He is what He is in Himself without regard to any other.  To believe Him adds nothing to His perfections; to doubt Him takes nothing away (33).

The picture of a nervous, ingratiating God fawning over men to win their favor is not a pleasant one; yet if we look at the popular conception of God that is precisely what we see.  Twentieth-century Christianity has put God on charity.  So lofty is our opinion of ourselves that we find it quite easy, not to say enjoyable, to believe that we are necessary to God.  But the truth is that God is not greater for our being, nor would He be less if we did not exist (34).

I fear that thousands of younger persons enter Christian service from no higher motive than to help deliver God from the embarrassing situation His love has gotten Him into and His limited abilities seem unable to get Him out of (34).

The Christ of popular Christianity has a weak smile and a halo.  He has become Someone-up-There who likes people, at least some people, and these are grateful but not too impressed.  If they need Him, He also needs them (36).

This God we have made, and because we have made him we can understand him; because we have created him he can never surprise us, never overwhelm us, nor astonish us, nor transcend us (43).

All our thoughts about Him will be less than He, and our loftiest utterances will be trivialities in comparison with Him (45).

Nothing in God is less or more, or large or small.  He is what He is in Himself, without qualifying thought or word.  He is simply God (46).

Life is a short and fevered rehearsal for a concert we cannot stay to give (46).

There are still the seven thousand who have not bowed their knees to Baal.  These believe they were created to worship God and to enjoy His presence forever, and they are eager to learn all they can about the God with whom they expect to spend eternity (53).

God knows instantly and effortlessly all matter and all matters, all mind and every mind, all spirit and all spirits, all being and every being, all creaturehood and all creatures, every plurality and all pluralities, all law and every law, all relations, all causes, all thoughts, all mysteries, all enigmas, all feeling, all desires, every unuttered secret, all thrones and dominions, all personalities, all things visible and invisible in heaven and in earth, motion, space, time, life, death, good, evil, heaven, and hell (56).

With the goodness of God to desire our highest welfare, the wisdom of God to plan it, and the power of God to achieve it, what do we lack?  Surely we are the most favored of all creatures (64).

One cannot long read the Scriptures sympathetically without noticing the radical disparity between the outlook of men of the Bible and that of modern men.  We are today suffering from a secularized mentality.  Where the sacred writers saw God, we see the laws of nature.  Their world was fully populated; ours is all but empty.  Their world was alive and personal; ours is impersonal and dead.  God ruled their world; ours is ruled by the laws of nature and we are always once removed from the presence of God (66).

How shall polluted mortals dare

To sing Thy glory or Thy grace?

Beneath Thy feet we lie afar,

And see but shadows of Thy face.



Isaac Watts  (70)

If some watcher or holy one who has spent his glad centuries by the sea of fire were to come to earth, how meaningless to him would be the ceaseless chatter of the busy tribes of men.  How strange to him and how empty would sound the flat, stale, and profitless words heard in the average pulpit from week to week.  And were such a one to speak on earth would he not speak of God?  Would he not charm and fascinate his hearers with rapturous descriptions of the Godhead?  And after hearing him could we ever again consent to listen to anything less than theology, the doctrine of God?  Would we not thereafter demand of those who would presume to teach us that they speak to us from the mount of divine vision or remain silent altogether?  (71)

The doctrine of the divine omnipresence personalizes man’s relation to the universe in which he finds himself.  This great central truth gives meaning to all other truths and imparts supreme value to all his little life (75).

The captured rebel does not enter willingly to the presence of the king he has so long fought unsuccessfully to overthrow (84).

Everything in the universe is good to the degree it conforms to the nature of God and evil as it fails to do so (87).

As mercy is God’s goodness confronting human misery and guilt, so grace is His goodness directed toward human debt and demerit (93).

Return, O wanderer, now return,

And seek thy Father’s face;

Those new desires which in thee burn

Were kindled by His grace



William Benco Collyer   (96)

The apostle John, by the Spirit, wrote, “God is love,” and some have taken his words to a definitive statement concerning the essential nature of God.  This is a great error.  John was by those words stating a fact, but he was not offering a definition (97).

From God’s other known attributes we may learn much about His love.  We can know, for instance, that because God is self-existent, His love had no beginning; because He is eternal, His love can have no end; because He is infinite, it has no limit; because He is holy, it is the quintessence of all spotless purity; because he is immense, His love is an incomprehensibly vast, bottomless, shoreless sea before which we kneel in joyful silence and from which the loftiest eloquence retreats confused and abashed (98).

Were there even one datum of knowledge, however small, unknown to God, His rule would break down at that point.  To be Lord over all the creation, He must possess all knowledge.  And were God lacking one infinitesimal modicum of power, that lack would end His reign and undo His kingdom; that one stray atom of power would belong to someone else and God would be a limited ruler and hence not sovereign (108).

What can we plain Christians do to bring back the departed glory?  Is there some secret we may learn?  Is there a formula for personal revival we can apply to the present situation, to our own situation?  The answer to these questions is yes.


Yet the answer may easily disappoint some persons, for it is anything but profound.  I bring no esoteric cryptogram, no mystic code to painfully decipher.  I appeal to no hidden law of the unconscious, no occult knowledge meant only for the few.  The secret is an open one, which the wayfaring man may read.  It is simply the old and ever-new counsel: Acquaint thyself with God.  To regain her lost power the Church must see heaven opened and have a transforming vision of God (114).

Knowledge of such a Being cannot be gained by study alone.  It comes by a wisdom the natural man knows nothing of, neither can know, because it is spiritually discerned.  To know God is at once the easiest and most difficult thing in the world.  It is easy because the knowledge is not won by hard mental toil, but is something freely given.  As sunlight falls free on the open field, so the knowledge of the holy God is a free gift to men who are open to receive it.  But this knowledge is difficult because there are conditions to be met and the obstinate nature of fallen man does not take kindly to them (115).

We must practice the art of long and loving meditation upon the majesty of God.  This will take some effort, for the concept of majesty has all but disappeared from the human race.  The focal point of man’s interest is now himself.  Humanism in its various forms has displaced theology as the key to the understanding of life.  When the nineteenth-century poet Swinburne wrote, “Glory to Man in the highest! for man is the master of things,” he gave the modern world its new Te Deum.  All this must be reversed by a deliberate act of the will and kept so by a patient effort of the mind (116).

We may also need to break quietly and graciously with the lifeless textualism that prevails among the gospel churches, and to protest the frivolous character of much that passes for Christianity among us.  By this we may for the time lose friends and gain a passing reputation for being holier-than-thou; but no man who permits the expectation of unpleasant consequences to influence him in a matter like this is fit for the kingdom of God(116).

The Evidential Power of Beauty

-Thomas Dubay

The intelligibility of visible reality is a staggering fact that calls for serious pondering (12).

You can recognize truth by its beauty and simplicity (13).

Beauty is the primary standard for scientific truth (13).

Revelation and theology have for centuries likewise taught the same idea cast in religious terms, namely, that the purpose of creation is man, destined to be enthralled eternally in triune glory (17).

You and I, each and every one of us without exception, can be defined as an aching need for the infinite.  Some people realize this; some do not.  But even the latter illustrate this inner ache when, not having God deeply, they incessantly spill themselves out into excitements and experiences, licit or illicit.  They are trying to fill their inner emptiness, but they never succeed, which is why the search is incessant.  Though worldly pleasure seeking never fulfills and satisfies in a continuing way, it may tend momentarily to distract and to dull the profound pain of the inner void.  If these people allow themselves a moment of reflective silence (which they seldom do), they would notice a still, small voice whispering, Is this all there is?  They begin to sense a thirst to love with abandon, without limit, without end, without lingering aftertastes of bitterness.  In other words, their inner spirit is clamoring, even if confusedly, for unending beauty.  How they and we respond to this inner outreach rooted in our deep spiritual soul is the most basic set of decisions we can make: they have eternal consequences (17).

Healthy people seek explanations.  Beauty is crucial to the human enterprise because it triggers wonder (18).

A genuine falling in love, our fifth need, is a capitulation to the beautiful.  Falling in love here does not refer to superficial infatuations or egocentric lust but rather to a selfless commitment made to a fascinating beloved (20).

Anything less than Everything is simply not enough (20).

A lovely face, especially when it reflects inner innocence shining through captivating features, directly proclaims a matchless artist.  To speak about chance is ludicrous (23).

When members of consecrated life think themselves entitled to redefine the essential meanings of evangelical poverty, chastity, and obedience and thus reject the divine plan for their state of life, it cannot be surprising that our best young men and women want no part in their enterprise.  It has lost its attractiveness and appeal.  They have done something akin to relocating the eyes and ears of a human face (35).

The more alive one is, the more one desires to continue listening or gazing (37).

God is superpulcher, superbeautiful, absolutely and supereminently.  Scripture calls this his glory (43).

We shall never exhaust the wonder, the dazzlingly enthralling drinking of limitless Beauty (44).

Only that which has form can snatch one up into a state of rapture.  Only through form can the lightning-bolt of eternal beauty flash.  There is a moment in which the bursting light of spirit as it makes its appearance completely drenches external form it its rays.  From the manner and the measure in which this happens we know whether we are in the presence of “sensual” or of “spiritual” beauty, in the presence of graceful charm or of interior grandeur.  But without form, in any event, a person will not be captivated and transported.  To be transported, moreover, belongs to the very origin of Christianity (53).

The greatest respect, haven’t a ghost of an idea about what music is, or why we make it and cannot be human without it, or even—and this is the telling point—how the human mind makes music on its own before it is written down and played.  Nobody can explain it.  It is a mystery, and thank goodness for that (54).

Elegant splendor reawakens our spirit’s aching need for the infinite, a hunger for more than matter can provide (56).

There are those who see in a becoming body a mere object of their lust.  They are, if I may borrow an example from Saint Thomas, like the lion who sees in the gorgeous stag before him nothing more than a meal (64).

Most people go not by argument, but by their sympathies (71).

Wonder at reality demands the humility to sit at the foot of a dandelion.  The proud are so full of themselves that there is little room to marvel at anything else.  Saints are typically awestruck at an insect, a flower, a star because they are burning with love and rooted in a perceiving honesty.  That is, they are humble.  Chesterton once observed that “a mediocre and mild modesty does not cleanse the soul with fire and make it clear like crystal; it does not make a man as a little child, who can sit at the feet of grass.  It does not make him look up and see marvels; for Alice must grow small if she is to be Alice in Wonderland (77-78).

The eye with which he looked at ordinary things was like the eye of a lover looking at his lady.  The lover sees this plain woman crowned with the light of heaven.  She walks in beauty.  Her eye are windows of Paradise to him.  Her body, every inch of it, is an incarnation and epiphany of celestial grace.  In her he finds the ecstatic vision that this heart has sought.  All this passionate intensity, Williams would argue, is not illusion.  The ecstatic vision of beauty thus vouchsafed to that love is true, not false.  The lady is as glorious as he sees her to be.  It has been given to him who loves her to see the truth about her.  The rest of us bystanders, mercifully, have not had our eyes thus opened, else we would all go mad.  It would be an intolerable burden of glory if we all saw unveiled, the splendor of all other creatures, all the time…We cannot bear very much reality (79).

The saint’s burning love is the explanation of how and why they exult vastly more in creation and its Author than the lesser of us do.  They are the ones who become “permeable to and receptive of the deep meanings of things.”  People who love genuinely can come “to see their beloved’s profound interior self is manifested to them in all its utterances and appears as that which is really precious and worthy of love.  Every gift, every word speaks of this, and every reply they give contains their whole self.  Exterior exchanges are only bridges by which the souls pass over into one another (79).

And the more we learn, the more we are—or ought to be—dumbfounded (81).

The aesthetic dimension of reality is the vessel within which the infinitely free, invisible God graciously becomes visible (John R. Sachs, in NDT, p. 85) (132).

So astounding is this solar luminosity that “it would cost $7 x 1018—the gross national product of the United States for 7 million years—for your local power company to run the Sun for a mere second (136).

The human mind seems incapable of a sustained and vibrant response to reality (149).

If there were only one lily in the world, and if it could be exhibited in the great cities across the globe for one month at a time, we can be confident that thousands upon thousands of people would be willing to wait in long lines, perhaps for hours, for the privilege of drinking in the splendor of that singular bloom close up and appreciating its delicate fragrance.  But because there are millions of lilies and uncounted other species of flowers with their own millions of individual blooms, we are blasé and unimpressed.  Once again, we wounded humans have trouble handling prodigious splendors (140).

“I am not so much of a farmer as some people claim,” mused William Jennings Bryan with a twinkle, “but I have observed the watermelon seed.  It has the power of drawing from the ground through itself 200,000 times its weight.  When you can tell me how it takes this material and from it colors an outside surface, and then forms inside of it a white rind and within that again a red heart, thickly inlaid with black seeds, each one of which is capable of drawing through itself 200,000 times its weight: when you can explain to me the mystery of a watermelon, you can ask me to explain the mystery of God” (154).

The physical powers and endurance of many animals are likewise difficult to believe.  A tiny hummingbird has been called a biological dynamo.  “If a 170-pound man expended energy as rapidly as this dainty animal does while hovering, he would need 285 pounds of food a day and shed 100 pounds of perspiration per hour just to keep his skin below the boiling point.”  Some migratory birds are “ceaselessly airborne without food or rest for three and a half days or longer”.  This involves and “awesome energetic feat—the equivalent…of a man running four-minute miles for 80 consecutive hours.”  Then we read of birds that can fly continuously for up to four years—no doubt picking up their fuel in flight (157).

To wonder is to appreciate reality in a living, vibrant way.  It is to respond to being, to be fully alive.  Wonder is an awesome awareness.  It is a compliment to God and an enrichment of the person (175).

“The simplest bacterium is so damn complicated from the point of view of a chemist that it is almost impossible to imagine how it happened” (183).

Virtues liberate us to be fully human (244).

I myself have seen this rare beauty on the face of a young woman at prayer, one who most likely had no idea that she was being seen by human eyes.  Her countenance was incomparably more lovely than anything Hollywood’s cosmetology is able to achieve.  Indeed, divine grace working in a receptive soul does produce what St. Paul calls “God’s work of art” (Eph 2:10) (248).

One must be alive to beauty in order to perceive it.  A work of art possesses convincing power only to the extent that one is personally mature enough to appreciate it, that is, one has eyes to see and ears to hear.  Commenting on this idea, John O’Donnell remarks that “if someone fails to appreciate the sculpture of Michelangelo or the music of Mozart, this is more a judgment about him that about the work of art.”  Seeing the Christ form is dependent upon our capacity to perceive natural beauty (299).

A second illustration is a genuine falling in love.  I say genuine, because the real thing far surpasses and is much less common than the infatuations that often receive this label.  Even though this love shares the hope of eternity, and even though the beloved reflects something of the divine to receptive eyes, without the unique assurance of the absolute singularity of the risen One in whose victory they hope to share, this earthly love is doomed to eventual frustration (303).

Too cheep an admiration is possible, the result of not having looked long enough into the reality before one (305).

Not only do “the pure of heart see God” (Mt 5:8), they also perceive beauty.  For twenty centuries holy men and women, canonized and noncanonized, have been touched and struck by the instructive charm found in the smallest details in the life of Jesus and in the New Testament reflections of his mysteries.  Saint Augustine, for example, somewhere sings to his Master, “He is beautiful in heaven, beautiful on earth; beautiful in the womb, beautiful in his parents’ arms, beautiful in his miracles, beautiful in inviting to life, beautiful in not worrying about death, beautiful in giving his live and beautiful in taking it up again; he is beautiful on the cross, beautiful in the tomb, beautiful in heaven.  Listen to the song with understanding, and let not the weakness of the flesh distract your eyes from the splendor of his beauty” (306).  

For anyone attuned to goodness, truth, and beauty, falling in love is the normal reaction to the person of Jesus (308).

The world does not, of course, understand adoring ecstasy, just as it is not comfortable with people whom it regards as too enthusiastic about natural splendor, and “it will attempt to explain their sate in terms of psychological or even physiological laws (Acts 2:13).  But they know what they have seen, and they care not one farthing what people may say.  They suffer because of their love, and it is only the fact they have been inflamed by the most sublime of beauties—a beauty crowned with thorns and crucified—that justifies their sharing in that suffering.  It is easy to note the differences between the person affected by natural beauty and the one seized by the beauty of Christ” (310).

Only God can expand the finite to infinity without shattering it (316).

Not only does unmatched beauty shine from the human eyes of Jesus, but also the very uncreated light from the inner life of the Trinity (316).

The mystery of the Trinity is the mystery of an eternal and ineffable contemplation of love” (317).

Because commending a work of art is always a tribute to the artist, beauty is always a song about God, and those who thrill in the artifact are singing to him (321-322).

The more noble, cultured, and virtuous someone is, the more compelling is the magnetic power of the beautiful to arouse in that person attention, interest, admiration, and delight (321).

Truth is symphonic (322).

These corollaries call for a bit more development.  Systematic theology, with its humanly worked out insights, cannot radiate supernatural beauty unless the thinker himself be shaped and moved by the Holy Spirit.  This happens best of all when the theological reflection wells up from a mind and heart immersed in contemplative depth.  Such is why mere professional competence, desirable as it is, whether biblical, ethical, or doctrinal, when it is devoid of prayerful milieu, is sterile and thus neither inspires heroism nor sets fires (328).

In addition to what we have observed, we recall again the transcendental properties of being: unity, truth, goodness, and beauty, and we hope for the reanimation of theology via their inner relationships.  Living realities must be seen as vibrant wholes, or they simply are not seen (329-330).

For we can be sure of one thing: we can never again recapture the living totality of form once it has been dissected and sawed into pieces, no matter how informative the conclusions which this anatomy may bring to light.  Anatomy can be practiced only on a dead body (330).

Needless to say, efforts in fundamental theology would be more attractive to inquiring minds if we followed the lead of business advertising in exhibiting and proclaiming the beauty of what we sell.  This approach would recall the golden age of theology, when the great thinkers were also saints, uniting their intellectual penetration with burning love. They practiced what can be called adoring theology (331).

When cultured people weep at the experience of elegant music, their tears are not only manifestations of delight, but more deeply they are pointers to the nameless yearning for a transcendent beauty, something more that must be attainable but cannot now be achieved. Edgar Allan Poe expressed this nostalgia for the eternal and unending, our unquenchable thirst for more than this earth can offer, as “the desire of the moth for the star.  It is no mere appreciation of the Beauty before us, but a wild effort to reach the Beauty above (334).

God addresses us constantly though a snowflake, a tulip, a Mozart concerto, the Pietá, in an act of patience toward husband, wife, or companion, and most of all in his Word made flesh, together with the Church the Word sends in his name. Von Balthasar expressed the power of the beautiful toward the end of his life when he declared that “nothing will be able to separate me from Mozart and from the highest creations of Haydn, from the ever-new and terrible experience that there are things too beautiful for our world.”  Beauty proclaims the divine—another aspect of its evidential power.  

3. Beauty and ecstasy: intercausality.  When it comes to fullness, beauty begets ecstasy.  Even on the natural level Henry Thoreau so marveled at the splendor of dewdrops and snowflakes that he was led to exclaim that “in truth they are the product of enthusiasm, the children of ecstasy.”  One of the messages of the inexhaustibility of creation is to prepare us for appreciating the eternal ecstasy that is the beatific vision, the never-ending drinking and being quenched in and by our triune God.  This fact is part of what Saint Augustine meant when he declared that “si comprehendis, non est Deus”—if you comprehend (that is, grasp fully), it is not God.  Likewise this is the fullness of what Saint Paul had in mind when he wrote of our complete inability to imagine from what we experience in this life what God has in store for those who love him. But here on earth in a deepening contemplative prayer life heroic souls do receive a beginning taste of their destiny, a glory offered to all who want it.  This taste becomes “a fire in the heart…the result of an encounter, the encounter with God in the call and enchantment of his absolute beauty” (335-36).

We are to attain to the vision of ourselves in Your beauty in eternal life.  That is: That I be so transformed in Your beauty that we may be alike in beauty, and both behold ourselves in Your beauty, possessing now Your very beauty; this in such a way that each looking at the other may see in the other his own beauty, since both are Your beauty alone, I being absorbed in Your beauty; hence, I shall see You in Your beauty, and You shall see me in Your beauty, and I shall see myself in You and Your beauty, and You will see Yourself in me in Your beauty; that I may resemble You in your beauty, and You resemble me in Your beauty, and my beauty may be Your beauty, and Your beauty my beauty; wherefore I shall be You in Your beauty, and You will be my beauty; and therefore we shall behold each other in Your beauty (337).

The basic reason there is no such thing as a dull saint is that each has been smitten by the Beautiful, who is their Beloved (339).

The domino effect: beauty, wonder, praise, prayer.  Short are the steps from the experience of the splendid and the lovely to awesome appreciation, to a desire to praise, and, finally, to an immersion in prayer.  Psalm 24 puts it well in remarking that the “one thing”, the overriding necessity in any human life, is to gaze on the beauty of the Lord.  All the rest follows (339-40).

Beauty founds deep human closeness: Both Raissa Maritain in her journal and her husband, Jacques, in his Art and Scholasticism make the point that it is only through the transcendentals (truth, goodness, and beauty) that men communicate deeply.  The reason is that only through these aspects of reality are we in touch together on a level far deeper than the superficial.  Trivial talk is ultimately boring and useless (Jesus calls it “idle”), because there is nothing substantial joining minds and hearts (343.

The motivating power of the beautiful.  No one needs to be persuaded that beauty can exert a mighty influence on emotions, intellect, and will.  The allurement can be to virtue or to vice, although we are concerned here mainly with the former.  The motivating force of the beautiful is, of course, partially due to the delight it affords and the promise of more, but the keenness of perception seems largely to account for the degree of delight (345).

Mystery enhances beauty (347).

Within the beautiful the whole person quivers (349).

Survival of the Prettiest

Etcoff, Nancy.  Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty. New York: Doubleday, 1999.  

ISBN: 0-385-47854-2
But we live in the age of ugly beauty, where beauty is morally suspect and ugliness has a gritty allure.  Beauty is equal parts flesh and imagination: we imbue it with our dreams, saturate it with our longings (3).

Many intellectuals would have us believe that beauty is inconsequential.  Since it explains nothing, solves nothing, and teaches us nothing, it should not have a place in intellectual discourse.  And we are supposed to breathe a collective sigh of relief.  After all, the concept of beauty has become an embarrassment.


But there is something wrong with this picture.  Outside the realm of ideas, beauty rules.  Nobody has stopped looking at it, and no one has stopped enjoying the sight.  Turning a cold eye to beauty is as easy as quelling physical desire or responding with indifference to a baby’s cry.  We can say that beauty is dead, but all that does is widen the chasm between the real world and our understanding of it (4).

People do extreme things in the name of beauty.  They invest so much of their resources in beauty and risk so much for it, one would think that lives depended on it.  In Brazil there are more Avon ladies than members of the army.  In the United States more money is spent on beauty than on education and social services.  Tons of makeup—1,484 tubes of lipstick and 2,055 jars of skin care products—are sold every minute.  During famines, Kalahari bushmen in Africa still use animal fats to moisturize their skin, and in 1715 riots broke out in France when the use of flour on the hair of aristocrats led to a food shortage.  The hoarding of flour for beauty purposes was only quelled by the French Revolution (6).

Appearance is the most public part of the self.  It is our sacrament, the visible self that the world assumes to be a mirror of the invisible, inner self.  This assumption may not be fair, and not how the best of all moral worlds would conduct itself.  But that does not make it any less true.  Beauty has consequences that we cannot erase by denial.  Beauty will continue to operate outside jurisdiction, in the lawless world of human attraction.  Academics may ban it from intelligent discourse and snobs may sniff that beauty is trivial and shallow but in the real world the beauty myth quickly collides with reality (7).

We are always sizing up other people’s looks: our beauty detectors never close up shop and call it a day.  We notice the attractiveness of each face we see as automatically as we register whether or not they look familiar.  Beauty detectors scan the environment like radar: we can see a face for a fraction of a second (150 msec. In one psychology experiment) and rate its beauty, even give it the same rating we would give it on longer inspection.  Long after we forget many important details about a person, our initial response stays in our memory (7-8).

Although the object of beauty is debated, the experience of beauty is not.  Beauty can stir up a snarl of emotions but pleasure must always be one (tortured longings and envies are not incompatible with pleasure).  Our body responds to it viscerally and our names for beauty are synonymous with physical cataclysms and bodily obliteration—breathtaking, femme fatale, knockout, drop-dead gorgeous, bombshell, stunner, and ravishing.  We experience beauty not as rational contemplation but as a response to physical urgency (9).

The most lyrical description of an encounter with beauty—solitary, spontaneous, with an unknown other—comes in James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man when Stephen Dedalus sees a young woman standing by the shore with “long, slender bare legs,” and a face “touched with the wonder of mortal beauty.”  Her beauty is transformative and gives form to his sensual and spiritual longings.  “Her image had passed into his soul for ever and no word had broken the holy silence of his ecstasy…A wild angel had appeared to him, the angel of mortal youth and beauty, an envoy from the fair courts of life, to throw open before him in an instant of ecstasy the gates of all the ways of error and glory.  On and on and on and on!” (9-10)

A human body is “not like the tiger or the snow landscape…naked figures do not move us to empathy but to disillusion and dismay.  We do not wish to imitate, we wish to perfect.”   This was the approach to portraiture until modernism changed the way bodies were represented.  In its most extreme form, images were so idealized that they bore only a cursory resemblance of their subjects (10).

“beauty alone is…the only form of the spiritual which we can receive through the senses.” (Death in Venice, Thomas Mann, 18)

With the arrival of Christianity, that attitude toward beauty became more ambivalent.  Church leaders grappled with the right way to respond to it.  “There is nothing good in the flesh,” St. Clement said, “the man of god must mortify the works of the flesh.”  Jerome saw the flesh as something to be “conquered.”  The teaching of Christ told his followers to renounce temptation and the transient things of this world.  Beauty was feared as a sensual temptation and a worldly vanity.  But it was also revered as an image of God’s grace.  According to Genesis, man is made in the image of God, therefore his appearance is divine, and the more beautiful, the more Godlike.  “Beauty is the mark of the well made, whether it be a universe or an object,” said Thomas Aquinas, and the well made is an “imitation of an idea in the mind of the creator.”  The history of Judeo-Christian attitudes toward beauty reflects an agonized struggle to reconcile beauty as temptation and beauty as God’s glory (18-19).

These days, we know that it is difficult to get a read on moral character, intelligence, or soul just by looking.  If Mother Teresas always looked like Miss Universe, the world would be just and appearance would be an easy read.  But no one has figured out the visible signs of saint or sinner.  It is sometimes convenient to liken a human feature to an easily visualized animal one, such as doe eyes, but we use it as a visual not moral descriptor.  Knowledge about personality and character is something that we gather slowly from what a person does to us and to others.  We say now that physical beauty is but “skin deep” and that “pretty is as pretty does.”


But we don’t always act that way.  What pretty does is often seen in a forgiving light.  We are quick to leap to judgments of the unbeautiful, imagining for instance that fat people are lazy or greedy.  We know that the link between beauty and goodness is spurious, but our actions are always guided by conscious reason (43-44).

 I have argued, however, that there is a core reality to beauty that exists buried within the cultural constructs and the myths.  All cultures are beauty cultures, and everywhere beauty has been a powerful and subversive force, provoking emotion, riveting attention, and directing action.  Every civilization reveres it, pursues it at enormous costs, and endures the tragic and comic consequences of this pursuit (233).

The idea that beauty is unimportant or a cultural construct is the real beauty myth.  We have to understand beauty, or we will always be enslaved by it (242).

The Glory of Christ
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Only the sight of his glory, and nothing else, will truly satisfy God’s people.  The hearts of believers are like a magnetized needle which cannot rest until it is pointing north.  So also, a believer, magnetized by the love of Christ, will always be restless until he or she comes to Christ and beholds his glory.  The soul which can be satisfied without beholding the glory of Christ, that cannot be eternally satisfied with beholding the glory of Christ, is not a soul for whom Christ prays (2).

But God, in his appointed time, will vindicate his honour and glory from the foolish attempts of sinful men who attempt to strip him of both (3).

In fact, a soul will be troubled rather than edified when it thinks of future glory, if it has had no foretaste, sense, experience or evidence of these things by faith.  No man ought to look for anything in heaven if he has not by faith first had some experience of it in this life.  If men were convinced of this, they would spend more time in the exercise of faith and love about heavenly things than they usually do.  At present they do not know what they enjoy, so they do not know what to expect.  This is why men who are complete strangers to seeing the person and glory of Christ by faith have turned to images, pictures and music to help them in their worship (6-7).

On Christ’s glory I would fix all my thoughts and desires, and the more I see of the glory of Christ, the more the painted beauties of this world will wither in my eyes and I will be more and more crucified to this world.  It will become to me like something dead and putrid, impossible for me to enjoy (7).

Music cannot please a deaf man, nor can beautiful colours impress a blind man.  A fish would not thank you for taking it out of the sea and putting it on dry land under the blazing sun!  Neither would an unregenerate sinner welcome the thought of living for ever in the blazing glory of Christ (8).

We can rejoice in these things even though we cannot understand them.  We can talk of them but never fully comprehend them.  In fact, true believers experience foresight and foretaste of this glorious condition (9).

Ignorance of God is the source of all wickedness and confusion among men (15).

Moses also desired to see the glory of God (Exod. 33:18).  He knew that the ultimate rest, blessedness and satisfaction of the soul does not come from seeing the works of God, but from seeing the glorious God himself.  And if we have a right understanding of future blessedness, we cannot but have the same desire to see more of his glory in this life.  But the question is: How?  Left to ourselves we shall come to the same conclusion that Agur came to that we are stupid (see Prov. 30:2-4).

We are not so foolish as to think we can learn a trade without the diligent use of helps.  Shall we think that we may become spiritually skilful and wise in the understanding of this mystery without making any real effort to use the helps God has given us?  The most important of them is fervent prayer.  Pray with Paul that ‘the eyes of your understanding may be enlightened to behold’ the glory of God in Christ.  Pray that the “God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give to you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of him’.  Fill your minds with spiritual thoughts of Christ.  Lazy souls do not get the tiniest sight of this glory.  The ‘lion in the way’ deters them from making the slightest effort (23).

If they work as hard as that to feed their lusts, shall we not work just as hard in beholding that which transforms our minds into Christ’s likeness, so that the eyes of our understanding shall be continually filled with his glory?  Then when we actually see him we shall behold him without any interruption and we shall never cease to delight in him and to love him (24).

There are some who profess to be strict, disciplined Christians, but who never put aside time to meditate on the glory of Christ.  Yet they tell us that they desire nothing more than to behold his glory in heaven for ever.  They are being wholly inconsistent.  It is impossible that someone who never mediates with delight on the glory of Christ here in this world, who does not make every effort to behold it by faith as it is revealed in Scripture, should ever have any real gracious desire to behold it in heaven.  It is sad, therefore, that many can find time to think much on earthly, foolish things, but have no heart, no desire to meditate on this glorious object.  What is this faith and love they claim to have? (34).

By the light of the knowledge of Christ which we have by the Word, unexpected thoughts of him will continually come to mind.  But if our minds and hearts are filled with other things, how can we expect to have fellowship with him beholding his glory? (35).

It is sometimes said about two people that one lives in the other.  This cannot happen except where their hearts are so knit together that both night and day each lives in the other’s thoughts.  So ought it to be between Christ and believers (36).

And they dig up the root of all evangelical truths which are nothing but branches growing from it (45).

The glory of Christ’s humiliation was the result of the divine wisdom of the Father as well as of the love of the Son.  This was the highest evidence of God’s loving care towards the sinful human creatures.  What can be compared to it?  It is the glory of Christianity and the life-giving power of all evangelical truth.  It lifts up the mystery of the wisdom of God above the reason or understanding of men and angels so that it becomes the object of faith and wonder only.  It is a mystery that exalts the greatness of God.  Considering the infinite distance between God and his creation, it is not surprising that all his works and ways cannot be understood by his creatures (Job 11:7-9, Rom. 11:33-36) (47).

So I exhort you to spend much time meditating on the glory of Christ in his humiliation.  Unless we are diligent in this, it is impossible to keep our faith steadily fixed on Christ or be ready for self-denial and taking up our cross, for the humbling of Christ is the chief motive for this duty (Phil. 2:5-8).

And where understanding fails, let worship and adoration take place (54).

He who was in heaven, above all, Lord of all, lived in the world, having no earthly glory or reputation, obliged to obey the whole law of God perfectly.  He, to whom prayer was made, prayed himself night and day.  He, whom all the angels of heaven and all creatures worshiped, fulfilled all the duties which the worship of God required.  He who was Lord and master of the house became the lowliest servant in the house, performing all menial duties.  He that made all men in whose hand they are all as clay is in the hand of the potter, observed among them the strictest rules of justice, in giving to everyone his due, and out of love giving good things to the undeserving.  This is what makes the obedience of Christ so mysterious and glorious (59).

In Christ, sufferings went before glory.  And so it must be with us.  Satan and the world both offer immediate glory, but this glory will be followed by eternal suffering (63).

Nothing but our satanic pride, which will not accept what we cannot understand, makes us shut our eyes against the light of this truth (72).

In Christ both the justice and mercy of God are glorified.  By his cross, divine holiness and justice were exalted, and through his triumph, grace and mercy are poured out to the full.  In glorious thoughts of this let my soul live, and in believing it let my soul die.  And let the present wonder of this glory make way for the eternal enjoyment of it in its beauty and fullness (81).

One view of Christ’s glory by faith will scatter all the fears, answer all the objections and disperse all the depressions of poor, tempted, doubting souls.  To all believers it is an anchor which they may cast within the veil, to hold them firm and steadfast in all trials, storms and temptations, both in life and in death (81).

This gift of Christ was, in turn, promised in the gospel, so that all who receive him or believe in him become partakers of the blessings that he has procured for them (John 1:12, I John 1:1-4).  To enable his elect to receive Christ God creates faith in the souls of all the elect by his almighty power (Eph. 1:19-20; 2:5-8) (87).

For as in his incarnation he took our nature into personal union with his own, so by the Holy Spirit he takes us into a mystical union with himself (87).

We are predestined to be conformed to his image and it is this image that is produced in our souls by the power and virtue which come from Christ.  Thus ‘of God are we in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God—and righteousness and sanctification and redemption’.  So Christ says of his church, ‘This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh.  I see myself, my own nature in them, so to me they are beautiful and desirable’ (89).

In this state of infinite, eternal Being and goodness, before he had called anything into existence by his wisdom or power, God was eternally in himself all that he will be and all that he can be, for ever and ever.  For where there is infinite Being and infinite goodness, there is infinite blessedness and happiness.  Nothing can be added to make him more blessed and happy.  God is always the same.  That is his name.  ‘But you are the same’ (Ps. 102:27).  All existing things add nothing to God, nor do they change him.  His blessedness, happiness and self-satisfaction as well as all his other infinite perfections were absolutely the same before as well as after the creation of all things.  Nothing that he called into existence added one tiny bit to his infinite blessedness and happiness (92).

This hiding of the face of God is the hiding of his glory which shines in the face of Jesus Christ, and therefore of the glory of Christ himself, since his glory is to show forth the glory of God.  Men may still hold a right doctrine of Christ; but beholding the glory of Christ does not lie in remembering doctrine.  Men may have the outward form of godliness but no longer have the encouragement of Christ’s presence and glory (109).

Many love to have only the outward form of godliness and could not care less about evangelical privileges.  They do not seek the marrow of divine promises which is the very life of communion with Christ.  They are not concerned whether they have spiritual peace, refreshing comforts, unspeakable joys or the blessed peace of assurance.  Without some taste and experience of these things, the Christian life is heartless, lifeless and useless and religion itself becomes a lifeless corpse.  The peace which some enjoy is mere stupidity.  This is a great evidence of the power of unbelief that we can be happy without experiencing the reality of Christi’s presence in us by his Spirit.  We can be quite happy without any of the joy, peace, comfort or assurance which are promised in the gospel.


How can we possibly believe the promises concerning heaven, immortality and glory, when we do not believe the promises concerning our present life?  And how can we be trusted when we say we believe these promises but make no effort to experience them ourselves?  It is just here that men deceive themselves.  It is not that they do not want the gospel privileges of joy, peace and assurance, but they are not prepared to repent of their evil attitudes and careless life-styles (113-114).

How, then, can we behold the glory of Christ?  We need, firstly, a spiritual understanding of his glory as revealed in Scripture.  Secondly, we need to think much about him if we wish to enjoy him fully (1 Pet. 1:8).  If we are satisfied with vague ideas about him we shall find no transforming power communicated to us.  But when we cling wholeheartedly to him and our minds are filled with thoughts of him and we constantly delight ourselves in him, then spiritual power will flow from him to purify our hearts, increase our holiness, strengthen our graces, and sometimes fill us ‘with joy inexpressible and full of glory’ (115).

The one who has seen something of the glory of Christ will count everything else as ‘rubbish’, that he might know Christ better and see more of his glory (Phil. 3:8-10).  A spiritual sight of Christ will fill the heart with love for him.  So, if any one does not love Christ, that person has never seen Christ and does not know him at all.  When we fall in love with Christ we will be constantly thinking about him.  And where a person is not filled with thoughts of Christ, that person only deceives himself if he claims to have received him as Saviour (117).

‘Father, I desire that they also whom you gave me may be with me where I am, that they may behold my glory which you have given me; for you loved me before the foundation of the world’ (John 17:24).

Till We Have Faces
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Who can feel ugly when the heart meets delight?  It is as if, somewhere inside, within the hideous face and bony limbs, one is soft, fresh, lissome and desirable (96).

“But I was wrong to weep and beg and try to force you by your love.  Love is not a thing to be so used (204).”

She was weeping; and I.  Next moment we were in each other’s arms.  It was the strangest thing that our hatred should die out at the very moment she first knew her husband was the man I loved.  It would have been far otherwise if he were still alive; but on that desolate island (our blank, un-Bardia’s life) we were the only two castaways.  We spoke a language, so to call it, which no one else in the huge heedless world could understand.  Yet it was a language only of sobs.  We could not even begin to speak of him in words; that would have unsheathed both daggers at once.


The softness did not last.  I have seen something this happen in battle.  A man was coming at me, I at him, to kill.  Then came a sudden great gust of wind that wrapped our cloaks over our swords and almost over our eyes, so that we could do nothing to one another but must fight the wind itself.  And that ridiculous contention, so foreign to the business we were on, set us both laughing, face to face—friends for a moment—and then at once enemies again and forever.  So here (263).

“Oh, Queen Orual, I begin to think you know nothing of love.  Or no; I’ll not say that.  Yours is Queen’s love, not commoners’.  Perhaps you who spring from the gods love like the gods.  Like the Shadowbrute.  They say the loving and devouring are all one, don’t they?”  (264-265).

The air in her room was shot with crimson (265).

And now those divine Surgeons had me tied down and were at work.  My anger protected me only for a short time; anger wearies itself out and truth comes in.  For it was all true—truer than Ansit could know.  I had rejoiced when there was a press of work, had heaped up needless work to keep him late at the palace, plied him with questions for the mere pleasure of hearing his voice.  Anything to put off the moment when he would go and leave me to my emptiness.  And I had hated him for going.  Punished him too.  Men have a hundred ways of mocking a man who’s thought to love his wife too well, and Bardia was defenseless; everyone knew he’d married an undowered girl, and Ansit boasted that she’d no need (like most) to seek out the ugliest girls in the slave-market for her household.  I never mocked him myself; but I had endless sleights and contrivances (behind my veil) for pushing the talk in such directions as, I knew, would make others mock him.  I hated them for doing it, but I had a bittersweet pleasure at his clouded face.  Did I hate him, then?  Indeed, I believe so.  A love like that can grow to be nine-tenths hatred and still call itself love.  One thing’s certain; in my mad midnight fantasies when he was at last to be seeking my love, I always had him begin by imploring my forgiveness.  Sometimes he had hard work to get it.  I would bring him within an ace of killing himself first (267).

“I am Ungit.”  My voice came wailing out of me and I found that I was in the cool daylight and in my own chamber.  So it had been what we call a dream.  But I must give warning that from this time onward they so drenched me with seeings that I cannot well discern dream from waking nor tell which is the truer.  This vision, anyway, allowed no denial.  Without question it was true.  It was I who was Ungit.  That ruinous face was mine.  I was that Batta-thing, that all-devouring womblike, yet barren, thing.  Glome was a web—I the swollen spider, squat at its center, gorged with men’s stolen lives.


“I will not be Ungit,” said I.  I got up, shivering as with fever, from my bed and bolted the door.  I took down my old sword, the very same that Bardia had taught me to use, and drew it.  It looked such a happy thing (and it was indeed a most true, perfect, fortunate blade) that tears came into my eyes.  “Sword,” said I, “you have had a happy life.  You killed Argan.  You saved Bardia.  Now, for you masterpiece.”


It was all foolishness, though.  The sword was too heavy for me now.  My grip—think of a veined, claw-like hand, skinny knuckles—was childish.  I would never be able to strike home; and I had seen enough of wars to know what a feeble thrust would do.  This way of ceasing to be Ungit was now too hard for me.  I sat down—the cold, small, helpless thing I was—on the edge of my bed and thought again.


There must, whether the gods see it or not, be something great in the mortal soul.  For suffering, it seems, is infinite, and our capacity without limit (276-277).

Then a new thought came to me.  My veil was no longer a means to be unknown.  It revealed me; all men knew the veiled Queen.  My disguise now would be to go bareface; there was hardly anyone who had seen me unveiled.  So, for the first time in many years, I went out bareface; showed that face which many had said, more truly than they could know, was too dreadful to be seen.  It would have shamed me no more to go buff-naked.  For I thought I would look as like Ungit to them as I had seen myself in that mirror beneath the earth (278).

A voice came from beyond the river: “Do not do it.”


Instantly—I had been freezing cold till now—a wave of fire passed over me, even down to my numb feet.  It was the voice of a god.  Who should know better than I?  A god’s voice had once shattered my whole life.  They are not to be mistaken.  It may well be that by trickery of priests men have sometimes taken a mortal’s voice for a god’s.  But it will not work the other way.  No one who hears a god’s voice takes it for a mortal’s.


“Lord, who are you?” said I.


“Do not do it,” said the god.  “you cannot escape Ungit by going to the deadlands, for she is there also.  Die before you die.  There is no chance after.”


“Lord, I am Ungit.”


But there was no answer.  And that is another thing about the voices of the gods; when once they have ceased, though it is only a heart-beat ago and the bright hard syllables, the heavy bars or mighty obelisks of sound, are still master in your ears, it is as if they had ceased a thousand years before, and to expect further utterance is like asking for an apple from a tree that fruited the day the world was made.  The voice of the god had not changed in all those years, but I had (279-280).

And a horrible memory crept into my mind of those days when I had tried to mend the ugliness of my body with new devices in the way I did my hair or the colours I wore.  I’d a cold fear that I was at the same work again.  I could mend my soul not more than my face.  Unless the gods helped me.  And why did the gods not help me?  Babai!  A terrible sheer thought, huge as a cliff, towered up before me, infinitely likely to be true.  No man will love you, though you gave your life for him, unless you have a pretty face.  So (might it not be?), the gods will not love you (however you try to pleasure them, and whatever you suffer) unless you have that beauty of soul.  In either race, for the love of men or the love of a god, the winners and losers are marked out from birth (282).

I found myself standing on the bank of a bright and great river.  And on the further bank I saw a flock—of sheep, I thought.  Then I considered them more closely, and I saw that they were all rams, high as horses, mightily horned, and their fleeces such bright gold that I could not look steadily at them.  “Now those,” thought I, “are the rams of the gods.  If I can steal but one golden lock off their sides, I shall have beauty.  Redival’s ringlets were nothing to that wool.”  And in my vision I was able to do what I had feared to do at the Shennit; for I went into the cold water, up to my knee, up to my belly, up to my neck, and then lost the bottom and swam and found the bottom again and came up out of the river into the pastures of the gods.  And I walked forward over that holy turf with a good and glad heart.  But all the golden rams came at me.  They drew closer to one another as their onrush brought them closer to me, till it was a solid wall of living gold.  And with terrible force their curled horns struck me and knocked me flat and their hoofs trampled me.  They were not doing it in anger.  They rushed over me in their joy—perhaps they did not see me—certainly I was nothing in their minds.  I understood it well.  They butted and trampled me because their gladness led them on; the Divine Nature wounds and perhaps destroys us merely by being what it is (283-284).

“I know what you’ll say.  You will say the real gods are not at all like Ungit, and that I was shown a real god and the house of a real god and ought to know it.  Hypocrites!  I do know it.  As if that would heal my wounds!”

“Do you think we mortals will find you gods easier to bear if you’re beautiful?  I tell you that if that’s true we’ll find you a thousand times worse.  For then (I know what beauty does) you’ll lure and entice.  You’ll leave us nothing; nothing that’s worth our keeping or taking.  Those we love best—whoever’s most worth loving—those are the very ones you’ll pick out.  Oh, I can see it happening, age after age, and growing worse and worse the more you reveal your beauty: the son turning his back on the mother and bride on her groom, stolen away by this everlasting calling, calling, calling of the gods.  Taken where we can’t follow (290-291)”

Often when he was teaching me to write in Greek the Fox would say, “Child, to say the very thing you really mean, the whole of it, nothing more or less or other than what you really mean; that’s the whole art and joy of words.”  A glib saying.  When the time comes to you at which you will be forced at last to utter the speech which was lain at the center of your soul for years, which you have, all that time, idiot-like, been saying over and over, you’ll not talk about joy of words.  I saw well why the gods do not speak to us openly, nor let us answer.  Till that word can be dug out of us, why should they hear the babble that we think we mean?  How can they meet us face to face till we have faces?  (294).

The Fox and I were alone again.

“Did we really do all these things to her? I asked.

“Yes.  All here’s true.”

“And we said we loved her.”

“And we did.  She had no more dangerous enemies than us.  And in that far distant day when the gods become wholly beautiful, or we at last are shown how beautiful they always were, this will happen more and more.  For mortals, as you said, will become more and more jealous.  And mother and wife will become more and more jealous.  And mother and wife and child and friend will all be in league to keep a soul from being united with the Divine Nature.” (304).

“Come,” said the Fox.  I think I had no will in me at all.  He took my hand and led me out between the pillars (the vine leaves brushed my hair) into the warm sunlight.  We stood in a fair, grassy court, with blue, fresh sky above us; mountain sky.  In the center of the court was a bath of clear water in which  many could have swum and sported together.  Then there was a moving and rustling of invisible people, and more voices (now somewhat hushed).  Next moment I was flat on my face; for Psyche had come and I was kissing her feet.


“Oh Psyche, oh goddess,” I said.  “Never again will I call you mine; but all there is of me shall be yours.  Alas, you know now what it’s worth.  I never wished you well, never had one selfless thought of you.  I was a craver.”


She bent over me to lift me up.  Then, when I would not rise, she said, “But Maia, dear Maia, you must stand up.  I have not given you the casket.  You know I went a long journey to fetch the beauty that will make Ungit beautiful.”


I stood up then; all wet with a kind of tears that do not flow in this country.  She stood before me, holding out something for me to take.  Now I knew that she was a goddess indeed.  Her hands burned me (a painless burning) when they met mine.  The air that came from her clothes and limbs and hair was wild and sweet; youth seemed to come into my breast as I breathed it.  And yet (this is hard to say) with all this, even because of all this, she was the old Psyche still; a thousand times more her very self than she had been before the Offering.  For all that had then but flashed out in a glance or a gesture, all that one meant most when one spoke her name, was not wholly present, not to be gathered up from hints nor in shreds, not some of it in one moment and some in another.  Goddess?  I had never seen a real woman before.


“Did I not tell you, Maia,” she said, “that a day was coming when you and I would meet in my house and no cloud between us?”


Joy silenced me.  And I thought I had now come to the highest, and to the utmost fullness of being which the human soul can contain.  But now, what was this?  You have seen the torches grow pale when men open the shutters and broad summer morning shines in on the feasting hall?  So now.  Suddenly, from a strange look in Psyche’s face (I could see she knew something she had not spoken of), or from glorious and awful deepening of the blue sky above us, or from a deep breath like a sigh uttered all round us by invisible lips, or from a deep, doubtful, quaking and surmise in my own heart, I knew that all this had been only a preparation.  Some far greater matter was upon us.  The voices spoke again; but not loud this time.  They were awed and trembled.  “He is coming,” they said.  “The god is coming into his house.  The god comes to judge Orual.”


If Psyche had not held me by the hand I should have sunk down. She had brought me now to the very edge of the pool.  The air was growing brighter and brighter about us; as if something had set it on fire.  Each breath I drew let into me new terror, joy, overpowering sweetness.  I was pierced through and through with the arrows of it.  I was being unmade.  I was no one.  But that’s little say; rather, Psyche herself was, in a manner, no one.  I loved her as I would once have thought it impossible to love, would have died any death for her.  And yet , it was not, not now, she that really counted.  Or if she counted (and oh, gloriously she did) it was for another’s sake.  The earth and stars and sun, all that was or will be, existed for his sake.  And he was coming.  The most dreadful, the most beautiful, the only dread and beauty there is, was coming.  The pillars on the far side of the pool flushed with his approach.  I cast down my eyes.


Two figures, reflections, their feet to Psyche’s feet and mine, stood head downward in the water.  But whose were they?  Two Psyches, the one clothed, the other naked?  Yes, both Psyches, both beautiful (if that mattered now) beyond all imagining, yet not exactly the same.


“You also are Psyche,” came a great voice.  I looked up then, and it’s strange that I dared.  But I saw no god, no pillared court.  I was in the palace gardens, my foolish book in my hand.  The vision to the eye had, I think, faded one moment before the oracle to the ear.  For the words were still sounding.


I ended my first book with the words no answer.  I know now, Lord, why you utter no answer.  You are yourself the answer.  Before your face questions die away.  What other answer would suffice?  Only words, words; to be led out to battle against other words.  Long did I hate you, long did I fear you.  (304-308).

Romans Verse by Verse

Newell, Willaim R.  Romans Verse by Verse. Chicago: Moody Press, 1948.

Chapter 1

18—The wrath of God has been suppressed in concept because of no knowledge of sin.  Consciousness of sin is lost, and, therefore, God-consciousness is lost just as in the days of Noah—they needed a reminder of wrath because they had lost a clear view and perception of their transgressions against a Holy God.  Ignorance of sin always leads to doom.  

In hell lust will rage, but the ability to indulge it will be removed for eternity.

Men had to hold down the truth to continue in unrighteousness.  Many know more truth than they will ever admit, and therefore suppress it.

19—“Utter uncompromising, abandonment of hope in man is the first preliminary to understanding or preaching the gospel.” (27)  “The first step of wisdom is to listen to the worst God says about us.” (27)

20—Paul connects the observing of the mighty and beautiful things of the universe with the consciousness of a personal God (28).  Here the reason for God’s wrath is shown in that they were without excuse.

22—And then they became fools simply as a result of a lack of fear of the Lord.  For the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom and knowledge (Prov. 1:7, 9:10, 15:33, Ps. 111:10, Job 28:28).  They suck up sin; they welter in wickedness; they profess to be wise!  They sit at the feet of “professors” whose breath is spiritual cyanide.  They idolize the hog-sty doctrines of rotten Freud: and count themselves wise (30).  Preachers and teachers have soft-pedaled sin, until the fear of God is vanishing away (31).

24—Notice difference between lust of heart and flesh—here it is the heart that then plunges the flesh into deeper impurity.

Oh, that Day!  that Day!—for these lying preachers of “peace, peace,” who have said, “God is too good to damn anybody.”  And shall God, in that Day, refuse to remember the agonies of His Son on the Cross?  Shall He change that holy hatred of sin, wherein He forsook Christ and spared Him not?—all because miserable guilty Universalists, Unitarians, Millennial fawning “Hush, hush” preachers, have promised to men “a God that would not show wrath against sin!”  A God who would indeed “spare all,—yea, probably, even Satan, finally!


Let this awful word Orge, Wrath, settle into the conscience of every soul; for God hath spoken it! (42)

The God of the twentieth century is not the God of the Bible, but the God of the vain imaginations of shallow men, —men who will not look honestly at history (as, e.g., the Flood, or Sodom and Gomorrah); nay, who will not look honestly at present events!  Preachers are found by the thousands who pooh-pooh the thought that the great calamities, such as the late war, and that now looming, are judgments of God; that great droughts or floods or storms are sent by Him.  Like the hardened wretches whom Ezekiel saw, they say, “Jehovah seeth us not; Jehovah hath forsaken the land.” (46)

Daniel Webster, in answer to the question: “What is the greatest thought that ever entered your mind?” said, at once, “My responsibility to my Maker!”  You must meet God, and that as He is, not as you might wish Him to be (52-52).

Chapter 8

Now God says the “doings” of the body are to be put to death.  Not that our bodies are not dear to God.  They are, —and if we are Christ’s our bodies are members of Christ (1 Cor. 6:15).  But they are not redeemed as yet.  And God has left us in these unredeemed bodies, that we may learn—(1) the badness of our old self-life, as we see that in our flesh there dwelleth no good thing; (2) the exceeding sinfulness of sin, —and learn to hate and abhor it; (3) the sweet and blessed path of relying on the indwelling Holy Spirit, —nay, even of using His Almighty and willing power by acts of simple faith; for it reads, “If WE, by the Spirit, put to death the doings of the body.” (308-309)

Along with this consciousness, the Spirit indwelling witnesses, enabling us, moving us, to cry, “Abba, Father.”  There is life before this, just as the new-born babe has life and breath before it forms a syllable.  It is significant that the Spirit indwelling is the power whereby we cry, Abba, Father, —by His enlightenment, His encouragement, His energy (313).

 Nor, in our judgment, should Christians permit themselves habits of address in prayer not authorized and exemplified in Scripture.  Our Lord Jesus prayed saying, “Father,” “My Father,” “O righteous Father.”  He did not say, “Almighty God,” nor did He use the name “Jehovah,” as Israel did in the Psalms and elsewhere.  He said, “Father.”  And he said to us, “When ye pray, say, Father.” (Note Luke 11:2 in the Revised Version.)  “We have our access,” says Paul, “in one Spirit unto the father.”  “To us there is one God, the Father” (I Co. 8:6).  Today, also, some devoted Christians address God as “Father-God.”  But why not say, “Father,” as our Lord directed and the Spirit witnesses?  To say “Father-God,” makes the first word an adjective! (315)

Heaven above is softer blue,

Earth around is sweeter green!

Something lives in every hue

Christless eyes have never seen:

Birds with gladder songs o’erflow,

Flowers with deeper beauties shine,

Since I know, as now I know,

I am His, and He is mine.




-Wade Robinson (322-323)

Major D. W. Whittle—of blessed memory!  Used to say, “The trouble with most Christians is that they are not willing to groan!  Unwilling to face constantly the fact of being ‘in a tabernacle,’ our earthly body, in which we groan, being burdened; and thus to long for the coming of Christ in the redemption of their bodies, most Christians get weary and long for death—disembodiment, which is not the Christian’s hope.  Or else they turn back for some kind of satisfaction, to the things of this poor wretched dying world.  Or they seek to have sin ‘eradicated’ from their bodies.”  (324)

Oh, bewared of the glib and intimate chatter of the “Modernist” preacher in his prayers!  He would flatter both the Almighty and his hearers, and most of all, himself, in his “beautiful” and “eloquent” address to God!  Not so with Paul, and the real saints of God, who have the Holy Ghost.  There is with them the sense of utter boundless need, and along with this the sense of ignorance and inability.  Yet, still, bless God!  There is, with all this, the sense of the limitless help of the Holy Spirit! (326)

And we know that to them that love God all things work together for good—The words we know are used about thirty times as the expression of the common knowledge of the saints of God as such, in the Epistles: (in Romans, five times)—indicating always Christian knowledge; also I Corinthians 8:4, I John 5:19, —and John 21:24, are perfect examples.  Lodge members, having been “initiated,” go about as those that “know.”  The Christian is traveling to glory along with a blessed company that can say “We know,” in an infinitely higher and surer sense.*  And here, what a knowledge! That to them that love God all things work together for good! (327-328)

This involves that billion billion control of God’s providence—of the most infinitesimal things—to bring them about for “good” to God’s saints.  When we reflect on the innumerable “things” about us, —forces seen and unseen of the mineral, vegetable, and animal worlds; of man at enmity with God; of Satan, and his principalities and powers, in deadly array; in the uncertainty and even treachery of those near and dear to us, and even of professed Christians, and of our own selves, —which we cannot trust for a moment; upon our unredeemed bodies; upon our general complete helplessness: —then, to have God say, “All things working together for your good,”—reveals to us a Divine providence that is absolutely limitless!  The book of Proverbs sets forth just such a God: for it describes the certain end, good or bad, of the various paths of men on earth—every minute detail ordered of God.  So also Ephesians (1:11):  “The purpose of Him who worketh all things after the counsel of His will”; and David: “All things are Thy servants” (Ps. 119:91); as also the whole prophetic Word, —yea, the whole Word of God; for the God of Providence is in all of it!  (328-329)

“Called” here does not mean invited—as in Proverbs, for instance.  “Unto you, O men, I call”; for this would be an appeal to man’s will instead of a description of those who are the objects of God’s will, His purpose.  “Called,” in the sense of Romans 8:28, is illustrated in I Corinthians 1:24: where “Christ crucified” is declared to be a “Stumbling-block” to Jews (to people whose thought was religion) and “foolishness” to Greeks (to those whose life lay in philosophy): but to “the called themselves” (Gr. Margin) “Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”  Here “the called” are seen to be company whose mark is neither religious response nor intellectual apprehending; but the electing grace of God which has so marked out the sphere of their being, that they are named “the called.”  They are called according to His (God’s) purpose!


Now, that purpose is not merely an expressed Divine desire, but a fixed and vast will, that itself subordinates, necessarily, all things; submerges all opposition; effects its object.  God’s purpose, in regard to “the called,” His “elect,” does, indeed, arise out of His desire, as well as being according to His infinite wisdom.


This is shown in:



“Jehovah hath chosen Zion;



He hath desire it for His habitation.



Here will I dwell; for I have desired it” (Ps. 132:13, 14)

Also, “Because He [Jehovah] loved their [Israel’s] fathers, therefore He chose their seed after them” (Deut. 4:37).  Even those “chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world,” are said to be “loved in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  “God is love,” and acts according to that nature.  Out of His infinite, holy desire arose His purpose.  Reverse this order, and you have the god of the fatalist, not of the Bible (329).

Our weak hearts, prone to legality and unbelief, with great difficulty receive these mighty words:  God is for us.  Place the emphasis here where God places it—on this great word “for.”  God is for His elect.  They have failed, but He is for them.  They are ignorant, but He is for them.  They have not yet brought forth much fruit, but He is for them.  If our hearts once surrender to the stupendous fact that there are those whom God will eternally be for, that there is an electing act and attitude of God, in which He eternally commits Himself to His elect, —without conditions, without requirements; whose lives do not at all affect the face that God is for them—then we shall be ready to magnify the God of all grace! (334-335)

You can let God be absolutely sovereign in election, and yet, if you find the door opened by this sovereign God, and “whosoever will” written over it by that same sovereign God, by all means enter!  Set your seal to this, that God is true, by receiving His witness (John 3:33).  Do not allow any “system of theology” to disturb you for one moment!  What will you say to these things? (335).

Concerning “these things,” if we simply rejoice, with Paul, saying, “God is for me, who is against me?” it is well!  But if we cannot rejoice in Divine, sovereign foreknowledge, foreordination, and calling, this also is the fruit of subtle unbelief and self-righteousness.  “I know,” said Spurgeon, “that God chose me before I was born; for He never would have chosen me afterwards!” (335-336)

It is evident that those whose description is “killed all the day long,” “sheep for slaughter,” will never become more than conquerors, or conquerors at all, through “moral influence,” human “merits,” “the ballot box,” “the betterment of humanity,” “interracial understanding”!  No, not with Satan prince and god, here!  And he will be such until cast into the abyss (Rev. 20) at Christ’s coming (343).

Verse 38 [chapter 8]:  For I am persuaded—Before we quote the last two verses of this triumphant paean, let us lay to heart this word persuaded, for it is the key to Paul’s triumph as he gores shouting up these mountain heights of Christian faith.  “Persuaded” is a heart word.  The difference between knowing a truth and being heart-persuaded of it, Paul brings out in Chapter 14:14:  “I know, and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus, that nothing is unclean of itself.”  (See that passage.)  Many people know, for example, that in this dispensation all distinctions of meats have been removed; yet their consciences are not relieved.  Weakness and fear still trouble them—about meats and days and many things.  To know a Bible truth, you have only to read it: to be “persuaded of it in the Lord Jesus” involves the fact, first, that the truth in question touches your own personal safety before God; and, second, that your heart has so been enlightened by the Holy Spirit, and your will so won over—“persuaded”—that confidence, heart-satisfied persuasion, results.


Now Paul says in Romans 8:38:  I am persuaded—Dear saints, had not Paul passed through all these terrible things of verse 35, tribulation, anguish, persecution, —all?  Look at the scars on his body!  Assurance? He had it: “in the sight of God speak we in Christ” (II Cor. 12:19); “Seeing that ye seek a proof of Christ that speaketh in me” (II Cor. 13:3).  Confidence?  Hearken t his last epistle: “The Lord will deliver me from every evil work, and will save me unto His heavenly kingdom: to whom be the glory unto the ages of the ages” (II Tim. 4:18).  “Persuaded?” His mind, his conscience, his heart, his whole being, were sublimely committed to what he is about to say.  The days of doubt and uncertainty were forever passed for him! (345-346)

There is no more striking example of the deadly and deadening self-confidence into which human beings so quickly drift when they find themselves objects of Divine goodness:  “Man that is in honor, and understandeth not, is like the beasts that perish” (Ps. 49:20) (354).

Dear old Bengel searchingly says, “It is not easy to estimate the measure of love in a Moses and a Paul.  For our limited reason does not grasp it, as the child cannot comprehend the courage of warriors!” (356)

Verse 8: That is, it is not the children of the flesh that are children of God; but the children of the promise are reckoned for a seed.  What does the apostle mean by “The children of the promise are reckoned for a seed”?  It is most necessary that we perceive that Paul is speaking here, not of man’s believing a promise and therefore being written down as one of God’s children; but on the contrary, of the promise (of God to Christ) that characterizes the existence and calling of all the real children of God.  He expounds this in the next verse.


Verse 9: For this is a word of promise, According to this season will I come, and Sarah shall have a son—That quotation is from Genesis 18:10.  Read the connection there carefully.  Isaac, the coming child, did not believe the promise in order to be born!  But, God promised Isaac to Abraham, and kept His promise by a miracle.  When Isaac was born, therefore, he was a child of promise, —a promised child, in God’s sovereign will (363).

Nevertheless, we must let certain Scriptures lie just as they are, whether or not they consort with our conceptions, or whether we find ourselves able to “reconcile” them with our “theological system” or not.  We quote a few of these Scriptures:


“The wicked are estranged from the womb;


They go astray as soon as they are born, speaking lies” (Ps. 58:3).


“Jehovah hath made everything for its own end;


Yea, even the wicked for the day of evil” (Prov. 16:4).


“They stumble at the word, being disobedient: whereunto also they were appointed” (I Pet. 2:8).


“Again, when a righteous man doth turn from his righteousness, and commit iniquity, and I lay a stumbling block before him, he shall…die in his sin, and his righteous deeds which he hath done shall not be remembered (Ezek. 3:20) (373-374).

He offended all their false claims of righteousness, by the light which He was, —the Holy One.  He offended the leaders of Israel, by exposing their sin.  He offended the hopes of an immediate, carnal, earthly kingdom, by showing that only those poor in spirit and pure of heart would be in that kingdom.  In short, he offended the nation by overthrowing its whole superstructure of works built on sand, —as-it-were-works! (383)

Sir Robert Anderson relates: “A lady of acquaintance, well know in the higher ranks of London society, called upon me one day to ask for police help, to relieve her from certain annoyances.  Her evident distress at my inability to give her the protection she sought, led me to remark that the peace of God in the heart was a great antidote to trouble.  “Ah,” said she, “if I were only like you!”  “If it depended on my merit,” I replied with real sincerity, “it is you who would have the peace, not I.”  Presently her manner changed, and with tears in her eyes she told me something of her spiritual struggles.  If she could be more earnest, more devout, more prayerful, she was sure that God would accept her.


“I was greatly interested,” I remarked, “by what I heard about the supper you gave the tramps last week.  Did they offer you anything for it?  Of course, they had no money, but they might have brought you some of their coats and shirts!”


“If you had only seen their coats and shirts!” she exclaimed with a smile.


“Filthy rags they were, I’m sure,” said I, “and what you don’t believe is that in God’s sight ‘all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags.’” (383)

The very name of this plan is Vain Confidence.  It has doomed and damned its millions.  For, salvation being altogether of God, the soul who is hugging the delusion that it is “of him that willeth,” “of him that runneth,” is making God a liar and walking in blind pride (384).

If I wait to believe the statements of God the Creator until I can “reconcile” them with my creature conceptions, that is not faith, but presumption (384).

“It is election day: God is voting for you and devil is voting against you, and you cast the deciding vote!” (384) ( 

But, when we consider Election, we must remove our thoughts wholly from this world, the first Adam, the sin of man, and his “attitude” toward God.  The purpose of God according to Election is “not of works, but of Him that calleth.”  It is outside human history altogether.  It is of God. (441)

When one turns from the contemplation of what we have been reading in Romans to man’s poor books, —there is immediate revulsion and constant weariness!  The poverty! The shallowness! Of this world!—whether its philosophy, its science, its poetry, yea, or its religion, all is vanity!  As Paul says, “The wisdom of this world is foolishness with God” (441)

Let us give heart-heed to this our apostle, who often covered with his tears the pages whereon he wrote (447).

But the Jews of our Lord’s day gloried in hat temple: though there was in it neither the Ark of the Covenant nor the Shechinah Presence of Jehovah.  The glory had departed; but the Jews forgot all this, just as many Christians today, though often quite “Bible students,”—practically forget or ignore the immediate Presence of the Holy Ghost, with His all-necessary gifts: saying, “These belonged to the ‘early days’; but we have the written Word now, and do not need the gifts, as did the Early Church (462).

It may be true that He does not work as He once did; but let us admit two things: we dare not say, he is not willing so to work; and, we dare not say, It is God’s plan that he does not!  We can only say, We have sinned!  So did Daniel (Dan. 9).  So did Ezra (Ezra 9).  So did they of Nehemiah’s day (Neh. 9).  Our days are days of failure, just like those.  Nor will it do, (as with so many enlightened saints), merely to “see and judge the failure of the professed Church” and gather in the name of the Lord, and remember His death in the breaking of bread every Lord’s day.  All this is good.  But we must judge ourselves if we do not have real power amongst us.  And the power of the Spirit, in a day of apostasy like this, will bring us into a deep burden over the state of things, and into prayer, such as the great men of God made in the three great chapters to which we have just referred! (462-63).

Prophets, who associated with apostles as the foundation, because they revealed the mind of God, may, it appears to me, in a subordinate sense, he believed to exist, —those who not merely teach and explain ordinary and profitable doctrine, —but who by a special energy of the Spirit can unfold and communicate the mind of Christ to the Church where it is ignorant of it (though that mind be treasured up in the Scripture)—can bring truths, hidden previously from the knowledge of the Church, in the power of the testimony of the Spirit of God, to bear on the present circumstances of the Church and future prospects of the world, and thus be practically prophets (though there be no new facts revealed, but all are really in the Word already), and thus be a direct blessing and gift of Christ to the Church for its emergency and need, though the Word be strictly adhered to, but without which the Church would not have had the power of that Word” (Darby) (463).

We know what debt under God all those who have the truth today owe to Darby, through whom God recovered more truth belonging to the Church of God, than through any other man since Paul, and whose writings are today the greatest treasure of truth and safeguard against error known to instructed believers.  Such men had more than an evangelist’s or teacher’s gift.  There was spiritual authority they themselves did not seek, attending their ministry.  This fact discerning believers, —those free from tradition’s bias, readily see and gladly admit (464).

[11:7] Or he that teacheth, to his teaching—Proper Christian teaching is not mere “Bible study”; but, first of all, clear explanation direct to believers’ hearts, of Christ’s work for us, and of the Pauline Epistles that directly concern the Church of God as the Body of Christ, indwelt by the Spirit, one with Him.  Proper teaching would see that the saints become familiar with the wonders of the Old Testament, and love it.  The prophecies, both of the Old Testament and of the book of The Revelation should also be taught, remembering that “the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy”’ and that every true Christian teacher should be able to say: “It was the good pleasure of God to reveal His Son in me, that I might preach Him” (Gal. 1:16); “that in all things Christ might have the preeminence”; “that we may present every man perfect in Christ Jesus.”  This is the kind of work that was done by Priscilla and Aquila, when they had heard Apollos in the Ephesian synagogue: “They took him unto them, and expounded unto him the Way of God more accurately.”  It is being done whenever one who knows the truth really brings another into it.  Oh, for more such teaching!  We leave so much unapplied, —so much that the dear saints never really enter into!


Verse [11:] 8:  Or he that exhorteth, to his exhortation—The gift of exhortation is distinct from that of teaching (though both may be found in the same person).  Exhortation is an appeal to the will; teaching, to the mind.  Exhortation is a precious gift—invaluable! Whereby the Holy Spirit directly persuades the hearing heart into obedience to the truth which it had heard.  A true exhorter, also, must be walking the path he calls others to follow!  (465-66)

To be a good Christian, a man must be a good hater! [hate evil, cling to what is good] (469)

Prayer Sermons by Alexander Whyte

Concentration in Prayer


Last week I became very miserable as I saw my time slipping away, and my vow not performed.  I therefore one afternoon stole into my coat and hat; and took my staff, and slipped out of the house in secret.  For two hours, I walked alone and prayed: but pray as I would, I got not one step nearer to God all these seven or eight cold miles.  My guilty conscience mocked me to my face, and said to me: Is it any wonder that God has cast off a minister and a father like thee?  For two hours I struggled on, forsaken of God, and met neither God nor man all that chilly afternoon.  When, at last, standing still, and looking at Schiehallion clothed in white from top to bottom, this of David shot up into my heart: “Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.”  In a moment I was with God.  Or rather, God, as I believe, was with me.  Till I walked home under the rising moon with my head waters and with my heart in a flame of prayer; naming and describing, first my own children to God, and then yours.  Two hours is a long time to steal away from one’s own books and companions to swing one’s walking-stick, and to utter unavailing shouts to one’s self in a wintry glen: but then; my two hours look to me now—as they tasted to me then—the best strength and the best sweetness of all my Christmas holiday.


Secret prayer is an essentially spiritual duty that the Bible nowhere lays down laws and rules as to times or as to places for such prayer.  The Bible treats us as men, and not as children.


Why do we do everything for our friends but the best thing?

Forgiving Spirit in Prayer


There is nothing in which we need to take so many lessons as in prayer.  There is nothing of which we are so utterly ignorant when we first begin; there is nothing in which we are so helpless.

The Endless Quest


We do not come to God upon our feet, but upon our affections.  And thus it is that we, who are materialistically minded and so unspiritually minded men, find it so distasteful, and so difficult, and so impossible to seek out God till we find Him.  (Augustine)


But there is no student in all the world like the student of his own heart.  There is no thinker so deep and difficult as he who thinks about himself.


Believe the worst about yourself.  Fix on the constantly sinful state of your own heart, and an the secret springs of sinful thought and feeling within you: seek yourself out, as the text says, and you are thus seeking out God.  Fight every day against no one else but yourself; and against nothing else but every secret motion of pride, and anger, and malice, and love of evil, and dislike of good.

Every step you take out of an angry and wrathful heart, and out of a sour, sullen, and morose heart, and into a meek and peace-making heart; out of envy and uneasiness, and into admiration and honour: on the spot your heavenly Father will acknowledge and will reward you. Seek Him out: and see if He will not!

God, all-wise, does not make a change in your circumstances just for the love of change. It is all for His love to you, and to make you seek out a fresh proof of that love, as well as to draw out some new, and warm, and wondering love out of your renewed heart to Him.

Men and women! What are you living for? What is your life yielding you? If you are not finding God in all parts of your life--what a fatal mistake you are making! And what a magnificent reward you are for ever missing!

The Secret Burden

Down to Gehenna, and up to the throne, 

He travels the fastest, who travels alone 

THAT is to say, secret sin, and secret prayer, have this in common; that they both make a man travel his fastest. Secret sin makes him who commits it travel his fastest down to Gehenna,--that is to say, down into "the fire that is not quenched."

The Pleading Note in Prayer

Tell Him, honestly, that, if it were not for hell-fire; all the books and all the sermons in the world would never have brought you to His footstool.

Imagination in Prayer


Better be somewhat too bold and somewhat unseemly than altogether to neglect and forget Almighty God. Better say that so bold saying,--"I will not let Thee go," than pray with such laziness and sleepiness and stupidity as we now pray.

Fall at His feet, kiss His feet. Kiss His feet till thy lips come upon an iron nail in them: and, after that, thou wilt know, of a truth, Who He is, that is with thee in the night-watches!

One of Paul’s Prayers

If we do not learn to pray, it will not be for want of instructions and examples. Look at Abraham, taking it upon him to speak unto the Lord for Sodom. Look at Isaac, who goes out to meditate in the field at the eventide. Look at Jacob, as he wrestles until the breaking of the day at the Jabbok. Look at Hannah, as she speaks in her heart. Look at David, as he prevents now the dawning of the day, and now the watches of the night, in a hundred psalms. Look at our Lord. And then, look at Paul, as great in prayer as he is in preaching, or in writing Epistles. No,--if you never learn to pray, it will not be for want of the clearest instructions, and the most shining examples.

Reverence in Prayer

Some Aspects of the way of Prayer


Now the greatness of God is the true index and measure of the greatness of man.

The Psalmist—Setting the Lord always before him


Seize those golden, but irrecoverable opportunities; seize them so that he shall never be able to say to you that He never knew you.  His own word, for one.  Never open the New Testament till you have said to yourself: “Now, O my soul, let us proceed no further till we have set Him of Whom we are no to read before us!”  Never hear a chapter of the Gospel read without seeing, as if you had been there, all that is read about.  Be for the time, in Bethlehem, and in Nazareth, and in Galilee, and in Jerusalem, and in the Garden, and on Golgotha, and on Olivet.  Never see His name even in pen or pencil, and never hear His Name in a sermon, or in a psalm or prayer, without seeing His face at the same time and falling down before Him.  And when you are in your own place of prayer, do not be in a hurry to get on with your prayer and to get done with it.  If need be, He can make the sun stand still to give you time to pray.  Never kneel without at the same time shutting your eyes on all earthly things, and setting God on His Throne in Heaven, and Jesus Christ in His intercession, before you.  Take time.  It is lost time to speak to the wall.  Take time till you are quite sure that you have His ear.  Be silent till you have something to say.  And then, say it not into the air, but into the ear and the heart of Jesus Christ.  For He has an ear and a heart too, and they are both, if you like, open to you.  


Psalm 40, 63, 103, 119.

The Magnificence of Prayer


The magnificence of God is the source and measure of the magnificence of prayer.  “Think magnificently of God.”  

The Heart of Man and the Heart of God


We throw ourselves at His feet indeed; but, beyond His feet, we throw ourselves into His bosom.  We press and pass through all His angels round about Him. We shut our eyes to all the blinding glory.  We pass in through all his power, and all His majesty, and all his other overwhelming surroundings,--and we are not content till we come to His heart, to God’s very, very heart.  What a thought!  Oh, all ye thinking men!  What a thought! What a heart must God’s heart be!  What knowledge it must have!  What pity it must hold!  What compassion!  What love!  How deep it must be!  How wide!  How tender!  What a mystery!  What a universe we belong to!  What creatures we are!  And what a Creator we have!  And what a God!  “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearcheable are His judgments, and His ways past finding out!  For of Him, and through Him, and to Him are all things, to whom be glory forever.  Amen.”

