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Dedication



[image: ]


To all who are willing to begin again—to those who sense that God is calling them higher than where they have been, and who dare to surrender their will, their desires, and the deepest longings of their heart to the One who made them.

May Christ renew your mind day by day, shape your wants into His wants, and fill you with a love that does not stop growing until it looks like His.

This book is for you—the seekers, the strivers, the ones who are not satisfied with a small version of the Christian life.

Press on. He is worth it.

— Dennis Piearcy
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The Problem with Our Goals  

"Not that I have already attained, or am already perfected; but I press on, that I may lay hold of that for which Christ Jesus has also laid hold of me." — Philippians 3:12, NKJV

"If you are not seeking to grow, you have already begun to shrink."— Charles Spurgeon

We Are Always Aiming at Something  

Think about a hunter lining up his sights. Think about a runner measuring the distance to the finish line. Think about a student writing down the grade she wants to earn. Human beings are goal-driven creatures—we were made that way, in the image of a God who always acts with purpose.

But here is the question this book wants to ask you honestly: What if every goal you have ever set—even your most sincere, most spiritual-sounding goals—is still too small?

The truth is, it will always be too small until we reach God's perfect mark: the image and likeness of Christ. Not in one area of our lives—but in all areas. We are talking about the mind of Christ—learning to think the way He thinks. We are talking about the will of God—surrendering our plans to His. We are talking about the heart of the Spirit—a heart that changes every desire, every hope, every passion and goal from the inside out.

This kind of transformation touches everything: the way we feel, the way we think, the way we act and respond in any situation we find ourselves in. It touches how we treat the people in our families. How we speak to our friends. How we treat every person we meet throughout an ordinary day—the stranger, the coworker, the neighbor. And it even reaches into the hardest places of all: how we respond toward the people we find difficult, the ones who have hurt us, the ones we are tempted to dismiss or resent.

Our somethings—our goals, our aims, our definitions of a life well-lived—must become God's somethings. We must learn what God's somethings are, and then set our aim at them with everything we have. And so the most important question this book asks is simply this: What is God's something? And how do we aim for it?

We Land Where We Aim  

The central problem is this: We reach what we aim for. And we almost never aim high enough. When we set our goals based on what seems reasonable, what our church expects, what our friends applaud, or even what feels personally ambitious to us—we are still aiming far below the standard God has placed in front of us.

We also tend to do things out of order when we aim. Think about it like this: the right sequence is Ready—Aim—Fire. That order matters. Every step depends on the one before it. But most of us skip steps, rush ahead, or miss the sequence entirely—and then we wonder why we keep missing the mark.

If we just fire without getting ready first, we go into life without what we need. If we aim without knowing what we are truly aiming at, we will always miss. If we never get ready—never prepare our hearts, our minds, and our wills through prayer and the Word—we will not have what we need when it is time to act. And if we fire without aiming at God's target, wherever we go will not be Christlikeness. It will just be motion.

His standard is nothing less than Christlikeness—being shaped into the image of His Son (Romans 8:29). Not just better. Not just more disciplined. Like Christ.

A Map of the Journey  

This book will look at the full range of standards that human beings live by—from God's perfect holy standard at the very top, down through His gracious plan of redemption, through the natural moral sense He has placed in every human heart, through humanity's best attempts at morality without God, and all the way down to the wreckage of a world that has thrown every standard away.

At every level, two great spiritual realities decide whether we move upward or downward: Walking in the Spirit and Abiding in Christ. Where these are present, there is growth toward God's highest. Where they are absent, the drift begins—and drift, left unchecked, does not stop at mediocrity. It ends in destruction.

"Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh." — Galatians 5:16, NKJV

"Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me." — John 15:4, NKJV

God has not left us without tools. He has given us His Word, a church family, and brothers and sisters in Christ who speak truth into our lives. These are not optional add-ons to the Christian life—they are God's design for keeping us on His road.

"Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path." — Psalm 119:105, NKJV

"All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work." — 2 Timothy 3:16–17, NKJV

We cannot aim at what we do not know. The Word shows us the target.

"And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together." — Hebrews 10:24–25, NKJV

A church that faithfully preaches the Word and provides ministries to help people apply what they have learned is one of God's greatest gifts to a growing believer. Without that, growth suffers.

"Where there is no counsel, the people fall; but in the multitude of counselors there is safety." — Proverbs 11:14, NKJV

The Oldest Enemy: Self  

Standing against every upward movement is the oldest enemy of the soul: self. Self-centeredness. Self-sufficiency. The self that wants to set its own standard, measure its own progress, and answer to no one higher than itself.

This is not a book about trying harder. It is a book about aiming higher—and discovering that the God who sets the highest standard also supplies, through His Spirit and through union with His Son, everything we need to pursue it.

When God gave you new life, He gave you a new spirit, a new mind, new desires, and a new will. That new creation is not the problem. The problem is that we still carry the old body of flesh—and that flesh remembers every old way. Two sins of the flesh are especially powerful in this regard: self and pride. These two do not just drag us down on their own—they act upon all our other sins, feeding them, magnifying them, and driving us away from our goal of Christlikeness.

"For what I am doing, I do not understand. For what I will to do, that I do not practice; but what I hate, that I do." — Romans 7:15, NKJV

"O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? I thank God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!" — Romans 7:24–25, NKJV

Paul did not find the answer in working harder. He found it in Jesus Christ. That is still the answer today. We have to learn to aim higher—not simply work harder. The goal is not to simply manage sin better—it is to weaken sin's hold and strengthen righteousness in its place.

"Flee also youthful lusts; but pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart." 

— 2 Timothy 2:22, NKJV

We flee and we pursue at the same time. We weaken what pulls us down by starving it, and we strengthen what pulls us up by feeding it—through the Word, through prayer, through community, through walking in the Spirit every day. This is how we aim higher.

And remember—this is a lifetime work, not a quick fix. The pursuit of Christlikeness is not a sprint you win in a weekend. It is a long walk taken one faithful step at a time.

