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      To

      my daughter,

      Talitha Ruth Piper

      Come, lay your head down, little lamb,

      And rest upon my shoulder;

      It won’t be long till you’re too big,

      And both of us are older.

      Come, lay your head here, little lamb,

      Your wool against my face;

      And feel your father’s silent love,

      Secure in my embrace.

      Come, lay your head close, little lamb,

      And listen to my heart;

      And memorize the message there,

      For when we are apart.

      Come, lay your head now, little lamb,

      While there is still a place;

      I cannot promise life or strength,

      Nor shape tomorrow’s grace.

      Come, lay your head, my little lamb,

      And listen on my shoulder;

      The voice of Jesus deep within:

      “That’s just the way I hold her.”
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      “There Is a Lion Outside! I Shall Be Slain in the Streets!”

      Pondering the Illusions Created by a Lazy Heart: Meditation on Proverbs 22:13

      The sluggard says, “There is a lion outside!

      I shall be slain in the streets!” (Prov. 22:13 RSV)

      “The sluggard says, ‘There is a lion outside! I shall be slain in the streets!’”1 This is not what I expected the proverb to say. I would have expected it to say, “The coward says, ‘There is a lion outside! I shall be slain in the streets!’” But it says “sluggard,” not “coward.” So the controlling emotion here is laziness, not fear. But what does laziness have to do with the danger of a lion in the street? We don’t say, “This man is too lazy to go do his work because there is a lion outside.” The presence of a lion does not produce laziness, it produces fear. So what’s the point of the proverb?

      The point is that the sluggard creates imaginary circumstances to justify not doing his work and thus shifts the focus from the vice of his laziness to the danger of lions. No one will approve his staying in the house all day just because he is lazy.

      But they might sympathize with him and approve his staying home if there were real danger outside. So, to hide his laziness and justify himself, he deflects attention away from the truth (laziness) to an illusion (lions).

      If we would be wise people—people on the way to being “sages”—we must understand how our sinful human hearts and minds work. One profound biblical insight we need to embrace is that our heart exploits our mind to justify what the heart wants. That is, our deepest desires precede the rational functioning of our minds and incline the mind to perceive and think in a way that will make the desires look right. It is an illusion to think that our hearts are neutral and incline in accordance with cool, rational observation of truth. On the contrary, we feel powerful desires or fears in our hearts, and then our minds bend reality to justify the desires and fears.

      This is what the sluggard is doing. He deeply desires to stay at home and not work. There is no good reason to stay at home. So what does he do? Does he overcome his bad desire? No, his lazy heart exploits his mind to create unreal circumstances to justify his desire. He may even believe the creation of his mind. Deception can cross from moral depravity to mental derangement—from deceiving others to deceiving ourselves.

      Thus Proverbs 26:16 says, “The sluggard is wiser in his own eyes than seven men who can give a discreet answer.” Now why is that? Does laziness make people haughty? Not necessarily. But it does make them resistant to any truth that exposes their laziness. So when seven men say, “There is no lion in the street,” the sluggard cannot concede. He must insist that his own answer is wiser: There is a lion in the street. Otherwise his laziness is exposed for what it is. Thus truth is sacrificed on the altar of self-justification.

      It is an old tale. From Cain (Gen. 4:9) to American presidents, truth has been sacrificed to desire, and the mind has been shrewdly employed by the darkened heart to shroud its passions. This is the point of Romans 1:18: They “suppress the truth in unrighteousness.” Truth is held hostage by the unrighteous commitments of the heart. The unrighteous heart then employs the mind to distract and deceive. As Jesus says, “Everyone who does evil hates the Light” (John 3:20). Doing the evil we love makes us hostile to the light of truth, which will expose the evil and rob us of its fleeting pleasures. In this condition the mind becomes a factory of half-truths, equivocations, sophistries, evasions, and lies—anything to protect the evil desires of the heart from exposure and destruction.