Jacob Wrestling


There are seasons in our lives when true prayer demands time, and place, and preparation, and solitude.


“I will come to Thee in the innermost marrow of my soul.”  It is true prayer, it is importunate, persevering and agonizing prayer that deciphers the hypocrite


Prayer, at its best, is the noblest, the sublimest, the most magnificent, and stupendous act that any creature of God can perform on earth or in heaven.  Prayer is far too princely a life for most men.  It is high, and they are low, and they cannot attain it.  

One of Paul’s Thanksgivings

My sin is myself. And my darkness lies so thick and so deadly on my soul because self towers up so high and so dark in my soul. And in every man's soul! That is the reason that the world is so full of all kinds of darkness, --because it is so full of men who are all so full of themselves. And that is the reason that hell is so full of darkness,--with not one ray of light,--it is because it is so full of fallen angels and fallen men who are all so full of themselves. That is the reason why they gnaw their tongues with pain, and, that is the reason that the smoke of their torment goes up for ever. Yes: believe it! yes: be sure of it! Self is the very valley of the shadow of death. It is the land of deserts and pits. It is that land of drought through which no man passes. It is that land where all men who pass through it stumble and are broken upon its dark mountains. Hell is hell, because self fills it full, down and out, to all its awful bottomlessness. And heaven is heaven, because there is no self there. Only God is there: only the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost, and our neighbor as ourselves. And self in Paul, and in the Colossians, was hell begun: it was hell and its darkness in them already; till the Father gave commandment and delivered them from this darkness of sin and self, and 

translated them into the marvelous light of His dear Son.

The Man who Knocked at Midnight

The Costliness of Prayer

Mere Christianity

Lewis, C.S. Mere Christianity. Simon & Schuster: New York, 1980.  ISBN: 0-8054-2046-0

A man can eat his dinner without understanding exactly how food nourishes him.  A man can accept what Christ has done without knowing how it works: indeed, he certainly would not know how it works until he has accepted it (59).

Only a bad person needs to repent: only a good person can repent perfectly…The same badness which makes us need it, makes us unable to do it (60).

Doctrines are not God: they are only a kind of map (136).

In fact, that is just why a vague religion—all about feeling God in nature, and so on—is so attractive.  It is all thrills and no work; like watching the waves from the beach.  But you will not get to Newfoundland by studying the Atlantic that way, and you will not get eternal life by simply feeling the presence of God in flowers or music.  Neither will you get anywhere by looking at maps without going to sea (136).

For when you get down to it, is not the popular idea of Christianity simply this: that Jesus Christ was a great moral teacher and that if only we took his advice we might be able to establish a better social order and avoid another war?  (137).

If Christianity was something we were making up, of course we could make it easier.  But it is not.  We cannot compete, in simplicity, with people who are inventing religions.  How could we?  We are dealing with Fact.  Of course anyone can be simple if he has no facts to bother about (145).

Every father is pleased at the baby’s first attempt to walk: no father would be satisfied with anything less than a firm, free, manly walk in a grown-up son.  In the same way, he said, “God is easy to please, but hard to satisfy (174, George McDonald).”  

Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography

Ian Murray

“…And at other times, the greatest delight in the Holy Scriptures, of any book whatsoever. Oftentimes in reading it every word seemed to touch my heart. I felt a harmony between something in my heart, and those sweet and powerful words. I seemed often to see so much light exhibited by every sentence, and such a refreshing food communicated, that I could not get along in reading; often dwelling long on one sentence to see the wonders contained in it, and yet almost every sentence seemed to be full of wonders' (Lxiv).”

My sense of divine things seemed gradually to increase, until I went to preach at New York, which was about a year and a half after they began; and while I was there, I felt them, very sensibly, in a much higher degree than I had done before. My longings after God and holiness, were much increased. Pure and humble, holy and heavenly, Christianity appeared exceeding amiable to me. I felt a burning desire to be in every thing a complete Christian; and conformed to the blessed image of Christ; and that I might live, in all things, according to the pure, sweet and blessed rules of the gospel. I had an eager thirsting after progress in these things; which put me upon pursuing and pressing after them. It was my continual strife day and night, and constant inquiry, how I should be more holy, and live more holily, and more becoming a child of God and a disciple of Christ. I now sought an increase of grace and holiness, and a holy life, with much more earnestness than ever I sought grace before I had it. I used to be continually examining myself, and studying and contriving for likely ways and means how I should live holily, with far greater diligence and earnestness than ever I pursued any thing in my life. . . .

The heaven I desired was a heaven of holiness; to be with God, and to spend my eternity in divine love, and holy communion with Christ. My mind was very much taken up with contemplations on heaven, and the enjoyments there; and living there in perfect holiness, humility and love: and it used at that time to appear a great part of the happiness of heaven, that there the saints could express their love to Christ. It appeared to me a great clog and burden, that what I felt within I could not express as I desired. The inward ardor of my soul seemed to be hindered and pent up, and could not freely flame out as it would. I used often to think, how in heaven this principle should freely and fully vent and express itself. Heaven appeared exceedingly delightful, as a world of love; and that all happiness consisted in living in pure, humble, heavenly, divine love. . . .

Holiness, as I then wrote down some of my contemplations on it, appeared to me to be of a sweet, pleasant, charming, serene, calm nature; which brought an inexpressible purity, brightness, peaceful​ness and ravishment to the soul. In other words, that it made the soul like a field or garden of God, with all manner of pleasant flowers; all pleasant, delightful, and undisturbed; enjoying a sweet calm, and the gently vivifying beams of the sun. The soul of a true Christian, as I then wrote my meditations, appeared like such a little white flower as we see in the spring of the year; low and humble on the ground, opening its bosom to receive the pleasant beams of the sun's glory; rejoicing as it were in a calm rapture; diffusing around a sweet fragrance; standing peacefully and lovingly, in the midst of other flowers round about; all in like manner opening their bosoms to drink in the light of the sun. There was no part of creature holiness, that I had so great a sense of its loveliness, as humility, brokenness of heart and poverty of spirit; and there was nothing that I so earnestly longed for. My heart panted after this - to lie low before God, as in the dust; that I might be nothing, and that God might be ALL, that I might become as a little child (I .xiii-xiv) (51).

When Christ came into the world learning greatly prevailed; and yet wickedness never prevailed more than then. . . . So now, learning is at a great height in the world, far beyond what it was in the age when Christ appeared; and now the world, by their learning and wisdom, do not know God; and they seem to wander in darkness, are miserably deluded, stumble and fall in matters of religion, as in mid-night darkness. Trusting to their learning, they grope in the day-time as in the night. Learned men are exceedingly divided in their opinions concerning the matters of religion, running into all manner of corrupt opinions, pernicious and foolish errors. 

Since I came to this town, I have often had sweet complacency in God, in views of his glorious perfections and the excellency of Jesus Christ. God has appeared to me a glorious and lovely Being, chiefly on account of his holiness. The holiness of God has always appeared to me the most lovely of all his attributes. . . . I have loved the doctrines of the gospel; they have been to my soul like green pastures.

The gospel has seemed to me the richest treasure; the treasure that I have most desired, and longed that it might dwell richly in me. The way of salvation by Christ has appeared, in a general way, glorious and excellent, most pleasant and most beautiful. It has often seemed to me that it would in a great measure spoil heaven to receive it in any other way... .

Sometimes, only mentioning a single word caused my heart to burn within me; or only seeing the name of Christ, or the name of some attribute of God. And God has appeared glorious to me on account of the Trinity. It has made me have exalting thoughts of God, that he subsists in three persons; the Father, Son and Holy Ghost. The sweetest joys and delights I have experienced, have not been those that have arisen from a hope of my own good estate, but in a direct view of the glorious things of the gospel.

Once, as I rode out into the woods for my health, in 1737, having alighted from my horse in a retired place, as my manner commonly, as been, to walk for divine contemplation and prayer, I had a view that for me was extraordinary, of the glory of the Son of God, as Mediator between God and man, and his wonderful, great, full, pure and sweet grace and love, and meek and gentle condescension. This grace that appeared so calm and sweet, appeared also great above the heavens. The person of Christ appeared ineffably excellent with an excellency great enough to swallow up all thought and conception ​which continued, as near as I can judge, about an hour; which kept me the greater part of the time in a flood of tears and weeping aloud. I felt an ardency of soul to be, what I know not otherwise how to express, emptied and annihilated; to lie in the dust, and to be full of Christ alone; to love Him with a holy and pure love; to trust in Him; to live upon Him; to serve and follow Him; and to be perfectly sanctified and made pure, with a divine and heavenly purity. I have, several other times, had views very much of the same nature, and which have had the same effects (I.xlvi-xlvii).

Often, since I lived in this town, I have had very affecting views of my own sinfulness and vileness; very frequently to such a degree as to hold me in a kind of loud weeping, sometimes for a considerable time together; so that I have often been forced to shut myself up. I have had a vastly greater sense of my own wickedness, and the badness of my heart, than ever I had before my conversion. It has often appeared to me that if God should mark iniquity against me I should appear the very worst of all mankind - of all that have been, since the beginning of the world to this time, and that I should have by far the lowest place in hell.

My wickedness, as I am in myself, has long appeared to me perfectly ineffable, and swallowing up all thought and imagination; like an infinite deluge or mountains over my head. I know not how to express better what my sins appear to me to be than by heaping infinite upon infinite, and multiplying infinite by infinite. Very often, for these many years, these expressions are in my mind, and in my mouth, 'Infinite upon infinite. . . Infinite upon infinite!’ 

By the 1730'S Edwards was in open disagreement with the judgment of such temperate brethren. 'There is very little appearance of zeal for the mysterious and spiritual doctrines of Christianity', he wrote in 1739, and this he took to be a sure sign of the low state of religion. Moreover, he saw, as Owen before him, that Christianity itself could not long be upheld if concessions were made to accommodate objections to Calvin​ism. The danger from Arminianism lay not simply in a few particular errors but in its whole tendency. While it claimed to be based upon Scripture the popular strength of its arguments depended on the contention that Calvinistic belief is not reconcilable with human reason: How, its exponents asked, can a sovereign election be reconciled with God's universal com​passion? or the unchangeable purpose of God in salvation with man's free agency? This mode of argument by-passed two facts; first, that reason is 'impaired, depraved and corrupted', and second, that 'the gospel requires men to believe things above reason merely on the authority of divine revelation.' If all the doctrines 'which have anything of spiritual mystery in them and so not absolutely reconcilable unto reason as corrupt and carnal' were judged as Arminianism judges the doctrine of sovereign grace, how much Christianity would remain?

The text he chose was I Corinthians 1.29-3 I, 'That no flesh should glory in his presence. . . ' and the doctrine to be expounded was set out in the words, 'God is glorified in the work of redemption in this, that there appears in it so absolute and universal a dependence of the redeemed on God for all their good.' It was the full-orbed old theology, spiritually presented, powerfully urged and, at the close, applied against 'those doctrines and schemes of divinity that are in any respect opposite to such an absolute and universal dependence on God.' We are dependent upon God, he argued, not only for redemption itself but for our faith in the Redeemer,1 not only for the gift of his Son but for the Holy Ghost for our conversion:

Men were treated as saved who never knew they were lost. In New England spiritual conditions were probably better than in other parts, yet even there Solomon Stoddard could write: 'Multitudes of souls perish through the ignorance of those that should guide them in the way to heaven: men are nourished up with vain hopes of being in a state of salvation before they have got half the way to Christ.'

It has sometimes been assumed that the preaching of the eighteenth-century leaders in the revivals in North America was simply continuing a well-established tradition. That, however, is not the case. The commonly-accepted preaching was not calculated to break through the prevailing formalism and indifference, and the preaching which did bring men to a sense of need and humiliation before God was of a very different order.

How much has there been of this sort of knowledge, in the Christian world, in this age! Was there ever an age wherein strength and penetration of reason, extent of learning, exactness of distinction, correctness of style, and clearness of expression, did so abound? And yet, was there ever an age, wherein there has been so little sense of the evil of sin, so little love to God, heavenly-mindedness, and holiness of life, among the professors of the true religion? Our people do not so much need to have their heads stored as to have their hearts touched, and they stand in the greatest need of that sort of preaching which has the greatest tendency to do this.

Those texts, Isaiah 58:1, 'Cry aloud, spare not, lift up thy voice like a trumpet, and show my people their transgression, and the house of Jacob their sins', and Ezekiel 6.11, 'Thus saith the Lord God, Smite with thine hand, and stamp with thy foot, and say, Alas, for all the evil abominations of the house of Israel!' I say, these texts (however the use that some have made of them has been laughed at) will fully justify a great degree of pathos, and manifestation of zeal and fervency in preaching the word of God. (1.391).

In the preaching which Edwards, the Tennents, and others were recovering in the 1730's there was much more than a new degree of earnestness. Their understanding of what was required of a preacher was different. As Reformed pastors they knew that the purpose of preaching was not to induce the regeneration of their hearers. The giving of new life to the spiritually dead is solely the act of the Spirit of God. None can enter the Kingdom of God without first being born from above.  But they, also believed that it was God's usual way and manner, in bestowing grace, to work in sinners to their regeneration in order to reveal their false security and to bring them to conscious emptiness and need. While they did not deny that faith may be given to infants, or even to some in older years, without any prior period of conviction, they understood the need to teach that, as a general rule, conviction precedes conversion. Such conviction, in their view, is not a qualification which entitles a sinner to believe, nor can it savingly separate a man from sin, but it brings those who are destined for salvation to the acknowledgment of their need of mercy.  Edwards and his brethren consequently denied that 'Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ' was the one message to be addressed to the unconverted. Certainly that command presents the one term of salvation, and as such it is to be made known to all, but something else is first needed to make the command relevant. In the words of Robert Bolton: A man must feel himself in misery, before he will go about to find a remedy; be sick before he will seek a physician; be in prison before he will seek for a pardon. A sinner must be weary of his former wicked ways before he will have recourse to Jesus Christ for refreshing. He must be sensible of his spiritual poverty, beggary, and slavery under the devil, before he thirst kindly for heavenly righteousness, and willingly take up Christ's sweet and easy yoke. He must be cast down, confounded, condemned, a cast away, and lost in himself, before he will look about for a Saviour. 

How then are men to be brought into this condition? To that question Edwards had clear answers. First, they will not come to it of themselves for they are by nature 'secure': 'They do not realize that God sees them when they commit sin and will call them to an account for it. They are stupidly senseless to the importance of eternal things' (2.818). There is, therefore, secondly, a necessity that by the Holy Spirit truth is applied to the consciences of men in order to their 'awakening'.  The true Christian, who delights in communion with the Holy Spirit, and meditates upon his law, daily acquires a stronger vision and gains a clearer and more distinct appreciation of heavenly realities. They begin to assume for him a distinctness almost equal to that of the objects of natural sense around him; and eventually he is impressed with the unsubstantial, fleeting character of terrestrial things, and the greater permanency and reality of the heavenly world.

Some writers on Edwards have suggested that in his pulpit practice of calling his hearers to obedience and to faith he was an inconsistent Calvinist. He lapsed, they suppose, from his belief that God has decreed whatever comes to pass by summoning his hearers to undertake action and duty them​selves. No such dichotomy, however, existed in Edwards' mind between divine action and human endeavor. God does decree all things, including all the actions of men, and yet all falls harmoniously within his sovereign purpose. Thus, in an early entry (29) in the 'Miscellanies' he notes:

“When He decrees diligence and industry, He decrees riches and prosperity; when He decrees prudence, He often decrees success; when He decrees striving, then often He decrees the obtaining of the Kingdom of Heaven; when He decrees the preaching of the Gospel, then He decrees the bringing home of souls to Christ; when He decrees good natural faculties, diligence, and good advantage of them, He decrees learning; when He decrees summer, then He decrees the growing of plants; when He decrees conformity to His Son, He decrees calling; and when He decrees will, He decrees justification; and when He decrees justification, He decrees everlast​ing glory. Thus all the decrees of God are harmonious.”

Edwards was speaking the language of reality when he told his people:

The enjoyment of God is the only happiness with which our souls can be satisfied. To go to heaven, fully to enjoy God, is infinitely better than the most pleasant accommodations here. Fathers and mothers, hus​bands, wives, or children, or the company of earthly friends, are but shadows; but God is the substance. These are but scattered beams, but God is the sun. These are but streams, but God is the ocean (2.244).

Edwards maintained daily set times for prayer, when it was probably his custom to speak aloud. He also had, as already noted, particular days which he set aside for solitude, meditation and fasting. But prayer was not a compartment in his daily routine, an exercise which possessed little connection with the remainder of his hours alone. Rather he sought to make his study itself a sanctuary, and whether wrestling with Scripture, prepar​ing sermons or writing in his notebooks, he worked as a worship​per. Thought, prayer and writing were all woven together.

Many entries in his 'Miscellanies' illustrate this point. Prayer is not a mystical reaching after the Unknown, it is response to the One who speaks in Scripture, the God who personally acts in the lives of his people. 'God is a communicating being,' Edwards writes. He saw that truth as lying behind the very meaning of creation: 'Creation is the disposition of God to communicate himself, to diffuse his own fullness.' Though fellowship with God has been lost for men in general through sin, it is renewed in Christians who receive 'the communications of his Spirit'

Instead of that interchange of smiles which lately had pervaded the congregation while the orator was doing his part, now every man feels himself alone in that crowd. Even the preacher himself is almost forgotten; for an immortal guilty spirit has come into the presence of Eternal Justice.

What a blessed thing is the marriage of two believers, of one hope, one discipline, servants of the same Master! . . . Together they offer up their prayers - together they lie in the dust, and keep their fasts, teaching each other, exhorting each other, bearing up each other. They are together in God's Church, together at God's feast, together in straits, persecutions, consolations; freely the sick are visited and the indigent supported; there are alms without trouble; sacrifices without scruple; daily unimpeded diligence. Christ sees it and rejoices. Tertullian, Ad Ux. lib.ii.c 9. 

When winter has stripped the trees of their verdure it is hard to distinguish those that have life from those that have not; but when the spring approaches, then they are easily known by their spreading leaves, while those that are dead still continue the same; thus when religion is in decay, the saint can scarcely be distinguished from the sinner; but when a time of refreshing comes, then will they blossom and bring forth fruit abundantly. 

I went forward to the Deacon's seat, and Mr. Whitefield, stamping his foot with great violence on the floor, exclaimed with a voice of thunder - 'What means all this tumult and disorder?' Instantly there was silence through the house; but some of them quickly remarked that they were so much delighted to see and hear their spiritual father, and were so filled with the Spirit, that they could not forbear their demonstrations of joy. Whitefield replied to them with great mildness of manner - 'My dear children, you are like little partridges, just hatched from the egg. You run about with egg shells covering your eyes, and you cannot see and know where you are going'.

This event occurred after the Great Awakening was over. The cry was, 'Oh, there is no danger, if we are but lively in religion, and full of God's Spirit, and live by faith, of being misled! If we do but follow God, there is no danger of being led wrong! 'Tis the cold, carnal, and lifeless, that are most likely to be blind, and walk in darkness. Let us press forward, and not stay and hinder the good work, by standing and spending time in these criticisms and carnal reasonings!' etc., etc. This was the language of many, till they ran on deep into the wilderness, and were taught by the briers and thorns of the wilderness (Lei).

. . . If we look back into the history of the church of God in past" ages, we may observe that it has been a common device of the devil to overset a revival of religion; when he finds he can keep men quiet and secure no longer, then he drives them to excesses and extravagances. He holds them back as long as he can; but when he can do it no longer, then he will push them on, and, if possible, run them upon their heads. And it has been by this means chiefly that he has been successful, in several instances, to overthrow most hopeful and promising beginnings. 

The Rev. Andrew Croswell, who had been associated with Whitefield, and was pastor at Groton, Connecticut, immedi​ately replied, condemning them for criticizing a ministry which God had so much used, and defending Davenport's view of the Spirit's guidance:

Edwards certainly felt the difficulty of standing in between the parties represented by Croswell and Chauncy. As he later noted, when parties are divided, 'Satan leads both far out of the right way, driving each to great extremes, one on the right hand, and the other on the left, till the right path in the middle is almost wholly neglected' (1.235). 

Stockbridge, May 27,1755

Dear Child:

Though you are a great way off from us, yet you are not out of our minds: I am full of concern for you, often think of you, and often pray for you. Though you are at so great a distance from us, and from all your relations, yet this is a comfort to us, that the same God that is here is also at Onohoquaha and that though you are out of our sight, and out of our reach, you are always in God's hands, who is infinitely gracious; and we can go to Him, and commit you to his care and mercy. Take heed that you don't forget or neglect Him. Always set God before your eyes, and live in his fear, and seek him every day with all diligence: for He, and He only can make you happy or miserable, as He pleases; and your Life and Health, and the eternal salvation of your soul and your all in this life and that which is to come depends on his will and pleasure. The week before last, on Thursday, David died; whom you knew and used to play with, and who used to live at our house. His soul is gone into the eternal world. Whether he was prepared for death, we don't know. This is a loud call of God to you to prepare for death. You see that they that are young die, as well as those that are old; David was not very much older than you. Remember what Christ said, that you must be born again, or you never can see the Kingdom of God. Never give your self any rest unless you have good evidence that you are converted and become a new creature. We hope that God will preserve your life and health, and return you to Stockbridge again in safety; but always remember that life is uncertain; you know not how soon you must die, and therefore had need to be always ready. We have very lately heard from your brothers and sisters at Northampton and at Newark, that they are well. Your aged grandfather and grandmother, when I was at Windsor gave their love to you. We here all do the same.

I am,


your tender and affectionate father,


Jonathan Edwards.

We are glad to hear that you are in any respect better but concerned at your remaining great weakness. I am glad to see some of the contents of your letter to your Mother and particularly that you have been enabled to make a free-will-offering of yourself to God's service, and that you have experienced some inward divine consolations under your affliction, by the extreme weakness and distressing pains you have been the subject of. For these you ought to be thankful, and also for that unwearied kindness and tender care of your companion, which you speak of. I would not have you think that any strange thing has happened to you in this affliction: 'Tis according to the course of things in this world, that after the world's smiles, some great affliction soon comes. God has now given you early and seasonable warning not at all to depend on worldly prosperity. Therefore I would advise. . . if it pleases God to restore you, to lot' upon no happiness here. Labor while you live, to serve God and do what good you can, and endeavor to improve every dispensation to God's glory and your own spiritual good, and be content to do and bear all that God calls you to in this wilderness, and never expect to find this world any thing better than a wilderness. Lay your account to travel through it in weariness, painfulness, and trouble, and wait for your rest and your prosperity 'till hereafter where they that die in the Lord rest from their labors, and enter into the joy of their Lord. You are like to spend the rest of your life (if you should get over this illness) at a great distance from your parents, but care not much for that. If you lived near us, yet our breath and yours would soon go forth, and we should return to our dust, whither we are all hastening. 'Tis of infinitely more importance to have the presence of an heavenly Father, and to make progress towards an heavenly home. Let us all take care that we may meet there at last.

The glorious work of the Spirit is that in which he imparts regenerating and sanctifying grace to the soul, revealing Christ’s divine beauty and communicating his nature to the believer.  (242-243)

Jonathan Edwards

The Great Awakener

I had vehement longings of soul after God and Christ, and after more holiness; wherewith my heart seemed to be full, and ready to break: which often brought to my mind, the words of the Psalmist, Psalm 119:20, “My soul breaketh for the longing that it hath…”


My mind was greatly fix’d on divine things; I was almost perpetually in the contemplation of them.  Spent more of my time in thinking of divine things.  Prayer seem’d to be natural to me; as the breath, by which the inward burnings of my heart had vent.  (38)

       He goes on to explain another sense he experienced that he called “a delightful conviction.”  He referred to this as an “inward, sweet delight in God and divine things, that I have lived much in since,” and it happened while he was reading these words from 1 Timothy 1:17: “Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour and glory for ever and ever.  Amen.”


“As I read the words, there came into my soul, and was as it were diffused thro’ it, a sense of the glory of the Divine Being; a new sense, quite different from any thing I ever experienced before.  Never any words of scripture seem’d to me as these words did. I thought with myself, how excellent a being that was; and how happy I should be, if I might enjoy that god, and be wrapt up to God in Heaven, and be as it were swallowed up in Him.  I kept saying, and as it were singing over these words of scripture to myself; and went to prayer, to pray to god that I might enjoy Him; and prayed in a manner quite different from what I used to do; with a new sort of affection.”


“My mind was greatly engaged, to spend my time reading and meditating on Christ; and the beauty and excellency of His person, and the lovely way of salvation, by free grace in Him…I found, from time to time, an inward sweetness, that used, as it were to carry me away in my contemplations; in what I know not how to express otherwise, than by a calm, sweet abstraction of soul from all the concerns of this world; and a kind of vision, or fix’d ideas and imaginations, of being alone in the mountains, or some solitary wilderness, far from all mankind, sweetly conversing with Christ, and wrapt and swallowed up in God.  The sense I had of divine things, would often of a sudden as it were, kindle up a sweet burning in my heart; and ardor of my soul, that I know not how to express.”  (27-29)


They say there is a young lady in [New Haven] who is beloved of that Great Being, who made and rules the world, and that there are certain seasons in which this Great Being, in some way or other invisible, comes to her and fills her mind with exceeding sweet delight, and that she hardly cares for anything, except to meditate on Him—that she expects after a while to be received up where He is, to be raised up out of the world and caught up into heaven; being assured that He loves her too well to let her remain at a distance from Him always where she is to dwell with Him, and to be ravished with His love and delight forever.  Therefore, if you present all the world before her, with the richest of its treasures, she disregards it and cares not for it, and is unmindful of any pain or affliction.  She has a strange sweetness in her mind, and singular purity in her affections; is most just and conscientious in all her conduct; and you could not persuade her to do anything wrong or sinful, if you would give her all the world, lest she should offend this Great Being.  She is of a wonderful sweetness, calmness and universal benevolence of mind; especially after this Great God has manifested Himself to her mind.  She will sometimes go about from place to place, singing sweetly; and seems to be always full of joy and pleasure; and no one knows for what.  She loves to be alone, walking in the fields and groves, and seems to have some one invisible always conversing with her. 


“The doctrines I preach are living and intoxicating because they arise from experiential knowledge.  Supreme among these doctrines is the one affirming an inscrutable, immutable Deity for adoration, not for mere speculation.  Let us never forget that our relationship with the Deity, who is under no obligation to us, is at best a relationship of dependence, regardless of what are works and reason say to the contrary.”


As was his custom, her captured the essence of what was taking place in a narrative entitled A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northhampton and the Neighboring Towns and Villages.  In this work, Jonathan chronicles the conversion of two very different persons: Abigail Hutchinson, a young, frail woman who died prematurely, and Phebe Bartlett, a child of four years old whose quest for the “things of religion” was extraordinary.  In both cases, the experience of conversion was centered on emotion.


Young Phebe was given to praying alone in her closet and on one occasion even told her mother that she was afraid of going to hell.  After saying that, she began to cry hysterically and could not be consoled.  Suddenly, Edwards writes, she “ceased crying, and began to smile, and presently said with a smiling countenance, ‘Mother, the kingdom of heaven has come to me!’”  From this time, he concludes, “there appeared a very remarkable abiding change in the child.”  (71-72)

George Whitefield, upon returning to England, summarized the situation in these words: “I am greatly persuaded that the generality of preachers talk of an unknown, unfelt Christ.  And the reason why congregations have been so dead is because dead men preach to them.”  (95)

Yet this is a comfort to us, that the same God that is here is also at Onohoquaha and that though you are out of our sight, and out of our reach, you are always in God’s hands, who is infinitely gracious; and we can go to Him, and commit you to his care and mercy.  Take heed that you don’t forget or neglect Him.  Always set God before your eyes, and live in His fear, and seek Him every day with all diligence: for he, and He only can make you happy or miserable, as He pleases; and your Life and Health, and the eternal salvation of your soul and you all in this life and that which is to come depends on His will and pleasure. (156)

“Dear Lucy, it seems to me to be the will of God, that I must shortly leave you; therefore give my kindest love to my dear wife, and tell her, that the uncommon union, which has subsisted between us, has been of such a nature, as I trust is spiritual, and therefore will continue forever.  And I hope she will be supported under so great a trial and submit cheerfully to the will of God.”


“And as to my children, you are now like to be left fatherless, which I hope will be an inducement to you all, to seek a Father who will never fail you.”


After giving these messages, Jonathan looked about and said, “Now where is Jesus of Nazareth, my true and never-failing Friend?”


Those at his bedside, believing him to be unconscious, immediately expressed their grief.  But Jonathan Edwards would have the final word.  “Trust in God,” he said, “and you need not fear.” (167-168)

“What shall I say?  A holy and good God has covered us with a dark cloud.  O that we may kiss the rod, and lay our hands on our mouths!  The Lord has done it.  He has made me adore His goodness, that we had him so long.  But my God lives; and He has my heart.  O what a legacy my husband, and your father, has left us!  We are all given to God; and there I am, and love to be.”  --Sarah Edwards to her daughters after her husband’s death.

Being sensible that I am unable to do anything without God’s help, I do humbly entreat Him, by His grace, to enable me to keep these Resolutions, so far as they are agreeable to his will, for Christ’s sake…


Resolved, Never to do any manner of thing, whether in soul or body, less or more, but that tends to the glory of God, nor be, nor suffer it, if I can possibly avoid it.  


Resolved, Never to lose one moment of time, but to improve it in the most profitable way I possibly can.


Resolved, To live with all my might, while I do live.


Resolved, To strive every week to be brought higher in religion, and to a higher exercise of grace, than I was the week before.


Resolved, Never to say anything at all against any body, but when it is perfectly agreeable to the highest degree of Christian honour, and of love to mankind, agreeable to the lowest humility, and sense of my own faults and failings, and agreeable to the golden rule.


Resolved, To inquire every night, as I am going to bed, wherein I have been negligent—what sin I have committed—and wherein I have denied myself; also, at the end of every week, month and year.  


I frequently hear persons in old age say how they would live, if they were to live their lives over again: Resolved, That I will live just so as I can think I shall wish I had done, supposing I live to old age.


Resolved, To endeavor, to my utmost, so to act, as I can think I should do, if I had already seen the happiness of heaven and hell’s torments.


Resolved, Never to give over, nor in the least to slacken, my fight with my corruptions, however unsuccessful I may be.


Resolved, Never to do anything, which I should be afraid to do, if I expected it would not be above an hour before I should hear the last trump.


Let there be something of benevolence in all that I speak.

God’s excellency, his wisdom, his purity, and love, seemed to appear in every thing; in the sun, moon, and stars; in the clouds and blue sky; in the grass, flowers, trees; in the water and all nature; which used greatly to fix my mind.  I often used to sit and view the moon for along time; and in the day, spent much time in viewing the clouds and sky, to behold the sweet glory of God in these things: in the meantime singing forth with a low voice, my contemplations of the Creator and Redeemer.  And scarce anything, among all the works of nature, was so sweet to me as thunder and lightning: formerly nothing had been so terrible to me.  Before, I used to be uncommonly terrified with thunder, and to be struck with terror when I saw a thunder-storm rising; but now, on the contrary , it rejoiced me.  I felt God, if I may so speak, at the first appearance of a thunder-storm; and used to take the opportunity, at such times, to fix myself in order to view the clouds, and see the lightnings play, and hear the majestic and awful voice of God’s thunders, which oftentimes was exceedingly entertaining, leading me to sweet contemplations of my great and glorious God.  (Personal Narrative, I, lv)

Where there is light in a minister, consisting in human learning, great speculative knowledge and the wisdom of this world, without a spiritual warmth and ardour in his heart, and a holy zeal in his ministrations, his light is like the light of an ignis fatuus, and some kinds of putrefying carcasses that shine in the dark, though they are of a stinking savour.  And if on the other hand a minister has warmth and zeal, without light, his heat has nothing excellent in it, but is rather to be abhorred; being like the heat of the bottomless pit; where, though the fire I great, yet there is no light.  To be hot in this manner, and not lightsome, is to be like an angel of darkness.  But ministers having light and heart united in them, will be like the angels of light; which for their light and brightness are called morning stars. (II, 958)

What can be more plain in itself, than that eternal things are of infinitely greater importance than temporal things?  And yet how hard is it thoroughly to convince men of it!  How plain is it, that eternal misery in hell is infinitely to be dreaded!  And yet how few appear to be thoroughly convinced of this!  How plain is it, that life is uncertain!  And yet how much otherwise do most men think! . . . There is no one thing whatsoever more plain and manifest, and more demonstrable, than the being of God.  It is manifest in ourselves, in our bodies and souls, and in everything about us wherever we turn our eye, whether to heaven, or to earth, the air, or the seas.  And yet how prone is the heart of man to call this into question!  (II, 252)

There would be no manifestation of God’s grace or true goodness, if there was no sin to be pardoned, no misery to be saved from…We little consider how much the sense of good is heightned by the sense of eveil, both moral and natural.  And is is necessary that there should be evil, because the display of the glory of God could not but be imperfect and incomplete without it, so evil is necessary, in order to the highet happiness of the creature, and the completeness of that communication of God, for which he made the world…for, as we have said, the sense of good is comparatively dull and flat, without the knowledge of evil.  (“Concerning the Divine Decrees in General, and Election in Particular,” II, 528).

The wrath of a king is the roaring of a lion; but this is the wrath of Jehovah, the Lord God Omnipotent… What must the uttermost of his wrath, who made heaven and earth by the word of his power; who spake, and it was done, who commanded, and it stood fast!  What must his wrath be, who commandeth the sun and it rises not, and sealeth up the stars.  What must his wrath be, who shaketh the earth out of its place, and causeth the pillars of heaven to tremble!  What must his wrath be, who rebuketh the sea, and maketh it dray, who removeth the mountains out of their places, and overturneth them in his anger! What must his wrath be, whose majesty is so awful, that no man could live in the sigh of it!  (“When the Wicked Shall Have Filled Up the Measure of Their Sin,” II, 124

[The soul] appeared like such a little white flower as we see in the spring of the year; low and humble on the ground, opening its bosom to receive the pleasant beams of the sun’s glory; rejoicing, as it were, in a calm rapture; diffusing around a sweet fragrancy; standing peacefully and lovingly, in the midst of other flowers round about; all in a like manner opening their bosoms to drink in the light of the sun.  (I, lvi)

Confessions

-St. Augustine

Hear my prayer, O Lord; let not my soul faint under Thy discipline, nor let me faint in confessing unto Thee Thy mercy, whereby Thou hast saved me from all my most wicked ways till Thou shouldst become sweet to me beyond all the allurements that I used to follow.  Let me come to love Thee wholly, and grasp Thy hand with my whole heart that Thou mayest deliver me from every temptation, even unto the last.  


And thus, O Lord, my King and my God, may all things useful that I learned as a boy now be offered in Thy service—let it be that for Thy service I now speak and write and reckon.  For when I was learning vain things, Thou didst impose Thy discipline upon me: and Thou hast forgiven me my sin of delighting in those vanities.  In those studies I learned many a useful word, but these might have been learned in matters not so vain; and surely that is the safe way for youths to walk in.  (17)

However, O Lord, to Thee most excellent and most good, Thou Architect and Governor of the universe, thanks would be due Thee, O our God, even if Thou hadst not willed that I should survive my boyhood.  For I existed even then; I lived and felt and was solicitous about my own well being—a trace of that most mysterious unity from whence I had my being.  I kept watch, by my inner sense, over the integrity of my outer senses, and even in these trifles and also in my thoughts about trifles, I learned to take pleasure in truth.  I was averse to being deceived; I had a vigorous memory; I was gifted with the power of speech, was softened by friendship, shunned sorrow, meanness, and ignorance.  Is not such an animated creature as this wonderful and praiseworthy? 

But all these are gifts of my God; I did not give them to myself.  Moreover, they are good, and they all together constitute myself.  Good, then, is he that made me, and he is my God; and before him will I rejoice exceedingly for every good gift which, even as a boy, I had.  But herin lay my sin, that it was not in him, but in his creatures—myself and the rest—that I sought pleasures, honors, and truths.  And I fell thereby into sorrows, troubles, and errors. 

Thanks be to Thee, my joy, my pride, my confidence, my God—thanks be to

Thee for Thy gifts, but do Thou preserve them in me.  For thus wilt Thou preserve me; and those things that Thou hast given me shall be developed and perfected, and I myself shall be with Thee, for from Thee is my being. (23)


(About his mother praying)

Nearly nine years passed in which I wallowed in the mud of that deep pit and in the darkness of falsehood, striving often to rise, but being all the more heavily dashed down.  But all that time this chaste, pious, and sober widow—such as Thou dost love—was now more buoyed up with hope, though no less zealous in her weeping and mourning; and she did not cease to bewail my case before Thee, in all the hours of her supplication.  Her prayers entered Thy presence, and yet Thou didst allow me still to tumble and toss around in that darkness.  (53)

Therefore, let the strong and the mighty laugh at us, but let us who are “poor and needy” confess to Thee (Ps 74:21).  (56)

And Thou, O God, didst see me from afar, stumbling on that slippery path and sending out some flashes of fidelity amid such smoke—guiding those who loved vanity and sought after lying, being myself their companion.  (56)

For lovely things would simply not be unless they were from Thee…

Let my soul praise Thee, in all these things, O God the Creator of all; but let not my soul be stuck to these things by the glue of love, though the sense of the body.  For they go where they were meant to go, that they may exist no longer.  And they rend the soul with pestilent desires because she longs to be and yet loves to rest secure in the created things she loves.  But in these things there is no resting place to be found.  (66)

If physical objects please you, praise God for them, but turn back your love to their Creator, lest, in those things which please you, you displease him.   (67-68)

He who knows the Truth knows that Light, and he who knows it knows eternity.  Love knows it, O Eternal Truth and True Love and Beloved Eternity!  Thou art my God, to whom I sigh both night and day. (137)

It is good, then, for me to hold fast to God, for if I do not remain in him, neither shall I abide in myself; but he, remaining in himself, renews all things.  (138)

(Salvation)

Now when deep reflection had drawn up out of the secret depths of my soul all my misery and had heaped it up before the sight of my heart, there arose a mighty storm, accompanied by a mighty rain of tears.  That I might give way fully to my tears and lamentations, I stole away, for it seemed to me that solitude was more appropriate for the business of weeping.  I flung myself down under a fig tree—how I know not—and gave free course to my tears.  The streams of my eyes gushed out an acceptable sacrifice to Thee.  And, not indeed in these words, but to this effect I cried to Thee:  “And Thou, O Lord, how long?  How long, O Lord?  Will Thou be angry forever?  Oh, remember not against us our former iniquities.”  For I felt that I was still enthralled by them.  I sent up these sorrowful cries: “How long, how long?  Tomorrow and tomorrow?  Why not now?  Why not this very hour make an end to my uncleanness?”


I was saying these things and weeping in the most bitter contrition of my heart when suddenly I heard the voice of a boy or a girl—I know not which—coming from the neighboring house, chanting over and over again, “Pick it up, read it; pick it up, read it.”  (170)

By turns I trembled with fear and warmed with hope and rejoiced in Thy mercy, O Father.  And all these feelings showed forth in my eyes and voice when Thy good Spirit turned to us and said, “O sons of men, how long will you be slow of heart, how long will you love vanity, and seek after falsehood?”  For I had loved vanity and sought after falsehood.  (180)

If only they would grow weary with their hunger and would say, “Who will show us any good?”  And we would answer, and they would hear, “O Lord, the light of Thy countenance shines bright upon us.”  For we are not that Light that enlightens every man, but we are enlightened by Thee, so that we who were formerly in darkness may now be alight in Thee.  

If only they could behold the inner Light Eternal which, now that I had tasted it, I gnashed my teeth because I could not show it to them unless they brought me their heart in their eyes—their roving eyes—and said, “Who will show us any good?”(181)

People are curious to know the lives of others, but slow to correct their own.

When They are read and heard, may stir up the heart so that it will stop dozing along in despair, saying, “I cannot”; but will instead awake in the love of thy mercy and the sweetness of Thy grace, by which he that is weak is strong, provided he is made conscious of his own weakness.

And see also the heaven, and earth, and all that is in them—on every side they tell me to love Thee, and they do not cease to tell this to all men, “so that they are without excuse.” (206)

And what is this God?  I asked the earth, and it answered, “I am not he”; and everything in the earth made the same confession.  I asked the sea and the deeps and the creeping things, and they replied, “We are not your God; seek above us.”  I asked the fleeting winds, and the whole air with its inhabitants answered, “Anaximenes was deceived; I am not God.”  I asked the heavens, the sun, moon, and stars; and they answered, “Neither are we the God whom you seek.”  And I replied to all these things which stand around the door of my flesh: “You have told me about my God, that you are not he.  Tell me something about Him.”  And with a loud voice they all cried out, “He made us.” (207)

How can it be, then, that the mind cannot grasp itself?


A great marvel rises in me; astonishment seizes me.  Men go forth to marvel at the heights of mountains and the huge waves of the sea, the broad flow of the rivers, the vastness of the ocean, the orbits of the stars, and yet they neglect to marvel at themselves.  Nor do they wonder how it is that, when I spoke of all these things, I was not looking at them with my eyes—and yet I could not have spoken about them had it not been that I was actually seeing within my memory, those mountains and waves and rivers and stars which I have seen, and that ocean which I believe in—and with the same vast spaces between them as when I saw them outside of me.  But when I saw them outside me, I did not take them into me by seeing them; and the things themselves are not inside me, but only their images.  And yet I knew through which physical sense each experience had made an impression on me.  (211-212)

Thou didst gleam and shine, and didst chase away my blindness.  Thou didst breath fragrant odors and I drew in my breath; and now I pant for Thee.  I tasted, and now I hunger and thirst.  Thou didst touch me, and I burned for Thy peace.  (228)

The bridle of the throat, therefore, must be held in the mean between slackness and tightness. (235)

But, O Lord—Thou who alone reignest without pride, because Thou alone art the true Lord, who hast no Lord—has this third kind of temptation left me, or can it leave me during this life: the desire to be feared and loved of men, with no other view than that I may find in it a joy that is no joy?  It is, rather, a wretched life and an unseemly ostentation.  It is a special reason why we do not love Thee, nor devotedly fear Thee.  Therefore “Thou resistest the proud but givest grace to the humble.” (243)

But in all these things which I review when I consult Thee, I still do not find a secure place for my soul save in Thee, in whom my scattered members may be gathered together and nothing of me escape from Thee.  And sometimes Thou introducest me to a most rare and inward feeling, an inexplicable sweetness.  

John Calvin

Wellman, Sam.  John Calvin.  Barbour Publishing: Uhrichsville, 2001.   ISBN: 1-58660-298-5

On the day she [Idelette, his wife] died she suddenly gasped in short bursts, “Oh glorious resurrection!  Oh God of Abraham and of all our fathers, in thee have the faithful trusted during so many past ages, and none of them have trusted in vain.  I also will hope.”  (175).

Some people urge that the subject of predestination should rarely, if ever, be mentioned and tell us to avoid any discussion of it like the plague.  Although they are right in saying that such deep things should be treated with moderation, the natural mind is going to raise questions.  To hold a balanced view we must turn to God’s Word, where we shall find true understanding.  Scripture is the Holy Spirit’s school where everything we need to know is taught and where nothing is taught that is unnecessary.  It would be quite wrong to keep believers from the scriptural doctrine of predestination.  We would deprive them of God’s blessing and scorn his Spirit…”


The subject of predestination, which is difficult enough already, is made even more puzzling and dangerous by human curiosity.  This cannot be held back from forbidden areas, even floating up to the clouds in a determination to discover all the secret things of God.  When we see decent men rushing into such presumption, we must point out how wrong it is.  First, when they delve into the question of predestination, they must remember that they are probing the depths of divine wisdom, and if they dash ahead too boldly, then instead of satisfying their curiosity they will enter a maze with no exit!…If we seriously consider that the Word of the Lord is the only guide to our understanding of Him, it will prevent all presumption.  We shall realize that the moment we go beyond the limits of Scripture, we shall be off course, in the dark and stumbling.


Nothing is taught that is unnecessary…I shall not bother to refute some of the stupid ideas men have raised to overthrow predestination  (198-199).

George Whitefield

Fish, Bruce and Becky.  George Whitefield.  Barbour Publishing: Uhrichsville, 2000.   ISBN: 1-57748-735-4.

“Brother Tennent,” said Whitefield, “you are the oldest man among us.  Do you not rejoice that your being called home is so near at hand?”


“I have no wish about it,” answered his host.  Whitefield refused to drop the issue, so Tennent replied, “No, sir, it is no pleasure to me at all; and, if you knew your duty, it would be none to you.  I have nothing to do with death.  My business is to live as long as I can, and as well as I can.”


Whitefield refused to give up.  He asked Tennent if he would choose to die if he could.  “Sir,” answered Tennent, “I have no choice about it.  I am God’s servant, and have engaged to do His business as long as He pleases to continue me therein.”  (184-185).

Charles Spurgeon:  The Great Orator

Spurgeon’s religion was not a conservative, dull affair confined to Sundays and churches.  There was something of romance about it.  It was a conflict, a going forth to war—and Spurgeon loved the battlefield.  

I was reading an article in a newspaper, very much in my praise.  It always makes me feel sad, so sad that I could cry, if ever I see anything praising me; it breaks my heart.  I feel I do not deserve it, and then I say: Now I must try to do better, so that I may deserve it.  If the world abuses me I am a match for that, I begin to like it.  It may fire all its big guns at me, I will not return a solitary shot, but just store them up and grow rich upon the old iron (17).

His testimony is to the converting power of the Gospel (18).

I bear witness that never servant had such a Master as I have, never brother ha d such a kinsman as He has been to me; never spouse had such a husband as Christ has been to my soul; never sinner a better Saviour, never soldier a better captain; never mourner a better Comforter than Christ hath been to my spirit.  I want none beside Him.  In life He is my life and in death He shall be the death of death; in poverty Christ is my riches, in sickness He makes my bed; in darkness He is my star, and in brightness He is my sun.  By faith I understand that the blessed Son of God redeemed by soul with His own heart’s blood, and by sweet experience I know that He raised me up from the pit of dark despair and set my feet on the rock.  He died for me.  This is the root of every satisfaction I have.  He put all my transgressions away (33).

Spurgeon recognized that the cross, to do its proper work, must be preached.  It is not enough to have it represented in art or music; it must be proclaimed (34).

In the religion of Christ, there are factors even on earth too heavy for one man to carry; there are fruits that  have been found so rich that even angel lips have never been sweetened with more luscious wine; there are joys to be had here so fair that even the nectared wine of Paradise can scarcely excel the sweets of satisfaction that are to be found in the earthly banquets of the Lord.   I have seen hundreds and thousands who have given their hearts to Jesus, but I never did see one who said he was disappointed with Him.  I never met one who said Jesus Christ was less than He was declared to be.  When first my eyes beheld Him, when the burden slipped from off my heavy-laden shoulders, and I was freed from condemnation, I thought that all the preachers I had ever heard had not half preached, they had not told half the beauty of my Lord and Master, so good, so generous, so gracious, so willing to forgive; it seemed to me as if they had almost slandered Him, they painted His likeness, doubtless as well as they could, but it was a mere smudge compared with the matchless beauties of His face.  All who have ever seen Him will say the same (34-35).

When God is abroad I love to walk out in some wide space and look up and mark the opening gates of heaven, as the lightning reveals far beyond and enables me to gaze into the unseen.   I like to hear my Father’s voice vibrate in the thunder (48).

There is no way of learning to preach which can be compared with preaching itself.  If you want to swim, you must get into the water, and if you at first make a sorry exhibition, never mind; for it is by swimming as you can that you learn to swim as you should.  We ought to be lenient with beginners, for they will do better by and by.  If young speakers in Cambridge had been discouraged and silenced, I might not have found my way here, and therefore I shall be the last to bring forth a wet blanket fro any who sincerely speak for Christ, however humble may be their endeavours.  The fear of there being too many preachers is the last that will occur to me (50).

What logs some regular hearers are; many of them are asleep with their eyes open (51).

The devil is wide awake, but so too is our Master (85).

Small minds strive for a clear-cut system in which all mysteries can be reduced to harmony.  Spurgeon, on the other hand, was not greatly concerned with harmonizing his theology.  He recognized the difference between theology and religion.  The controversy between Calvinists and Arminians, he wrote, “is exceedingly important, but it does not so involve the vital point of personal godliness as to make eternal life dependent upon our holding either system of theology.”  (98).

Calvinism leaves room for mysticism.  It does not attempt to explain away the great mysteries.  Truth, as we know it, does not form a perfect circle but seems to lie in parallel lines that never meet (99).

Just as subtle, strange healing power begins to work in us wherever a physical wound occurs, grace contains the active mercy of God, from everlasting to everlasting (100).

The pre- or post-millenarian schemes, however important some may deem them, are practically of very little concern to that godly widow woman, with seven children to support by her needle, who wants far more to hear of the loving-kindness of God or Providence than of these mysteries profound…Our great master theme is the good news from heaven; the tidings of mercy through the atoning death of Jesus, mercy to the chief of sinners upon their believing in Jesus (100).

It is not for us to sit in judgment upon the Word but to let the Word judge us (101).

To Spurgeon it would have been as silly to question the promises of the New Testament as to question the value of sunlight.   He lived in its radiance (101).

Our sermons should be our mental lifeblood—the outflow of our intellectual and spiritual vigor; or, to change the figure, they should be diamonds well cut and well set, precious intrinsically and bearing the marks of labor.  God forbid that we should offer to the Lord that which costs us nothing (140).

Reforming Marriage

Wilson, Douglas. Reforming Marriage. Moscow: Canon Press, 1995.  ISBN: 1-8885767-34-X

Godly obedience will always bring in its train a host of intangibles.  These intangibles are what constitute the aroma of obedience, and this aspect of true obedience frustrates the paint-by-numbers approach to marriage enhancement.  This is why I am afraid that this book will be of little use to those who simply want a “formula” to follow that will build them a happy marriage (11).  

God will not patch His grace onto some humanistic psychological nonsense—even if that nonsense is couched and buried in Christian terminology.  It proceeds from an obedient heart, and the greatest desire of an obedient heart is the glory of God, not the happiness of the household.  If we might paraphrase the words of the catechism, the chief end of marriage is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.  The reason we are miserable in our marriages is because we have idolized them.  But the glory of God is more important than our domestic happiness (11-12).

A short walk through the marriage and family section of the local Christian bookstore easily demonstrates that modern Christians have a tremendous interest in the subject of marriage and family.  But this booming marriage business (books, conferences, seminars, marriage counseling) is really a sing of disease and not health.  In a very real sense, our interest is morbid, almost pathological.  We are like a  terminal cancer patient, fervently researching alternative treatments, hoping against hope that something can be done.  Desperate for happiness in our relationships, and discontent with what God has given us, we are imploring the experts to show us the way out (13).

Maturity in the Lord is a prerequisite to maturity in marriage (13).

Paul teaches us that we ought self-consciously to think of our marriages as dim pictures of the central marriage, that of Christ to His church.  It is a great mystery, he says,, but when a man leaves his father and  mother, and takes a wife, he makes a proclamation concerning Christ and the church.  Depending on the marriage, that declaration is made poorly or well, but it is always made (14). 

A brief grammar lesson may help explain the nature of biblical authority in the home.  When it comes to reading Scripture, Christians frequently confuse indicatives and imperatives.  An indicative is a statement of fact; there is no ought in it—the chair is brown; the ship is tilting; the snow is lumpy.  Such statements simply aim to tell us the way things are.  An imperative, on the other hand, is a command; it tells us what we must do.  Close the door!  Turn on the computer!  Pull over!  Consequently, if one were to say, “the book is on the table,” this is a simple statement of fact.  It is an indicative.  But if one said, “Put the book on the table,” this is a command—an imperative.


The reason for rehearsing this distinction is that many Christians find themselves misunderstanding what the Bible is saying because they attempt to turn indicatives into imperatives.  When it comes to the gospel, the carnal heart loves to make this same mistake.  What is the gospel but the Great Indicative?  Faithful preachers proclaim what God has already done in the cross to save sinners, while sinful men try to turn the gospel message into something they may do to earn salvation (23).

Meditating on this is a very valuable thing for husbands to do.  Because the husband is the head of the wife, he finds himself in a position of inescapable leadership.  He cannot successfully refuse to lead.  If he attempts to abdicate in some way, he may, through his rebellion, lead poorly.  But no matter what he does, or where he goes, he does so as the head of his wife.  This is how God designed marriage (24).

How many children have grown up in a home dominated by the empty chair at the table?  If the marriage is one of which the wife “wears the pants,” the wimpiness of the husband is the most obvious thing about the marriage, creating a miserable marriage and home.  His abdication dominates (24).

But a husband can never stop talking about Christ and church.  If he is obedient to God, he is preaching the truth; if he does not love his wife, he is speaking apostasy and lies—but he is always talking.  If he deserts his wife, he is saying that this is the way Christ deserts His bride—a lie.  If he is harsh with his wife and strikes her, he is saying that Christ is harsh with the church—another lie.  If he sleeps with another woman, he is an adulterer, and a blasphemer as well.  How could Christ love someone other than His own Bride?  It is astonishing how, for a few moments of pleasure, faithless men can bring themselves to slander the faithfulness of Christ in such a way (25).

Arguing with the fact of the husband’s headship in the home is like jumping off a cliff in order to quarrel with the law of gravity.  Marshall the arguments on the way down however one likes, he will eventually find himself refuted in a messy way (25).

We must confess that God’s pattern for the godly authority of a husband over his wife makes sense.  The only alternative is ungodly oppression of women by men. 


In no way does it mean that women are not competent in many of the tasks they do.  A crescent wrench can be used to pound nails, but that is not what a crescent wrench is for.  There are some task detached from the home in which women do outstanding work.  But just because someone is able to do a job does not mean that he is called by God to the task.  A wife can do many tasks in the home and find fulfillment in doing them.  Her husband, confronted with the same job, would be able to do it, but it is like eating gravel for him.  He finds no fulfillment; he is not called to the task in the same way she is (31).

While it is true that the feminist movement is represented by female spokesmen, they are really nothing more than shills, fronting for a male lie.  At the foundation, feminism is the handiwork of two kinds of men—destructive, overbearing men on the one hand and wimps on the other.  Because of how God made the world, men are always responsible for everything that happens in the feminine world—whether they want that responsibility or not, and whether or not women want to acknowledge it.  Consequently, feminism is no the work of dissatisfied women; it is the work of ungodly men.


When a couple comes for marriage counseling, my operating assumption is always that the man is completely responsible for all the problems.  Some may be inclined to react to this, but it is important to note that responsibility is not the same thing as guilt.  If a woman has been unfaithful to her husband, of course she bears the guilt of her adultery.  But at the same time, he is responsible for it (32-33).

Peter just assumes as fact that the woman is weaker relative to her husband.  Conditioned by feminism, the modern world would dismiss this as a sexist gaffe in a sexist book, and they are at least partially correct.  Given that “sexism” is a sin, then the Bible is a sinful book.  But “sexism” is not a true sin, for sin can only be defined in terms of God’s law—it is not determined by the law of man or by the law of woman.


According to the Bible, there is no sin in the fact that men are stronger than women.  The sin, if there is sin, lies in whether or not that strength is used according to God’s requirements (34).

In order for men to respect weakness, they must recognize it as their own weakness.  A wife with her husband is a joint heir of their mutual inheritance, and her weakness is his weakness.  She is not his adversary.  The weakness is on his own team; it is in his own family (36).

The Bible does not require the submission of women to men, but rather of a woman to a man.  The submission to other men, protects her from obligations to other men.  This provides her with an umbrella of protection (that is, her husband) from other men.  She is to be submissive to her own husband, and the Bible teaches clearly that no one can serve two masters.  


To say a husband should be the leader of his wife is not to say that any and every man is capable of being a spiritual leader, provider, comforter, and protector to any and every woman.  Some might argue that the Christian doctrine of submission requires the belief that any man can lead any woman.  This is more than false; it is ridiculous (36-37).

The evangelical world is throwing away its theological heritage because of doctrinal faithlessness in Christian homes.  It is true that pulpits across our country are filled with a swamp and morass of anecdotes, sentimentalist yawp, yippy-skippy worship, and make-it-up-as-you-go-along theology; but the heads of Christian homes have been willing to have it so.  As the expectations for men in the evangelical world have gotten lower, men have not objected—they have breathed a sigh of relief.


But a man who speaks for his house, as Joshua did, must be a man who teaches his house, and he must be a man who refuses to submit his family to the foolishness of unbelief whether the unbelief is dressed up in liberal or pop-evangelical clothes makes little difference (40).

The Bible teaches that a minimalistic approach to doctrine should be an embarrassment for older Christians.  The fact that many today glory in having a truncated theology is an occasion of grief.  The question is not, “How little can I know and still get to heaven?”  The question for husbands is, “Given my time, resources, and abilities, how much can I learn, and how much can I teach my wife and children?”


A man may not be a vocational theologian, but in his home he must be the resident theologian (40-41).

A man who does not take particular and tender care of his wife, and who then expects her to be fruitful and lovely, is not being a true husband at all; he is a dolt—the Greek word for this is probably meathead.  A man must love his wife sacrificially (Eph. 5:25), and he must not expect anything but weeds unless he tends the garden with extraordinary care (44-45).

We should recognize that when a husband says nothing, he is approving and leading by default.  Whether he speaks or is silent, a man cannot cease being the head of the home.  He can do it badly or well, but he cannot escape from the responsibility God has placed upon him (48).

There is nothing wrong with wanting a lovely garden; there is a great deal of folly in wanting a lovely garden which will tend and keep itself.  The Bible teaches that a Christian husband is responsible for the loveliness of his wife.  Before she is married, her father is responsible for that loveliness.  When she marries, her husband assumes this responsibility.  The husband’s example in this loving is Jesus Christ.


“Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her, that He might sanctify and cleanse her with the washing of water by the word, that He might present her to Himself a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should be holy and without blemish (Eph. 5:25-27) (53-54).”

When husbands undertake the assigned responsibility of loving their wives in such a way that they grow in loveliness, they need to understand that the results will be visible (57).

In the same way, “things” need to be picked up in all relationships.  Confession of wrongdoing should always occur immediately.  “He who covers his sins will not prosper, But whoever confesses and forsakes them will have mercy” (Prov. 28:13).  Nothing good was ever accomplished through postponement of confession.  If something is dropped on the floor now, it should be picked up now.  Short accounts must be kept; in relationships it is necessary to avoid putting off confessions (68).

So if a man yells at his wife, reading the paper and calming down a little bit does not repair the situation.  When Zacchaeus was converted, he vowed to make restitution.  Within marriage, a most important form of restitution is that of a godly apology.  But married couples can easily fall into a pattern of apologizing which is geared more to saving face than it is geared to putting things right with the other person (70).

The difficulty is that we have a hard time forgiving genuine wrongdoing.  This is why people apologize as though the “real me” was not the culprit.  “I’m sorry. I was angry and said some things I didn’t mean.”  This is relatively easy to forgive because the other person didn’t mean it.  But sin can only be forgiven when the person did mean it-it is then sin, and can be forgiven.  The one apologizing should have said, “I was wrong in what I said and did this morning.  I was angry, and I shouldn’t have been.  I said those things because I wanted to hurt you (70-71).

Never split up until things are resolved

Never let anyone into your home when there is no harmony there.

Never go anywhere else when you are out of fellowship.

Never wait until later to fix things, even you are surrounded by others.*

Never have sexual relations when you are out of fellowship with one another.  This prevents turning what God intended as a unifying and wonderful experience into an act of hypocrisy (74-75).

If someone wants a garden full of weeds, no husbandry is necessary.  And if someone wants a wife full of frustration, nothing needs to be done to accomplish that either.  All a man has to do is leave her alone.  And nice guys are very good at leaving their wives alone (79).

So a godly husband is a godly lord.  A woman who understands this biblical truth and calls a certain man her husband is also calling him her lord.  It is tragic that wholesale abdication on the part of modern men has made the idea of lordship in the home such a laughable thing.  A man cannot get by with good intentions.  He cannot get by with a pleasant demeanor.  He cannot get by with a sweet disposition.  He cannot get by on the good reputation he has in the church or in the neighborhood for being such a fine fellow.  In a world of spiritual eunuchs, it is good to find a man who is more than simply male (80).

A husband will see no lasting change unless the husband sets himself to be a student of the Word of God—all of it.  Many turn the pages of the Bible as though they were going through a cafeteria line.  But our responsibility is to be instructed in the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27).  For heads of households, this study must certainly include the subject of debt and finances.  But many Christians reply that they want biblical solutions to their problems, but that they do not have the time to study the Bible.  This is rebellious nonsense.  All of us, in every station of life, must live and die by the Word (91).

Husbands are not equipped to protect their wives from the past.  Only God can forgive sin (97).

But one of the most obvious things about the Bible’s teaching is that submission to a man excludes submission to other men.  Christ taught us that no man can have two masters; the same truth applies to women.  Submission to a particular man means non-submission to countless other particular men (98).

Women are inescapably in need of such protection; the only difference between feminists and Christians is that Christians place the duty of protection with fathers and husbands while feminists place the duty of protection with various male-dominated federal agencies.  The lesson should be clear.  Christian men are called to cultivate the biblical virtue of jealousy (98).

Christians have an unhappy tendency to assume that anything that comes from an evangelical publishing house must be biblically sound.  Tragically, this is far from true (99).

A husband and wife do not have the option of saying nothing about Christ and the church.  If the husband and wife are driving down the street, and some woman who is almost wearing a dress walks by, and he almost drives off the road, then the whole world knows that his wife has been insulted. But the world does not really know why.  The husband is saying that, even though Jesus singled out a people for Himself, and then shed His blood for His elect, He is still willing to gawk at strangers.  The lie says that Christ is unfaithful to His elect (108).

Christians often have a view of sexual relations that is out of balance because they have allowed themselves to be propagandized through the world’s entertainment industry. But suppose one afternoon a neighbor came to a Christian’s door and said something like this.


“We would like to invite you over this evening…”


“Why, thank you! He says, innocently enough.


“Wait, wait, that’s not all.  We would like to invite you to come into our bedroom and watch us while we have sex.  It could be a really exciting time for all of us.”


The Christian recoils in horror.  “We couldn’t do that.  You see, we’re Christians.”


“Oh, I see,” he says, scratching his head.  “That could be a little much for you then. I’ll tell you what!  We have a video camera.  Why don’t you let us tape it, and I’ll just bring it over in the morning.  Then you watch it whenever you want.”


The Christians explains that this wouldn’t be possible either.


“I don’t understand,” the neighbor says, with a puzzled look.  “Last week you invited us over and we all watched that movie on you VCR.  It had a couple of skin scenes in it.  Why are you willing to watch another man’s wife, but not mine?  My wife may not be the best looking…”


Here the hapless Christian interrupts and explains that her looks have nothing to do with it.  He goes on to explain that they are not ordinary Christians.  They belong to that very special breed—hypocrites.

Is hypocrisy too strong a word?  I don’t believe so.  Many Christians are willing to watch, by means of a movie camera, what they wouldn’t dream of watching in person.  You couldn’t get them into a topless bar, and yet they cheerfully o to films where they see far more.  Would most Christian men be willing to be peeping Toms, roving the neighborhood?  Certainly not.  But what if they discovered a woman who knew of their presence and was willing to undress in front of the window?  That would be worse.  What if she were paid to do all this?  Worse, worse, and still worse.  And if she is paid lots of money, has a producer and director, does all this for the movie cameras, and has millions of men drooling at her window sill?  This is suddenly different and becomes quite a “complicated” issue.


Some try to excuse this sort of behavior on the basis of contemporary standards.  Christians don’t want to be different in what they watch.  They don’t want to admit that their discipleship applies to this area.  And they also don’t want to admit that sexual activity and nudity on the screen is sexually exciting for them.  


But those who deny that such things affect them are simply deceiving themselves.  There is no way to watch—for entertainment—bed scenes or displays of nudity without being affected negatively in some way.  But there are men who deny that such things affect them.  Such denials come from two kinds of men.  The first group are liars.  They are either lying to themselves or to the listener and most probably to both.  The man is excited or aroused by what he sees, but as a Christian, he knows it is not socially acceptable to say so.  So he comes out of the theater with his Christian friends, speaking this way: “That was a really good movie.  Shame about that one scene, though.”  But in his heart, that one scene was the morsel he kept under his tongue.


There is another man who denies that it affects him, and he is telling the truth.  But why is he not aroused?  Because his heart is hard, and his conscience has been seared.  “To the pure all things are pure, but to those who are defiled and unbelieving nothing is pure; but even their mind and conscience are defiled” (Titus 1:15).  He is so deadened to his conscience that it would take a lot more than that to get him going (110-112).

Christian men ought not refrain from the sexual pollutions that surround us because they object to lovemaking; they refrain because they object to the wanton vandalism of it.  Our culture is doing to sex what people who chew with their mouths open do to food.  The Bible teaches us that lovemaking is to be honored among Christians; to honor something means to esteem highly.  Those Christians who have reacted to public immorality by retreating into a  blue-nosed prudishness in their own bedrooms are very much a part of the problem (118).

Our culture is characterized by men who are embarrassed to be men.  We have, in our folly, wandered from the Bible’s teaching on masculinity, and its central importance for Christian homes.  We have sought, with all the wisdom of foolish men, to replace the hardness of masculinity with the tenderness of women.  The results in our marriages and families—and consequently for our culture—have been nothing short of disastrous.


Men are bewildered with the world around them and with the responsibilities that a man of God should bear in such a world.  Some meekly submit to our cultural rebellion against masculinity; others silently fume, no knowing what to do; others pay lip-service to the concept of equality a means of exercising ungodly power over women; still others settle for the scraps and remnants they are tossed.  They do not think they have given up their masculinity, all because they consume a considerable amount of time with sports, cars, and tractor pulls.  But masculinity must be genuine, and it must be poured into the home.

The castration of Christian men, and the consequent feminization of the family, church, and culture, began in earnest in the last century when the power of an efficacious gospel of grace was abandoned , and the substitute of religious sentiment was set up instead.  In our doctrinal defiance, the feminine response of faith was confused with the masculine initiative of God in the gospel.  Husbands, who are required in Scripture to imitate the love of Christ, were then taught the error that the love of Christ for His people was impotent.  The efficacy of love was then abandoned, and the sentiment of loving was enthroned.  And men became impotent in their imitation of an impotent Lord.


On the cross, Christ conquered sin and death, and ransomed a people to be called by His name.  In short, the cross was efficacious, and the evangelical church used to bear consistent testimony to that truth.  When the gospel is understood, and husbands are exhorted to imitate Christ in His love for the church in their love for their wives, they undertake the imitation of an efficacious love.  But in the last century, the church slowly drifted away from this scriptural understanding of the cross.  The power of the cross to save sinners began to be denied, but for evangelicals the cross still had to mean something.  And as a result the church began to emphasize the sentiment of Christ’s loving instead of the efficacy of Christ’s love.  Softly and tenderly Jesus was calling, and evangelicals, en masse, began to leave home (141-42).

Her Hand in Marriage

Wilson, Douglas. Her Hand in Marriage. Moscow: Canon Press, 1997.

Everyone dates.  Or at least, everyone is supposed to date.  Or, if they don’t date, then something is wrong, or someone is ugly, right?  But in America today, relationships between boys and girls, men and women, husbands and wives are a stretcher case.  The fact that pride exists at the heart of this problem can be seen in our various responses to the difficulties.  The worse our troubles get, the more faith we have in our methods and procedures.  Like the woman in Luke’s gospel, the treatment we receive from our physicians does not really touch or heal our condition.  And like that woman, our livelihood is now up and gone (Lk. 8:43).  The starting point for most of our marriage relationships, the modern recreational dating system, can be safely considered as bankrupt (7).

With another couple, if they have dated for three years, have been good friends, and have not behaved themselves sexually, a break-up is nothing less than a divorce without attorney’s fees (8).

Because the church has largely adopted a worldly system of dating, the walls of protection for our children which God designed have been broken down.  We have provided our children with enough Christianity to ensure their guilt when they fornicate, but not enough to ensure their purity (9).

Nothing said in the following pages should be taken as directed against godly Christians who came together within the dating system.  The criticism is directed against the system generally considered as a system.  People survive plane crashes too, some of them without a scratch, and we should all be happy about it.  But this acknowledgement does not disqualify us from opposing the general habit of crashing airplanes (10).

“Success stories” are not as abundant as may be assumed through briefly glancing around at church.  Christians are not as open about their sexual behavior as pagans, and the tight lips can be deceiving (10).

The modern dating system does not train young people to form a relationship.  It trains them to form a series of relationships, and further trains them to harden themselves to the break-up of all but the current one.  At the very least, this system is as much a preparation for divorce as it is for marriage (11).

We somehow think a godly Christian is one who can pre-heat the oven without cooking the roast (11).

In modern America, recreational dating is taken to be a positive good, like food, air, and sunshine, and is considered to be a necessary, inescapable activity.  It is considered to be a normal and natural part of growing up—what could be more wholesomely American than taking a girl to the prom?  It makes us think of the fifties, when things weren’t so fouled up in our society.  In reality, recreational dating is a custom which began in this century, and was entirely unknown at the time the Scriptures were given to us.  This means that for those who take biblical teaching on the family seriously, we should consider what the Bible has to say on the formation of families (11-12).

The beauty of biblical courtship is that it never leaves women unprotected (13).

The whole area of men and women coming together has been a propaganda playground for modern sentimentalism for many years.  We should not be surprised to see the biblical principle fulfilled that whenever anything is worshiped idolatrously, that thing is lost.  The worship of sentiment is the destruction of sentiment (23).

Romance has the same function as the curtains of a house—it cannot serve as the concrete poured for the foundation.  What establishes the foundation for any godly marriage is covenantal faithfulness to the God who gives us marriage (23).

Marriage is scripturally defined as a sexual relationship within the boundaries of a covenant commitment that has been formally ratified (29).

The whole point of courtship is to disrupt a young lady’s plans.  A godly young woman is not going to stand around waiting for marriage (38).

There is a profound difference between seeking to be attractive and trying to be seductive (48).

The world mocks us, and says we are afraid of sex.  But look around at our culture and consider whether we are right in being fearful of the destructive power of sex whenever it is unleashed apart from God’s covenant protections.  These covenant protections are in large measure protections of women.  C.S. Lewis commented once that “a society in which conjugal infidelity is tolerated must always be, in the long run, a society adverse to women.”  This is very true—our culture hates and despises women, despite all the feminist rhetoric to the contrary.  And when a society hates women, it is a paramount duty of fathers to protect their wives and daughters (53).

One reason is that we live in an egalitarian age, and to say that one woman is very beautiful implies that another woman may be less so.  The implication is sound; the error is in the egalitarian assumption that there is something unfair about this.


The other concern might come from more conservative and prudish Christians, who are embarrassed that the Bible records the fact that Rachel was built like a brick house.  “That’s not very…well, biblical.”  But actually, the Bible sets the standard of what is biblical and what is not.  The author of Genesis does not just say that she was pretty from the neck up; he tells us that her form was beautiful.  This will be discussed at greater length below, but Christian modesty does not require a woman to look like a boy (55).

We have shown that parents have a true authority over “matters of the heart.”  In using the phrase “matters of the heart,” we must remember that in our culture we tend to think the “heart” is that which has all true authority.  In matters of the heart, how can anyone else come in and tell someone what to do?  We think that romance is the authority, or that happy endings are.  But biblically speaking, this is entirely erroneous (85).

Our experience may be used to help us teach God’s law, but our experience does not “set the curriculum.”  The Bible does (86).

The Garden

As my horse trotted wearily up the road, I could see the walls of a beautiful garden ahead.  Outside the gate was an equally beautiful woman.  At the sound of my greeting, she turned and dropped a curtsey.  “Good sir…good morning.”


I looked at her, and then at the garden walls extending out to the right and left.  Behind her was the garden gate.  


I said, “I am very thirsty…for something clean.”


She smiled, and her smile made me thirstier still.  But she said nothing.


“Is there water here?” I asked.


“There is a stream within my garden.” Her statement was simply a statement of fact; there was no invitation at all in it.


I asked, “May I come in and drink?”


“No,” she said.  “The lord of my mother’s garden does not permit that.”


“Why is this?  Other women have let me drink from the gardens that they tend.”  I glanced at the fruit-laden branches which were visible over the top of the garden wall.  “You have a lovely garden, but those who let me drink had gardens just as beautiful.”


She laughed at this, and her laugh was merry indeed.


“I have no doubt that you have been in some lovely gardens.  But was the water clean?”


“No,” I said, and in spite of myself, turned my head and looked down.  She continued with a question.  “Is that why you are no longer in the garden tended by these women?”


I was ashamed so I did not answer her.  Instead I looked past her into the garden.  The path through the gate disappeared after a few feet, leaving the view of anyone on the road.  


“It seems like a shame for such a garden to go to waste.”


She seemed both puzzled and amused.  “How does it go to waste?”


“Does any man drink from your stream?’


“No, but no man fouls it either.”


“But is that not a waste?  Was not your stream made to quench the thirst of travelers?”


“I’m afraid you are seriously mistaken.  It was made to quench the thirst, not of travelers, but of the lord of the garden.”


“Oh,” I said, “This garden has a lord?”


“No,” she said.


“Then I don’t understand.  Are you speaking in riddles?”


She smiled. “No, I do not.  The garden will one day have a lord, although it does not yet.  The stream is for him alone.”


“And who will your lord be?”


“When my mother’s lord gives a blessing, the one whom I appoint.”


“How can the lesser appoint the greater?”


“How can it not be so?  When my lord comes, I will grant to him my garden.  But until I do, he is just another traveler.”


“And what do you look for?  I am sure there are many who knock at your gate.”


At this she blushed slightly but looked straight at me.  “I will not have a lord who does not have a lord himself—my lord must have taken an oath of fealty to the Landlord.”


“The Landlord?  Who is he?”


“He is the owner of all the gardens along this road.  In order to come into my garden, my lord must take an oath before the Landlord to tend the garden well.  He must also swear that he will enter no other garden.”


I had never heard such words as these before.  “How long must he stay out of other gardens?”


“Forever.”


“But what if he is born to travel?”


“Then he is not born for my garden?”


“I see,” I said, becoming a little angry.  “Then why have I never heard of such an oath?  I have been in many gardens.”


“Yes, you said that before.  But was the water clean?  Were the gardens tended?  That is what happens when there is no oath.”


“So that is all?  If someone takes an oath before this Landlord, you will make him your lord?”


“No.”


“Well, what else then?”


“There are many men who think they can tend my garden well, and who would be willing to swear and oath before the Landlord saying so.  But that does not mean that my mother’s lord, or I, share their confidence.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that I know the extent of the garden.  I have a knowledge of it that cannot be gained from the road.  But no man can share that knowledge until after I have made him my lord and husband.  So I must have the measure of the man before.”


“So what must a man do?  It seems like much work.”


She smiled once again.  “There is much work.  There is also much fruit.”


“So what must a man do?”


“The first thing is to—“


“Yes, I know.  He must swear to the Landlord.  But after?”


“He must return to me, and ask to see my mother’s lord.”


“And what would he say?”


“That depends on the man.”  At this parting comment, she turned and walked slowly back into the garden, pulling the gate closed behind her.  I spurred my horse, which began to trot down the road.  I did not know what to think, but I needed to find this Landlord (93-95).
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For Those in Peril on the Sea

You sailed against the Wind—or tried.

Running hard against the power of the Current,

you tacked, you trimmed your sails, your cursed,

you damned the very Seas that bore your puny ship

—and fragile life—

upon their awesome Waves.

Against the Wind,

you made no headway,

only drifting more and more off course.

The more you battled,

the more the Sea resisted,

hurling churning brine and fury

against you.

Against your stubborn resolve,

the Wind was unyielding, persistent,

Irresistible.

Despite your angry protests,

The Wind took command.

It seized your ship in Its wide grasp,

threw you to the deck, and

snapped your mast

—your spine.

In an instant,,

you were without sail or rudder,

at the mercy of the Wind.

But a calming Sea took the helm,

brought your ship about, and

charted Its own steady course.