"Being confident of this very thing, that He who has begun a good work in you will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ." — Philippians 1:6, NKJV

God Himself is committed to finishing what He started in you. Your part is to keep walking. Do not wait for a complete overhaul. Start there. Change comes little by little, and a small improvement in the right direction is real progress.

"Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith." — Hebrews 12:1–2, NKJV

The race set before you is yours alone. Run it well.

––––––––
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A Personal Word from the Author

Where These Truths Were Learned  

The truths in this book did not come to me in a library. They came the hard way—through a childhood of constant moves and instability, a near-fatal accident, a season in the Army, and a lifetime of learning to follow a God who refused to let me go.

The Home I Grew Up In  

I grew up in an alcoholic home. My father was a man I loved deeply — a hard worker, a provider — but he could not read. In the evenings, my mother would read Louis L'Amour westerns aloud to him. Drinking after a long week of work was common for him, and anger often came with it.

We moved all over Oklahoma, following whatever work was available — bridge construction mostly — and always circling back to southeast Oklahoma, where my father worked as a lumberjack and ran a sawmill. He wanted to be his own boss, and from time to time, he was.

Stability was not something our family knew. That reality shaped me in ways I am still sorting through. Who we are is partly the product of where we came from, but it is also the product of how we responded to where we came from. And over all of it, God's hand was at work.

Consider five children raised under the same roof, in the same difficult conditions — each with their own temperament, their own experiences, their own God-given design. Add the sovereign grace of God into that equation, and each one will find their own path. That is exactly what happened in our home.

Looking back now, I can see God's hand even in those early years. He was already preparing me for truths I would not fully understand until much later — that our deepest need is not for better circumstances but for a changed heart. That a person can grow up in the middle of chaos and still reach for something higher. That God does not wait for ideal conditions before He begins His work in a life.

The Revival Service That Changed Everything  

Around the age of twelve, we were living in the Tulsa area. A church van would come by our neighborhood and take us children to services. In one of those meetings—a revival—something broke open inside me. I walked down the aisle and asked Christ to be my Lord and Savior. I was not baptized then, and the years that followed were not marked by great spiritual consistency. Life moved on. But a seed had been planted.

That is how God works much of the time. He does not wait until everything is right. He plants a seed in the middle of a confused childhood, a hard home, an uncertain future. And He keeps watering it—quietly, patiently—until the day comes when it breaks through.

The Accident and God's Mercy  

When I was seventeen, I was working bridge construction before my final year of high school. One day, a front-end loader rolled over on me. It crushed the muscles off the bone. I spent five weeks in the hospital. In all that time, only one person from the job site came to visit me—and he was a Christian. That single act of faithful presence began God's work of pulling me back to Himself.

Sometimes God uses a hospital bed to get our attention. The Christian man who came to visit did not preach at me. He simply showed up. And that showing up was the hand of God reaching through another human being to remind me that I was not forgotten.

The Verse That Became My Anchor  

After high school, I joined the Army. I started attending church again, and one Sunday a visiting preacher stood up and read from Romans 12:1–3. The words landed with the weight of the Holy Spirit on my soul:

"I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service. And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God." — Romans 12:1–3, NKJV

Those three verses became my life verses—the anchor of everything I have sought to be and do in the decades since. A living sacrifice. Transformed, not conformed. Renewed in mind. Discerning God's perfect will. I have returned to those verses in the best seasons of my life and in the hardest ones. They always say the same thing: there is more. God's best is still out there. Do not settle. Keep pressing.

The Preacher Who Is Still Learning  

After the Army, God began working on my heart in a new direction—calling me to preach His Word and pastor His people. That calling has been the great adventure and the great humbling of my life. Learning to walk in the Spirit and to abide in Christ has not been a course I finished; it has been a lifelong pursuit, full of stumbling and returning, failing and pressing on.

One of the most sobering things God has taught me is this: for much of my life, even as a preacher, I aimed too small. I settled for a version of Christlikeness that was within my own reach—manageable, familiar, comfortable. God has had to break that ceiling open again and again, showing me that He wants more. Not more effort—more of Him. Not more striving—more surrender.

I will not reach the finish line until heaven. But that does not give me permission to slow down or sit down. Every day is another lap. Every time God shows me I have been aiming too low, it is not condemnation—it is an invitation. Come higher. There is more.

That is the spirit in which this book is written—not from the heights of arrival, but from the road of pursuit. If that is where you are too—still learning, still stumbling, still pressing—then you are in exactly the right place. Keep going. The One who called you is faithful. He will do it.

––––––––
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Too Small: Why Every Goal We Set Falls Short of Christlikeness

Dennis Piearcy

The following terms appear throughout this book and carry specific theological meaning. Definitions reflect how each term is used within the context of Too Small.

Abiding in Christ.  The ongoing, moment-by-moment relationship of staying connected to Jesus as the source of all spiritual life and fruitfulness. Drawn from John 15, abiding is not striving or performing — it is remaining. It is sustained through prayer, Scripture, worship, and community. Without abiding, walking in the Spirit loses its power source.

Beatitudes.  The opening declarations of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:3–12), in which Jesus describes the character of those who belong to the Kingdom of God. In this book, the Beatitudes are treated as a portrait of Christlikeness — the shape of a life formed by the Spirit from the inside out.

Cheap Grace. A term drawn from Dietrich Bonhoeffer's The Cost of Discipleship (SCM Press / Touchstone, 1937). Cheap grace is grace received without repentance, discipleship, or genuine life change — grace used as a reason not to fight sin rather than as the power to pursue holiness. This book treats cheap grace as a serious threat to the upward life.

Christlikeness.  The central goal of this book and the highest standard God has set for the human life. Christlikeness means being conformed to the image of Jesus Christ — His mind, His will, His heart, His character — in every area of life. It is not a destination reached in this life but a direction pursued for a lifetime, made possible by the Holy Spirit.

