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Your Life Matters

It is difficult to imagine the feelings that gripped the heart of Adolf Hitler as he spent the day of April 30, 1945, in his “fuhrer-bunker.” The previous day he had married Eva Braun, his mistress of many years. At around 3:30 he and Eva bit into thin glass vials of cyanide, after which Hitler shot himself in the head with a 7.65 mm Walther pistol. Though he may have attempted to delude himself regarding the impact of his decisions and behaviors, it would have been difficult even for him to escape the reality that he was terminating his life as an abject failure. Not only had the cause he led ended in ruin, but he also had presided over the murder of millions of innocent people and by his policies and initiatives caused the death of many millions more. He must have known that for centuries to come his name would be used as an epithet to depict humanity at its worst.

Compare his fate with the outcome of the life of William Wilberforce, who led the campaign that resulted in the Slavery Abolition Act 1833, which abolished slavery in most of the British Empire. Wilberforce died in peace just three days after hearing that the passage of the Act through Parliament was assured. He came to the conclusion of his life with confidence that he had invested it well.

Life confronts every human being with the prospects of success or failure. Contrary to the current cultural myth encapsulated in the words of Dodo Bird, “Everybody has won and all must have prizes,” life offers no participation trophies, and some people do lose. A Christian song from a few decades ago declared, “In heaven’s eyes there are no losers,” but as we reflect on the lives of Judas Iscariot and Adolf Hitler we are gripped with the reality that life does have losers and with the possibility that we could be among them. 

We tend, however, to ignore the prospect of winning or losing because life goes by so silently, like sand through an hourglass, that we can go for long stretches without ever reflecting on its passage, seldom thinking of it in its totality—what is my life amounting to? I have a friend who calculated the remaining weeks of his life using the actuary tables and then filled a large bowl with marbles, each representing one of those weeks. Every week he removes one marble to remind himself that life is passing by and to motivate himself to invest the resources God has given him effectively. Though we may not adopt this approach, it is nonetheless important that we maintain an awareness of the ephemeral nature of life and assess how well we are investing it. 

Doing so is important for two reasons. First, your life comprises your most valuable possession. Jesus made this point, addressing the issue from the negative perspective, in Mark 8:36-37 where He asks rhetorically, “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul?  For what can a man give in return for his soul?” Because of the immeasurable value of our life, succeeding at life represents our most important objective. 

How successfully we are investing our life is all the more crucial because we go through only once. We get no dry runs or second tries. We possess resources, are provided with opportunities, and get to make choices for one lifetime, and the results are forever etched in history as our legacy.

The underlying impetus for this book, however, resides in the reality that every one of us can succeed. It makes the case that God has not only appointed you as CEO of your life, but He has also provided you with all the resources necessary to succeed in that role. However, succeeding requires significant input on our part. Losing only requires that we do nothing. In fact, doing nothing will guarantee that outcome. In addition to our active engagement, success also requires that we concisely identify the commodity God calls us to produce and then apply the principles described in the chapters ahead in order to maximize the production of that commodity. 

Foundation for Success

Foundational to succeeding as CEO of our lives is establishing a relationship with God, who owns the company. Because He designed the universe, success in life requires that our lives reflect that design. It is only as we acknowledge Him as owner and ultimate authority and seek to operate according to His design that we will manage our lives effectively. Doing so must begin with establishing a relationship with Him. 

You can establish a relationship with God through a commitment of your life to Christ. If you have never made that commitment or are not sure what it entails, I would urge you at this point to turn to Appendix A, which provides more information on the topic. 

Assessing Your Life as a Business

John Eckblad and David Kiel, wrote a book with the evocative title If Your Life Were a Business, Would You Invest in It?​[i] For many years I would have had to view my own life as a bad investment. Any honest assessment would have placed it in the junk bond category. I was failing to function effectively as its CEO. 

I discovered that the greatest contributor to my past failures was a lack of clarity related to salient issues of life. Change has resulted from developing clarity regarding my role as CEO of my life, the commodity I am seeking to produce, and what I must do to optimize its production. Across the years the Lord has taught me principles that have helped me achieve clarity regarding these and related issues. Though my life continues to be a work in progress, I find that as I follow those principles I experience success. 