Now you run with the Current and the Wind

and dance with the light upon the Waves,

with a new and stronger mast,

your rigging taut and rudder true.

Now you watch and wonder

as the Sea gently bears your ship

and the Wind fills your sails

in Fair Harbor.

In Memoriam

John Alden Atwood

1915-1995
Christian colleges have not presented the biblical antithesis between the Christian faith on the one hand and the general helplessness and decline seen pervading our culture on the other.  Consequently, such Christian colleges are condemned to share in that broader cultural decline—in morality, in academic rigor, and in discipline.  Oftentimes, the motto of the Christian college appears to be, “Anything the world can do, we can do five years later.”  In some cases, Christian colleges can be seen clambering on to a bandwagon just when the secularists have tired of it and are getting off (9).


A Christian college is a place where a college education is imparted in a biblical, covenant-keeping fashion.  Christian colleges have departed from this high calling and important mission because they were distracted into thinking they were perpetually consigned to be a little sister to the big, secular, “grown-up” universities: “You know, where we get all our Ph.D.’s.”  Because of this tendency to mimic and follow after, we must address both the ills of Christian colleges today as well as the sandy foundations of secular universities (9).


Apart from God and His Christ, the world around us is an unconnected series of multiversities.  This is why multi-cultural diversity is so popular on the campus these days.  When one has no nails, one acts as though the pieces of wood are supposed to be apart like they are.  Men and women without Christ must suppose that they live, not in a universe, but in a multiverse.  In the truest sense of the term, it is a blank verse.  A universe can only be spoken of coherently by Christians.  The university is a Christian concept and grew out of a Christian worldview.  In Christ everything coheres.  Apart from Him, nothing does (10).


Order and sense are inescapable because we live in the world God made.  Education instructs a student how to think about the world, how to think about the universe.  But he cannot be taught how to think about the universe if he doesn’t know he lives in one (11).


The Christian cannot be satisfied so long as any human activity is either opposed to Christianity or out of all connection with Christianity.  Christianity must pervade not merely all nations, but also all of human thought.  The Christian, therefore, cannot be indifferent to any branch of earnest human endeavor.  It must all be brought into some relation to the gospel.  It must be studied either in order to be demonstrated as false, or else in order to be made useful in advancing the Kingdom of God.  The Church must seek to conquer not merely every man for Christ, but also the whole of man (11, J. Gresham Machen).


In other words, the starting point of knowledge must  be  the  fear  of  the  Lord.  If this is true of knowledge, it is equally true of the pursuit of knowledge.  And colleges are institutions dedicated to the organized and institutional pursuit of knowledge (14).


This means, we think, that an unbelieving understanding is the beginning of the fear of the Lord.  Just to say this out loud is enough of a refutation for any believing heart.  But the structure of the curricula at countless Christian colleges reflects just this misunderstanding.  The idea is that there are neutral zones in which truth may be pursued, whether or not the scholar in pursuit loves God.  Such thinking strikes at the heart of what it means to have a Christian worldview.  And the development of a biblical worldview should be at the heart of a Christian college’s mission (16).


For these authors to insist that Christians should forget certain truths when they come into the laboratory, and pick them up again at the door when they go home, is as irrational as to argue that Christians should only hold to the doctrine of the Incarnation every second Tuesday.  Why not the other way around?  Why not teach evolution in church and look for creation in the lab?  Why don’t we all just forget the whole thing, grab a beer, and watch the game? (19)


This epistemological cancer is not as advanced on Christian campuses, put it is pervasive, and without biblical treatment it is terminal.  The time is coming when the Christianity of the current evangelical colleges will be a dim and hazy memory—just as it is with Harvard today (19). 


As we apply this text [2 Cor. 10:3-6), we may consequently define a  Christian  worldview  as  the  framework  of  assumptions  about  reality,  all  of  which  are  in  submission  to  Christ (20).


Because God is sovereign over all things, everything is related to Him in some way.  Because the Bible tells us that sin is real, everything is either in submission to God or in rebellion against Him.  Every person is either in submission or rebellion.  Every action is either in submission or in rebellion.  Every thought is either in submission or in rebellion (Col. 2:6-10).  No  neutrality  exists  anywhere (21).

The Bondage of the Will

Luther, Martin. The Bondage of the Will. Grand Rapids: Baker House Company, 1957.   ISBN: 0-8007-5342-9

Your book, by comparison, struck me as so worthless and poor that my heart went out to you for having defiled your lovely, brilliant flow of language with such vile stuff.  I thought it outrageous to convey material of so low a quality in the trappings of such rare eloquence; it is like using gold or silver dishes to carry garden rubbish or dung (63).

So, you see, what kept me from rushing in with an answer to you was not the difficulty of so doing, nor pressure of other work, nor the grandeur of your eloquence, nor fear of you, but simply disgust, disinclination, and distaste—which, if I may say so, express my judgement of your Diatribe (64).

And who knows but that God may even condescend to visit you, most excellent Erasmus, by me, His poor weak vessel, and I may come to you by this book in a happy hour and gain a beloved brother.  From my heart I beseech the Father of mercies through Christ our Lord that it may be so.  For though what you think and write about ‘free-will’ is wrong, I owe you no small debt of thanks for making me far surer of my own view; as I have been since I saw the case for ‘free-will’ argued with all the resources that your brilliant gifts afford you—and to such little purpose that it is now in a worse state than before.  That in itself is clear proof that ‘free-will’ is an utter fallacy.  It is like the woman in the Gospel; the more the doctors treat the case, the worse it gets (cf. Mark 5:26).  So it will be the highest token of gratitude that I can give you, if I bring conviction to you, as you brought assurance to me.  But conviction in these matters is the Spirit’s gift, and not a work of my own office.  So we should pray to God that He will open my mouth and your heart and all men’s hearts; that He Himself will be our Teacher in the midst of us, working in us both our speaking and our hearing.


But may I ask you, my dear Erasmus, to bear with my want of eloquence, as I in these matters bear with your want of knowledge (65).


Fear the Spirit of God, who searches the reins of the heart, and is not deceived by stupid speeches (70).


God and His Scripture are two things, just as the Creator and His creation are two things.  Now, nobody questions that there is a great deal hid in God of which we know nothing.  Christ himself says of the last day: ‘Of that day knoweth no man, but the Father’ (Matt. 24:36); and in Acts 1 he says: ‘It is not for you to know the times and seasons’ (v. 7); and again, he says: ‘I know whom I have chosen’ (John 13:18); and Paul says: ‘The Lord knoweth them that are his’ (2 Tim. 2:19); and the like.  But the notion that in Scripture some things are recondite and all is not plain was spread by the godless Sophists (whom now you echo, Erasmus)—who have never yet cited a single item to prove their crazy view; nor can they.  And Satan has used these unsubstantial spectres to scare men off reading the sacred text, and to destroy all sense of its value, so as to ensure that his own brand of poisonous philosophy reigns supreme in the church.  I certainly grant that many passages in the Scriptures are obscure and hard to elucidate, but that is due, not to the exalted nature of their subject, but to our own linguistic and grammatical ignorance; and it does not in any way prevent our knowing all the contents of Scripture (71).


But when something stands in broad daylight, and a mass of evidence for it is in broad daylight also, it does not matter whether there is any evidence for it in the dark (72).


If it is ‘irreligious’, ‘idle’, ‘superfluous’—your words—to know whether or not God foreknows anything contingently; whether our will is in any way active in matters relating to eternal salvation, or whether it is merely the passive subject of the work of grace; whether we do our good and evil deeds of mere necessity—whether, that is, we are not rather passive while they are wrought in us—then may I ask what does constitute godly, serious, useful knowledge?  This is weak stuff, Erasmus; it is too much.  It is hard to put it down to ignorance on your part, for you are no longer young, you have lived among Christians, and you have long studied the sacred writings; you leave me no room to make excuses for you or to think well of you (74).


Suppose a would-be poet or speech-maker never thought to what the subject he was tackling demanded of him—never considered Horace’s adage about ‘What the shoulders can sustain, and what they will not bear’—but went straight to work, thinking: ‘I must strive to get it done; it is idle and superfluous to ask whether I have enough learning and eloquence and ability’—what would you think of him?  And if someone who wanted a rich crop from his land was not idle enough to perform the superfluous task of investigating the nature of the soil (as Virgil in the Georgics so idly and pointlessly advises), but rushed precipitately into action, thinking of nothing but the work, and ploughed the seashore and cast his seed wherever there was room, whether in the sand or in the mud—what would you think of him?  And what if a man who purposed war, and wanted a glorious victory, or carried responsibility for some other piece of public service, was not so idle as to reflect upon what was in his power, whether the treasury could finance him, whether the soldiers were fit, whether there was opportunity for action; but disregarded the historian’s advice (‘Before acting, deliberate, and when you have deliberated, act speedily’), and charged ahead with eyes shut and ears stopped, shouting nothing but ‘War! War!’—pressing on with the work?  Tell me, Erasmus, what would you think of such poets, farmers, generals, and statesmen?  I will add a text from the Gospel: ‘If anyone, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has sufficient to finish it’—well, what is Christ’s judgment on that man? (cf. Luke 14:28) (76-77).


Confidence in your own ability drives you along here; you think that by your eloquence you can so dupe the public that nobody will realize what you cherish in your heart and what you are trying to achieve by these slippery writings of yours.  But God is not mocked, and it is not good policy to run against Him! (77).


But when you tell Christian people to let this folly guide them in their labours, and charge them that in their pursuit of eternal salvation they should not concern themselves to know what is in their power and what is not—why, this is plainly the sin that is really unpardonable.  For as long as they do not know the limits of their ability, they will not know what they should do; and as long as they do not know what they should do, they cannot repent when they err; and impenitence is the unpardonable sin.  This is where your moderate, skeptical theology leads us! (77-78)


Whence we see that the knowledge of predestination and of God’s prescience has been left in the world no less certainly than the notion of the Godhead itself.  But those who wished to seem wise argued themselves out of it till their hearts grew dark and they became fools, as Rom. 1 says (vv. 21-2), and denied, or pretended not to know, things which the poets, and the common people, and even their own consciences held as being most familiar, most certain, and most true (83).


For where they are not known, there can be no faith, nor any worship of God.  To lack this knowledge is really to be ignorant of God—and salvation is notoriously incompatible with such ignorance.  For if you hesitate to believe, or are too proud to acknowledge, that God foreknows and wills all things, not contingently, but necessarily and immutably, how can you believe, trust and rely on His promises?  When He makes promises, you ought to be out of doubt that He knows, and can and will perform, what He promises; otherwise, you will be accounting Him neither true nor faithful, which is unbelief, and the height of irreverence, and a denial of the most high God! (83-84)


If, then, we are taught and believe that we ought to be ignorant of the necessary foreknowledge of God and the necessity of events, Christian faith is utterly destroyed, and the promises of God and the whole gospel fall to the ground completely; for the Christian’s chief and only comfort in every adversity lies in knowing that God does not lie, but brings all things to pass immutably, and that His will cannot be resisted, altered or impeded (84).


You make it clear that this carnal peace and quiet seems to you far more important than faith, conscience, salvation, the Word of God, the glory of Christ, and God himself.  Let me tell you, therefore—and I beg you to let this sink deep into your mind—I hold that a solemn and vital truth, of eternal consequence, is at stake in this discussion; one so crucial and fundamental that is ought to be maintained and defended even at the cost of life, though as a result the whole world should be, not just thrown into turmoil and uproar, but shattered in chaos and reduced to nothingness.  If you do not grasp that, if it leaves you unmoved, then mind your own business, and leave those to grasp it and be moved by it to whom it is given of God! (90).


I would rather be joyful in God’s grace and bear the brunt of this temporal uproar for the sake of the Word of God—which demands to be asserted with invincible and unshakeable zeal—rather that, I say, than be ground to powder under the wrath of God by the unbearable torments of the uproar that shall be everlasting! (90-91).


You say this sort of thing simply because you have not read, or at any rate have not noticed, that it is regularly the case with the Word of God that the world is thrown into confusion by reason of it.  Christ openly affirms as much: ‘I came not’ (says He) ‘to send peace, but a sword’ (Matt. 10:34).  So in Luke: ‘I came to send fire on the earth’ (12:49).  So Paul, in I Cor 6: ‘In tumults,’ etc. (2 Cor. 6:5).  The prophet in the second Psalm bears elaborate testimony to the same truth when he declares that the nations are in uproar, the peoples rage, the kings rise up, the rulers conspire, against the Lord and against Christ—as though to say that the many, the mighty, wealth, power, wisdom, righteousness and all that is exalted in the world opposes the Word of God.  Look at the Acts of the Apostles, and see there what happened in the world by reason of the word of Paul alone (to say nothing of the other apostles)—how, single-handed, he threw into confusion Jews and Gentiles alike.  As his foes said of him, he turned the world upside down! (Acts 17:6).  The kingdom of Israel was thrown into confusion under Elijah, as Ahab complained (I Kings 18:17).  What upheaval was there under the other prophets, when they were all executed or stoned, and Israel was led captive into Assyria, and Judah to Babylon!  Was that peace?  The world and its god cannot and will not bear the Word of the true God, and the true God cannot and will not keep silent.  Now these two Gods are at war; so what else can there be throughout the world but uproar? (91).


How much better, then, is it to lose the world than to lose God, the world’s Creator, who can create countless worlds afresh, and is better than infinite worlds!  For what are temporal things beside eternal?  We should, therefore, endure this leprous outbreak of temporal evils, rather than keep the world at peace and free from these upheavals; for the price of that peace would be the blood and ruin of all souls, who would then be destroyed and damned for ever?  For the whole world is not of value enough to redeem a single soul (93).


‘What’ (you say) ‘can be more useless than to publish to the world the paradox that all we do is done, not by “free-will”, but of mere necessity, and Augustine’s view that God works in us both good and evil; that He rewards His own good works in us, and punishes His own evil works in us?’ (You are copious here in giving reasons, or, rather, in demanding that we give them.)  ‘What a flood-gate of iniquity’ (you say) ‘would the spread of such news open to people!  What wicked man would amend his life?  Who would believe that God loved him?  Who would fight against his flesh?’  (I wonder that in this furious outburst you did not remember the matter in hand, and say: ‘where then will “free-will” be found?!)


My good Erasmus!  I reply as before.  If you think these paradoxes are inventions of men, why do you oppose them?  Why get so heated? Against whom are you speaking?  Is there any man in the world to-day who has attacked the doctrines of men more strongly than Luther?  Your lecture is wasted on me!  If, however, you believe these paradoxes to be words of God, then where is your conscience, where is your shame, where is, I will not say your famous moderation, but the fear and reverence which you owe to the true God?—for what you are saying is that there is no information more useless that God’s Word!   So your Creator must learn from you, His creature, what may usefully be preached and what not?  God was so stupid and thoughtless , was He, that He did not know what should be taught till you came along to tell Him how to be wise, and what to command?—as if without your pointing it out He would not have realized that this paradox involves the consequence you draw?  No; if God has willed that these things should be openly proclaimed and published, who are you to forbid it?  The apostle Paul, in his epistle to the Romans, frankly discusses these very matters, not in a corner, but openly, publicly, before the whole world, and in harsher terms than those you quote.  ‘Whom he will he hardeneth,’ he says; and again, ‘God, willing to show forth his wrath,’ etc. (Rom. 9:18.22).  What is harder (to the flesh, at any rate) than Christ’s saying, ‘Many are called but few chosen?’ (Matt. 22:14).  And again, ‘I know whom I have chosen?’ (John 13:18).  On your view, of course, there is no information more useless that all this—your reason being, presumably, that it might drive the ungodly to despair, hatred and blasphemy!


Here, I see, you are taking the view that the truth and usefulness of Scripture should be measured and decided according to the feeling of men—to be precise, of the ungodliest of men; so that nothing henceforth will be true, Divine and wholesome but what these persons find pleasing and acceptable; and what is not so will at once become useless, untrue and harmful.  What else do you here plead for, but that the words of God may thus depend on, and stand or fall by, the will and authority of men?  But Scripture says the opposite, that all things stand or fall by the will and authority of God, and that all the earth keeps silence before the face of the Lord (cf. Hab. 2:20).  One who talks as you do must imagine that the living God is no more than a wild inconsequent ranter shouting from a soap-box, whose words you may interpret, receive or refute as you please, according to their observed effect on the ungodly (97-98).


I reply: It should be enough to say simply that God has willed their publication, and the reason of the Divine will is not to be sought, but simply to be adored, and the glory given to God, Who, since He alone is just and wise, wrongs none and can do nothing foolish or inconsiderate—however much it may seem otherwise to us (100).


For the first: God has surely promised His grace to the humbled: that is, to those who mourn over and despair of themselves.  But a man cannot be thoroughly humbled till he realizes that his salvation is utterly beyond his own powers, counsels, efforts, will and works, and depends absolutely on the will, counsel, pleasure, and work of Another—God alone (100).


Now, the highest degree of faith is to believe that He is merciful, though He saves so few and damns so many; to believe that He is just, though of His own will He makes us perforce proper subjects for damnation, and seems (in Erasmus’ words) ‘to delight in the torments of poor wretches and to be a fitter object for hate than for love.’  If I could by any means understand how this same God, who makes such a show of wrath and unrighteousness, can yet be merciful and just, there would be no need for faith.  But as it is, the impossibility of understanding makes room for the exercise of faith when these things are preached and published; just as, when God kills, faith in life is exercised in death (101).


But this false idea of ‘free-will’ is a real threat to salvation, and a delusion fraught with the most perilous consequences (106).


Your Preface states objections either to the words of God or to the words of men.  If the latter, it is all written to no purpose, and does not touch me.  If the former, it is all blasphemy (107).


I will suggest a more trifling matter still: take a single flea or louse—since you tempt and mock our God with your talk of curing a lame horse—take that, and combine all the powers and concentrate all the energies both of your god and of all your supporters; and if, in the name and by the power of ‘free-will’, you can kill it, you shall be conquerors, your cause shall be established, and we will at once come and adore that god of yours, the amazing louse-slaughterer!  (Not that I would deny that you can remove even mountains; but it is one thing to say that a work was done by the power of ‘free-will’, and another thing to prove it.) (113).


In Christ’s name, therefore, we entreat you and yours, my good Erasmus, at least to allow us to be terrified at this peril in our conscience, and to tremble for fear, and at any rate to defer our assent to a doctrine which, as you yourself see, is nothing but an empty term and sound of syllables—‘There is power in “free-will”!  there is power in “free-will”!’  And even if you completely succeed in proving and establishing all your arguments, it will still be nothing more (116-117).


In a word: if Scripture is obscure or equivocal, why need it have been brought down to us by act of God?  Surely we have enough obscurity and uncertainty within ourselves, without our obscurity and uncertainty and darkness being augmented from heaven! (128)


And to teach something that is not laid down by a single word within the Scriptures, nor evidenced by a single fact outside the Scriptures, is appropriate for the ‘true tales’ of Lucian, but not for Christian doctrine!  Except that Lucian, who seeks only to entertain with the sly humour of his comic narratives, deceives and injures nobody; but our adversaries of your party play the fool over a solemn matter that affects eternal salvation, and thereby ruin countless souls (136).


Not that I am particularly surprised.  A man who does not treat this question seriously and has no interest in the issue, whose mind is not on it and who finds it a boring and a chilling and a distasteful business, cannot help uttering absurdities and follies and contradictions all along the line; he argues his case like a man drunk or asleep, blurting out between snores ‘Yes!’ ‘No!’ as different voices sound upon his ears!  This is why rhetoricians require passion in one who pleads a case.  Much more does theology require passion, to make a man vigorous, and keen, and earnest, and prudent, and energetic! (146)


The truth is rather as Christ puts it: ‘He that is not with me is against me’ (Matt. 12:30).  He does not say: he that is not with me is not against Me either, but is in an intermediate position!  For if God is in us, Satan is out of us, and then it is present with us to will only good.  But if God is not in us, Satan is, and then it is present with us to will only evil.  Neither God nor Satan permits there to be in us mere willing in the abstract; but, as you rightly said, we have lost our freedom and are forced to serve sin—that is, we will sin and evil, we speak sin and evil, we do sin and evil (147).


This is just how ‘free-will’ does a good deed: in the very act of going against evil, it goes against good, and does evil more than ever!  So that the Diatribe is in speech just what ‘free-will’ is in action!  And the entire Diatribe is nothing but a noble act of ‘free-will’ condemning itself in its own defense, and defending itself by its own condemnation: that is, being doubly stupid while it wishes to look wise! (148).


Here the Diatribe will retort: ‘Ecclesiasticus, by saying “if thou art willing to keep”, indicates that there is a will in man to keep or not to keep; otherwise, what is the sense of saying to him who has no will, “if thou wilt”?  Is it not ridiculous to say to a blind man: “if thou art willing to see, thou wilt find a treasure”?  or to a deaf man: “if thou art willing to hear, I will tell thee a good story”?  That would be mocking their misery.’


I reply: These are arguments of human reason, which is wont to pour out wisdom of this sort.  Wherefore, I now have to dispute, not with Ecclesiasticus, but with human reason, concerning an inference; for reason, by her inferences and syllogisms, explains and pulls the Scriptures of God whichever way she likes.  I shall enter this dispute readily and with confidence, for I know that all her gabblings are stupid and absurd, and especially so when she begins to make a show of her wisdom in holy things.


First then: if I ask how it is proved that the existence of ‘free-will’ in man is indicated and implied wherever the phrases ‘if thou are willing’, ‘if thou shalt do’, ‘if thou shalt hear’, are used, she will say, ‘Because the nature of words and use of language among men seem to require it.’  Therefore, she bases her judgment of things and words that are of God upon the customs and concerns of men; and what is more perverse than that, when the former are heavenly and the latter earthly?  Thus in her stupidity she betrays herself as thinking of God only as of man (151-52).


Here is the matter in a nutshell: As I said, by statements of this sort, man is shown, not what he can do, but what he ought to do (157).


But listen to the Diatribe’s analogy: ‘It would be ridiculous to say to a man standing where two roads met: “You see two roads; go by which you will,” when only one of them was open.’  Here is the very thing that I said of the arguments of human reason: reason thinks that man is mocked by an impossible commandment, whereas I maintain that by this means man is admonished and awakened to see his own impotence (158).


So the words of the law are spoken, not to assert the power of the will, but to illuminate the blindness of reason, so that it may see that its own light is nothing, and the power of the will is nothing (158).


The commandments are not given inappropriately or pointlessly; but in order that through them proud, blind man may learn the plague of his own impotence, should he try to do what is commanded (160).


As for its being absurd that (according to the analogy introduced) a man whose right arm was bound should be ordered to stretch forth his hand to the right, when he could only reach out to his left—is it absurd, pray, that a man who has both arms bound, but who proudly maintains or ignorantly assumes that he is wholly competent in either direction, should be commanded to stretch forth his hand in one direction or the other, not in order to make fun of his captivity, but to disprove his false assumption of freedom and power, and to make him realize his ignorance of his own captivity and misery? (161)


But the Scripture sets before us a man who is not only bound, wretched, captive, sick and dead, but who, through the operation of Satan his lord, adds to his other miseries that of blindness, so that he believes himself to be free, happy, possessed of liberty and ability, whole and alive.  Satan knows that if men knew their own misery he could keep no man in his kingdom; God could not fail at once to pity and succour wretchedness that knew itself and cried to Him, for God is proclaimed with mighty praise throughout the Scripture as being near the brokenhearted (162).


Only a person in a stupor or a daze could think that the words: ‘turn ye’, ‘if thou wilt turn’, and the like, establish the power of ‘free-will’, and yet not see that by parity of reasoning it is also established by this word: ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart’.  For the meaning of Him who commands and requires is parallel in each case.  The love of God is required no less than our conversion and the keeping of all the commandments; for the love of God is our true conversion (164).


It is the mark of a wise reader to notice which words in the Scripture are law and which are grace, so that he may not have everything muddled, like the filthy Sophists and this sleepy-headed Diatribe! (166)


It is the voice of the gospel, the sweetest consolation to miserable sinners, when Ezekiel says: ‘I desire not the death of a sinner, but rather that he should be converted and live.’  The words are in all respects like these of Ps. 28: ‘For His wrath is but for a moment, His will is rather life’ (Ps. 30:7); and: ‘For I am merciful’ (Jer. 3:12); and Christ’s word in Matt. 11: ‘Come unto me, all ye that labour, and I will refresh you’ (v. 28); and the words of Exod. 20: ‘I will show mercy unto many thousands to them that love me’ (v. 6).  And what is rather more than half of the Holy Scripture, but mere promises of grace, by which mercy, life, peace and salvation are offered by God to men?  And what do the words of promise mean but this: ‘I desire not the death of a sinner’?  Is not His saying: ‘I am merciful’, the same as if He were to say: ‘I am not angry, I am unwilling to punish, I desire not your death, My will is to pardon, My will is to spare’?  If those Divine promises did not stand firm, to raise up consciences tormented with a sense of sin and terrified by fear of death and judgment, what place would there be for pardon or for hope?  What sinner would not sink in despair?  But as ‘free-will’ is not proved by any of the other words of mercy or promise or comfort, so neither is it proved by this: ‘I desire not the death of a sinner’, etc (167).


The careful concern of God in promising grace to recall and raise up the sinner is itself a sufficiently great and trusty proof that ‘free-will’ of itself cannot but grow worse and, as Scripture says, ‘go down to hell’ (cf. Prov. 5:5)—unless you believe that God is the kind of trifler who pours out words of promise in such abundance, not from any need of them for our salvation, but just because He likes talking!  Thus you see that not only do all the words of law stand against ‘free-will’, but also that all the words of promise utterly refute it—that is, that the whole Scripture fights against it! (169).


But God hidden in Majesty neither deplores nor takes away death, but works life, and death, and all in all; nor has He set bounds to Himself by His Word, but has kept Himself free over all things (170).


So it is right to say: ‘If God does not desire our death, it must be laid to the charge of our own will if we perish’: this, I repeat, is right if you spoke of God preached.  For he desires that all men should be saved, in that he comes to all by the word of salvation, and the fault is in the will which does not receive Him; as He says in Matt. 23: ‘How often would I have gathered thy children together, and thou wouldst not!’ (v. 37).  But why the Majesty does not remove or change this fault of will in every man (for it is not in the power of man to do it), or why He lays this fault to the charge of the will, when man cannot avoid it, it is not lawful to ask; and though you should ask much, you would never find out; as Paul says in Rom. 11: ‘Who art thou that repliest against God?’ (Rom. 9:20) (171).


Why did I not straightway produce this passage [Deut. 30], and assert ‘free-will’ before all the world?  What need now of Christ?  What need of the Spirit?  We have now found a passage which stops the mouths of all; not only does it clearly assert the freedom of the will, but it clearly teaches also that keeping the commandments is easy!  What a fool was Christ, Who shed His blood to purchase for us the Spirit, Whom we do not need, in order that we might be made able to keep the commandments with ease, when we are so already by nature! (172)


Pray see what a disaffected mind can do, how it cannot help giving itself away!  Is there still need to refute the Diatribe?  Who could refute it more effectively than it refutes itself?  It is truly a beast that eats itself!  How true it is that a liar should have a good memory! (172)


Now we come to the New Testament, where there is once more marshaled in defense of the wretched slavery of ‘free-will’ a host of imperative sentences; and all the auxiliaries of carnal reason, that is, inferences and similes, are gathered with them.  It is like seeing in a picture or a dream the king of flies and his host, armed with lances of hay and shields of straw, opposing a real, proper array of human warriors.  Such are the man-made dreams of the Diatribe as they oppose the armies of the Word of God! (175)


What then is the meaning of all those Scriptures which promise the kingdom and threaten hell?  Why is the word ‘reward’ repeated so often in the Scriptures? ‘There is a reward for thy work’ (2 Chron. 15:7).  ‘I am thy exceeding great reward’ (Gen. 15:1).  Again: ‘Who rendereth to every man according to his work’ (cf. Job 34:11).  And Paul says in Rom. 2:’To those who by patient continuance in well-doing seek eternal life’ (v. 7); and there are many similar statements.  The answer is that what is established by all these passages is simply a consequence of reward, not in any way a worthiness of merit; (183).


Are not things which we did not produce ourselves, but received from others, spoken of as ‘ours’ in the most proper sense?  Why then should not works which God gave us by His Spirit be called ours?  Shall we omit to call Christ ours, because we only received Him, and did not create Him? Again: if we create the things that are called ours, it follows that we created our eyes, we created our hands, we created our feet for ourselves; unless our eyes, hands and feet are not to be called ours!  Indeed, says Paul, what have we that we did not receive (cf. I Cor. 4:7)?  Shall we then say, either that all this is not ours, or else that we created it all ourselves?  (185-186).


Now, when Christ openly states that ‘they know not what they do’, does He not thereby bear witness that they were unable to will good?  For how can you will that which you do not know?  You certainly cannot desire the unknown!  What stronger statement can be made against ‘free-will’ than that it is such a nonentity that it not only cannot will good, but does not even know how much evil it is doing, and what good is?  Is there obscurity in any single word of the statement: ‘They know not what they do’?  (186).


Again, the Diatribe takes these words from John 1: ‘To them gave He power to become the sons of God’ (v. 12), like this: ‘How is power given them to become the sons of God, if there is no freedom of our will?’  This passage also is a hammer against ‘free-will’, as is almost the whole of John’s gospel; yet it too is cited in favour of ‘free-will’!  Let us look at it, please!  John is not speaking of any work of man, great or small, but of the actual renewal and transformation of the old man, who is a son of the devil, into the new man, who is a son of God.  In this, man is simply passive (as the term is used); he does nothing, but the whole of him becomes something.  John is speaking of this becoming: He says that we become the sons of God, by a power divinely given us—not by any power of ‘free-will’ inherent in us!  Our friend the Diatribe, however, concludes from these words that ‘free-will’ has so much power that it makes us the sons of God; otherwise, it is ready to aver that John’s words are absurd and useless!  But who ever so exalted ‘free-will’ as to credit it with the power of making the sons of God?—especially a ‘free-will’ that cannot will good, such as the Diatribe has presupposed!  This may be dismissed along with the rest of these oft-repeated inferences, which, if they prove anything, prove just what the Diatribe denies—namely, that ‘free-will’ can do everything! (187).


We shall show more fully at a later stage what a thunderbolt this passage of John is against ‘free-will’.  However, I am not a little astonished that the Diatribe should cite in favour of ‘free-will’ passages which are so clear, and so forcible against it.  But its stupidity is such that it makes no distinction at all between the words of promise and of law; and with supreme foolishness, it establishes ‘free-will’ from words of law, and confirms it, far more ludicrously still, by words of promise!  But this absurdity is easily explained if account is taken of the proud and disaffected frame of mind in which the Diatribe disputes: it is not at all concerned whether grace stands or falls, whether ‘free-will’ lies vanquished or sits on the throne, if only it can oblige the tyrants by prejudicing our case with empty words!  (188).

 
Suffice it to have said this much in reply to the first part of the Diatribe, where it sought to establish ‘free-will’.  Now let us consider the later part, where it attempts to refute my arguments—those, that is, by which ‘free-will’ is abolished.  Here you shall see what the smoke of man can do against the thunder and lightning of God! (189).


Are not ten plagues recorded in that narrative?  If your definition stands, that showing mercy means straightway punishing and calling the sinner, God certainly showed mercy to Pharaoh!  Why then does God say, not: ‘I will have mercy on Pharaoh,’ but: ‘I will harden the heart of Pharaoh’?  In the very act of showing mercy to Pharaoh (that is, of afflicting and punishing him—your equation!)  He says, ‘I will harden him’—that is, I will bear with him and do him good (your equation again!).  What more outrageous statement could be heard?  Where now are your figures?  And Origen?  And Jerome?  And the most reputable doctors, whom only Luther has the audacity to contradict?  But the carnal thoughtlessness of a man who trifles with God’s words and does not take them seriously makes it inevitable that he should talk like this (197).


As she [Reason] herself snores over and makes light of the things of God, so she thinks of God as snoring over them too, not using His wisdom, will and presence to elect, separate and inspire, but entrusting to men the tiresome business of heeding or defying His long-suffering and anger!  This is what we come to when we seek to measure God and make excuses for Him by human reason, not reverencing the secrets of His majesty, but peering and probing into them; with the result that we are overwhelmed by the glory of them and instead of a single excuse we vomit a thousand blasphemies!  We forget ourselves, and gabble like lunatics, speaking against both God and ourselves, while all the time we were intending, in the greatness of our wisdom, to plead both God’s cause and our own! (200).


But He works according to what they are, and what He finds them to be: which means, since they are evil and perverted themselves, that when they are impelled to action by this movement of Divine omnipotence they do only that which is perverted and evil. It is like a man riding a horse with only three, or two, good feet; his riding corresponds with what the horse is, which means that the horse goes badly.  But what can the rider do?  He is riding this horse in company with sound horses; this one goes badly, though the rest go well; and so it is bound to be, unless the horse is healed (204).


The same reply should be given to those who ask: Why did God let Adam fall, and why did He create us all tainted with the same sin, when He might have kept Adam safe, and might have created us of other material, or of seed that had first been cleansed?  God is He for Whose will no cause or ground may be laid down as its rule and standard; for nothing is on a level with it or above it, but it is itself the rule for all things.  If any rule or standard, or cause or ground, existed for it, it could not longer be the will of God. What God wills is not right because He ought, or was bound, so to will; on the contrary, what takes place must be right, because He so wills it.  Causes and grounds are laid down for the will of the creature, but not for the will of the Creator—unless you set another Creator over him! (209)

God was certain that He would not suspend the ordinary operation of omnipotence in Pharaoh (211).


Not content with having given this explanation, he goes on to introduce those who in the name of ‘free-will’ grumble against it, and rattle on to the effect that there is then no merit, and we are damned through no fault of our own, and the like; and he silences their grumbling and displeasure, saying: ‘Thou sayest to me then, Why doth He yet find fault?  For who shall resist His will?’ (v. 19).  Do you see to whom he addresses himself?  To those who, when they hear that the will of God brings necessity upon us, blasphemously complain, and say: ‘Why doth He yet find fault?’  That is, ‘Why does God thus press, urge, exact and so find fault?  Why does He accuse?  Why does He reprove?  As though we men could do what he requires, if we would!  He has no just cause for His complaint; let Him rather accuse His own will; there let Him find fault, and press His demands!  “For who shall resist His will?”  Who can obtain mercy when that is not His will?  Who can be softened, if He wills to harden?  It is not in our power to change His will, much less to resist it when it wills our hardening; by that will we are compelled to be hardened, willy-nilly!’ (215)


Doubtless it gives the greatest possible offense to common sense or natural reason, that God, Who is proclaimed as being full of mercy and goodness, and so on, should of His own mere will abandon, harden and damn men, as though He delighted in the sins and great eternal torments of such poor wretches.  It seems an iniquitous, cruel, intolerable thought to think of God; and it is this that has been a stumbling block to so many great men down the ages.  And who would not stumble at it?  I have stumbled at it myself more than once, down to the deepest pit of despair, so that I wished I had never been made a man.  (That was before I knew how health-giving that despair was, and how close to grace.)  This is why so much toil and trouble has been devoted to clearing the goodness of God, and throwing the blame on man’s will.  It is at this point that distinctions have been invented between God’s will of appointment and His absolute will, between necessity of consequence and of the thing consequent, and many more such.  But nothing has been achieved by means of them beyond imposing upon the unlearned by empty verbiage and ‘opposition of science falsely so called’ (cf. I Tim. 6:20).  None the less, the arrow of conviction has remained, fastened deep in the hearts of learned and unlearned alike, whenever they have made a serious approach to the matter, so that they are aware that, if the foreknowledge and omnipotence of God are admitted, then we must be under necessity.


Natural reason itself, which finds this necessity offensive and labours so hard to get rid of it, would be forced by the conviction of its own judgment to concede this much, even if no Scripture existed.  For all men find the following convictions written in their hearts, and acknowledge and acquiesce in them (albeit unwillingly) when they hear them propounded: first, that God is omnipotent, not only in power but also in action (as I said), and would be a ludicrous God were it not so; second, that He knows and foreknows all things, and can neither err nor be deceived.  These two points being allowed by the hearts and minds of men, they are not once compelled by irrefutable logic to admit that we were not made by our own will, but by necessity, and accordingly that we do not do anything by right of ‘free-will’, but according to what God foreknew and works by His infallible and immutable counsel and power.  Wherefore, it is also found written in the hearts of all men that there is no such thing as ‘free-will’; though that conviction is obscured by much arguing against it and by the great authority of all those persons who down many ages have taught otherwise.  In the same way, every other law is written in our hearts (we have Paul’s word for this [cf. Rom. 2:15]), and is acknowledged when it is correctly propounded, but is obscured when ungodly teachers mishandle it and other views fill its place (217-18).


As for the passage of Malachi which Paul appends, ‘Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hated’ (1:2-3), the Diatribe contrives three distinct methods of wresting it.  The first is this: ‘If you press the literal sense, God does not love as we love, nor does He hate anyone, for passions of this kind do not overtake God.’  

What do I hear?  Do we now inquire how God loves and hates, and not rather why He loves and hates?  The question is, through what merit on our part does He love and hate?  We know well enough that God does not love and hate as we do for we love and hate inconstantly, but He loves and hates according to His eternal and immutable nature (225-26).


The ungodly say: ‘Why doth He find fault?  Who shall resist His will?’  This is what Reason cannot receive nor bear.  This is what offended so many men of outstanding ability, men who have won acceptance down so many ages.  At this point, they demand that God should act according to man’s idea of right, and do what seems proper to themselves—or else that He should cease to be God!  ‘The secrets of His majesty,’ they say, ‘shall not profit him; let him render a reason why He is God, or why He wills and does that which has no appearance of justice in it.  It is like asking a cobbler or a belt-maker to take the seat of judgement.’  Flesh does not deign to give God glory to the extent of believing Him to be just and good when he speaks and acts above and beyond the definitions of Justinian’s Code, or the fifth book of Aristotle’s Ethics!  No, let the Majesty that created all things give way before a worthless fragment of His own creation!  Let the boot be on the other foot, and the Corycian cavern fear those that look into it!  So it is ‘absurd’ to condemn one who cannot avoid deserving damnation.  And because of this ‘absurdity’ it must be false that God has mercy on whom He will have mercy, and hardens whom He will.  He must be brought to order!  Rules must be laid down for Him, and He is not to damn any but those who have deserved it by our reckoning!  In this way, Paul and his simile are satisfactorily answered; so Paul must presumably recall it, and allow that it has no force, and remodel it; because the Potter in question (this is the Diatribe’s explanation) makes the vessel unto dishonour on the grounds of merit preceding, just as He rejected some of the Jews by reason of unbelief, and received Gentiles by reason of their faith (232-33).


Behold, therefore, the wickedness of the human heart!  When God saves the undeserving without merit, yes, and justifies the ungodly, with all their great demerit, man’s heart does not accuse God of iniquity, nor demand to know why He wills to do so, although by its own reckoning such action is most unprincipled; but because what God does is in its own interest, and welcome, it considers it just and good..  But when He damns the undeserving, because this is against its interest, it finds the action iniquitous and intolerable; and here man’s heart protests, and grumbles, blasphemes.  So you see that the Diatribe and its friends do not judge in this matter according to equity, but according to their passionate regard for their own interest.  If the Diatribe regarded equity, it would expostulate as much with God for His crowning of the unworthy as it does with Him for the damnation of the undeserving; and, conversely, it would praise and extol God in the same measure for damning and undeserving as it does when He saves the unworthy (234).


Now, since Reason praises God when He saves the unworthy but finds fault with Him when He damns the undeserving, it stands convicted of not praising God as God, but as One who serves its own convenience—that is, what it looks for and praises in God is self, and the things of self, and not God and the things of God.  But if a God who crowns the undeserving pleases you, you ought not be displeased when He damns the undeserving!  If He is just in the one case, He cannot but be just in the other.  In the one case, He pours out grace and mercy upon the unworthy; in the other, He pours out wrath and severity upon the undeserving; in both He transgresses the bounds of equity in man’s sight, yet is just and true in His own sight (234).


But the Diatribe is so ruinously sunk in, choked with, and stifled by, this notion of its own carnal fancy, that it is pointless to command impossibilities, that it cannot control itself; but whenever it hears an imperative or hypothetical statement it straightway tacks on its own indicative inferences: ‘something is commanded, therefore we can do it, else the command is stupid!’ (237).


But what wonder is it that the Scriptures are obscure to you, or that you can establish from them a will that is not only free, but divine, if you are allowed to play with them as you do, as if you were making patchwork out of them! (243)


But, for all that, the Diatribe and its beloved Sophists, standing open-eyed under the bright light of Luke’s words and of clear fact, continue in blindness; such is their lack of care in reading and marking the Scriptures.  And then they have to brand them ‘obscure and ambiguous’!  (247)


It is hard at this point to acquit you of deceit and double-dealing.  One who handles the Scriptures with such hypocritical artfulness as you do may safely say of himself that he is not yet instructed in the Scriptures, and wants to be instructed, when in fact he wants nothing less, and is merely rattling on like this in order to cast a slur on the clear light that there is in the Scriptures, and to whitewash his own stubbornness! (249)


I say this so that you may once more see what a risky business it is to approach the holy things of God in the rash audacity of human reason, without God’s spirit.  If Christ is ‘the Lamb of God that taketh away the sins of the world’ (cf. John 1:29), it follows that the whole world is under sin, and condemnation, and the devil.  So your distinction between parts that are principal and parts that are not is profitless.  ‘The world’ means men, who savour of the things of the world in every part of them (254).


I reply: Whether God ‘permits,’ or whether he ‘inclines,’ that permitting and inclining does not come to pass apart from the will and operation of God, for the king’s will cannot escape the action of the omnipotent God by which all men’s wills, good and bad, are moved to will and to act (259).


So the whole of this grandiose explanation, if it achieves anything, achieves only this: it makes this passage of John uncertain and ambiguous!  And no wonder; for the sole aim of the Diatribe is to make the Scriptures of God obscure everywhere, so that it may not be compelled to use them, and to make the authority of the ancients decisive, so that it may abuse it!  This is a truly amazing religion, which makes the words of man profitable and the words of God profitless (260).


What concern of mine is your ‘may be’, when you are required to prove ‘must be’?  And unless you do, I stand by the natural grammatical meaning of the word, and deride your armies and your triumphs! (261)


You, who imagine that the human will is something placed in an intermediate position of ‘freedom’ and left to itself, find it easy to imagine that there is at the same time an endeavouring of the will in either direction; for you imagine that both God and the devil are far away, mere spectators, as it were, of this mutable free-will; you do not believe that they are the prompters and drivers of an enslaved will, and each waging relentless war against the other!  If this alone is believed, then my case stands strong enough, and ‘free-will’ lies prostrate; as I showed above.  Either the kingdom of Satan in man is unreal, in which case Christ will be a liar; or else, if this kingdom is as Christ describes it, ‘free-will’ will be merely a beast of burden, Satan’s prisoner, which cannot be freed unless the devil is first cast out by the finger of God (262).


For this is just what I maintain and want to establish—that ‘free-will’ does many things, which yet are ‘nothing’ before God!  What has it gained by its endeavour, if it does not achieve its aim?  And so, wherever the Diatribe turns, it only crashes into and refutes itself—which is the usual fate of those who plead a bad case! (264)


Why then does it at once turn aside from the point at issue, start up an irrelevant theme, and raise quibbles about natural working and human ‘fruit’?  Surely because one who is devoid of truth is never consistent with himself! (265)

The Trustworthiness of Religious Experience

-Elton Trueblood

The chief weakness of the traditional proofs lies in the God to whom they point is an inference.

Truths can be self-evident without being evident to everybody.

The eyes of the soul are cleared by silence, by purity of heart, by personal humility, by self-discipline.

Why should it be easier to know God than to understand the fine emotions of a composer?

“Only he who takes off his shoes, sees.” –Browning

[ Illustration:  Blind human race with blind psychologists try to explain away those who begin to see, or experience “light sensations.” ]

Much of the difficulty is overcome when we realize that religious experience is like aesthetic experience in that it is concerned more with appreciation than information.  On the highest levels, information about the object seems besides the point, for we are lost in wonder.

Hell’s Bells

“I find it ironic that girls with breast implants and sexual conduct and lyrics begin by thanking Jesus, when it’s clearly by non-Christian means that they have made their success.”  -Marilyn Manson 

“I’m a Christian and believe in God.  And I believe he wants me to do what I’m doing for good.”  -Christina Aguilera

“If tomorrow is judgment day and I’m standing on the front line, and the Lord asks me what I did with my life, I will say, ‘I spent it with you.’”  -Whitney Houston

“I can do anything I want.” –Lavey

“We feel that there is no reason why these people shouldn’t just flip the coin over and be called what religion has called them for many, many years.  Call them devil-worshippers or disciples of evil or Satanists.  Of course it’s very hard for a person to hang an uncomplimentary name on themselves.”  

-Lavey

“If there’s anything horrifying in its (Satanism’s) teachings, its that these are the principles by which most people live most of the time—usually without admitting it even to themselves.”

-Gnosis no. 50.  Winter, 1999, p 20

“My heart is the ruler of all my being.  If my heart tells me it’s true, that’s good enough for me.”  -J. LO

“The idea of Antichrist is an unspoken knowledge that every person has.  It’s just the acceptance of yourself as a powerful being who can make their own decisions.  It’s not someone with a 666 on their head.”  -Marilyn Manson. huH Magazine, Oct. 1995

“Satanism is about worshiping yourself because you are responsible for your own good and evil.”  Marilyn Manson

Say unto thine own heart, I am mine own redeemer.  –The Book of Satan 4:3

“I did it my way.  For what is a man, what has he got if not himself?” –Frank Sinatra

Communion with GOD

Owen, John.  Communion with God.  The Banner of Truth Trust: Carlisle, 1991.      ISBN: 0851516076

But there is this difference with each of the persons of the Godhead.  The Father communicates with us on the basis of his being the origin of all authority.  The Son communicates with us out of a purchased treasury.  The Holy Spirit communicates with us by direct personal working in us (10).

This is the great truth of the gospel.  Commonly, the Father, the first person in the Trinity, is seen as only full of wrath and anger against sin.  Sinful men can have no other thoughts of God (Rom. 1:18, Isa. 33:13, 14; Hab. 1:13; Psa. 5:4-6; Eph. 2:3).  But in the gospel, God is now revealed especially as love, as full of love to us.  To bring home to us this great truth is the special work of the gospel (Titus 3:4).  

When the believer sees God as love, sees him to be infinitely lovely and loving, and finds rest and peace for his soul in that love, then the believer has communion with the Father in love.  This is love, that God loves us first, and then we love him in response to his love (17).

God must be revealed to us as lovely and desirable, as a fit and suitable object of rest to the soul, before we can ever love God.  The saints, in this sense, do not love God for nothing.  They love him for his loveliness and because he is so desirable.  The Psalmist says, ‘I love the Lord, because he has heard my voice and my supplications’ (Psa. 116:1).  So also we may say, ‘We love the Lord, because…!’.  Or as David said, ‘What have I done now?  Is there not a cause?’ (I Sam. 17:29).  So if anyone asks about our love to God, we may say, ‘What have we done now?  Is there not a cause?’

The doctrine of grace may be turned into an excuse for doing evil but the principle cannot (25).

Now a word to you that are young, who are full of health and strength and who are chasing after some beloved ambition or some beloved pleasure.  Stop and consider.  What are all your beloveds compared to Christ the true beloved?  What satisfaction and happiness have your beloveds brought you?  Show us the peace, quietness and assurance of everlasting blessedness that they have brought you.  Their paths are crooked. Whoever walks in them shall not know peace.  So look and see that there is a fit object for your highest love, one in whom you may find rest to your soul, one in whom you will find nothing to grieve and trouble you to eternity (52).

It is the gladness of the heart of Christ, the joy of his soul, to take poor sinners into this relationship with himself.  He rejoiced in the thoughts of it from eternity (Prov. 8:31).  And how willing he was to undertake the hard task required to bring this relationship to reality (Psa. 40:7, 8; Heb. 10:7).  He suffered the pangs of a woman in childbirth until he had accomplished this task (Luke 12:50).  Because he loved his church, he gave himself for it (Eph. 5:25).  He despised the shame and endured the cross (Heb. 12:2).  He did all this that he might enjoy his bride, that he might be for her, and she for him, and not for another (Hos. 3:3) (56).

The soul loves Christ for his beauty, grace and all-sufficiency.  The soul sees Christ as far to be preferred above all other beloveds whatever (Song 5:9).  To the soul, Christ is ‘altogether lovely’ (Song 5:16).  He is infinitely more preferable than the highest, greatest good.  The soul sees all that is of the world, ‘the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and pride of life,’ and sees it all to be but vanity, for ‘the world is passing away, and lust of it’ (I John 2:16, 17).  These beloveds are in no way to be compared to Christ.  The soul looks at legal righteousness, blamelessness with men, moral, upright behaviour, prompt obedience to duties, and says with Paul, ‘I count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ’ (Phil. 3:8).  The soul constantly prefers Christ to all else, counting everything else that seeks to possess the heart but rubbish in comparison to him.  Beloved peace; beloved human relationships; beloved wisdom and learning; beloved righteousness; beloved duties are all but rubbish compared to Christ (59).

Let us, then, receive Christ in all his excellences and glories as he gives himself to us.  Frequently think of him by faith, comparing him with other beloveds, such as sin, the world and legal righteousness.  Then you will more and more prefer him above them all, and you will count them all as rubbish in comparison to him.  And let your soul be persuaded of Christ’s sincerity and willingness to give himself to you, in all that he is, to be yours for ever.  And let us give up ourselves wholeheartedly to him.  Let us tell Jesus that we will be for him and not for another.  Let him hear this from us.  He delights to hear it from our lips (60).

Because Christ is God, his love is infallibly effectual.  A man may love another as his own soul, yet perhaps with all that love he can do nothing to help his friend.  He may pity someone in prison, but be helpless to bring him any comfort.  We may suffer with someone in trouble, and yet be unable to help.  We cannot love grace into a child, nor mercy into a friend.  We cannot love anyone into heaven, though we may greatly desire to do so.  But the love of Christ, being the love of God, is infallibly effectual.  It produces all the good things Christ desires to produce in his people.  Christ loves life, grace and holiness into us.  He loves us also into a covenant of love with himself.  Christ loves us into heaven.  Love in Christ is his will to do good to the one he loves.  Whatever good Christ by his love wills to do to anyone is infallibly done to that person (63).

Through Christ the infinitely glorious wisdom of God shines out.  What else do we need to know to encourage us to find our rest and peace in his bosom?  Unbelief alone can hold us back from Christ.  Nothing else is given to us to draw us to Christ other than this glorious revelation of him.  This is the hidden mystery, great without controversy, the admiration and wonder of all believers to all eternity.  Should not our thoughts and our hearts be always taken up with him?  (68)

Christ is at the right hand of God in the highest position possible.  He is in full possession of a kingdom over the whole creation, having received a name that is above every name (Phil. 2:9).  Christ is glorious on his throne, which is at the ‘right hand of the majesty on high’.  Christ is glorious in his name, a name above every name, that of ‘Lord of lords and Kings of kings’.  Christ is glorious in his sceptre: ‘A sceptre of righteousness in the sceptre of his kingdom’.  Christ is glorious in his attendants.  ‘His chariots are twenty thousand, even thousands of angels.’  Among them he rides on the heavens and sends out the voice of his strength, attended with ten thousand, even thousands of his holy ones.  Christ is glorious in his subjects.  All creatures in heaven and on earth are put in his subjection to him.  Christ is glorious in the way he rules, and how he administers his kingdom.  He rules with sweet effectiveness and with serene power.  He rules in righteousness, holiness and grace in and to his elect.  He rules with terror, vengeance and certain destruction towards the rebellious angels and men.  Christ is glorious in the outcome of his kingdom when every knee shall bow before him, and all shall stand before his judgment seat.  And after all this, what a small part of his glory have we pointed to!  This is the Christ with whom we have communion and fellowship (69).

To see Christ, the wisdom and the power of God, always beloved of the Father, fear and tremble, bow and sweat, pray and die; to see him lifted up on the cross, the earth trembling beneath him as if unable to bear his weight; to see the heavens darkened over him as if shut against his cry and himself hanging between both as if refused by each; and to see that all this is because of our sins is to see clearly the holy justice and wrath of God against sin.  Supremely in Christ do we learn this great truth that God hates sin and judges it with a dreadful and fearful judgment (82-83).

We must be convinced that God will use all his glorious properties for our good.  How do we know that God will save us when we see so many perishing everlastingly?  Only in Christ can we know that God will use all his properties for our salvation (88).

We must be convinced that these attributes of God are powerful and able to bring us into eternal glory.  To assure us of this, the Lord wraps up the whole covenant of grace in one promise: ‘I will be your God.’  In being our God, all his attributes work for us and our eternal good.  To convince us further still, he says, ‘I am God Almighty.  I am wholly able to perform all I have promised.  I will also be your exceedingly great reward.  I am the all-sufficient God.’  Now we know that this covenant is confirmed by the blood of Christ (89).

Man is utterly unable to obey God and to live in agreement with God.  This is one truth that man finds the greatest difficulty in learning.  He rises up in pride and anger at this truth, denying it with all his being.  From where, then, can man learn this truth?  Nature does not teach it.  The law does not teach it.  This truth lies hidden in the Lord Jesus (Rom. 8:2-4).
If we would walk with God, it is necessary to be strong.  We need strength to walk in the way of holiness.  In ourselves we have no strength (Rom. 5:6).  All strength comes from Christ (Phil. 4:13).  Our sufficiency is in Christ (II Cor. 3:5).  In Christ we are more than conquerors (Rom. 8:37).  Any step taken in this way without Christ is one step to hell.  He takes us by the arm.  He teaches us the way to go.  He leads to perfection.  So ‘be strong in the Lord and in his almighty power’ (Eph. 6:10).

If we would walk with God, it is necessary to walk with confidence.  We need confidence to walk with God, who is ‘a consuming fire’ (Heb. 12:29).  Only in Christ have we boldness and confidence to walk with God (Eph. 3:12).  This boldness comes from faith in Christ’s blood (Heb. 10:19).  Christ takes away the spirit of fear and bondage and gives us the Spirit of adoption, enabling us to cry ‘Abba, Father’ (Rom. 8:15) (97-98).

If we would walk with God, it is necessary to have the same purpose and aim as God.  This also is to be found in Jesus.  God’s purpose is to glorify himself and none can aim at this purpose except those who are in Christ Jesus.


So the whole wisdom of our walking with God is hidden in Christ and comes to us from him alone (98).

Christ delights to reveal himself to his saints (John 14:21).  He will reveal himself in all his grace, desirableness and loveliness.  He will reveal himself to them as Saviour, Redeemer and the chief among ten thousand.  He will reveal himself as the pearl of great price.  Others will see in him no beauty and nothing to desire in him.  But to his saints, in whom is all his delight, he will show himself and all his glorious and excellent properties that they may see how lovely he is.  From the world he will hide himself.  But his saints, with open face, will see his beauty and his glory and be transformed into his glorious image by the Spirit of the Lord (II Cor. 3:18) (101).

For a soul to know its real needs and infirmities it needs the help of the Holy Spirit.  The prayer of the one who has this help is more than half made before he begins to pray.  His conscience, mind and spirit are aroused to bring his burden and unload it on Christ.  He finds, not by a sense of guilt, by a holy sense and weariness of sin, where he is dead, where dull and cold, where unbelieving, where tempted above his strength, and where the light of God’s face is not seen.  A sense of need is the spring of desire.  Natural needs arouse natural desires.  Spiritual needs arouse spiritual desires.  So without the help of the Holy Spirit, there is neither desire nor prayer (102).

The more the saints speak of Christ, the more they find they have left much unspoken (103).

When once the soul of a believer has come into sweet and real fellowship with Christ, it watches carefully and guards all the ways by which sin might approach to disturb the enjoyment it has in its Lord and Saviour.  A believer that has Christ in his arms is like one that has found great riches.  He does everything in his power to prevent those riches from being taken away.  So having Christ, in whom are hidden all the riches and treasures of God, will make men extra careful not to lose him.  Carelessness concerning fellowship with Christ is evidence of a false heart (105).

If I do not have the whole of your love, I have nothing.  The whole world cannot satisfy my love and bribe me away from you.  Also, I am not able to bear my jealous thoughts.  I am afraid that you do not love me, that you have forsaken me.  I know I do not deserve to be loved by you.  These thoughts are hard as hell.  They give no rest to my soul.  If I do not find myself engraved on your heart and arm, I am like one that lies on a bed of coals.’  (106)

Searching for Christ.  When the soul realizes that Christ is no longer present, then it begins to search itself to find out the cause of his absence.  The soul calls itself to account for what it has done, how it behaved when Christ was present that caused him to leave.  It asks itself, ‘Why has Christ withdrawn himself?  What have I done to drive him away?  Have I been wandering after other lovers?’.  And when the cause is known, the soul is aroused to wrath against itself.


The soul then begins to search the promises of the covenant where Christ is most clearly to be found.  But they are to the soul like dead corpses.  The soul does not know what to do.  It has lost its greatest jewel and does not know where to look for it.  In panic it searches everywhere.  ‘I sought him,’ it says, ‘but I did not find him.’ (106-7)

The soul seeks him in prayer, preaching and the sacraments.  But in all these things, Christ is not found. ‘I sought him but did not find him.’  Beware, then, of losing Christ.  It may cost you much bitter searching before you find him again (107).

Believers will receive nothing, practice nothing, recognize nothing in the worship of Christ but only that which he has appointed.  God never allowed the will of the creature to decide how best to worship God.  Worshipping God in ways not appointed by him is severely forbidden.  God asks, ‘Who has required these things at your hand?’  And again, ‘In vain do you worship me, teaching for doctrines the traditions of men’.  (115)

The whole purpose of grace is to glorify the whole Trinity, and the way this is done is by reaching up to the Father’s love through the work of the Spirit and the blood of the Son.  Divine love begins with the Father, is carried on by the Son and then communicated to us by the Spirit.  The Father purposes, the Son purchases and the Holy Spirit effectively brings it to pass.  So we are brought by the work of the Spirit to faith in the blood of Christ, by which we are accepted by the Father (137).

Our obedience is ‘the workmanship of God’, wrought in us by full and effectual grace.  God has ordained that we should walk in this obedience.  This is a sufficient reason why we yield obedience to God (138).

The Three Mrs. Judsons

And other Daughters of the Cross

Eddy, Daniel.  The Three Mrs. Judsons and other Daughters of the Cross. Wenthworth, Hewes: Boston, 1859.  

“Where Ann is, no one can be gloomy or unhappy.  Her cheerful countenance, her sweet smile, her happy disposition, her keen wit, her lively conduct, never rude nor boisterous, will dispel the shades of care and hang the smiles of summer upon the sorrows of the coldest heart.”  (Anne, One of her schoolmates, 46)

Instead of resorting to works of a superficial cast for instruction, she selected the profound dissertations of our most learned theologians, and read with much interest, as we are informed by her biographer, “the works of Edwards, Hopkins, Bellamy, and Doddridge.”  In the investigation of the deep and awful things of God she spent much of her time, and, with a humble desire to know the truth and obey it, sought wisdom from on high (Anne, 50).

And where are they now?  Go ask the angel throng, as they tune their harps to melodious songs on high, and they will point to two sister spirits, who day and night in company present themselves before God; and as one rank after another comes up from heathen lands to swell the chorus of the redeemed and ascribe their conversion to the efforts of the early missionary laborers who, under God, were made the humble instruments in the great work, meekly will be heard from the spirit lips of Harriet Newell and Ann H. Judson the reply, “Not unto us, not unto us, but unto the Lamb who was slain, but who liveth forever.” (Anne, 73).

‘I shrink not from the shadows sorrow flings

Across my pathway; nor from cares that rise

In every footprint; for each shadow brings

Sunshine and rainbow as it glooms and flies.

‘But heaven is dearer.  There I have my treasure;

There angels fold in love their sunny wings;

Their sainted lips chant in celestial measure,

And spirit-fingers stray o’er heaven-wrought strings.

‘Then let me die. My spirit longs for heaven,

In its pure bosom evermore to rest;

But if to labor longer here be given,

“Father, thy will be done!” and I am blest.’”  (Sarah, 267)

The Cost of Discipleship

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.  The Cost of Discipleship. Touchstone: New York, 1959.  ISBN 0-684-81500-1

Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.  It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life.  It is costly because it condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner.  Above all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his Son: “ye were bought at a price,” and what has cost God much cannot be cheap for us.  Above all, it is grace because God did not reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our life, but delivered him up for us.  Costly grace is the Incarnation of God (45).

As Christianity spread, and the Church became more secularized, this realization of the costliness of grace gradually faded.  The world was Christianized, and grace became its common property.  It was to be had at low cost (46).

The Christian life comes to mean nothing more than living in the world and as the world, in being no different from the world, in fact, in being prohibited from being different from the world for the sake of grace.  The upshot of it all is that my only duty as a Christian is to leave the world for an hour or so on a Sunday morning and go to church to be assured that my sins are all forgiven.  I need no longer try to follow Christ, for cheap grace, the bitterest foe of discipleship, which true discipleship must loathe and detest, has freed me from that (51).

What are those three thousand Saxons put to death by Charlemagne compared with the millions of spiritual corpses in our country to-day?  With us it has been abundantly proved that the sins of the fathers are visited upon the children unto the third and fourth generations.  Cheap grace has turned out to be utterly merciless to our Evangelical Church (54).

If a drunkard sings the pledge, or a rich man gives all his money away, they are both of them freeing themselves from their slavery to alcohol or riches, but not from their bondage to themselves.  They are still moving in their own little orbit, perhaps even more than they were before (65).

When people complain, for instance, that they find it hard to believe, it is a sign of deliberate or unconscious disobedience.  It is all too easy to put them off by offering the remedy of cheap grace.  That only leaves the disease as bad as it was before, and makes the word of grace a sort of self-administered consolation, or a self-imparted absolution (68).

“Only those who obey can believe.”


Will that lead him astray, and encourage him to trust his own works?  Far from it.  He will the more easily realize that his faith is no genuine one at all.  He will be rescued from his entanglement by being compelled to come to a definite decision.  In this way his ears are opened once more for the call of Jesus to faith and discipleship (70).

It is theological error of the first magnitude to exploit the doctrine of Christ the Mediator so as to justify direct relationships with the things of this world.  It is sometimes argued that if Christ is the Mediator he has borne all the sin which underlies our direct relationships with the world and that he has justified us in them.  Jesus has reconciled us to God; we can then, it is supposed, return to the world and enjoy our direct relation with it with a good conscience—although that world is the very world which crucified Christ!  This is to equate the love of God with the love of the world.  The breach with the things of the world is now branded as a legalistic misinterpretation of the grace of God, the purpose of which, we fondly suppose, is to spare us the necessity of this very breach.  The saying of Christ about hating our immediate relationships is thus turned into a cheerful affirmation of the “God-given realities of this world.”  Once again the justification of the sinner has become the justification of sin (97).

Do You Think I’m Beautiful?

Thomas, Angela. Do You Think I’m Beautiful: The Question Every Woman Asks. Thomas Nelson: Nashville, 2003. 

ISBN: 0785263551

I know you may want to hesitate.  I sure have.  Too many times.  But you have to believe me here.  The God of heaven sees you.  He wants you as His own.  His is the relationship you long for.  You just have to say yes.  Push past your fear (40).


Response: God is even more romantic than you think, Angela.  He knows your longing and response before you do, and sweeps you off your feet when you least expect.  Your beauty is not your own.  You were created, renewed, restored, and bought at a costly price.  Why does He long for You?  Why should you fall into His embrace? I am not inclined to run to a Deity of whom people can tell me nothing more than His constant pining over me.  Tell me about how wonderful He is—His Greatness, Majesty, Beauty, Strength, Wildness. After that you would only have to indicate that He has the slightest bit of affection for me because of His Son, and the very walls of Jericho would not stop me from vehemently seeking such a Lover.  

The night Kerry Gibson asked me to dance was so powerful that I can still remember almost every detail these twenty-three years later.  As a matter of fact, if I stopped and thought about it, I could probably recall the particulars of meeting each of the boyfriends I’ve had through the years.  What they said.  What I said.  Where we were.  And if all the cylinders were firing, I might even be able to tell you what I was wearing (43).

Response: When caught up in the Beautiful, self is the furthest thing from one’s mind—or should be.

I guess I’ve spent most of my adult life trying to get over it, trying to act like I’m not a girly girl…packing away all the nonsense about crushes and beauty and labeling them childish.  I have tried not to long for anything that resembles romance or passion because after a while the disappointment becomes repetitively painful, like ripping new skin from an old wound.  I have tried not to pay too much attention to the beauty thing.  Seems like a lost cause.  There will surely be more frustration.  More expectations dashed (44).

Gorgeous catches our eye, but intellect, strength, and compassion can reel us in (49).

The woman is a mystery that the man can’t unlock.  Her desires seem to him like a moving target.  He can’t ever seem to get it right.  He can’t figure out how to be enough to please her…to make her happy…to keep her heart swooning.  It’s not that he shouldn’t try.  It’s just that you and I must understand: the man will never be all that you need (50).

He wasn’t made to be enough.  He could not be even if he tried.  He is just a man, and he can give only as a man and interact as a man and love as a man.  He wasn’t designed to fill the depth of a woman’s longings, anticipate every need, and jump through every hoop.


He can’t.  Those deep places inside you were made for God (50-51).

I have not come to this romantic dance with God because I memorized Song of Songs or attended three more Bible studies last year or finally got disciplined and began praying every morning at 4:00 A.M.  No.  I have come to this dance because my world caved in, pretense fell away, every prop I had leaned on broke, and finally, there was nothing (71).

Dancing with God means that you have chosen to respond to His invitation.  He said, “Would you?”  And you said, “Of course, I’d love to.”  It’s an act of the will.  It is an intentional choosing to believe and rest in His strength.  It’s really your only responsibility.  The prerequisite to dancing is answering the invitation…choosing God.  But what happens with our lives is that we have to keep choosing.  The world tries to cut in with unbelief and we have to decide over and over, do I want to stay right here with God?  Will I keep believing? (71-72)

Response:  Angela, where is your Scriptural basis for such bold claims that delve into the deep romances of our God?  You have become so hung up on your notions of volition that the romance is spoiled?  You painted a picture with graceful, amorous, dreamy romance and suddenly decided to smudge out all loveliness with a brown mixture of what you think would be appropriate.  Have you swayed so quickly from the wonder of classic art to the formless modernity of our age?  


Since you are so astute in matters of courtship, I am sure you would then recommend any woman to write the same in a cutesy card to her husband.  He must be delighted when you whisper sweet nothings in his ear like, “You wouldn’t be married to me if it were not for the act of my will,” or, “Come to bed, honey; I’m so glad I was clever enough to choose you—if not, you might perhaps still be standing on that dance floor with your goofy smile, questioning eyes, and extended hand.”  

I am sad for you,  Angela.  For your husband must not have been strong.  His love and pursuit must have been weak—too weak to sweep you off your feet before you even knew what was happening.  And for this skewed view of the Almighty he is guilty.  Your husband has neglected his responsibility to demonstrate Christ’s love for the church—an efficacious love that elects and justifies and purifies and glorifies.  Therefore you have fallen into the deceitful thinking that God’s arms are not strong enough to hold you close and tight, and keep you from wandering away—with such a god I want no part.  



But I will tell you of a God who finds your beauty and worth in the blood and glory of His Son.  This God is the God of the Bible whose love pours forth with such power that it beautifies us in all of our hideousness, so that He can delight in His own mercy and handiwork.  I worship a God of unsurpassed romantic prowess who slays dragons, breaks down doors, rescues lonely, suffering princesses, sweeping them off their feet, riding away on white horses, dancing long into starry nights before they can even think the word “choice.”  And it is my regret that such was never the case for you, Angela.  You were only asked to dance, but never rescued.  


But praise be to our Lord Jesus Christ who reached down from on high and took hold of you, lifting you out of the slimy pit and setting your feet on firm ground.  You claim brokenness and helplessness, therefore do not be so inconsistent as to say it is the lame person’s “responsibility” to walk to the Physician, or the dead man’s “responsibility” to call for CPR.  

Who am I kidding—apart from the grace of God, I am a homeless woman, wandering the streets, emptied by rejection and poor choices, addicted to avoiding pain at any cost (73).  

For him grace comes to us only in the discovery of our total helplessness.  In his concept, we are like a caterpillar in a ring of fire.  Deliverance can only come from above (116).

The only hope of liberation for a helpless, resisting caterpillar in a ring of fire is deliverance from above.  Someone must reach down into the ring and take us out.  This rescue is what brings us from the orphan state into that of the son or daughter.  This is not mere supporting grace, but transforming grace (116-117).

So go ahead and admit it.  Empty.  Starving actually.  Desperately hungry and dying to have food that will last.  I have tried and I cannot feed myself.  I am without resources.  I am incredibly poor (136).

There was a time in my life when I would have run away from this desire.  I would never have admitted to longing for anything, much less something that seems as fluff-brained and indulgent as the desire to be a bride.  But this is not fluff-brain whimsy.  Being known as the bride that God longs for is a truth for thinking women to embrace.  The God of heaven has spoken for you…He is your only hope…He covers you with His perfect love…you wear His beautiful crown (194).

Now to my sweet Jesus.  I thought that I knew You, but I have never known You like this.  I was only skimming the surface of You.  Your grace and mercy are greater than I could have believed.  You have picked me up and set my feet on solid ground.  You have rescued me from the pit of despair and loneliness.  You have forgiven and given with boundless love.  You have assured me that You hold me in Your everlasting arms.  I am dancing the dance of my life with You and it is beautiful.  Absolutely beautiful.  I love You.  I worship You.  I adore You.


Please accept the offering of these words.  Apart from You they mean nothing.  Let them be sweet and honoring.  Set me aside and use them for Your glory.  In Your Name and for Your namesake, amen (213).

A Severe Mercy

Vanauken, Sheldon.  A Severe Mercy.  New York: Bantam, 1977.

What is beauty but something that is responded to with emotion?  Courage, at least partly, is emotional.  All the splendour of life.  But if the best of life is, in fact, emotional, then one wanted the highest, purest emotions: and that meant joy.  Joy was the highest (8-9).

I snatched her into my arms, staggered by my love for her, aware of joy and brief lovely warmth of life, with all the freezing darkness, the endless night, of death beyond (62).

It is not possible to be “incidentally a Christian.”  The fact of Christianity must be overwhelmingly first or nothing.  This suggests a reason for the dislike by nominal or non-Christians: their lives contain no overwhelming firsts but many balances (84).

My fundamental dilemma is this:  I can’t believe in Christ unless I have faith, but I can’t have faith unless I believe in Christ.  This is “the leap.”  If to be a Christian is to have faith (and clearly it is), I can put it thus: I must accept Christ to become a Christian, but I must be a Christian to accept Him.  I don’t have faith and I don’t as yet believe; but everyone seems to say: “you must have faith to believe.”  Where do I get it?  (87).

It was a question of whether I was to accept Him—or reject.  My God!  There was a gap behind me, too.  Perhaps the leap to acceptance was a horrifying gamble—but what of the leap to rejection?  There might be no certainty that He was not.  If I were to accept, I might and probably would face the thought through the years: “Perhaps, after all, it’s a lie; I’ve been had!”  But if I were to reject, I would certainly face the haunting, terrible thought: “Perhaps it’s true—and I have rejected my God!”


This was not to be borne.  I could not reject Jesus.  There was only one thing to do, once I had seen the gap behind me.  I turned away from it and flung myself over the gap towards Jesus (96).

Indeed, I felt a curious mixture of emotions: a sort of embarrassment among my more worldly and presumably non-Christian friends, some of whom would have accepted my becoming a Buddhist or an atheist with less amazement, and sort of pride as though I had done something laudable—or done God a favour.  I was half inclined to conceal my faith, and yet it seemed to me that if I were to take a stand for Christ, my lord, I must wear his colours.


There was perhaps a want of humility.  Even my saying at the moment of conversion “I choose to believe” instead of “I believe,” although they may come to the same thing in the end, had something about it of a last-ditch stand.  The banner of my independence dipped, lying in the dust and myself kneeling, but somehow proudly still.  I did homage to Christ as one pledges his sword and his fealty to a king.  In reality, I suspect, it was not like that at all: I did not choose; I was chosen (98).

The Sands

The Soul for comfort holds herself to be 

Inviolate; but like the blowing sands

That sift in shuttered houses, Christ’s demands

Intrude and sting, deny her to be free.

She twists and turns but finds it vain to flee,

The living Word is in the very air,

She can’t escape a wound that’s everywhere,

She can but stand or yield—to ecstasy.

Her Lord is seeking entrance; she must choose.

A thickening callus can withstand the pain

Of this rough irritant, the sands that swirl

Against her thus defied.  But if she lose 

Her self, Christ enters in—the sharp-edged grain

Of sand embedded grows a shining pearl (101).

We talked, too, of praying that someone might become a Christian—whether such prayer was useful, since (1) God must presumably want it to happen anyway, and (2) the person prayed for presumably has the free will to reject.  All the same, Lewis was firm that we should and must pray for it (119). [Do you dispense with your great reason so quickly, Lewis?]

All this, to us who had accepted the ancient Christian faith, was depressing.  It was about as far from the strong red wine of the Faith as grape juice.  The Faith was too strong: the wine must be turned to water in an anti-miracle (126).

All Hallows Eve

Tonight, while weighing wild winged hope with fears

Of loss, again the girl’s voice crying gay

And sweet—O playmate of lost pagan years!—

Comes ringing in the glory of the May.

O Singing beauty! Singing though there nears

The moment of all finding and all loss:

Together in our laughter and our tears,

Wind-driven to the center where ways cross.

Rose garden in blue night, where souls embraced

In holy silence, timeless ecstasy:

Truth grew between us, final beauty laced

The stars, and awed we knew eternity.

A secret sharing passed from eye to eye:

In death the singing beauty does not die (167).

Journey of Desire

Eldredge, John.  The Journey of Desire. Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2000.  ISBN: 0-7852-6716-6

History has brought us to the point where the Christian message is thought to be essentially concerned only with how to deal with sin: with wrongdoing or wrong-being and its effects.  Life, our actual existence, is not included in what is now presented as the heart of the Christian message, or it is included only marginally (The Divine Conspiracy) (40). 

Endless invention, endless experiment,

Brings knowledge of motion, but not of stillness;

Knowledge of speech, but not of silence;

Knowledge of words, and ignorance of the Word.

Where is the Life we have lost in living?

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?

(T.S. Elliot, “Choruses from the Rock”) (40-41).

When it comes to the moral question, it is not simply whether we say yes or no to desire, but always what we do with desire.  Christianity recognizes that we have desire gone mad within us.  But it does not seek to rectify the problem by killing desire; rather, it seeks the healing of desire, just as it seeks the healing of every other part of our human being (46).

The goal of morality is not morality—it is ecstasy (47).

The danger is that the soul should persuade itself that it is not hungry.  It can only persuade itself of this by lying (Simon Weil) (51).

Instead of looking at books and pictures about the New Testament I looked at the New Testament.  There I found an account, not in the least of a person with His hair parted in the middle or His hands clasped in appeal, but of an extraordinary being with lips of thunder and acts of lurid decision, flinging down tables, casting out devils, passing with the wild scenery of the wind from mountain isolation to a sort of dreadful demagogy; a being who acted like an angry god—and always like a god…The diction used about Christ has been…sweet and submissive.  But the diction used by Christ is quite gigantesque; it is full of camels leaping through needles and mountains hurled into the sea (G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy) (54).

To abandon desire is to say, “I don’t really need you; I don’t really want you.  But I will live with you because, well, I’m supposed to.”  It is a grotesque corruption of what was meant to be a beautiful dance between desire and devotion (57).

Dutiful roses are a contradiction in terms (John Piper, Desiring God) (57).

Killing desire may look like sanctification, but it’s really godlessness.  Literally, our way of handling life without God (59).