Common Grace.  God's grace extended to all people, regardless of whether they have heard the Gospel. It is expressed through the moral order built into creation — the conscience, the universal sense of right and wrong, and the basic goodness that even unbelieving people are capable of. Common grace is distinct from saving grace.

Conscience.  The God-given moral awareness present in every human being. The conscience bears witness to basic right and wrong (Romans 2:14–15), serving as an echo of God's character stamped into human nature. In this book, the conscience is treated as a bridge — not a barrier — in spiritual conversations.

The Flesh.  The old pattern of self-directed living that remains in the body of the believer after conversion. The flesh is not the new creation — it is the residue of the old life, with its grooves worn deep through years of living for self. The flesh does not simply stop at salvation; it continues to exert downward pressure, which is why walking in the Spirit is a daily necessity.

Free Moral Agency.  The conviction that human beings are genuinely free to choose — that their yes to God is truly their yes, and their no is truly their no. This book holds that God's sovereignty does not eliminate human freedom but works through it. Every believer's daily choices are real, meaningful, and the instrument through which God's eternal purpose moves forward.

Fruit of the Spirit.  The character qualities produced in the believer by the Holy Spirit as a result of walking in the Spirit and abiding in Christ: love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Galatians 5:22–23). In this book, the fruit of the Spirit functions as a daily diagnostic of Christlike growth.

Glorification.  The final stage of God's redemptive work — the complete transformation of the believer into the likeness of Christ at the resurrection. It is the destination of the upward race begun in sanctification. This book treats glorification as the ultimate fulfillment of Romans 8:29.

Hedonism.  The belief that pleasure or personal enjoyment is the highest good and the proper goal of human life. In this book, hedonism is analyzed as one of the lower moral standards humanity drifts toward when God's standard is abandoned — a reduction of all morality to a single question: What feels good right now?

Holiness.  God's fundamental nature — His absolute moral purity and perfect separation from all evil. God's call to holiness (1 Peter 1:16) is the highest standard explored in this book. Holiness is not an abstract ideal; it is the character of God pressing itself into the life of the believer through sanctification.

Image of God (Imago Dei).  The truth that every human being is created in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1:27). This image was distorted by the Fall but not destroyed. The goal of Christlikeness is the restoration of what humanity was always meant to be — the image of God fully expressed through a life yielded to Christ.

Justification.  The completed legal act by which God declares the believer righteous in Christ at the moment of saving faith. Justification is an event, not a process — it is not earned, not maintained by performance, and not lost by failure. Romans 8:1–2 stands firm: there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.

The Lord's Supper. The communal practice given by Christ to His church in which believers gather together to receive the bread and the cup in remembrance of His body broken and His blood shed (1 Corinthians 11:23–26). In this book, the Lord's Supper is treated as more than a ritual of remembrance — it is a corporate act of abiding, the whole church declaring together its dependence on Christ as the Vine. Every time the church gathers around the Lord's Table, it is making a visible, communal statement: we are the body connected to the Vine. We depend on Him. We need Him. We receive from Him. The Lord's Supper is one of the clearest expressions of the truth that the pursuit of Christlikeness is never a solo journey.

Natural Law.  The moral order God has built into creation and written on every human heart (Romans 2:14–15). Natural law is the foundation of every culture's basic sense of right and wrong — the reason that murder, theft, and injustice are condemned across all human civilizations, regardless of whether they have heard the Gospel.

Nihilism.  The philosophical belief that life has no objective meaning, value, or purpose. In this book, nihilism is treated as the logical endpoint of rejecting all moral standards — not a peaceful freedom, but an anguished emptiness. The book draws on Friedrich Nietzsche and Fyodor Dostoevsky to trace where this road leads.

Pragmatism.  In the moral context of this book, pragmatism refers to the reduction of ethical decision-making to whatever works — whatever produces a desired result. Pragmatism, when it replaces biblical standards, removes the question of what is right and replaces it with the question of what is effective.

Predestination.  God's eternal purpose to conform believers to the image of His Son (Romans 8:29). This book treats predestination not as a word that eliminates human choice but as God's guarantee of the destination — the certainty that what He began in the believer, He will complete. The journey is real, and so is the destination.

Pride. The deep-seated conviction that the self is the ultimate authority — the belief, whether conscious or not, that one's own judgment, desires, and standards are sufficient without reference to God. In this book, pride is identified alongside self-centeredness as one of the two sins that do not merely operate on their own but amplify every other sin, feeding and magnifying whatever pulls the believer downward. Anger becomes bitterness when pride insists it deserves better. Fear becomes paralysis when pride cannot bear the cost of obedience. Pride is not simply one sin among many — it is the atmosphere in which every other sin grows. The antidote is not self-improvement but humility — the daily, deliberate surrender of the self to the authority of God. 'God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble' James 4:6.

Provisionism.  The theological framework that shapes this book's understanding of salvation and the Christian life. Provisionism holds that God is completely sovereign and that human beings are genuinely free — that these two truths are not a contradiction but a design. It is a distinctly biblical framework developed within the Southern Baptist tradition that affirms both the genuine freedom of human choice and the absolute sovereignty of God over all things, with His grace working through that choice to accomplish His eternal purposes. God works through the real, willing choices of His people — not around them, not despite them, but through them.

Moral Relativism.  The view that moral truth is not objective but personal — that right and wrong are determined by the individual, the culture, or the moment rather than by God's fixed standard. In this book, moral relativism is analyzed as one of the steps in the downward drift from God's highest standard toward the chaos of a world without anchor.

Regeneration.  The work of the Holy Spirit that brings a person from spiritual death to spiritual life at the moment of salvation (Titus 3:5). Regeneration produces the new creation — a new spirit, new desires, new will, and new capacity to know and follow God. It is the beginning of sanctification, not the end of it.