      We are all given to this. Our only hope is the transforming work of God in our hearts to free us from the bondage of a hardened heart that produces a futile mind. This is Paul’s diagnosis of the “futile mind” and the “darkened understanding”—they are rooted in hardness of heart. “Walk no longer just as the Gentiles . . . in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart” (Eph. 4:17–18). The root cause is a heart cause, not a head cause. The mind is darkened and made futile by rebellion in the heart.

      This does not mean that lovers of truth should stop speaking truth and explaining truth and defending truth. But it does mean that we should pray for God to change hearts so that they can see the beauty of truth and love it—even if it begins with: There is no lion in the street and you are lazy. This divine work is what Paul gives thanks for in Romans 6:17, “But thanks be to God that though you were slaves of sin, you became obedient from the heart to that form of teaching to which you were committed.” Obedience came from the heart. Thanks be to God. And if thanks be to God, then let prayers be to God. He is our only hope—to escape our own delusions and deliver others.
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      Ten Lessons I Learned from My Father

      Honoring My Father in His Eightieth Year

      When my father invited me to speak at his nonretirement “retirement” banquet at age eighty, I did not have to pray about it.1 There was no question about the Lord’s will. A son will say yes and honor his father. I told the guests that these are the things I would say at my father’s funeral, but now it is a high honor and joy to say them in his hearing. And now I get to publish them for others to read, even while he lives and ministers. May his honor spread. God has been good to me.

      1. When things don’t go the way they should, God always makes them turn for good. Romans 8:28 was as prominent as John 3:16 in our home. I learned it from the lips of my father: God works all things together for good for those who love him and are called according to his purpose. This laid the foundation for my life. This is the way God is. Life is hard. God is sovereign. God is good.

      2. God can be trusted. My father never murmured at the providence of God, not even when God took my mother at age fifty-six. The loss was immense. The crying was long. But God was never doubted. “In God I have put my trust, I shall not be afraid. What can man do to me?” (Ps. 56:11).

      3. People are lost and need to be saved through faith in Jesus. 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 Savior. 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.

      4. Life is precarious, and life is precious. Don’t presume that you will have it tomorrow, and don’t waste it today. “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment” (Heb. 9:27 KJV). I heard my father say these words many times while preaching. They were frightening words to me, and good for me. “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring” (Prov. 27:1). He knew—and therefore, I knew—too many stories of young people killed before they were ready to meet God. It was a serious world to grow up in.

      5. A merry heart does good like a medicine, and Christ is the heart-satisfier. My father was and is the happiest man I have ever known. In a sermon called “Saved, Safe, and Satisfied,” he said, “He is God. When you fully trust him, you have all that God is and all that God has. You cannot be otherwise than satisfied with the perfect fullness of Christ.” For all the passion of heaven and hell, it was the happiest home I have ever known.

      6. A Christian is a great doer not a great don’ter. We were fundamentalists—without the attitude. We had our lists of things. But that wasn’t the main thing. God was the main thing. And God was worth everything.

      7. The Christian life is supernatural. Christian living is not possible without the Holy Spirit, and he comes in answer to prayer. There is not a night in my memory that my family did not pray together when I was growing up.

      8. Bible doctrine is important, but don’t beat people up with it. My father groaned over schools and grandmothers who split what the Bible holds together: Speak “the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). Truth and love. A good marriage. Keep it together, son.

      9. Respect your mother. If you wanted to see Daddy angry, let me sass my mother. “Honor her” is what God commands. And Daddy knew the price she paid to let him go away. Woe to the son who spoke a demeaning word to this great woman.

      10. Be who God made you to be and not somebody else. If you are short, form a ball team called “Little Potatoes but Hard to Peel.” He never pressured me to be a pastor. Seek the will of God above all, son. And be what God made you to be.