Desire gives fervor to prayer.  The soul cannot be listless when some great desire fixes and inflames it…Strong desires make strong prayers…The neglect of prayer is the fearful token of dead spiritual desires…There can be no true praying without desire (E. M. Bounds. Man of Prayer) (60). 

Pretending seems a much more reliable road to Christian maturity.  The only price we pay is a loss of soul, of communion with God, a loss of direction, and a loss of hope (Larry Crabb, 61).

We have sailed too close to shore; having fallen in love with life, we have lost our thirst for the waters of Life (Sir Francis Drake, 69).

G. K. Chesterton thought that everybody ought to get drunk once a year because if that didn’t do you good, the repentance in the morning would (79).

Most of our idols also have a perfectly legitimate place in our lives.  That’s their cover.  That’s how we get away with our infidelity (80).

Someone has altered the script.

My lines have been changed…

I thought I was writing this play (Madeleine L’Engle, 89).

Addiction exists wherever persons are internally compelled to give energy to things that are not their true desires (Addiction and Grace, 92).

This is the second lesson we must learn, and in many ways the hardest to accept.  We must have life; we cannot arrange for it (97).

God must take away the heaven we create, or it will become our hell (100).

Nothing is so important to man as his own state, nothing is so formidable to him as eternity; and thus it is not natural that there should be men indifferent to the loss of their existence, and to the perils of everlasting suffering.  They are quite different with regard to all other things.  They are afraid of mere trifles; they foresee them; they feel them.  And this same man who spends so many days and nights in rage and despair at the loss of an office, or for some imaginary insult to his honor, is the very one who knows without anxiety and without emotion that he will lose all by death.  It is a monstrous thing to see in the same heart and at the same time this sensibility to trifles and this strange insensibility to the greatest objects.  It is an incomprehensible enchantment (Pascal, Pensées, 101-102).

A little girl visits a garden.  “She is greatly astonished, and can scarcely be persuaded to answer, stands speechless in front of the tree, which she only names on taking hold of it, and then as ‘the tree with the lights in it.’”…One girl was eager to tell her blind friend that “men do not really look like trees at all,” and astounded to discover that her every visitor had an utterly different face.  Finally, a twenty-two-year-old girl was dazzled by the world’s brightness and kept her eyes shut for eyes again for two weeks.  When at the end of that time she opened her eyes again, she did not recognize any objects, but, “the more she now directed her gaze upon everything about her, the more it could be seen how an expression of gratification and astonishment overspread her features; she repeatedly exclaimed: ‘Oh God!  How beautiful!’” (Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 115).

For us creatures of the flesh, sexual intimacy is the closest parallel we have to real worship.  Even the world knows this.  Why else would sexual ecstasy become the number one rival to communion with God?  The best impostors succeed because they are nearly indistinguishable from what they are trying to imitate.  We worship sex because we don’t know how to worship God.  But we will.  Peter Kreeft writes, 

The spiritual intercourse with God is the ecstasy hinted at in all earthly intercourse, physical or spiritual.  It is the ultimate reason why sexual passion is so strong, so different from other passions, so heavy with suggestions of profound meanings that just elude our grasp (Everything You Wanted to Know About Heaven) (134-135).

For many people, certainly, sex is the most powerful experience that life has to offer, and more overwhelmingly holy than anything that happens in church (Mike Mason, The Mystery of Marriage) (135).

Our worship services don’t get anywhere near something like our wedding nights (136).

My wife’s body is brighter and more fascinating than a flower, shier than any animal, and more breathtaking than a thousand sunsets.  To me her body is the most awesome thing in creation.  Trying to look at her, just trying to take in her wild, glorious beauty…I catch a glimpse of what it means that men and women have been made in the image of God.  If even the image is this dazzling, what must the Original be like?  (Mike Mason, The Mystery of Marriage) (137).

The French mystic Madam Guyon can write, “I slept not all night, because Thy love, O my God, flowed in me like delicious oil, and burned as fire…I love God far more than the most affectionate lover among men loves his earthly attachment.”  (138)

All mankind is of author, and is one volume; when one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but translated into a better language; and every chapter must be so translated; God employs several translators: some pieces are translated by age, some by sickness, some by war, some by justice; but God’s hand is in every translation; and his hand shall bind up all our scattered leaves again, for that library where every book shall lie open to one another (John Donne, The Grand Affair, 141).

We treasure our great experiences for a lifetime, and we may have very few of them.  But he is simply one great inexhaustible and eternal experience of all that is good and true and beautiful and right.  This is what we must think of when we hear theologians and philosophers speak of him as a perfect being.  This is his life.  (Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy) (150).

We are never living, but hoping to live.  –Pascal

Yet hints come to me from the realm unknown;

Airs drift across the twilight border land,

Odored with life;

…whispers to my heart are blown

That fill me with a joy I cannot speak,

Yea, from whose shadow words drop faint and weak.   –Diary of an Old Soul

There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,

The earth, and every common sight,

To me did seem

Appareled in celestial light,

The glory and the freshness of a dream…

Heaven lies about us in our infancy;

Shades of the prison-house begin to close

Upon the growing boy,

But he beholds the light, and whence it flows.

He sees it in his joy;…

At length the man perceives it die away,

And fade into the light of common day.

(Ode, Intimations of Immortality from Recollection of Childhood)

Hold fast to dreams

For if dreams die

Life is a broken-winged bird

That cannot fly.

Hold fast to dreams

For when dreams go

Life is a barren field

Frozen with snow.   (“Dreams” by Langston Huges)

In every person there is a passionate, driving desire for more…

The dilemma is that our longings for material joy are almost always partially blocked; our desires for better health and deeper relationships are never entirely possible; and the illusion of world peace seems no more attainable than the gold at the end of the rainbow.  Our passion is more than usually stymied.  The world simply does not bend to the desires that roar or whimper inside us.  Our desires—from picking the quickest line at the bank to the overwhelming hope that our children will walk righteously with the Lord—are rarely satisfied in a way that relieves the ache of incompleteness…Our heart seems to rage against the ache.  Our typical response to the heartbreak and sorrow of disappointment is murderous rage…We want someone to pay.  (Dan Allender in Bold Love)

The souls of human beings are left to shrivel and die on the plains of life because they are not introduced into the environment for which they were made.  –Willard

Give me a man in love; he knows what I mean.  Give me one who yearns; give me one who is hungry; give me one far away in this desert, who is thirsty and sighs for the spring of the Eternal Country.  Give me that sort of man; he knows what I mean.  But if I speak to a cold man, he just doesn’t know what I am talking about.  -Augustine

If the way to avoid the murderous rage and deceptive allures of desire is to kill it, if deadness is next to godliness, then Jesus had to be the deadest person ever.  But he is called the living God (54).

The deepest moral issue is always what we, in the heart of hearts, believe about God.  And nothing reveals this belief as clearly as what we do with our desire (59).  

Beauty and affliction are the only two things that can pierce our hearts.

Life is a journey of the heart that requires the mind.

I could tell you a few facts about God, for example:  He is omniscient, omnipotent, and immutable.  There—don’t you feel closer to him?  (203)   

Turn off the television; it is an enemy of your heart.  Having one is like inviting Vanity Fair to set up shop in your home.  The whole operation runs on mimetic passion, a continual assault on your desire.  Even the news is a problem because of its artificial importance.  Have you noticed?  Every night there’s an urgency to the stories;  that’s what they have to do to sell news.  But if everything is urgent, then nothing is.  

 “Don’t read the Times; read the eternities.”  -Thoreau 

Passion and Purity

Elliot, Elizabeth.  Passion and Purity. Grand Rapids: Fleming H. Revell, 1984.   ISBN: 0-8007-5137-X

[From “What do Men Look For?]

Femininity.

Affirmation.

Encouragement.

Tenderness.
Sensitivity.

Vulnerability…

Quietly courageous…

There is one thing we did not talk about, so far as I recall.  It is mystery.  A man likes to think there is more in a woman than he can fathom.  How much is there that only God knows about?  Years after I was in Bible school, a man told me he used to sit in class and stare at me, wondering what in the world was going through my head.  Something signaled a mystery there, he said, and it fascinated him.  The message we were receiving as the seminary men talked around their fireplace was that they did not want to be told everything the women were thinking.  They wanted to be left to wonder about it and to find out for themselves.


A woman’s beauty should reside, according the Apostle Peter, in the inmost center of her being, an “…imperishable ornament, a gentle, quiet spirit, which is of high value in the sight of God.” (105-106).

Adam and Eve made a mess of things when they reversed roles.  She took the initiative, offered him the forbidden fruit, and he, instead of standing as her protector, responded and sinned along with her.  It’s been chaos ever since.  No wonder that the further we move from the original order the more confused we become.  “A shock.”  “A turnoff.”  The responses of the seminary men are not, I believe, conditioned only by custom.  Something else makes them feel in their bones that women are out of place when they become initiators in so fragile and subtle a matter as courtship (109).

How shall I speak of a few careless kisses as sin to a generation nurtured on the assumption that nearly everybody goes to bed with everybody?  Of those who flounder in the sea of permissiveness and self-indulgence, are there any who still search the sky for the beacon of purity?  If I did not believe there were, I would not bother to write (131).

A word of warning here.  It is not a good idea to go into caves [together with her/him] or to sit by driftwood fires in lonely places if you are not yet sure of your God.  Paul advised the young Timothy to “turn from the wayward impulses of youth…”  Don’t walk straight into them and then blame God if the temptation is too great for you (140).

A page from my journal of that time quotes from T. C. Upham’s Inward Divine Guidance: “The disposition…to leave the dearest objects of our hearts in the sublime keeping of the general and unspecific belief that God is now answering our prayers in His own time and way, and in the best manner, involves a present process of inward crucifixion which is obviously unfavorable to the growth and even the existence of the life itself” (150).

Think of the self that God has given as an acorn.  It is a marvelous little thing, a perfect shape, perfectly designed for its purpose, perfectly functional.  Think of the grand glory of an oak tree.  God’s intention when He made the acorn was the oak tree.  His intention for us is “…the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.”  Many deaths must go into our reaching that measure, many letting-goes.  When you look at the oak tree, you don’t feel that the “loss” of the acorn is a very great loss.  The more you perceive God’s purpose in your life, the less terrible will the losses seem.  

I suppose one of the reasons I have kept journals and diaries is the desire to gather up the fragments that remain, that nothing be lost (163).

About this business of falling out of love.  Everybody does it, you know.  Sometimes before they get married, but always afterwards.  Modern folks simply bug out of the marriage then, if they feel no obligation to keep vows—vows made foolishly, they believe.


There is something to be said for making an adult choice and sticking with it.  “Being in love,” wrote C.S. Lewis in Mere Christianity, “is a good thing, but it is not the best thing.  There are many things below it, but there are also things above it.  You cannot make it the basis of a whole life.  It is a noble feeling, but it is still a feeling.  Now no feeling can be relied on to last in its full intensity, or even to last at all….In fact, the state of being in love usually does not last….But of course ceasing to be ‘in love’ need not mean ceasing to love.  Love…is a deep unity, maintained by the will and deliberately strengthened by habit; reinforced by the grace which both partners ask and receive from God….They can retain this love even when each would easily, if they allowed themselves, be ‘in love’ with someone else.  ‘Being in love’ first moved them to promise fidelity: this quieter love enables them to keep their promise.  It is on this love that the engine of marriage is run: being in love was the explosion that started it.”


So, Philpott, one of these days you need to take a cool, clear look at a good Christian woman.  Assess her potentials as a good Christian wife.  Is she the kind you’d want as a hostess at your table?  Is she what you want for a mother for your children?  Is she womanly?  Godly?  Sensible?  Modest?  Companionable?  Do you think she’s “worth” your love? (181)  

The Mystery of Marriage

Mason, Mike.  The Mystery of Marriage.  Portland: Multnomah, 1985.  ISBN: 0-88070-097-1

· Prologue


The conflict which marriage uncovers is always essentially this same one: it is always some version of this tension between the needs for dependence and for independence, between the urge toward loving cooperation and opposite urge toward detachment, privacy, self-sufficiency (14).

So I was alarmed.  From the moment I met my wife I sensed that a process of interior disintegration was beginning to work in me, systematically, insidiously.  In other ways, of course, I was being rejuvenated, tremendously built up.  But a thirty-year-old man is like a densely populated city: nothing new can be built, in its heart, without something else being torn down.  So I began to be demolished 14).

Later I would discover, very gradually, that that is one of the chief characteristics of love: it asks for everything.  Not just for a little bit, or a whole lot, but for everything.  And unless one is challenged to give everything, one is not really in love (15).

The wedding is merely the beginning of a lifelong process of handing over absolutely everything, and not simply everything that one owns but everything that one is (15).

For in marriage the breaking that is done is done by the very heel of love itself (15).

For we are opaque, solid creatures; we are not built to be transparent.  And yet that is what love asks for: transparency (17).

For that is what love does: it brings people out into the light, no matter how painful that transition might prove to be.  Love aims at revelation, at a clarifying and defining of our true natures.  It is a sort of sharpening process, a paring away of dull and lifeless exteriors so that the keen new edge of a person’s true self can begin to flash and gleam in the light of day (18).

Indeed, if it is true that a Christian cannot think about God without simultaneously thinking of Jesus Christ, then it is equally true that a Christian husband cannot (or should not) think about his wife except in relation to Christ and his promise to follow Him.  That is how closely a man’s marriage is bound up with his love for God.  “Husbands,” instructs Paul, “Love your wives, just as Christ loved the church” (Ephesians 5:25).  Marriage for the Christian is a continuous sacrament, an act of praise and obedience, and a means of grace that is inherently every bit as “spiritual” as anything that goes on in a monastery, or in any church or mission field for that matter, and every bit as important (or more so) as any other “work” that one might do in the world (20).

· Otherness


It is so that the wondrous surprise of the original encounter in the Garden of Eden may take place all over again.  It is so that a couple may be reduced to sheer amazement that they are together at all, and they may know that what has brought them together and what keeps them together is something entirely outside of themselves, something not natural but supernatural, something which they themselves cannot control or produce at will (29).

Marriage is, before it is anything else, an act of contemplation.  It is a divine pondering, an exercise in amazement.  This is evident from the very start, from the moment a man and a woman first lay eyes on one another and realize they are in love.  The whole thing begins with a wondrous looking, a helpless staring, an irresistible compulsion simply to behold.  For suddenly there is so much to see! (29)

For marriage, as simply as it can be defined, is the contemplation of the love of God in and through the form of another human being.  It is spellbound fascination with the sheer incarnateness of something so purely spiritual (30).

The whole course of a couple’s life together is fated to share that same odd quality of perfect naturalness united with perfect awkwardness—second nature combined with utter novelty—which characterized their first lovemaking (32).

Marriage is one of the great steps we can take in the direction of choosing for ourselves what has really already been given to us: it is a choosing of the closeness of God, in the form of a close relationship with another person.  It is a deliberate choosing of closeness over distance, of companionship over detachment, of relationship over isolation, of love over apathy, of life over death.  It is not a choice which comes to us at all naturally.  It can come only supernaturally, by the divine agency of love.  For love is what makes choice possible.  But more that that, it is what makes it possible for people to choose what is good for them, even though that is not their natural inclination (34).

Love coaxes and even hoodwinks us into the making of a decision so radical that if left to our own devices, we would never have entertained it for a moment (34).

Only marriage urges us into these deep and unknown waters.  For that is its very purpose: to get us out beyond our depth, out of the shallows of our own secure egocentricity and into the dangerous and unpredictable depths of a real interpersonal encounter (35).

To know the Lord is to be brought into a personal relationship so dramatic and overwhelming that marriage is only a pale image of it (35).

The need for such a refuge can only be met by the deliberate yet subliminal fantasy that we are all alone in the universe.  And so we walk around with our head in the clouds, pass people on the street as if they were telephone poles, look them straight in the eye and hardly see them, and engage in conversations that are really only conversations with ourselves.  Too often others are but the punctuation marks in the dry and windy monologues of our own self-centered existence (38).

The Lord God made woman out of part of man’s side and closed up the place with flesh, but in marriage He reopens this empty, aching place in man and begins the process of putting the woman back again, if not literally in the side, then certainly at it: permanently there, intrusively there, a sudden lifelong resident of a space which until that point the man will have considered to be his own private territory, even his own body.  But in marriage he will cleave to the woman, and the woman to him, the way his own flesh cleaves to his own bones.


Just so, says the Lord, do I Myself desire to invade your deepest privacy, binding you to Me all your life long and even into eternity with cords of blood (47).

· Love

It is not love unless it overwhelms and at some point petrifies us (52).

Either way, the great mystery is that one cannot fall in love at will.  It is one of those things that just “happens,” and whether the mechanism that makes it happen be termed kismet or coincidence, accident or grace, we are nevertheless at its mercy.  Even freedom, true freedom, cannot be manufactured in the depths of man’s own will.  It can only be bestowed upon him as a gift, so that the train schedule of love runs on its own sweet time (57).

So real love is always fated.  It has been arranged from before time.  It is the most meticulously prepared of coincidence.  And fate, of course, is simply the secular term for the will of God, and coincidence for His grace (57).

To “fall in love” actually means (whether or not a person cares to admit this) to have a revelation from God.  It is to receive from Him a new vision as to the true nature of things, and new insight into the power and potential of life (58).

For war specializes in the wholesale destruction of human life, whereas love, building up and celebrating life, specializes in the destruction of something far more powerful and unyielding than life itself, and that is the human ego.  Love is spiritual warfare.  It is no great feat to crush physical bodies: the flesh is frail and vulnerable, and its lifeblood all to easily spills out.  But to locate a chink in the ego or the innermost self, as true love does, and to give pride a run for its money—there is an awesome feat!  There is power! (62)

· Intimacy

All of life is, in one way or another, humbling.  But there is nothing like the experience of being humbled by another person, and by the same person day in and day out.  It can be exhausting, unnerving, infuriating, disintegrating.  There is no suffering like the suffering involved in being close to another person.  But neither is there any joy nor any real comfort at all outside of intimacy, outside the joy and the comfort that are wrung out like wine from the crush and ferment of two lives being pressed together (72).

But society also senses that marriage is a powerful weapon for the advancement of the Kingdom of God, and that it stands for a depth of intimacy of which the world at large is decidedly suspicious and fearful.  The world is not set up for intimacy, but on the contrary for privacy, and for the most part it abhors the pain and the honesty and humility which characterize deep human relationships (77).

No other institution on earth (including, as we have seen, the church) has ever been subjected in a practical way to the enormous internal pressure of such agonizingly high ideals.  There is nothing else in the world that humans recognize as standing or falling on the basis of pure loving intimacy.  Other things continue, love or no love.  But marriage without intimacy (although common enough in other periods of history) has come today to be almost a synonym for hell (78).

Perhaps what is really happening in the process of history is that gradually it becomes clearer and clearer that not just any love can justify and bless a marriage, but only the love of Christ.  For it is He who joins and keeps people together, not they themselves, nor any accident, nor any other power or persuasion under the sun.  He is the Lord of marriage, and he holds the key to it.  Surely this is the lesson the world is struggling to learn: that if you are not prepared in marriage to abandon yourself completely to love, and most especially to the love of God, then forget it! (79)

When a husband looks with love into the eyes of his wife, he may know beyond a shadow of doubt that those eyes, and person within them, belong to him, in a way that nothing else on earth can—neither his house, nor his car, nor any material thing, nor his insurance policy, nor his children, nor any other person.  She is his, for life, and anything else that is his can be taken away from him, or estranged, much more easily than she can (89).

· Vows

To keep a vow, however, does not mean to keep from breaking it.  If that were the case, marriage vows would be broken the day they were made.  This is where a vow differs from a mere promise or resolution.  A resolution, once broken, must either be forgotten or made again.  But a vow retains its power and validity irrespective of conduct.  It is not like the signing of a legal contract and not like any other form of human promise.  A person cannot promise to love another person: he can only vow to do so.  A vow is, per se, a confession of inadequacy and an automatic calling upon the only adequacy there is, which is the mercy and power of God 


To keep a vow, therefore, means not to keep from breaking it, but rather to devote the rest of one’s life to discovering what the vow means, and to be willing to change and to grow accordingly (94).

This is what a radical business these little vows of marriage involve us in: they pit the needs and wants of one small, frail, loving human creature against the demands of all the rest of the universe, with all of its urgency and glory and importance, and there is no contest!  It is our spouse who must win (102).

So the point is not that the exercise of love is so taxing and time-consuming that it must be limited to one’s home.  On the contrary, the vow of love to one special person is intended to fill us up to the brim with love, to train us in the very depths of love and so to free us to have much more love for others than ever before.  For it is not really the love in a home which eats up time and energy, but rather the lack of love.  That is what really wreaks havoc in our married life, ensnaring us in never-ending self-analysis and robbing us of the energy to love others (103).

But just because of this, perhaps it illustrates an important point of tension between Christians and their Scripture: for contrary to the assumption of many, Scripture was not given to be obeyed; rather it was given that the Lord might be obeyed (109).

There is a way in which Paul actually abandons his readers to the terrible existential reality of their own Christian freedom.  He forces them into a corner in which a decision to get married can only be an absolutely radical one (109-110).

It is not that Paul demeans marriage; rather, he turns it into a truly Christian option.  Paul saves marriage for Christianity, at the same time as he saves and sanctifies the alternative option of celibacy (110).

· Sex 

As for me, I still haven’t gotten used to seeing my own wife naked.  It’s almost as if her body is shining with a bright light, too bright to look at for very long.  I cannot take my eyes off her—and yet I must.  To gaze too long or too curiously is, even with her, a breach of propriety, almost a crime.  It is not like watching a flower or creeping up to spy on an animal in the wild.  No, my wife’s body is brighter and more fascinating than a flower, shier than any animal, and more breathtaking than a thousand sunsets.  To me her body is the most awesome thing in creation.  Trying to look at her, just trying to take in her wild, glorious beauty, so free and primal, so utterly unchanged since the beginning of time (despite what the evolutionists may think), I catch a small glimpse of what it means that men and women have been made in the image of God.  If even the image is this dazzling, what must the Original be like? (113).

That shy but driving curiosity we have about other human bodies will be with us all our lives.  There is a peeping Tom in all of us, for we can never see enough, never drink our fill.  The truth of this is grossly mirrored in the man who is a slave to lust, for whom one stripper or one glossy photograph is never enough.  But such lust of the eyes and of the flesh is only the perversion of a perfectly natural and healthy curiosity, healthy because it is the Lord Himself Who has made us curious, Who has caused us to be fascinated with one another’s flesh.  It is God Who has given the naked body its shining glory and Who has done so for the sole purpose of making it a marvelous harbinger of His Own infinitely more lustrous glory (114).

The implication is clear: it is not primarily because we get cold or wet that we must cover ourselves up.  It was not forty below with blowing snow in Paradise!  No, we dress because we sin, and even the finest clothing is like the striped suit of the jailbird, a sign and a reminder that man is an unholy fugitive, in hiding from God and from his own fellows.  Whether it be in a nudist colony, at an orgy, in primitive society, or in the nursery, public nudity is only possible for those unconscious or aggressively heedless of their sinfulness.  Only the godless and the immature go naked (116-117).

For to be naked with another person is a sort of picture or symbolic demonstration of perfect honesty, perfect trust, perfect giving and commitment, and if the heart is not naked along with the body, the whole action becomes a lie and a mockery.  It becomes an involvement in an absurd and tragic contradiction: the giving of the body but the withholding of the self (117).

Shame is what a proud man feels when he has not got anything left to be proud of.  It means continuing to hang on to pride even when every possible basis for pride has disappeared (119).

Marriage attacks original sin, in effect, at its visible root, in the shame of nakedness, and defeats and heals this shame by directly confronting it on the safe and holy ground of a covenant relationship.  For a husband and wife to be naked together is like a kind of radiation treatment, the healing rays of which can be felt at the center of the soul.  It is, as nearly as possible, a return to the very last statement the Book of Genesis makes about mankind’s state of innocence in Paradise: “The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame” (Genesis 2:25).

We need to be able to “see” in nakedness what God intended us to see in it: the glory of His presence in the world, the highest expression of what He Himself looks like, the very form that He assumed when He visited the earth in person…Only when we perceive that nakedness is as close as most of us will ever get to seeing God in the flesh, that these poor bodies of ours are the natural (as opposed to supernatural) expression of God’s glory, only then can we begin to understand also that sex is the closest thing to touching Him: the closest, that is, next to the Eucharist itself.


The story is told of a young pastor who went to visit an old hermit renowned for his saintliness.  Late at night, the elder man suggested they go for a walk on the hillside.  Out in the open, under the stars, with darkness close all around them, suddenly the hermit said, “Let us kneel and pray,” and they did.  Telling of it later the young man recalled, “I was afraid to stretch out my hand in the darkness in case I should touch God.”


That is something of what is like for a man to be near a woman, or a woman near a man: it is to know the holy fear of reaching out and doing the very thing one longs most to do.  It is to be afraid, not merely from social taboo, but out of the sudden realization that this thing is too holy, that one is not good enough for it and never can be (122).

For many people, certainly, sex is the most powerful experience that life has to offer, and more overwhelmingly holy than anything that happens in church.  For great masses of people, sex is the one force which can actually tip men and women completely off their accustomed centers of gravity and lift them, however briefly, right out of themselves (123).

For in touching a person of the opposite sex in the most secret place of his or her body, with one’s own most private part, there is something that reaches beyond touch, that gets behind flesh itself to the place where it connects with spirit, to the place where incarnation happens.


“The Holy Spirit will come upon you,” the angel told Mary, “and the power of the Most High will overshadow you” (Luke 1:35).  Jesus Christ was born to a virgin, not in order to sidestep the messy and embarrassing business of intercourse, but in order that the Lord Himself might be directly involved in it.  It is a scandal which the Most High has chosen to consecrate through His Own participation (124).

Sex is sacred ground.  It is a place where men may turn themselves into animals as effortlessly as a magician waves a wand, or else may begin to be transformed into the children of God (125).

For sex is one of those mysteries which, like prayer, will not yield to technique, and any approach with a view to technical mastery will be doomed from the start.  What the sex life really demands is the loving gift of the self, the sincere devotion of the whole heart (127).

In short, where there are sexual problems in a marriage, the answer is not usually to be found in the pages of a handbook or in the office of a sex therapist (although such counsel has its place), but rather in patience and purity of love, and in a sincere turning toward God (127).

For as the Lord is the author of sex, so He is its interpreter, and it is His therapy which is most to be treasured (128).

When people forget that the opposite sex is opposite, it can result in men actually resenting women for not being men, and vice versa (129).

In any case it is the male and the female together who constitute the image of God, in a more profound sense than either of them standing alone, and sexual intercourse remains as an emblem and an actual remnant of the original condition of humanity as it first emerged from the dust, fresh-formed in the Lord’s hand (131).

Even the simple act of kissing is powerfully symbolic of the crush of personalities, as each partner pushes his features against those of the other as if to make one new face out of the two.  Kissing implies losing face; it is inherently a free and wholehearted gesture of self-effacement (133).

It is a little wonder, with so much going on at the purely biological level, that what is meanwhile being whispered in the ear of the soul is no sweet nothing: on the contrary, it is almost everything there is, as much of one whole person, body and soul, as can possibly be squeezed into another.  What happens visibly and corporeally in sex cannot help but resonate in the deepest chambers of temperament, psyche, and spirit (134).

· Submission

But then, if people understood the true depth of self-abnegation that marriage demands, there would perhaps be far fewer weddings.  For marriage, too, would be seen as a form of suicide.  It would be seen not as a way of augmenting one’s comfort and security in life, but rather as a way of losing one’s life for the sake of Christ (137).

Unfortunately, we have a way of equating security with complacency.  “A man’s home is his castle,” goes the saying, and in practice this is taken to mean that a man is allowed and even encouraged to develop into any sort of despot or devil he likes within the cozy confines, the cordoned lawlessness, or his own family.  After all, aren’t his loved ones those who “understand” and “accept” him?  And so marriage becomes a form of institutionalized complacency, a hothouse of mutually nourished neuroses.  Love is even construed to be a sort of carte blanche approval for all kinds of selfishness and evil, a dispensation giving two people special license to sin against one another.


The fact of the matter is that holy matrimony, like other holy orders, was never intended as a comfort station for lazy people.  On the contrary, it is a systematic program of deliberate and thoroughgoing self-sacrifice.  A man’s home is not his castle so much as his monastery, and if he happens to be treated like a king there, it is only so that he might be better enabled to become a servant (138).

He planned it especially as a way for men and women to enter wholeheartedly, with full consent and consequent peace and joy into the inevitable process of their own diminishment, which is His worship and glorification.  For “He must increase, but I must decrease,” declared John the Baptist of Jesus (John 3:30), and that is the fate of all of us: we must all diminish for the glory of God (139-140).

By waging so pitiful a struggle not to become obsolete, when in reality the whole natural flow of physical life is toward obsolescence, what people really do is to declare a preference for temporal values over eternal ones.  What they do, in fact, is to reject the Kingdom of God and its gift of eternal life (141).

Marriage is a way not to evade suffering, but to suffer purposefully (142).

It is a whole bunch of really little things that can ruin a marriage, because that is what our wills tend to be made up of: petty, selfish desires.  Only another person can challenge and confront us at this deep personal level of our own private will and reveal to us how petty it is.  Only a real encounter with another real person, day in and day out, can begin to prick the bubble of the ego (149).

It is a true joining in blood, through a solemn exchange of promises, of two beings who were not previously related.  And in this way it bears an uncanny correspondence to the new relationship which comes about between man and God through the promises of faith sealed by the blood of Christ (150-151).

What they fail to realize is that god is not abstract, not in the least.  He is Spirit, but He is not abstract and in fact He is the very opposite of abstract.  He is the Lord, the very Creator of reality.  And He is every bit as close to and involved with us as is a wife or a husband, only unimaginably more so (151).

Rightness, whenever it seeks to dominate, becomes wrongness, not matter how right it may be (153).

However, the entire passage is prefaced by the command to “submit to one another” (v. 21), and it is clear from the context that Paul intends these words to be directed first of all to Christians in general, but then to have a special relevance for the married couple.  In fact, the point seems to be that the married couple is to set the pattern of mutual love and submission for the whole Christian community.  If a man cannot lovingly serve his own wife, after all, or a woman her own husband, whom then can they serve?  If they cannot bring happiness to one another, how can they bring happiness to anyone else?  Poor Christian marriages, marriages in which willfulness rules in place of sacrifice, make a laughingstock of the whole church (153-154).

Of course, not everybody wants a dying God on their hands.  We do not really want our Lord to have hair on His body, let alone blood oozing out of His wounds.  We do not really want love to be breathing down our necks.  We never asked for that.  Yet that is the sort of God the Lord is, and the simple truth is that in Jesus Christ this God has drawn just a little too close to us for comfort, knocking against our hearts and leaving a messy broken body on our doorstep.  And that is supposed to be the pattern for love.  Getting too close for comfort.  Identifying wholeheartedly with others, regardless of the messiness, heedless of the risk to our own “identity,” in order that we might be identified with our Lord Jesus Christ (156-157).

In marriage, a wife’s imperfections are not something a husband can afford to hold against her, but neither can he afford simply to overlook them.  Rather, he must bear them with her as part of his cross, just as she bears with him.  To live with her in love is to experience at close quarters the way she herself struggles with her own humanness.  Is such intimate and costly knowledge to be repaid with criticism?  No, it can only be answered with tenderness and compassion and borne with a profound sadness which in turn makes room for more and more love.  In this way, love not only falls from the heights but rises up from the depths (163).

· Death 

For to loathe death is really to loathe its sting, which is sin; and sin, in turn, is separation from God; so that when people fear and despise death (and this is true even of people who do not know God), what they really despise—if only they could know it!—is the thought of separation from Him (174).

Why not strive to live each day not only as if it were our last, or even the last for the whole world, but the last for some particular person whom we love?  For indeed, it may well be.  Then, far from being a black cloud hanging over our love, constantly threatening deluge, the presence of death may be converted into a spring, watering our thoughts with the preciousness of life and of each moment, and with the cherishing of our hope in eternity through the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.


When I hold my wife’s head in my lap, therefore, and move my hands over the warm, taut, smooth, amazing skin of her face and through the feathered cornsilk wonder of her hair, I like to think about the skull underneath…I like just to drink in the whole breathtaking artistry of physics and biophysics and metaphysics and quantum mechanics and extraterrestrial chemistry and divine grace that have gone into the making of her (175).

*pgs 175-177

But what Ezekiel sees, in the very dryness and deadness of bleached bones, is the miracle of the Lord God’s gracious love in ever having breathed life into them in the first place, and His amazing promise to call His faithful ones even out of their graves.  For what the Lord has done once can He not do once more? (177)

Somehow we must learn to mourn our loved while they are yet alive, not waiting until they are gone and our grief does none but ourselves any good.  At least one kiss each day should be watered with tears and planted on bone.  For this sort of wake is really wonder, devotion, faith—wakefulness indeed!  The bones must be acknowledged, our respects paid, before the flesh can be celebrated, and love must grapple in advance with remorse, drawing out its sting with little daily acts of tribute.  For now is the time to eulogize, now the time to deck with flowers.  Today is the day to carry to its rest the whole weight of our love’s flesh upon our shoulders (178).

· Epilogue

The first thing I see, as I open my eyes, is the morning making a pink glow on the trunks of the three birch trees outside our window. Between two of the trunks hangs the moon, just past full and sinking in the west, the same pale, chalky-pink color as the papery bark of the birches. Both trees and moon appear almost translucent, as if lit from behind. 

But the whole morning is translucent. The air holds light like a goblet. Even the mountain, that most opaque of God's creations, glows with an inner light. Filling the south window, its soft browns and grays and greens blend and shine like colors on water. Light seeps slowly out of its rocks and woods as if it had been stored there overnight. Near the summit, like an eye shaded under its brow, lies one small patch of snow from last year, and out of it springs a tiny silver waterfall that cascades down the mountainside as if this great pile of rocks had sprung a leak and its silver blood were pouring out. The water is yet another translucency, a moving window, liquid light. 

Mountain, waterfall, moon, pink-skinned birches- all these are staggering realities. They are extraordinary things in themselves, and they are even more extraordinary for their quality of stained-glass transparency, their quality of pointing beyond themselves to the much greater reality which lies behind them, to the One True Light with which they are all imbued, in Whose light we see light. Can we view the world as a window (albeit a "darkened glass") from which the face of our Lord looks out at us?  This is the scene I wake up to every morning, here where I live, to the accompaniment of one of those frothing, silver-blue, rushing mountain rivers whose sound fills my ears the way the dawn light fills my eyes. And yet even that is not all. There is something else. Something more breathtaking than any of these other stupendous and beautiful things, and even more radiant with light. 

There is a woman in bed beside me. Right this moment I could reach out my hand and touch her, as easily as I touch myself, and as I think about this, it is more staggering than any mountain or moon. It is even more staggering, I think, than if this woman happened instead to be an angel (which, come to think of it, she might well be). There are only two factors which prevent this situation from being so overpoweringly awesome that my heart would explode just trying to take it in: one is that I have woken up just like this, with this same woman beside me, hundreds of times before; and the other is that millions of other men and women are waking up beside each other, just like this, each and every day all around the world, and have been for thousands of years. 

Just so easily are miracles unraveled, disqualified, turned back into the common stuff of everyday life. Just so easily do statistics sprinkle their unmagical dust over all the wondrous beauty of life, transforming the celestial into the commonplace, the impossible into the inescapable. Yet if even the miracle of a man and a woman in love can be stripped of its splendor, covered with dust, buried under ordinariness, then what hope have we men and women of ever surviving the monotony of Heaven, where love will be as common as air? How shall we cope in an afterlife where there will be nothing miraculous to lift us out of our tedium, because there will be nothing unmiraculous? Here and now, it seems, is the time to practice amazement, the time to learn how to be thunderstruck. Either we suffocate under all that is unbeautiful, unsurprising, unspectacular, ungraceful in our lives, or else we learn here and now to breathe the air of grace. In marriage, to put this thought into more homely language, we learn how to appreciate one another, to see one another as precious. We learn how to love. 

And so, practicing already for Heaven, it is with an expectancy of grace that I look over in the awakening light of this brand new day at the woman lying next to me, breathing lightly, like an organ of my own body. She is more beautiful to me than the light itself, more present than this towering mountain, her form under the covers is more elementary than any horizon, and she is closer to me than the air I breathe. She is "bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh." There are other people in my life, but no one like her. More than anyone else on earth, more even than my own self, she represents the vessel into which I must and will be poured. She will have all the very best, the cream, of my love.  She is as close as anyone in the world can come to being for me, in that mournful, radiant flesh of hers, what Christ is to me in the spirit. 
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“Suppose you saw a lifeguard rescuing a drowning person.  The lifeguard was pulling the person in, and then for some reason the drowning man began to fight the lifeguard, pulled free, and went to the bottom.  Did the drowning man lose his ‘salvation’?”


“Well, yes.”


“Really?  Was he ever saved?”


“Okay, not in any ultimate way.  True salvation would be the possession of those up on the beach.”


“In other words, a man is only saved from something if that something doesn’t happen to him, right?  He is only saved from drowning if he doesn’t drown?”


“Right.”  (11)

“You are concerned that if faith is a gift from God, then my faith in Him is really an optical illusion; it looks like I am exercising faith, but it is really He who does it?”


“Yes.  That’s exactly it.  It makes the whole thing seem like a charade.”


“Do you mind a physical example?”


“Not if it helps.”


“When a young man hits adolescence, does he find himself, all of a sudden, with sexual desire?”


“Well, of course.”


“Is the desire his?”


I answered carefully.  “He experiences it.  It sure isn’t somebody else’s desire.”


“Prior to this, had he by an act of the will commanded his body to change?”


“No.  It just happens.”


“So his body is filled with testosterone, and his mind with desire.”


“Right.”


“And it is his desire?”

“Yes.”


“But who made the body this way?”

“God.”


“So this body, and the bodily desire he has, are gifts?  From God?”


“Yes.”


“And the desire is nevertheless his, and he is responsible for how he acts, based on those desires?”


“I guess so.”


“So why do we have a double standard?  If God can give physical gifts this way, why do we say He cannot give faith?  It is the same sort of thing.  He gives me a new heart, and this new heart believes in Him.  And I am the one believing.”


I thought I almost had it, so I said, “Could you say it briefly another way?”


“Sure.  I have faith in God because He gave it to me.  Of course it is mine.  He gave it to me.” (13-14)

“I would say that God is over all, and through all, and in all.  Anyone who denies this, in any measure, is a hindrance to true heaven-sent revival” (32).

“It is not enough to submit what we do externally to God; we must also submit the way we think.  Your friends are trying to defend God’s standards for living by abandoning His standards for thinking.  It cannot be successful” (34).

“Well, yes, it is easy to fall into.  But it is also easy to drink too much, not watch your tongue, lust after women, and so forth.  And these are things which the church recognizes as sin, and warns the people against.  But carnal reasoning is also easy, and almost no one warns the people.”


“Why not?”


“Sheep are hungry because shepherds don’t feed them.  Shepherds don’t feed them because shepherds don’t have food.”  Martin leaned forward in his seat.  “The shepherds don’t have food because they don’t study their Bibles.”


“You think it is obvious in the Word?”


“Certainly.  When the apostle Paul magnified the prerogatives of the sovereign God, he fully anticipated the response of carnal reasoning.”  Martin leaned back, closed his eyes, and quoted, “You will say to me then, ‘why does He still find fault?  For who has resisted His will?’  A modern pastor, in the unlikely event that someone asked him this, would say that it was a good question, and that he wrestles with it often himself.  Paul tells the questioner to shut up and sit down.  But indeed, O man, who are you to reply against God?”

“Paul doesn’t answer the question then?”


Martin opened his eyes.  “Oh, he does.  It just isn’t the answer carnal reason wants.”


“So what is the answer?”


“The answer is God—the same answer that is given at the end of the book of Job.  Carnal reason doesn’t see a real answer there either.  But believe me, it is a real answer.  The answer is the ground of reality; the answer is God” (35-36).


“When we compare pots and potters, or authors and plays, we are comparing something finite with something finite.  So, although the gap between a potter and his pots is great, it is not infinite.”


“But…?”


“But when we compare the Creator with His creation, there is an infinite gulf between the two…Our great objection, proud pots that we are, is the great distance between us and earthenware pots.  There must be ten feet, at least.  Not concerned for the glory of God, we don’t even notice the infinite number of light years between God and potters” (50).


“First, all orthodox Christians believe in a limited atonement.  Every Christian who believes that there is an eternal Hell limits the atonement.  One group limits its power or effectiveness, and the other limits its extent.  But both limit the atonement” (71).

“Evangelism is preaching the death of Christ for sinners, and the necessity of repentance and belief.  Telling people how to be born again is like telling people how to understand where the wind comes from, and where it is going.  The new birth is mysterious—it is the work of the Spirit of God, not the work of man” (84).

“I was in the Navy for four years, and I am a Spenser.  I joined the Navy (voluntarily) and my family (not voluntarily).  When Jesus compared the start of the Christian life to a birth, which type of joining did He have in mind?”


“The second, I guess,” I said reluctantly.


“And which type of joining is presented in most modern evangelism?”


“The first.”  I didn’t know why I felt so uneasy.


“Exactly.  One of the major problems we have in the church today is the result of well-meaning but unbiblical recruiters, instead of biblical evangelists.  We have even fallen to the point where we have borrowed, on a large scale, techniques of recruitment from the world” (85).

“There is one thing I still don’t understand,” I said.  “I began by asking whether or not we are splitting theological hairs in our discussions.  What practical difference does this all make?  I mean, an average non-Christian isn’t going to know whether the man preaching to him believes what you are saying or not.  So why bother with it?  Why don’t we just preach the gospel?”


“To say that the non-Christian could not tell the difference is not to say there is no difference.”


“What does that mean?”


“Does this make any difference to the evangelist?  How he prays, prepares, preaches?”


“What difference could it make?”


“The two preachers have a completely different understanding of their respective tasks.  The one believes himself to be going to the sick, supplied by God with the proper medicine, and his task is persuade the patients to take the medicine.  The other man is going, like Ezekiel, to preach in a graveyard.”


“Ezekiel?”


“The Lord told him to prophesy to a valley full of dry bones.  I dare say that Ezekiel did so with the full knowledge that if something were to happen it would have to be the result of the Spirit’s work.  It certainly would not be because of anything Ezekiel did in his own power” (86-87).

“It means that if a man is empowered by the Spirit of God, more use will be made of him if he has an accurate understanding of the new birth.”  Martin grinned.  “People who compare George Whitefield with John Wesley are being, shall we say, unscientific?  The real question is whether Wesley would have been more powerful had he understood this, and whether Whitefield would have been less powerful had he not.  And these questions cannot be answered through historical study; half of the comparison you must make didn’t happen.  Consequently we are driven to the Scriptures to settle the matter” (88).

“That there is a ‘will of God’ which can be thwarted is beyond dispute.  God says, ‘You shall not steal,’ and that statement is an expression of His will.  But still, sinful people steal all the time, transgressing His will.  We are concerned here with His eternal purpose.  Within that purpose, there has never been, and never will be, a plan B.  What God intends to do is always done” (110).

“When a man, Christian or not, walks into Baskin-Robbins, is he free to select any one of the thirty-one flavors?  In other words, is man, as creature, free?”


“All right.  What is the second level?”


“The second level is the problem concerning morality.  Does a non-Christian man have the freedom to avoid sin?  Can he choose not to?  In other words, is man, as sinner, free?”


I nodded my head.  The two questions were entirely different.


Martin went on.  “With regard to the first, the Bible teaches that man is free to go here or go there, do this or do that, marry this woman or that one, and so forth.  He is a responsible agent, precisely because God gave him that responsibility.  God is Creator, and has given his creatures a creaturely freedom.  Now of course the choices we make as creatures are not outside God’s providential government of the world; they are included in it.  God ordains what choices will be made, and he also ordains that they will be free choices.  So the question here is how we may reconcile the creaturely freedom of man with the absolute freedom of God in His government of the universe” (113-114).

“It is at this level that many have their most difficult problem with the sovereignty of God.  Why does God give repentance to Smith and not to Jones?  We have come to that subset of God’s eternal decree which we call election.  It is here that we most desperately want to reconcile God’s choices with man’s freedom.  But it is also here that the task becomes impossible, for the simple reason that at this point man has no freedom.”


“What!”


“No freedom.  How can we reconcile a non-existent attribute of man (the freedom to make a correct moral choice) with the sovereignty of God?  There is nothing there to reconcile.  When God calls a man, He creates freedom.  When we become Christians, God is not violating our moral freedom—He is creating it.  Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty…The new creation is not a result of a partnership between the will of man and the will of God.  It is the result of the work of God alone.  But once God has done this work, the work is done.  The result is a holy people—people who are able to do the right thing.  The result of God’s work is moral liberty where none existed before.”


“Why is this distinction so important?”


“Because in the debate over free will this distinction has been frequently muddled.  It makes a difference whether we are considering man as creature, or man as sinner.  It makes a difference whether we consider God as Creator or God as Savior.  Our Creator gives us responsible lives to live, all within the context of his purpose and plan.  Our Savior gives freedom where there is slavery, and life where there is death” (114-115).

“God does not decree light and then pretend there is light.  He decrees light, and there is light.  When God decrees light in the heart of Jones, God is the one who decrees, and therefore it is Jones who believes.  God does not decree optical illusions.”


“So you are saying that the decree of God is not, ‘I will repent and make it look like Jones did.’  It is, ‘Jones will repent.’”


Martin nodded.  “Because of this gracious gift, Jones repents.  There are some who point to the indisputable repentance of Jones (it wasn’t Smith who repented), and conclude that God could not have given it.  Others point to the biblically indisputable fact that God gives repentance, and conclude that Jones doesn’t really have it.  The biblical position is that Jones has it because God gives it” (117).

Truth is sometimes hard, but it is never ugly (119).

“I read in the paper this morning that a little girl was murdered by her mother’s live-in boyfriend.  Now, as Paul would say, I am going to speak foolishly for a moment.  Suppose that we have the right to charge God with wrongdoing.  Of what would we accuse Him here?”


“Well, if God controls everything, then He controls this, and if He controls this, we could accuse Him of malice, murder, bloodthirstiness, and so on.”


“So if He controls everything, then His goodness is defiled because of the sin of murder.”


“Right.”


“Now suppose that God does not control everything, but merely allows it.  Remember, everything He allows He has the power to stop.  He didn’t control the murder of the little girl, but He could have stopped it and did not.  How could we charge Him now?”


“Well, I guess we could accuse Him of apathy, indifference to suffering, culpable negligence, and so on.”


“Very good.  Would these sins defile the goodness of God?”


“Yes.  Just like the other ones.”


I sat in thought for a moment, and then responded.


“But couldn’t an advocate of ‘God allowing sin’ say that He allows it for a very good reason?”


“Sure, but the other side could say the same thing.  God controls sin the way He does for a very good reason.”


I sat for a moment stumped.  Martin continued.  “The reason people accept the view that God allows sin is not because it deals with the question of the problem of evil effectively.  It does not, as many non-Christian philosophers have seen very well.  The reason people accept this explanation is because of ‘the very good reason’ God supposedly has for allowing sin.”


“What is that ‘very good reason’?”


“Free will.  Man’s free will is, in this view, so important, that God is willing to let little girls be murdered for the sake of it.  Beyond that, He is willing for non-Christians never to hear the message of salvation so that the messengers may have free will.  People are willing to accept horrendous evil, if that evil exists for the sake of free will.”


“What is the ‘very good reason’ of the other side?  Why does evil exist according to the view that God controls everything?”


“God controls everything for His own glory.  In the minds of many, this is totally inadequate.  What is the glory of God compared to the free will of man?” (120-121)

“All admit that God’s prescriptive will is violated every day.  God says not to steal, and men steal anyway.”


“Right.”

“And they all must admit, to be consistent, that God’s decretive will is not violated.  One says that God decrees free will, even if evil results.  The other says that God decrees to use all evil for the sake of His glory.  But both agree that what God decrees is done” (123).

“Who are you to say what the correct interpretation is?  Isn’t it arrogant of you to say that you are right and all the others are wrong?”


“It is not a question of whether I am right.  It is a question of whether God revealed this truth in his Word, or not.”


“I don’t get your point.”


“We must not, as Christians, determine whether or not God has revealed something by how many men acknowledge the revelation.  The content of the revelation is determined by the careful and laborious study of the text.  It is not determined by counting noses.  Not even scholarly noses.”


“Are you saying that you cannot make a mistake when you go to the text?”


“No, certainly not.  I have made many mistakes.  But I may only acknowledge my error when someone shows me the mistake from the text.”


“Now how does this relate to the question of  God’s exhaustive sovereignty?”


“I have had many Christians tell me I am wrong about all this predestination business.  But only a handful of them have ever endeavored to demonstrate the error I am supposed to be making from the text.”


“What do the rest of them do?”


“They break down into two basic categories.  The first group talks just long enough to establish where the disagreement lies; after that, they avoid any discussion of the issue.  Thinking about it discomfits them.  The second group will talk about it; indeed, many times they enjoy talking about it.   But the authority to which they appeal makes any resolution of the question impossible.  Their authority, their court of appeals, is reason, common sense, and armchair philosophy.  They will say that reason requires us to acknowledge that we have ‘free will.’  Otherwise, how could God blame us?  For who resists His will?  This group acknowledges the authority of the Bible—on paper—but does not submit to the arbitration of Scripture” (125-126).

“Some Christians deny God’s exhaustive sovereignty, and they live in a manner consistent with that denial.  Other Christians affirm it, but then go on to deny it with their lives.  The second group has more to answer for.”


“You can’t be saying that the church is in this sad condition because this is the way God has willed it?”


“Well, yes, I am.  If God controls everything, then He certainly controls this.”


“But why?  That seems so contrary to everything I have ever learned about God and His relationship to the church.”


“I don’t know why either.  I am not sure a creature could understand why.  But I do know that I am not going to water down clear statements of Scripture just because I want to worship a God who meets with my approval!” (128)

“The modern evangelical church is drowning in an ocean of theological stupidity.  Here and there are handfuls of the ‘orthodox’ clinging to the wreckage of what was once a great ship.  In such a condition, it is impertinent to even be tempted to pride.”



“But why would God do that to His own ship?”


“He has done it, and He is God.  That is enough.  By all that Scripture teaches, His reasons were good, just, and holy.  And when we consider the glorious future that is promised for the gospel in the world, we should take courage as we pray for revival.  It will be clear to us later.”


“And in the meantime…?”


“In the meantime, those Christians who have been given an understanding of this should not puff themselves up.  We know that what Job says in Job 42:2 is true.  I know that You can do everything, and that no purpose of Yours can be withheld from You.  But they must also respond to this truth the way Job did in verses 5-6.  I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You.  Therefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes.” (128-129).

“Hard study can be compared to chopping wood, assembling the kindling, and putting all the wood together for the fire.  There are churches that have a good idea of where the wood should go, but they have forgotten there is supposed to be a fire” (129).

“Systematic theology is like Cliffs Notes.  If one has carefully read a book several times, say, Pride and Prejudice, the information in the notes can be a great help.  But…”


“…there is a temptation to bypass reading the book, and content yourself with truth about the book.”


“Exactly.  And the more truth someone learns, the harder it is for him to see what he has done.  But there are some who have seen this truth who have reacted into the opposite error.”


“And what is that?”


“It is the error of thinking that systematic thinking and speaking about the Bible can be avoided.  It cannot be.  We have to choose between doing it poorly and doing it well.  A refusal to think systematically about the Bible is, in the last analysis, a refusal to understand and apply.  And that is basically a refusal to obey.”


“I see.  How would you relate this to our discussion on the sovereignty of God?”


“There are may Christians who agree with the things I have been telling you.  Unfortunately, many of them have only read the Cliffs Notes.  They subscribe to the Westminster Confession, for example, and they have never read their Bibles once.”  (132-133).

Hard Mercies

"Could you," I asked, settling into my chair, "tell me what brought you to these convictions? What started you on your study?" 

Martin sat quietly for a moment, almost as if he were deciding whether or not to answer me. I hadn't realized I had asked him something personal. Finally, he spoke. 

"I was in my last year of Bible school, and I was out one Saturday night. We were handing out tracts to the bar traffic. It had been an ordinary night in most respects. But around 9:30 I had an encounter with a man that changed my life. 

"A middle-aged man with a gray beard came up and took a tract from me with some interest. He had a young bit of blonde fluff on his arm. She didn't say anything throughout the entire conversation. He didn't tell me what he did for a living, but I gathered that he was some kind of professor. He was certainly well-educated. 

"He stood there, quietly reading the tract. When he was done, he handed it back to me, and then started to ask me questions. I have never been so mangled in debate in my life, before or since. 

"'I see here that you believe the Bible is the Word of God.' 

"'I certainly do,' I replied. "'Do you believe all of it?" he asked. "I nodded, expecting a question about evolution, or 

something like that. I was prepared in all the wrong places. "He inclined his head toward his date. 

"'She and I are going to have a really good time later on. Do you think that's wrong?" 

" 'That depends,' I said, 'on what you mean by "good time.'" 

"He laughed. 'We're spending the night together. Sleeping together. Making love. Having sex. You know. Do you think that's wrong?' 

"'Yes,' I said. I had never had a witnessing encounter like this. 

"'Why is it wrong?' 

"'Because,' I said, 'the Bible says it is wrong.' 

"'So,' he said, 'whatever the Bible says, you believe.' "'Yes,' I said. 

"'So,' he went on, 'you must believe that certain men are elected by God to salvation, and the others are hardened.' 

"I was caught completely off guard. Our classes in Bible school rarely addressed the topic, and when they did it was in a cursory fashion. I remember being occasionally nervous about how some things were explained away, but I had trusted my instructors nevertheless. 

" 'Well,' I said carefully, 'the Bible uses the word election.  So I believe in it.' 

"The man grinned, and took a drag on his cigarette. I could tell he thought he had bagged another one. I thought so too. 

"'What do you think the word means?' he asked. 

"'Different Bible scholars explain it differently.' I was floundering. 

"'Well, you are enough of a Bible scholar to tell me that sleeping with my friend here is sin. Surely you should know enough to tell me about this." 

"I frankly didn't know what I thought. All I had was a vague prejudice against the exhaustive sovereignty of God. So I punted. 

"'God gave us free will. He foresaw what we would do with that free will, and He elected us on that basis.' 

"The man's mocking grin grew broader. 'So! The Bible says that certain men are elected by God, and you, a fine Bible scholar, tell me it means certain men elect themselves! This is a fine hermeneutic, and I am in your debt for it! By this means, I need not feel any concern about the rest of my evening. The Bible says not to fornicate; this means I may fornicate as I please.' 

"I had already turned red, and it occurred to me that my only hope was to change the subject. 

"'You know the Bible fairly well, obviously. Why do you not believe it?' 

"The man's eyes narrowed, and behind the outward good humor I could clearly see the hate. 'Because I know your Book well enough to know that the God of the Bible is a sovereign, all-controlling God. He is therefore a rival. I want to do as I please. I am sovereign.' 

"'But why do you want to fight with God?' "'The same reason you do. I don't believe the Bible because it is a threat to my autonomy. And you don't want your autonomy threatened any more than I do. The only difference between us is that you pretend to believe the Bible.' 

" 'But this topic has been debated for centuries. Surely there are aspects that are not clear-' 

"The man started to walk away. But then he turned and fired a parting shot. ‘Therefore He has mercy on whom He wills, and whom He wills He hardens.’ Those words are as clear as any in the Bible. If they are unclear, then the whole thing is unclear. I grew up in the church. I read my Bible. And the first time I saw those words I knew I hated them. Just like you. 

"'I love this Book, and every word in it." 

"He wheeled around again. 'That's a truckload of crap and you know it. I hate the Christian God, but at least I know it. You hate Him, and pretend you don't. Next time try to learn your product before you go to sell it.' 

"He disappeared, and I stood there crushed. I knew, I don't know how, that there was a lot of truth in his hateful words; he had really shaken me up. I went home right away, and that evening I started to study the Bible in a way that changed the course of my life. I resolved as I began the study that whatever God's Word revealed, I would believe and love. I was done fooling around. It wasn't but two months before I ran into real trouble at the Bible school, and almost didn't graduate. Maybe I'll tell you about that some other time." (135-138) 

“An unregenerate man can love the Word of God, but only so long as he misunderstands it.  An unregenerate man can understand the Word of God, but only so long as he hates it” (140).

Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages

Eco, Umberto.  Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages.  New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986.      ISBN: 0-300-09304-7

When the brightness of beauty has replenished to overflowing the recesses of the heart, it is necessary that it should emerge into the open, just like the light hidden under a bushel: a light shining in the dark is not trying to conceal itself.  The body is an image of the mind, which, like effulgent light scattering forth its rays, is diffused through its members and senses, shining through in action, discourse, appearance, movement—even in laughter, if it is completely sincere and tinged with gravity (Sermones in Cantica, LXXV, 11 (PL, 183, col. 1193)) (10).

It is a work which describes the universe as an inexhaustible irradiation of beauty, a grandiose expression of the ubiquity of the First Beauty, a dazzling cascade of splendours.

But the Superessential Beautiful is called ‘Beauty’ because of that quality which It imparts to all things severally according to their nature, and because It is the Cause of the harmony and splendour of all things, flashing forth upon them all, like light, the beautifying communications of Its originating ray; and because It summons all things to fare unto Itself (from whence It hath the name of ‘Fairness’), and because It draws all things together in a state of mutual interpenetration (Dionysius the Areopagite, The Divine Names, translated by C.E. Holt (London 1920), pp. 95-6) (18).

Verily how great is even the humblest beauty of this world, and how pleasing to the eye of reason diligently considering not only the modes and numbers and orders of things, so decorously appointed throughout the universe, but also the revolving ages which are ceaselessly uncoiled through abatements and successions, and are marked by the death of what is born.  I confess, sinner as I am, with mind befouled in flesh, that I am moved with spiritual sweetness towards the creator and ruler of this world, and honour Him with greater veneration, when I behold at once the magnitude, and beauty and permanence of His Creation (Quoted in H.O. Taylor, The Medieval Mind, II, pp. 347-8) (37).

Aesthetic experience does not mean possessing its object, but contemplating it, observing its proportions, its integrity, its clarity (72).

Beauty is what pleases when it is seen, not because it is intuited without effort, but because it is through effort that it is won, and when the effort is successful it is enjoyed.  We take pleasure in knowledge which has overcome the obstacles in its path and so brought about the quiescence of desire (82).

‘If God’, said Ruysbroeck, ‘were to give everything to the soul, other than Himself alone, its spiritual lust would remain unsatisfied’ (Jan Ruysbroeck, L’Admirable, translated by Ernes Hello (Paris, 1902), p. 39) (90).

Future Men

Wilson, Douglas.  Future Men. Moscow: Canon Press, 2001.  ISBN: 1885767838

The presence or absence of faith reveals whether or not we have a biblical doctrine of the future (9).

Sin is parasitic and cannot function without some good attributes that it seeks to corrupt.  Consequently, faith must distinguish that which must be preserved and developed and that which must be abandoned as sin (11).

The Shape of Masculinity

Men are created to exercise dominion over the earth; they are fitted to be husbandman, tilling the earth; they are equipped to be saviors, delivering from evil; they are expected to grow up into wisdom, becoming sages; and they are designed to reflect the image and glory of God (13).

These distinctions are not made in the interests of winning a competition.  Star differs from star in glory.  The sun and the moon differ from one another.  When the Bible assigns one kind of glory to man and another kind of glory to woman, our modern egalitarian bigotries prevent us from seeing that they are different kinds and levels of glory (17).

If I set the sun beside the moon,

And if I set the land beside the sea,

And if I set the town beside the country,

And if I set the man beside the woman,

I suppose some fool would talk about one being better (18, Chesterton).

Effeminacy and Biblical Masculinity
Suppose a young son is playing left field, and in the course of the game, he drops an easy pop fly.  Suppose further that he says he did so because “the sun was in my eyes,” “a bee was near me,” “the grass was slippery,” “a fan yelled and distracted me,” and so on.  This should be taken with the utmost seriousness by the parents—this boy is in grave spiritual danger.  This pattern of fending off a threat of wounded pride through excuse-making is typical of males in sin, and yet is thoroughly unmasculine.  A refusal to make excuses is right at the heart of scriptural masculinity.



Boys need so much practice at this that they should be taught to accept responsibility even when the sun was in their eyes.  Unfortunately, many boys are schooled in the techniques of avoiding masculinity by their parents.  When a boy does not make excuses it is frequently because he does not need to—mom or dad do it for him.  This is particularly the case when there have been consequences for failure, whatever it is.  Suppose the coach substitutes another player, or the boy is dropped from the team because he is on academic probation, or some other fallout occurs.  Parents are often ferocious in “explaining” why this shouldn’t happen.  The son is in the background, taking notes.  So when they, the parents, confront him about something, he does what he has learned from them.  What he has learned is the practice of refusing to take responsibility.  He has learned how to reject masculinity.  This can all be done in a loud voice, and with hairy chest, but it is still shirking a duty assigned by God (23).

Our goal is perfection, not perfectionism (26).

Perfectionism has the appearance of wisdom, but it is the work of the flesh.  We do not counter perfectionism with imperfectionism; we counter perfectionism with obedience (26).

A Call for Fathers
Rising to the challenges of manhood is very difficult, and the temptation to abdicate will arise whether or not anyone from the outside is encouraging it.  We all tend to sin “downhill.”  Boys will frequently not assume the responsibility assigned to them for the same reason we prefer riding a bicycle down the hill rather than up it (27).

A boy should not grow up—however he manages that—and then when he gets engaged start worrying about how to be a good husband.  Knowledge of what a godly husband is should surround him from the time he is a small boy (32).

We have males who have begotten more males, but we do not have many true fathers.  Many men who should now be training their boys to be men are not yet men themselves.  The gauntlet which their boys are having to run is a gauntlet which they themselves failed to run.  The battle their sons face is a battle which they once faced, and lost.  Because of this the lessons about masculinity contained in Scripture must first be internalized by the fathers.  Such men must learn to be men themselves before they can teach their boys to be men (32-33).

A Covenant Home
The obligation to fear and serve God in truth does not begin at a certain age.  As long as we have breath, we must praise the Lord.  As long as we live among the covenant people of God, we share their covenantal obligations.  Many young boys in the faith have a false assumption about all this; they think that walking with God someday is inevitable, but they think they can postpone that day of reckoning—they don’t believe they have to “grow up” yet.  This assumption is reinforced throughout the Bible belt, where a culture of rededication has taken root.  Young men are expected to sow their wild oats, and then, in due time, to come back to the fold, rededicating their lives (35).

The theological mistake which is commonly made about the nature of the covenant is that of assuming that our boys are aliens to the obligations of the covenant when they are born into our homes, and that they incur no covenantal obligations until they make an individual choice to “sign up.”  But the Bible teaches that the children of at least one believing parent are to be considered saints (1 Cor. 7:14).  A son does not have to join the covenant; the sovereign God has already joined him to the covenant people of God by placing him in a believing home.  Of course, such a boy must have what we might call evangelical faith in order to maintain his covenantal membership.  But he does not have to prove himself in order to join the covenant.  When parents accept and believe this, they bring up their sons to believe, rather than teaching them to doubt.  



And this brings us to sinful assumptions which are commonly made from within the covenant.



Ignorance and Laziness: In our age, wisdom is simply assumed to reside with youth.  According to this current assumption, wisdom is not acquired through decades of faithful obedience but was issued (somehow) with the kid’s driver’s license.  This is a lie (Prov. 22:15).  A young man’s mother starts to tell him something, so he rolls his eyes and says, “I know, I know” (Pov. 18:13).  Not only is this a lie, it has been a very successful one (39).

Doctrinal Meat
Sovereignty: The Bible teaches that God controls everything, and nothing will build a young man’s spine more thoroughly than this doctrine, along with the ramifications of it.  God views all that we do.  “For the ways of man are before the eyes of the Lord, and He ponders all his paths” (Prov. 5:21).  God watches everything that men do.  “The eyes of the Lord are in every place, keeping watch on the evil and the good” (Prov 15:3).  We see here that God watches the commission of wickedness.  If we are competent to judge God for His perfect control over evil, then why do we stop there?  Why not judge Him for His refusal to intervene?  The text here says that he watches the commission of evil.  Wouldn’t we be blameworthy if we did that? (47)

God also has full liberty in His control of free actions.  “The preparations of the heart belong to man, but the answer of the tongue is from the Lord” (Prov. 16:1).  God controls what we say.  “A man’s heart plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps” (Prov. 16:9).  God controls where we step—this includes the gas pedal, and this is why we pray for traveling mercies.  It does not depend upon a “yielded heart.”  When a man’s ways please the Lord, He makes even his enemies to be at peace with him” (Prov. 16:7) (48).

If they are taught, boys will respond to a clear statement of the mission before the church.  Boys are built for battle, and they must be trained up to it.  But if we continue to teach the hopelessness of our earthly endeavors, we must not be surprised when those among us who are built, created, for earthly endeavors, take their strength elsewhere.  Why do boys not like to come to church, we wonder.  The answer is that we chase them out with our insipid and impotent doctrine.


Put simply, our boys cannot learn how to become Christian men, men without doctrinal backbone, without a return to the doctrines of the Reformation, doctrines which are taught, and taught plainly, in the Scriptures (51).

Secret Sin, Tolerated Sin

“And there is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things are naked and open to the eyes of Him to whom we must give account” (Heb. 4:13).  The principle here is that secret sin is built upon a false theology of God.  This false theology is not what we would call an honest mistake either; this kind of sin is driven by a willfulness which does not want the “invasive” God of orthodoxy (53).

Christian Liberty
The end or purpose of Christian liberty is not to smoke or drink; liberty is given for the pursuit of holiness.  Those who wave the banner of Christian liberty so that they might do whatever they might want to do have not understood the doctrine at all.  The point is not to drink or smoke or dance according to our own whims, in the light of our own wisdom, but to do whatever we do before the Lord, with the increase of joy and holiness obvious to all.  Our guide on how this is to be done is in the Bible, and not our pet evangelical traditions.  And this is why the mature may drink wine to the glory of God, and the same cannot be applied to young men who may be more concerned about looking cool than being holy (77).

What is liberty for?  It is given so that we might serve one another in love.  It is not given as an occasion for the flesh.  Young men rarely agitate for their liberties while serving others in love.  They are usually after their own jollies, tinglies, and whatnot (79).

Girls and Sex
The cultural discipline of honoring women is very important.  It is no accident that feminists have succeeded in getting women treated “equally” with men, and now that women are no longer singled out for honor, that the men around them just go with their lusts.  The results have not been at all favorable for women.  After decades of established feminism, the end result is that far more women, in their relationships with men, are treated like dirt (136).

Put another way, the well-respected and pious tend to think about sins.  The godly are constrained by the teaching of Christ to think about sin—the condition of sinfulness, the fountainhead of all sins (137).

What is the offending member?  What brings a young man to sin in this way?  What produces such sin?  And what must therefore be cut off?  The answer is that the offending member is the heart.  A man must have a new heart, or he will die.  The doctrine of regeneration must be straight in our minds, for a tremendous amount of mischief has resulted from confusion at this point.  We are not born again because we have repented and believed.  Rather, we have repented and believed because God has given us the new birth.  If our old hearts were capable of repentance and belief, then we would not need new hearts.  Rather, we would simply need to improve the old ones (138).

A father should check in with his son and not wait for his son to ask.  Further, he should check periodically and regularly.  Every son needs guidance and accountability from his father in this area.  Sometimes young Christian men form accountability groups with other young men, which is not nearly as good an idea as it might seem.  In many cases, it might as well be called the swimmers-drowning-together club.  Say there are six guys in the group—what you have is six bundles of testosterone with feet.  Suppose at a meeting one of the young men confesses having visited porn sites on the web and then masturbated during the last week.  Then the other five guys say, “Oh.”  Maybe they even exhort him strongly.  On the other hand, if the young man had asked his father to be his accountability group, he would have found his computer privileges promptly revoked.  In other words, it would be a real accountability, and not a pseudo-accountability which allows young Christian men to talk about their sexual sins without consequences (140).

Contempt for the Cool
In other words, in the old days you had to be like everyone else in order to be like everyone else.  But this new generation coming up is media-savvy and street-smart-hip; they have to be like everybody else so that they can be different from everybody else.  The old conformists at least knew what they were doing.  The new conformists haven’t a clue.  They have been massaged into thinking they are striking a blow for individual liberty and freedom of choice whenever they ask for money to buy just what all the other nonconformists are buying (154).

But the very real pressure comes to bear—frequently—whenever a pragmatic mother tries to make a shopping choice that would save a goodly amount of money, but would leave the kids without the necessary designer label.  The poor children can’t be cool without Tommy Whosit emblazoned on their hindquarters.  And—until next week—going to school in Adidas is simply unthinkable—gotta preserve that precious individuality through consuming cravenness! 


How silly we are being is hard for us to see.  We have to use a thought experiment to get outside the boundaries of our thoroughly commercialized times.  Just try to imagine Jonathan Edwards in a Hard Rock Café/Boston polo shirt.  Or Patrick Henry sporting a Garth Brooks commemorative concert tour shirt?  And the evangelical catch-up artists, manufacturing their copycat Christian designer goods, have transcended all this secular silliness and clambered up into a veritable nirvana of pious imbecility.  Pagans are bad; we are worse…


The Bible requires that parents instruct their children in the art of biblical thinking.  This is an important topic for dinner table discussion.  After all, do you really want them to have to say, at the end of their lives, that they lived and died at the turn of the millennium, and all they got was this lousy tee-shirt? (155).

The Bible & Clothes (pg 156-57)

The problem today is that of the “invisible” uniform, the invisible world view.  Very few have eyes to see it.  Remember that we are after the principle, and not a dress code, woodenly applied.  The principle here is that sons must be taught not to hunger for a source of authority other than the Word of God—which is precisely what the concept of cool is.  The problem is not this piece of fabric or that one, but rather a question of the source of legitimacy—is it to be found in the whims of designers and teenaged consumers, or is it to be found in the wisdom resident in Scripture?  (158)

Everything we do, all day long, is aiding or hindering us in our maturity in Christ.  Nothing is neutral.  So when we have said that something is “not a sin,” this does not mean it is impossible to sin with that something.  Some things, Scripture teaches, are not at all sin, like wealth, but it is still difficult to avoid sinning with it.  And so it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a teenager to enter the kingdom of heaven listening to the Dave Matthews Band (159).

Modern evangelicals have a clear eye this way; they have a true imitative genius.  They can copy anything the world produces, down to the slightest flourish or embellishment.  Whether trafficking in guitar licks or designer logos, they can always ape the real thing with exactitude.  The only thing they don’t know is what it all means.  Modern evangelicals are like a drunk Japanese businessman in a karaoke bar singing along with the Stones.  In his own boozy way, he knows everything about the song except what it is about (160).

A constant diet of pop culture is only legitimate if you don’t want to grow up (161).

So then, on to particulars.  Parents need to teach their kids to ask pointed questions about music and movies, clothing and jewelry, and whatever other cultural stampede anybody thinks up next.  The questions should all revolve around the central question of what it actually means.  And when we come to understand the foundational meaning of the movie Titanic, body piercing, rap music, and shrink-wrapped Twinkies, we should not be surprised when it all comes out with the same basic message—do what you feel, and go with the flow.  This is described in the Bible as folly (161).

Of course production in pop culture can frequently be quite demanding, but the consumption of it rarely is.  Take a series of examples in several different areas.  The music of Bach is of course demanding to perform, but it also makes demands on the listener.  This is why the undisciplined mind avoids such music; it invites thought, contemplation, discipline, lots of icky things (162-163).

Pop culture is a culture which does not enculturate, a culture which does not discipline.  It is therefore an oxymoronic culture.  In a biblical culture, a man expects his great-grandchildren to read what he has read, sing what he has sung, listen to what he has listened to.  In an evanescent culture, like the one that surrounds us, a man expects to have all his “cultural” experiences buried with him.  In the year 2525, do you think anyone will have heard of that dumb song? (163)

But if wisdom and folly are moral issues, then they are moral issues for young men as well as old.  “Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom.  And in all your getting, get understanding” (Prov. 4:7).  The one who is urged to get wisdom is a young man who does not yet have it.  In all his getting—scholarships, promotions, houses, jobs, etc.—he must make sure that the one thing needful is not missing.  Get wisdom (164).

The Pilgrim’s Progress

Bunyan, John.  The Pilgrim’s Progress.  Penguin Books Ltd: London, 1987.      ISBN: 0-14-043004-0

‘May we go in thither?’  Then the Interpreter took him, and led him up toward the door of the palace; and behold, at the door stood a great company of men as desirous to go in, but durst not.  There also sat a man, at a little distance from the door, at a table-side, with a book, and his inkhorn before him, to take the name of him that should enter therein.  He saw also that in the doorway stood many men in armour to keep it, being resolved to do to the man that would enter what hurt and mischief they could.  Now was Christian somewhat in a muse; at last, when every man started back for fear of the armed men, Christian saw a man of a very stout countenance come up to the man that sat there to write, saying, ‘Set down my name, Sir,’ the which when he had done, he saw the man draw his sword, and put an helmet upon his head, and rush toward the door upon the armed men, who laid upon him with all deadly force; but the man, not at all discouraged, fell to cutting and hacking most fiercely; so after he had received and given many wounds to those that attempted to keep him out, he cut his way through them all, and pressed forward into the palace; at which there was a pleasant voice heard from those that were within, even of the three that walked upon the top of the palace, saying,


Come in, come in;


Eternal Glory thou shalt win.

So he went in, and was clothed with such garments as they.  Then Christian smiled, and said, ‘I think verily I know the meaning of this’ (76-77).

Christian. What wast thou once?

Man.  The man said, I was once a fair and flourishing professor, both in mine own eyes, and also in the eyes of others: I once was, as I thought, fair for the Celestial City, and had then even joy at the thoughts that I should get thither.

Christian.  Well, but what art thou now?

Man.  I am now a man of despair, and am shut up in it, as in this iron cage.  I cannot get out, O now I cannot.

Christian.  But how camest thou in this condition?

Man.  I left off to watch, and be sober; I laid the reins upon the neck of my lusts; I sinned against the light of the word, and the goodness of God: I have grieved the Spirit, and his is gone; I tempted the Devil, and he is come to me; I have provoked God to anger, and he has left me; I have so hardened my heart, that I cannot repent.


Then said Christian to the Interpreter, ‘But is there no hopes for such a man as this?’  ‘Ask him,’ said the Interpreter.

Christian.   Then said Christian, Is there no hope but you must be kept in this iron cage of despair?

Man.  No, none at all.

Christian.  Why?  The Son of the Blessed is very pitiful.

Man.  I have crucified him to myself afresh, I have despised his person, I have despised his righteousness, I have counted his blood an unholy thing, I have done despite to the spirit of grace: therefore I have shut myself out of all the promises; and there now remains to me nothing but threatenings, dreadful threatenings, fearful threatenings of certain judgment and fiery indignation, which shall devour me as an adversary.

Christian.  For what did you bring yourself into this condition?

Man.  For the lusts, pleasures, and profits of this world; in the enjoyment of which I did then promise myself much delight: but now even every one of those things also bite me and gnaw me like a burning worm.

Christian.  But canst thou not now repent and turn?

Man.  God hath denied me repentance; his word gives me no encouragement to believe; yea, himself hath shut me up in this iron cage: nor can all the men in the world let me out.  O eternity! eternity! how shall I grapple with the misery that I must meet with in eternity?  (79)

Thus therefore he now went on, bewailing his sinful sleep, saying, ‘O wretched man that I am, that I should sleep in the day-time!  That I should sleep in the midst of difficulty!  That I should so indulge the flesh as to use that rest for ease to my flesh which the Lord of the Hill hath erected only for the relief of the spirits of pilgrims! (88)

I count that the Prince under whose banner now I stand is able to absolve me; yea, and to pardon also what I did as to my compliance with thee: and besides (O thou destroying Apollyon), to speak truth, I like his service, his wages, his servants, his government, his company, and country better than thine: and therefore leave off to persuade me further, I am his servant, and I will follow him (103).