Sanctification.  The lifelong, Spirit-empowered process by which God shapes the believer into the image of Christ. Sanctification is not self-improvement — it is transformation from the inside out, as the believer walks in the Spirit, abides in Christ, and cooperates with what God is doing. It begins at regeneration and continues until glorification.

Self-Centeredness.  Identified in this book as the primary engine of all spiritual decline and the root cause of every downward drift from God's standard. Self-centeredness is the desire to set one's own standard, measure one's own progress, and answer to no authority higher than oneself. The antidote is not self-improvement but crucifixion — the daily choosing of the cross-shaped life.

Virtue Ethics.  A moral philosophy originating with Aristotle that centers on the development of character through habit and practice. In this book, virtue ethics is analyzed in Chapter 6 as humanity's best attempt at morality without God — real, admirable, and insufficient. Aristotle's system assumes the raw material is workable; Scripture reveals it is not.

Walking in the Spirit.  The moment-by-moment experience of the Christian life in which the believer yields to the leading of the Holy Spirit rather than the impulses of the flesh. Walking in the Spirit (Galatians 5:16) is one of the two great organizing themes of this book. Where it is present, there is movement toward Christlikeness. Where it is absent, the drift begins.

Opening Meditation

The Fire That Frees


“You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”   John 8:32, NKJV


There is a strange paradox woven into the Christian life. The very thing that sets us free is also the thing that burns. God has never hidden this from us. He met Moses in a burning bush. He led Israel through the wilderness with a pillar of fire. He sent the Holy Spirit on tongues of flame. Jesus declared Himself the way, the truth, and the life — and then walked willingly into the worst suffering a human being has ever endured. Truth, it seems, has never been comfortable. But it has always been the path.

And yet we resist it. We build our lives on half-truths. We maintain comfortable distances from anything that might expose us. We learn to manage our image so carefully that after a while, we cannot remember what we actually are beneath it. The slow drift of self-deception is one of the most dangerous journeys a person can take — not because it feels dangerous, but because it does not feel like much of anything at all. It simply feels normal.

What follows in these pages is about why that drift has to stop — and what God, in His grace, does to stop it. Before you begin Chapter One, sit with this. Let it settle. The fire that is coming is not meant to destroy you. It is meant to free you.


God Appears in Fire


When Moses encountered God at the burning bush, he was not a man on a mission. He was a man in hiding. He had fled Egypt, buried his ambitions, and settled into a quiet life tending sheep in the desert of Midian. He was not looking for a higher calling. He had given up on that long ago.

And yet God appeared to him — in fire that burned without consuming.

This is not incidental imagery. Throughout Scripture, fire is the signature of divine presence: the pillar of fire in the wilderness, the altar fire that never goes out in Leviticus, the tongues of flame at Pentecost, the God who is described in Hebrews as a consuming fire. And one day, at the Judgment Seat of Christ, every work we have ever done will pass through that same fire. What was built from pride, from self-interest, from religious performance — it will burn. What was built from genuine surrender and obedience to God — it will remain. The fire of God does not destroy what is holy. It reveals what is not. It purifies. It burns away what does not belong so that what is genuine can remain.

"For our God is a consuming fire."  Hebrews 12:29, NKJV

This is not a threat. It is a description of what holiness does when it meets what is not holy. When we come into genuine contact with God — with what is truly, fully real — everything in us that is false begins to be exposed. That exposure is uncomfortable. It is meant to be. But it is also the beginning of something new.

God was not trying to destroy Moses. He was trying to commission him. The fire was not judgment — it was preparation. And what God was preparing Moses for would require a man who had been burned clean of the cowardice and the excuses and the resigned acceptance of a smaller life.

The same is true for you.

Truth Is Not an Idea — It Is a Person

Jesus did not say He had the truth, or that He could show you where to find it. He said He was the truth. That is a claim of an entirely different order. It means that truth is not primarily a set of correct propositions to memorize — it is a Person to follow. And following Him requires that we become different people.


“I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.”  John 14:6, NKJV


The path to the Father runs through truth. Not around it, not alongside it — through it. This means that the process of coming to God involves a process of being stripped of everything that is false. Every self-deception, every mask, every comfortable story we tell ourselves to navigate around our own failures must eventually be surrendered.

This is what sanctification is. Not a one-time event but a lifelong process — a slow, sometimes painful, always grace-empowered work of becoming someone who can live fully in the light of what is real. God does not do this without us. He works in us and through us, but never against our will. He calls. He draws. He convicts. He illuminates. But He does not override the will He created. He invites us to cooperate with His grace — and the invitation is real, and it is extended to every person.

That means the question is not whether God is willing to transform you. He is. The question is whether you are willing to be transformed. And that willingness begins with the mind. Paul makes this plain in Romans 12 — do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. That renewing is not merely intellectual. It is not simply learning new information about God. It is a deep reorientation of the way we think, the way we see, the way we value — and as the mind is renewed, that renewal works its way outward into every part of who we are, slowly aligning our will with God's until what He desires and what we desire begin to move in the same direction.

The Conscience: God’s Inner Voice

The Apostle Paul tells us in Romans 2 that even those who never held a scroll of Scripture have the work of the law written on their hearts — their conscience bearing witness, their thoughts either accusing or excusing them. This inner moral voice is one of the most underappreciated gifts God has placed in every human soul.


“They show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them.”  Romans 2:15, NKJV


We all know what it is to feel that quiet warning before doing something wrong — that small, persistent voice that says, Don’t. We also know, painfully, that we do not always listen. The question of who we are becoming is ultimately inseparable from the question of whether we learn to honor that voice more consistently over time.

The goal is not just to know what is right. It is to become the kind of person who does what is right — not by gritted teeth and white-knuckled willpower, not by external pressure and the fear of being caught, but from the inside out. That transformation is the work of a lifetime, and it is the work of the Spirit in a willing heart.

The Line That Runs Through Every Heart

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn survived the Soviet labor camps — years of forced labor, deprivation, and brutality that would have broken most men. What he came out of that experience with was not bitterness, but clarity. And one of the clearest things he saw was this:

"The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either — but right through every human heart." — Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago

This is not pessimism. It is honesty. And it aligns perfectly with what the Scriptures have always said about the human condition.