      I write with deepest affection. Thank you, Daddy.
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      The Agonizing Problem of the Assurance of Salvation

      Where to Look When Looking In Is Fearful

      The most agonizing problem about the assurance of salvation is not the problem of whether the objective facts of Christianity are true (God exists, Christ is God, Christ died for sinners, Christ rose from the dead, Christ saves forever all who believe, etc.).1 Those facts are the utterly crucial bedrock of our faith. But the really agonizing problem of assurance is whether I personally am saved by those facts.

      This boils down to whether I have saving faith. What makes this agonizing—for many in the history of the church and today—is that there are people who think they have saving faith, but don’t. For example, in Matthew 7:21–23 Jesus says, “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven. . . . Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?’ And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.’”

      So the agonizing question for many is: Do I really have saving faith? Is my faith real? Am I deceiving myself? Some well-intentioned people try to lessen the problem by making faith a mere decision to affirm certain truths, such as: Jesus is God, and he died for my sins. Some also try to make the problem of assurance less agonizing by denying that any kind of life change is really necessary to demonstrate the reality of faith. So they find a way to make James 2:17 mean something other than what it seems to mean: “Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead.” But these strategies to help assurance backfire. They deny some Scripture; and even the minimal faith they preserve can be agonized over and doubted by the tormented soul. They don’t solve the problem, and they lose truth. And perhaps worst of all, they sometimes give assurance to people who should not have it.

      Instead of minimizing the miraculous, deep, transforming nature of faith, and instead of denying that there are necessary life changes that show the reality of faith, we should tackle the problem of assurance another way. We should begin by realizing that there is an objective warrant for resting in God’s forgiveness of our sins, and there is a subjective warrant for assurance that our sins are forgiven. The objective warrant is the finished work of Christ on the cross that “has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified” (Heb. 10:14 marginal note). The subjective warrant is our faith, which bears fruit in “being sanctified.”

      Next we should realize that saving faith has two parts. First, faith is a spiritual sight of glory (or beauty) in the Christ of the gospel. In other words, when you hear or read what God has done for sinners in the cross and the resurrection of Jesus, this appears to your heart as a great and glorious thing in and of itself, even before you are sure you are saved by it. I get this from 2 Corinthians 4:4, where Paul says that what Satan hinders in the minds of unbelievers is seeing “the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” For faith to be real, there must be a supernatural “light” that God shines into the heart to show us that Christ is glorious and wonderful (2 Cor. 4:6). This happens as a work of the Spirit of God through the preaching of the gospel.

      Second, faith is a warranted resting in this glorious gospel for our own salvation. I say “warranted resting” because there is an “unwarranted resting”—people who think they are saved who are not, because they have never come to see the glory of Christ as compellingly glorious. These people believe only on the basis of wanting rescue from harm, not because they see Christ as more beautiful and desirable than all else. But for those who “see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ,” their resting is warranted.

      What this means practically, is, first, that we should continually look to the cross and the work of God in Christ because this is where God makes the light of the gospel shine. If we become excessively introspective and analyze our emotions too much, we will sink into hopeless doubt because the self-authenticating light shines not from within us, but from Christ in the gospel. We must look outside ourselves to Christ and his work if we hope to have assurance sustained inside ourselves.

      Second, we should continually pray for God to enlighten the eyes of our hearts (Eph. 1:18). Third, we should express our trust in Christ by loving each other; because, as John said, “We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren” (1 John 3:14). In the end, assurance is a precious gift of God. Let us pray for each other that it will abound among us.
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      There Is No Salvation Outside Israel

      Did the Old Testament Teach That Gentiles Could Be True Jews?

      If you are a Christian, you are a Jew.1 If you are not a Jew, you are not a Christian. There is no salvation outside Israel. These are bold claims. But that is what the apostle Paul teaches in the books of Romans, Ephesians, and Galatians.