He said his name was ‘Adam the First, and I dwell in the town of Deceit.’  I asked him then, What was his work?  And what the wages that he would give?  He told me, That his work was many delights and his wages, that I should be his heir at last.  I further asked him what house he kept, and what other servants he had.  So he told me that his house was maintained with all the dainties in the world, and that his servants were those of his own begetting.  Then I asked how many children he had; he said, that he had but three daughters, The Lust of the Flesh, the Lust of the Eyes, and The Pride of Life, and that I should marry them all if I would.  Then I asked how long time he would have me live with him.  And he told me, as long as he lived himself (116).

Then went the jury out, whose names were Mr Blind-man, Mr No-good, Mr Malice, Mr Love-lust, Mr Liveloose, Mr Heady, Mr High-mind, Mr Enmity, Mr Liar, Mr Cruelty, Mr Hate-light, and Mr Implacable, who every one gave in his private verdict against him among themselves (145).

By-ends.  Why, they after their headstrong manner conclude that it is duty to rush on their journey all weathers, and I am for waiting for wind and tike.  They are for hazarding all for God at a clap, and I am for taking all advantages to secure my life and estate.  They are for holding their notions, though all other men are against them, but I am for religion in what and so far as the times and my safety will bear it.  They are for religion, when in rags and contempt, but I am for him when he walks in his golden slippers in the sunshine, and with applause (151).

Hopeful.  I am sorry that I was so foolish, and am made to wonder that I am not now as Lot’s wife; for wherein was the difference ‘twixt her sin and mine?  She only looked back, and I had a desire to go see; let grace be adored, and let me be ashamed, that ever such a thing should be in mine heart (159).

Christian.  By no means, said the other, lest sleeping, we never awake more.

Hopeful.  Why my brother?  Sleep is sweet to the labour man; we may be refreshed if we take a nap.

Christian.  Do you not remember, that one of the shepherds bid us beware of the Enchanted Ground?  He meant by that that we should beware of sleeping; wherefore let us not sleep as do others, but let us watch and be sober.

Hopeful.  I acknowledged myself in fault, and had I been here alone, I had by sleeping run the danger of death.  I see it is true that the wise man saith, Two are better than one.  Hitherto hath thy company been my mercy; and thou shalt have a good reward for thy labour.

Christian.  Now then, said Christian, to prevent drowsiness in this place, let us fall into good discourse.

Hopeful.  With all my heart, said the other.

Christian.  Where shall we begin?

Hopeful.  Where God began with us.  But do you begin if you please (170).

Then I asked him what I must do when I came and he told me I must entreat upon my knees with all my heart and soul, the Father to reveal him to me.  Then I asked him further, how I must make my supplication to him?  And he said, ‘Go, and thou shalt find him upon a mercy-seat, where he sits all the year long to give pardon and forgiveness to them that come.  I told him that I knew not what to say when I came: and he bid me say to this effect, God be merciful to me a sinner, and make me know and believe in Jesus Christ; for I see that if his righteousness had not been, or I have not faith in that righteousness, I am utterly cast away: Lord, I have heard that thou art a merciful God, and has ordained that thy Son Jesus Christ should be the Saviour of the world; and moreover, thou art willing to bestow him upon such a poor sinner as I am (and I am a sinner indeed), Lord take therefore this opportunity, and magnify thy grace in the salvation of my soul, through thy Son Jesus Christ. Amen.

Christian.  And did you do as you were bidden?

Hopeful.  Yes, over and over and over.

Christian.  And did the Father reveal his Son to you?

Hopeful.  Not at the first, nor second, nor third, nor fourth, nor fifth, no, nor at the sixth time neither.

Christian.  What did you do then?

Hopeful.  What!  Why I could not tell what to do.  

Christian.  Had you not thoughts of leaving off praying?

Hopeful.  Yes, an hundred times, twice told.

Christian.  And what was the reason you did not?

Hopeful.  I believed that that was true which had been told me, to wit, that without the righteousness of this Christ, all the world could not save me; and therefore thought I with myself, if I leave off, I die, and I can but die at the throne of grace.  And withal, this came into my mind, If I tarry, wait for it, because it will surely come, and will not tarry.  So I continued praying until the Father showed me his Son.

Christian.  And how was he revealed unto you?

Hopeful.  I did not see him with my bodily eyes, but with the eyes of mine understanding; and thus it was.  One day I was very sad, I think sadder than at any one time in my life; and this sadness was through a fresh sight of the greatness and vileness of my sins: and as I was then looking for nothing but Hell, and the everlasting damnation of my soul, suddenly, as I thought, I saw the Lord Jesus look down from Heaven upon me, and saying, ‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved.’


But I replied, ‘Lord, I am a great, a very great sinner’; and he answered, ‘My grace is sufficient for thee.’  Then I said ‘But Lord, what is believing?’  And then I saw from that saying He that cometh to me shall never hunger, and he that believeth on me shall never thirst that believing and coming was all one, and that he that came, that is, run out in his heart and affections after salvation by Christ, he indeed believed in Christ (193-194).

Ignorance.  Why, to be short, I think I must believe in Christ for justification.

Christian.  How!  Think thou must believe in Christ, when thou seest not thy need of him!  Thou neither seest thy original, nor actual infirmities, but hast such an opinion of thyself, and of what thou doest as plainly renders thee to be one that did never see a necessity of Christ’s personal righteousness to justify thee before God.  How then doest thou say, ‘I believe in Christ?’

Ignorance.  I believe well enough for all that.

Christian.  How doest thou believe?

Ignorance.  I believe that Christ died for sinners, and that I shall be justified before God from the curse through his gracious acceptance of my obedience to his law: or thus, Christ makes my duties that are religious, acceptable to his Father by virtue of his merits; and so shall I be justified.

Christian.  Let me give an answer to this confession of thy faith.

1. Thou believest with a fantastical faith, for this faith is nowhere described in the Word.

2. Thou believest with a false faith, because it taketh justification from the personal righteousness of Christ and applies to thy own.

3. This faith maketh not Christ a justifier of thy person, but of thy actions; and of thy person for thy actions’ sake, which is false.

4. Therefore this faith is deceitful, even such as will leave thee under wrath, in the day of God Almighty.  For true justifying faith puts the soul(as sensible of its lost condition by the law) upon flying for refuge unto Christ’s righteousness (which righteousness of his is not an act of grace by which he maketh for justification thy obedience accepted with God, but his personal obedience to the law in doing and suffering for us what that required at our hands).  This righteousness I say true faith accepteth, under the skirt of which the soul being shrouded, and by it presented as spotless before God, it is accepted, and acquit from condemnation (199-200).

Hopeful.  Why man!  Christ is so hid in God from the natural apprehensions of all flesh, that he cannot by any man be savingly known, unless God the Father reveals him to them.

Ignorance.  That is your faith, but not mine; yet mine I doubt not, is as good as yours, though I have not in my head so many whimsies as you. 

Christian.  Give me leave to put in a word: you ought not so slightly to speak of this matter: for this I will boldly affirm (even as my good companion hath done), that no man can know Jesus Christ but by the revelation of the Father: yea, and faith too, by which the soul layeth hold upon Christ (if it be right) must be wrought by the exceeding greatness of his mighty power, the working of which faith, I perceive, poor Ignorance, thou art ignorant of.  Be awakened then, see thine own wretchedness, and fly to the Lord Jesus, and by his righteousness, which is the righteousness of God (for he himself is God), thou shalt be delivered from condemnation (201).
Hopeful.  How will you describe right fear?

Christian.  True, or right fear, is discovered by three things:

1. By its rise: it is caused by saving convictions for sin.

2. It driveth the soul to lay fast hold of Christ for salvation.

3. It begetteth and continueth in the soul a great reverence of God, his Word, and ways, keeping it tender and making it afraid to turn from them, to the right hand, or to the left, to any thing that may dishonour God, break its peace, grieve the Spirit, or cause the enemy to speak reproachfully (203).

The Second Part

And for that you tell me of all these troubles that I am like to meet with in the way, they are so far off from being to me a discouragement that they show I am in the right.  The bitter must come before the sweet, and that also will make the sweet the sweeter (241).

The Interpreter then replied, ‘This robin is an emblem very apt to set forth some professors by; for to sight they are as this robin, pretty of note, colour and carriages, they seem also to have a very great love for professors that are sincere, and above all other to desire to sociate with, and to be in their company, as if they could live upon the good man’s crumbs.  They pretend also that therefore it is that they frequent the House of the Godly and the appointments of the Lord: but when they are by themselves, as the robin, they can catch and gobble up spiders, they can change their diet, drink iniquity, and swallow down sin like water (263).

‘Every ship-master, when in a storm, will willingly cast that overboard that is of the smallest value in the vessel; but who will throw the best out first?  None but he that feareth not God (263).

The House called Beautiful (269).

God speaks once, yea twice, yet man perceiveth it not.  In a dream, in a vision of the night, when deep sleep falleth upon men, in slumbering upon the bed.  We need not, when a-bed, lie awake to talk with God; he can visit us while we sleep, and cause us then to hear his voice.  Our heart oft times wakes when we sleep, and God can speak to that, either by words, by proverbs, by signs, and similitudes, as well as if one was awake (285).

‘Let thy garments be always white, and let thy head want no ointment.  Let Mercy live and not die, and let not her works be few.’  And to the boys he said, ‘Do you fly youthful lusts, and follow after godliness with them that are grave, and wise, so shall you put gladness into your mother’s heart, and obtain praise of all that are sober minded’ (298).

James.  No fears, no grace, said James.  Though there is not always grace where there is the fear of Hell; yet to be sure there is no grace where there is no fear of God (320).

Great-heart.  For the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom; and to be sure they that want the beginning, have neither the middle nor end (321).

Gaius.  So let all ministering doctrines of thee in this life beget in thee a greater desire to sit at the supper of the great King in his Kingdom; for all preaching, books, and ordinances here, are but as the laying of the trenchers, and as setting of salt upon the board, when compared with the feast that our Lord will make for us when we come to his House (328).

Fahrenheit 451

Bradbury, Ray.  Fahrenheit 451.  Toronto: The Random House Publishing Group, 1982.  ISBN: 0-345-34296-8

Let you alone!  That’s all very well, but how can I leave myself alone?  We need not to be let alone.  We need to be really bothered once in a while.  How long is it since you were really bothered?  About something important, about something real? (52).

More sports for everyone, group spirit, fun, and you don’t have to think, eh?  Organize and organize and superorganize super-super sports.  More cartoons in books.  More pictures.  The minds drinks less and less. Impatience.  Highways full of crowds going somewhere, somewhere, nowhere.  The gasoline refugee.  Towns turn into motels, people in nomadic surges from place to place, following the moon tides, living tonight in the room where you slept this noon and I the night before…Now let’s take up the minorities in our civilization, shall we?  Bigger the population, the more minorities.  Don’t step on the toes of the dog lovers, the cat lovers, doctors, lawyers, merchants, chiefs, Mormons, Baptists, Unitarians, second-generation Chinese, Swedes, Italians, Germans, Texans, Brooklynites, Irishmen, people from Oregon or Mexico.  The people in the book, this play, this TV serial are not meant to represent any actual painters, cartographers, mechanics anywhere.  The bigger you market, Montag, the less you handle controversy, remember that!  All the minor minor minorities with their navels to be kept clean.  Authors, full of evil thoughts, lock up your typewriters.  They did.  Magazines became a nice blend of vanilla tapioca.  Books, so the damned snobbish critics said, were dishwater.  No wonder books stopped selling, the critics said.  But the public, knowing what it wanted, spinning happily, let the comic books survive.  And the three-dimensional sex magazines, of course.  There you have it, Montag.  It didn’t come from the Government down.  There was no dictum, no declaration, no censorship, to start with, no!  Technology, mass exploitation, and minority pressure carried the trick, thank God.  Today, thanks to them, you can stay happy all the time, you are allowed to read comics, the good old confessions, or trade journals (58).

You must understand that our civilization is so vast that we can’t have or minorities upset and stirred.  Ask yourself, What do we want in this country above all?  People want to be happy, isn’t that right?  Haven’t you heard it all your life?  I want to happy, people say.  Well, aren’t they?  Don’t we keep them moving, don’t we give them fun?  That’s all we live for, isn’t it?  For pleasure, for titillation?  And you must admit our culture provides plenty of these (59).

If you don’t want a man unhappy politically, don’t give him two sides of a question to worry him; give him one.  Better yet, give him none.  Let him forget there is such a thing as war.  If the government is inefficient, topheavy, and tax-mad, better it be all those than that people worry over it.  Peace, Montag.  Give the people contests they win by remembering the words to more popular songs or the names of state capitals or how much corn Iowa grew last year.  Cram them full of noncombustible data, chock them so damned full of ‘facts’ they feel stuffed, but absolutely ‘brilliant’ with information.  Then they’ll feel they’re thinking, they’ll get a sense of motion without moving.  And they’ll be happy, because facts of that sort don’t change.  Don’t give them any slippery stuff like philosophy or sociology to tie things up with.  That way lies melancholy.  Any man who can take a TV wall apart and put it back together again, and most men can, nowadays, is happier than any man who tries to slide-rule, measure, and equate the universe, which just won’ be measured or equated without making man feel bestial and lonely.  I know, I’ve tried it; to hell with it.  So bring on your clubs and parties, your acrobats and magicians, your daredevils, jet cars, motorcycle helicopters, you sex and heroin, more of everything to do with automatic reflex.  If the drama is bad, if the film says nothing, if the play is hollow, sting me in the theremin, loudly.  I’ll think I’m responding to the play, when it’s only a tactile reaction to vibration.  But I don’t care.  I just like solid entertainment (61).

We’ve started and won two atomic wars since 1990!  Is I because we’re having so much fun a home we’ve forgotten the world?  Its it because we’re so rich and the rest of the world’s so poor and we just don’t care if they are?  I’ve heard rumors; the world is starving, but we’re well fed.  Its it true, the world works hard and we play?  Is that why we’re hated so much?  I’ve heard the rumors about hate, too, once in a long while, over the years.  Do you know why?  I don’t, that’s sure!  Maybe the books can get us half out of the cave.  They just might stop us from making the same damn insane mistakes!  I don’t hear those idiot bastards in your parlor talking about it.  God, Millie, don’t you see?  An hour a day, two hours, with these books, and maybe…”


The telephone range.  Mildred snatched the phone.


“Ann!”  She laughed.  “Yes, the White Clown’s on tonight!” (73-74)

It’s been a long time.  I’m not a religious man.  But it’s been a long time…It’s [the Bible] as good as I remember.  Lord, how they’ve changed it in our ‘parlors’ these days.  Christ is one of the ‘family’ now.  I often wonder if God recognizes His own son the way we’ve dressed him up, or is it dressed him down?  He’s a regular peppermint stick now, all sugar-crystal and saccharine when he isn’t making veiled references to certain commercial products that every worshiper absolutely needs (81).

But who has ever torn himself from the claw that encloses you when you drop a seed in a TV parlor?  It grows you any shape it wishes!  It is an environment as real as the world.  It becomes and is the truth.  Books can be beaten down with reason (84).

I plunk the children in school nine days out of ten.  I put up with them when they come home three days a month; it’s not bad at all.  You heave them into the ‘parlor’ and turn the switch.  It’s like washing clothes: stuff laundry in and slam the lid.”  Mrs. Bowles tittered.  “They’d just as soon kick as kiss me.  Thank God, I can kick back! (96).”

The Mystery of Children

Mason, Mike.  The Mystery of Children: What Our Kids Teach Us About Childlike Faith.  Colorado Springs: WaterBrook Press, 2001.   ISBN: 1-57856-422-0

A child is a revelation from God.  Prophets receive visions, mystics ponder the ineffable, great preachers deliver God’s word.  But the greatest revelation comes through flesh and blood.  Every child is a fresh, unheard-of image of God, and the children keep coming and coming because the world has not yet conceived of all the fullness of God’s glory.  


If God were a painter, He would paint not with brush and oils but with babies.  If God were a historian, He would write the history of the world not with kings and armies but with children.  If God were a preacher, He would preach not with words but with you and me, His own dear sons and daughters (xi).

The way to be a good parent is by growing in childlike faith, and the way to become childlike is to love a child (xiii).

On our own we are nothing; all light shines through relationships.  We cannot obey Jesus’ word to become childlike without loving an actual child.  We can learn a great deal about ancient Rome by reading books or going to museums, but wouldn’t it be far more eye-opening to spend a day, or ten years with an ancient Roman (xiv)?

Those who refuse to become childlike are doomed to be childish (8).

With Jesus right there in the room, I tasted the delicious sensation of releasing all control of my daughter.  Did this stop me from ever again worrying about Heather or about myself as her father?  No.  Soon afterward I forgot this incident and I’ve kept on forgetting it.  I would forget it for months, for years at a time.  The most difficult part of the Christian faith is remembering.  


Many people would like to be prophetic and be able to see into the future.  But when it comes to the lessons of God, most of us cannot even see into the past.  We forget so quickly.  From one day to the next we fail to remember what the Lord has said, what He has done for us, even the most basic facts of the gospel.  We are like old people with Alzheimer’s.  Overnight we can forget that God even exists, and in the morning we must get to know Him all over again (11).

Even becoming a maturer father, like becoming a maturer Christian, happens only by realizing who I am already, realizing the nature of the relationship I am already in and accepting it more profoundly (13).

Who better to learn crying from than a baby?  Babies are little soldiers—infantry (excuse the pun) whose unswerving mission is to scale their parent’s walls, invade their inner sanctum and knock down all their cherished defenses against pure, irrational feelings.  


No, parents, you are not paranoid.  Babies really have been sent into your life to confuse all your plans, to frustrate your best intentions, to outwit you at every turn and to drive you to your knees.


In short: to reduce you to tears, just like themselves.


For you are exactly the same, you two.  One’s big, one’s little but there the difference ends, and God would have you know this.  He wants you to know that you too are but a mewling little rosebud, kicking in your blankets and screaming bloody murder whenever the big Butler-in-the-Sky doesn’t bring your food and drink on a silver platter at precisely the right time (16).

Our soul is like a baby because we do not know when it will sleep or when it will wake, when it will be content or when it will seem to work against us, when it will demand attention or require a change.  Like our soul a baby hasn’t got much flesh.  It doesn’t yet know how to hide in the folds of flesh, and so whatever it feels inside is immediately registered shamelessly on the surface (20).

But for infants every object speaks of another world, and that other world is Paradise, the only world for which they were created.  Children remind us that the physical world is the kindergarten of the soul.  They don’t artificially divide the physical and spiritual.  The sky is the color of God’s eyes, the stars are the twinkles in them, and clouds are the crinkles at their corners (27).

Now I need a child to teach me once more how magical the world is, how everything that exists is charged with an overpowering enchantment, as if some very great artist had just moments before finished making it and departed from the room (28).

She would casually comment, “Dad, if I were Mommy, I would never have married you.  I wouldn’t have been that desperate” (34).

It takes children to make grownups of us (40).

Would a loving heavenly Father put parents through the storm of toddlerhood without offering us the same rest and comfort He expects us to offer our children?


One evening while I was cleaning Heather’s highchair and picking up all her things, it occurred to me that there must be angels assigned to us adults to perform similar duties, caring for us as we care for our children: tidying up our spiritual messes, picking up the various things we have carelessly discarded and strewn around—the shining garments, the helmets and breastplates, the swords left out in the rain to rust (43).

To me the word terrible conjures up a God who hurls spitballs into space to create worlds, who is capable at any moment of upsetting our apple cart, of tearing the sky in two as if it were a piece of silk, or of casting the stars sizzling into the sea.  This is a God to chant and shout to, to dance before, to worship in awe and trembling, and to follow with alacrity into any battle (46).

It’s not just the bad behavior of children that gets under our skin.  It’s that whether they’re bad or good they’re like bright light shining in our eyes, showing us up for who we are.  As a child’s consciousness grows, we’re more and more aware of this other person in our home who sees the way we live—really sees—and who begins to judge the quality of our life as they catch on to some of our secrets, our vices, our skeletons in the closet.  Not many of us are ready to have a little moral searchlight in our midst, illuminating the stains on our souls (47).

Why are adults so frightened of mere children?  It’s because children know no law except the desires of their own hearts.  That’s why they will blunder headlong toward the open stairwell without any thought of personal danger.  What can happen?  At worst, a little bump or two, and then loving arms will scoop them up to safety.  A child trusts.  What fanaticism (48-49)!

There’s no work more complex, more important, or more exalted that that of caring for children.  After all, it’s what God Himself has chosen, above all else, to do with His time (51).

Did the Magi know beyond doubt that they had found their king?  Oh yes, they knew!  They knew it when the little guy sat astride their backs, smacked them on the rumps, and cried, “Giddyap, Frankincense!  Mush, Myrrh!  Hi ho, Gold—away!”


“Jesus, hon,” His mother kept saying, “don’t embarrass the nice men.”


But He was born to embarrass nice men, to embarrass them with riches.  All day long the great sages lay in the dirt, collapsed in ecstasy, slain by the spirit of an urchin.  All night they lay there too, babbling in tongues, humming snatches of psalms and Mother Goose, burbling musically like babes.  That night the greatest astrologers of the ancient world literally saw stars—saw them for the first time, as they are, rolling round heaven to a toddler’s tune (57-58).

We walk before we can crawl, and run when we ought to be nursing at the breast.  Believers seem to like the idea of being “born again,” but who is prepared to be a child again?


As a parent I’m impressed by how long it takes for a child to grow to maturity.  Each stage has its appropriate capabilities, and the process cannot, must not, be rushed.  God took eighty years to prepare Moses to lead the people of Israel, and Jesus Himself did not begin His ministry until the age of thirty.  Yet today we worry about Christians in their twenties who do not yet know what to do with their lives.

Have you had your thirty hidden years yet?  Or are you one of those Christians who grew up too fast and never had a childhood (70)?


No prayer is more powerful than the prayer of powerlessness, of littleness, of not knowing.  Isn’t this what it means to be poor in Spirit (76)?

For me the beginning of childlike faith was when God became so big that I could no longer think complex theological thoughts about Him, but could only mumble and muse, stammer and sigh.  I was learning the alphabet of praise (75).

Prayer is the process of crouching down and making ourselves small before God.  This downsizing is not an option; it is the only way to enter the kingdom of heaven.  To grow in the Spirit is to become little in relation to more and more areas of life—marriage, family, church, work—until eventually it is possible to be little and childlike even in the presence of Satan and all his demons.  For it is God, not you or I, who is bigger than evil (78).

To become childlike we must learn to love children.  As long as my love for Heather was stingy and faltering, I would not enter into childlike faith.  To become like a child I need to love a child, purely and with wholehearted extravagance.


As a father my greatest frustration has been that this sort of love did not come to me naturally.  I seemed to lack paternal instinct.  But then, why should love come naturally?  Love is not natural but supernatural.  It comes from God, and if we don’t have it, we must ask for it.  What we don’t know, we must learn (85).

For just as we do not know how to love, neither do we know how to pray for love.  We really do not know anything at all about love.  And here, in the humility of unknowing, is the place to start (85).

Why would God give me times of special intimacy in prayer only to have them blown apart by intrusions? For years I puzzled and puzzled over this, until finally I learned this rule: First love, then pray.


Gradually I realized that whenever I felt God’s presence it was always for the purpose of love.  No wonder people kept interrupting my prayers!  It’s not the intrusions of people that spoil prayer.  Rather, the refusal to love drives God away (91).

Love does not arise out of what we have to give, but out of knowing we have nothing to give.  It is good to give what we have.  But until we give what we have not, we fall short of unconditional love (92).

Being childlike involves loosing our hold on explanation and returning to the humble status of witness.  It means letting go of trying to manipulate events and instead, like a child on his father’s knee, becoming captivated by the story of our lives (108).

Children live this way.  Children and stories are inseparable because children live stories.  Adults tend to live in their heads, relentlessly analyzing.  But children experience life directly.  To children life is a story in which they are the main character.


Adults, not content simply to be characters, want to be the author of their story.  Being part of a story means surrendering control, but we like to think we can control our world, or at least a good chunk of it.  At the very least we’d like to control our children!  


Children know (at least better than adults) that they have little control.  They have tantrums because they do not even bother trying to control themselves.  They know they are not in control of their story, that they are not the author.  To a greater or lesser extent, life simply unfolds for them.  Only gradually do they enter into the sate of self-realization wherein their actions become more conscious and deliberate (109).

Similarly, when I became a Christian, it was not by means of rational analysis but rather by falling on my knees and giving my life to Christ in an act that was beyond my comprehension.  I did not choose Christ, He chose me.  All I did was respond to His amazing call and presence.  I was caught up in a story with a spellbinding hero.  In that moment I relinquished control of my personal history and became a character in His story.  I became a child once more, born again (110).

All of us should experience theology being continually yanked out of our grasp and turned back into pure story.  For the kingdom of heaven is today’s news (111).

Suddenly the Bible seemed a wondrous book full of marvelous words for banishing all evil.  Suddenly the world it described was a shining, mystical world, the home not of malls and newspapers and automobiles but of angels, beautiful gardens, and rivers of living water.  There were enemies, yes, and darkness and pitfalls, but so pure and radiant was the power of this book that every obstacle could be readily overcome with a word, with a song, or with some secret weapon (125).

I needed guidance and comforting.  But now I saw that just as for children Mother Goose rhymes form the introduction to literature, so the psalms are the key to all the rest of the Bible.  They are the Bible’s prayer book, and prayer is the doorway to understanding Scripture (126).

Children live in a different world than adults do.  It’s a prescientific world in which the rules and explanations are simple and self-evident.  Children live in the book of Psalms (129-130).

The innocence of children is not innocence in the sense of being good through and through, as Jesus was.  Rather it is the innocence of not comprehending evil.  Children have no inkling of the enormity of wickedness, whereas adults know evil full well, which is why they pretend it is not as bad as all that…


Sin robs people of youth.  The phrase “childlike sin” is an oxymoron.  Goodness is childlike, but sin never is.  Sin is cool, calculated, sophisticated, cynical.  There is a sin called adultery, but there is no sin of “childery.”  Indeed children, like angels, possess a sexual neutrality, a freedom from sexual bondage that one does not sense in adults (135).

Be careful how you treat children because they are closer to God than you are (136).

“Why’s” are wise.  Listen carefully to your children’s questions and you may realize that they have just put their finger on some loopholes in the adult view of reality.  Through the loopholes, truth shines (137).

The self-centeredness of children differs significantly from the self-centeredness of adults.  Children plunge into life, whereas adults tend to guard and withhold themselves, never quite giving all.  Children will give their all to the most ephemeral activities, squandering their best energies on trifles, whereas adults withhold themselves even from the most important things in life (including perhaps the most important of all: their kids).


Children are natural lovers of life, whereas adults are more like old married couples, disconnected from their first passion.  Children, like puppies, are always ready at a moment’s notice to bounce up and go exploring, adventuring, gallivanting through the wide world.  Adults, on the other hand, are always ready to sit a spell and rest their weary bones.


Children look at a crowded room, a packed schedule, an impossible situation, and their impulse is to add something to make it seem more crowded, more packed, more impossible.  (How well parents know this!)  As a defense against the overwhelming bizarreness of life, children meet it head-on with something even more bizarre: themselves!


One sign of approaching adulthood is that the question “What am I going to do with my life?” moves increasingly to the fore.  Adults are eager to distinguish themselves while children are content just to be themselves.  Kids may fantasize about being ballerinas or firemen, but the issue holds no existential angst for them.  Why should they worry about what they’re going to be, when they already are?  Ordinary existence seems very special to a child, fulfillment enough (139).

Jesus first spoke these words in a similar setting.  “He called a little child and had him stand among them” (v. 2).  Jesus’ point was that we, the adults, are the ones who must change.  He illustrated this by having His disciples actually look at a child.  “Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (v. 4).


This passage cannot be understood in the abstract, but only as you look into the eyes of a child you love and see that you must become like her, not try to make her like you (141).

The way to treat a hyperactive child is for the parents to settle down, and the way to treat a strong-willed child is for the parents to soften their hearts.  In short, if you don’t like your child’s behavior, change your own.  There are no bad children, there are only bad relationships (143).

Although as adults we too know the feeling of being profoundly disoriented in our own familiar world, most of us are much better at suppressing this feeling.  We’ve learned the ropes.  But children know the world is not right and they cannot figure out why.  They have come here from another place, and they cannot understand why things here are so messed up and why adults keep lying to them about it and denying that there is any real problem.


You do not think you are lying to your children?  As parents we must understand that children do not listen to our words but to our actions.  They have big ears but even bigger eyes.  Though their hearing is selective, they see everything.  Aren’t we the same way with them?  How often do we focus on a child’s behavior yet fail to probe for or listen to the explanation behind it?


This means we must practice what we preach.  The best teaching is by example, not precept.  We do not even have the authority to teach any truth that is not deeply ingrained in our own lives.  Hence James writes, “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly” (3:1) (144).

How interesting that the Roman commander described himself not as having authority but as being under authority.  As a parent how would you describe your relation to authority?  To exercise legitimate command you must be a person under command yourself, otherwise your authority will degenerate into authoritarianism (145).

What worries me is that Proverbs contains only a handful of such verses [“Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline will drive it far from him”].  Far more characteristic are sayings such as “Pleasant words promote instruction” (16:21), “Good understanding wins favor” (13:15), or “An offended brother is more unyielding than a fortified city” (18:19).  


Do parents love to quote such verses?  Not usually, because these maxims promote not the physical discipline of children but the spiritual discipline of adults.  


The message of Proverbs is that a good and loving life, one full of the wisdom gleaned from childlike obedience to God, is the best discipline (146).

Adults who relate only to other adults grow wooden and doctrinaire in all their relationships.  They are like people who live indoors without ever going outside.  Children reconnect us to the real world, to the roots of our being.  If you have trouble relating to children, it follows that you are a stranger to yourself and to everyone around you (203).

Children are wired to seek and destroy immaturity in adults.  While parents help children grow up, children are busy cutting parents down to size (213).

The point about sin is not how light or how serious it is, but how readily the sinner repents and changes (214).

Every once and a while in the midst of this darkness, a dim light would flash and I’d hear the words, “This is a spiritual battle.  Pray for her.”  But prayer is the last thing anyone wants to do in crisis.  Sure, you pray, but it’s not where your main energy goes.  Your main energy goes into worrying, fearing, plotting, strategizing.  Your imagination paints lurid scenarios and your brain works overtime, spewing out plan after plan to stave off encroaching doom (223).  

How hard this is!  We don’t mind praying so long as we can keep on worrying too.  We Christian parents would not be caught bowing down before a pagan shrine, but night after night we kneel and worry beside our children’s beds.  We think we are praying, but we are not.  We are worrying, and there is nothing godly, virtuous, or even practical about worry (224).

Parents who believe they are bad produce children who also believe they are bad and set about proving it (224).

Children give adults an inferiority complex as gradually we realize that they can see right through us.  We are shocked to discover that all our years of painfully acquired experience mean nothing if we cannot persuade them that we are wise.  Parents are only as wise as their children think they are (226).

Children do not need adults to be perfect, but they do need them to be honest and real.  The young are quite forgiving of those who honestly admit their failings, but for hypocrites they have no mercy.  In this they are just like Jesus (231).

In the face of hypocrisy, adults tend to be polite and compromising.  We know that ruffling the feathers of others only exposes our own lies.  But children, though they can certainly tell lies, are not yet living lies.  On the contrary, they love the truth; they are starving for truth, desperate for it.  They will even lie and steal to get it.  When adults lie and steal it is because they have given up on truth, but children are bad because they are desperate to know truth (232).

The great secret of Christian parenting is that I must feel my way inside my child, into her age, until I myself am that age before God in my relationship with Him.  If a pastor is pastoring a wounded congregation, shouldn’t he expect to feel some of their wounding himself in order that he may also lead them to healing (241)?

It works the same for parents.  Every time your kids knock you down, come up loving them.  After a while they’ll get the message that no mater how far they run, this relationship isn’t going away.  You think loving your adolescent isn’t easy?  God isn’t easy to love either.  Yet it’s precisely the difficulty of loving Him that keeps revealing such surprising depths and angles both to His character and our own (242).

Childlikeness is discovered by moving out of one’s strength into the area of one’s greatest weakness (248).

For each person the mystery of childlikeness lies in the last place one would think of looking, the place one habitually avoids, the area of greatest weakness.  In this way the game is fair for everyone.  No one has a head start in this race, no one personality type has a corner on childlike faith.


When Karen and I were first married, a wise man told us that if our marriage was to prosper, it would happen by both partners growing in the direction of their greatest weakness, toward the other’s strength.  That is, I must become more like Karen and she must become more like me.  Over the course of nearly two decades of marriage, this has indeed happened (248-249).

Lectures to My Students

Spurgeon, Charles H.  Lectures to My Students. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1954.  ISBN: 0-310-32911-6

The Minister’s Self-watch

It is to be feared that Calvinistic doctrine becomes most evil teaching when it is set forth by men of ungodly lives, and exhibited as if it were a cloak for licentiousness; and Arminianism, on the other hand, with its wide sweep of the offer of mercy, may do most serious damage to the souls of men, if the careless tone of the preacher leads hearers to believe they can repent whenever they please; and that, therefore, no urgency surrounds the gospel message (8).

Recollect, as ministers, that your whole life, your whole pastoral life especially, will be affected by the vigour of your piety.  If your zeal grows dull, you will not pray well in the pulpit; you will pray worse in the family, and worst in the study alone.  When your soul becomes lean, your hearers, without knowing how or why, will find that your prayers in public have little savour for them; they will feel your barrenness, perhaps, before you perceive it yourself.  Your discourses will next betray your declension.  You may utter as well-chose words, and as fitly-ordered sentences, as aforetime; but there will be a perceptible loss of spiritual force.  You will shake yourselves as at other times, even as Samson did, but you will find that your great strength is departed (14).

You must remember, too, that we have need of very vigorous piety, because our danger is so much greater than that of others.  Upon the whole, no place is so assailed with temptation as the ministry.  Despite the popular idea that ours is a snug retreat from temptation, it is no less true that our dangers are more numerous and more insidious than those of ordinary Christians (15).

There are more secret snares than these, from which we can less easily escape; and of these the worst is the temptation to ministerialsim—the tendency to read our Bibles as ministers, to pray as ministers, to get into doing the whole of our religion as not ourselves personally, but only relatively, concerned in it.  To lose the personality of repentance and faith is a loss indeed.  “No man,” says John Owen, “preaches his sermon well to others if he doth not first preach it to his own heart.”  Brethren, it is eminently hard to keep to this.  Our office, instead of helping our piety, as some assert, is through the evil of our natures turned into one of its most serious hindrances; at least, I find it so.  How one kicks and struggles against officialism, and yet how easily doth it beset us, like a long garment which twists around the racer’s feet and impedes his running (15)!

Abhor, dear brethren, the thought of being clockwork ministers who are not alive by abiding grace within, but are wound up by temporary influences; men who are only ministers for the time being, under the stress of the hour of ministering, but cease to be ministers when they descend the pulpit stairs.  True ministers are always ministers.  Too many preachers are like those sand-toys we buy for our children; you turn the box upside down, and the little acrobat revolves and revolves till the sand is all run down, and then he hangs motionless; so there are some who persevere in the ministrations of truth as long as there is an official necessity for their work, but after that, no pay, no paternoster; no salary, no sermon (17).

It is remarkable that the only church history we have is, “The Acts of the apostles.”  The Holy Spirit has not preserved their sermons.  They were very good ones, better than we shall ever preach, but still the Holy Spirit has only taken care of their “acts.”  We have no books of the resolutions of the apostles; when we hold our church-meetings we record our minutes and resolutions, but the Holy Spirit only puts down the “acts” (18).

A minister of Christ should have his tongue, and his heart, and his hand agree (19).

The Call to Ministry

When living as a child at my grandfather’s in the country, I saw a company of huntsmen in their red coats riding through his fields after a fox.  I was delighted!  My little heart was excited; I was ready to follow the hounds over hedge and ditch.  I have always felt a natural taste for that sort of business, and, as a child, when asked what I would be, I usually said I was going to be a huntsman.  A fine profession, truly!  Many young men have the same idea of being parsons as I had of being a huntsman—a mere childish notion that they would like the coat and the horn-blowing; the honour, the respect, the ease; and they are probably even fools enough to think, the riches of the ministry.  (Ignorant beings they must be if they look for wealth in connection with the Baptist ministry.)  The fascination of the preacher’s office is very great to weak minds, and hence I earnestly caution all young men not to mistake whim for inspiration, and a childish preference for a call of the Holy Spirit (28).

It [inexperienced preaching before the local church before going out] can hardly ever be a very pleasant ordeal for the youthful aspirant, and, in many cases, it will scarcely be a very edifying exercise for the people; but still it may prove a most salutary piece of discipline, and save the public exposure of rampant ignorance (29).

When young fellows say that they have not made up their minds upon theology, they ought to go back to the Sunday-school until they have.  For a man to come shuffling into a College, pretending that he holds his mind open to any form of truth, and that he is eminently receptive, but has not settled in his mind such things as whether God has an election of grace, or whether he loves his people to the end, seems to me to a perfect monstrosity.  “Not a novice,” says the apostle; yet a man who has not made up his mind on such points as these, is confessedly and egregiously “a novice,” and ought to be relegated to the catechism-class till he has learned the first truths of the gospel (39).

The Preacher’s Private Prayer
Among all the formative influences which go to make up a man honoured of God in the ministry, I know of none more mighty than his own familiarity with the mercy-seat.  All that a college course can do for a student is coarse and external compared with the spiritual and delicate refinement obtained by communion with God.  While the unformed minister is revolving upon the wheel of preparation, prayer is the tool of the great potter by which he moulds the vessel.  All our libraries and studies are mere emptiness compared with our closets.  We grow, we wax mighty, we prevail in private prayer (43).

Your prayers will be your ablest assistants while your discourses are yet upon the anvil.  While other men, like Esau, are hunting for their portion, you, by the aid of prayer, will find the savoury meat near at home, and may say in truth what Jacob said so falsely, “The Lord brought it to me.”  If you can dip your pens into your hearts, appealing in earnestness to the Lord, you will write well; and if you can gather your matter on your knees at the gate of heaven, you will not fail to speak well (43).

The best and holiest men have ever made prayer the most important part of pulpit preparation.  It is said of M-Cheyne, “Anxious to give his people on the Sabbath what had cost him somewhat, he never, without an urgent reason, went before them without much previous meditation and prayer.  His principle on this subject was embodied in a remark he made to some of us who were conversing on the matter.  Being asked his view of diligent preparation for the pulpit, he reminded us of Exodus xxvii. 20. ‘Beaten oil—beaten oil for the lamps of the sanctuary.’  And yet his prayerfulness was greater still.  Indeed, he could not neglect fellowship with God before entering the congregation.  He needed to be bathed in the love of God (44).

There is no rhetoric like that of the heart, and no school for learning it but the foot of the cross.  It were better that you never learned a rule of human oratory, but were full of power of heavenborn love, than that you should master Quintilian, Cicero, and Aristotle, and remain without the apostolic anointing (45).

The secret of Luther’s power lay in the same direction.  Theodorus said of him: “I overheard him in prayer, but, good God, with what life and spirit did he pray!  It was with so much reverence, as if he were speaking to God, yet with so much confidence as if he were speaking to his friend.”  My brethren, let me beseech you to be men of prayer.  Great talents you may never have, but you will do well enough without them if you abound in intercession.  If you do not pray over what you have sown, God’s sovereignty may possibly determine to give a blessing, but you have no right to expect it, and if it comes it will bring no comfort to your own heart (46-47).

“His [David Brainerd’s] life,” says Edwards, “shows the right way to success in the works of the ministry.  He sought it as a resolute soldier seeks victory in a siege or battle; or as a man that runs a race for a great prize.  Animated with love to Christ and souls, how did he labour always fervently, not only in word and doctrine, in public and private, but in prayers day and night, ‘wrestling with God’ in secret, and ‘travailing in birth,’ with unutterable groans and agonies! ‘until Christ were formed’ in the hearts of the people to whom he was sent!”  (49)

Our Public Prayer
But slovenly, careless, lifeless talk in the guise of prayer, made to fill up a certain space in the service, is as weariness to man, and an abomination to God (55).

We are taught to say, “Our Father,” but still it is, “Our Father who art in heaven.”  Familiarity there may be, but holy familiarity; boldness, not the boldness of the rebel who carries a brazen front in the presence of his offended king, but the boldness of the child who fears because he loves, and loves because he fears.  Never fall into a vainglorious style of impertinent address to God; he is not to be assailed as an antagonist, but entreated with as our Lord and God.  Humble and lowly let us be in spirit, and so let us pray (57).

No, sirs, it is my solemn conviction that the prayer is one of the most weighty, useful, and honourable parts of the service, and that it ought to be even more considered than the sermon.  There must be no putting up of anybodies and nobodies to pray, and then the selection of the abler man to preach.  It may happen through weakness, or upon a special occasion, that it may be a relief to the minister to have someone to offer prayer for him; but if the Lord has made you love your work you will not often or readily fulfill this part of it by proxy.  If you delegate the service at all, let it be to one in whose spirituality and present preparedness you have the fullest confidence; but to pitch on the giftless brother unawares, and put him forward to get through the devotions, is shameful (58).

Sermons—Their Matter
Sermons should have real teaching in them, and their doctrine should be solid, substantial, and abundant.  We do not enter the pulpit to talk for talk’s sake; we have instructions to convey important to the last degree, and we cannot afford to utter pretty nothings (70).

But the true minister of Christ knows that the true value of a sermon must lie, not in his fashion and manner, but in the truth which it contains.  Nothing can compensate for the absence of teaching; all the rhetoric in the world is but as chaff to the wheat in contrast to the gospel of our salvation.  However beautiful the sower’s basket it is a miserable mockery if it be without seed (70).

Horses are not to be judged by their bells or their trappings, but by limb and bone and blood; and sermons, when criticized by judicious hearers, are largely measured by the amount of gospel truth and force of gospel spirit which they contain (71).

Brethren, if you are not theologians you are in your pastorates just nothing at all.  You may be fine rhetoricians and be rich in polished sentences; but without knowledge of the gospel, and aptness to teach it, you are but a sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal.  Verbiage is too often the fig-leaf which does duty as a covering for theological ignorance.  Sounding periods are offered instead of sound doctrine, and rhetorical flourishes in the place of robust thought.  Such things ought not to be (72).

The satirist says of him, “How fluent nonsense trickles from his tongue” (73).

Better far give the people masses of unprepared truth in the rough, like pieces of meat from a butcher’s block, chopped off anyhow, bone and all, and even dropped down in the sawdust, than ostentatiously and delicately hand them out upon a china dish a delicious slice of nothing at all, decorated with the parsley of poetry, and flavoured with the sauce of affectation.

Harmony requires that the voice of one doctrine shall not drown the rest, and it also demands that the gentler notes shall not be omitted because of the greater volume of sounds (75).

Worse still are those who waste time in insinuating doubts concerning the authenticity of texts, or the correctness of Biblical statements concerning natural phenomena.  Painfully do I call to mind hearing one Sabbath evening a deliverance called a sermon, of which the theme was a clever inquiry as to whether an angel did actually descend, and stir the pool at Bethesda, or whether it was an intermitting spring, concerning which Jewish superstition had invented a legend.  Dying men and women were assembled to hear the way of salvation, and they were put off with such vanity as this!  They came for bread, and received a stone; the sheep looked up to the shepherd, and were not fed (76).

Do not overload a sermon with too much matter.  All truth is not to be comprised in one discourse.  Sermons are not to be bodies of divinity.  There is such a thing as having too much to say, and saying it till hearers are sent home loathing rather than longing.  An old minister walking with a young preacher pointed to a cornfield, and observed, “Your last sermon had too much in it, and it was not clear enough, or sufficiently well-arranged; it was like that field of wheat, it contained much crude food, but none fit for use.  You should make your sermons like a loaf of bread, fit for eating, and in convenient form” (77).

On the Choice of a Text

Gentlemen, fools sometimes become students (82).

To me still, I must confess, my text selection is a very great embarrassment—embarras de richesses, as the French say—an embarrassment of riches, very different from the bewilderment of poverty—the anxiety of attending to the most pressing of so many truths, all clamouring for a hearing, so many duties all needing enforcing, and so many spiritual needs of the people all demanding supply (84).

What is the right text?  How do you know it?  We know it by the signs of a friend.  When a verse gives your mind a hearty grip, from which you cannot release yourself, you will need no further direction as to your proper theme.  Like the fish, you nibble at many baits, but when the hook has fairly pierced you, you will wander no more.  When the text gets a hold of us, we may be sure that we have a hold of it, and may safely deliver our souls upon it.  To use another simile: you get a number of texts in your hand, and try to break them up; you hammer at them with might and main, but your labour is lost; at last you find one which crumbles at the first blow, and sparkles as it falls in pieces, and you perceive jewels of the rarest radiance flashing from within.  It grows before your eye like the fabled seed which developed into a tree while the observer watched it.  It charms and fascinates you, or it weights you to your knees and loads you with the burden of the Lord (85).

Doctrine, precept, history, type, psalm, proverb, experience, warning, promise, invitation, threatening, or rebuke—we would include the whole of inspired truth within the circle of our teachings.  Let us abhor all one-sidedness, all exaggeration of one truth and disparagement of another, and let us endeavour to paint the portrait of truth with balanced features and blended colours, lest we dishonour her by presenting distortion instead of symmetry, and a caricature for a faithful copy (89).  

We have no leisure as ministers; we are never off duty, but are on our watchtowers day and night.  Students, I tell you solemnly, nothing will excuse you from the most rigid economy of time; it is at your peril that you trifle with it.  The leaf of your ministry will soon wither unless, like the blessed man in the first Psalm, you meditate in the law of the Lord both day and night.  I am most anxious that you should not throw away time in religious dissipation, or in gossiping and frivolous talk.  Beware of running about from this meeting to that, listening to mere twaddle, and contributing your share to the general blowing up of windbags.  A man great at tea-drinkings, evening parties, and Sunday-school excursions, is generally little everywhere else (93).

Take the story of the healing of the deaf and dumb man.  The poor creature’s maladies are eminently suggestive of man’s lost estate, and our Lord’s mode of procedure most instructively illustrates the plan of salvation.  “Jesus took him aside from the multitude”—the soul must be made to feel its own personality and individuality, and must be led into loneliness.  He “put fingers into his ears,” the source of the mischief indicated; sinners are convinced of their state.  “And spat”—the gospel is a simple and a despised means, and the sinner, in order to salvation, must humble himself to receive it.  He “touched his tongue,” further pointing out where the mischief lay—our sense of need grows on us.  He “looked up to heaven”—Jesus reminded his patient that all strength must come from above—a lesson which every seeker must learn.  “He sighed,” showing that the sorrows of the Healer are the means of our healing.  And then he said, “Ephphatha, Be opened”—here was the effectual word of grace which wrought an immediate, perfect, and lasting cure.  From this one exposition learn all, and ever believe that the miracles of Christ are a great picture gallery, illustrating His work among the sons of men (105).

The cuckoos were the church clergy, who always utter the same note whenever they open their mouths in the church, and live on other birds’ eggs with their churchrates and tithes.  The cuckoos were also, I think, the free-willers, who were always saying, “Do-do-do-do” (107).

On the Voice

Brethren, in the name of everything that is sacred, ring the whole chime in your steeple, and do not dun your people with the ding-dong of one poor cracked bell (111).

You may go all round, to church and chapel alike, and you will find that by far the larger majority of our preachers have a holy tone for Sundays.  They have one voice for the parlour and the bedroom and quite another tone for the pulpit; so that, if not double-tongued sinfully, they certainly are so literally.  The moment some men shut the pulpit door, they leave their own personal manhood behind them, and become as official as the parish beadle.  There they might almost boast with the Pharisee, that they are not as other men are, although it would be blasphemy to thank God for it.  No longer are they carnal and speak as men, but a whine, a broken hum-haw, an ore rotundo, or some other graceless mode of noise-making, is adopted, to prevent all suspicion of being natural and speaking out the abundance of the heart (112).

There is another style, at which I beseech you not to laugh.  [Giving another illustration], a method of enunciation said to be very ladylike, mincing, delicate, servant-girlified, dawdling, Dundrearyish, I know not how else to describe it.  We have, most of us, had the felicity of hearing these, or some others, of the extensive genus of falsettos, high-stilts, and affectations.  I have heard many different varieties, from the fullness of the Johnsonian to the thinness of the little genteel whisper; from the roaring of the Bulls of Bashan up to the chip, chip, chip of a chaffinch (112).

Distinct utterance is far more important than wind-power.  Do not give a word a fair chance, do not break its back in your vehemence, or run it off its legs in your haste.  It is hateful to hear a big fellow mutter and whisper when his lungs are quite strong enough for the loudest speech; but at the same time, let a man shout ever so lustily he will not be well heard unless he learns to push his words forward with due space between.  To speak too slowly is miserable work, and subjects active-minded hearers to the disease called the “horrors” (115).

Gentlemen, I return to my rule—use your own natural voices.  Do not be monkeys, but men; not parrots, but men of originality in all things.  It is said that the most becoming way for a man to wear his beard is that in which it grows, for both in colour and form it will suit his face.  Your own modes of speech will be most in harmony with your methods of thought and your personality (122).

Attention!

Sin cannot be taken out of men, as Eve was taken out of the side of Adam, while they are fast asleep.  They must be awake, understanding what we are saying, and feeling its force, or else we may as well go to sleep too.  There are preachers who care very little whether they are attended to or not; so long as they can hold on through the allotted time it is of very small importance to them whether their people hear for eternity, or hear in vain: the sooner such ministers sleep in the churchyard and preach by the verse on their gravestones the better (127).

If I see anybody turning round, whispering, nodding, or looking at his watch, I judge that I am not up to the mark, and must by some means win these minds.  Very seldom have I to complain, and when I do, my general plan is to complain of myself, and own that I have no right to attention unless I know how to command it (128).  

The minister who recommended the old lady to take snuff in order to keep from dozing was very properly rebuked by her reply,--that if he would put more snuff into the sermon she would be awake enough (128).

When people have inhaled over and over again the air which has been in other people’s lungs, the whole machinery of life gets out of gear, and they are more likely to feel an aching head than a broken heart.  The next best thing to the grace of God for a preacher is oxygen (129).

Give them something striking, something that a man might get up in the middle of the night to hear, and which is worth his walking fifty miles to listen to.  You are quite capable of doing that.  Do it, brethren.  Do it continually, and you will have all the attention you can desire (131).

Yet further, do not repeat the same idea over and over again in other words.  Let there be something fresh in each sentence.  Be not for ever hammering away at the same nail: yours is a large Bible; permit the people to enjoy its length and breadth (134).

Brevity is a virtue within the reach of all of us; do not let us lose the opportunity of gaining the credit which it brings.  If you ask me how you may shorten your sermons, I should say, study them better.  Spend more time in the study that you may need less in the pulpit.  We are generally longest when we have least to say (135).

If you need another direction for winning attention, I should say be interested yourself, and you will interest others (136).

Romaine used to say it was well to understand the art of preaching, but infinitely better to know the heart of preaching; and in that saying there is no little weight.  The heart of preaching, the throwing of the soul into it, the earnestness which pleads as for life itself, is half the battle as to gaining attention.  At the same time, you cannot hold men’s minds in rapt attention by mere earnestness if you have nothing to say (136).

Beware of those extremely popular compilations of illustrations which are in every Sunday-school teacher’s hand, for nobody will thank you for repeating what everybody already knows by heart: if you tell the anecdotes let them have some degree of freshness and originality; keep your eyes open, and gather flowers from the garden and the field with your hands; they will be far more acceptable than withered specimens borrowed from other men’s bouquets, however beautiful those may once have been (137).

I sat last year about this time on the beach Mentone by the Mediterranean Sea.  The waves were very gently rising and falling, for there is little or no tide, and the wind was still.  The waves crept up languidly one after another, and I took little heed of them, though they were just at my feet.  Suddenly, as if seized with a new passion, the sea sent up one far-reaching billow, which drenched me thoroughly.  Quiet as I had been before, you can readily conceive how quickly I was on my feet, and how speedily my day-dreaming ended.  I observed to a minister brother at my side, “This shows us how to preach, to wake people up we must astonish them with something they were not looking for.”  Brethren, take them at unawares.  Let your thunderbolt drop out of a clear sky.  When all is calm and bright let the tempest rush up, and by contrast make its terrors all the greater (138).

Come fresh from the closet and from communion with God, to speak to men for God with all your heart and soul, and you must have power over them.  You have golden chains in your mouth which wild hold them fast.  When God speaks men must listen; and though He may speak through a poor feeble man like themselves, the majesty of the truth will compel them to regard His voice.  Supernatural power must be your reliance (139).

The Faculty of Impromptu Speech

He will never do for us what we can do for ourselves.  If we can study and do not, if we can have a studious ministry and will not, we have no right to call in a divine agent to make up the deficits of our idleness or eccentricity.  The god of providence has promised to feed his people with temporal food; but if we came together to a banquet, and no one had prepared a single dish, because all had faith in the Lord that food would be given in the selfsame hour, the festival would not be eminently satisfactory, but folly would be rebuked by hunger; as, indeed, it is in the case of spiritual banquets of the impromptu kind, only men’s spiritual receptacles are hardly such powerful orators as their stomachs (141).

Our sermons should be our mental life-blood—the out-flow of our intellectual and spiritual vigour; or, to change the figure, they should be diamonds well cut and  well set—precious, intrinsically, and bearing the marks of labour.  God forbid that we should offer to the Lord that which costs us nothing (141).

You will not be able to extemporize good thinking unless you have been in the habit of thinking and feeding your mind with abundant and nourishing food.  Work hard at every available moment.  Store your minds very richly, and then, like merchants with crowded warehouses, you will have goods ready for your customers, and having arranged your good things upon the shelves of your mind, you will be able to hand them down at any time without the laborious process of going to market, sorting, folding, and preparing (145).

We shall never have great preachers till we have great divines.  You cannot build a man-of-war out of a currant bush, nor can great soul-moving preachers be formed out of superficial students (146).

You must be masters of words; they must be your genii, your angels, your thunderbolts, or your drops of honey.  Mere word-gatherers are hoarders of oyster shells, bean husks, and apple-parings; but to a man who has wide information and deep thought, words are baskets of silver in which to serve up his apples of gold.  See to it that you have a good team of words to draw the wagon of your thoughts (146).

To go up and down all the week wasting time, and then to cast ourselves upon the Spirit’s aid, is wicked presumption, an attempt to make the Lord minister to our sloth and self-indulgence; but in an emergency the case is widely different.  When a man finds himself unavoidably called upon to speak without any preparation, then he may with fullest confidence cast himself upon the Spirit of God (151).

You must not expect to become sufficient as of yourself; no habit or exercise can render you independent of divine assistance; and if you have preached well forty-nine times when called upon without notice, this is no excuse for self-confidence on the fiftieth occasion, for if the Lord should leave you you will be at a dead stand.  Your variable moods of fluency and difficulty will by God’s grace tend to keep you humbly looking up to the strong for strength (152).

Out of nothing comes nothing.  Extemporary speech without study is a cloud without rain, a well without water, a fatal gift, injurious equally to its possessor and his flock (153).  

The Minister’s Fainting Fits
All mental work tends to weary and to depress, for much study is a weariness of the flesh; but ours is more than mental work—it is heart work, the labour of our inmost soul.  How often, on Lord’s-day evenings, do we feel as if life were completely washed out of us!  After pouring out our souls over our congregations, we feel like empty earthen pitchers which a child might break.  Probably, if we were more like Paul, and watched for souls at a nobler rate, we should know more of what it is to be eaten up by the zeal of the Lord’s house.  It is our duty and our privilege to exhaust our lives for Jesus.  We are not to be living specimens of men in fine preservation, but living sacrifices, whose lot is to be consumed; we are to spend and to be spent, not to lay ourselves up in lavender, and nurse our flesh (156-157).

In the ranks, men walk shoulder to shoulder, with many comrades, but as the officer rises in rank, men of his standing are fewer in number.  There are many soldiers, few captains, fewer colonels, but only one commander-in-chief.  So, in our churches, the man whom the Lord raises as a leader becomes, in the same degree in which he is a superior man, a solitary man.  The mountain-tops stand solemnly apart, and talk only with God as He visits their terrible solitudes.  Men of God who rise above their fellows into nearer communion with heavenly things, in their weaker moments feel the lack of human sympathy (157).

Secretly sustained, Jacob can wrestle all night, but he must limp in the morning when the contest is over, lest he boast himself beyond measure.  Paul may be caught up to the third heaven, and hear unspeakable things, but a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet him, must be the inevitable sequel.  Men cannot bear unalloyed happiness; even good men are not without enduring secret humiliation to keep them in their proper place.  Whirled from off their feet by a revival, carried aloft by popularity, exalted by success in soul-winning, we should be as the discipline of mercy breaks the ships of our vain glory with a strong east wind, and casts us shipwrecked, naked and forlorn, upon the Rock of Ages (159).

This depression comes over me whenever the Lord is preparing a larger blessing for my ministry; the cloud is black before it breaks, and overshadows before it yields its deluge of mercy.  Depression has now become to me as a prophet in rough clothing, a John the Baptist, heralding the nearer coming of my Lord's richer benison.  So have far better men found it.  The scouring of the vessel has fitted it for the Master's use (160).

From that dream of horror I was awakened in a moment by the gracious application to my soul of the text, "Him hath God the Father exalted."  The fact that Jesus is still great, let His servants suffer as they may, piloted me back to calm reason and peace.  Should so terrible a calamity overtake any of my brethren, let them both patiently hope and quietly wait for the salvation of God (162).

The Minister's Ordinary Conversation

We must have humanity along with our divinity if we would win the masses.  Everybody can see through affectations, and people are not likely to be taken in by them.  Fling away your stilts, brethren, and walk on your feet; doff your ecclesiasticism, and array yourselves in truth (167).

There is a sweet doing of nothing which is just the finest medicine in the world for a jaded mind (168).

It is far better to be industriously asleep than lazily awake (168).  

It is a very vulgar error to suppose that a melancholy countenance is the index of a gracious heart.  I commend cheerfulness to all who would win souls; not levity and frothiness, but a genial happy spirit.  There are more flies caught with honey than with vinegar, and there will be more souls led to heaven by a man who wears heaven in his face than by one who bears Tartarus in his looks (170).

Who are you that you should be dancing attendance upon this wealthy man and the other, when the Lord's poor, his sick people, and his wandering sheep require you?  (172)

State your opinion and let them state theirs.  If you see that a stick is crooked, and you want people to see how crooked it is, lay a straight rod down beside it; that will be quite enough.  But if you are drawn into controversy, use very hard arguments and very soft words.  Frequently you cannot convince a man by tugging at his reason, but you can persuade him by winning his affections (173).

To Workers With Slender Apparatus

Little learning and much pride come of hasty reading.  Books may be piled on the brain till it cannot work.  Some men are disabled from thinking by their putting meditation away for the sake of much reading.  They gorge themselves with book-matter, and become mentally dyspeptic (177).

Books on the brain cause disease.  Get the book into the brain, and you will grow.  In D'Israeli's Curiosities of Literature there is an invective of Lucian upon those men who boast of possessing large libraries, which they either never read or never profit by.  He begins by comparing such a person to a pilot who never learned the art of navigation, or a cripple who wears embroidered slippers but cannot stand upright in them.  Then he exclaims, "Why do you buy so many books?  You have no hair, and you purchase a comb; you are blind, and you must need buy a fine mirror; you are deaf, and you will have the best musical instrument!"--a very well deserved rebuke to those who think that the possession of books will secure them learning (178).

In the Bible we have a perfect library, and he who studies it thoroughly will be a better scholar than if he had devoured the Alexandrian Library entire.  To understand the Bible should be our ambition; we should be familiar with it, as familiar as the housewife with her needle, the merchant with his ledger, the mariner with his ship (179).

A man who has his Bible at his fingers' ends and in his heart's core is a champion in our Israel; you cannot compete with him: you may have an armory of weapons, but his Scriptural Knowledge will overcome you; for it is a sword like that of Goliath, of which David said, "There is none like it" (180).

Thinking is an exercise of the soul which both develops its powers and educates them.  A little girl was once asked whether she knew what her soul was, and, to the surprise of all, she said, "Sir, my soul is my think."  If this be correct, some persons have very little soul.  Without thinking, reading cannot benefit the mind, but it may delude the man into the idea that he is growing wise (181).

Moreover, however scant your libraries, you can study yourself.  This is a mysterious volume, the major part of which you have not read.  If any man think that he knows himself thoroughly, he deceives himself; for the most difficult book you will ever read is your own heart (182).

Wise men can learn as much from a fool as from a philosopher.  A fool is a splendid book to read from, because every leaf is open before you; there is a dash of the comic in the style, which entices you to read on, and if you gather nothing else, you are warned not to publish your own folly (183).

Learn from experienced saints (183).

Once more, be much at death-beds; they are illuminated books.  There shall you read the very poetry of our religion, and learn the secrets thereof (184).

The Holy Spirit in Connection with Our Ministry

After a visitation discourse by the Bishop of Lichfield upon the necessity of earnestly studying the Word, a certain vicar told his lordship that he could not believe his doctrine, “for,” said he, “Often when I am in the vestry I do not know what I am going to talk about; but I go into the pulpit to preach, and think nothing of it.”  His lordship replied, “And you are quite right in thinking nothing of it, for your churchwardens have told me that they share your opinion.”  If we are not instructed, how can we instruct? (188)

On the other hand, I fear that many have preached the sovereignty of God in such a way as to drive all persons who believe in man’s free agency entirely away from the Calvinistic side.  We should not hide truth for a moment, but we should have wisdom so to preach it that there shall be no needless jarring or offending, but a gradual enlightenment of those who cannot see it at all, and a leading of weaker brethren into the full circle of gospel doctrine (190).

Oh, how gloriously a man speaks when his lips are blistered with the live coal from the altar—feeling the burning power of the truth, not only in his inmost soul, but on the very lip with which he is speaking!  Mark at such times how his very utterance quivers (191).

For it is not a brave thing to trust God: to true believers it is a simple matter of sweet necessity—how can they help trusting Him?  Wherefore should they doubt their ever faithful Friend? (193)

Do you ever say, “I am overwhelmed with astonishment to find that the Lord has converted souls through my poor ministry”?  Mock humility!  Your ministry is poor enough.  Everybody knows that, and you ought to know it most of all: but, at the same time, is it any wonder that God, who said “My word shall not return unto me void,” has kept His promise?  Is the meat to lose its nourishment because the dish is a poor platter? (194)

Our ends can never be gained if we miss the co-operation of the Spirit of the Lord.  Therefore, with strong crying and tears, wait upon Him from day to day (195).

Abundant prayer must go with earnest preaching.  We cannot be always on the knees of the body, but the soul should never leave the posture of devotion (196).

Some of us could honestly say that we are seldom a quarter of an hour without speaking to God, and that not as a duty but as an instinct, a habit of the new nature for which we claim no more credit than a babe does for crying after its mother (196).

For my part, if I cannot pray, I would rather know it, and groan over my soul’s barrenness till the Lord shall again visit me with fruitfulness of devotion (196).

If you and I, untrained in the shepherd’s art, were placed among the ewes and young lambs in the early spring, what should we do with them?  In some such perplexity are those found who have never been taught of the Holy Spirit how to care for the souls of men.  May His instructions save us from such wretched incompetence (198).

To be very noteworthy in your own esteem is to be unnoticed of God (201).

Alas, I have seen some deserted by the Holy Spirit, as Saul was.  It is written that the Spirit of God came upon Saul, but he was faithless to the divine influence, and it departed, and an evil spirit occupied its place.  See how the deserted preacher moodily plays the cynic, criticizes all others, and hurls the javelin of detraction at a better man than himself (202).

I would not shun my Master’s service, but I tremble in His presence.  Who can be faultless when even Moses erred?  It is a dreadful thing to be beloved by God.  “Who among us shall dwell with devouring fire?  Who among us shall dwell with everlasting burnings?  He that walketh righteously and speaketh uprightly”—he alone can face that sin-consuming flame of love (203).

The Necessity of Ministerial Progress

Be well instructed in theology, and do not regard the sneers of those who rail at it because they are ignorant of it.  Many preachers are not theologians, and hence the mistakes which they make.  It cannot do any hurt to the most lively evangelist to be also a sound theologian, and it may often be the means of saving him from gross blunders.  Nowadays we hear men tear a single sentence of Scripture from its connection, and cry “Eureka! Eureka!” as if they had found a new truth; and yet they have not discovered a diamond, but a piece of broken glass (206).

When grace abounds, learning will not puff you up, or injure your simplicity in the gospel.  Serve God with such education as you have, and thank Him for blowing through you if you are a ram’s horn, but if there be a possibility of your becoming a silver trumpet, choose it rather (207).

These men may be as honest as they claim to be, but of what use are they?  Like good trees oftentimes transplanted, they may be of a noble nature, but they bring forth nothing; their strength goes out in rooting and re-rooting, they have no sap to spare for fruit.  Be sure you have the truth, and then be sure you hold it (208).

Souls are being damned, and yet these men are spinning theories.  Hell gapes wide, and with her open mouth swallows up myriads, and those who should spread the tidings of salvation are “pursuing fresh lines of thought.”  Highly cultured soul-murderers will find their boasted “culture” to be no excuse in the day of judgment.  For God’s sake, let us know how men are to be saved, and get to the work: to be forever deliberating as to the proper mode of making bread while a nation dies of famine is detestable trifling (208).

Assuredly, men who have no personal rest in the truth, if they are not saved themselves, are, at least, very unlikely to save others.  He who has no assured truth to tell must not wonder if his hearers set small store by him (208-209).

I heard one say the other day that a certain preacher had no more gifts for the ministry than an oyster, and in my own judgment this was a slander on the oyster, for that worthy bivalve shows great discretion in his openings, and knows when to close.  If some men were sentenced to hear their own sermons it would be a righteous judgment upon them, and they would soon cry out with Cain, “My punishment is greater than I can bear” (209).

An average hearer, who is unable to follow the course of thought of the preacher, ought not to worry himself, but to blame the preacher, whose business it is to make the matter plain.  If you look down into a well, if it be empty it will appear to be very deep, but if there be water in it you will see its brightness.  I believe that many “deep” preachers are simply so because they are like dry wells with nothing whatever in them, except decaying leaves, a few stones, and perhaps a dead cat or two.  If there be living water in your preaching it may be very deep, but the light of truth will give clearness to it.  It is not enough to be so plain that you can be understood, you must speak so that you cannot be misunderstood (210).

There are preachers who in their sermons seem to take their hearers one by one by the button-hole, and drive the truth right into their souls, while others generalize so much, and are so cold withal, that one would think they were speaking of dwellers in some remote planet, whose affairs did not much concern them.  Learn the art of pleading with men.  You will do this well if you often see the Lord (210).

To be burning at the lip and freezing at the soul is a mark of reprobation.  God deliver us from being superfine and superficial: may we never be the butterflies of the garden of God (212).

The plan of making things pleasant all round is a perilous as well as a wicked one.  If you say one thing to one man, and another to another, they will one day compare notes and find you out, and then you will be despised.  The man of two faces will sooner or later be the object of contempt, and justly so.  Above all things avoid cowardice, for it makes men liars.  If you have anything that you feel you ought to say about a man, let the measure of what you say be this—“How much dare I say to his face?” (213)

Know where Adam left you; know where the Spirit of God has placed you.  Do not know either of these so exclusively as to forget the other.  I believe that if any men are likely to cry, “O wretched man that I am!  Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” it will always be the ministers, because we need to be tempted in all points, so that we may be able to comfort others (215).

Brethren, know man in Christ, and out of Christ.  Study him at his best, and study him at his worst; know his anatomy, his secrets, and his passions.  You cannot do this by books; you must have personal spiritual experience; God alone can give you that (215).

You cannot fail to be wise if you commune with wisdom; you cannot miss of strength if you have fellowship with the mighty Son of God (215).

The fact that Jesus Christ is to come is not a reason for star-gazing, but for working in the power of the Holy Ghost (216).

God save us from living in comfort while sinners are sinking into hell.  In traveling along the mountain roads in Switzerland you will continually see marks of the boring-rod; and in every minister’s life there should be traces of stern labour.  Brethren, do something; do something; do something.  While committees waste their time over resolutions, do something.  While Societies and Unions are making constitutions, let us win souls.  Too often we discuss, and discuss, and discuss, and Satan laughs in his sleeve.  It is time we had done planning and sought something to plan (217).

Earnestness: its Marring and Maintenance

“It is not so much great talents that God blesses, as great likeness to Christ.”  In many instances ministerial success is traceable almost entirely to an intense zeal, a consuming passion for souls, and an eager enthusiasm in the cause of God, and we believe that in every case, other things being equal, men prosper in the divine service in proportion as their hearts are blazing with holy love.  “The God that answereth by fire, let him be God”; and the man who has the tongue of fire, let him be God’s minister (305).

We shall be forgiven a great many sins in the matter of pastoral visitation if the people’s souls are really fed on the Sabbath-day; but fed they must be, and nothing else will make up for it.  The failures of most ministers who drift down the stream may be traced to inefficiency in the pulpit.  The chief business of a captain is to know how to handle his vessel; nothing can compensate for deficiency there, and so our pulpits must be our main care, or all will go awry.  Dogs often fight because the supply of bones is scanty, and congregations frequently quarrel because they do not get sufficient spiritual meat to keep them happy and peaceful (306).

Hear how Whitefield preached, and never dare to be lethargic again.  Winter says of him that “sometimes he exceedingly wept, and was frequently so overcome, that for a few seconds you would suspect he never would recover; and when he did, nature required some little time to compose herself.  I hardly ever knew him go through a sermon without weeping more or less.  His voice was often interrupted by his affections; and I have heard him say in the pulpit, ‘You blame me for weeping; but how can I help it, when you will not weep for yourselves, although your own immortal souls are on the verge of destruction, and, for aught I know, you are hearing your last sermon, and may never more have an opportunity to have Christ offered to you’” (307)?

Be earnest, and you will seem to be earnest.  A burning heart will soon find for itself a flaming tongue.  To sham earnestness is one of the most contemptible of dodges for courting popularity; let us abhor the very thought (308).

Brethren, never neglect your spiritual meals, or you will lack stamina and your spirits will sink.  Live on the substantial doctrines of grace, and you will outlive and out-work those who delight in the pastry and syllabubs of “modern thought” (310).

We hardly like to confess that our hearts are so readily affected by such trifles, but it is so, and not at all to be wondered at.  As pots of the most precious ointment are more often spoilt by dead flies than by dead camels, so insignificant matters will destroy earnestness more readily than greater annoyances.  Under great discouragement a man pulls himself together, and then throws himself upon his God, and receives divine strength: but under lesser depressions he may possibly worry, and the trifle will irritate and fester till serious consequences follow (311).

The Holy Spirit makes zeal for God to be a permanent principle of life rather than a passion,--does the Holy Spirit rest upon us, or is our present fervour a mere human feeling?  We ought upon this point to be seriously inquisitorial with our hearts, pressing home the question, Have we the holy fire which springs from a true call to the ministry?  If not, why are we here?  If a man can live without preaching, let him live without preaching.  If a man can be content without being a soul-winner—I had almost said he had better not attempt the work, but I rather say—let him seek to have the stone taken out of his heart, that he may feel for perishing men.  Till then, as a minister, he may do positive mischief by occupying the place of one who might have succeeded in the blessed work in which he must be a failure (313).

Feed the flame, my brother, feed it frequently; feed it with holy thought and contemplation, especially with thought about your work, your motives in pursuing it, the design of it, the helps that are waiting for you, and the grand results of it if the Lord be with you.  Dwell much upon the love of God to sinners, and the death of Christ on their behalf, and the work of the Spirit upon men’s hearts.  Think of what must be wrought in men’s hearts ere they can be saved.  Remember, you are not sent to whiten tombs, but to open them, and this is a work which no man can perform unless, like the Lord Jesus at the grave of Lazarus, he groans in spirit; and even then he is powerless apart from the Holy Ghost (314).

Go to the heavenly hills and gather fuel there; pile on the glorious logs of the wood of Lebanon, and the fire will burn freely and yield a sweet perfume as each piece of choice cedar glows in the flame.  There will be no fear of your being lethargic if you are continually familiar with the eternal realities (315).

I never met a half-hearted preacher who was much in communion with the Lord Jesus (315).

Those of us who have been preaching for these five-and-twenty years sometimes feel that the same work, the same subject, the same people, the same pulpit, are together apt to beget a feeling of monotony, and monotony may soon lead on to weariness.  But then we call to mind another sameness, which becomes our complete deliverance; there is the same Saviour, and we may go to him in the same way as we did at the first, since he is “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to-day, and for ever.”  In his presence we drink in the new wine and renew our youth.  He is the fountain, for ever flowing with the cool, refreshing water of life, and in fellowship with him we find our souls quickened into perpetual energy.  Beneath his smile our long-accustomed work is always delightful, and wears a brighter charm than novelty could have conferred (315).

Soldiers of Christ, you can only be worthy of your Captain by abiding in fellowship with him, and listening to his voice as Joshua did when he stood by Jordan, and enquired—“What saith my Lord unto his servant?” (315)

Necessity!—I hardly like to talk of that, let me rather speak of the deliciousness of prayer—the wondrous sweetness and divine felicity which come to the soul that lives in the atmosphere of prayer.  John Fox said, “The time we spend with God in secret is the sweetest time, and the best improved.  Therefore, if thou lovest thy life, be in love with prayer.”  The devout Mr. Hervey resolved on the bed of sickness—“If God shall spare my life, I will read less and pray more.”  John Cooke, of Maidenhead, wrote—“The business, the pleasure, the honour, and advantage of prayer press on my spirit with increasing force every day.”  A deceased pastor when drawing near his end, exclaimed, “I wish I had prayed more”; that wish many of us might utter (316).

Be in preaching like a conduit pipe between the everlasting and infinite supplies of heaven and the all but boundless needs of men, and to do this you must reach heaven, and keep up the communication without a break.  Pray for the people while you preach to them; speak with God for them while you are speaking with them for God.  Only so can you expect to be continually in earnest.  A man does not often rise from his knees unearnest; or, if he does, he had better return to prayer till the sacred flame descends upon his soul.  Adam Clarke once said, “Study yourself to death, and then pray yourself alive again”: it was a wise sentence.  Do not attempt the first without the second; neither dream that the second can be honestly accomplished without the first.  Work and pray, as well as watch and pray; but pray always (316).

Never say “it is enough,” nor accept the policy of “rest and be thankful.”  Do all you possibly can, and then do a little more.  I do not know by what process the gentleman who advertises that he can make short people taller attempts the task, but I should imagine that if any result could be produced in the direction of adding a cubit to one’s stature it would be by every morning reaching up as high as you possibly can on tiptoe, and, having done that, trying day by day to reach a little higher.  This is certainly the way to grow mentally and spiritually,--“reaching forth to that which is before.”  If the old should become just a little stale, add fresh endeavors to it, and the whole mass will be leavened anew (317).

The Blind Eye and the Deaf Ear

Mayow in his Plain Preaching very forcibly says, “If you were to see a woman killing a farmer’s ducks and geese, for the sake of having one of the feathers, you would see a person acting as we do when we speak evil of anyone, for the sake of the pleasure we feel in evil speaking.  For the pleasure we feel is not worth a single feather, and the pain we give is often greater than a man feels at the loss of his property.”  Insert a remark of this kind now and then in a sermon, when there is no special gossip abroad, and it may be of some benefit to the more sensible: I quite despair of the rest (325).

Suspicion makes a man a torment to himself and spy towards others.  Once begin to suspect, and causes for distrust will multiply around you, and your very suspiciousness will create the major part of them (325).

It would be better to be deceived a hundred times than to live a life of suspicion.  It is intolerable.  The miser who traverses his chamber at midnight and hears a burglar in every falling leaf is not more wretched than the minister who believes that plots are hatching against him, and that reports to his disadvantage are being spread (327).