"The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who can know it?"  Jeremiah 17:9, NKJV

The good news of the gospel is not that human beings are basically fine and just need a little polish. It is that we are far more broken than we want to admit — and that God can redeem even that brokenness. The blood of Jesus covers sin we did not even know we were carrying.

But here is the danger: the person who locates evil only in others — in political enemies, in historical villains, in people they will never meet — has excused themselves from the very examination that could change them. And we live in a moment when that temptation has never been stronger. We see the person in office we did not vote for and we hate everything they do — not because their actions deserve it, but simply because of who they are. We live in a time when disagreement has become damnation — when anyone who does not think exactly as I do is not just wrong but evil, and stopping that evil justifies almost anything, even violence. And perhaps most sobering of all, the person who agrees with me ninety-nine percent of the time can become my enemy over that final one percent.

This is not politics. This is the human heart doing what the human heart has always done — finding someone else to carry the weight of what lives inside us.

The more fruitful question is always the harder one: What in me, if given the wrong conditions, could go badly wrong? What am I capable of that I have not yet had to face? And when I do go wrong — because I will — will I be honest enough to let the truth burn the untruth away? Will I submit to the fire, or will I find someone else to blame?

This is not morbid self-condemnation. It is the foundation on which genuine character is built. You cannot aim for a higher goal until you have honestly assessed where you are standing right now.

The Redemption of One, the Renewal of All

There is an old and true idea that runs from the Scriptures through the whole of Christian history: the health of the community depends on the health of its individuals. A congregation is made up of hearts. A family is made up of people. A city is made up of souls. And the renewal of any of these larger things begins, always, in the smaller and harder work of individual transformation.

This is why the gospel is not primarily a social program, though it produces social transformation. It is a call to personal change — and that change, multiplied across households and neighborhoods and churches, becomes something that reshapes the world.


“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new.”  2 Corinthians 5:17, NKJV


The new creation does not arrive all at once in our flesh. Our spirit — once dead in trespasses and sin — is now alive in Christ the moment we believe. That is instant. That is complete. That is the miracle of the new birth. But the flesh is another matter. The flesh must be brought into submission day by day, choice by choice, surrender by surrender. It arrives through a process — through a thousand small encounters with truth, through a thousand moments of choosing the honest hard thing over the comfortable easy one, through the slow burning away of everything in us that does not belong. And each of those moments is a moment in which we choose, by the grace of God, to cooperate with what He is doing in us.

Standing Up: The First Step

The first step toward any higher goal is the most basic one: stand up. Face what is in front of you. Do not curl inward under the weight of your past failures, your present confusion, or the awareness of how far you still have to go. Take what God has placed before you and engage it honestly and courageously.


“Have I not commanded you? Be strong and of good courage; do not be afraid, nor be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.”  Joshua 1:9, NKJV


This command was not addressed to a man who had no reason to be afraid. It was addressed to a man who had every reason to be afraid — and was called to press forward anyway. Joshua stood at the edge of the Jordan with a million people behind him and an unconquered land in front of him. He could not see how it would work. He could not guarantee the outcome. All he had was the word of a God who had never failed him — and that was enough to take the next step.

That is the nature of courage in the Bible. It is not the absence of fear. It is the decision to press forward through the fire because you trust the God who walks in the fire with you. He did it with Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego — the fourth man in the furnace was there before they arrived. He will do it with you.

You do not have to have it all figured out before you take the first step. You do not have to be fully transformed before you begin pursuing transformation. You do not have to see the whole staircase — you simply have to take the next step. The fire ahead of you is not your enemy. It is your refiner. And the God who calls you into it has already promised He will be there when you arrive.

You simply have to be willing. And God, in His grace, will meet you in that willingness.

The Fire and the Freedom

There is a cost to this. Let us not pretend otherwise. Sanctification is not painless. The burning bush burns. The truth exposes. The conscience convicts. The examination of your own heart will show you things you would rather not see. There will be moments when growth feels like loss, because it is — it is the loss of everything in you that was keeping you from who you were made to be.

But this is the great promise that runs beneath all of it: the fire does not destroy what is genuine. It only burns away what was never meant to stay.

And what remains is free.


“You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”  John 8:32, NKJV


That freedom is what every page of this book is pointing toward. The path to it runs directly through the burning — through honesty, through surrender, through the daily decision to cooperate with what the Spirit of God is doing in the willing heart.

Now turn the page. Chapter One is waiting. And so is the God who called you here.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Ceiling We Call Our Best


“For I say to you, that unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.”  Matthew 5:20, NKJV

“The self-sufficient Christian is a contradiction. He has everything God offers but is living as though he needs none of it.”  A. W. Tozer


We Aim at What Seems Reachable

Most of us spend our entire Christian lives aiming at the ceiling of what we believe is personally achievable. We set goals we think we can reach. We dream in categories that feel familiar. But Jesus opens the Sermon on the Mount by immediately dismantling every human standard of righteousness — including the most religious kind.

The Pharisees were not lazy men. They were extraordinarily disciplined. By every human measure, they were the top tier. They tithed even the tiny herbs from their gardens. They fasted twice a week. They memorized large portions of Scripture. They were seen as the gold standard of Jewish faithfulness. And yet Jesus says to His disciples — and to us — that is still not enough. God’s standard is not the best version of human effort. It is a whole new kind of life.

This is one of the most quietly devastating truths in all of Scripture. We look at our own spiritual progress — how far we have come, how much better we are than we used to be — and we feel satisfied. We have grown. We have improved. We are not who we were. And all of that may be true. But the question Jesus is asking is not ‘Are you better than you were?’ The question He is asking is ‘Are you like Me?’ Those are very different questions, and they lead to very different lives.