      For example, he says in Romans 2:29, “But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter.” Then he says that the way Gentiles find God is by becoming “fellow citizens” in the “commonwealth of Israel” (Eph. 2:11–19) and by being “grafted into” Israel (Rom. 11:17–25). Another way to put it is that “if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to promise” (Gal. 3:29). The reason for this is that Christ himself is “the seed” of Abraham (Gal. 3:16), so that being in Christ means being Abraham’s “seed,” and, therefore, heirs of the promise (Gal. 3:29, 16).

      Now the question is, did Paul reinterpret the Old Testament? Or is that kind of teaching really there? Did the Old Testament itself teach that a Gentile could be a “true Jew,” and that one who is a Jew by birth might not be a “true Jew”? For Paul, the validity of our salvation hangs on the validity of our attachment to Israel. Therefore, a lot is at stake if Paul misinterpreted the Old Testament. Here is why I think he didn’t.

      In Genesis 17:18–25, Ishmael, Abraham’s son, was circumcised, and Abraham pleaded with God that Ishmael might be his heir: “‘Oh that Ishmael might live before You!’ But God said, ‘No, but Sarah your wife will bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac; and I will establish My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant for his descendants after him’” (vv. 18–19). This shows that mere descendancy from Abraham is no guarantee of being an heir of the promise (a “true Jew”). Similarly, Rebekah gave birth to twins by Isaac, but only one of them, Jacob, not Esau, was the heir of the promise (Gen. 25:23; Rom. 9:10–13). Thus, as Paul says, “it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God [“true Jews”], but the children of the promise are regarded as descendants” (Rom. 9:8).

      In Leviticus 26:41–42, many Jews are pictured as uncircumcised in heart. “If their uncircumcised heart becomes humbled so that they then make amends for their iniquity, then I will remember My covenant with Jacob.” Thus, even though they are physical Jews, they will not inherit the covenant if they do not change inside, similar to what Paul says in Romans 2:29.

      In Deuteronomy 10:16–17, Moses commands the people, “Circumcise your heart, and stiffen your neck no longer. For the Lord your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords . . . who does not show partiality.” This means that heart-circumcision, not physical, external Jewishness, is essential with God. Similarly, Jeremiah 4:4 says, “Circumcise yourselves to the Lord and remove the foreskins of your heart, men of Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem, or else My wrath will go forth like fire and burn with none to quench it, because of the evil of your deeds.” Without inward love to God and trust in God, the same wrath comes on Jews as on Gentiles. Thus, as Paul said in Romans 2:25, without heart-circumcision “your circumcision has become uncircumcision.”

      Jeremiah 9:25–26 says, “‘Behold, the days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘that I will punish all who are circumcised and yet uncircumcised—Egypt and Judah, and Edom and the sons of Ammon, and Moab and all those inhabiting the desert who clip the hair on their temples; for all the nations are uncircumcised, and all the house of Israel are uncircumcised of heart.’” These nations clip hair instead of foreskin. Thus they have a form of “circumcision.” Jeremiah, amazingly, puts Israel in the same category as these nations under the wrath of God because the mark of their Jewishness is no more valuable than the clipping of pagan hair if they are “uncircumcised in heart.” Again, as Paul said, “your circumcision has become uncircumcision.”

      This is perhaps enough to show that in Romans 2:25–29 Paul is not reinterpreting the Old Testament. He is drawing out a lesson about true Jewishness that was taught by the law and the prophets. True Jews are not those with external marks of Jewishness, but those with circumcised hearts that love the God of Abraham (Deut. 30:6). Therefore Gentiles with faith in Christ are “in Christ,” who is the seed of Abraham, and so are the children of Abraham, heirs of the promise (Gal. 3:7, 29).

      Now what shall we do with this truth? Paul did not teach this for mere intellectual interest or historical information. He taught it for the sake of humility and hope. He was especially concerned that non-Jews see themselves properly in relation to God’s work in Israel. So he said to them: “Do not boast over the [Jewish] branches. If you do boast, remember it is not you that support the root [the promises to Abraham], but the root that supports you” (Rom. 11:18 RSV).