Have you not by this time discovered that flattery is as injurious as it is pleasant?  It softens the mind and makes you more sensitive to slander.  In proportion as praise pleases your censure will pain you.  Besides, it is a crime to be taken off from your great object of glorifying the Lord Jesus by petty considerations as to your little self, and, if there were no other reason, this ought to weigh much with you.  Pride is a deadly sin, and will grow without your borrowing the parish watercart to quicken it (331).

On Conversion as Our Aim

Exhortations, entreaties, and beseechings, if not accompanied with sound instruction, are like firing off powder without shot.  You may shout, and weep, and plead, but you cannot lead men to believe what they have not heard, nor to receive a truth which has never been set before them.  “Because the preacher was wise, he still taught the people knowledge” (341).

Among the important elements in the promotion of conversion are your own tone, temper, and spirit in preaching.  If you preach the truth in a dull, monotonous style, God may bless it, but in all probability he will not; at any rate the tendency of such a style is not to promote attention, but to hinder it (344).

You will need much night-work in secret if you are to gather many of your Lord’s lost sheep.  Only by prayer and fasting can you gain power to cast out the worst of devils.  Let men say what they will about sovereignty, God connects special success with special states of heart, and if these are lacking he will not do many mighty works (345).

He who is free from selfish jealousy will find that no occasion will suggest it; his people may be well aware that their pastor is excelled by others in talent, but they will be ready to assert that he is surpassed by none in love to their souls (347).

Anecdotes from the Pulpit

Those who are too refined to be simple need to be refined again.  Luther has well put it in his Table-Talk: “Cursed are all preachers that in the church aim at high and hard things; and neglecting the saving health of the poor unlearned people, seek their own honour and praise, and therefore try to please one or two great persons.  When I preach I sink myself deep down.” (363).

“A soul under special manifestations of love weeps that it can love Christ no more.  Mr. Welch, a Suffolk minister, weeping at table, and being asked the reason of it, answered, it was because he could love Christ no more.  The true lovers of Christ can never rise high enough in their love to Christ; they count a little love to be no love; great love to be but little; strong love to be but weak; and the highest love to be infinitely below the worth of Christ, the beauty and glory of Christ, the fullness, sweetness, and goodness of Christ.  The top of their misery in this life is, that they love so little, though they are so much beloved (368).”


“A religious commander being shot in battle, when the wound was searched and the bullet cut out, some standing by, pitying his pain, he replied, ‘Though I groan, yet I bless God I do not grumble.  God allows His people to groan, though not to grumble (368).’”

William Gurnall, the author of The Christian in Complete Armour, must surely have been a relater of pertinent stories in his sermons, since even in his set and solid writings they occur.  Perhaps I need not have made the distinction between his writings and his preaching, for it appears from the preface that his Christian in Complete Armour was preached before it was printed.  In vivid imagery every page of his famous book abounds, and whenever this is the case we are sure to light upon short narratives and striking incidents (369).

A heathen could say, when a  bird (feared by a hawk) flew into his bosom, ‘I will not betray thee unto thine enemy, seeing thou comest for sanctuary unto me.’  How much less will God yield up a soul unto its enemy, when it takes sanctuary in His Name, saying, ‘Lord, I am hunted with such temptation, dogged with such a lust; either thou must pardon it, or I am damned; mortify it, or I shall be a slave to it; take me into lasting strength; it is in thy power to save me from, or give me up into, the hands of my enemy: I have no confidence in myself or any other; into thy hands I commit my cause, my life, and rely on thee.’  This dependence of a soul undoubtedly will awaken the almighty power of God for such a one’s defense: He hath sworn the greatest oath that can come out of His blessed lips, even by Himself, that such as ‘flee for refuge’ to hope in Him shall have ‘strong consolation’: Hebrews vi. 17,18.” (370).

Faith, you will say, is a great gift; but perseverance greater, without which faith would be little worth, and perseverance in suffering is above both honourable.  This made John Careless, an English martyr (who though he died not at the stake, yet in prison for Christ), say, ‘Such an honour ‘tis as angels are not permitted to have; therefore, God forgive me mine unthankfulness (371).

“My dear hearers, there is not a single soul of you all that are satisfied in your stations: is not the language of your hearts when apprentices, We think we shall do very well when journeymen; when journeymen, that we should do very well when masters; when single, that we shall do well when married; and to be sure you think you shall do well when you keep a carriage.  I have heard of one who began low: he first wanted a house; then, says he, ‘I want two, then four, then six’; and when he had them, he said, ‘I think I want nothing else.’  ‘Yes,’ says his friend, ‘you will soon want another thing, that is, a hearse-and-six to carry you to your grave’; and that made him tremble” (375).

Keep you the due proportion of things lest I do worse than lose my labour, by becoming the cause of your presenting to the people strings of anecdotes instead of sound doctrines, for that would be as evil a thing as if you offered a hungry man flowers instead of bread, and gave to the naked gauze of gossamer instead of woolen cloth (377).

The Sciences As Sources of Illustration
I should say that an undevout man of any sort is mad, —with the worst form of madness; but, certainly, he who has become acquainted with the stars in the heavens, and who yet has not found out the great Father of lights, the Lord who made them all, must be stricken with a dire madness.  Notwithstanding all his learning, he must be afflicted with a mental incapacity which places him almost below the level of the beasts that perish.


Kepler, the great mathematical astronomer, who has so well explained many of the laws which govern the universe, closes one of his books, his Harmonics, with this reverent and devout expression of his feelings: “I give thee thanks, Lord and Creator, that thou hast given me joy through thy creation; for I have been ravished with the work of thy hands.  I have revealed unto mankind the glory of thy works, as far as my limited spirit could conceive their infinitude.  Should I have brought forward anything that is unworthy of thee, or should I have sought my own fame, be graciously pleased to forgive me” (414).

That is, I think, a very beautiful illustration of what you may say to any poor illiterate man in your congregation, “well, my friend, if you cannot comprehend this system of theology which I have explained to you, if these doctrines seem to you to be utterly incomprehensible, if you cannot follow me in my criticism upon the Greek text, if you cannot quite catch the poetical idea that I tried to give you just now, which is so charming to my own mind, nevertheless, if you know no more than that your Bible is true, that you yourself are a sinner, and that Jesus Christ is your Saviour, go on your way, and worship and adore, and think of God as you are able to do.  Never mind about the astronomers, and the telescopes, and the stars, and the sun, and the moon; worship the Lord in your own fashion (417).

I suppose you are all aware that among the old systems of astronomy was one which placed the earth in the center, and made the sun, and the moon, and the stars revolve around it.  “Its three fundamental principles were the immobility of the earth, its central position, and the daily revolution of all the heavenly bodies around it in circular orbits.”


Now, in a similar fashion, there is a way of making a system of theology of which man is the center, by which it is implied that Christ and His atoning sacrifice are only made for man’s sake, and that the Holy Spirit is merely a great Worker on man’s behalf, and that even the great and glorious Father is to be viewed simply as existing for the sake of making man happy.  Well, that may be the system of theology adopted by some; but, brethren, we must not fall into that error, for, just as the earth is not the center of the universe, so man is not the grandest of all beings (417).

Now, I believe that, in like manner, there are two forces which are ever at work upon all of us, the one which draws us towards God, and the other which drives us away from Him, and we are thus kept in the circle of life; but, for my part, I shall be very glad when I can pass out of that circle, and get away from the influence of the centrifugal force.  I believe that, the moment I do so, —as soon as ever the attraction which draws me away from God is gone, —I shall be with Him in heaven; that I do not doubt (419).

It is a dangerous thing to look at the sun with unprotected eyes.  Some have ventured to look at it with glasses that have no colouring in them, and they have been struck blind.  There have been several instances of persons who have inadvertently neglected to use a proper kind of glass before turning the telescope to the sun, and so have been blinded.  This is an illustration of our need of a Mediator, and of how necessary it is to see God through the medium of Christ Jesus our Lord; else might the excessive glory of the Deity utterly destroy the faculty of seeing God at all (421).

I like the man who, in preaching, concentrates the rays of the gospel on a sinner till he burns him.  Do not scatter the beams of light; you can turn the glass so as to diffuse the rays instead of concentrating them; but the best way of preaching is to focus Jesus Christ, the Sun of righteousness, right on a sinner’s heart.  It is the best way in the world to get at him; and if he is thirty feet under the water, this burning-glass will enable you to reach him; only mind that you do not use your own candle instead of the Sun, for that will not answer the same purpose (423).

Mercury is usually lost in the rays of the sun; and that is where you and I ought to be, so close to Christ, the Sun of righteousness, in our life and in our preaching, that the people who are trying to observe our movements can scarcely see us at all.  Paul’s motto must be ours: “Not I, but Christ” (426).

Practicing the Presence of People
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Something in the human form said, without words, everything that needed saying (10).

It was almost as if we humans had forgotten how to be alive, and so we were praying to a computer to remind us.  “O sweet little metal man,” said all those gawking eyes, “teach us, too, to be animate.  Show us how to be thrilled with one another as we are with you” (11).

Relationship

There is no separation between the spiritual and the social.  The way we feel about people is the way we feel about God, and the way we treat people is the way we treat God (15).

To be angry with one person is to be angry with the world.  If I want an accurate answer to the question, “How am I doing spiritually?”  I need only turn my thoughts toward the one person in my life with whom I am having the most trouble.  This person represents the place in my heart where peace with God is lacking.


There is nothing like another human being to confront us with our utter helplessness.   In a sense, this is what people are for. We were not made to be independent but to be interdependent and to help each other.  If we do not like to think about our true feelings toward other people, it’s because this brings up our inadequacy.  Good!  God knows already that we are inadequate.  Do we?  (16)

Christ in You

I once wrote a book on visions of heaven.  My research involved talking to a number of people who regularly have spectacular visions.  Getting to know these people, I grew jealous.  I began to pray that the Lord would grant me such experiences, and eventually He answered me in a surprising way.  He said, “Why should I give you visions of heaven when you cannot see what is right in front of your eyes?  How can you see Jesus in heaven when you cannot even see your own neighbor on earth?”


This answer both startled and shamed me.  I’ve been thinking about it ever since.  It’s true: There’s a brightness in the human face that is almost too bright for human eyes.  It seems we can look at each other only so long before we must turn away.  Perhaps we are too used to being blind, too accustomed to living in the dark.  If we could really see what is right in front of our eyes, we’d see the invisible, too (21-22).

A Poor Reflection
Another difficulty is that people really are moving around—not just on their legs but in their souls.  People are less like stationary stones than like rivers, always flowing, changing from moment to moment.  The best way to see people is to jump into the river with them and form relationships.  Then, at least, we are moving together.  This is what relationships are: people in motion together.  Only as we move together does it become possible to find stillness (28).

Permission to Love

Aren’t we terrified of our little world caving in around us?  But the destruction of the world by love is the goal of the gospel.  The gospel is a license to love.  It is a unilateral declaration that from now on there is only one law: the law of love.  All other laws, all other organizing principles, all other systems of morality have been superseded.  We no longer need to live for anything but pure love.  The gospel grants us full permission to devote ourselves unashamedly to this foolishness.  No longer is there the slightest justification for pursuing any other goals except these two: Love God and your neighbor (40).

The Answer to All Problems

We tend to treat problems as if they were mental conundrums, puzzles to be worked through by independent reasoning.  But behind every question lies a better question, and ultimately every question takes the shape of a human face.  Every problem, in other words, has a relational root.  The only real problem in the world is alienation, and the only cure is love.  Questions are answered and problems solved only as we come into right relationship with people (42).

Wanting People

God did not create people out of need but because he wanted to, just for the love of it.  Strictly speaking, I do not know that I am needed in this world.  But as God’s child I do know that I am wanted.  It seems to me that the world could carry on quite well without me.  Would it make any difference if there were one less star in the heavens?  No, that extra star is not there because it is needed, but because it is wanted.  It is there because Someone wanted it.  


Knowing I am wanted, both by God and by other people, is more mysterious and freeing than being needed.  Similarly, it is better for me to want God and to want people than to relate out of need.  Want is a purer and a higher idea than need, or than should, ought, or must (49).

Peter writes of this mystery, “Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart”(I Peter 1:22).  Peter’s exhortation is to obey not rituals or regulations, but “the truth,” which is the good news of God’s love and forgiveness through Jesus Christ.  You can know when you are obeying the truth, says Peter, because the result will be sincere love.


Peter’s words have a sobering corollary: If you do not have sincere love for people, and if that love is not daily growing deeper and fresher, then it can only be because you are not obeying the truth.  Your life may be morally sound and you may be a good churchgoer with all the right theology, but if the result is not a clean, free conscience overflowing with pure love, then something is wrong (51).

Sometimes in the woods I’ll see a wildflower, perhaps one that has just blossomed that morning, and I’ll think: No one has ever laid eyes on this flower before.  A strange purity dwells where human eyes have never touched.  In the same way, are there not millions of people in the world whom no one has ever seen, whom no eyes have ever touched with deep, pure love?  Perhaps we do not need to do anything else for these people except to see them, to notice them.  If only we would open our eyes, our hearts too would open like flowers and the perfume of good deeds would flow (55).

Death
Suddenly I realized what a voice is: the music of the soul.  Words can conceal, but the voice, like fingerprints, identifies the true person (57).

Death, it is said, wonderfully concentrates the mind.  Sadly and paradoxically, we never practice a person’s presence so intently as when that one is gone.  It’s almost as if, by summoning all our powers of memory and concentration, we could bring that person back and keep him or her with us.  If only we could love in life as we do in death (58)!

Self

All of us at times experience our true selves.  Within each of us lies the capacity to be free and alive, but we don’t like to let on. Why not?  Because as long as the cat’s in the bag, we can pretend it’s not there.  But let the cat out for one minute, and we might never get it stuffed back in.  We might be changed, utterly and forever!  How frightening!  A little taste of reality is fine.  But the thought of living our whole life in the glaring light of day…No, this is too much.


People are afraid of themselves, afraid of living freely.  Oh, we like the feeling of freedom whenever it comes to us serendipitously.  But we don’t want to take responsibility for it.  We don’t want to have to live that way.  We are frightened of the implications, frightened of the revolution we might be caught up in.  Why, anything might happen!  We might have to dance in the streets, or go skinny-dipping, or say no to our bosses or our wives, or take a whole day to sit in a  meadow gazing at wildflowers.  We might have to spend money, or stop spending.  We might have to put a rose in our teeth and go around hugging strangers.


What would it be for you?  What would you have to do, right now, to express the real you?  How could you snatch some freedom from this day and run with it?  Be honest.  When you’re living authentically, you know it.  You can feel it in your bones.  You’re alive in every cell.  You feel your deep, true self breach the waves and flash joyous and impossible in the sunlight (67).

Joy

Being full of joy is like being full of breath.  No one’s lungs are constantly full, for it is necessary to exhale as well as to inhale.  Nevertheless the supply of oxygen remains constant.  Holding on to joy is like holding one’s breath; the very act turns the joy stale.  Why cling to one little lungful when a limitless supply is available?  We are not going to suffocate any more than God is, whose breath is in and all around us.  Knowing this , we are free to let go, to exhale, to feel all of our feelings as we have them, denying nothing (88).

Embrace Suffering

“My pains and sufferings would be paradise to me if I suffered them with God, and the greatest pleasures would be a hell if I enjoyed them without Him.  All my solace is to suffer something for Him” (Brother Lawrence, 91).

So sadness and happiness go together.  Together they make a pure heart.  When we hear the word purity, perhaps we think of one single thing, simple and undiluted.  But whenever we reduce the Christian life to one thing—whether it be freedom, joy, victory, or even love—we fall into error.  If even love could stand alone, what use would there be for hope and faith (97)?

Sadness

Sadness is hopeful.  Anger feels hard in the body, fear feels alien, and depression is like a dull poison.  But sadness is at home in flesh and blood.  It is a soft and relaxed presence, a comfortable garment for the heart (98).

Fun

Why is it that pure fun is so rare a visitor to church?  Perhaps it’s because fun is difficult to fake.  Piety, good behavior, even mercy and love may be closely rendered by facsimiles.  But fun, to the person having it, does not lie.  Either it’s the real thing or it isn’t.  You’re either having fun or you’re not, and only you know the difference (106).

Plato wrote, “You can learn more about a man in an hour of play than in a year of conversation.”  Play is essentially free exploration of the world.  It’s how children learn.  The enemy of play is fear.  When we’re fearful, we stop experimenting and so we stop learning and growing.  What are we so afraid of?  Mostly, we’re afraid of looking foolish (106).

The Laughing Place

That old buzzard was right: Everybody does have a laughing place.  The only problem is our fear of going there.  Finding the laughing place is a scary business, because once we do find it—once we wake up in the night and laugh out loud at how monstrous that slab of cake really is—after this, what excuse do we have anymore to be gloomy?  Once and for all the rug has been pulled out from under us, and we’ve discovered that standing on thin air is not really so bad.  Like Peter, at one time or another we have all stepped out of our boat and walked on the water.  Why don’t we just keep on going (110-111)?

Self-Absorption

What was the problem?  It dawned on me that as much as I had enjoyed our conversation, it was not the young man I had enjoyed so much as my own charm and conviviality.  I’d been absorbed in being interesting without truly being interested.  What I had enjoyed was not him but my own enjoyment of him.


Isn’t this the same trap we fall into with God?  How easily we convince ourselves that we are praying to the Lord when in reality we are locked in our own thoughts.  We need to ask: If I’m happy, am I really rejoicing in Him, or am I rejoicing in my own self-satisfaction?  If I’m worried or afraid, am I truly and humbly asking Him for help, or is my mind busy trying to work out some plan (However spiritual it may seem) for getting myself out of trouble (119)?

When it comes to people, do you want their presents or their presence?  My experience on the plane showed me graphically that it is possible to have a good time with someone without actually being with that person.  I can enjoy myself, as the expression goes, without actually enjoying anyone else.  The result is not fellowship but self-absorption.  Other people can tell the difference.  While it may be entertaining to be with a colorful extrovert, we all know the feeling of being lost in the dust of someone else’s exuberant sociability (120).

Looking

Instead of seeing people, we’re good at keeping them just out of focus, looking past or through them, avoiding direct looks, never touching anyone with our eyes.  How cold and alienating this is!  Why do we do it?  Because this way, we do not have to care.  We can look at people all day long, but we see them only as we care for them.  Love makes people visible (132-133).

Unknowing
The idea that evil can be known and mastered is the supreme temptation.  This is the original sin into which Satan fell and into which he is still trying to pull the world.  To eat from the Tree of Knowledge is to become like Satan, not like God.  To be like God is to resist the temptation to know evil along with good, and to eat instead only from the Tree of Life.  We undo the damage done by eating from the Tree of Knowing by eating from the Tree of Unknowing (139-140).  

Light One Candle

However much darkness or trouble surrounds a life, always a light shines somewhere.  If we are trapped with this person in a blizzard and had only one match, wouldn’t we bend all our efforts toward nourishing this one small flame in hopes of getting a good fire going?  Better to light one candle, says a Chinese proverb, than to curse the darkness (142).

Don’t take on the whole world all at once.  Love people one by one.  The will of God is what you can do, not what you cannot (143).

Confrontation

Entering the promised land of loving relationships will not happen without a fight, but the real fight is with our own willfulness.  The battle is the Lord’s, not ours.  The way of fight is through surrender and loving service, first of all to Him and then to one another (157).

Practice
The word enjoy is like the word encourage.  Just as encourage means to put courage into someone else, so enjoy indicates a transfusion of joy.  When I sincerely enjoy people, they feel this, and they leave my presence more joyful.  When this happens, I too am happier, and I know that I am practicing the presence of people.  The evidence is this transfusion of joy (172).

Back to Basics

The heart is a curious organ that, like a child, responds much better to suggestion than to command.  Sternly tell the heart what it must do, and it will turn a cold shoulder to you.  However, provide the heart with the right atmosphere, romance it with candles and violins, whisper tenderly in its ear, then do something unexpected while looking discreetly the other way, and all at once the heart will open like a flower (178).

We should never be ashamed to return to the drawing board.  In fact all of us should return there every day like children playing on a chalkboard.  The virtue of a chalkboard is that everything drawn on it can be wiped out and begun all over again.  If we were children living in a cottage beside the sea, then every day we would rush out to the beach to play at drawing and building in the sand, and then every night the tide would wash our sandbox clean.  As adults, we might perhaps consider this a pointless activity.  But why cling so tightly to our grown-up accomplishments?  What better way to live than with a clean slate every morning (180).

Let God be God

If you want to be free, begin by having a God who is free.  Let Him be free to do whatever He wants.  He’s going to anyway, whether you agree to it or not, so you might as well give Him your blessing (182).

If you do not have a God who is free to do anything He pleases with your life, then you will not have a God who can set you free regardless of your circumstances (182).

The Real Jesus

Their problem is that they are letting a false Jesus obstruct their vision of the true One.  An idol stands in the way, and this idol must be destroyed.  Idols do not just go away.  They must be torn down, deliberately, savagely, with our bare hands.  Most Christians are loathe to do this with an idol who bears the name of Jesus.  That Jesus-idol may have kept them for years in chains of fear and unreality, yet still they refuse to do away with him just because his name happens to be Jesus.  Does this Jesus love them?  No, he cannot; he is an idol.  This Jesus deserves to be crucified (184-185).

Let People be People

Isaiah’s metaphor of the potter and the clay applies just as much to our relationships with people as it does to our relationship with God.  Will you, a mere pot, presume to tell the Potter what He can and cannot do?  In the same way, will you dare to lay a hand on one of His creations?  Does one mug in your cupboard say to another mug, “I don’t like the way you’re made”?  Does one broken shard lying in the dirt say to another broken shard, “Here, let me fix you up”? (187)

For forty years I thought that a gift had to be something I was good at, not something I was missing.  Now I know that the fact that I think so much about love, and am constantly wondering how to do it, shows that this is my gift.  Now I know that it is precisely people like me, the desperately lonely, who have the gift of intimacy.


You’ll make more friends in two months by becoming interested in others than you can in two years by trying to get others interested in you.  Consider the prayer of Saint Francis: “O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled, as to console; to be understood, as to understand; to be loved, as to love.  For it is in giving that we receive” (189).

Kindness

It is easy to overmystify love.  But really it’s little more than a profound courtesy.  We cannot produce an invisible mystery.  But if we practice simple kindness from the heart, the mystical element will follow like divine wine poured into a waiting chalice (191).

Intercession

Once I was praying for a neighbor who was in the habit of playing loud music late at night.  “Lord,” I prayed, “please find that fellow something else to do.”  Suddenly the Lord interrupted my prayer to say, “Don’t pray for anyone you do not love.  If you cannot love him, save your breath.”  I have never forgotten this.  It changed my prayer life.  I needed to love that neighbor, and that was all I needed.  This was the answer to my prayer (196).

Much of what we call worship is really a searching after love for God.  As vital and important as this is, it is not worship.  Our Christianity would be more real and enjoyable if we would cultivate the habit of calling things what they are.  Then, without guilt or pretense, we could relax and let ourselves be human (197).

True intercessory prayer flows out of a loving relationship.  It begins when we love people enough that we no longer need them to be any different than they are.  Accepting and celebrating who they are, we can then encourage and bless all that they are becoming (198).

The Thought Life

James taught us how to think when he wrote, “The wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere” (3:17).  Notice that these are relational qualities.  To James the test of good thinking is not how intellectually sound and rigorous it is, but whether it leads to warmth and intimacy with others (201).

Practical Hope

Faith could move mountains.  What then might hope do? 


Pondering this, it gradually changed the way I looked at people.  The center of my gravity in my relationships shifted.  Before this I had always wanted to change people.  Now I began to wonder what changes I had to make in myself in order to serve others (211).

The Door

Where is the door in the house of your marriage?  Maybe it’s in the kitchen.  Many a marriage would be renewed if the husband would spend some time visiting with his wife while she prepares a meal.  Better still, let the husband prepare the meal, or let them work together.  Zechariah prophesied that “every pot in Jerusalem and Judah will be holy to the LORD Almighty” (14:21).  Are the pots in your house holy?  Are they instruments to bring about intimacy?  When even your pots are glorious, how much more glorious will be those who use them (217).

Chicken or Egg?

If we cannot find intimacy with human beings, we do not have intimacy with God either.  We’ll feel no closer to God than we do to the people around us.  The quality of our spiritual life is best measured by the quality of our friendship.  True growth will inevitably produce a new closeness to people, and if it does not, it’s not the real thing (235).

It is strange but true that the faces of our neighbors are often the faces of the big hairy monsters in our own closet.  It’s not that these people are ugly or nasty; probably they’re as nice as we are.  But we do not know how to relate to them in a way that is natural and life giving.  Many Christians would rather look into their Bibles than into the eyes of a fellow human being.  This is exactly what Jesus ran up against in the Pharisees.  Many will pray, “Lord, I want to be close to You,” yet never do anything to get close to the people around them.  But God has designed it so that the route to Him lies through other people.


I may easily deceive myself that I love God.  But do I love my family and friends (235-236)?

The Royal Law

This is also what the church is about.  Ever wonder why the church is so flawed?  Flaws form the best glue for friendship.  Indeed a friendship without many shared failures will remain stilted and lame.  We connect with others not primarily through our strengths, but through our weakness (240).

This too is the main thrust of all the letters of Paul.  Great evangelist though he was, Paul never exhorted anyone (except Timothy) to be an evangelist.  Rather he pleaded with the churches to lay down their internal struggles and to love each other.  He said nothing to his people about taking the gospel to others, because they hadn’t yet absorbed it themselves (240-241).

A Penny Saved

Nowadays, I wouldn’t stoop for a penny, I’d lower myself for a dime, maybe even for a nickel, but never for a penny.  I wish I had a nickel for every penny I’ve walked by with my nose in the air.  It’s just not worth it anymore to pick one up.  I wouldn’t waste my time, energy, or dignity on such a trifle.


And yet here’s the curious thing: I still notice them.  It’s not as if pennies are as common as dust.  Worthless as they are, they’re still worth noticing.  


Isn’t this something like our attitude toward love?  Love is much more valuable than a penny.  But isn’t it also much more common?  And don’t we walk by it every day with our noses in the air?  When a clerk in a store smiles at me, or when I pass a mother and her new baby on the sidewalk, or when I see a little old couple on a park bench in the autumn sunshine—do I allow these experiences to awaken love in me?  Do I bend down, pick them up, and tuck them away in the pocket of my heart?  Or have I become too busy and too important to stoop for love (243)?

Fear of Man

Alienation stems from always putting ourselves either higher or lower than others, never on the same level.  But friends regard one another as equals.  Wherever there is an idol, there is a pedestal (253).

The Day I Married People

[The Mystery of Marriage] tells the story of a would-be monk who stumbles into marriage and discovers, in the excruciating wine press of married love, that there is no spirituality more exacting, no Christian discipline more profound, no monastic life more glorious and liberating than the arms of a wife (262).

Epilogue

I once heard a famous preacher, in the midst of a sermon to five thousand people, pause to say, “I love this.  I really love this.  I just came from a holiday with my wife, and that was pretty nice.  We had a good time together.  But it wasn’t as good as this.  There’s nothing better than this.”


That preacher was wrong.  He was out of touch with what’s really important.  He was a workaholic.  Oh, he delivered a great sermon.  One could feel the presence of God powerfully as he spoke.  And in the time of ministry that followed, miracles happened.


Still, when this man paused to comment on his marriage, what he might have said was, “I wish I had the guts to love my wife the way I love my work.  I wish I could love my family and friends this way too.  Matter of fact, I wish I could love, period.”  This statement would have been honest.


The church is dying for lack of love.  The world is dying for lack of church.  There are too many pastors who love their work more than they love people.  There are too many Christians who love their religion but do not love themselves.  Far from “living a life of love,” weeks pass us by with barely an intimate moment.  In churches, in families, in neighborhoods, entire relationships are lived out with hardly a point of real connection.


Meanwhile, it’s a day in December and I’m walking beside the ocean with my wife, Karen.  The sun, that awesome, pendant globe of fire, is shining so gloriously that I suddenly remember it is really a star, a star so close and bright that it banishes all darkness.  The radiant sea, the golden sand, the pure white wheeling gulls—this whole scene is like something we have never seen before, as if we were on some other planet, in some other galaxy.  As if we were in heaven.


But no, we are right here on earth, and we are together, just the two of us.  This being at my side is no angel but my wife.  If she were an angel she would be less strange to me, less dazzling, less beautiful.  It is impossible to capture in words the wonder of just being with her.


If it were nothing more than her hair, the soft dark splendor of it, and the way the wind lifts it in wisps to lay across her check with perfect deft-fingered grace, and how all the colors in the world and more limn each strand like shining beads of dew—if the glory of Karen were nothing more than this, it would be enough. It would be too much; I would be more than satisfied.


But these few strands of hair are just a tiny part of Karen.  She is so much more than this, so much that is both visible and invisible, both lucid and ineffable.  The magic of her presence is like electricity running lightly and thrillingly all through my body and soul.  I’m not just aware of her; she’s part of me.  I’m practicing her presence.  Or is her presence practicing me?  Whatever’s happening, it is completely intoxicating, completely pure.  


Though we talk a little, I’m not thinking about what we’re saying.  It’s our mouths, our eyes, our hands that carry the meaning, while our words are like physical things, like beautiful stones we pick up and pass between us.  We fall silent for long stretches.  There’s not the least pressure to say anything or not to, to do anything except be who we are.


Laughter comes easily, and other moods too flow through us like wind touching water.  There is utter freedom to feel everything.  So precious is this that tears keep welling up in me.  It’s not just that tears come to my eyes, but as if tears are oozing from all the pores in my face, giving it a sheen of splendor.  I can feel myself glowing, burning, and the same fire is on Karen too.  It’s the glory of God.  The engine of grace is grinding golden flour out of every cell in our bodies.  Clean, holy fire is sweeping through us, touching us all over like loving fingers, like warm flakes of gently falling golden snow…


Words fail.  All I know is that I’m standing on holy ground.  All I know is that my heart burns within me, as surely as it did for the two disciples who walked beside a stranger on the road to Emmaus.  I’m reminded of a line from the musical Les Misérables: “To love another person is to see the face of God.”  God is love, so to be with Karen like this, to be with anyone like this, is to keep company with God.


I’m not saying that Karen and I live in this exalted state all the time.  But it does happen a lot.  And it also happens with a wider and wider circle of people.  In my family, in my church, in all my relationships I experience more and more of this quiet, lovely miracle.  It’s called love, and as Christians we’re expected to have more and more of it, until finally we live it and breathe it.


There’s nothing better than this.  As far as I’m concerned, this is it.  If there’s more, then this is the foundation for everything else.  As Paul put it so plainly, “If I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing” (I Corinthians 13:2).  He might have gone on to say, “If I make a phone call, attend a meeting, or go to the corner store for a loaf of bread, but do it without love, I gain nothing.”


Nothing is simpler, nothing is more exalted, nothing is more powerful than this ordinary glory of love that comes from practicing the presence of God and of people.  This is really all I want out of life anymore.  With this in place, my life is full.   To paraphrase David in Psalm 23, “The LORD is my shepherd, and there’s nothing more I want” (269-272).

Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God

Packer, J. I. Evangelism and the Sovereignty God. Intervarsity Press: Downers Grove, 1961.  ISBN: 0-8308-1339-X

As you look back, you take to yourself the blame for your past blindness and indifference and obstinacy and evasiveness in face of the gospel message; but you do not pat yourself on the back for having been at length mastered by the insistent Christ.  You would never dream of dividing the credit for your salvation between God and yourself (13).

There is a long-standing controversy in the Church as to whether God is really Lord in relation to human conduct and saving faith or not.  What has been said shows us how we should regard this controversy.  The situation is not what it seems to be.  For it is not true that some Christians believe in divine sovereignty while others hold an opposite view.  What is true is that all Christians believe in divine sovereignty, but some are not aware that they do, and mistakenly imagine and insist that they reject it.  What causes this odd state of affairs?  The root cause is the same as in most cases of error in the Church—the intruding of rationalistic speculations, the passion for systematic consistency, a reluctance to recognize the existence of mystery and to let God be wiser than men, and a consequent subjecting of Scripture to the supposed demands of human logic (16).

How, then, do you pray?  Do you ask God for your daily bread?  Do you thank God for your conversion?  Do you pray for the conversion of others?  If the answer is ‘no’, I can only say that I do not think you are yet born again.  But if the answer is ‘yes’—well, that proves that, whatever side you may have taken in debates on this question in the past, in your heart you believe in the sovereignty of God no less firmly than anyone else.  On our feet we may have arguments about it, but on our knees we are all agreed.  And it is this common agreement, of which our prayers give proof, that I take as our starting-point now (17).

Such non-paradoxical forms of speech are clumsy and dull beside the paradoxes which they would replace, but they express precisely the same meaning.  For a paradox is merely a matter of how you use words; the employment of paradox is an arresting trick of speech, but it does not imply even an appearance of contradiction in the facts that you are describing.


Also it should be noted that a paradox is always comprehensible.  A speaker or writer casts his ideas into paradoxes in order to make them memorable and provoke thought about them.  But the person at the receiving end must be able, on reflection, to see how to unravel the paradox, otherwise it will seem to him to be really self-contradictory, and therefore really meaningless (20).

What should one do, then, with an antinomy?  Accept it for what it is, and learn to live with it.  Refuse to regard the apparent inconsistency as real; put down the semblance of contradiction to the deficiency of your own understanding; think of the two principles as, not rival alternatives, but, in some way that at present you do not grasp, complementary to each other (21).

Only by letting our knowledge of God’s sovereignty control the way in which we plan, and pray, and work in His service, can we avoid becoming guilty of this fault.  For where we are not consciously relying on God, there we shall inevitably be found relying on ourselves.  And the spirit of self-reliance is a blight on evangelism.  Such, however, is the inevitable consequence of forgetting God’s sovereignty in the conversion of souls (29).

C. H. Spurgeon was once asked if he could reconcile these two truths to each other.  ‘I wouldn’t try,’ he replied; ‘I never reconcile friends.’  Friends?—yes, friends.  This is the point that we have to grasp.  In the Bible, divine sovereignty and human responsibility are not enemies.  They are not uneasy neighbours; they are not in an endless state of cold war with each other.  They are friends, and they work together. I hope that what I am to say now about evangelism will help make this clear (35-36).

‘To evangelise’, declared the Committee, ‘is so to present Christ Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit, that men shall come to put their trust in God through Him, to accept Him as their Saviour, and serve Him as their King in the fellowship of His church’ (37-38).

According to this definition, it is not evangelism merely to teach general truths about God’s existence, or the moral law; evangelism means to present Christ Jesus, the divine Son who became man at a particular point in world-history in order to save a ruined race.  Nor, according to this definition, is it evangelism merely to present the teaching and example of the historical Jesus, or even the truth about His saving work; evangelism means to present Christ Jesus Himself, the living Saviour and the reigning Lord.  Nor, again, is it evangelism, according to this definition, merely to set forth the living Jesus as Helper and Friend, without reference to His saving work on the cross; evangelism means to present Jesus as Christ, God’s anointed Servant, fulfilling the tasks of His appointed office as Priest and King (38).

If in our churches ‘evangelistic’ meetings, and ‘evangelistic’ sermons, are thought of as special occasions, different from the ordinary run of things, it is a damning indictment of our normal Sunday services.  So that if we should imagine that the essential work of evangelism lies in holding meetings of the special type described out of church hours, so to speak, that would simply prove that we had failed to understand what our regular Sunday services are for (55).

The way to find out whether a particular service was evangelistic is to ask, not whether an appeal for decision was made, but what truth was taught at it.  If it transpired that insufficient of the gospel was preached to make the appeal for response intelligible to the congregation, the right of the meeting to be called evangelistic would be very doubtful (56).

The gospel starts by teaching us that we, as creatures, are absolutely dependent on God, and that He, as Creator, has an absolute claim on us (59).

What we have to grasp, then, is that the bad conscience of the natural man is not at all the same thing as conviction of sin.  It does not, therefore, follow that a man is convicted of sin when he is distressed about his weaknesses and the wrong things he has done.  It is not conviction of sin just to feel miserable about yourself and your failures and your inadequacy to meet life’s demands.  Nor would it be saving faith if a man in that condition called on the Lord Jesus Christ just to soothe him, and cheer him up, and make him feel confident again.  Nor should we be preaching the gospel (though we might imagine we were) if all that we did was to present Christ in terms of a man’s felt wants.  (‘Are you happy?  Are you satisfied?  Do you want peace of mind?  Do you feel that you have failed?  Are you fed up with yourself?  Do you want a friend?  Then come to Christ; He will meet your every need…’—as if the Lord Jesus Christ were to be thought of as a fairy godmother, or a super-psychiatrist.)  No; we have to go deeper than this.  To preach sin means, not to make capital out of people’s felt frailties (the brainwasher’s trick), but to measure their lives by the holy law of God.  To be convicted of sin means, not just to feel that one is an all-round flop, but to realize that one has offended God, and flouted His authority, and defied Him, and gone against Him, and put oneself in the wrong with Him.  To preach Christ means to set Him forth as the One who through His cross sets men right with God again.  To put faith in Christ means relying on Him, and Him alone, to restore us to God’s fellowship and favour (61).

(i) Conviction of sin is essentially an awareness of a wrong relationship with God (62).

(ii) Conviction of sin always includes conviction of sins: a sense of guilt for particular wrongs done in the sight of God (63).

(iii) Conviction of sin always includes conviction of sinfulness: a sense of one’s complete corruption and perversity in God’s sight (63).

Indeed, perhaps the shortest way to tell whether a person is convicted of sin or not is to take him through Psalm li, and see whether his heart is in fact speaking anything like the language of the psalmist (63).

The fact is that the New Testament never calls on any man to repent on the ground that Christ died specifically and particularly for him.  The basis on which the New Testament invites sinners to put faith in Christ is simply that they need Him, and that He offers Himself to them, and that those who receive Him are promised all the benefits that His death secured for His people (68).

It [scalp-hunting evangelism] is discreditable, because it reflects, not love and care, nor the desire to be of help, but arrogance, and conceit, and the pleasure of having power over the lives of others.  It is alarming, because it finds expression in a ferocious psychological pommelling of the poor victim which may do great damage to sensitive and impressionable souls (80).

They remind us, first, that personal evangelism, like all our dealings with our fellow-men, should be courteous.  And they remind us, second, that personal evangelism needs normally to be founded on friendship.  You are not usually justified in choosing the subject of conversation with another till you have already begun to give yourself to him in friendship and established a relationship with him in which he feels that you respect him, and are interested in him, and are treating him as a human being, and not just as some kind of ‘case.’  With some people, you may establish such a relationship in five minutes, whereas with others it may take months.  But the principle remains the same.  The right to talk intimately to another person about the Lord Jesus Christ has to be earned, and you earn it by convincing him that you are his friend, and really care about him.  And therefore the indiscriminate buttonholing, the intrusive barging in to the privacy of other people’s souls, the thick-skinned insistence on expounding the things of God to reluctant strangers who are longing to get away—these modes of behaviour, in which strong and loquacious personalities have sometimes indulged in the name of personal evangelism, should be written off as a travesty of personal evangelism.  Impersonal evangelism would be a better name for them!  In fact, rudeness of this sort dishonours God; moreover, it creates resentment, and prejudices people against the Christ whose professed followers act so objectionably.  The truth is that real personal evangelism is very costly, just because it demands of us a really personal relationship with the other man.  We have to give ourselves in honest friendship to people, if ever our relationship with them is to reach the point at which we are justified in choosing to talk to them about Christ, and can speak to them about their own spiritual needs without being either discourteous or offensive.  If you wish to do personal evangelism, then—and I hope you do; you ought to—pray for the gift of friendship.  A genuine friendliness is in any case a prime mark of the man who is learning to love his neighbour as himself (81-82).

So, in the last analysis, there is only one method of evangelism: namely, the faithful explanation and application of the gospel message.  From which it follows—and this is the key principle which we are seeking—that the test for any proposed strategy, or technique, or style, of evangelistic action must be this: will it in fact serve the word?  Is it calculated to be a means of explaining the gospel truly and fully and applying it deeply and exactly? (86).

Will it, for instance, leave people unaware that they have any immediate obligation to respond to Christ at all?  Or will it leave them supposing that all they have to do is to trust Christ as a sin-bearer, not realizing that they must also deny themselves and enthrone Him as their Lord (the error which we might call only-believism)?  Or will it leave them imagining that the whole of what they have to do is consecrate themselves to Christ as their Master, not realizing that they must also receive Him as their Saviour (the error which we might call good-resolutionsim)?  We need to remember here that spiritually it is even more dangerous for a man whose conscience is roused to make a misconceived response to the gospel, and take up a defective religious practice, than for him to make no response at all.  If you turn a publican into a Pharisee, you make his condition worse, not better (89).

It is a gross insult to God, and a real disservice to men, to cheapen and trivialize the gospel by one’s presentation of it (90).

What is needed is this: that we, who would speak for Christ, should pray constantly that God will put and keep in our hearts a sense of His greatness and glory, and of the joy of fellowship with Him, and of the dreadfulness of spending time and eternity without Him; and then that God will enable us to speak honestly, straightforwardly, and just as we feel about these matters.  Then we shall be really natural in presenting the gospel—and really serious too (90).

We should not be held back by the thought that if they are not elect, they will not believe us, and our efforts to convert them will fail.  That is true; but it is none of our business, and should make no difference to our action.  In the first place, it is always wrong to abstain from doing good for fear that it might not be appreciated.  In the second place, the non-elect in this world are faceless men as far as we are concerned.  We know that they exist, but we do not and cannot know who they are, and it is as futile as it is impious for us to try and guess.  The identity of the reprobate is one of God’s ‘secret things’ into which His people may not pry.  In the third place, our calling as Christians is not to love God’s elect, and them only, but to love our neighbour, irrespective of whether he is elect or not (99).

I suspect that what is really responsible for this sense of evangelistic malaise is a widespread neurosis of disillusionment, an unacknowledged failure of nerve, springing from a long-standing failure to reckon with the fact that evangelism, regarded as a human enterprise, must be expected to fail (110).

What is the cure of our disillusionment?  First, we must admit that we were silly ever to think that any evangelistic technique, however skilful, could of itself guarantee conversions; second, we must recognize that, because man’s heart is impervious to the word of God, it is no cause for surprise if at any time our evangelism fails to result in conversions; third, we must remember that the terms of our calling are that we should be faithful, not that we should be successful; fourth, we must learn to rest all our hopes of fruit in evangelism upon the omnipotent grace of God (112).

The Westminster Confession analyses it as an activity of God in and upon fallen men, ‘enlightening their minds spiritually and savingly to understand the things of God; taking away their heart of stone, and giving unto them an heart of flesh; renewing their wills, and by his almighty power determining them to that which is good; and effectually drawing them to Jesus Christ; yet so as they come most freely, being made willing by his grace’ (114).

This confidence should make us patient.  It should keep us from being daunted when we find that our evangelistic endeavours meet with no immediate response.  God saves in His own time, and we ought not to suppose that He is in such a hurry as we are.  We need to remember that we are all children of our age, and the spirit of our age is a spirit of tearing hurry.  And it is a pragmatic spirit; it is a spirit that demands quick results.  The modern ideal is to achieve more and more by doing less and less.  This is the age of the labour-saving device, the efficiency chart, and automation.  The attitude which all this breeds is one of impatience towards everything that takes time and demands sustained effort.  Ours tends to be a slapdash age; we resent spending time doing things thoroughly.  This spirit tends to infect our evangelism (not to speak of other departments of our Christianity), and with disastrous results.  We are tempted to be in a great hurry with those whom we would win to Christ, and then, when we see no immediate response in them, to become impatient and down cast, and then lose interest in them, and feel that is useless to spend more time on them; and so we abandon our efforts forthwith, and let them drop out of our ken.  But this is utterly wrong.  It is failure both of love for man and of faith in God (119).

Pray that it may be used constantly to the conversion of sinners.  This, to Paul, is an urgent request, just because Paul sees so clearly that his preaching can save nobody unless God in sovereign mercy is pleased to bless it and use it to this end (123).

Federal Husband

Wilson, Douglas.  Federal Husband. Moscow: Canon Press, 1999.  ISBN: 1-885767-51-X

Federal Husband and Christ
We want to assume that marriage is a permanent “roommate” arrangement between two individuals with certain sexual privileges included.  But the Bible describes marriage as a covenant.  The adulteress is one who forsakes the companion of her youth, the covenant of her God (Prov. 2:17).  The men of Israel are rebuked because they abandoned their covenantal wives (Mal. 2:14).  But we have thoughtlessly assumed that we could have biblical marriages without even knowing what a covenant marriage is (11).

This does not mean that the wife has no personal responsibilities as an individual before God.  She certainly does, just as her husband has individual responsibility.  They are both private persons who stand before God.  But he remains the head, and just as Christ as the head assumed all the responsibility for all the sins of His people, so the husband is to assume covenant responsibility for the state of his marriage.  If a husband says that he objects to this because it is not fair for him to be held responsible for the failings of another, he is really saying that he objects to the gospel (12).

A covenant is a solemn bond, sovereignly administered, with attendant blessings and curses (13).

In our modern egalitarian world, submission is always seen as a form of losing or of being inferior in some way.  But we fall into this error because we no longer think in a Trinitarian fashion.  Submission is seen as entailing inferiority because we do not understand the deity of Christ and His full submission to the Father (15).

This mentality is not condemning but liberating—a husband who considers this knows exactly what he is supposed to do.  This thing is hard but not impossible.  It is simple to understand, which is good, because it is hard to do.  A man must swallow his pride, which is hard to get down, and then stand up and do a very simple thing.  Every doctrine lives as it is applied and no other way.  The application of this doctrine is simply a question of having an obedient mind.  This is not a technique; it is the mind of wisdom (19).

If this book has a central refrain, it is that husbands are to love their wives as Christ loved the Church.  For many Christian men this means nothing more than that Christ loved the Church “a lot” and that husbands should strive to do the same.  But what it really means is that husbands should love their wives federally, the same way that Christ loved the Church (19).

First, we must recall what the Bible teaches about Christ’s sacrificial love.  In many ways we have trivialized our understanding of that event—tee-shirts on sale in Christian bookstores show Christ with outstretched arms saying that He loves us “this much.”  Here we see something happening in our midst which always happens when the theology of the cross is forgotten.  When the meaning of the crucifixion is neglected, men keep their memory of the crucifixion but begin to focus on the physical aspects of it—the wounds, the flogging, the nails in His hands.  The Bible is clear that Christ did suffer physically, but that was not what filled His soul with horror as He contemplated the death that was approaching Him (20). 

Christ’s love for His Church was literally embodied in His sacrificial life.  His love was not measured by what He felt; it was measured by what He accomplished (22).

“So husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies; he who loves his wife loves himself” (Eph. 5:28).


A man does not care for his own body sporadically.  As Paul puts it, no one ever hated his own flesh. Imagine a man taking his body to a restaurant only on its birthday, and giving it a present only on its anniversary.  No, a man’s relationship with his body is much more…ongoing.  A man deals with his own body in one way or another every minute of every day.  And when a man does what Paul requires here, he loves his wife in the same ongoing, incarnational way (23).

More frequently, when husbands lose an understanding of the cross, they come to the point where they do not instruct their wives in the Word at all.  Of course, as the head of the wife, an ignorant husband continues to teach, but the lessons have to do with how Christ is more interested in Monday Night Football than in communion with His bride (25).

Federal Husband Against Himself
But if a man is not capable of providing his wife with food and clothing, then he is scripturally disqualified to be a husband.  He has no right to get married.  In a time when many women are more qualified to take a wife than many men are, it is not surprising that gender confusion is rampant (32).

A man who insists on respect and honor for his wife is clearly an honorable man himself.  A man rarely stands taller than when he stands for a lady (35).

About the only assault against us which we are capable of understand is the overt assault with a meat ax.  If an organization were formed dedicated to “the abolition of marriage as we know it and the execution of all available males,” Christians with “traditional values” would see the danger, mobilize, and fight, sometimes effectively.


But even then, about ten years later, many Christians would quietly adopt the central premise of their enemies and begin peddling this new innovation as “just what the church today needs” if we are to be “relevant” and communicate the gospel “effectively in the modern world” (36).

“Real” masculinity is described as being sensitive, open, responsive, intimate, caring, and the rest of it.  (About the only thing that is missing is breast implants.)


This is because men who have been masculine and ungodly are led to confuse the two and drop the masculinity in order to become more godly.  But when a man sins, he sins like a man.  The solution is to deal with the sin and not with the “like a man” part.  The response to masculine sinning should not be effeminacy but rather a masculine approach to godliness (37).

Federal Father

The only safe way to flee from the Lord is to turn to Him (75).

The proverbial “mama bear” tendency to take up the kid’s part without all the facts is a great destroyer of children.  In the same way, when a parent makes the apology which the child should make, the child is also greatly harmed.  He needs to learn to eat his own cooking (92).

At the same time, when a man is considering a woman, she should be sexually attractive to him.  He should banish from his thinking all false gnosticism, which says that the “spiritual plane” is so much more important.  Of course it is more important, but this does not make sexual attraction irrelevant.  When a man singles a woman out for attention, he should have one thing clear in his mind.  (Actually, a young Christian woman should understand the same thing as well.)  To some extent, one of two things is happening.  The first option is that the man is attempting to get the woman into bed dishonorably.  The other possibility is that he is trying to do it honorably.  If this sounds crass, you may not fully appreciate the holiness of the marriage bed (104).

The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination

Boettner, Loraine.  The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination.  Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company: 
Phillipsburg, 1937.      ISBN: 0-87552-112-6

This is beyond all doubt the teaching of the Bible and of reason (1).

The doctrine of Predestination receives comparatively little attention in our day and it is very imperfectly understood even by those who are supposed to hold it most loyally (1).

We have generally forsaken the principles of the Reformation, and Ichabod,, or ‘the glory is departed,’ has been written on most of our pulpits and church-doors ever since.”


The tendency in our enlightened age is to look upon Calvinism as a worn-out and obsolete creed.  At the beginning of his splendid article on “The Reformed Faith in the Modern World,” Prof. F. E. Hamilton says, “It seems to be tacitly assumed by a large number of people in the Presbyterian Church today that Calvinism has been outgrown in religious circles.  In fact, the average church member, or even minister of the gospel, is inclined to look upon a person who declares that he believes in Predestination, with a glance of amused tolerance.  It seems incredible to them that there should exist such an intellectual curiosity as a real Calvinist, in an age of enlightenment like the present.  As for seriously examining the arguments for Calvinism, the idea never enters their heads.  It is deemed as out of date as the Inquisition, or the idea of a flat world, and is looked upon as one of the fantastic schemes of thought that men held before the age of modern science.”  Because of this present day attitude toward Calvinism, and because of the general lack of information concerning these doctrines, we regard the subject of this book as one of great importance (3).

We call this system of doctrine “Calvinism,” and accept the term “Calvinist” as our badge of honor; yet names are mere conveniences.  “We might,” says Warburton, “quite as appropriately, and with equally as much reason, call gravitation ‘Newtonism,’ because the principles of gravitation were first clearly demonstrated by the great philosopher Newton.  Men had been fully conversant with the facts of gravitation for long ages before Newton was born.  These facts had indeed been visible from the first days of creation, inasmuch as gravitation was one of the laws which God ordained for the governing of the universe.  But the principles of gravitation were not fully known, and the far-reaching effects of its power and influence were not understood until they were discovered by Sir Isaac Newton.  So, too, was it with what men call Calvinism.  The inherent principles of it had been in existence for long ages before Calvin was born.  They had indeed been visible as patent factors in the world’s history from the time of man’s creation.  But inasmuch as it was Calvin who first formulated these principles into a more or less complete system, that system, or creed, if you will, came to bear his name.”  We may add further that the names Calvinist, Lutheran, Puritan, Pilgrim, Methodist, Baptist, and even the name Christian, were originally nicknames.  But usage has established their validity and their meaning is well understood (4).  

In his [Calvin’s] investigations about God and the plan of redemption he went very far, penetrating into mysteries concerning which the average man seldom ever dreams (5).

The doctrine of Predestination has perhaps raised a greater storm of opposition, and has doubtless been more misrepresented and caricatured, than any other doctrine in the Scriptures.  “To mention it before some,” says Warburton, “is like shaking the proverbial red flag before an enraged bull.  It arouses the fiercest passions of their nature, and brings forth a torrent of abuse and calumny.  But, because men have fought against it, or because they hate it, or perhaps misunderstand it, is no reasonable or logical cause why we should turn the doctrine adrift, or cast it behind our backs.  The real question, the all-important question, it not: How do men receive it? but, Is it true?” (5).

If any are disposed to reject it without first making a careful study of its claims, let them not forget that it has commanded the firm belief of multitudes of the wisest and best men that have ever lived, and that there must, therefore, be strong reasons in favor of its truth (6).

The doctrine of Predestination has been made the subject of almost endless discussion, much of which, it must be admitted, was for the purpose of softening its outlines or of explaining it away.  “The consideration of this great doctrine,” says Cunningham, “runs up into the most profound and inaccessible subject that can occupy the minds of men,--the nature and attributes, the purposes and the actings of the infinite and incomprehensible Jehovah,--viewed especially in their bearings upon the everlasting destinies of His intelligent creatures.  The peculiar nature of the subject certainly demands, in right reason, that it should ever be approached and considered with the profoundest humility, caution, and reverence, as it brings us into contact, on the one side, with a subject so awful and overwhelming as the everlasting misery of an innumerable multitude of fellow men (7).  

All that the highest ability, ingenuity, and acuteness can effect, has been brought to bear upon the discussion of this subject; and the difficulties attaching to it have never been fully solved, and we are well warranted in saying that they never will, unless God gives us either a fuller revelation or greatly enlarged capacities,--although, perhaps, it would be more correct to say that, from the very nature of the case, a finite being can never fully comprehend it since this would imply that he could fully comprehend the infinite mind (8).

“I have culled a bouquet of varied flowers from men’s gardens, and nothing is my own but the string that binds them.” (8)

They saw the hand of God in every event in all the history of mankind and in all the workings of physical nature so that the world was the complete realization in time of the eternal ideal.  The world as a whole and in all its parts and movements and changes was brought into a unity by the governing, all-pervading, all-harmonizing activity of the divine will, and its purpose was to manifest the divine glory (14).

There is no such thing as chance, or fortune; nor is there a readier way to gain the fear of God, and to put our whole trust in Him, than to be thoroughly versed in the doctrine of Predestination (15).

Order is heaven’s first law (15).

If at one glance we could take in “the mighty spectacle of the natural world and the complex drama of human history,” we should see the world as one harmonious unit manifesting the glorious perfections of God (15).

“The determination of the existence of all things to be created, or what is to be camelia or buttercup, nightingale or crow, hart or swine, and equally among men, the determination of our own persons, whether one is to be born as boy or girl, rich or poor, dull or clever, white or colored or even as Abel and Cain, is the most tremendous predestination conceivable in heaven or on earth; and still we see it taking place before our eyes every day, and we ourselves are subject to it in our entire personality; our entire existence, our very nature, our position in life being entirely dependent on it.  This all-embracing predestination, the Calvinist places, not in the hands of man, and still less in the hand of blind natural force, but in the hand of Almighty God, sovereign Creator and Possessor of heaven and earth; and it is the figure of the potter and the clay that Scripture has from the time of the prophets expounded to us this all-dominating election (17).”

He [Calvin] ventured boldly but reverently upon the brink of that abyss of speculation where all human knowledge is lost in mystery and adoration (17).

In all places, in all times, from eternity to eternity, Calvinism sees God (18).

It is unthinkable that a God of infinite wisdom and power would create a world without a definite plan for that world.  And because it is thus infinite His plan must extend to every detail of the world’s existence.  If we could see the world in all its relations, past, present, and future, we would see that it is following a predetermined course with exact precision.  Among created things we may search where we will, as far as the microscope and the telescope will enable the eye to see, we find organization everywhere.  Large forms resolve themselves into parts, and these parts in their turn are but organized of other parts down as far as we can see into infinity (20).

Regardless of how some people may oppose Predestination in theory, all of us in our every-day lives are practical predestinarians.  As E.W. Smith says, a wise man “first determines upon the end he desires to attain, and then upon the best means of attaining it (20).

That even the small events have their place in this plan, and that they must be as they are, is easily seen.  All of us know of certain “chance happenings” which have actually changed the course of our lives.  The effects of these extend throughout all succeeding history in every-widening influences, causing other “chance happenings.”  It is said that the quacking of some geese once saved Rome.  Whether historically true or not it will serve as a good illustration.  Had not the geese awakened the guards who gave the alarm and aroused the defending army, Rome would have fallen and course of history from that time on would have been radically different.  Had those geese remained silent who can imagine what empires might have been in existence today, or where the centers of culture might have been?  During a battle a bullet misses the general by only an inch.  His life is spared, he goes on commanding his troops, wins a decisive victory, and is made the chief ruler of his country for many years,--as was the case with George Washington.  Yet what a different course history would have taken had the soldier on the other side aimed the slightest trifle higher or lower!  The great Chicago fire of 1871, which destroyed more than half of the city, was started, we are told, when a cow kicked over a lantern.  How different would have been the history of Chicago if that one motion had been slightly different!  “The control of the greatest must include the control of the less, for not only are great things made up of little things, but history shows how the veriest trifles are continually proving the pivots on which momentous events revolve.  The persistence of a spider nerved a despairing man to fresh exertions which shaped a nation’s future.  The God who predestinated the course of Scotch history must have planned and presided over the movements of that tiny insect that saved Robert Bruce from despair” (22).

If He foreordained only certain isolated events, confusion both in the natural world and human affairs would be introduced into the system and he would need to be constantly developing new plans to accomplish what he desired.  His government of the world then would be a capricious patchwork of new expedients; He would at best govern only in a general way, and would be ignorant of much of the future.  But no one with proper ideas of God believes that He has to change His mind every few days to make room for unexpected happenings which were not included in His original plan.  If the perfection of the divine plan be denied, no consistent stopping place will be found short of atheism (23-24).

The fact that the Scriptures often speak of one purpose of God as dependent on the outcome of another or on the actions of men, is no objection against this doctrine.  The Scriptures are written in the every-day language of men, and they often describe an act or a thing as it appears to be, rather than as it really is.  The Bible speaks of “the four corners of the earth,” Is. 11:12, and of “The foundations of the earth,” Ps. 104:5; yet no one understands this to mean that the earth is square, or that it actually rests upon a foundation.  We speak of the sun rising and setting, yet we know that it is not the motion of the sun but that of the earth as it turns over on its axis which causes this phenomenon.  Likewise, when the Scriptures speak of God repenting, for instance, not one with proper ideas of God understands it to mean that He sees He has pursued a wrong course and changes His mind.  It simply means that His action as seen from the human view-point appears to be like that of a man who repents (25).

Every raindrop and every snowflake which falls from the cloud, every insect which moves, every plant which grows, every grain of dust which floats in the air has had certain definite causes and will have certain definite effects.  Each is a link in the chain of events and many of the great events of history have turned on these apparently insignificant things (37).

“In the great railroad stations,” said Dr. Clarence E. Macartney, “you can see a metallic pencil come out and write in great characters on the wall the time of the arrival or departure of the trains.  The metallic pencil seems to write of itself, but we know that hidden in an office somewhere the mind and hand of a man are operating the pencil.  So in our life, we note our own deliberations and choices and decisions, and yet in the fabric of our destiny there seem to be other strands, strands not of our own weaving.  Apparently trivial events play their part in great issues” (38).

Perhaps the relationship between divine sovereignty and human freedom can best be summed up in these words: God so presents the outside inducements that man acts in accordance with his own nature, yet does exactly what God has planned for him to do (38).

The Scriptures are the Final Authority by which Systems are to be Judged

“The Word of God,” says Warburton, concerning these doctrines, “is the great and final tribunal before which they must be brought, and by which they must be tried.  And the truth or falsity of our belief is measured by the corresponding agreement with, or diversity from, that form of doctrine which is set forth in the unerring revelation that God has given to us in His inspired Word.  It is by this criterion that Calvinism must be tried.  It is by this criterion that Arminianism or Pelagianism must be tried.  It is by this criterion, and by this criterion alone, that every form of belief, be it religious, or be it scientific, must be tried; and if they speak not according to the Word, it is because there is no light in them…We believe in the full, verbal inspiration of the Word of God.  We hold it to be the only authority in all matters and assert that no doctrine can be true, or essential, if it does not find a place in this Word” (51).

We shall show that there is no great difficulty—no undue violence or straining required—to interpret consistently with our doctrine the passages which are brought forth by Arminians, while it is impossible, without the most unwarrantable and unnatural forcing and straining, to reconcile their doctrine with our passages.  Furthermore, our doctrine could not be overthrown merely by bringing forth other passages which would contradict it, for that at most would only give us a self-contradictory Bible (53).

Limited Atonement

According to the Arminian theory the atonement has simply made it possible for all men to co-operate with divine grace and thus save themselves—if they will.  But tell us of one cured of disease and yet dying of cancer, and the story will be equally luminous with that of one eased of sin and yet perishing through unbelief.  The nature of the atonement settles its extent (152).

The Calvinist limits it quantitatively, but not qualitatively; the Arminian limits it qualitatively, but not quantitatively.  For the Calvinist it is like a narrow bridge which goes all the way across the stream; for the Arminian it is like a great wide bridge which goes only half-way across.  As a matter of fact, the Arminian places more severe limitations on the work of Christ than does the Calvinist (153).

“If Christ has died for you, you can never be lost.  God will not punish twice for one thing.  If God punished Christ for your sins He will not punish you.  ‘Payment God’s justice cannot twice demand; first, at the bleeding Saviour’s hand, and then again at mine.’  How can god be just if he punished Christ, the substitute, and then man himself afterwards?” (155, Spurgeon).

We are told that “Christ loved the Church, and gave Himself for it,” Eph. 5:25; and that he laid down His life for His friends, John 15:13.  Christ died for such as were Paul and John, not for such as were Pharaoh and Judas, who were goats and not sheep.  We cannot say that His death was intended for all unless we say that Pharaoh, Judas, etc., were of the sheep, friends, and Church of Christ (157).

Christ died not for an unorderly mass, but for His people, His bride, His Church (157).

They do but deceive themselves who, admitting God’s foreknowledge, say that Christ died for all men; for what is that but to attribute folly to Him whose ways are perfect?  To represent God as earnestly striving to do what He knows He will not do is to represent Him as acting foolishly (160).

Efficacious Grace

In the Scriptures this change is called a regeneration (Titus 3:5), a spiritual resurrection which is wrought by the same mighty power with which God wrought in Christ when He raised Him from the dead (Eph. 1:19, 20), a calling out of darkness into God’s marvelous light (I Peter 2:9), a passing out of death into life (John 5:24), a new birth (John 3:3), a making alive (Col. 2:13), a taking away of the heart of stone and giving of a heart of flesh (Ezek. 11:19), and the subject of the change is said to be a new creature (II Cor. 5:17) (164).

If any person believes, it is because god has quickened him; and if any person fails to believe, it is because god has withheld that grace which he was under no obligation to bestow.  Strictly speaking there is no such thing as a “self-made” man; the highest type of man is the one who can say with Paul, “By the grace of God I am what I am.” (166).

If, as Arminians say, God is earnestly trying to convert every person, He is making a great failure of His work; for among the adult population of the world up to the present time, where He has succeeded in saving one He has let perhaps twenty-five fall into hell.  Such a view sheds little glory on the Divine Majesty (170).

We should remember that the Gospel is not good advice, but good news.  It does not tell us what we are to do to earn salvation, but proclaims to us what Christ has done to save us (173).

Only those views which ascribe to God all the power in the salvation of sinners are consistently evangelical, for the word “evangelical” means that it is God alone who saves.  If faith and obedience must be added, depending upon the independent choice of man, we no longer have evangelicalism (173).

Certainly, if God loves all men alike, and if Christ died or all men alike, and the Holy Spirit applies the benefits of that redemption to all men alike, one of two conclusions follows.  (1) All men alike are saved (which is contradicted by Scripture), or, (2) all that God does for man does not save him, but leaves him to save himself!  What then becomes of our evangelicalism, which means that it is God alone who saves sinners?  If we assert that after God has done all His work it is still left for man to “accept” or “not resist,” we give man veto power over the work of Almighty God and salvation rests ultimately in the hand of man.  In this system no matter how great a proportion of the work of salvation God may do, man is ultimately the deciding factor.  And the man who does come to salvation has some personal merit of his own; he has some grounds to boast over those who are lost.  He can point the finger of scorn and say, “you had as good chance as I had.  I accepted and you rejected the offer.  Therefore you deserve to suffer.”  How different is this from Paul’s declaration that it is “not of works, that no man should glory,” and He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord,” Eph. 2:9; I Cor. 1:31 (175).

“Not the labors of my hands

Can fulfill Thy law’s commands;

Could my zeal no respite know,
Could my tears forever flow,

All for sin could not atone—

Thou must save, and Thou alone.

“Nothing in my hands I bring—

Simply to Thy cross I cling;

Naked come to Thee for dress—

Helpless look to Thee for grace;

Foul, I to thy fountain fly—

Wash me, Saviour, or I die!” (176)

Neither is he treated as a slave, and driven against his own will to seek salvation.  Rather the mind is illuminated, and the entire range of conceptions with regard to God, self, and sin, is changed.  God sends His Spirit and, in a way which shall forever redound to the praise of His mercy and grace, sweetly constrains the person to yield.  The regenerated man finds himself governed by new motives and desires, and things which were once hated are now loved and sought after.  This change is not accomplished through any external compulsion but through a new principle of life which has been created within the soul and which seeks after the food which alone can satisfy it (177).

Perseverance of the Saints

“I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight.”  And he meets with the same reception, tokens of unchanging love; and a father’s welcome voice echoes through the soul, and melts the heart of the poor returning backslider,- “This my son was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, and is found.”  Let it be noticed that this is a thoroughly Calvinistic parable in that the prodigal was a son, and could not have lost that relationship.  Those who are not sons never have the desire to arise and go to the Father (189).

That it Makes God the Author of Sin

And while it is not ours to explain how God in His secret counsel rules and overrules the sinful acts of men, it is ours to know that whatever God does He never deviates from His own perfect justice (228).

Many of the divine attributes were displayed through the creation and government of the world, but the attribute of justice could be shown only to creatures deserving punishment, and the attribute of mercy or grace could be shown only to creatures in misery. Until man’s fall into sin, and redemption from it, these attributes, so far as we can learn, had been unexercised and undisplayed, and consequently were unknown to any but God Himself from all eternity.  Had not sin been admitted to the creation these attributes would have remained buried in an eternal night.  And the universe, without the knowledge of these attributes, would be like the earth without the light of the sun.  Sin, then, is permitted in order that the mercy of God may be shown in its forgiveness, and that His justice may be shown in its punishment.  Its entrance is the result of a settled design which God formed in eternity, and through which He purposed to reveal Himself to His rational creatures as complete and full-orbed in all conceivable perfections (234).

Comparison with the Mohammedan Doctrine

A ship crowded with Englishmen and Mohammedans was ploughing through the waves.  Accidentally one of the passengers fell overboard.  The Mohammedans looked after him with indifference, saying, “If it is written in the book of destiny that he shall be saved, he shall be saved without us; and if it is written that he shall perish, we can do nothing”; and with that they left him.  But the Englishmen said, “Perhaps it is written that we should save him.”  They threw him a rope and he was saved (320).

Calvinism In History

“The Calvinists have been called intolerant.  Intolerance of an enemy who is trying to kill you seems to me a pardonable state of mind…The Catholics chose to add to their already incredible creed a fresh article, that they were entitled to hang and burn those who differed from them; and in this quarrel the Calvinists, Bible in hand, appealed to the God of battles.  They grew harsher, fiercer,-if you please, more fanatical.  It was extremely natural that they should.  They dwelt, as pious men apt to dwell in suffering and sorrow, on the all-disposing power of Providence.  Their burden grew lighter as they considered that God had so determined that they must bear it.  But they attracted to their ranks almost every man in Western Europe that ‘hated a lie.’  They were crushed down, but they rose again.  They were splintered and torn, but no power could bend or melt them” (369).

“It is a fact that speaks volumes for Calvinism,” says Rice, “that the most glorious revolution recorded in history of the Church and of the world, since the days of the Apostles, was effected by the blessings of God upon its doctrines.”  Needless to say, Arminianism as a system was unknown in Reformation times; and not until 1784, some 260 years later, was it championed by an organized church (370).

If we search for the true heroes of England, we shall find them in that noble body of English Calvinists whose insistence upon a purer form of worship and a purer life won for them the nickname, “Puritans,” to whom Macaulay refers as “perhaps the most remarkable body of men which the world has ever produced.”  “That the English people became Protestant,” says Bancroft, “is due to the Puritans.”  Smith tells us: “The significance of this fact is beyond computation.  English Protestantism, with its open Bible, its spiritual and intellectual freedom, meant the Protestantism not only of the American colonies, but of the virile and multiplying race which for three centuries has been carrying the Anglo-Saxon language, religion, and institutions into all the world (371).

It would be hard to over-rate the debt which mankind owes to John Calvin” (373).

“If the average American citizen were asked, who was the founder of America, the true author of our great Republic, he might be puzzled to answer.  We can imagine his amazement at hearing the answer given to this question by the famous German historian, Ranke, one of the profoundest scholars of modern times.  Says Ranke, ‘John Calvin was the virtual founder of America.’”


D’Aubigne, whose history of the Reformation is a classic, writes: “Calvin was the founder of the greatest of republics.  The Pilgrims who left their country in the reign of James I, and landing on the barren soil of New England, founded populous and mighty colonies, were his sons, his direct and legitimate sons; and that American nation which we have seen growing so rapidly boasts as its father the humble Reformer on the shore of Lake Leman.”


Dr. E. W. Smith says, “These revolutionary principles of republican liberty and self-government, taught and embodied in the system of Calvin, were brought to America, and in this new land where they have borne so mighty a harvest were planted, by those hands?—the hands of the Calvinists.  The vital relation of Calvin and Calvinism to the founding of the free institutions of America, however strange in some ears the statement of Ranke may have sounded, is recognized and affirmed by historians of all lands and creeds” (389).

“He who will not honor the memory and respect the influence of Calvin knows but little of the origin of American liberty” (390, Bancroft).

Put the truth of the sovereignty of God into a man’s mind and heart, and you put iron in his blood (395).

Our three American universities of greatest historical importance, Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, were originally founded by Calvinists, as strong Calvinistic schools, designed to give students a sound basis of theology as well as in other branches of learning (397).

In conclusion we would say that in this book the reader has found some very old-fashioned divinity—divinity as old as the Bible, as old and older than the world itself, since this plan of redemption was hidden in the eternal counsels of God.  No attempt has been made to cloak the fact that the doctrines advocated and defended in these pages are really wonderful and startling.  They are enough to electrify the sleepy sinner who has taken it for granted all his life long that he can square matters with God any time he pleases, and they are sufficient to horrify the sleepy “saint” who has been deluding himself in the deadening repose of a carnal religion.  But why should they not cause astonishment?  Does not nature teem with wonders?  Why should not revelation?  One needs to read but little to becoming aware that Science brings to light many astonishing truths which an uneducated man finds it hard, if not impossible, to believe; and why should it not be so with the truths of Revelation and the spiritually uneducated?  If the Gospel does not startle and terrify and amaze a man when presented to him, it is not the true Gospel.  But who was ever amazed at Arminianism with its doctrine that every man carves out his own destiny?  It will not suffice merely to ignore or ridicule these doctrines as many are inclined to do.  The question is, Are these doctrines true?  If they are true, why ridicule them?  If they are not true, disprove them.  We close with the statement that this great system of religious thought which bears Calvin’s name is nothing more or less than the hope of the world (430-431).

The Gospel According to Job

Mason, Mike.  The Gospel According to Job.  Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1994.      ISBN: 1-58134-449-X

“I will never admit you are in the right; till I die, I will not deny my integrity.  I will maintain my righteousness and never let go of it; my conscience will not reproach me as long as I live.” –Job 27:5-6

“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” –Galatians 5:1
Introduction
In retrospect I can see that a large part of my anguish was rooted in the fact that there really was nothing I could do to control what was happening to me.  I was absolutely helpless, and it is this, perhaps, that is the soul of suffering, this terrifying impotence.  It is a little taste of the final and most terrifying impotence of all, which is death.


We Christians do not like to think about being absolutely helpless in the hands of our God.  With all of our faith, and with all of His grace, we still prefer to maintain some semblance of control over our lives.  When difficulties arise, we like to think that there are certain steps we can take, or attitudes we can adopt, to alleviate our anguish and be happy (ix).

Yet for the person who struggles and agonizes, the very blackness in the Bible is its gold.  Just the presence in Scripture of a book so dark, chaotic, and thoroughly eccentric as Job should come as an immense comfort to any suffering believer.  For the book says, in effect, “This is what faith is often like.  Do not be surprised if you find yourself confused, doubting, afflicted, all but crushed.  It does not mean you have lost favor with God” (xii).

How significant it is that Jesus took His message not to the Gentile world, but rather to Jerusalem, straight to the heart of the highest and purest spiritual consciousness of His day.  For the glorious beauty of the one true gospel shows up best not when it clashes with some obviously alien teaching, but rather when it is brought into direct opposition with the subtle distortion of itself.  And the subtler the distortion, the more brightly shines the matchless pearl of the gospel (xiii).

Isn’t it strange how Christ can live inside us without our really enjoying Him?  But perhaps it is not so strange.  After all, we have only had this gospel for two thousand years.  That is not a very long time for a fallen race to assimilate the incredible reality of inexhaustible mercy and eternal life.  This gospel, it turns out, is not only good news—it is much better news than any of us has yet imagined (xiv).

Only he who is himself secure and happy in the Lord can pray effectively for others (26).

Prologue
Then the Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job?  There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.” –Job 1:8

There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. –Rom. 8:1
Satan (1:6-7)
Just as the term “Christ” (or “anointed one”) does not come to assume personal weight until the advent of Jesus, so only in the New Testament does the shadowy figure of “the satan” step fully out of the wings.  This personalization of evil began to take shape during the intertestamental period, but the revelation remained blurred until Jesus met Satan face-to-face in the wilderness, and then proceeded to expose the Devil’s dark identity and all his evil works before the world (28).

This picture gives new and pointed force to Jesus’ triumphant assertion in Luke 10:18, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven!”  If Job was kept in the dark about these things, it could only have been because the personal knowledge of Satan, this breathtakingly cunning and powerful enemy of his soul, would simply have been too terrifying, too searing a knowledge for any human being to have borne, without at the same time having the full revelation of the saving victory of Jesus Christ on the cross and of His ascent to the right hand of the Father forevermore (28).

Feathers and Millstones (1:18-19)
When Jesus said, “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof” (Matt. 6:34, KJV), He was talking about everyone’s day.  Yet who has not caught themselves wishing at times that they could fight more glamorous battles than the ones they actually face?  Glamour is one of Satan’s great drawing cards.  Yet what is the good of beating the Devil at cancer only to lose out to the common cold?  Is it not just as important to defeat him in the corner store as in the concentration camp?  “When the devil had finished all this tempting,” reads Luke 4:13, “he left [Jesus] until an opportune time.”  It is the timing of the Devil’s attacks, as much as the magnitude of them, that can crush us.


There can even be a dangerous false humility (in other words, spiritual pride) in saying, “I really have nothing to complain about, especially when I think about so-and-so whose husband has just died, or about all the starving children in the world.”  For the real question has nothing to do with so-and-so or with all the starving children.  The real question is whether I myself, in my own unique set of circumstances, am giving glory and thanks to God from my heart.  If I am not, then it makes no difference whether the problem I face is a big thing or a little thing.  For the smallest of complaints can spoil fellowship with God.  Just one (33-34).

Worship (1:26)

Real worship has less to do with offering sacrifices than with being a sacrifice ourselves.  “Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,” urges Paul, “for this is your spiritual worship” (Rom. 12:1) (36).