The issue is not that we have stopped too soon. The issue is that we stopped at a ceiling we built ourselves — out of comfort, familiarity, and a quiet preference for goals we can actually reach. And then we called that ceiling ‘progress.’

The Man Who Stopped at Good Enough

Charles Spurgeon, the great nineteenth-century Baptist preacher, told of a season in his own life when the weight of ministry, public success, and personal depression created what he called a kind of spiritual paralysis. He was preaching to thousands. He was seeing souls saved. By every visible measure, he was at the height of his usefulness to God. And yet privately, he wrote that he felt hollow — that he had been proclaiming a fire he had stopped standing near.

In his own words, he described the danger of a man becoming so busy doing the work of God that he forgets to be with the God of the work. He did not abandon the ministry. He did not fall into scandal. He simply stopped pressing deeper. He had reached a ceiling — a very impressive, very religious ceiling — and had quietly settled there.

What brought him through was not a new program or a new method. It was a return to desperate dependence. He went back to his knees. He went back to the Word not as a preacher mining for sermons but as a broken man who needed God to speak to him personally. And out of that season of renewed surrender came some of the most powerful preaching of his entire career.

Spurgeon later wrote, “I have learned to kiss the wave that throws me against the Rock of Ages.” That is not the language of a man who has settled for his ceiling. That is the language of a man who has been broken through it.

You may not be Charles Spurgeon. But the danger he faced is the same one you face. Success — even spiritual success — can become its own ceiling if it is never surrendered back to God. The question is not how high you have climbed. The question is whether you are still climbing.

What Walking in the Spirit Looks Like

Walking in the Spirit begins with surrender — not striving. Galatians 5:16 tells us to walk in the Spirit as the answer to living for the flesh. This means daily yielding — moment-by-moment dependence on God, choosing His direction rather than our personal preference. It is less like climbing a ladder and more like sailing a boat: you do not create the wind, but you set your sail to catch it.

The person who walks in the Spirit is not more talented or more naturally disciplined than anyone else. He is simply more surrendered. The Spirit is available to every believer. The question is not whether He is willing to lead. The question is whether we are willing to follow.

Practical Steps Toward Spirit-Filled Living

Start each morning by simply asking the Holy Spirit to lead you. Before you check your phone, before your feet hit the floor, before the day gets away from you — pause and say: ‘God, this day is Yours.’ When you face a decision during the day, pause and ask: Is this what God wants, or is this just what I want? When you sense conviction — that inner nudge that something is off — respond quickly rather than pushing it away. Short accounts with God keep the channels open.

At the end of each day, ask yourself where you chose your way over God’s. Do not condemn yourself for it — confess it, receive forgiveness, and resolve to respond differently tomorrow. The person who walks in the Spirit is not the person who never fails. It is the person who keeps getting back up and keeps choosing surrender.

When We Stop Walking with the Spirit

When we do not walk in the Spirit, we walk in the flesh — and the flesh always sets goals that serve itself. It will always choose the ceiling over the sky. It will dress its mediocrity in religious language and call it ‘being realistic.’ The flesh is very good at sounding spiritual while protecting its own comfort.

This is the danger of church without the Spirit. A person can be busy, faithful, and well-regarded — and still be walking entirely in the flesh. The activities look the same from the outside. The language sounds right. But the source is wrong. And when the source is wrong, the destination is always lower than God intended.

The Self Problem at This Level

The self-centered mind does not want a standard it cannot control. It prefers goals it can reach without deep transformation — goals that may require discipline, yes, but not death to self. It will celebrate its own personal bests while quietly avoiding the cross-shaped life altogether. And this can happen in very religious people, in very committed church members. The Pharisees were the most disciplined men in Israel, and Jesus said to them, “You are like whitewashed tombs which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s bones” Matthew 23:27.

The problem is never just activity — it is aim. You can be busy for God and still be aiming at the wrong target. Paul warned the Corinthians about this very thing: “But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified” 1 Corinthians 9:27. Even Paul understood that activity without the right aim could lead a man off course.

So ask yourself honestly: Are you aiming at the highest standard that comes from God? Are you aiming at Christlikeness — or something that merely resembles it from a comfortable distance? And then ask yourself why. The answer to that question will reveal the roadblocks that are keeping you from aiming higher. Jesus put it plainly: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” Matthew 6:21. What you aim at is what you treasure. And what you treasure tells the truth about where your heart actually is.

The Comfortable Version vs. the True Standard

There is a version of Christlikeness that is socially acceptable, personally manageable, and spiritually shallow. It asks little of you. It fits neatly into your existing life without disturbing too much. And then there is the version God actually has in mind — the one Scripture describes when it says, “For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son” Romans 8:29. That is not a suggestion. That is God’s stated goal for every believer.

The difference between these two versions is not small. It is the difference between managing your behavior and dying to yourself. Jesus did not call us to self-improvement. He called us to self-denial: “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me” Luke 9:23. The cross is not a metaphor for inconvenience. It is the instrument of death to the old self — and it is the pathway to genuine transformation.

The self-centered mind will always negotiate with this call. It will find a version of obedience that costs less, a version of holiness that requires less surrender, a version of love that asks less sacrifice. But God is not negotiating. He is conforming. And conforming is His work — if we will cooperate with it.

What Christlikeness Actually Looks Like

We throw the word around in Christian circles as though everyone knows exactly what it means. But it is worth stopping and asking the question plainly: What does Christlikeness actually look like in an ordinary life?

It does not look like perfection. It does not mean you never struggle, never fail, never have a hard day. What it does mean is that the character of Jesus is increasingly visible in the way you live — not just on Sunday, but on a Tuesday afternoon when everything goes wrong.

Scripture gives us a clear picture. Paul writes, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” Galatians 5:22–23. That list is not a personality profile. It is a portrait of Jesus — and it is what the Holy Spirit is working to reproduce in you. Every item on that list is something Jesus demonstrated perfectly, and something the Spirit is actively cultivating in the life of every surrendered believer.