      So knowing that we non-Jews are “latecomers” to the covenant of Abraham and that we are nevertheless loved as full fellow-heirs should humble us and give us hope. Humble hope in the Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the aim of all redemption. For humility puts us in our lowly place of happy dependence, and hope puts God in his exalted place of glorious mercy.
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      The Unashamed God

      Meditation on Hebrews 11:16

      But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city. (Heb. 11:16)

      I want very much for God to say of me what he said of Abraham and the other heroes of faith in Hebrews 11: “I am not ashamed to be called your God” (Heb. 11:16).1 As risky as it sounds, does this not really mean God might actually be “proud” to be called my God? Maybe he would say, “Not only am I not ashamed to be called your God, I am proud to be called your God.” Possibly “not ashamed” might only mean, “I am pleased to be called your God.” But it seems that “not ashamed” is really an understatement for “proud.”

      So I would really like to know what would make God proud to be called my God. Fortunately this wonderful possibility is surrounded (in Heb. 11:16) by reasons: one before and one after.

      Take the one behind first: “God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city.” The first reason he gives why he is not ashamed to be called their God is that he has done something for them. He made them a city—the heavenly city “whose architect and builder is God” (v. 10 NASB 1995). So the first reason he is not ashamed to be called their God is that he has worked for them. Not the other way around. He did not say: “I am not ashamed to be called their God because they made for me a city.” He made something for them. That’s the starting point. The pride of God in being our God is rooted first in something he has done for us, not vice versa.

      Now consider the reason he gives in front—in the first part of Hebrews 11:16. It goes like this: “They desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God.” The word “therefore” signals that a reason has just been given for why he is not ashamed. The reason is their desire. They desire a better country—that is, a better country than the earthly one they live in; namely, a heavenly one. This is the same as saying they desire heaven, or they desire the city God has made for them.

      So two things make God unashamed to be called our God. He has prepared something great for us, and we desire it above all that is on the earth. So why is he proud to be the God of people who desire his city more than all the world? Because our desire calls attention to the superior worth of what God offers over what the world offers.

      In other words, the reason God is proud to be our God is not because we have accomplished something so great. But because he has accomplished something great, and we desire it. There is nothing to brag about in desiring. It’s like getting hungry when you are shown a delicious meal. That is what the city of God is like.

      What a city it is! No pollution, no graffiti, no trash, no peeling paint or rotting garages, no dead grass or broken bottles, no harsh street talk, no in-your-face confrontations, no domestic strife or violence, no dangers in the night, no arson or lying or stealing or killing, no vandalism, and no ugliness. The city of God will be perfect because God will be in it. He will walk in it and talk in it and manifest himself in every part of it. All that is good and beautiful and holy and peaceful and true and happy will be there because God will be there. Perfect justice will be there, and recompense a thousandfold for every pain suffered in obedience to Christ. And it will never deteriorate. In fact, it will shine brighter and brighter as eternity stretches out into unending ages of increasing joy.

      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.

      So open your eyes to the better country and the city of God, and let yourself desire it with all your heart. God will not be ashamed to be called your God.
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      Bodies, Breakfast, and the Marriage Bed

      Meditation on Daily Worship

      “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.1 This is what we were created for, as God says in Isaiah 43:7, “Everyone who is called by My name, and whom I have created for My glory . . .” That means that we were all created to express the infinite worth of God’s glory. We were created to worship.

      But don’t think only about worship services when you think about worship. That is a huge limitation that is not in the Bible. All of life is supposed to be worship, as Paul says in Romans 12:1, “Present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.” All of life is lived in the body. And the body is to be presented to God as our “spiritual service of worship.” This is utterly sweeping. Consider a few implications.