Nakedness (1:21a)

Can we enjoy God, and yet not enjoy the life He has given us, not bless our own unique incarnation in all its fantastic variety and unpredictability?


We Christians are people who know in our bones that we never had any right to be created in the first place, let alone be redeemed.  We know we have no more inherent title to life and its goodness than a dead man has.  For us the coffin lid has already been nailed shut on all the natural joys and privileges that earth can offer.  Knowing this, we are set free to bless the Lord in all circumstances, whether we find ourselves clothed or naked (38).

Luck (1:21b)

To believe in God is to accept the nonreligious answer.  It is to allow for the fact that the Deity behind the strange and inexplicable façade of this world is a real, living person, and therefore a person with not only rational plans and ideas, but also with nonrational intuitions, feelings, and even whims of His own.  To know the Lord in this way is, in some respects, just like knowing anybody else, for in our dealings with other people do we not inevitably run up against a large measure of pure unfathomable irrationality?  People would not be people if they were entirely reasonable, and so it is with God.  How reasonable is grace?  Or love?  Many cannot believe in God because they cannot stomach His whims.  But to allow the Lord His whimsicalness—and more than that, to bless Him for it—is faith (39).

The moment we start thinking that we can discern some pattern to the ways of the Lord, we begin to draw dangerously near to idolatry (40).

Trouble from God (2:10)

As King George VI said in his famous 1940 radio talk, “Go out into darkness and put thine hand into the hand of God.  That shall be to thee better than light, and safer than a known way” (48).

The Dialogue: Round 1
“Why is life given to a man whose way is hidden, whom God has hedged in?  For sighing comes to me instead of food; my groans pour out like water.”  -Job 3:23-24

“We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia.  We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life.” –2 Cor. 1:8
Depression (3:20)

What sort of hope do most churchgoers have today?  Is it anything more than a grim stoicism, the ability to keep a stiff upper lip in the midst of life’s fray?  Is it the sort of hope that hides from reality?  If the average Christian fell into despair, would he even know it (60)?

Hedge of Thorns (3:23)
The moral here should be evident: God’s surest protection can sometimes take the form of apparent obstruction, of darkness and difficulty and pain.  Indeed there are times when the very safest place for a believer to be is in the midst of obscurity and suffering, to all appearances cut off from God (61),

The fact is, a storm can be the safest place of all.  For when you are feeling strong and good and happy and are accomplishing great things for God, then Satan can still get at you, and this may even be the time when you are most vulnerable to temptation.  But when you are hedged in, when your arms and legs are pinned and you are bearing your cross with Christ, then Satan cannot touch you, and the reason he cannot touch you there is that by this point you have penetrated so far into his own kingdom that he does not worry about you anymore.  On the contrary, he now does something that the Lord never does: he forgets all about you.  Why?  Because he thinks he has already defeated you and won you over to his side (61-62)!

To be surrounded by God’s hedge, therefore, does not always mean to be protected from evil and from all the shocks of life.  The hedge may be a hedge of thorns, and often enough the loving protection of the Lord involves being thrust into the very midst of evil, and being asked to carry this burden up the hill to Calvary.  Whatever our circumstances, the safest place to be is always in the Lord’s will.  The safest place is the hollow of His hand—even (and especially) when that hollow takes the form of a bleeding nailprint (62).

Faith and Works (4:6)
To put any stock in one’s own virtuous conduct, whether past or present, is like trying to use a sieve as a bucket.  We humans cannot contain anything good; we can only channel what is good.  Even the matchless Son of God confessed, “Why do you call me good?  No one is good—except God alone” (Mark 10:18) (69).

True faith depends not at all upon itself, nor upon its own system of piety, but rather upon the Lord alone and His faithfulness.  It knows that our faith in God is only a reflection of God’s faith in us.  For our Father does believe in us; He faithed us into existence in the first place, and He continues day by day “sustaining all things by his powerful word” (Heb. 1:3).  To have faith is to have trust in the faithfulness of our God, knowing that faithfulness is first and foremost not a human but a divine attribute.  All we human beings can do is to become empty, in order that God’s character of perfect faithfulness may flow into us. Genuine faith is not the faith to do anything at all, except to fall to the ground and die (69-70).

Inferiority Complex (4:17)
Like everything originating with the Devil, his words here have no good deal of truth to them.  What other material has Satan to work with except the truth?  Having no real creative power of his own, there is nothing the least bit original about him.  Thus his normal method of working is simply to give the truth a subtle twist, a slight bend, refashioning and redirecting it for his own purposes.  Essentially he is a sort of cosmic junk dealer, a recycler of truth.  Often enough his wares are still shiny and eminently usable, with plenty of practical wisdom left in them.  Indeed the more closely lies and perversions resemble the truth itself, the more likely they are to find a clientele, so that for those who shrink from paying the high cost of unadulterated truth, the Devil’s secondhand garbage serves very well (73).

The Two Sons (5:8-9)
But the Lord knows what is in his heart, and Jesus’ question at the end of the parable is not, “Which of the two sons had the more correct theology?” but, “Which of the two did what his father wanted?” (Matt. 21:31) (78).
Carnal Christianity (5:17-18)
“If the wrong man uses the right means,” goes an old Chinese proverb, “then the right means works in the wrong way” (79).

In the long run it may be that the mishandling of truth will be shown up to be an even greater travesty, in the eyes of God, than blatant sin.  When truth lies it becomes a wolf in sheep’s clothing, and though it dresses up in the clothes of the Spirit, underneath it is thoroughly carnal (79).
No, Paul’s warning was against Christians giving themselves to any behavior that had its origin in the flesh rather than in the Spirit.  He was talking, in other words, about the misapplication of truth, and about insensitive and judgmental counseling of others.  He was talking about hypocrisy and phoniness, about insincere love, and about conformity to peer pressure.  He was talking about singsong evangelism, about the sterile, robotic mouthing of the gospel of Christ.  He was talking about pasteboard smiles, vacuous laughter, and good deeds motivated by guilt or by the need to impress others.  He was talking about settling for a lack of reality in the Christian faith (80).

Successful Living (5:27)
As followers of a Lord who was whipped, pierced, destitute, and crucified, it is astonishing how hard of hearing we Christians can be when it comes to the necessity of suffering.  We do not really want to be healed (with all that process entails); we just want to be well right now, period, thank You very much.  It seems we are interested in every kind of health except spiritual health.  Not many of us could address our sufferings in the way that Alexander Solzhenitsyn did in his famous apostrophe to the Gulag: “Bless you, prison…for it was in you that I discovered that the meaning of earthly existence lies, not as we have grown used to thinking, in prospering, but in the development of the soul” (81).

Jesus issued a stern challenge to this illusion of the well-rounded, holistic Christian life when He preached, “If your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away.  It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire” (Matt. 18:8).  The gist of this teaching is that the person who is manifestly impaired (whether physically, emotionally, or mentally) may be the one who is truly alive, while the person who appears from a worldly point of view to have it all together may be bound for destruction (82).

The Weight of Suffering (6:2-3)
No balance-scales view of God’s judgment can ever account for such a wonder.  Similarly, no human effort of will—even the will to repent in dust and ashes—can ever conciliate God or take even the tiniest step towards Him (83-84).

We might as well face it: it is Job’s suffering, and his suffering alone, which turns his friends against him, and which so often turns us away also from those who desperately need our love.  In the words of Flannery O’Connor, who from her own battle with the grim disease of lupus had reason to know about such things, “Sickness is a place…where there’s no company, where nobody can follow.”  How easily we distance ourselves from other people’s pain!  We are so good at rationalizing and accounting for suffering, so poor at doing anything about it, and so devastated when it is our own turn to suffer.  Anyone who has wrestled with serious illness in a hospital room, and received visitors there, will know that between the sick and the well, between the paralyzed life of the sufferer and the full, energetic outer world of the visitor, there exists a vast and nearly uncrossable chasm (84).

The Yeast of the Pharisees (6:6-7)
This faith is endlessly and neurotically preoccupied with its own performance, with its own power and holiness or lack thereof.  Always it has an eye on the heavenly box office, the celestial ratings.  A bad rating will cause it not to love more, but to try harder; not to fix its eyes on Jesus, but to examine itself more feverishly.  Worst of all, such hypersensitive egocentricity always spills over into an authoritative, judgmental attitude toward others (86).

The Unanswerable Question (6:14:17)
Jesus said, “Do not judge” (Matt. 7:1).  But to judge means not only to condemn; absolving others of guilt is also a judgment.  Probably it is a mistake to try and pigeonhole Job’s friends too narrowly in regard to the condition of their souls.  Yet if we cannot condemn the sinner, we must still condemn the sin.  One of the major themes of Job is the righteousness of one man as pitted against the religious hypocrisy of his peers.  If we water down the starkness of this contrast, then we end up with a weak view of the sin of pharisaism—a view that will touch not only upon the lives of three characters in a book, but upon our own lives as well.  There is a sense in which the glory of the gospel can only become clear in bold relief against this subtlest of all evils, hypocrisy (88).

Honest Words (6:25)
People told Bartimaeus to shut up, and the same thing happens today in many a church, where for one of a thousand expedient and doctrinally-justified reasons, the brokenhearted are silenced (90).

Mere Humanity (7:1-2)
True, the Christian life is not without its privileges, even in worldly terms.  But essentially our growth in Christ happens not by being lifted above the level of the world but rather by being immersed more and more deeply in it.  What we are involved in is a process not of divinization, but of increasing humanization, for the way we become like God is by becoming more human-more of what He created us to be.  Any theology that either demeans our humanness, or else tends in any way toward elitism (whether intellectual, social, or spiritual) is a twisted theology.  Any spirituality that tries to rob people of their day-to-day creatureliness, or that lures them away from the ordinary struggles and duties of life in the real world, is a false spirituality (94).

Jars of Clay (7:5)
Miraculous healing, to be sure, is as vital a part of Christian ministry today as it was in the first century.  Without it the church limps along, lame and leprous.  Nevertheless, it is possible to place so much emphasis on a miraculous cure that one completely loses sight of the inestimable worth of patient, faithful endurance of disease.  We like to talk about “having the faith to be healed,” but what about having the faith to be sick?  Jesus did not heal Lazarus; He let him die, saying, “This sickness…is for God’s glory” (John 11:4) (97-98).
If we are to be true witnesses of Christ, we must witness to His death as well as to His resurrection.  After all, we Christians have died already—we have died to sin.  Already our flesh has been undone and our old nature is decaying amidst our new one.  Why should we strive, as the unbelieving world does, to conceal such an obvious fact?  We are like windblown fruit, sitting on the ground and rotting.  But only in this way can the brand-new seed that lives within us be uncovered and planted.  “I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed.  But if it dies, it produces many seeds.  The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:24-25) (98).

Job the Sinner (7:20)
How can we “gain access by faith into…grace” (Rom. 5:2) if we do not believe, first of all, that such grace is truly available, and secondly, that through simple faith in Jesus Christ it is ours?  To believe this is to believe the gospel, to accept the good news.  It can hardly be called good news if for some reason we think that we ourselves may be excluded from it.  To believe we might be excluded is to believe bad news (102).

Having painted such a negative portrait of Bildad, we should hasten to add that there is a danger of being too condemning of Job’s friends.  Pharisee-bashing can be such entertaining sport.  There is something eminently satisfying about rooting out hypocrites and throwing them to the lions; it makes the rest of us feel like such shining saints.  Yet how many have gone on witch hunts only to be tainted by witchcraft themselves?  And are we really so confident that we can distinguish the diehard legalist who is a dangerous enemy of true faith from the immature believer who is our brother in Christ?  This is the riddle that constantly confronts us in the friends of Job and, more importantly, in the people we know who may be like them.  Indeed it is the riddle that confronts us in the depths of our own souls.  We step over a line into the Kingdom of God, but there is no line we can step over and suddenly be transformed into mature, loving people (106).
Not only did the Master instruct His disciples, “Leave them; they are blind guides” (Mat. 15:14), but He also told us to “be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees” (Luke 12:1)—that is, to be on guard against our own legalistic tendencies.  If we cannot see the yeast of the Pharisees in ourselves, it may be because we are up to our eyeballs in it (106).

Delighting the Father’s Heart (9:1-2)
Without really foreseeing the full implications of his own line of argument, Job is proceeding exactly as any preacher of the gospel must proceed.  That is, he is establishing the fact that the chasm between man’s sin and God’s holiness is so impossibly wide that all human attempts to bridge it are exposed as utterly useless.  All efforts at philosophy, spirituality, or good moral living become meaningless before the all-surpassing holiness of such an awesome God.  Yet for this very reason, Job contends, there must exist something else, something beside virtue or sacrifice or even correct theology, that will be acceptable to this God as righteousness.  Job’s faith, in fact, consists precisely in this—that as unapproachable and enigmatic as this Deity is, he knows there must be some way to approach Him and to stand before Him.  Just because He is so great and wonderful, there must be some means of gaining His approval and of having Him say to us, “Well done, good and faithful servant!…Come and share your master’s happiness!” (Mat. 25:21) (112).

The truly righteous person, it turns out, is the one who places no expectations upon himself.  From God he expects everything, but from himself he expects nothing, because he knows he is but dust (121).
The Song of Skepticism (9:25-26)
It is a very strange thing to be a Christian and yet to feel alienated from God.  Yet in all honesty, is this not a real dimension of every Christian experience?  What is strange is that all our theology tells us just the opposite—that we are His dearly loved children and He will never forsake us.  But there is a level of spiritual experience that theology cannot touch.  Just as there are black holes in space that no telescope can ever probe, so there are depths to reality that theology tries to plumb but never can.  Our creed may be ever so orthodox, but how shall we fare when God Himself begins doing the unorthodox?  “I will strike the shepherd,” quotes Jesus in Mark 14:27, “ and the sheep will be scattered.”  Oddly enough, if our faith makes no practical allowance for confusion, alienation, and oppression, then Christianity becomes a pollyanna religion in which the very possibility of the Lord’s direct and supernatural intervention has been leached away (116).

Binding Arbitration (9:33-34)

“If only there were someone to arbitrate between us,

to lay his hand upon us both,

someone to remove God’s rod from me,

so that his terror would frighten me no more.” (9:33-34)

To Job’s friends, however, such a notion must have sounded at best fanciful, at worst heretical, as it would have seemed to mollify or to water down divine justice by placing man on an equal footing with God. Yet oddly enough, the Lord Himself turns out to be a bit of a heretic.  For God too wishes so passionately to bring about peace between Himself and humanity—peace at any price—that He becomes willing to bend.  He bends, in fact, all the way down from His lofty throne in Heaven to a lowly stable in Bethlehem, in order to provide mankind with the very mediator for whom Job here prays.  If there is really no other way for God and man to agree, says the Lord, then I Myself will sit down at the bargaining table and negotiate.  I—even I, the awesome and glorious Lord of all—am prepared to bind Myself to arbitration (118).

Sadly, the business of standing between God and humanity and mediating between the two is a dirty job.  For essentially it means becoming the enemy of both sides.  God will never give up His holiness, and man will not and cannot give up his sin.  So there is an impasse.  And whoever dares to step into this impasse and negotiate a peace must inevitably become the target of both man and of God, the whipping boy for both sides.  This is how it was for Moses and for all the prophets, this is how it was for Job, and this is how it would be for Christ Himself and for His followers.  The fact is that God is looking for people just like this, people who by faith are so radically convinced of their own ultimate vindication by the Lord that they become willing to suffer any amount of divine wrath in this world, and along with it the wrath of their fellowmen, for the sake of making peace.  God is looking for people who are ready to stand in the gap between sin and holiness, people who, by abandoning themselves to the bearing of the unbearable tension between flesh and spirit, between time and eternity, between necessity and possibility, become living signs of the reconciling of earth and Heaven (120).

A Look of Agony (10:1)
Under such circumstances the wearing of a smile would be the wearing of a mask; it would not be a true smile at all but a simper, a pasteboard lie.  We should not be surprised to learn that references to smiling are rare in the book of Job.  What is more surprising is to consult a concordance and discover that the word “smile” occurs hardly at all anywhere in the Bible! (121).

While we never read of our Lord laughing, we do know for certain that “Jesus wept” (John 11:35), and that in the Garden of Gethsemane He said, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death” (Mark 14:34).  How would we react today to hearing a fellow speak so gloomily?  Would we upbraid him for grumbling?  Would we immediately try to cheer him up?  The very presence in Scripture of writings as dark as Job and Ecclesiastes should set God’s people free to confess their disillusionment, to frown and complain when appropriate, to be fed up with life, or to “speak out in bitterness of soul.”  For the view of the Bible is that it is far better to be sincerely discouraged and world-weary than to pretend enthusiasm, better to be authentically sad than artificially happy, better to have honest doubt than phony faith (122).

Letting God Be God (10:10-11)
What makes the body extraordinary is that it is so obviously something made—and more than that, something made by hand.  A find piece of lace might carry a label reading “Handmade In Italy,” but on our bodies we bear a label far more exotic: “Handmade by the Lord.”  Just think what a piece of furniture from the hand of Jesus the carpenter might sell for today!  But are we ourselves not infinitely more precious and exquisite? (124).

Hesed (10:12)

Love is not bait for the gospel; love is the gospel.  Love is not a means toward some other end; love is means and end together.  The moment love is used as a tool, it ceases to be love.  When people try to use love this way, what they are really doing is using God.  Instead of being used by God, they try to turn the tables and use Him.  Religion becomes an instrument for the expansion of one’s own personal power.  Love becomes a weapon of aggression.  Little wonder that the person who is suffering comes to hate it.  For true love is not aggression; true love is not concerned with gaining power over others.  Rather, love is the humility in which self becomes subservient to relationship (126).

This is the dreadful, fearsome love of God, the love that will never let us go.  This is the Love who made us and remade us for no other purpose except that of His own great hesed (126).

Doubt (10:15)
Real doubt is not doubt of God but of self.  In self-doubt there is no longer any serious doubt of God.  If anything, God is too real.  He is far more immense than our puny little selves can cope with.  Sometimes we would like to turn Him off, like the television set, but we cannot.  Instead we are wholly alive to God; He is more present to us than we are to ourselves.  It is not God’s reality we doubt, but our own.  We look at the life of Jesus and it petrifies us.  We doubt very much whether we can follow Him or obey Him or in any other way please Him, let alone glorify Him and be like Him (128).

Four Darkness (10:20-22)
Do we Christians leave sufficient room in our lives for chaos, for meaninglessness, for the awful “waste” of long seasons of sorrow and temptation?  Or are we too intent on always being cheerful, capable, and energetic?  Do we know how to lie low?  Or do we keep on pushing ourselves round the clock and thus defy Jesus’ clear admonition to walk only in the light?  Have we got time in our busy week’s schedule for a bad day or two?  Or are we too busy living victoriously? (130).

We may not even see that darkness can be precisely where the Lord is most gloriously at work.  In the words of Francis Bacon, “The pencil of the Holy Ghost hath laboured more in describing the afflictions of Job than the felicities of Solomon” (130).

Zophar (11:1-2)
But with Job easy answers are not possible.  Implicit in the book is the lesson that theology must not try to be any clearer about God than God is about Himself.  This is where so much fundamentalist religion goes astray, as it seeks to pin things down that are unpinnable, to systematize truths that by nature are unsystematic.  Pharisees theologize the life out of truth.  They are so wrapped up in expounding the Word of God that they forget it is the Word of God which expounds us (132).

Cheap Guilt (11:14-16)
No, while true repentance certainly includes a confession of guilt, it can never be initiated in response to guilt but only in response to the voice of the Lord, which in turn is always accompanied by a revelation of His overwhelming mercy and love.  As Francois Fénélon described it, “We hear this voice which carries a tender reproach to the bottom of our hearts, and our hearts are torn by it.  This is true and pure contrition” (136).

The Dialogue: Round 2 

“You are smearing me with lies!  You are quack physicians, all of you!”  -Job 13:4

“If anyone is preaching to you a gospel other than the one you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!”  -Gal. 1:9
Authority (12:1-3)
Few situations are more exasperating than that of trying to communicate with people who insist on answering everything you say with the obvious, conventional wisdom that you have already considered and digested (139).

Powerlessness (12:5)
Much of the dialogue in Job illustrates the exasperating paradox that when life is good we tend to have no questions, but when life is bad we have no answers.  “Men at ease have contempt for misfortune” because the secret of successful living seems, in happy times, so perfectly obvious, so clear and easy, that anyone who happens to be struggling with life appears ignorant and foolish.  “Poor wretch!” we think secretly.  “Why can’t he see the stupid mistakes he is making?  If only he would do this or that, things would turn out well for him” (142).

For if human beings bear direct responsibility for everything bad that happens to them, then the plain corollary of this thesis is that we also have the power to effect our own good.  Such a thoroughly watertight system of cause and effect, Job correctly sees, leaves no room for dependent faith, no room for the gospel.  Error supplants sin, and divine mercy is represented as human virtue (141).
The First Gospel (12:7-9)
But while it is important  that the Christian faith be book-centered, it is just as important that it not be bookish (144).

Appearances (12:19-20)
The Word of God is for Him to open and for Him to close.  Apart from His will it is impossible for anyone even to take a Bible off the shelf, let alone to understand it.  And is it not exactly the same with the book of life?  Sometimes the Lord will cast a rosy glow over the whole of creation so that it is very easy for us to feel close to Him and to understand the secrets of living.  But at other times the world appears drab and colorless, and at still other times everything is blackness and confusion.  Such changing appearances, Job maintains, have little to do with our personal sanctity (145).

No matter how broad its perspective may seem, the unregenerate mind is literally trapped inside itself.  As Ambrose Bierce lamented concerning human reason, “Its chief activity consists in the endeavor to ascertain its own nature, the futility of the attempt being due to the fact that it has nothing but itself to know itself with” (146).

The Squeaky Wheel (13:3)
If just a few people in a dead church would get down on their knees and rattle the gates of Heaven, refusing to be comforted until the Lord had brought revival, then would not God respond to such prayer and “rend the heavens and come down” (Isa. 64:1)?  In the economy of the Holy Spirit, the squeaky wheel gets the grease (148).

Job’s Comforters (13:4)
Job was wise to the fact that sympathizers can be just as manipulative as the sufferers to whom they minister, attaching subtle but powerful strings to their proffers of help.  In this case the strings were theological, for as long as Job’s theology failed to line up with that of his friends’, their hearts would remain fundamentally closed to him.  How many Christians are like this, making soundness of doctrine their yardstick for measuring out mercy?  Does our compassion suddenly run dry once others make it crystal-clear that they do not buy our brand of theology?  Do we realize that if God had followed this policy in regard to the human race, there would be no gospel? (150).

Falling to Pieces (13:14)
Among loved ones the stoical maintenance of a saintly exterior, at the expense of honest and meaningful sharing, is nothing short of sinful.  To hide one’s struggles from another is to withhold the gift of oneself (151).

Resurrection (14:14)
In the final analysis it is not so much the salvation of our souls that we human creatures are primarily concerned about, as the salvaging of our poor, dear, bedraggled hides.  For we do not just have bodies—we are bodies.  And so what we really long for is not to become pure disembodied souls, but rather to have our souls harmoniously reunited with our bodies in order that our bodies can work the way they are meant to without ever wearing out.  And lo!—this very dream turns out to be exactly what our Savior Jesus Christ has for us up His amazing sleeve (164).

Today in Paradise (14:22)
Jesus declared, “I am the bread of life.  Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died.  But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die” (John 6:48-50).  Do we believe this?  If we do, then the difference between the Old Covenant and the New Covenant becomes the difference between night and day.  According to the gospel, to believe in Christ is to have died already; it is to have “crossed over from death to life” (John 5:24), so that for the Christian death is no longer a future event to be feared by something already over and done with (168).

Cancer of the Heart (15:1-3)
In the eyes of these spiritual doctors, Job is like a patient who has lung cancer because he has smoked too much.  And now, they say, just look at the old fool—in spite of all the radiation and surgery and chemotherapy, he’s still puffing away like a human smokestack.  In such a case, concluded the doctors, it is useless to waste even an ounce of pity.  The fact that they themselves might have contracted a far worse disease—a cancer of the heart brought on by the failure to love—is conveniently overlooked in their medical textbooks (169).  

Fix-it Counseling (15:11)
Many Christians pride themselves on denying the modern-day gift of miraculous physical healing.  And yet, when it comes to emotional or psychological healing, these same conservatives seem to sage that every believe should exhibit a certain level of emotional well-being (or at least show steady progress in that direction), and if anyone does not yield to their ministry, then that victim’s faith becomes suspect.  But is the healing of the soul any easier than the healing of the body?  In either case the message “only have faith and you will get better” is simplistic and cruel (173).

The Primal Scream (15:12-13)

A cult of niceness is as effective as heresy for destroying the spiritual life of a church (175-176).
Clearly, anger at God can be a sign of spiritual growth.  It can mean we are outgrowing a concept of God that is no longer adequate for us.  It could even be said that our anger is directed not at the living God Himself but at our own idolatrous concept of Him.  While we ourselves may not understand this, nevertheless our anger functions to move us close to God as He really is (176).

Mercy (16:4-5)

“Go away and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’”


Who but a godless person would want it any other way?  Is it so hard to show mercy?  Is mercy a heavy and burdensome task?  No, it is just the opposite.  As Shakespeare wrote, “The quality of mercy is not strained, but falleth as the gentle rain from heaven.”  Why should we shun something so pleasant and delightful, and choose instead to nurse hearts that are pinched and wan with judgment? (180).

No Guts, No Glory (16:12-13)

With mature disciples of Jesus it is just the opposite.  They are the ones who have learned to trust their own gut reactions, who know that it is all right (and at times essential) for what is in the gut to come out—not because there is anything fundamentally good or trustworthy about a human soul, but rather because, quite simply, in a true Christian that is where the Lord Himself has taken up residence: in the gut (184).

The Sanity of Tears (16:16, 20)

All babies cry (even the baby Jesus was surely no exception), and most young children devote considerable energy to fussing and fuming.  In one respect, such behavior can be attributed simply to hormones and to lack of self-control and maturity.  Yet at the same time it must be said that the outbursts of children are not always without real provocation, and that often enough they issue from justifiable outrage at the intolerable conventions of the cruel adult world into which they have been thrust.  The storms of childhood spring from a natural heart of innocence (or better, call it ignorance) which simply cannot grasp the sheer enormity of evil that is at loose in the world (nor, admittedly, in itself), and which therefore reacts with instinctual pain and horror.  


Why is the crying of babies so upsetting to mature adults?  It is upsetting because it reminds that the world in which we live is an evil place filled with inconceivable terror.  Who wants to be reminded of this?  When children cry, we adults do not feel so mature anymore.  In fact, subconsciously we begin to wonder whether all our precious maturity might really be little more than an adaptation to wickedness, a learned set of skills for dealing in a civilized way with the evil in our lives.  When toddlers throw tantrums, all our delicate coping mechanisms come unglued.  Chaos wriggles out of its cage.  Crying children testify, all unwittingly, to the untamed presence of darkness in our world (185-186).

The Spirit of Christ (16:20-21)

Even for believers on the threshold of the third millennium of our Lord, still there are times when we seem to be incapable of seeing Jesus any more clearly than Job did.  Then it is once again the God of the Old Testament with whom we have to deal, the God of the whirlwind.  At such times we must be able, by grace, to reinvent the wheel; we must discover the gospel for ourselves all over again.  In the midst of the darkness we must put our hand into the hand of our divine mediator, the God-Man Jesus Christ, and so exclaim as Job did, “Even now I have an advocate on high, a heavenly intercessor who is my friend!” (190).

Wishful Thinking (17:13-15)

“Ask,” Jesus promised, “and it will be given to you.”  Why?  Because the profoundest desires, wishes, dreams and hopes of a child of God turn out to be the very stuff of the Lord’s own will.  If He promises to “give you the desires of your heart” (Ps. 37:4), it is because He is the one who has planted those desires in the first place.  Wishing may seem to be the province of magic and fairy tales, and hence dangerous ground for the Christian.  But really the opposite is true: in a real believer wishing is the very essence of childlike faith (198).

The King of Terrors (18:14)

“God does not tempt anyone” (James 1:13), but He does “seek an occasion to confront” His enemies (Judg. 14:4), and so we can expect that the Lord in His own time and way will schedule for us appointments with evil.  Ever since the Fall it has been a necessity of man’s condition that he “know both good and evil” (Gen. 3:22), and temptation means knowing evil.  It means going with, being with, the Devil (204).

Are we not mighty adept at finding our own way into temptation and then glamorizing the spiritual struggles that inevitably ensue?  Remarkably, this is a trap that Job never fell into.  He never sensationalized his battles; he only fought them (204).

Whoa! (19:8)

Sadly, many Christians misinterpret the lash of woe to mean, “Get going!  Pull up your bootstraps!”  It is taken as a signal to try harder, to master or suppress one’s personal pain and to keep on moving.  But when we do this again and again, do we not begin to resent our God as a hard driver, a taskmaster?  Hence the seasoned Christian, at merely a touch of the whip, learns to stand still.  “Are there not twelve hours of daylight?” asked Jesus at a time of great woe in His own life.  “A man who walks by day will not stumble….It is when he walks by night that he stumbles, for he has no light” (John 11:9-10).  At this very moment Lazarus was lying mortally sick; yet even Jesus could not go to him right away but had to wait out the spiritual night.  His lesson was that the children of God must learn to accept the constraints placed upon them.  They must do their work during daylight hours, and at night they must stand still (208).

Lovelessness (19:22)

People are fond of posing the dual questions, “Why is there so much suffering in the world?” and, “Why doesn’t God do something about it?”  Strangely, however, we seldom think to ask the deeper and more pertinent questions, “Why is there so little love in human hearts?” and, “Why don’t we do something about it?”


The greatest mystery in the book of Job is not why Job suffers, but why a man crippled by suffering is forced to fight a long, drawn-out theological battle with people who are supposed to be his friends.  Or, to pose the same puzzle in contemporary terms, why is it that in most churches people who are in deep need find so little real help? (213).

The Comfort of Judgment (19:28-29)

Surely this is a hallmark of the highest faith.  To the mature saint the inexorable judgment of the Almighty is not something to be dreaded or evaded, but rather to be eagerly and even jubilantly anticipated.  Consider Psalm 96, which is a tremendous song of joy over the prospect of the Lord’s judgment: “Let the sea resound, and all that is in it; let the fields be jubilant, and everything in them.  Then all the trees of the forest will sing for joy; they will sing before the Lord, for he comes, he comes to judge the earth” (vv. 11-13) (220).

Conformity (20:7)
Most Christians are much more afraid of other Christians than they are of demons—and no doubt rightly so, since in Christ we are more powerful than demons!  How wonderful it is to meet someone in whom these chains of fear have begun to be broken, someone who is out to obey God alone rather than other people, someone bent on being a God-pleaser rather than a people-pleaser?  People can never be satisfied; they demand impossible standards.  But God is easy to please, and this is the good news of the gospel in a nutshell.  Only God asks for nothing but love (224).

Unity (20:15)

“If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer.  Let him keep step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away.  Why should he turn his spring into summer?” (Henry David Thoreau, 226)

The Dialogue: Round 3

“I will teach you about the power of God; the ways of the Almighty I will not conceal.”  -Job 27:11

The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 

–I Cor. 1:18
Chaos (21:7, 9)

By Job’s standards any faith that cannot actually be lived, day in a day out, under all circumstances, is absolutely worthless. If it is the real thing, it must cover every conceivable eventuality.  When any system of theology comes up against even one exception to it rules and theories, the system must be reevaluated (232).  

The God of This Age (21:12)

This is precisely the way genuine faith behaves.  Somehow, mystically, it understands the true nature of things, even when it does not understand at all (234).

The Right Cross (21:34)

Christians who adopt an aggressive stance against Satan always run the risk of ignoring one crucial little fact, which is that the very evil we fight against has a foothold in our own flesh.  Are we fully assured that the enemy is entirely outside of ourselves?  Surely this is the hardest part of any suffering: trying to decide whether this is an undeserved attack the Lord has allowed for the sake of His own glory, or whether it is something we have brought upon ourselves through sin and foolishness.  If only we could know for certain which was which!  But we do not always know, and this is exactly Job’s predicament (238).

Law and Gospel (22:21)

In the final analysis the proof of our holiness lies not in our conduct, but in the cross.  It is the blood of Christ that redeems us, not our sinless lives.  Dependence upon holy living will lead to frustration and ruin.  Only dependence upon God pleases God and qualifies as righteousness.  This is the gospel, and it is the only gospel by which sinners can be saved.  This is the one loophole in the law, the one way (however illegitimate it may seem to strict legalists) to wriggle free of the law’s condemnation.  This is both the door and the road to life, both the narrow door of justification and the narrow road to sanctification.  It is the two rolled into one, and no other door or road is necessary.  To a Pharisee this sounds like cheating.  And it is!  It utterly cheats a person out of any possibility of being good, leaving that achievement and all its glory entirely to God (244).

Enlarging the Heart (23:10)

Growth is a phenomenon that takes place behind our backs, when we are not looking.  It happens the way seeds sprout in the earth: “As the soil makes the sprout come up and the garden causes seeds to grow, so the Sovereign Lord will make righteousness and praise spring up” (Isa. 61:11).  Jesus taught the same in a parable about the Kingdom of God: “A man scatters seed on the ground.  Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how.  All by itself the soil produces grain” (Mark 4:27-28).  Again He said, “See how the lilies of the field grow.  They do not labor or spin” (Matt. 6:28).


In the life of faith one of the hardest things to do is to refrain from laboring and spinning (from spinning, one might say, in circles) and instead to see ourselves as being like flowers or grain, growing not by our own efforts but by the grace of God.  Why is this so hard?  It is hard because it means giving up all our own plans for ourselves, all our pet projects for making ourselves into something.  It means surrendering our will.  It means giving up on ever getting our own way, and choosing instead the way of the Lord, the way of growing by the darkness of His grace rather than by the light of conscious, self-determining effort (248).

The Level Path (23:11-12)

In many religious traditions one of the central symbols of this path is a mountain, and way to make spiritual progress is by climbing arduously to the top of the mountain along a route that is notoriously difficult, fantastically treacherous, all-but-impassable.  This image is so pervasive in the world’s mythologies that it has even been adopted by many Christians.  But in fact it is not a Biblical image at all.  In the Bible the way of righteousness is more commonly pictured as a smooth, level path.  When the psalmist David is happy he sings, “My feet stand on level ground” (Ps. 26:12), and when he is troubled he prays, “May your good Spirit lead me on level ground” (Ps. 143:10).  Similarly a proverb exhorts, “make level paths for your feet” (4:26—a verse significant enough to be quoted in Hebrews 12:13).  Again, Jeremiah promises that the Lord will lead His people “on a level path where they will not stumble” (3:19), and Isaiah declares, “The path of the righteous is level; O upright One, you make the way of the righteous smooth” (26:7).  As one of the Old Testament’s most famous prophecies of the gospel states, “Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain” (Isa. 40:4) (249).

I Am Who I Am (23:13)

Names do have meanings, but somehow the meaning caries less weight than the name itself.  It is the name of Jesus, not only its meaning, that drives out demons and secures answers to prayer.  Thus when the Preacher wails, “Everything is meaningless!” (Eccl. 1:2), what he is really saying, in a strange sort of way, is that everything simply is the way it is and that is all that can be said.  When we read Ecclesiastes this way, we see that even in the midst of his existential despair the Preacher was actually praising God.  How else to explain the beauty and majesty of words such as these: “All streams flow into the sea, yet the sea is never full.  To the place the streams come from, there they return again” (1:7).  This book glorifies the hard, bright, intransigent fact of reality itself—or rather, of Reality Himself.  For this writer has come to the end of his own understanding, to the end of all human resources, and now he is up against the sheer naked extremity of “I am who I am.”


Whatever else we may say about God, we have to say that He is who He is.  “’To whom will you compare me?  Or who is my equal?’ says the Holy One” (Isa. 40:25).  There is a craggy individuality about the Lord, an unassailable actuality, an otherness, a thereness, an ontic and immutable aboriginality.  God is not to be gainsaid; neither is there any going around Him.  Rather He is to be wrestled with, reckoned with, and ultimately bowed to.  “He is the Lord,” confessed the broken old priest Eli; “let him do what is good in his eyes” (I Sam. 3:18).  God is who He is, and what He says goes (251).

Perhaps Paul lets slip this tremendous secret when he writes, “By the grace of God I am what I am” (I Cor. 15:10).  How strange that the apostle should speak of himself in words that so jarringly echo the most holy name of the Lord Almighty!  He might as well have said, “I live no longer, but ‘I am who I am’ lives in me.” (252)

I Believed, Therefore I Spoke (23:16-17)

I must keep my eyes on Jesus, because to look away from Him for a moment and back at myself is to see a sight that becomes more and more horrifying as the Christian life progresses.  For I live no longer, but Christ lives in me.  I myself am dead, and so to look back at myself is to look at myself dead, fallen in battle, my mangled body lying in a pool of congealed blood and crawling with worms and maggots.  No wonder I get scared! (254).

The Face of Suffering (24:2-4)

To deny that suffering of all kinds has not only a legitimate but a central place in Christianity is to deny the gospel.  “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,” teaches Paul in Acts 14:22.  Or listen to Charles Spurgeon:

Trials are a part of our lot, they were pre-destined for us in God’s solemn decrees, and bequeathed to us in Christ’s last legacy.  So surely as the stars are fashioned by His hands and their orbits are fixed by Him, so surely are our trials allotted to us; He has ordained their season and place, their intensity and the effect they shall have on us.  Good men or women must never expect to escape troubles; if they do they will be disappointed….It is ordained of old that the cross of trouble should be engraven on every vessel of mercy as the royal mark whereby the King’s vessels of honour are distinguished (256).

The Mystery of Children (24:9)

If a baby can be born in sin, then a baby can also be saved (258).

More Than Conquerors (24:12)

As we saw in the last chapter, authentic Christian faith can be present even in the total darkness of the womb.  Who knows how many saints die, or are murdered, without ever having seen the light of day?  Where is the victory in that?  No one even knows whether these nameless ones belong to Christ or not.  They have never appeared before the church and given their testimony!  Their entire ministry consists in the wordless proclamation of the mystery of the Incarnation (260).

Discernment (26:4)

But most of us encounter a good deal of fog in our spiritual discernment, and while we might like to think of ourselves as always flying with the Holy Spirit as our pilot, in practical terms don’t we fly a good deal by the seat of our pants?…  For some reason, this element of uncertainty in spiritual matters is vastly important to the Lord.  If it were not, then He would clear up all questions for us right now, and the practice of discernment would be an obsolete art (266).

The Fringe of His Garment (26:7, 14)

He puts on the dawn the way a man puts on an old pair of pants to mow the lawn.  The seven seas are but seven coins in His wallet—so much loose change.  This is the message Job reads in the world’s wonders: the grander they are, the higher their Creator towers above them (270).

The Power of God (27:11)

Who does this fellow think he is, covered with boils and sitting on an ash heap, that he can announce so boldly, “Now I will show you the power of God”?  It is difficult to imagine a more unlikely situation from which a man might make such a claim…unless it would be hanging from a cross (281).

In pleasant circumstances a twisted or a padded gospel can be a fine thing.  But when you are reduced to a miserable, sniveling wreck as Job was, and when all your friends turn against you, and when the Devil appears to you as an angel of light or backs you up trembling against the yawning brink of his bottomless pit, then it will mean absolutely nothing whether you are a pre-millennialist or a post-millennialist, whether you have been baptized by sprinkling or by immersion, or whether you can speak in tongues, heal the sick, or even turn stones into bread.  All that will matter is that you have such a firm grip on the power of God that you can declare with Paul, “Even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!” (Gal. 1:8) (282).

Thy Will Be Done (28:3)

Why not?  Why don’t people prize and pursue the pearl of wisdom above everything else?  The reason is that the gaining of wisdom requires the total sacrifice of or single most precious possession: ourselves.  More specifically, what is required is the surrender of our wills.  To gain wisdom we must part with the very thing which, to part with, means our annihilation.  And we must do this not fatalistically, not in grim resignation, but with the joyful abandonment of faith (285).

The Narrow Way (28:23)

As small as a single piece of fruit on a single tree among all the trees in the Garden of Eden.  As tiny as a single fatal act of disobedience.  If humanity was capable of finding and taking the one way out of Paradise, then why can we not accept the one narrow way back in? (288)

Dark Night of the Spirit (29:2-3)

Listen: wherever there is full understanding there can be no true obedience.  Consider the example of a one-year-old child whose father shouts at him to keep away from an open fire.  If the child responds to his father’s voice by backing away from the fire, then that response is obedience.  But when a teenager keeps a respectful distance from fire, that is no longer obedience but mere common sense.  The teenager understands the danger and so is motivated by the instinct for self-preservation, whereas the younger child, having little or no understanding, is motivated purely by the father’s command (294).

Uselessness (29:4)

But one of the things we learn from the many setbacks of life is that God, in His wisdom, has a use for uselessness.  The Lord Himself seems to be fond of standing around and doing nothing.  When we imitate Him in this, the Bible calls it “waiting on the Lord.”  But just think of how God waits on us!  For thousands of years He has waited for mankind to turn to Him.  Right now it is just as though He were standing on a street corner outside our home, hands in His pockets, whistling a gospel tune, waiting for us to keep our appointment with Him.  Are we too busy with more pressing matters?  Being useless, it seems, is not an important enough activity for us, and so we leave it to God (295).

Perhaps it is even true that the very soul of suffering is not so much pain itself, in all its forms, as it is the simple humiliation of having all our plans brought to a standstill, the indignity of being made to stop and wait (295).

Being immobile (in other words, having nothing better to do) is a prerequisite for worship, and worship is the prerequisite for all activity, all service (296).
But listen to the words of Catherine Doherty: “If you want to see what a ‘contribution’ really is, look at the Man on the cross.  That’s a contribution.  When you are hanging on a cross you cannot do anything because you are crucified” (296).

The Embraceable God (29:5-6)

But many have fallen into the equally serious error of depersonalizing the Holy Spirit.  At the level of rational theology they acknowledge the Spirit’s personhood, but in practice He is allowed to fade into the woodwork and become little more than an ethereal influence, more a ghost than a real person.  Many see Him merely as a kind of spotlight or PR agent for Christ, rather than as a divine person in His own right whom one can know and love, and whom it is the most exquisite of pleasures to worship and glorify (298).

Putting on Christ (29:14)

But how can someone who is already perfect become more perfect?  Perhaps righteousness can be compared to a priceless diamond that is being cut: all along it remains essentially the same impeccable jewel, but as new facets are continually added, it progresses from glory to glory (302).

Strictly speaking we cannot “imitate Christ”; but by faith we can allow Him the use of our bodies to imitate Himself.  When we believe the gospel, God guarantees that His laws will be written on our hearts (Heb. 10:16), so that His will is no longer an external standard we must live up to, but an internal energy that we delight to see discharged.  Accordingly, there is no point in trying to “put on” any behavior or action that the Lord has not already excited our hearts to perform.  As Jeremiah 17:10 states, “I the Lord search the heart and examine the mind, to regard a man according to his conduct, according to what his deeds deserve.”  Why should the Lord search a man’s heart in order to know his deeds?  Can good deeds not stand on their own and be judged in their own light?  No—because however good a deed may appear on the surface, its true character can only be known by the motive behind it.  It is only as good as the faith that powers it (302).

Mockery (30:1)

Certainly the scourge of public mockery is one of the fiercest of trials.  Are we prepared for it to Job it came unexpectedly and bewilderingly; but to the Christian it is promised, and its significance is explained in many Scriptures.  Jesus taught, “He who rejects you rejects me” (Luke 10:16), and in the Beatitudes persecution has the final and crowning position (Mat. 5:10-12).  It is one of the preeminent ways in which Christians are called upon to “share in [Christ’s] sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (Rom. 8:17) (304).

Disgrace (30:10-11)

This is exactly what is missing from most of our western churches: the public disgrace of Christians.  It is fine for Jesus to have been disgraced, we feel, and it is fine when superstar charlatans get their comeuppance.  But the average faithful disciple cannot imagine how any good might come from his own public humiliation.  On the contrary, how could God possibly be glorified if we ourselves should appear in a bad light?  But really the opposite is true: if we ourselves are busy occupying the limelight, what light can fall on God? (305)

What we need to realize is that only as sinners can we be disciples of Jesus.  A saint cannot pick up a cross; only a sinner can pick up a cross.  This is a profound mystery; but with our saintly selves, with that part of ourselves that has been sanctified and devoted to God, we cannot touch the cross.  Only a sinful nature can touch the cross.  It has to be bare flesh against bare wood.  Mere spirit will not hold a nail (306).

Wrestling with God (30:18-19)

The cross was a rough, dirty, violent affair, and it was all God’s idea.  Why do we picture the Lord as being less rugged than we are?  Just because He is holy, does that make Him milk-mannered, skittish, oversensitive, and effete?  Too delicate to handle the gross crudities of real life?  If we shrink from the idea of wrestling with God, is it because we are afraid of losing?  But Jacob did not lose!  Perhaps the real problem is our fear of offending God’s refined sensibilities.  Are we so afraid of seeing our nice clean God get dirt under His nails, or blood on His lily-white hands? (308)

True Prayer (30:20)

There is no true prayer without agony.  Perhaps this is the problem in many of our churches.  What little prayer we have is shallow, timid, carefully censored, and full of oratorical flourishes and hot air.  There is little agony in it, and therefore little honesty or humility.  We seem to think that the Lord is like everyone else we know, and that He cannot handle real honesty.  So we put on our Sunday best to visit Him, and when we return home and take off our fancy duds we are left alone with what is underneath: the dirty underwear of hypocrisy (309).

Faith and Peace (30:27)

Or what about the Canaanite woman who came to Jesus crying our for deliverance for her demon-possessed daughter?  Why did the Lord say to her, “Woman, you have great faith!” (Matt. 15:28)?  Was it because she had total confidence that this man could work a miracle for her?  No; rather than commending her for this kind of faith, Jesus at first completely ignored her.  He knew it took no great faith just to believe in miracles.  Was it, then, because of the serene and beatific smile on the woman’s face as she threw herself before Him?  Hardly.  Then surely the thing that impressed Jesus must have been the cleverness of her comment about dogs licking up crumbs under their master’s table?  But no, really it was none of these things.  Rather what drew Jesus’ attention to this woman (as to Bartimaeus) was a very unusual juxtaposition of qualities in her: it was her abject helplessness combined with her brazen persistence.  Is this not exactly the attitude we have seen all along in Job?  This Canaanite woman knew very well that before the Messiah of Israel she was no better than a dog, and yet she seemed convinced that she had a right to His help, and she was prepared to insist rudely on this right.  Why?  Just because of who He was!  Here was someone wholly taken up, not with herself, and certainly not with her own level of faith, but rather with the Lord Jesus Christ and with His magnanimous grace and mercy (311).

Singing the Blues (30:31)

The disciple’s problem was that their faith was too optimistic.  They were so taken up with the idea of ushering in a kingdom of this world that their faith became unrealistic.  They had no room for the cross.  They did not want to listen to their Master when He talked about dying; they put it out of their minds.  What they needed was a good dose of the Lord’s own pessimism.  They needed to learn, “Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh” (Luke 6:21) and, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” (Matt. 5:4) (316).

God’s Scales (31:6)

Similarly in the letter to Ephesians Paul refers to Jesus Christ (either by name or by pronoun) no less than forty-five times in the first forty-five verses.  Everything is “with Christ” or “in Christ” or “through Christ,” to the point where we may wish that Paul had paid a little more attention to the niceties of good literary style.  But this is the New Testament’s only message.  Christianity is a faith for people who, having lost all faith in themselves, never tire of hearing the name of Jesus (320).

Sin Boldly (31:33-34)

It is safer to be ensnared by sin and yet to trust in God, than it is to live a fine and upright life trusting in the sufficiency of one’s own faith.


This is what lies behind Martin Luther’s infamous dictum, “Sin boldly.”  It is a motto that Job would have admired.  He too is a man who has learned to be at home with his sinful condition—not in the sense of making peace with sin or drifting into complacency, but in the sense of getting past the point of being shocked by his own depravity.  Job knows he is a sinner; his sin holds no real surprises for him.  Only proud people are taken aback by their sin; the humble know themselves too well for that.  Pride might even be defined as a denial of the full extent of one’s own sinfulness.  As for Job, he knows his sin so well that he wears it on his sleeve for all the world to see, and this is the attitude that so scandalizes his friends.  For here is a terrifying sight, a sight, almost as terrifying as that of the dazzling God Himself: here is a human being who has nothing to hide.  Here is someone who is naked but who is not ashamed.  Job wears his depravity the way he wears his skin.  It is all laid bare before the Lord and before the world, and herein lies the secret of his blamelessness (324).

Elihu
“Yet if there is an angel on this side as a mediator, one out of a thousand, to tell a man what is right for him, to be gracious to a man and say, ‘Spare him from going down to the pit; I have found a ransom for him’—then his flesh is renewed like a child’s.” –Job 33:23-25

There is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all.

–I Tim. 2:5-6
The Voice of Renewal (32:18-19)

Essentially Elihu is like so many young charismatic Christians, who are able to see and to analyze the problems of the church with great clarity, but not always with great depth or understanding.  They can tend to be reformers, not pastors—exhorters, not encouragers.  To the extent that vibrant renewal movements can truly revive and invigorate a stale church, they need to be wholeheartedly embraced.  But to the extent that they may lead away from the simple gospel (which, ever so subtly, they often do) and towards an unbalanced triumphalism, they need to be handled with great caution.  Undoubtedly there is a certain amount of pure vinegar in what Elihu so confidently serves up as the unadulterated wine of the Holy Spirit.  But the fact remains that whatever is good in the wine of reforms needs to be uncorked and shared around, and it should be possible to do this without the bottles exploding and splinters of glass flying all over the room (340).

They [spiritual gifts] are given not so much to as through a person, and hence there can occur the strange phenomenon of a spiritual gift passing right through an individual and blessing others, yet without doing the original recipient much good at all.


The case of Elihu may bring to mind a famous warning of Paul’s: “If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing” (I Cor. 13:2).  We may think that Paul is exaggerating merely to make a point.  Is it really possible for God-given wisdom, faith, and prophecy to be uncoupled with love?  Strangely, the answer is yes.  Not only does this actually happen, but it happens all too commonly.  Speaking by the Spirit means more than speaking the truth: it means speaking the truth in love (342).

The Drunken Porter (33:1-2)

God is pleased to make use of the bumptious garrulousness of the young Elihu, rather than the agonized pleadings of the mature Job, as the means of setting the stage for His theophany, and in this way God is glorified rather than Job.  Revival does not come just because people get very spiritual, or because they tear out their hair, or even because they pour out their hearts as Job did.


Revival comes in the time and manner that God wills it to come.

Tired of Trying to Be Good (34:8-9)

Evidently in the Lord’s view it is better to be stone-cold than to be lukewarm, it is better to rebel against conventional faith than to practice that faith halfheartedly.  When we are spiritually turned off, then God can revive us.  But when we pretend to be turned on when really we are not, then our faith is like the emperor’s new clothes and we make a laughingstock of the gospel.  For this reason a boring, lifeless church service can be more sinful than drunkenness or adultery (352).

Grace Alone (35:2-3)

Obviously Job was under no delusions concerning the utter depravity of his fallen nature.  He had looked sin squarely in the eye.  And listen: to see sin in that way is already to have repented of it.  To advise such a person that the answer to all his problems is further or deeper self-recrimination is to take the part of Satan as an accuser and provocateur.  It is to deny the power of the grace of God and the effectiveness of divine forgiveness (357-358).

The Impatience of Job (35:14)

Self-control is an admirable virtue, but it can so easily degenerate into a cloak for self-confidence—that is, into pride.  Like any virtue, patience can become an idol, and anyone who is able to keep cool in all circumstances has no need of God (364).

Happiness (36:16)

Much of the work of faith consists in this: in bad times to remember the good, and in good times to remember the bad.  Practicing the former gives birth to hope; practicing the latter aborts pride.  It is just as important to hold oneself down in times of joy as it is to bear up in times of sorrow.  The way to be happy (insofar as there is a way) is to hold happiness lightly.  When the Lord gives an inch, do not take a mile.  In fact, the more we experience the benefits of righteous suffering in our lives, the more we may incline to the strange view that hardship is actually preferable to comfort, and that it is better to suffer than not to suffer.  We may even find ourselves not merely enduring the hard things of life, but choosing them (368).

Elihu Prophesies (37:1-2, 4)
True prophets paint with the broadest of palettes, since their colors are drawn directly from the infinite spectrum of God’s own heart (378).

The Theophany
Then Job replied to the Lord:… “My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you.  Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.” –Job 42:1, 5-6

I resolved to know nothing…except Jesus Christ and him crucified.  –I Cor. 2:2
The End of Theology (38:2)

The gospel is not words and ideas, but “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27) (388).

Chesterton goes on to conclude that “the riddles of God are more satisfying than the solutions of man,” and that “man is most comforted by paradoxes” (388).

The Big Bang (38:4, 6-7)

It is as if the Lord were to say to Job, “You know, of course, that when everything was planned and set in motion, a cheer went up from one end of the cosmos to the other?  I mean, I’m sure I don’t need to mention this to one as well-informed as you—but you do know, don’t you, that the secret of the universe is a shout of joy?  You’re aware that ecstasy is the cornerstone and foundation of absolutely everything?” (391).

Orders to the Morning (38:12)

Regardless of human efforts, the dawn comes at its own appointed time, and all we can do is wait for it.  Many pagan peoples have worshiped the sun, believing that their rites and sacrifices had a hand in keeping the bright orb up in the sky and calling it back every day.  To us their childish folly is plain; but do we not make the same mistake when we try to manipulate our spiritual renewal?  We can end up worshiping revival rather than the Lord Himself.  We forget that it is up to God, and not up to us, to give orders to the morning (394).

Weather (38:28-29)

Chatting about this phenomenon is one means for a godless society to satisfy its natural yearning to be godly.  It is a way of talking about the Lord without the embarrassment of having to mention Him by name.  Don’t people’s attitudes toward the weather tell much about their feelings toward God?  For many, God will always be either too hot or too cold, too wet or too dry (400).

Comedy and Absurdity (39:13)

In His responses to Job the Lord does not supply any of the missing cards.  All He does is to say, in effect, “Here is the deck; learn to play with it.  Learn to live without knowing everything.  What does it matter whether I give you great wisdom or only a little?  Compared to all there is to know, it is still only a pittance, and therefore many things are going to strike you as preposterous or even insane.  So get used to it.  Get used to My absurdity, and live by faith rather than by sight.  Be like the ostrich: though you cannot fly, you can still flap your wings joyfully!” (404)

Christianity Doesn’t Work (41:9)

So it can be most disheartening for the Christian to come face to face with the enemy of our souls, with manifest evil, and to plead earnestly to the Lord for help, only to receive the answer that Job received in 41:9: “Any hope of subduing him is false.”  At such times it is as if the Lord were to say to us, “With all your theology, with all your faith, with all the spiritual secrets you know, still you cannot lead the Devil around by the nose.”  Not only that, but “if you lay a hand on him, you will remember the struggle and never do it again!” (41:8) (417).

Of all the answers to the world’s problems, the gospel is the only one whose primary claim is not that it works, but that it doesn’t work.  No doubt it works better than anything else, for “we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him” (Rom. 8:28).  But built into the gospel is a frank admission that (at least in worldly terms) it cannot work perfectly, because the world itself is unworkable, defunct.  It doesn’t work because human beings are no longer viable creatures, no longer able in their fallen state.  It cannot work because humanity stands condemned and so is not worth a plugged nickel.  Other theologies try to do something with the plugged nickel.  But Christianity throws the worthless thing away, nails it to a cross.  A Christian’s life is good for nothing except crucifixion.


This is why true faith is not something that runs along smoothly and efficiently.  Rather, it has a built-in tendency to fall apart at the seams.  According to Paul faith regularly finds itself “hard pressed,” “perplexed,” “struck down” (2 Cor. 4:8-9).  The very fact that faith looks to a power beyond itself means that it is continually subject to loss of control.  So if you’re looking to get control of all your problems, forget Christianity.  If you’re looking for success, happiness, or freedom from pain, forget Christ.  The way of Christ is the cross, and the cross spells weakness, poverty, failure, death.  This is what stands at the center of this “system”; this is the door at which Jesus knocks.  If you want to follow Jesus, give up any idea of trying to control Leviathan.  If you want to follow Jesus, get it through your mind that you are going to suffer unspeakably at the hands of evil.  Get that one little thing straight, says the gospel, and the rest will be smooth sailing (418).

Unknowing (42:3)

Where there is full understanding, trust is not needed.  Paul tells us to “offer the parts of our body to God as instruments of righteousness” (Rom. 6:13).  But probably the last of all the parts to be wholly offered is our intellect, our compulsive need to comprehend everything, to create a sense of reasonable order where none is apparent.  Yet why should we expect life to be reasonable?  It is the Lord who is sovereign, not human reason.  While faith is not contrary to reason, it does greatly surpass it.  The Spirit must control the mind, not the other way around.  As Paul puts it, “The mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace” (Rom. 8:6).  When this state is achieved, the result is that paragon of Christian maturity whom Paul calls “the spiritual man” (I Cor. 2:15).

No Time for Coasting (42:5-6)

Many commentators make much of the fact that Job’s final words are words of repentance—as if somehow this proves that all along he has been in the wrong.  But Job’s repentance proves nothing of the kind. On the contrary, it proves his righteousness!  For wrong though he may have been in some of his behavior and attitudes, his very capacity to repent shows that in his heart or hearts (where righteousness is calculated) he was right.  Here is a man who is accustomed to walking uprightly with his God, whose entire bent is towards putting things right with God on a moment-by-moment basis.  As soon as the Lord speaks to him, therefore, Job repents.  But he did not repent when the Lord was silent.  How could he?  Repentance itself is a divine grace, a gift of the Holy Spirit.  Humanly speaking, it cannot be done (427).

The Epilogue
And so Job died, old and full of years.  –Job 42:17

I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  –2 Tim. 4:7
A Thousand Donkeys (42:12)

What would have happened if the Son of God had balked at His Father’s plan of sending Him into the cold, crass world?  No, Jesus was born in a barn, and He never forgot it.  When He entered Jerusalem in triumph He did not ride merely on the wind of the Spirit, but on a donkey.  Just so, God’s plan of redemption depends upon the disciples of Christ getting down off their high spiritual horses.  The willingness to come down from a direct encounter with the living God is just as important as the willingness to enter into one.  How pitiful it is to see people frantically trying to maintain a certain aura of spirituality when the proper season for that has passed (441).

How we need these patriarchs!  How we need their rough-hewn example so that we will not fall into the terrible error of being super-spiritual—that ugly caricature of real, living faith.  Even the disciples of Jesus, it is painfully obvious, were far too preoccupied with trying to be religious.  But for the patriarchs it was just the opposite: if anything, they were busy trying not to be religious.  About all you can say for them was that they could not get away from God.  Unlikely, stubborn, coarse, and even savage men, they prove to us just how radical is the grace of the gospel (442).

Job’s Daughters (42:13-15)

“There lived a king, and his daughters were all beautiful; but the youngest was so beautiful that the sun itself, although it had seen so many things, wondered whenever it shone into her face” (443).

Interestingly, whenever the church undergoes revival, disputes about gender roles tend to fade into the background.  It is the dead church that gets bogged down in sexual politics (444).

A Last Word

What a book the Holy Bible is!  What a miracle and what strength is given with it to man!  It is just like a sculpture of the whole world and all its human characters, with everything named there and everything shown for ever and ever (448).

My life is drawing to a close.  I know that, I feel it.  But I also feel every day that is left to me how my earthly life is already in touch with a new, infinite, unknown but fast-approaching future life, the anticipation of which sets my soul trembling with rapture, my mind glowing, and my heart weeping with joy….(448)

When I Don’t Desire God

Piper, John.  When I Don’t Desire God. Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2004.  ISBN: 1-8134-652-2

There have been times when I think we do not desire heaven; but more often I find myself wondering whether, in our heart of hearts, we have ever desired anything else….It is the secret signature of each soul, the incommunicable and unappeasable want, the thing we desired before we met our wives or made our friends or chose our work, and which we shall still desire on our deathbeds, when the mind no longer knows wife or friend or work…All your life an unattainable ecstasy has hovered just beyond the grasp of your consciousness.  The day is coming when you will wake to find, beyond all hope, that you have attained it.  –C.S. Lewis in The Problem of Pain
Christ is to be cherished, not just chosen.  The alternative is to be cursed.  Therefore life is serious.  And so is this book (19).

It was when I was happiest that I longed most…. The sweetest thing in all my life has been the longing…to find the place where all the beauty came from.  –C.S. Lewis in Till We Have Faces

On the one hand, the object of our joy is the Lord, experienced here and now.  “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (Rom. 5:5).  On the other hand, the object of our joy is future and not yet fully experienced.  Nevertheless, even though the object of the joy is future, we hope for it—that is, we desire it with confidence—and this desire is joyful.  “We rejoice in hope.”  The final joy of seeing the glory of God and being swallowed up in it has been tasted, and the desire for it is the very pleasure of that future enjoyment experienced now in the form of anticipation.  This is what Paul means by the command, “Rejoice in hope” (Rom. 12:12) (27).

Indeed the devil thinks more true thoughts about God in one day than a saint does in a lifetime, and God is not honored by it.  The problem with the devil is not his theology, but his desires.  Our chief end is to glorify God, the great Object.  We do so most fully when we treasure him, desire him, delight in him so supremely that we let goods and kindred go and display his love to the poor and the lost (30-31).

The third reason we should make much of joy and the pursuit of joy in God is that people do not awaken to how desperate their condition is until they measure their hearts by Christian Hedonism—or whatever you may call it.  I have found for thirty years that preaching and teaching about God’s demand that we delight in him more than in anything else breaks and humbles people, and makes them desperate for true conversion and true Christianity.  Oh, how easy it is to think we are what we ought to be when the emotions are made peripheral.  Mere thoughts and mere deeds are manageable by the carnal religious mind.  But the emotions—they are the weathercock of the heart.  Nothing shows the direction of the deep winds of the soul like the demand for radical, sin-destroying, Christ-exalting joy in God (31).

Always you renounce a lesser good for a greater; the opposite is what sin is… The struggle to submit...is not a struggle to submit but a struggle to accept and with passion.  I mean, possibly, with joy.  Picture me with my ground teeth stalking joy—fully armed too as it’s a highly dangerous quest (32).  Flannery O’Connor in The Habit of Being

Do these two things really go together?  Fighting and joy?  Fighting sounds so pressured and violent.  Joy sounds more relaxed and peaceful.  It just seems strange to talk about fighting for joy.  You may as well talk about fighting to like hot fudge sundaes.  Either you do or you don’t, right?  What’s the fight?  No, it’s not that simple.  Physical tastes like hot fudge vs. caramel are morally neutral.  It’s not right or wrong to like the one over the other.  But having a spiritual taste for the glory of Christ is not morally neutral.  Not to have it is evil and deadly.  Not to see and savor Christ is an insult to the beauty and worth of his character.  Preferring anything above Christ is the very essence of sin.  It must be fought (33).

So preferring the pleasures of money or power or fame or sex over the “pleasures…at [God’s] right hand” (Ps. 16:11) is not like preferring caramel to hot fudge.  It is great evil.  Indeed it is the ultimate meaning of evil.  Esteeming God less than anything is the essence of evil (34).

Therefore, it might not be so strange after all to think of fighting for this joy.  Our eternal lives depend on it.  A person who has no taste for the enjoyment of Christ will not go to heaven.  “If anyone has no love for the Lord, let him be accursed” (I Cor. 16:22).  “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me” (Mat. 10:37).  “Though you have not seen him, you love him.  Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory” (I Pet. 1:8).  Loving Jesus, not just “deciding” for him or “being committed to him” or affirming all the right doctrines about him, is the mark of a true child of God.  Jesus said, “If God were your Father, you would love me” (John 8:42) (34).  

One of the reasons that today in the Western church our joy is so fragile and thin is that this truth is so little understood—the truth, namely, that eternal life is laid hold of only by a persevering fight for the joy of faith.  Joy will not be rugged and durable and deep through suffering where there is no resolve to fight for it.  But today, by and large, there is a devil-may-care, cavalier, superficial attitude toward the ongoing, daily intensity of personal joy in Christ, because people do not believe that their eternal life depends on it (37).

But another thing that makes fighting and joy seem incompatible is that joy is spontaneous and fighting is planned.  Joy happens in the heart spontaneously.  You don’t get up in the morning feeling blue and then immediately experience joy simply because you decide to.  If you are tired when you wake up, you can force yourself to throw your legs out of bed.  But if you are gloomy and discouraged when you wake up, you cannot just start feeling happy.  Joy is not in the power of the will the way physical motion is (40).

Philippians 2:12-13 describes how Christian work is enabled by the work of God within us.  “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.”  God’s work in us does not eliminate our work; it enables it.  We work because he is the one at work in us.  Therefore, the fight for joy is possible because God is fighting for us and through us.  All our efforts are owing to his deeper work in and through our willing and working.  This is why I say our fight for joy is a gift of God (41).

When we understand that seeing Christ is what leads to enjoying Christ, and that therefore the fight for joy is mainly a fight to see, we grasp how the fight does not undermine the face that joy is a gift and a spontaneous experience.  The joy that comes for seeing beauty is spontaneous no matter how hard one fought to see.  The fighting does not cause the joy.  Seeing causes the joy.  And it does so freely.  There is no coercion.  No one stands before a beautiful sunrise and says, “Now I worked hard to get up this early; you owe me happiness by your bright colors.”  No. We stand there, and in humility receive.  And if the joy comes, it is a gift (44).

The problem is not that we have all done acts that are sinful, but that we are sinful (48).

We are like the blind in the art gallery of heaven (49).

The problem with our ignorance of God’s beauty is not innocent unawareness, but culpable hardness.  Our hardness is our deadness, and our deadness makes us unable to submit to the command, Love the Lord with all your heart (50).

“The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.  So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (v. 8).  The point is that the Spirit is free.  He blows where he wills.  We don’t control him.  He controls us.  His life-giving work is pure gift.  When you see Jesus as your Treasure, the Spirit has blown through your heart.  Your joy in Jesus is a gift (51).

God’s aim in all that he does is to glorify himself.  This involves both radiance from God and reflection from creation.  His glory streams out from himself, and it streams back again in many ways, especially when he is treasured and enjoyed by his people.  “The refulgence shines upon and into the creature,” Edwards says, “and is reflected back to the luminary.  The beams of glory come from God, and are something of God, and are refunded back again to their original.  So that the whole is of God, and in God, and to God, and God is the beginning, middle and end” (59).

Why would the most loving man who ever lived, at the most loving hour of his life, pray that we would be able to spend eternity seeing his glory?  


The answer is not hard: This will satisfy our hearts and glorify his worth.  That is what it means to be loved by Christ.  He prays for what is eternally satisfying to us and eternally glorifying to him.  Seeing his glory forever is the greatest gift he can give to us (67).

Packer heard Lloyd-Jones preach every Sunday evening.  He said that he had “never heard such preaching.”  It came to him “with the force of electric shock, bringing to at least one of his listeners more a sense of God than any other man.”  Packer said it was through this preaching that he learned about “the greatness of God and the greatness of the soul.”  “Listening to Martyn Lloyd-Jones,” he said, “was like hearing a whole orchestra perform after a single piano” (77).

“…there is a mean streak to authentic self-control….Self-control is not for the timid.  When we want to grow in it, not only do we nurture an exuberance for Jesus Christ, we also demand of ourselves a hatred for sin….The only possible attitude toward out-of-control desire is a declaration of all-out war….There is something about war that sharpens the senses…You hear the twig snap or the rustling of leaves and you are in attack mode.  Someone coughs and you are ready to pull the trigger.  Even after days of little or no sleep, war keeps us vigilant” (102).

He does not intend for our thinking about his words to replace fellowship with him through his words.  He intends for musing on his words to be fellowship with him (107).

Another way of saying it is, if you want God to respond to your interests, you must be devoted to his interests.  God is God.  He does not run the world by hiring the consulting firm called Mankind.  He lets us share in the running of the world through prayer to the degree that we live in fellowship with him and are gladly shaped by his heart and goals and purposes (108).

Teaching is the most common instrument that God uses to deliver “from the snare of the devil.”  Teaching what?  “Knowledge of the truth”—the Word of God (112).

“Bible memorization is absolutely fundamental to spiritual formation.  If I had to choose between all the disciplines of the spiritual life, I would choose Bible memorization, because it is a fundamental way of filling our mind with what it needs.  This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth.  That’s where you need it!  How does it get in your mouth?  Memorization” (119).

My own conviction is that a hundred—I dare say a thousand—problems will be solved in your life by memorizing Scripture this way before the problems ever come.  This is impossible to prove, but I commend it to you for your consideration (121).

I have the profound sense that many people who complain of not being able to rejoice in God treat the knowledge of God as something that ought to be easy to get.  They are passive.  They expect spiritual things to happen to them from out of nowhere.  They don’t grasp the pattern of the Bible expressed in Proverbs 2:1-6 (126).

Paul says, “Think over what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything.”  You think.  The Lord gives.  Our thinking does not replace his giving.  And his giving does not replace our thinking (126).

“For my own part, I tend to find the doctrinal books often more helpful in devotion than the devotional books, and I rather suspect that the same experience may await many others.  I believe that many who find that ‘nothing happens’ when they sit down, or kneel down, to a book of devotion, would find that the heart sings unbidden while they are working their way through a tough bit of theology with a pipe in their teeth and a pencil in their hand.”


Amen!  (Well, with the exception of the pipe!)  Of course, there are very bad theology books, just as there are very bad devotional books.  Both will dry up your joy in a minute.  But one should not stop eating fruit because the last time he tried it was a lemon (127).

One way to think about Christian books by dead authors is that they are the ministry of the Body of Christ across the centuries, and not just across the miles  We are meant to learn the meaning of Scriptures from Christian teachers out of the pulpit and out of the past.  None of us is so free from sin or bias or blindness that we can see the infallible Scriptures infallibly.  We need help.  We need correction.  We need guidance and encouragement.  Oh, the wonders that others have seen in the Bible that we have not seen!  What a folly and what a blow to joy if we neglect these books!  Many of the greatest God-given helpers in our quest for joy are dead.  But God has preserved their helpfulness in books (128).

“Pray then like this: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name’” (Matt. 6:9).  This is a prayer for joy in two ways.  First, to see God’s name honored is the greatest joy of all who love God.  Therefore to pray that his name be honored is to pray for what we desire more than anything.  Second, since God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him, a prayer for his name to be hallowed (glorified) is a prayer that we and millions of others would be more satisfied in him than anything (143).

O Savior of the world, God of God, Light of Light, Thou that art The Brightness of Thy Father’s glory, and the express Image of his person; Thou that art the Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End of all things; Thou that hast destroyed the power of the devil, that hast overcome death; Thou that art entered into the Holy of Holies, that sittest at the right hand of the Father, that art high above all thrones and principalities, that makest intercession for all the world; Thou that art the judge of the quick and the dead; Thou that wilt speedily come down in Thy Father’s glory to reward all men according to their works, be Thou my light and my peace, etc (169).

O Holy Jesus, Son of the most high God, Thou that wert scourged at a pillar, stretched and nailed upon a cross for the sins of the world, unite me to Thy cross, and fill my soul with Thy holy, humble, and suffering spirit.  O Fountain of Mercy, Thou that didst save the thief upon the cross, save me from the guilt of a sinful life; Thou that didst cast seven devils out of Mary Magdalene, cast out of my heart all evil thoughts and wicked tempers.  O Giver of Life, Thou didst raise Lazarus from the dead, raise up my soul from the death and darkness of sin.  Thou that didst give to Thy Apostles power over unclean spirits, give me power over mine own heart.  Thou that didst appear unto Thy disciples when the doors were shut, do Thou appear to me in the secret apartment of my heart.  Thou that didst cleanse the lepers, heal the sick, and give sight to the blind, cleanse my heart, heal the disorders of my soul, and fill me with heavenly light (169-170).

“If you don’t feel strong desires for the manifestation of the glory of God, it is not because you have drunk deeply and are satisfied.  It is because you have nibbled so long at the table of the world.  Your soul is stuffed with small things, and there is no room for the great”(172).

Not all joy exalts Christ.  Joy exalts what we rejoice in (175).

“The brutal man never can by analysis find anything but lust in love…physiology never can find anything in thought except twitchings of gray matter….[The materialist] is therefore, as regards the matter in hand, in the position of an animal.  You will have noticed that most dogs cannot understand pointing.  You point to a bit of food on the floor: the dog, instead of looking at the floor, sniffs at your finger.  A finger is a finger to him, and that is all….As long as this deliberate refusal to understand things from above, even where such understanding is possible, continues, it is idle to talk of any final victory over materialism.  The critique of every experience from below…will always have the same plausibility.  There will always be evidence, and every month fresh evidence, to show that religion is only psychological, justice only self protection, politics only economics, love only lust, and thought itself only cerebral biochemistry” (181, C. S. Lewis).

“I am concerned that our reading and our writing is gravitating to the lowest common denominator so completely that the great themes of majesty and nobility and felicity are made to seem trite, puny, pedestrian….I am concerned about the state of the soul in the midst of all the cheap sensory overload going on today.  You see, without what Alfred North Whitehead called “an habitual vision of greatness,” our soul will shrivel up and lose the capacity for beauty and mystery and transcendence….


But it isn’t just the substance of what we say (or write or read or hear or see) that concerns me.  It is the way we say it.  To write pedantically about radiance or infinity or ubiquity stunts the mind and cramps the soul.  To find the right word, to capture the perfect image, awakens the spirit and enlarges the soul.  Mark Twain noted that the difference between the right word and the almost right word is like the difference between the lightning and a lighting bug….The ancient Hebrew prophets cared enough about their message that they frequently delivered it in poetic form.  May new prophets arise in our day that will call us to faithful living in words that are crisp and clear and imaginative” (193).

“How much happier you would be if you only knew that these people cared nothing about you!  How much larger your life would be if your self could become small in it; if you would really look at other men with common curiosity and pleasure; if you could see them walking as they are in their sunny selfishness and their virile indifference!  You would begin to be interested in them because they were not interested in you.  You would break out of this tiny and tawdry theatre in which your own little plot is always being played, and you would find yourself under a freer sky, in a street full of splendid strangers” (196).

“[Children] always say, “Do it again”; and the grown-up person does it again until he is nearly dead.  For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony.  It is possible that God says every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to the moon.  It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them.  It may be that he has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our Father is younger than we” (197).
“I shall not demean my own uniqueness by envy of others.  I shall stop boring into myself to discover what psychological or social categories I might belong to.  Mostly I shall simply forget about myself and do my work” (198).

“The redeemed will indeed enjoy other things; they will enjoy the angels, and will enjoy one another: but that which they shall enjoy in the angels, or each other, or in anything else whatsoever, that will yield them delight and happiness, will be what will be seen of God in them” (199-200).

A full stomach may say thanks for the food; but an empty stomach may see heavenly food more clearly (201).

“After thousands of studies, hundreds of millions of prescriptions and tens of billions of dollars in sales, two things are certain about pills that treat depression: Antidepressants like Prozac, Paxil and Zoloft work.  And so do sugar pills.  A new analysis has found that in the majority of trials conducted by drug companies in recent decades, sugar pills have done as well as—or better than—antidepressants” (213).

“Be sure that you live not idly, but in some constant business of a lawful calling, so far as you have bodily strength.  Idleness is a constant sin, and labour is a duty.  Idleness is but the devil’s home for temptation, and for unprofitable, distracting musings.  Labour profiteth others and ourselves; both soul and body need it.  Six days must thou labour, and must not eat “The bread of idleness.” (Prov. xxxi. 13-27.)  God hath made it our duty, and will bless us in his appointed way.  I have known grievous, despairing melancholy cured and turned into a life of godly cheerfulness, principally by setting up constancy and diligence in the business of families and callings” (219).