So what does Christlikeness look like on a Monday morning? It looks like patience with the person who frustrates you most. It looks like honesty when a lie would be easier. It looks like generosity when your flesh wants to hold on. It looks like gentleness when your emotions are pushing you toward harshness. It looks like choosing someone else’s good over your own comfort — not once, not occasionally, but as a pattern of life.

Jesus described it this way: “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” John 13:35. The mark of Christlikeness is not theological precision, though doctrine matters deeply. It is not ministry output, though faithful service is important. The primary visible mark is love — the kind that costs something, the kind that is patient under pressure, the kind that does not quit when it is not returned.

Peter adds another dimension: “But also for this very reason, giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue, to virtue knowledge, to knowledge self-control, to self-control perseverance, to perseverance godliness, to godliness brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love” 2 Peter 1:5–7. Notice that Peter presents Christlikeness not as a single quality but as a layered, growing, intentional development. It is built — one surrender at a time, one choice at a time, over the course of a whole life.

Christlikeness is not a destination you arrive at. It is a direction you keep choosing. And the more clearly you understand what you are aiming at, the more honestly you can evaluate whether you are actually moving toward it.

Questions to Raise Your Aim

Ask yourself honestly: Am I pursuing the version of Christlikeness that God calls me to — or the version that is simply comfortable for me? Is my goal better than I was — or like Christ? These are very different targets, and they lead to very different lives.

The first target — better than I was — is reachable by human effort and willpower. A person can hit that mark through discipline, habit, and enough self-determination. But the second target — like Christ — requires the Holy Spirit every single day. Paul described this ongoing work when he wrote, “But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Corinthians 3:18). The word transformed here is the same root as transfigured — it is not a surface change. It is a deep, Spirit-driven reshaping of who you are from the inside out.

Only one of these targets is actually what God has in mind for you. The lower target will leave you feeling accomplished but unchanged at the level that matters most. The higher target will bring you to the end of yourself — and that is exactly where God does His best work. “Not that I have already attained, or am already perfected; but I press on, that I may lay hold of that for which Christ Jesus has also laid hold of me” (Philippians 3:12).

Three Questions for Moving Higher

If you are serious about raising your aim, there are three questions that must be honestly answered. They are not easy questions. But they are the right ones.

First — What from my past do I need to hand over to God? Every one of us carries things from our history that function as roadblocks — wounds that became walls, sins that became habits, experiences that shaped us in ways we have never fully surrendered to God. The writer of Hebrews calls us to “lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us” (Hebrews 12:1). Notice it says every weight — not just the obvious ones. Some of the heaviest weights we carry are the ones we have learned to live with. What are you still carrying that God is asking you to put down?

Second — What are the lusts of the eyes, the pride of life, and the pleasures of the flesh that cause me to drift? John names these clearly: “For all that is in the world — the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life — is not of the Father but is of the world” (1 John 2:16). These are not random temptations. They are the three channels through which the world draws your heart away from God’s will. The lust of the flesh says, satisfy yourself. The lust of the eyes says, acquire more. The pride of life says, promote yourself. Every believer has a particular vulnerability in one or more of these areas. Naming yours honestly is not weakness — it is the beginning of wisdom.

Third — What am I specifically aiming at today? The Christian life is not lived in grand gestures. It is lived in daily choices. “This is the day the LORD has made” (Psalm 118:24) — not the year, not the decade, but this day. What does Christlikeness look like in the conversations you will have today? In the way you respond to frustration today? In the thoughts you choose to dwell on today? A higher aim has to become a daily practice, or it remains only a distant aspiration. Paul said, “I die daily” (1 Corinthians 15:31). That is not a one-time commitment. It is a daily surrender. And that surrender is an act of your Free-will.

You Were Not Meant to Climb Alone

There is a quiet lie that settles into the serious believer’s mind — the idea that spiritual growth is primarily a private matter between you and God. And while it is true that no one can surrender for you, and no one can pray in your place, Scripture is consistently clear that God never designed the Christian life to be lived in isolation.

The writer of Hebrews makes this connection directly. Just before he calls us to lay aside every weight and run with endurance, he says this: “And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching” (Hebrews 10:24–25). The running he describes in chapter twelve is meant to happen in community. You are not running alone. You are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses, and you are running alongside fellow pilgrims who are fighting the same battle.

Proverbs puts it with characteristic bluntness: “As iron sharpens iron, so a man sharpens the countenance of his friend” (Proverbs 27:17). Sharpening is not a comfortable process. It involves friction. It involves one edge pressing against another. The kind of community God uses to raise your aim is not always the kind that makes you feel good — it is the kind that tells you the truth, asks you the hard questions, and refuses to let you settle.

Consider what Paul writes to the Galatians: “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2). The burdens he is describing are not just practical hardships. In context, he is talking about the weight of moral failure and spiritual struggle. The community God calls you into is one where you can be known honestly — where you do not have to pretend, where your real struggles can be spoken aloud without fear of rejection, and where other believers can help carry what you cannot carry alone.

This means that raising your aim requires more than personal resolve. It requires relationships. It requires at least one or two people in your life who know where you actually are spiritually — not where you appear to be, but where you actually are. People who will pray with you, not just for you. People who will ask the follow-up question. People who love you enough to say the thing that is hard to say.

If you do not have that kind of community, that itself is something to bring before God. Ask Him to place people in your life who will help you climb higher than you could climb alone. The Pilgrim’s journey in John Bunyan’s great allegory is never truly solitary — Faithful, Hopeful, and others walk alongside Christian at the most critical moments of his journey. That was not an accident. Bunyan understood what Scripture teaches — that we are not built for the road alone.


“Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their labor. For if they fall, one will lift up his companion. But woe to him who is alone when he falls, for he has no one to help him up.”  Ecclesiastes 4:9–10, NKJV


The Pilgrim does not drift upward. Upward movement is always intentional, always Spirit-dependent, and always costly. Downward movement requires nothing — no decision, no resistance, no effort. You simply stop choosing and the drift takes over. But upward movement — movement toward God, toward Christlikeness, toward the higher goal — that requires a decision. And then another. And then another after that.