      Take breakfast, for example, or Pizza Hut, or mid-morning snacks. First Corinthians 10:31 says, “Whether . . . you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” Now eating and drinking are about as basic as you get. What could be more real and human? We eat and drink every day. We do it at home, at work, in the car, anywhere there is a water fountain. Paul says, this all has to do with God. We are to eat and drink in a way that expresses the infinite worth of God. We can do this by preferring God to food in fasting. We can do it by preferring God to food in eating less and sharing more. And we can do it by preferring God to food in feasting, if we receive it “with thanksgiving [as] those who believe and know the truth” (1 Tim. 4:3 ESV).

      Or take sex, for example. Paul says the alternative to fornication is worship. “Flee immorality [fornication]. Every other sin that a man commits is outside the body, but the immoral man sins against his own body. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:18–20).

      Don’t fornicate with your body. Worship with your body. He even says that the body is a temple, that is, a place of worship. The body is a place for meeting God, not prostitutes. This doesn’t mean sex is bad. It means that sex is precious. Too precious to be treated cheaply. God means that we put it in a very secure and sacred place—marriage. There it becomes the expression of the love between Christ and the church. It shows the glory of the intensity of God’s love for his people. It becomes worship. “Glorify God in your body.”

      And not doing sex outside marriage also shows the preciousness of what it stands for. So chastity is worship. Continence magnifies Christ above sex. And caring sexuality in marriage magnifies Christ as the great lover of his bride, the church (Eph. 5:25–30).

      Or take death for a final example. This we will do in our body. In fact, it will be the last act of the body on this earth. The body bids farewell. How shall we worship in that last act of the body? We know we can, because Jesus told Peter how he would die and John explained, “Now this He said, signifying by what kind of death he would glorify God” (John 21:19). The last deed of the body is to bid farewell to the soul. And our great desire should be that the body bid farewell in a way that expresses the infinite worth of God. The last act should be worship.

      How? The answer is explicit in Philippians 1:20–21. Paul said that his hope was that Christ would be exalted in his body by death. Then he added, “For to me . . . to die is gain.” We express the infinite worth of Christ in dying by counting death as gain. Why gain? Because, verse 23 says, death means going to be “with Christ” which is “very much better.”

      You have a body. But it is not yours. “You have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:20). You are always in a temple. Always worship.

    

    
      
        1  Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations in this chapter are from the NASB 1995.
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      The Grace of Being Born to You

      A Tribute to the Supremacy of Grace in the Life of Ruth Piper

      This is a book about savoring the supremacy of God in all of life. My mother was a massive force of grace in my life. More than I know. And what I know keeps me looking for ways to pay tribute to the grace that gave her to me for twenty-eight years. So here are two Mother’s Day poems that I wrote in memory of her. May they stir you up to thank God for someone and find a way to say it.

      Picking Up Where Mother Left Off

      My mother was a workin’ Frau:

      Teutonic blood flowed in her veins.

      The German sweat stood on her brow,

      And, like the flawless German trains,

      She kept appointments to the dot;

      And taught her children it was wrong,

      In spite of being sick or not,

      To make a person wait for long.

      I saw the Munich housewives scrub

      The sidewalks with a brush and boots,

      And, as I watched them wield the tub,

      I learned a lot about my roots.

      I heard a German scholar say,

      “You must examine every source,”

      And smiled, for that was Mama’s way,

      “The job must be done right, of course!”

      I read how Luther stood like stone

      ’Gainst the old indulgence tax,

      And thought how mother stood alone

      Against a church that banished blacks.

      I read how Brahms and Schumann said

      They craved the Bible every day,

      And saw my mother late in bed,

      Propped up to read the Book and pray . . . 

      For me, no doubt, with all her might.

      I never will forget that sight.

      God bless you; blue-eyed workin’ Frau,

      I’ll carry on the work for now.

      On Grace

      Some people tell me I was free,

      When I believed in Christ;

      And by my power got victory,

      When all the world enticed.

      I think they did not know my heart,

      Nor theirs. Let it be said,

      That I for one had sought no part

      In rising from the dead.

      They wonder at the sovereign rights

      That I allow my King,

      And puzzle at the worship heights

      To which his rule gives wing.