Though I am grateful that I am on a better path today, I nonetheless regret those lost years, especially because of the resulting harm to others. I wish someone would have taught me the principles contained in this book before I had inflicted that damage. It is my heart’s desire that these principles will enable you to avoid lost years and enjoy optimal success as CEO of your life.
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Principle #1
Manage Proactively
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Joe experienced both a jolt of excitement and a twinge of anxiety as for the first time he walked through the door of his new office. At age 42, he had earned an MBA and had worked in lesser management positions, but this was his first experience as CEO.

The excitement stemmed from the authority that the owners of ABC Widget Company invested in him. He relished the challenge of effectively managing company resources in order to make it successful. The anxiety arose from the related responsibility. The owners were counting on him to succeed.

Having spent the morning walking through the facility and meeting the employees, his plan for the afternoon was to meet with Bob, the Chief Operating Officer. Bob had been with the company from its inception 13 years earlier and had suffered through the previous five years of decline under the leadership of Oscar, the former CEO. Both the board and Bob himself realized that he was not CEO material but that he functioned at a high level as the Chief Operating Officer. In getting acquainted with him that morning, Joe sensed that he would serve as a great resource and consequently decided that a good starting point consisted of pursuing his input.

Joe began their meeting by asking Bob if he was acquainted with any short-term or long-term strategies that Oscar, the previous CEO, had employed. Bob’s best efforts to conceal his frustration failed, and Joe immediately sensed his exasperation. Bob responded, “I never knew of or could detect any short-term or long-term strategies guiding Oscar’s decision-making. Though Oscar was a nice person and was easy to work for, he just seemed to make decisions on the fly. If a machine broke, he would have the maintenance department repair it, and if it was beyond repair, he would buy a new one. But he seemed to have no systematic plan for maintaining and updating equipment. To my knowledge, he developed no marketing and sales programs. As sales declined, Oscar would occasionally give the sales department a pep talk, but he never initiated any plan for dealing with the problem systematically.” 

Bob vented his frustration for some time regarding the previous CEO’s failure to proactively manage the company. Joe could tell that these emotions had been building for some time and for good reason. Had the board allowed Oscar to stay, in another year or two the company likely would have gone bankrupt. Bob’s livelihood and that of the other employees required that Joe proactively manage the company in order to pull it out of its current malaise and move it into a profitable future. Without making any negative reference to Oscar, Joe shared with Bob his intention to employ an aggressive management approach in order to move the company forward. He caught the look of relief that crossed Bob’s face. 

Joe reflected on the difference between Oscar’s management style and his own, if Oscar’s approach could be categorized as management at all. He concluded that the distinction might best be described using the terms “reactive and “proactive.” Oscar waited until needs arose and problems developed, and then he reacted to them. Joe preferred a proactive approach.

Joe identified two negative outcomes resulting from Oscar’s reactive approach and noted the corresponding superiority of his proactive management style. First, Oscar’s method constantly left the company on the brink of disaster. By putting off dealing with issues until they reached crisis level, each area rather than operating at peak performance was always hovering near the bottom of functionality. Equipment that did work was on the verge of breaking down and therefore did not function at peak efficiency. If sales were not at crisis level, they were never far from it. Joe’s management approach would proactively employ the available resources in order to optimize the functionality of equipment, production, marketing, sales, and every other aspect of the operation. 

Oscar’s approach was also harmful because operating in crisis mode often resulted in spending more than necessary. Changing the oil in a piece of equipment, preventive maintenance, costs substantially less than fixing the machine after it breaks down. In addition, broken equipment slows down or stops production, which carries a high price tag. 

Joe was committed to avoid Oscar’s mistake of reactive management and instead to manage ABC Widget Company proactively in order to generate maximum profit.

You Are CEO of Your Life 

Success at life begins by recognizing that God has assigned to us the role of CEO. A CEO, Chief Executive Officer, is a person given authority over resources by an owner or group of owners and then held responsible to use those resources to earn a profit. Consequently, authority and responsibility comprise the dominant aspects of the role of CEO. 

Scripture teaches that God has assigned us the role of CEO of our lives using the term “stewardship.” Stewardship is an archaic word for management. Churches tend to employ it primarily in relation to giving. However, the biblical concept of stewardship includes managing the full range of our assets in order to earn maximum profit for the Lord. 