Because here is the truth that cuts through every comfortable illusion: you are never standing still. You are either moving toward God or away from Him. There is no neutral ground, no spiritual plateau where you can rest without consequence. Every choice you make today is either closing the distance or increasing it. Every act of surrender is a step toward the fire that frees. Every act of avoidance is a step away from it.

This is the weight and the wonder of free will. God does not drag you toward Himself. He calls you. He draws you. He illuminates the path and walks beside you — but He will not choose for you. The choice is yours. It has always been yours. And that means the life you are living right now is, in large part, the accumulation of the choices you have already made — and the life you will live tomorrow will be shaped by the choices you make today.

So choose. Deliberately. Prayerfully. With your eyes open to where each choice is actually leading you.

The Pilgrim does not drift to the Celestial City. He walks there — one hard, grace-empowered, Spirit-led step at a time. 

10 Self-Examination Questions

for Beginning the Walk

These are designed as honest entry-point questions — not accusatory, but probing.

1. Who is actually on the throne of my life right now?


“I have been crucified with Christ;it is no longer I who live,
but Christ lives in me.”Galatians 2:20, NKJV

Before any other question, this one must be answered honestly. Many believers have invited Christ into their lives but have never surrendered the throne. Is He Lord, or is He simply welcome?

2. Am I reading God’s Word to know God — or just to feel better?


“Your word is a lamp to my feet
and a light to my path.”
Psalm 119:105, NKJV

Scripture is meant to be a guide for living, not a spiritual mood booster. Ask yourself whether time in the Word is actually changing the way you think, speak, and decide.

3. What sin am I tolerating that I have simply stopped calling sin?


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

Familiarity breeds acceptance. Most believers are not struggling with obvious sins — they are comfortable with subtle ones. What have you quietly reclassified as a personality trait, a weakness, or just the way you are?

4. Do I actually believe God can change me at the deepest level?


“Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly
abundantly above all that we ask or think,
according to the power that works in us.”Ephesians 3:20, NKJV

Low expectation is one of the greatest enemies of transformation. If you secretly believe you are beyond significant change, you will never seriously pursue it.

5. Is my prayer life a conversation or a request list?


“Be anxious for nothing,
but in everything by prayer
and supplication, with thanksgiving,
let your requests be made known to God.” Philippians 4:6, NKJV

Prayer that only asks never listens. A walk with God requires two-way communication — time in His Word, time in silence, time in honest confession, and time in gratitude, not just petition.

6. Who am I when no one is watching?


“For the LORD does not see as man sees;
for man looks at the outward appearance,
but the LORD looks at the heart.”
1 Samuel 16:7, NKJV

Your private life is your real life. The person you are in secret — in your thought life, your habits, your online behavior, your words when you are frustrated — is the person God is working on. Is that person the same one who shows up at church?

7. What am I afraid to surrender to God?


“Trust in the LORD with all your heart,
and lean not on your own understanding;
in all your ways acknowledge Him,
and He shall direct your paths.”
Proverbs 3:5–6, NKJV

Almost every believer has one area they hold back. It may be finances, a relationship, a career path, a habit, or a future plan. That held-back area is often exactly where God most wants to work.

8. Am I growing — or just going through the motions?


“But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord
and Savior Jesus Christ.”
2 Peter 3:18, NKJV

Growth is not automatic. It requires intention. Are you spiritually different than you were a year ago? If not, something in your walk needs honest examination.

9. Do I love people the way Christ loved them — or only the ones who are easy to love?


“A new commandment I give to you,
that you love one another;
as I have loved you,
that you also love one another.”
John 13:34, NKJV

Christlikeness is not primarily a private achievement — it shows up in relationships. The difficult person in your life, the one who drains you or has hurt you, is often the greatest test of how far you have actually come.

10. If Jesus evaluated my spiritual aim right now, what would He say?


“I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot.
I could wish you were cold or hot.
So then, because you are lukewarm,and neither cold nor hot,
I will vomit you out of My mouth.”
Revelation 3:15–16, NKJV

This is the hardest question. Not what your pastor would say. Not what your small group would say. What would Jesus say about the temperature of your pursuit of Him? Lukewarm is not neutral — it is the condition He finds most troubling.

A Prayer to Raise Your Aim

Before you turn the page, take a moment to stop. This is a moment to respond. The truths in this chapter are not meant to inform you and leave you where you are — they are meant to move you. And movement begins with surrender.

Prayer is the first action step that will lead to every other step. But as you pray, remember that prayer is not a one-way street. Open your ears as well as your mouth. Speak honestly to God, and then be still enough to hear Him speak back. What follows prayer is equally important — meditate on what you hear. Let it settle into you. Be ready to have your mind renewed by what God says to you in that quiet place, because transformation does not begin with a program. It begins with a conversation.


“Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.”  Romans 12:2, NKJV


Read this prayer slowly. Do not rush through it. Meditate on what you are praying and be ready to receive a response from God. If the words do not yet fully reflect where you are, pray them anyway — as an act of faith, as a declaration of where you want to go, as an honest cry to the God who already knows where you are starting from.


Dear Heavenly Father,

I confess that I have often aimed too low. I have celebrated progress that fell short of Your standard and called it enough. I have been busy in Your name while protecting my own comfort. I have managed my behavior when You were calling me to transformation.

I do not fully understand what Christlikeness will cost me. But I am willing to find out.

I surrender the ceiling I have built. I surrender the version of the Christian life that fits neatly around my preferences. I surrender the roadblocks I have carried from my past, the drifts that pull me away from Your will, and the comfortable targets I have substituted for the real one.

Fill me with Your Holy Spirit. Lead me where I would not naturally go. Change me at the level that only You can reach. And when I am tempted to settle again — remind me
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