      But I will rest God’s grace today

      On this (I need no other):

      He did not give me any say,

      But chose for me my mother.
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      Making a Difference by Fire

      “What Are You Doing Here?” . . . “I Have Been Very Jealous for the Lord, the God of Hosts”: 1 Kings 19:9–10, 13–14

      Have you ever prayed a prayer like this: “Lord, let me make a difference for you that is utterly disproportionate to who I am”?1 That’s the prayer I wrote in the margin of a book recently beside a quote from David Brainerd. You recall that Brainerd was a missionary to the New England Indians 250 years ago. He wrote:

      O that I could be “a flame of fire” in His service! . . . Here I am, Lord, send me; send me to the ends of the earth . . . send me from all that is called comfort on earth; send me even to death itself, if it be but in Thy service, and to promote Thy Kingdom.2

      Brainerd made a difference for God utterly disproportionate to who he was. He was an obscure missionary in New England. He died at the age of twenty-nine. He was not well known. He was extremely vulnerable to depression. But his life has inspired the modern Protestant missionary movement perhaps more than any other life since the apostles. Why?

      One key reason is that he was so utterly aflame for God. The great pastor and theologian Jonathan Edwards saw this zeal and the knowledge in which it was rooted and the obedience it produced, and was led by God to put Brainerd’s brief missionary career of five years into a book. That book and that life have changed the world. It is amazing what God can do through a short life, ablaze for his glory. The impact can be all out of proportion to who a person is.

      I hope thousands of you will pray, “O Lord, let me make a difference for you utterly disproportionate to who I am.” This is a prayer that the so-called nobodies of the world can pray without fear of presumption. The wording of the prayer contains a disclaimer: “I am not great. But you, Lord, are very great. And in your astonishing sovereignty you can let my little life make a difference far beyond all my little powers.”

      But what is the key to making a difference for God? Is it not truth-saturated, flaming zeal for God? Twice God asked Elijah in the cave on Mount Horeb, “What are you doing here?” And he answered both times, “I have been very jealous for the Lord, the God of hosts” (l Kings 19:9–10, 13–14). Passion for the glory of the Lord is the key to making a difference all out of proportion to who we are. It is not the prerogative of old or young, intelligent or simple, men or women. This passion can flame up in the heart of any saint. Do we want it enough to seek it?

      It comes from prayerful immersion in Scripture. In Luke 24:32 the disciples, who had talked with Jesus on the Emmaus road, said, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?” The fire of zeal for the Lord comes from the opening of the Scriptures in conversation with Jesus (that is, in Scripture-soaked prayer).

      Question: If you do not burn with the zeal that you long for, are you willing to make some experiments with high-dosage, extended-time, prayer-driven Bible meditation? Very honestly, there is in my own life a close correspondence between the time and amount of prayerful Bible opening, and the depth and strength and warmth of my zeal for God. Without large and deep doses of God’s word, I am very vulnerable to worldly mindsets. One church in Korea expects its members to read five chapters of the Bible a day and its pastors to read twenty chapters a day. The question is: If you want the flame of the Emmaus road and the flame of Brainerd, are you willing to make serious experiments?

      I am praying that thousands who read this book will burn for the glory of God. And will pray with me: O Lord, grant me to make a difference for you utterly disproportionate to who I am.

    

    
      
        1  Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations in this chapter are from the ESV.

      

      
        2  David Brainerd, The Diary of David Brainerd (Andrew Melrose, 1902), 271–73.
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      Sweet Sovereignty and the Assurance of Salvation

      What Can Be Sweeter Than to Be “Kept by the Power of God”?

      When you get the sovereignty of God straight, everything gets straighter.1 Going wrong here will lead to error in all kinds of unexpected places. Oh, how I pray that God will give us clarity and conviction and joy in our vision of God’s absolute sovereignty over our frail and fickle lives!