In biblical times, though a steward often was a slave, he nonetheless worked at an executive level. His master gave him authority over all his possessions and assigned him the corresponding responsibility to manage them for his optimal benefit. We see the parallel, then, between a steward in biblical times and a contemporary CEO. God has assigned us authority to make decisions regarding how we use our lives and holds us responsible to invest them to earn maximum profit for Him.

Several passages of Scripture convey this truth. For example, 1 Peter 4:10 directs, “As each one has received a gift, minister it to one another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God.” (NKJV). The “gift,” i.e. the “manifold grace,” refers to the full range of resources God has granted us. Peter calls us to be “good” stewards. The Greek word conveys the idea of excellence. We are to steward (manage) the package of gifts with which God has entrusted us with excellence, i.e. so as to advance God’s agenda most effectively.

Our biblical role as steward differs from a contemporary CEO in that a CEO can quit, but we cannot. We cannot escape our responsibility as CEO of our lives. Every morning when we open our eyes, our authority over our package of resources and the related responsibilities confront us. We can neglect or ignore our management responsibilities, but we cannot escape them. 

Nor can we delegate that responsibility to anyone else—“Let Harry take charge.” And even if we could let Harry take charge, very soon we would want to take our management responsibilities back because we may not like some of Harry’s decisions. Would you want Harry selecting your spouse or your job?

In addition, we cannot escape our management responsibilities for our life because they are inherent in our very existence. Every human being has a package of resources under his authority and the corresponding responsibility to invest them effectively. Like it or not, being human assigns to us management responsibilities. In large measure, that is what life is about. 

Ultimately we cannot dodge our management responsibilities because we will give an account to the Lord for the job we do. The apostle Paul taught, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.” (2 Corinthians 5:10) Consequently, succeeding at life requires that we embrace that responsibility and aggressively work to fulfill it effectively. 

This book identifies 12 principles that if implemented will enable you to succeed as CEO of the one life God has given you. I trust that you will embrace and employ them.

The Fun of Management 

Though management of our lives constitutes an inescapable responsibility, we should not view our position as CEO negatively. Management can be fun. God created us to do this kind of work and to find pleasure and fulfillment in doing it. Humans tend to enjoy the challenge of making things work. Doing so gets our creative juices flowing. Some people enjoy putting ingredients together to make a great entree or dessert. Others get kicks out of transforming a pile of lumber into a treehouse. Others think assembling a bunch of components into a computer is fun, especially when they turn it on and it actually works. God has designed humans to enjoy taking authority over resources and transforming them into something meaningful.

The ultimate opportunity to express this natural bent toward management resides in functioning as CEO of our lives. It can be a special source of joy to shape the raw materials God has given us into a productive and meaningful life.

Management is not only fun because we enjoy the process, but also because we find the end result rewarding. It is fun to create and also to benefit from the fruits of our creation. We are blessed when people enjoy the recipes we put together, when the kids have fun in the treehouse, or when that computer we assembled writes and prints documents, enables us to read our email, or allows us to make drawings.

Viewing our responsibilities as CEO of our life as a source of drudgery will engender failure. Though managing our lives can be demanding, God assigned us this work as a means of fulfilling some of our deepest human needs—the need to create and organize. That is why God assigned Adam and Eve management responsibility for the Garden of Eden. Succeeding as CEO of our lives requires that we delight in this assignment. Approaching this role with enthusiasm will significantly increase our prospects for success.

Approaching our management responsibilities reactively, doing just enough to get by, will drain all the enjoyment out of fulfilling this role. As we proactively seek to organize every aspect of our lives and make them fully productive, both the process and the outcome will provide fun and satisfaction. 

Management: the Essential Remedy for Chaos

If ABC Widget Company employed all skilled workers, why did it need a CEO? Why must we manage our lives? Perhaps we can best grasp the compelling need for management by considering the issue from the negative perspective. Chaos is life’s default setting. In other words, to experience chaotic existence all we need to do is nothing—it just happens. Consequently, any aspect of our life that is not intentionally managed will descend into chaos.

This phenomenon manifests itself in our physical world as expressed by the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which states, “Entropy in a closed system increases.” Entropy is merely a term expressing chaos, the opposite of order. A closed system is one that blocks the entry of an organizing force. Therefore, the Second Law of Thermodynamics merely states that a system left to itself tends toward chaos. 