First, I would say that a Christian, no matter how dark the season of his sadness, never is completely without joy in God.  I mean that there remains in his heart the seed of joy in the form, perhaps only of a remembered taste of goodness and an unwillingness to let the goodness go.  This is not the “joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory” (I Pet. 1:8).  It’s not the joy that we have known at times and fight to regain.  But it is a fragment of such joy—like a man who sits in prison and pulls out a tattered picture of his wife, or a paralyzed victim of a car accident who watches a video of the day he could dance.  Or even more fragmentary, the joy may only lie there in the cellar of our soul in the form of penitent sadness that we cannot desire God as we ought.  Inside that sadness is the seed of what we once knew of joy (220).

Which leads to the third thing we say along with “Do your duty.”  We say: As you are able to do some of your duty, ask God that the joy be restored.  That is, don’t sit and wait for the joy, saying, “I will be a hypocrite if I do an act of mercy today, since I do not feel the joy of mercy.”  No, you will not be a hypocrite, if you know that joy is your duty, and repent that you don’t have it, and ask God earnestly to restore the joy even as you do the deed.  That is not the way a hypocrite thinks.  That is the way a true Christian thinks in the fight for joy.  


And the fourth thing we say, when we counsel the depressed Christian to be up and doing something good, is, “Be sure to thank God as you work that he has given you at least the will to work.”  Do not say, “But it is hypocritical to thank God with my tongue when I don’t feel thankful in my heart.”  There is such a thing as hypocritical thanksgiving.  Its aim is to conceal ingratitude and get the praise of men.  That is not your aim.  Your aim in loosing your tongue with words of gratitude is that God would be merciful and fill your words with the emotion of true gratitude.  You are not seeking the praise of men; you are seeing the mercy of God.  You are not hiding the hardness of ingratitude, but hoping for the inbreaking of the Spirit (221-222).

The Mystery of the Word
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But how many preachers would risk climbing into their pulpit on a Sunday morning and delivering their entire message in the form of stories?  Risk is an appropriate word here, for to many pastors such an experiment might seem tantamount to preaching with both hands tied behind the back.  It would mean putting all the homiletical eggs in one basket.  And who today trusts the gospel that much?  Who has ever heard of a gospel that might actually be inherently persuasive enough to preach itself? (xii).

Right here lies the mandate for Christian fiction, the scriptural injunction for Christians to be following the example of Jesus (and of the Bible as a whole) by actively engaging not only in the writing and telling of stories but also in other artful works of the imagination.  For it is not just that fiction (or art in general) can occasionally be a useful channel for presenting the gospel or can provide colorful “illustrations.”  Far more than that, there are times and places when fiction alone can effectively communicate the truth.  There are times when the genius of communication lies not in direct statement but rather in indirection and concealment (xiv).

Because the miracle of the gospel is this: that the moment of conviction is the moment of reprieve.  And when our day in court arrives the one whom we ourselves have murdered shall stand before our very eyes in the witness box, alive once more, and reckon with us—a fact that by all rights ought to terrify the living daylights out of us.  But instead, as we confess our guilt and admit the absolute justice of the prosecution’s case, it is this very Paschal Victim Himself who finally turns to us and pronounces the astonishing verdict, “Not Guilty!” (42).

He seemed to breathe the Scriptures.  “A beautiful day, A. B.!” someone might greet him.  “Yes!” he would reply heartily.  “The Sun of Righteousness has risen with healing in His wings!”  And then he would be off and running (65).

Estrangement was a more manageable thing than love (77).

Christmas was a kind of sacrament in which believer and unbeliever shared alike (78).

To A. B., Santa even bore some resemblance to the Buddha; both were roly-poly pig-men whose pasty faces gleamed with slovenly, self-satisfied smirks that people mistook for joy.  No mere plastic effigy, this Santa Claus was an idol, a powerful alien god riding in a chariot.  And like all idols he was an empty invention of man, a clay-footed means of sidestepping spiritual truth, of conveniently forgetting the one true Lord.  He was a pagan leech who sucked glory away from Christ.  For it was not Santa Clause who bestowed gifts at Christmas, it was the Lord Jesus.  And as A. B. rang his daughter’s doorbell that day he suddenly realized why it was that Santa wore a red suit—it was because he was the Devil in disguise! (78).

If this man had been right, his point would have been a good one.  For the problem with all man-made literature (including this present book) is that it is, indeed, only words.  And man’s words, while they hold the potential of becoming real, do not contain reality in themselves.  Unlike the words of Jesus, which “will never pass away” (Matt. 24:35), the words of man will shrivel up like dead leaves and be whirled away in the wind.  Be they spoken or written with the loftiest of intentions, in themselves they do not hold the power to water the earth (though often enough they succeed in parching it) (86).

How shall I sing of the Kingdom of God

     in the alien land of literature?

If I ever forget Thee in my books, Lord Jesus,

     then let my right hand forget how to write!

If I do not extol Thee in all my work,

     then please, please, reduce me to silence!

Yes—may I never write again

     if I do not count Christ my greatest joy! (90)

Literary people can socialize, and they can chat about books, critics, and word processors, but I for one have never quite been able to share my heart with another writer.  For that I seem to need someone so far removed from my work as to pose no personal threat.  Writers are an arrogant, insecure, small-minded breed, and if anything true or good happens to spill out of them onto paper, it is generally by accident, the accident of grace (91).

Pritt must be aware of one of the great secrets of writing—that to talk about one’s work was to lose the energy for actually doing it (99).

But then, that was the very motive for writing in the first place: an insatiable hunger existed for a sort of book that was not available in any bookstore or library, since it had not yet been written.  A reader would search and search until, in a passion of longing, he arrived at the realization that he himself must write the missing volume, the one book that could explain himself to himself.  That was the way good books were born, out of desperate loneliness (103).

Strangled by white lies (the blackest lies of all), I saw myself walking straight into the trap of being an appreciative reader for writing I despised (112).

I might really have learned something that year: that the greatest literature is not what is written, but what is lived (122).

“You can be right as rain, but if it is without love you are wrong” (126).

Yet God knows I had not looked upon him with any real love, but more with that grotesque mask of trumped-up innocence adults learn to put on automatically for children.  I felt mysteriously that if anyone at all had loved and could be trusted, it was not I, but he, this tiny hidden one (138).

The longer I gazed down at this helpless bit of life in my lap, the more acutely was I aware of my own vulnerability, my own utter helplessness.  For I saw that the great world held onto me even more precariously than I held onto this infant, and with even less willingness, and still less debated whether to hand me over to the authorities, toss me into a ditch, or else risk their own life to save me? (140)
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Secular people, losing touch with transcendence, would eventually lose a reference point from which to look down and judge themselves.  In the end they would lose even the capacity to despise themselves.  Thus because of “the death of God” they would confuse heaven with happiness and happiness with health (10).

Health has replaced both heaven and ethics.  Athleticism is the new form of asceticism.  Positive thinking is prized above reflection and meditation.  Human experience, with its rich, tragic, and ironic complexities, is scaled down to the glow of physical well-being.  And self-knowledge, self-mastery, and self-fulfillment are promised through exercise and eating right (10).

There are unquestionable dangers in this call to reform the Christian mind.  First is the age-old pitfall concerning the principle of the matter.  Mounting an attack on evangelical anti-intellectualism almost automatically releases a cloud of darkly unhelpful attitudes toward thinking.  Anyone who makes such a call must be guilty of superiority, it is feared.  Any who heed the call surely suffer from snobbery.  All who resist the call are clearly victims of reverse-snobbery.  Any who stand back detached because they have seen it all before are obviously guilty of cynicism.  And so on and so on (19).

Worst of all, anti-intellectualism has become so much a part of the American evangelical identity—to evangelicals themselves as well as to observers—that to renounce it would seem like an act of suicide.  Evangelicals and anti-intellectualism have gone together for so long that each seems unthinkable without the other.  Anti-intellectualism is more than a set of notions that evangelicals have; it is a set of notions that we are (20-21).

“Whereas,” says the law, “Satan, the enemy of mankind, finds his strongest weapons in the ignorance of men” (23).

There is a grand irony in the fact that we evangelicals are citizens in a republic whose revolution was led by intellectuals and are disciples in a community of faith whose reformation was led by intellectuals—yet we are the epitome of anti-intellectualism and proud of it (24).

As the great Calvinist prime minister and pastor Abraham Kuyper was to express it later in Holland, “There is not one square inch of the entire creation about which Jesus Christ does not cry out, ‘This is mine! This belongs to me!’” (29)

The false antagonism of that sort of either/or thinking have become a standard feature of evangelicalism, sometimes with the question posed falsely and the answer chosen wrongly.  More often we evangelicals choose a good thing but in a bad way because we choose at the expense of another good thing.  In terms of a Christian mind, we evangelicals characteristically pit “heart” versus “head” and opt for heart as the more spiritual choice (30).

Never mind that “heart” in the Bible is more a matter of understanding than sentiment—so “heart” versus “head” is a false choice.  Never mind that the Spirit of truth is also the Spirit of love and the Spirit of power—so truth must never be pitted against love and power.  Ever since the mid-eighteenth century we evangelicals have had a natural bias toward the Tin Woodman’s choice—empty brains and happy hearts.  We even glory in our choice (31).

As Charles Malik warned in his address at the Billy Graham Center, “The problem is not only to win souls but to save minds.  If you win the whole world and lose the mind of the world, you will soon discover you have not won the world.  Indeed it may turn out you have actually lost the world” (33).

Examples of this anti-theological anti-intellectualism abound.  “My theology!” Dwight L. Moody said later, “I didn’t know I had any.”  “If I had a creed,” Sam Jones, the Moody of the South, added, “I would sell it to a museum.”  Billy Sunday did not “know any more about theology,” he used to boast, “than a jack-rabbit knew about ping pong” (38).

Dwight’s assault was on those “who declare, both in their language and conduct, that the desk ought to be yielded up to the occupancy of Ignorance.  While they demand a seven-year apprenticeship, for the purpose of learning to make a shoe, or an axe, they suppose the system of Providence, together with the numerous, and frequently abstruse, doctrines and precepts, contained in the Scriptures, may all be comprehended without learning, labor, or time” (47).

America is religiously speaking a “nation of behavers” rather than believers (53).

As Finney argued forthrightly about revival, “It is not a miracle, or dependent on a miracle in any sense.  It is a purely philosophical result of the right use of the constituted means—as much so as any other effect produced by the application of means” (58).

We have moved toward the creation of a sleazoid info-tainment culture in which the lines between Oprah and Phil and Geraldo and Diane and even Ted, between the New York Post and Newsday, are too often indistinguishable.  In this new culture of journalistic titillation, we teach our readers and our viewers that the trivial is significant, that the lurid and the loopy are more important than real news.  We do not serve our readers and viewers, we pander to them (Carl Bernstein, 70).

As Irenaeus put it then, “it does not follow because men are endowed with greater and less degrees of intelligence, that they should therefore change the subject matter of the faith itself.”  Our urgent need is for reformation at both the highbrow and lowbrow levels—including “a bridging of the brows” that allows deep truth to be intelligible and practicable to all God’s people in a whole and healthy way (74).

“In courtrooms, classrooms, operating rooms, board rooms, churches, and even airplanes, Americans no longer talk to each other, they entertain each other.  They do not exchange ideas; they exchange images.  They do not argue with propositions; they argue with good looks, celebrities, and commercials” (78).

“We Americans seem to know everything about the last twenty-four hours but very little of the past sixty centuries or the last sixty years” (Bill Moyers, 79).

As Stuart Ewen shows, style is the sorcery that turns the banal necessities of our everyday world into an enchanted utopia of mouth-watering freedom.  This is the illusory world where no conflicts grate and no needs are unmet.  If modern society is a Vanity Fair of consumable styles, style itself is the ultimate in human self-advertising (90).

The eastern sky [is] ablaze with chewing gum, the northern with toothbrushes and underwear, the western with whiskey, and the southern with petticoats, the whole heavens….[are] brilliant with monstrously flirtatious women….(Walter Lippmann, 91).

A corridor of images and a hall of mirrors are hardly the place to discover truth, substance, and that gravitas or weightiness that is the essence of the glory of God.  The result is a form of the faith that is Christian Lite.  


Unlike television and advertising, style is something many Christians are barely aware of.  Always in the background and always changing, its real significance is that it destroys all significance.  And in the process it profoundly assaults us too (93).

“Words, words, words…mere words”—their very multiplication has undermined our confidence in them.  They no longer communicate, convey truth and understanding, create community, or provide the common ground on which people can meet and build society.  Noisy but empty, words have a Babel capacity for confusion and division that is stronger than ever (94).

“Consider, for instance, Hamlet’s great soliloquy that begins with ‘To be or no to be,’ the poetic consideration of the pros and cons of suicide.  It is 260 words long.  Can you get across the essence of Hamlet’s thought in a quarter of a picture—or, for that matter, in 260 pictures?  Of course not.”  As soon as we have to deal with emotions, ideas, and fancies, Asimov continues, only words will do.  “Pictures will not do; they will never do.  Television is fun to watch, but it is utterly and entirely dependent on the spoken and written word (97).

But this stress on words is only because words are what we are.  Created by a word-speaking God, human beings are word-speaking people.  Unless words have meaning, everything becomes chaos.  Unless words have power, everything becomes barren.  In Hebrew, the ten commandments are “the ten words.”  For the Jews, the heroism of Moses is partly that of an instinctive man of action who was not “a man of words,” but whom God transformed into “the man who learned to speak” (97).

The link between images and idolatry is critical.  Camille Paglia openly celebrates the triumph of the image as the return of paganism and idolatry—“We are steeped in idolatry.  The sacred is everywhere.  I don’t see any secularism.  We’ve returned to the age of polytheism.  It’s a rebirth of the pagan gods.”  But too many evangelicals forget the biblical link between image, sin, and idolatry.  They do not realize how our image-dominant culture is both essentially religious and decisively harmful to Christian notions of truth and falsehood (99).

In the beginning was the Word and in the meantime there is the word (100).

The cross a fashion statement?  History’s ultimate symbol of subverted shame and dereliction, illuminated in the gulag darkness, now cloyed with a sugar-coating and a gilt-edge?  Is this the ultimate in gallows humor, cynicism, condescension, or what?  Not really.  It is simply an everyday example of the devouring character of the late twentieth-century popular postmodernism at its most banal—and insidious (102).

In sum, postmodernism is a total repudiation of modernism and an extreme form of relativism.  Paradoxically, it is almost an absolute relativism.  If postmodernism is correct, we cannot even aspire after truth, objectivity, universality, and reality.  As historian Gertrude Himmelfarb warned, “Postmodernism is the denial of the very idea of truth, reality, objectivity, reason or facts—all words which postmodernists now actually put in quotation marks!  It’s a totally permissive philosophy—anything goes—and it’s extraordinary how far it has gone” (105).

For one key to the “idiot culture,” as Carl Bernstein and others have described it, is “the emergence of a talk-show nation in which public discourse is reduced to ranting and raving and posturing (112).

The first step in reformation is repentance.  We evangelicals need to confess individually and collectively that we have betrayed the Great Commandment to love God with our minds.  We need to confess that we have given ourselves up to countless forms of unutterable folly.  God has given us minds, but many of us have left them underdeveloped or undeveloped.  God has given us education, beyond that of most people in human history, but we have used it for other ends.  God has given us great exemplars of thinking in Christian history, but we have ignored them or admired them for other virtues.  God has given us opportunities, but we have failed to grasp them because we have refused to think them through before him (134).

If Christ’s own disciples were guilty of thinking “as men think, not as God thinks,” are we likely to do better?  How do we know we are not thinking as Americans (or English, French, or Australians) think and not as God thinks?  Have we checked that we are not closer to the twentieth-century (or sixteenth or first-century) mind than the mind of Christ?  Is our agenda closer to a liberal or conservative agenda than to the agenda of the kingdom of God?  Are we more like the profile of Washingtonians (or New Yorkers, Los Angelenos, or Londoners) or of lawyers (or doctors and teachers) than of followers of Christ?


In each case the questions remind us that we are always worldlier and more culturally shortsighted than we realize (141).

The concept of “intellectual” in its modern sense of a person devoted to the nearly disembodied life of the mind is alien to the biblical understanding of human nature.  Just as spiritual disciplines involve the body, so thinking Christianly engages the whole person.  Modern intellectualism is as wrong and extreme as modern anti-intellectualism.  Thinking Christianly is different from both.  It engages us as whole people in the whole of life (142).

“Much was possible to a man in solitude,” he wrote, “but some things were possible only to a man in companionship, and of these the most important was balance.  No mind was so good that it did not need another mind to counter and equal it, and to save it from conceit and bigotry and folly” (142).

Thinking Christianly is premised only on the fear of the Lord that is the beginning of wisdom.  Likewise, it proceeds only when we rely continually on God’s word and Spirit.  It always operates with the awareness of the supernatural source of dimensions of false thinking.  As Paul writes to the Christians in Corinth, “For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does.  The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of this world.  On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.  We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”  Much of today’s Christian scholarship would be transformed simply by returning to the classical notion of study as a spiritual discipline (143).

Modern knowledge is characteristically noncommittal.  Much is known, but all is consequence-free.  What we know and what we do about it are two different things.  Various roots of this noncommittal style of knowing could be explored.  Philosophically, for example, the Anglo-Saxon world in the twentieth century has been dominated by what John Dewey described well as “the spectator theory of knowledge.”  Owing to the triumph of such forces as empiricism and science, the myth is prevalent that knowledge is objective, universal, and certain—and therefore neutral, detached, impersonal, noninvolving and nonresponsible.  What we do with what we know has nothing to do with knowing itself (146).

The Christian idea of the responsibility of knowledge is rooted in the notion that God is there and that he speaks.  He is therefore the one with both the first decisive word on life—in creation—and the last decisive word—in judgment.  Thus human life is essentially responsible, answerable, and accountable.  Such responsibility of knowledge is the silent assumption in many basic doctrines.  Sin, for example, is a deliberate violation of the responsibility of knowledge—human beings become responsible where they should not be (playing God) and refuse to be responsible where they should be (denying guilt) (147).

Perhaps as we ponder the length and breadth of our anti-intellectualism, as we survey its consequences, as we remember its casualties, and as we meditate on its core disloyalty to our Lord, it is time for us to stammer and hesitate—and seek God’s help to change our minds and our ways of thinking (152).

Amusing Ourselves to Death
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The Reverend Graham exchanged one-liners with Burns about making preparations for Eternity.  Although the Bible makes no mention of it, the Reverend Graham assured the audience that God loves those who make people laugh.  It was an honest mistake.  He merely mistook NBC for God (5).

Indeed, in America God favors all those who possess both a talent and a format to amuse, whether they be preachers, athletes, entrepreneurs, politicians, teachers or journalists.  In America, the least amusing people are its professional entertainers (5).

Indeed, as Mumford points out, with the invention of the clock Eternity ceased to serve as the measure and focus of human events.  And thus, though few would have imagined the connection, the inexorable ticking of the clock may have had more to do with the weakening of God’s supremacy than all the treatise produced by the philosophers of the Enlightenment; that is to say, the clock introduced a new form of conversation between man and God, in which God appears to have been the loser.  Perhaps Moses should have included another Commandment: Thou shalt not make mechanical representations of time (12).

Even such an instrument as the microscope, hardly a tool of everyday use, had embedded within it a quite astonishing idea, not about biology but about psychology.  By revealing a world hitherto hidden from view, the microscope suggested a possibility about the structure of the mind.


If things are not what they seem, if microbes lurk, unseen, on and under our skin, if the invisible controls the visible, then is it not possible and ids and egos and superegos also lurk somewhere unseen?  What else is psychoanalysis but a microscope of the mind?  Where do our notions of mind come from if not from metaphors generated by our tools?  What does it mean to say that someone has a IQ of 126?  There are no numbers in people’s heads.  Intelligence does not have quantity or magnitude, except as we believe that it does.  And why do we believe that it does?  Because we have tools that imply that this is what the mind is like (15).

From Erasmus in the sixteenth century to Elizabeth Eisenstein in the twentieth, almost every scholar who has grappled with the question of what reading does to one’s habits of mind has concluded that the process encourages rationality; that the sequential, prepositional character of the written word fosters what Walter Ong calls the “analytic management of knowledge.”  To engage the written word means to follow a line of thought, which requires considerable powers of classifying, inference-making and reasoning.  It means to uncover lies, confusions, and overgeneralizations, to detect abuses of logic and commons sense.  It also means to weigh ideas, to compare and contrast assertions, to connect one generalization to another.  To accomplish this, one must achieve a certain distance from the words themselves, which is, in fact, encouraged by the isolated and impersonal text.  That is why a good reader does not cheer an apt sentence or pause to applaud even an inspired paragraph.  Analytic thought is too busy for that, and too detached (51).

It would be a serious mistake to think of Billy Graham or any other television revivalist as a latter-day Jonathan Edwards or Charles Finney.  Edwards was one of the most brilliant and creative minds ever produced by America (54).

Think of Richard Nixon or Jimmy Carter or Billy Graham, or even Albert Einstein, and what will come to your mind is an image, a picture of a face, most likely a face on a television screen (in Einstein’s case, a photograph of a face).  Of words, almost nothing will come to mind.  This is the difference between thinking in a word-centered culture and thinking in an image-centered culture (61).

A Peek-a-Boo World

The telegraph made a three-pronged attack on typography’s definition of discourse, introducing on a large scale irrelevance, impotence, and incoherence.  These demons of discourse were aroused by the fact that telegraphy gave a form of legitimacy to the idea of context-free information; that is, to the idea that the value of information need not be tied to any function it might serve in social and political decision-making and action, but may attach merely to its novelty, interest, and curiosity.  The telegraph made information into a commodity, a “thing” that could be bought and sold irrespective of its uses or meaning (65).

As Thoreau implied, telegraphy made relevance irrelevant.  The abundant flow of information had very little or nothing to do with those to whom it was addressed; that is, with any social or intellectual context in which their lives were embedded.  Coleridge’s famous line about water everywhere without a drop to drink may serve as a metaphor of a decontextualized information environment: In a sea of information, there was very little of it to use.  A man in Main and a man in Texas could converse, but not about anything either of them knew of cared very much about.  The telegraph may have made the country into “one neighborhood,” but it was a peculiar one, populated by strangers who knew nothing but the most superficial facts about each other.  


Since we live today in just such a neighborhood (now sometimes called a “global village”), you may get a sense of what is meant by context-free information by asking yourself the following question: How often does it occur that information provided you on morning radio or television, or in the morning newspaper, causes you to alter your plans for the day, or to take some action you would not otherwise have taken, or provides insight into some problem you are required to solve? For most of us, news of the weather will sometimes have such consequences; for investors, news of the stock market; perhaps an occasional story about a crime will do it, if by chance the crime occurred near where you live or involved someone you know.  But most of our daily news is inert, consisting of information that gives us something to talk about but cannot lead to any meaningful action. This fact is the principal legacy of the telegraph: By generating an abundance of irrelevant information, it dramatically altered what may be called the “information-action ratio” (67-68).

In the information world created by telegraphy, this sense of potency was lost, precisely because the whole world became the context for news.  Everything became everyone’s business.  For the first time, we were sent information which answered no question we had asked, and which, in any case, did not permit the right of reply.


We may say then that the contribution of the telegraph to public discourse was to dignify irrelevance and amplify impotence (69).

To the telegraph, intelligence meant knowing of lots of things, not knowing about them (70).

Together, this ensemble of electronic techniques called into being a new world—a peek-a-boo world, where now this event, now that, pops into view for a moment, then vanishes again.  It is a world without much coherence or sense; a world that does not ask us, indeed, does not permit us to do anything; a world that is, like the child’s game of peek-a-boo, entirely self-contained.  But like peek-a-boo, it is also endlessly entertaining.


Of course, there is nothing wrong with playing peek-a-boo.  And there is nothing wrong with entertainment.  As some psychiatrist once put it, we all build castles in the air.  The problems come when we try to live in them (77).

Twenty years ago the question, Does television shape culture or merely reflect it? held considerable interest for many scholars and social critics.  The question has largely disappeared as television has gradually become our culture (79).

To say it still another way: Entertainment is the supra-ideology of all discourse on television.  No matter what is depicted or from what point of view, the overarching presumption is that it is there for our amusement and pleasure.  That is why even on news shows which provide us daily with fragments of tragedy and barbarism, we are urged by the newscasters to “join them tomorrow.”  What for?  One would think that several minutes of murder and mayhem would suffice as material for a month of sleepless nights.  We accept the newscasters’ invitation because we know that the “news” is not to be taken seriously, that it is all in fun, so to say.  Everything about a news show tells us this—the good looks and amiability of the cast, their pleasant banter, the exciting music that opens and closes the show, the vivid film footage, the attractive commercials—all these and more suggest that what we have just seen is no cause for weeping.  A news show, to put it plainly, is a format for entertainment, not for education, reflection or catharsis (87-88).

What is happening here is that television is altering the meaning of “being informed” by creating a species of information that might properly be called disinformation.  I am using this word almost in the precise sense in which it is used by spies in the CIA or KGB.  Disinformation does not mean false information.  It means misleading information—misplaced, irrelevant, fragmented or superficial information—information that creates the illusion of knowing something but which in fact leads one away from knowing.  In saying this, I do not mean to imply that television news deliberately aims to deprive Americans of a coherent, contextual understanding of their world.  I mean to say that when news is packaged as entertainment, that is the inevitable result.  And in saying that the television news show entertains but does not inform, I am saying something far more serious than that we are being deprived of authentic information.  I am saying we are losing our sense of what it means to be well informed.  Ignorance is always correctable.  But what shall we do if we take ignorance to be knowledge? (107-108).

And so, we move rapidly into an information environment which may rightly be called trivial pursuit.  As the game of that name uses facts as a source of amusement, so do our sources of news.  It has been demonstrated many times that a culture can survive misinformation and false opinion.  It has not yet been demonstrated whether a culture can survive if it takes the measure of the world in twenty-two minutes.  Or if the value of its news is determined by the number of laughs it provides (113).

Televisions strongest point is that is brings personalities into our hearts, not abstractions into our heads.  That is why CBS’ programs about the universe were called “Walter Cronkite’s Universe.”  One would think that the grandeur of the universe needs no assistance from Walter Cronkite.  One would think wrong.  CBS knows that Walter Cronkite plays better on television than the Milky Way.  And Jimmy Swaggart plays better than God.  For God exists only in our minds, whereas Swaggart is there, to be seen, admired, adored.  Which is why he is the star of the show.  And why Billy Graham is a celebrity, and why Oral Roberts has his own university, and why Robert Schuller has a crystal cathedral all to himself.  If I am not mistaken, the word for this is blasphemy (123).

It is well understood at the National Council that the danger is not that religion has become the context of television shows but that television shows may become the content of religion (124).

The television commercial has oriented business away from making products of value and toward making consumes feel valuable, which means that the business of business has now become pseudo-therapy.  The consumer is a patient assured by psycho-dramas (128).

The modern mind has grown indifferent to history because history has become useless to it; in other words, it is not obstinacy or ignorance but a sense of irrelevance that leads to the diminution of history.  Television’s Bill Moyers inches still closer when he says, “I worry that my own business…helps to make this an anxious age of agitated amnesiacs….We Americans seem to know everything about the last twenty-four hours but very little of the last sixty centuries or the last sixty years” (137).

As a television show, and a good one, “Sesame Street” does not encourage children to love school or anything about school.  It encourages them to love television (144).

In the Huxleyan prophecy, Big Brother does not watch us, by his choice.  We watch him, by ours.  There is no need for wardens or gates or Ministries of Truth.  When a population becomes distracted by trivia, when cultural life is redefined as a perpetual round of entertainments, when serious public conversation becomes a form of baby-talk, when, in short, a people become an audience and their public business a vaudeville act, then a nation finds itself at risk; culture-death is a clear possibility (155-156).

Who is prepared to take arms against a sea of amusements?  To whom do we complain, and when, and in what tone of voice, when serious discourse dissolves into giggles?  What is the antidote to a culture’s being drained by laughter? (156).

To be unaware that a technology comes equipped with a program for social change, to maintain that technology is neutral, to make the assumption that technology is always a friend to culture is, at this late hour, stupidity plain and simple (157).

What I suggest here as a solution is what Aldous Huxley suggested, as well.  And I can do no better than he.  He believed with H. G. Wells that we are in a race between education and disaster, and he wrote continuously about the necessity of our understanding the politics and epistemology of media.  For in the end, he was trying to tell us that what afflicted the people in Brave New World was not that they were laughing instead of thinking, but that they did not know what they were laughing about and why they had stopped thinking (163).

One Thing

Storms, Sam.  One Thing: developing a passion for the beauty of God.  Geanies House: Christian Focus Publications, 2004.  ISBN: 1-857928527

Edwards’ second word of advice is that you should ‘endeavor to promote spiritual appetites by laying yourself in the way of allurement’ (41).  

Third, ‘we should express our longings to God; they will increase by being expressed.’  Passions often wither in silence.  Undeclared delight is a virtual contradiction in terms.  God never intended for our joy to be quiescent.  ‘I think we delight to praise what we enjoy,’ said Lewis, ‘because the praise not merely expresses but completes the enjoyment; it is its appointed consummation’ (42).

Worship is not only the expression of joy, it is the soil in which additional and even greater joy is seeded.  As we celebrate God in word and praise, the Spirit works within to cultivate still deeper delight in God that cries out to be vented in exuberant exultation.  Enjoyment issues in worship. Worship incites knowledge.  Knowledge awakens joy.  This joy issues in worship…and so it goes, to the gladness of our hearts and the glory of God! (43).

For me, a picture should be something likeable, joyous, and beautiful—yes, beautiful.  There are enough ugly things in life for us not to add to them (Pierre Auguste Renoir, 45).

Beauty is shrouded in mystery.  We can’t easily explain why something is beautiful, why it captivates and tantalizes.  We are simply drawn by it.  We are entranced.  It touches something deep in the soul that we can’t express or put our finger on.  It stirs thoughts and emotions and passions and desires and joys that can’t be expounded.  Beauty has the strange capacity to arouse the soul in a way that little else can.  The experience of it is lucid testimony to our having been fashioned in the likeness of a God who himself embodies quintessential aesthetic glory (50).

I made an attempt in an earlier book to define beauty as ‘whatever stuns and surprises and takes our breath away, whether the golden glow of a lingering sunset, the cavernous depths of the Grand Canyon, or the inaugural steps of a first-born child.  Beauty is whatever causes our hearts to beat with increasing rapidity and sends chills down our spines or causes goose bumps to rise on our arms.  Beauty is whatever stirs up worth in the human spirit and enables us to feel the dignity of self and the hope of tomorrow’ (52).

Augustine rightly insisted that God is beauty itself, referring to him as ‘my Father, supremely good, beauty of all things beautiful’ (53).

C. S. Lewis reminds, dare I say warns, us that

the books or the music [or paintings] in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if we trust to them; it was not in them, it only came through them, and what came through them was longing.  These things—the beauty, the memory of our own past—are good images of what we really desire; but if they are mistaken for the thing itself, they turn into dumb idols, breaking the hearts of their worshippers.  For they are not the thing itself; they are only the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a country we have never visited (54-55).

When our homes are looted and our property stolen and our bodies imprisoned, only a heart tantalized by divine splendor will stand firm.  When Christians suffer imprisonment and torture and the pressure to yield, only the God-intoxicated heart will endure (56).

The achievements of our Savior, he wrote,

resulting from his becoming man, are of such kind and number, that if one should wish to enumerate them, he may be compared to men who gaze at the expanse of the sea and wish to count its waves….[His achievements] all alike are marvelous, and wherever a man turns his glance, he may behold on that side the divinity of the Word, and be struck with exceeding great awe! (Athanasius, 58-59).

Oh, to be consumed by the God of heaven, and be, as it were, swallowed up in that transcendent beauty!  We don’t want merely to see beauty, although that’s where we have to begin.  We long for something more, something so sacred and intimate that we hesitate to speak its name.  The yearning that burns within is ‘to be united with the beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become part of it.’  But at present, lamented Lewis, ‘we are on the outside of the world, the wrong side of the door.  We discern the freshness and purity of morning, but they do not make us fresh and pure.  We cannot mingle with the splendours we see.  But all the leaves of the New Testament are rustling with the rumour that it will not always be so.  Some day, God willing, we shall get it.’  Even so, come Lord Jesus! (62)

Our wonder in God’s presence, however, is not borne of ignorance but of knowledge.  We know something about the majesty of God and for that reason we are lost in wonder, love and praise.  We can’t stand in awe of someone of whom we’re ignorant.  Our wonder deepens with each degree of understanding (70).

Our personal preferences notwithstanding, in heaven affections are ablaze for God.  Bodies are prostrate in his presence.  Praise is passionate.  Enjoyment is extravagant.  There is little, if any, fear of feelings (76).

Lovely face, majestic face,

face of beauty, face of flame,

the face of the Lord God of Israel when he sits upon
His throne of glory, 

robed in praise upon His seat of splendour,

His beauty surpasses the beauty of the aged,

His splendour outshines the splendour of newly-weds

in the bridal chamber.

Whoever looks at Him is instantly torn;

whoever glimpses His beauty immediately melts away.

Those who serve Him…their hearts reel

and their eyes grow dim at the splendour

and radiance of their king’s beauty (80).

There is, however, one additional stage in our experience that is antecedent to both exultation and exaltation, namely, education.  

If we don’t know who God is and how he thinks and what he feels and why he does what he does, we have no grounds for joy, no reason to celebrate, no basis for finding satisfaction in him…Delight in God cannot occur in an intellectual vacuum.  Our joy is the fruit of what we know and believe to be true of God.  Emotional heat such as joy, delight, and gladness of heart, apart from intellectual light (i.e., the knowledge of God) is useless.  Worse still, it is dangerous, for it inevitably leads to fanaticism and idolatry.  The experience of heaven’s inhabitants confirms that our knowledge of God (education) is the cause or grounds for our delight in him (exultation), which blossoms in the fruit of his praise and honor and glory (exaltation) (81-82).

What this tells us is that the ultimate goal of theology isn’t knowledge, but worship.  If our learning and knowledge of God do not lead to the joyful praise of God, we have failed.  We learn only that we might laud, which is to say that theology without doxology is idolatry.  The only theology worth studying is a theology that can be sung! (82).

Why all these scientific facts?  Because I want you to have something to sing about on Sunday.  I want you to have a reason not to sin on Monday.  I want you to have grounds for confidence when all else in life crumbles in a heap at your feet.  I want you to have something to fill your daydreams other than illicit sex or more money or some other mindless, meaningless fantasy.  I want you to have reason to fear God, to tremble before this awesome, all-consuming fire to whom we must one day give an account of every word and deed.  I want you to have something of substance to tell your non-Christian neighbor.  People who serve a shrunken God have nothing to offer a world on the brink of hell (116-117).

Wisdom and power are the ground of the respect we give to men; they being both infinite in God, are the foundation of a solemn honour to be returned to him by his creatures.  If a man make a curious engine, we honour him for his skill; if another vanquish a vigorous enemy, we admire him for his strength; and shall not the efficacy of God’s power in creation, government, redemption, inflame us with a sense of the honour of his name and perfections!  We admire those princes that have vast empires, numerous armies, that have a power to conquer their enemies, and preserve their own people in peace; how much more ground have we to pay a mighty reverence to God, who, without trouble and weariness, made and manages this vast empire of the world by a word and beck!  What sensible thoughts have we of the noise of thunder, the power of the sun, the storms of the sea!  These things, that have no understanding, have struck men with such a reverence that many have adored them as gods.  What reverence and adoration doth this mighty power, joined with an infinite wisdom in God, demand at our hands (Stephen Charnock, 120).

There are, I believe, only two kinds of Christians: those driven by fear and uncertainty, on the one hand, and those drawn by fascination and joy on the other (129).

Fruitless joys are what we turn to when life is boring and gray and lonely and we know that tomorrow nothing will have changed.  Fruitless joys aren’t necessarily scandalous sins.  They may be little more than harmless hobbies in which we invest countless hours to make life a little less dull.  They may be the newest gadgets we work so hard to own and worry about losing.  They may be the fantasies and daydreams that swirl around in our heads that we know will never come true but somehow strangely bring a measure of excitement to an otherwise dreary life (137).

Enjoyment empowers effort.  Doing is the fruit of delighting.  Performance is energized by pleasure.  God invites us to abandon fruitless joys so that we might taste the sweetness of salvation and hear the symphony of Christ’s love and see the beauty of the Father’s glory and feel the joy of his presence and smell the fragrance of his eternal goodness.  This is what our souls were made for.  And in this is God most glorified (142).

You were made to be

Enchanted, enamored, engrossed with God.

Enthralled, enraptured, entranced with God.

Enravished, excited, enticed with God.

Astonished, amazed, awed with God.

Astounded, absorbed, agog with God.

Beguiled and bedazzled, startled and staggered, smitten and stunned, stupefied and spellbound, charmed and consumed, thrilled and thunderstruck, obsessed and preoccupied, intrigued and impassioned, overwhelmed and overwrought, gripped and rapt, enthused, and electrified, tantalized, mesmerized, and monopolized, fascinated, captivated, intoxicated, infatuated, and exhilarated…with God!  (147-148).

It takes God to love God (Mike Bickle, 149).

I once heard John Piper say that sin is not the choice of pleasure but the loss of it.  Or again, to sin is not to choose pleasure but to lose pleasure (156).

There is very great delight the Christian enjoys in the sight he has of the glory and excellency of God.  How many arts and contrivances have men to delight the eye of the body.  Men take delight in the beholding of great cities, splendid buildings and stately palaces.  And what delight is often taken in the beholding of a beautiful face.  May we not well conclude that great delights may also be taken in pleasing the eye of the mind in seeing the most beautiful, the most glorious, the most wonderful Being in the world? (Jonathan Edwards, 156-157).

If we can learn anything of the state of heaven from the Scripture, the love and joy that the saints have there, is exceeding great and vigorous; impressing the heart with the strongest and most lively sensation, of inexpressible sweetness, mightily moving, animating, and engaging them, making them like a flame of fire.  And if such love and joy be not affections, then the word ‘affection’ is of no use in language.  Will any say, that the saints in heaven, in beholding the face of their Father, and the glory of their Redeemer, and contemplating his wonderful works, and particularly his laying down his life for them, have their hearts nothing moved and affected, by all which they behold or consider? (Jonathan Edwards, 169).

Our experience of God will never become stale.  It will depend and develop, intensify and amplify, unfold and increase, broaden and balloon.  Our relishing and rejoicing in God will sharpen and spread and extend and progress and mature and flower and blossom and widen and stretch and swell and snowball and inflate and lengthen and augment and advance and proliferate and accumulate and accelerate and multiply and heighten and reach a crescendo that will even then be only the beginning of an eternity of new and fresh insights into the majesty of who God is! (173).

The more we like God the more like God we become! (174)

Wherever you turn your eyes you will see nothing but glory and grandeur and beauty and brightness and purity and perfection and splendour and satisfaction and sweetness and salvation and majesty and marvel and holiness and happiness.  


We will see only and all that is adorable and affectionate, beautiful and bright, brilliant and bountiful, delightful and delicious, delectable and dazzling, elegant and exciting, fascinating and fruitful, glorious and grand, gracious and good, happy and holy, healthy and whole, joyful and jubilant, lovely and luscious, majestic and marvelous, opulent and overwhelming, radiant and resplendent, splendid and sublime, sweet and savoring, tender and tasteful, euphoric and unified!  (179).

A Marriage Made in Heaven
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1990.  ISBN  0-8499-0782-9

Though the teachings on divorce are unmistakably plain, their meaning was intended to stretch far beyond man-woman relationships.  When God warned against the putting away of the wife of one’s youth, He was not speaking only of marriage.  Here [Malachi], in a way not found anywhere in Scripture, God spoke of the relationship between Himself and His beloved Israel as a marriage wherein Israel was the husband, and He the cast-off wife.  


Surely the shocking image of the God of the universe becoming so familiar that He would be dumped in favor of a newer, more exciting mate was an image that must have haunted God’s people during the five long centuries of silence from the brass-hard heavens before the birth of Jesus (21).

For in this new covenant, God’s Son promised to take His people as His bride, once and for all.  True to the Jewish way of thinking, our betrothal is as binding and as final as our inevitable marriage.  We, His church, live separated from Him during this long engagement.  But we belong to each other (25).

If that is true, then how much more it must consecrate believers in our relationship with God!  For we, even more than the unsaved, are conscious of our great sinfulness, our fallen nature, and we must strain to comprehend why the God of the universe would want companionship with us.  Ephesians 5 teaches us of this “profound mystery”—that God, through Christ, has chosen the church as His bride.  He desires a holy relationship with us, an intimacy like that of marriage.  


And so we bumble pell-mell into trying to spend time with Him (for is that not, we reason, the meaning of companionship?).  But after we’ve failed at our Bible-reading schedules and benevolence meetings, and passed up our private prayer time for other pursuits, we find that these are just means to an end.  Our eternal Husband does not want our programs, He wants us (26).

Just as marriage is thus a liberator of all our pent-up desires, it serves also as a bridle for them.  In the earthly sense, this satisfaction acts as preventive to unfaithfulness.  Over and over marriage is commended in the Bible as a way to prevent immorality: “Nevertheless, to avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife, and let every woman have her own husband” (I Corinthians 7:2 KJV).


So, too, our devotion to Christ will automatically preclude relationships with other people or other things that would ultimately harm us.  When you are truly in love, no other person can do more than just momentarily catch your eye.  We don’t become immune to outside attractions, we just don’t succumb to them (27).

We fool ourselves, perhaps, but not the world if we think that our union with Christ can be without fruit.  The world knows from observing nature that you cannot have two fertile partners and an intimate relationship without some eventual result! If our relationship to Christ is not bearing fruit, then one partner is withholding or sterile or both (30).
The parallels between the bride-selection process in those ancient days, and our personal relationship with Christ is a rich and fertile field that yields greater harvest each time we enter it.  We are awed by the realization that we were chosen by God as a suitable helper for our Lord.


No matter how frequent or how painful our past experiences with rejection were, we are bolstered by this present fact: we have been chosen.  We were not the leftovers, but God’s first choice.  Like the young man in Nagbur, India, we know our Parent well.  We know that the mate He chose for His Son was the right one.  We trust His judgment and respect His assessment.  We do, that is, until we consider who He chose.  He chose me and you.  And we know ourselves too well to be comfortable with this idea.  If He is all-knowing, why did He choose us?


Like the young women of Bible times, we know of a certainty that we were ignorant of the choosing while it was in process.  The plans for our betrothal to Christ were made long ago, even before the founding of this world.  



He must have had His eye on us for a long time.  We are conscious of the fact that He was planning our future life while we were spiritual infants. He waited patiently as we matured during that long and painful time of adolescence, even while we flirted with the world.


And then, He sent a matchmaker.  It may have been a friend or a parent who introduced us to Christ.  But it was someone who knew us and knew Jesus and knew He was “just perfect” for us.  And our union ever since has been enriching and satisfying, the joy of our lives.


Our Heavenly Father went through a similar process with that marvelous, corporate entity we know as the church.  Long ago, He deliberately chose a people, the nation of Israel.  He made it clear from the start that it was a love match that had nothing to do with the social standing, or even the worthiness of the people.  “The Lord did not set His love on you nor choose you because you were more in number than other people, for you were the least of all peoples,” Moses told them.  “But [it was] because the Lord loves you…” (Deuteronomy 7:7-8a).


Romans 9 shows us that we who believe are children of the promise, no matter what our ancestry.  We are heirs to all the wonderful things those ancient people were promised.  God has set His affection on us, too, and He loves us as well.  The proof of this is in the fact that this ultimate “Jewish” Father chose us to be the bride for His only son (37).  

But, we protest, we aren’t suitable prospects for such a union with Jesus.  We could never claim to be of the same race as He.  We certainly could never be on the same “economic” level as the Owner of all things.  And what of our heritage of sin and rebellion?


It would be a romantic thought to believe that for us, His bride, Jesus was willing to break all the rules and to ignore all the practices we see in the Old Testament scripture when He selected His own bride.  But Jesus never was a law-breaker or a rebel.  He always fulfilled the Law.  So instead of putting aside these old ways, or changing them, He simply changed us.


We, who with hopelessly jumbled genealogies could never prove Jewish ancestry, would be beyond even the dream of marrying the Nazarene.  But those who were excluded from citizenship, He made part of His own people.  He disregarded the ignominy of our parentage and overlooked our “family” reputation.


He chose us.


Carrying only the shoddiest of clay pots that marked us as destitute, we came to the well of our lives looking for water.  We came away refreshed and betrothed to a Husband who owns the cattle on a thousand hills and who was willing to pay the highest bride-price of all: His own life (38).

We in the twentieth-century Western world tend to think of that period of time after a man asks a woman to marry him until the marriage is actually finalized as being a trial period, a time in which both parties seriously evaluate their coming commitments.  During this time, either the man or the woman can, for even a whim, break off the relationship with relatively few legal or emotional repercussions.


However, this was not the case in Bible times.  When a young man paid the bride-price and sealed that contract (the “tenaim”) with the cup, he actually acquired legal possession of her, though he might not take physical possession of her until the marriage ceremony.  For all intents and purposes, she became his legal wife at the moment of betrothal.


The Greek word that describes a betrothed woman is often translated as “espoused,” a word that carries within it the idea of the woman already being a “spouse.”  Such a woman was referred to as a wife even before the marriage was consummated (Deuteronomy 20:7, 28:30) (41).

Divorce was one of only two ways that a betrothal could be terminated.  Genesis 34 and Deuteronomy 22 both illustrate that a woman’s sexual infidelity, except in cases of rape, during the betrothal period was treated as adultery with the same penalties (42).

Aside from divorce, the only other way out of a betrothal was the death of one of the parties involved (42).

Secondly, the entire wedding party waited in an outer room for news that the marriage had been consummated.  Here is where the friend of the bridegroom, his trusted companion, played a very important role.  While the other guests were further away, the friend of the bridegroom would listen carefully for the groom’s confirming voice. 



We need not suppose that this was done in a whisper, but rather a shout of triumph, of approval of her beauty and worth.  The friend of the bridegroom would recognize that he had indeed carried out his task of assuring the safe delivery of a chaste bride to her husband.


“The friend of the bridegroom,” John the Baptist said, “who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly because of the bridegroom’s voice” (John 3:29).  Thus satisfied, the friend of the bridegroom would announce the marriage to the waiting guests, and the rejoicing would begin (74).

At the close of the week, however, the father of the bridegroom pulled out all the stops in providing a rich feast for all his guests.  A wealthy host, such as a king, would even provide special “feast robes” for attendees (Matthew 22).  A proctor would be positioned at the door to hand out these robes and to guarantee that no one who was unsuitably dressed could enter (76).

And then the Father will provide the final celebration—the great feast spoken of in Matthew 22.  Many will be called, but few will be chosen.  Though He will actively seek our fellowship it will just be a continuation of the seeking process He has been engaged in for thousands of years (John 3:23).  There will be those who will think to come into the rejoicing without preparation, without the garment He provides, but they shall be cast out into outer darkness, to a condemnation that will, by its justice, leave even the harshest critic speechless.


We want to assure ourselves that we will not be garmentless.  We want to guarantee that we will be there at the feast, as bride and honored guest.  Surely that will be, we tell ourselves.  



But a nagging thought at the back of our minds will not be stilled.  What if the bride is not found to be virgin?  Then there will be no Bridegroom’s shout of triumph and approval, no feasting, no celebration.  We apprehend with a crash the thought that we are the bride, and we know us, and we are not pure.


What will happen when He takes us to Himself and unveils us and knows that we have not been completely faithful to Him as we waited?  


“Christ loved the church,” Ephesians 5 tells us, “and gave Himself up for her, to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing of water through the word, and to present her to Himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.”


Holy. Blameless.


How can this be, when we know we gave ourselves to the world long before we knew Him?  What, we urgently ask, of the garments and bedclothes that will not be stained?  


Oh, they’ll be stained—not with the blood of the bride, but with the blood of the chivalrous Groom.  His blood will cover for eternity this and every other infidelity we have ever committed (78).
YHWH is the Husband of His People
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A girl engaged to be married was regarded as married with respect to sexual relationships with men other than her betrothed.  If she willingly participated in an illicit affair, she was guilty of adultery and punished accordingly.  A girl who was found not to be a virgin on her wedding-night, whereas she had pretended to be one, was to be stoned to death at the door of her father’s house (83).

Adultery was one of the worst offences imaginable.  Here it should be noted, however, that the Israelites’ definition of adultery was different from ours.  A man committed adultery if he had intercourse with another man’s wife, including a girl who was engaged to be married.  A woman committed adultery if she was married or engaged to be married and had intercourse with a man other than her husband.  A married man did not commit adultery by having intercourse with an unbetrothed virgin; rather she practically became his wife in the process.  In other words, a man could not offend against his own marriage, whereas a woman could only offend against her own marriage.  From this is follows that a man having intercourse with a prostitute did not greatly sin, though the practice was not exactly encouraged (84).

What we are dealing with is a metaphor, and although this extension of it may seem strange to us, we have to remember that in Hebrew culture sex in marriage was regarded as something positive, a gift of God.  Condemnation of sexuality, however severe it may be at times, is always aimed at illicit sex, never at marital sex (111).

The use of the word here seems to indicate a total rehabilitation of YHWH’s wife, she will not only be rewooed, but taken in marriage as a young girl.  It almost seems as if her virginity will be restored.  This seems an impossible image within the framework of the marriage metaphor: in our everyday world virginity lost for once is lost forever.  Here it is an image of the way in which YHWH will regard His wife/His people at the end of history, which was alluded to in v. 20: her sins will not only be forgiven, but completely wiped out, as if she had never committed them.  In the light of the marriage metaphor we can formulate the following derived metaphorical concept: YHWH WILL COMPLETELY RENEW HIS MARRIAGE.  The fact that the wife’s sinfulness will be regarded as non-existent, as is expressed by the use of the word __, may be impossible in a purely human context, but in the case of YHWH it is indeed possible (121-122).

The two Ezekiel chapters that are our concern in this study should be read against this historical background of impending doom.  Ezekiel, like all pre-exilic and exilic prophets, blames the sinful people of Israel…for the desperate situation. His message may be summarized as: “Whatever happens to you is YHWH’s punishment for your sins, your faithlessness, your disregard for His laws and His covenant, and serves you right!” (128-129).

YHWH IS THE GIVER OF ALL LIFE.  The reason why it gains special significance here is that it serves to emphasize the total dependence of the people, symbolized by a girl who is to be His bride, on YHWH.  Knowing that the girl in question is to be YHWH’s bride, we can also formulate, on the basis of v. 3, the derived metaphorical concept YHWH’S BRIDE IS OF PAGAN ORIGIN (130).

This woman who was endowed by her husband with everything she could desire, spends her husband’s gifts in order to pay her lovers to satisfy her.  Jerusalem has sunk more deeply than any woman could sink.  The derived metaphorical concept that follows from this is: YHWH’S WIFE HAS LOST ALL SENSE OF SHAME.  We also have additional evidence here for the metaphorical concept: YHWH’S WIFE SINS FOR THE SAKE OF SINNING (148).

YHWH is the husband who has been betrayed in His love for His wife, and His feelings are accordingly human.  The derived metaphorical concept YHWH IS HUMAN IN HIS EMOTIONS WITH RESPECT TO HIS WIFE is fundamental to the titular metaphor of this monograph (151).

A woman became unclean for her husband by having intercourse with another man, Ohola has become unclean for her husband not only on account of her adultery, but also on account of her idolatry.  Thus there is a connection with the marriage metaphor, although it is an indirect one.  Ohola is as it were doubly defiled (159).

The Song of Songs’ Cautionary Message Concerning Human Love 

Schwab, George M.  The Song of Songs’ Cautionary Message Concerning Human Love.  New York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc, 2002.  ISBN: 0820455660

The truly wise man knows how to handle himself when drawing near to this perilous Deity.  Some of this divine power is invested in the earthly king.  It is the better part of wisdom to take care when in his presence.  Ahavá in the Song is presented with these overtones.  Like drawing near to God or the king, stirring up Ahavá is a dangerous affair.  A wise man will take care with this good part of creation (5).

In the Egyptian cognate material love is a power that controls lovers.  It is experienced in the relationship of one for the other.  While under its influence, one experiences exhilaration and ecstasy, but is also subject to unpleasant longings, sickness, captivity, and foolish behavior.  It is compared with alcohol.  There is no warning issued in the Egyptian material, however.  Love is inevitable.  The aspect of the appropriate time for it is not apparent.  The sapiential evaluative and cautionary elements appear to be unique to the Song (23).

In the adjuration not to rouse love, love is conceptualized as an uncontrollable power that is best left asleep.  Leviathan is a good analogy—who would dare to stir it up?  Leave it alone! (45).

The girl wants the young women to take an oath by the gazelle and doe.  These terms serve as circumlocutions for God Almighty, Lord of Hosts.  But they also are used as symbols throughout the Song for sexual endowment, appeal, comeliness, and fervor.  The words, then, exist with three referents: animals in a symbolic forest, the divine warrior God Almighty with his Hosts, and ardent affection.  The literal animals, perhaps, are themselves symbols for “sexual potency.”  Thus the terms combine the concept of God with the concept of love and its power.  The girl desires the daughters of Jerusalem to swear by sexuality and God—and these two concepts are fused into a single image.  The Song should then be read as if love were conceived as a divine attribute of God or as a deity in its own right.  Love is not simply a matter of feelings, social contracts, or trysts in the wood (47-48).

What is being warned against in Cant 2:7, 3:5, and 8:4 is the premature stirring up of passion.  The girl is beseeching her companions to avoid it.  They are advised not to attempt to kindle ardor “until it pleases.”  Note that she did not say, “until you so desire.”  Love is being conceptualized as a power in its own right, which, when aroused, takes control of the affections, behavior, and mind of the one under its power.  When Love itself is pleased, then the girls’ passion will be stirred.  The fact that there is a recurring rhythm of appeals throughout the Song which alerts the reader to the power of love, and advises avoidance of it (or at least a healthy respect for it), indicates that there is an overwhelming aspect to love with which the Song is concerned.  It is this aspect that the girl warns the daughters of Jerusalem against (49).

“By comparing love and death this verse expresses a psychological truth; when one is caught by the archetypal energy of love, of the God of love, there is a potency at work which one cannot escape, like death.  One is overpowered by the archetype.  It is a defeat of the ego” (59).

As she comes under the power of love itself, as she is as helpless before it as she is before death and Sheol, she finds that she longs for the boy to make her part of himself (62).

Ahavá is portrayed here as an amorous phlogiston, an unappeasable holocaust, Yahweh’s fire.  Coming into love is like coming into God’s presence, one must be careful not to stir up or awaken his wrath (Ps 78:38).  Prov 6:26-34, cited below, shows that love is dangerous (63).

It does not seem to matter what the “many waters” and “rivers” symbolically portray—the message is clear: love, as a fire, will not yield to any other power.  It is above and beyond any forces in human experience to quench.  Of course, _____ does not signify anything at all about the forces that threaten love in human life.  It is not symbolic of “everything that destroys love in time.”  Its signification lies in its relation to fire.  As the flame of Yahweh cannot be extinguished, so jealous ardor is relentless (64).

Both involve a loss of freedom, power, or self-determination.  Both are to be avoided.  Love, viewed as a disease, affects both the physical and mental well being of the one afflicted with it.  It requires (albeit playfully presented) medical sustenance.  It causes temporary loss of reasoning powers and of ordinary self-restraint and inhibitions.  Love, conceptualized as imprisonment or subjugation, is seen accompanied by cries for release.  In this sense love is like an addiction.  Love is a power that wonderfully enfeebles, diminishes degrees of freedom, and leads to irrational and irresponsible behaviors (65).

Love cripples and disables, and sometimes the one in love must have chemical revitalization to withstand the experience.  According to this text, love carries an emotional and physical price tag.  This is why the scene ends in Cant 2:7 not with a contented sigh or description of lovemaking, but with a warning for the daughters of Jerusalem not to stir up or awaken Ahavá (66).

Her response to his spoken word, and (due to the placement of the phrase after her awful discovery) to his absence, caused her to describe herself in terms that place her sexually charged and love-sick experience of love in the realm of death.  Love has moved her to the point of emotional disturbance that is expressed as a death-experience (67).

In Egyptian love lyrics, love-sickness is always caused by the inaccessibility of the desired person.  The cure for it is the presence of the other.  Love-sickness affects both the boy and the girl.  It has physical and mental manifestations.  It is a very negative experience.  Physicians are called.  Normal duties cannot be performed.  One behaves in an embarrassing and foolish manner.  It is like lying in one’s grave (69).

The experience begins with becoming bewitched by her eye and pearl.  It is a description of an enjoyable loss of power on the boy’s part.  It is not negative and ends with an affirmative evaluative expression in Cant 5:1.  But it does indicate that the girl’s sexuality has real power over the boy.  In the boy’s experience, coming under the power of love takes the form of being helpless before the young lady’s irresistible charms.  She is portrayed throughout the Song as dangerous and formidable (71).

Finally, the summary statement in Cant 7:7 does indeed make reference to her beauty, as well as to her delightful lovemaking.  The poem is a celebration of her charms.  Yet is uses imagery that highlights her power over the man.  Thus her neck, eyes, and nose are described with military imagery.  Together with her head and hair, they capture and make the king a prisoner, as effectively as a conquering army with banners (74).

The study in this section is intended to demonstrate that one facet of love in the Song of Songs is that it is a restrictive phenomenon.  In love, one’s self-determination is checked.  Analogies for love, as experienced in the relationship with a member of the opposite sex, include metaphors of imprisonment, the dread of a conquering army, and feelings associated with death.  Love is conceptualized as a malady that renders one mentally unstable and physically weak.  But is it still desirable?  Yes and no.  The experience of wandering through the city streets is not desirable at all.  The love sickness, while couched in a celebration of the exhilarative experience of passion, is diminished by her cry for help, and the negative evaluative concluding statement.  Love is presented as a power that, when under its influence, a human being willingly loses some potency, vitality, freedom, and sanity (75).

One may conclude that, with the possible exceptions of Can 3:10 and Cant 7:7, Ahavá is portrayed with a dark side.  It is cautioned against, compared with hungry and life-destroying forces, irresistible, and perhaps shown to be the force that binds the girl to Solomon and the king to the girl.  It is not merely a whimsical feeling or an inner stirring of sexual desire.  It is meant to be taken very seriously.  The counsel of the Song of Songs is to respect its power (80).

Love, then, has forced the girl into contradictions and tensions in her inner life.  She desires to protect herself—yet cannot live without the man.  She finds him—yet must cling to him lest she lose him again.  She wants freedom to do as she wishes—yet cannot fulfill them.  The only peace she finds is in the eyes of her love, she having been a bastion and fortress before the day she was spoken for, the day when love was pleased to foment.  Thus, although it is celebrated and praised in the Song, love is also seen as a power that takes control of the inner life, and that is best avoided as long as possible (91).

There is a curious absence of “satisfaction” terminology in the Song (99).

The Song does not ever say they are satisfied, satiated, saturated, or filled, with love (99).

In the evaluative statement, “Eat O Friends!  Drink and be drunken, O Lovers!” the image of drunkenness is applied to the experience of lovemaking.  To drink is enjoyable.  It leads to laughter, and belongs with feasting.  Love is also desirable and enjoyable.  But drink also leads to a loss of self-control.  Too much and this self-control extends to one’s own stomach, and finally one can no longer remain conscious.  It is almost a synonym with confusion.  In a sense, alcohol is a power that is desirable, and takes control of human life, and can feel like an illness.  The Song exclaims, “Go on, O Lovers, be drunk with love!”  To say this to the lovers carries a different connotation than, “Eat and be full!  Drink and be satisfied!”  Love is conceptualized as alcohol (101).

Ahavá motivated the man to work seven years twice over for one near infertile girl (143).

Ahavá is seen parallel with “his appetite clung to Dinah.”  To be in love is to have one’s sexual craving fixated on one other (143).

Thus, Genesis presents sex as a power that can be skillfully used by women over men, and which motivates men to consciously set aside prudence and self-interest.  This is comparable to the Song, which presents love as a desirable, yet dangerous, aspect of human life (144).

Susanna demonstrates how it is possible to allow one’s own inner libidinous cravings to destroy one’s life, even though the object of desire is a godly, flawless lady.  The story is set in the early days of the exile, when Daniel was a young man.  Two elders of Israel, who were highly respected and certainly wise in every other respect, had one character flaw.  They were overwhelmed with passion for the lovely Susanna.  This lechery drove them to voyeurism.  They tried to forcibly solicit sex from Susanna.  Only under cross-examination was their foul scheme uncovered.  The elders were put to death. Here is an example of a story that is entirely concerned with the salacious ardor of otherwise responsible men.  It is not Susanna who gained mastery over them, but their own passion.  Again, this illustrates the point that sexual feelings were viewed as intrinsically dangerous, with potential to override a man’s reason and good sense, leading to foolhardy behavior and ending in death (171).

It should be clear from this brief survey that love was viewed as a mixed blessing.  It is precisely because of its spine tingling, exciting, and pleasurable lure that it has within it potential for great harm.  Wise men can be led astray by it.  Even spirits are subject to it.  Generals and kings succumb to it.  The power of love, as wielded by a woman, is a constant danger.  Women also cannot control themselves when afflicted by it.  Thus, to read the Song of Songs as containing warnings about the power of love is to read it in continuity with the tradition of love in early Jewish literature (173).

Life as a Vapor

Piper, John.  Life as a Vapor.  Sisters: Multnomah Publishers, 2004.      ISBN: 1-59052-338-5

There are two reasons (at least) why God hates for man to boast in man.  One is that boasting in man deflects man’s attention from the Fountain of his joy and so ruins his life.  It tricks man into replacing Magnificence with a mirror.  Man was not made to admire man.  He was made to admire God.  The joy of admiration is prostituted and ruined when man tries to find galaxy-sized Glory in the glow of his own reflection.  God does not like the human damage done by boasting in man (53).

I’ll try to explain.  I mean faith is an inclination of the soul to seek help from Christ with no expectation that any inclination of the soul is good enough to obtain help, not even the inclination of faith.  It is unique among all the acts of the soul.  Since it is empty-handed, it is not like a virtue.  It looks to the virtue of another.  It looks to the strength of another.  It looks to the wisdom of another.  It is entirely other-directed and other-depended.  Therefore, it can’t boast in itself, for it can’t even look at itself.  It is the kind of thing that in a sense has no “self.”  As soon as the unique act of the soul exists, it is attached to Another from whom it gets all its reality (54).

God is Not Boring

The other reason I say that imagination is a Christian duty is that when a person speaks or writes or sings or paints about breathtaking truths in a boring way, it is probably a sin.  The supremacy of God in the life of the mind is not honored when God and His amazing world are observed truly, analyzed duly, and communicated boringly.  Imagination is the key to killing boredom.  We must imagine ways to say truth for what it really is.  And it is not boring (68).

Don’t mistake what I am saying.  Poets and painters and preacher don’t make God’s beauty more beautiful.  They make it more visible.  They cut through the dull fog of our finite, fallible, sin-oriented perception, and help us see God’s beauty for what it really is.  Imagination is like a telescope to the stars: It doesn’t make them big.  They are big without the telescope.  It makes them look like what they are (69).

Already: Decisively and Irrevocably Free; Not Yet: Finally and Perfectly Free

Knowing this and learning how to walk with confidence (because of our newness) and with urgency (because of the demand to become new) is the secret of the Christian life.  This is the way the apostle Paul lived (101).

While we live, this is our calling: brokenhearted boldness.  Contrite confidence. The image of Christ on earth: the Lion and the Lamb (102).

Jonathan Edwards on the Pilgrim Mindset

God is the highest good of the reasonable creature, and the enjoyment of him is the only happiness with which our souls can be satisfied.  To go to heaven fully to enjoy God, is infinitely better than the most pleasant accommodations here.  Fathers and mothers, husbands, wives, children, or the company of earthly friends, are but shadows.  But the enjoyment of God is the substance.  These are but scattered beams, but God is the sun.  These are but streams, but God is the fountain.  These are but drops, but God is the ocean….Why should we labor for, or set our hearts on anything else, but that which is our proper end, and true happiness?  (Edwards, 136-137).

Labor to be much acquainted with heaven.  If you are not acquainted with it, you will not be likely to spend your life as a journey thither.  You will not be sensible of its worth, nor will you long for it.  Unless you are much conversant in your mind with a better good, it will be exceeding difficult to you to have your hearts loose from these things, to use them only in subordination to something else, and be ready to part with them for the sake of that better good.  Labor therefore to obtain a realizing sense of a heavenly world, to get a firm belief of its reality, and to be very much conversant with it in your thoughts (Edwards, 137-138).

Is God’s Demand for Worship Vain?

What if, as the atheist Ayn Rand once said, admiration is the rarest and best of pleasures?  And what if, as I wish Ayn Rand could have seen, God really is the most admirable being in the universe?  Would this not imply that God’s summons for our praise is the summons for our highest joy? (159).

The upshot of this is that God’s demand for supreme praise is His demand for our supreme happiness (159).

Taking the Swagger Out of Christian Cultural Influence

But Christian exiles are not passive.  We do not smirk at the misery or the merrymaking of immoral culture.  We weep.  Or we should.  This is my main point: Being exiles does not mean being cynical.  It does not mean being indifferent or uninvolved.  The salt of the earth does not mock rotting meat.  Where it can, it saves and seasons.  And where it can’t, it weeps.  And the light of the world does not withdraw, saying “good riddance” to godless darkness.  It labors to illuminate.  But not dominate (166).

“I have commanded the ravens to feed you there” (I Kings 17:4).  “Have you commanded the morning since your days began, and caused the dawn to know its place?” (Job 38:12).  “He commanded the skies above…and he rained down on them manna” (Psalm 78:23-24).  “[He] commands the sun, and it does not rise; [He] seals up the stars” (Job 9:7).  “The Lord appointed the great fish to swallow up Jonah” (Jonah 1:17).  “The Lord God appointed a plant and made it come up over Jonah” (Jonah 4:6).  “God appointed a worm that attacked the plant, so that it withered” (Jonah 4:7).  “He commanded and raised the stormy wind, which lifted up the waves of the sea” (Psalm 107:25).  “Who then is this, that he commands even winds and water, and they obey him?” (Luke 8:25).  “He sends out his command to the earth; his word runs swiftly.  He gives snow like wool; he scatters hoarfrost like ashes” (Psalm 147:15).  “He hurls down his crystals of ice like crumbs; who can stand before his cold?” (Psalm 147:17).  “I will also command the clouds that they rain no rain upon it” (Isaiah 5:6).  “He covers his hands with the lightning and commands it to strike the mark” (Job 36:32) (171-172).

A Hunger for God

Piper, John.  A Hunger for God. Wheaton: Crossway, 1997.  ISBN: 0-89107-966-1

[I am concerned with the question] “If God is omniscient he must have known what Abraham would do, without any experiment; why, then, this needless torture?”  But as St. Augustine points out, whatever God knew, Abraham at any rate did not know that his obedience would endure such a command until the event taught him; and the obedience which he did not know that he would choose, he cannot be said to have chosen.  The reality of Abraham’s obedience was the act itself; and what God knew in knowing that Abraham “would obey” was Abraham’s actual obedience on that mountain top at that moment.  To say that God “need not have tried the experiment” is to say that because God knows, the thing known by God need not exist (C.S. Lewis, 18).

In other words, we easily deceive ourselves that we love God unless our love is frequently put to the test, and we must show our preferences not merely with words but with sacrifice (18-19).

This is a strong warning against any simplistic view of fasting that thinks it will automatically do a person spiritual good.  It is not that simple.  “Severe treatment of the body” may only feed a person’s flesh with more self-reliance (32).

We have tasted the powers of the age to come, and our fasting is not because we are hungry for something we have not experienced, but because the new wine of Christ’s presence is so real and so satisfying.  We must have all that it is possible to have.  The newness of our fasting is this: its intensity comes not because we have never tasted the wine of Christ’s presence, but because we have tasted it so wonderfully by his Spirit, and cannot now be satisfied until the consummation of joy arrives.  The new fasting, the Christian fasting, is a hunger for all the fullness of God (Ephesians 3:19), aroused by the aroma of Jesus’ love and by the taste of God’s goodness in the gospel of Christ (I Peter 2:2-3).

The weakness of hunger which leads to death brings forth the goodness and power of God who wills life.  Here there is no extortion, no magic attempt to force God’s will.  We merely look with confidence upon our heavenly Father and through our fasting say gently in our hearts: “Father, without you I will die; come to my assistance, make haste to help me” (Joseph Wimmer, 50).

Why are we called “adulteresses” in praying for something to spend on our pleasures?  Because God is our husband and the “world” is a prostitute luring us to give affections to her that belong only to God.  This is how subtle the sin of worldliness can be.  It can emerge not against prayer, but in prayer—and fasting.  We begin to pray and fast—even intensely—not for God as our all-satisfying husband, but only for his gifts in the world so that we can make love with them (78).

*What Anna Teaches Us About Longing (87).

Fullness of bread [increases] not only carelessness and levity of spirit, but also foolish and unholy desires, yea, unclean and vile affections…. Even a genteel, regular sensuality is continually sensualizing the soul, and sinking it into a level with the beasts that perish.  It cannot be expressed what an effect a variety and delicacy of food have on the mind as well as the body; making it just ripe for every pleasure and sense, as soon as opportunity shall invite.  Therefore, on this ground also, every wise man will refrain his soul, and keep it low; will wean it more and more from all those indulgences of the inferior appetites, which naturally tend to chain it down to earth, and to pollute as well as debase it.  Here is another perpetual reason for fasting; to remove the food of lust and sensuality, to withdraw the incentives of foolish and hurtful desires, of vile and vain affections (John Wesley, 90).

The absence of fasting is the measure of our contentment with the absence of Christ (93).

Many people are discovering the joy of meeting God in extended times of emotionally charged singing to the Lord.  I personally find such seasons of lingering before the Lord a very rich communion with him.  But I see a danger.  The danger is that we will subtly slip from loving God in these moments into loving loving God.  That’s the way one of my colleagues put it recently.  In other words, we begin to savor not the glory of God but the atmosphere created by worship.  When this happens we open ourselves to hypocrisy.  And under the cloak of great religious fervor, deadly inconsistencies can emerge in our lives (133).

Woe to the fasting that leaves sin in our lives untouched.  The only authentic fasting is fasting that includes a spiritual attack against our own sin.  Is our fasting really a hunger for God?  We test whether it is by whether we are hungering for our own holiness.  To want God is to hate sin.  For God is holy, and we cannot love God and love sin.  Fasting that is not aimed at starving sin while feasting on God is self-deluded.  It is not really God that we hunger for in fasting.  The hunger of fasting is a hunger for God, and the test of that hunger is whether it includes a hunger for holiness (135-136).

The consumer is tutored that people basically consist of unmet needs that can be appeased by commodified goods and experiences.  Accordingly, the consumer should think first and foremost of himself or herself and meeting his or her felt needs.”  That it might be more blessed to give rather than to receive (Acts 20:35) is almost inconceivable.  Therefore fasting is barely thinkable except as a weight loss fad or a New-Age enhancement for higher consciousness—both of which are embedded in a consumer culture (137).

The mark of consumer culture is the reduction of “being” to “having” (138).

God will not allow me to content myself with severe discipline that does not attack the oblivion in which most comfortable middle-class Americans live.  He says that fasting is meant to awaken us to the hunger of the world, not just our own hunger.  And he says it is a heart-cry not just to savor the goodness of God in our own bounty, but in the power of love to live for the sake of others (143).

It is one of God’s many paradoxes that there is more light in the dark places of the world for those who go there to serve.  And there is more darkness in the glitz of the great malls for those who go there to escape.  Jesus is the Light of the world.  Living near him is the brightest place in the universe.  To find out where he lives, read the Gospels and follow his path (148).


For years I have argued that prayer is meant by God to be a wartime walkie-talkie, not a domestic intercom.  God intends for us to call on him to help us because we are giving our lives to spread a passion for his supremacy in all things for the joy of all peoples.  Prayer is not for the enhancement of our comforts but for the advancement of Christ’s kingdom (150).

This does not mean that you can’t pray for your child to be healed from a sore throat or for your car not to break down.  But it does mean that if you don’t have God-exalting, kingdom-advancing reasons for those kinds of prayers, they will lead eventually to a malfunction of the walkie-talkie (150-151).

There is a kind of desperation that begins to grip a people ruled not by legislators, but by judges who declare the Constitution to mean what they say it means.  This desperation leads to talk of desperate measures (160).

I feel that the greatest destroyer of peace today is abortion, because it is a war against the child—a direct killing of the innocent child—murder by the mother herself.  And if we accept that a mother can kill even her own child, how can we tell other people not to kill one another?...


By abortion, the mother does not learnt to love, but kills even her own child to solve her problems.  And by abortion, the father is told that he does not have to take any responsibility at all for the child he has brought into the world.  That father is likely to put other women into the same trouble.  So abortion just leads to more abortion.  Any country that accepts abortion is not teaching the people to love, but to use any violence to get what they want.  That is why the greatest destroyer of peace is abortion (162).

Holy and lawful fasting has three objectives.  We use it either to weaken and subdue the flesh that it may not act wantonly, or that we may be better prepared for prayers and holy meditations, or that it may be a testimony of our self-abasement before God when we wish to confess our guilt before him (Calvin, 187).

The state of the times extremely requires a fullness of the divine Spirit in ministers, and we ought to give ourselves no rest till we have obtained it.  And in order to [do] this, I should think ministers, above all persons, ought to be much in secret prayer and fasting, and also much in praying and fasting one with another.  It seems to me it would be becoming the circumstances of the present day, if ministers in a neighborhood would often meet together and spend days in fasting and fervent prayer among themselves, earnestly seeking for those extraordinary supplies of divine grace from heaven, that we need at this day (Edwards, 190).

The man who never fasts is no more in the way to heaven than the man who never prays (John Wesley, 191).

We have to practice strictest daily discipline; only so can the flesh learn the painful lesson that it has no rights of its own (Bonhoeffer, 199).

It is impossible to accept Christianity for the sake of finding comfort: but the Christian tries to lay himself open to the will of God, to do what God wants him to do.  You don’t know in advance whether God is going to set you to do something difficult or painful, or something that you will quite like; and some people of heroic mould are disappointed when the job doled out to them turns out to be something quite nice.  But you must be prepared for the unpleasant things and the discomforts.  I don’t mean fasting, and things like that.  They are a different matter.  When you are training soldiers in maneuvers, you practice in blank ammunition because you would like them to have practices before meeting the real enemy.  So we must practice in abstaining from pleasures which are not in themselves wicked.  If you don’t abstain from pleasure, you won’t be good when the time comes along.  It is purely a matter of practice (C.S. Lewis, 199).

A selfish person is unable to enjoy the gospel; a Christian is someone who has begun to deny himself, and is in the continuous process of denying himself.  Jesus said “If any man will come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me.”  Self-denial is not limited to one particular kind of giving; it embraces all personal disciplines.  Fasting is only one discipline; nevertheless, it is self-denial.  This does not mean that to fast is to embrace legalism; it is gospel liberty which encourages us to deny ourselves (David R. Smith, 200).

Is fasting ever a bribe to get God to pay more attention to the petitions?  No, a thousand times no.  It is simply a way to make clear that we sufficiently reverence the amazing opportunity to ask help from the everlasting God, the Creator of the universe, to choose to put everything else aside and concentrate on worshiping, asking for forgiveness, and making our requests known—considering His help more important than anything we could do ourselves in our own strength and with our own ideas (J. Oswald Sanders, 209).

An old saint once said that fasting prevents luxuries from becoming necessities.  Fasting is a protection of the spirit against the encroachments of the body.  When a person fasts, he has his body well in hand, and is able to do the work of the Master (Jerry Falwell, 209).

Self-indulgence is the enemy of gratitude, and self-discipline usually its friend and generator.  That is why gluttony is a deadly sin.  The early desert fathers believed that a person’s appetites are linked: full stomachs and jaded palates take the edge from our hunger and thirst for righteousness.  They spoil the appetite for God (210).
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