This tendency toward chaos also manifests itself in the human realm. We have all witnessed thriving companies go bankrupt because they ceased to be aggressively managed. 

The Second Law of Thermodynamics makes reference to increased chaos in a closed system. What about an open system, one in which energy is introduced? If we throw a stick of dynamite into a closed system, we introduce energy, but that energy only serves to increase the chaos. Reversing the chaos and bringing order requires intelligent energy. 

Warding off chaos in our lives also requires intelligent energy, i.e. management. Our minds need to provide the intelligence to organize and our wills, activating the full range of our capabilities, provide the energy. That is the essence of management: our minds developing a plan that provides structure and our wills implementing that plan. 

Because the default setting in life is chaos, every aspect of life requires management. Any element of life, big or small, left unmanaged will become chaotic and produce trouble. If I have a rare Saturday afternoon with nothing to do, and I fail to intentionally manage that block of time, chaos will rear its ugly head in the form of my eating too much, buying something I don’t need, or my capitulation to some other form of chaotic living. Though we need relaxation, even that must be managed.

For humans, this tendency toward chaos comprises only one source of trouble. Scripture informs us that the world, the flesh, and the devil serve as catalysts that ramp up the production of chaos to especially destructive levels. The world is aggressively selling us a full range of commodities, telling us that we owe it to ourselves to buy them. The flesh gets into the act by craving those products, and the devil is active in convincing us that they will produce ultimate happiness that we can never experience without them. These sordid activities of the world, the flesh, and the devil make aggressive management of every aspect of our lives all the more imperative. 

Some Human Beings Are More Proactive Than Others 

Management, or its absence, becomes apparent as we consider the landscaping of the homes in most neighborhoods. Some people employ no landscaping strategy. Whatever is growing around their house was put there by the contractor when the house was built. If necessary, they mow the grass, which by now consists mainly of weeds. If a bush dies, they may remove it but give no thought to replacing it. By way of contrast, other homes reveal a landscaping plan that has produced an attractive yard. The presence or absence of management becomes obvious to the casual observer driving by.

My intention is not to speak ill of those who do not landscape their yards. They may have concluded that doing so does not constitute good stewardship of their time and money. However, landscaping our lives is essential and worth the investment. While the lives of some people reflect proactive planning, others, like Oscar, live a day at a time, putting out fires as they flare up. 

The situations of life force everyone to manage their lives to some degree. If we do not mow our grass, sooner or later it becomes difficult to find the front door. The need for food and other necessities forces us to manage our money to some extent. Managing our lives in response to the pressures confronting us comprises a reactive approach. The person taking a proactive approach prepares and follows a budget, devises a program for caring for his health, and takes initiative to organize the other areas of his life.

One difference between these two styles of management, as Joe concluded, is that the reactive approach keeps the individual functioning at a crisis level. Since he does not act until disaster threatens, every area of his life hovers barely over the breaking point, resulting in life at the lowest levels of existence. Not acting until he encounters a medical crisis tends to leave him in poor health. Waiting until he runs out of money in the middle of the month leaves his finances in disarray. Not tending to his relationships, not maintaining his home, and not intentionally organizing other components of his life at best results in an existence barely above the chaos level. Because the proactive person develops and implements initiatives to manage the various components of life, he functions at a high level of existence.

The crises created by a reactive approach waste time, energy, and money, which leads to further crises. The proactive approach, on the other hand, tends to avoid most disasters, leaving the individual and family with more resources with which to optimize life. For example, the person who does not maintain his car makes himself vulnerable to a breakdown on the road or even an accident, either outcome soaking up a lot of resources and adding to the chaos of his life. The proactive person who maintains his vehicle will avoid most of those problems. A proactive approach promotes stable, organized, and productive lives and protects our resources.

It seems that human beings may fall along a continuum, perhaps following a bell curve, with some persons more inclined to take a reactive approach to managing their lives while others tend toward being proactive. If you are not wired toward proactively managing your life, that is not a put-down. We all have our inclinations in different directions. However, not being inclined toward proactivity makes it all the more essential that you intentionally work at it, because succeeding as CEO of your life depends on it. 

Even if you tend
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