      Take the issue of assurance and eternal security and the possibility of falling away from Christ. One Sunday, I tackled the sobering text of Hebrews 6:4–8. There it says that you can be “enlightened and have tasted of the heavenly gift and have been made partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come” and then fall away from it all and be lost.2

      Instead of saying that you can lose your salvation, I said that the meaning of Hebrews 6:4–8 is something almost as shocking, namely, that you can experience all those things (enlightenment, Holy Spirit, word of God, and miracles) and never have been saved! This is shocking because it means that people may be mistaken in thinking they are Christians when they are not.

      So the text and the message raise the question of assurance. How can we be sure we will persevere to the end and not fall away and become like Esau, who tried to return but could not repent (Heb. 12:16–17)? Here is where the sovereignty of God becomes so crucial.

      The book of Hebrews exults in the new and better covenant that God has made through the blood of Christ with all who are his people. The old covenant made at Mount Sinai was vulnerable to the people’s weakness (Rom. 8:3). Hebrews 8:9 says, “‘They did not continue in my covenant, and so I paid no heed to them,’ says the Lord” (RSV). But the new covenant is radically different in that it is not vulnerable to our weakness. Rather, it assures us that God’s sovereignty will overcome our weakness and prevent us from breaking the covenant.

      Thus Hebrews 8:10 says, “This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put My laws into their minds, and I will write them on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be My people.” In other words, God will not only tell us what we must do, he will see to it that we do it by working in us. This is what Hebrews 13:21 says about the new covenant: “[May God] equip you in every good thing to do His will, working in us that which is pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen.” This is the sanctifying, keeping, saving sovereignty of God. And it is sweeter than honey to the wavering soul.

      In the new covenant our assurance rests firmly on the sovereignty of God over our own proneness to wander. We know we will not fall away because this is a promise of the new covenant sealed by the blood of Jesus. For example, in Jeremiah 32:40 God promises, “I will make an everlasting covenant with them that I will not turn away from them, to do them good; and I will put the fear of Me in their hearts so that they will not turn away from Me.” If you ask me how I know that tomorrow I will still believe in Christ, my answer is not that I am a disciplined person, or that I finish what I start, or that my will is reliable, or that the benefits outweigh the costs, or even that my church prays for me. My answer is: Christ shed his blood as the price of the new covenant (Luke 22:20), and in this covenant God promises, “They will not turn away from me” (Jer. 32:40). 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 Pet. 1:5 AT)?

    

    
      
        1  Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations in this chapter are from the NASB 1995.

      

      
        2  John Piper, “When Is Saving Repentance Impossible?” (sermon, October 13, 1996), http://www.desiringgod.org.
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      “The Terror That Is Named the Flight of Time”

      “In the Lord Your Labor Is Not in Vain” (1 Cor. 15:58 ESV)

      The clock never stops ticking.1 Nothing but God is more persistent than the passing of time. You can’t stop it or slow it. It is sovereign over all human resistance. It will not be hindered or altered or made to cease. It is utterly oblivious to young and old, pain and pleasure, crying and laughing. Nothing, absolutely nothing, makes a difference to the unstoppable, unchangeable tick, tick, ticking of time. Anna Akhmatova, a Russian poet, said that war and plague pass, but no one can cope with “the terror that is named the flight of time.”2

      I have an unusual habit when I go to bed. After Noël and I pray, I crawl into bed and situate myself on my left side, facing the red glow of the radio-alarm clock numbers on the bedside table. I pull my hands up in front of me at about face level and wait for a few minutes in stillness, usually praying silently with gratitude for the wife who lies behind me, and for my children, and for the ministry God has given me. Then I take my right hand and curl my fingers around my left wrist and find my pulse. I watch the red minute number until it changes, and then I begin counting. One . . . two . . . three . . . When the number changes and one minute has passed, I stop.

      I began this peculiar habit out of the vain notion that if my heart rate is very slow, from good exercise (or genes), it may mean that my heart is healthy and I will live long. Such is the silliness of human thought. The effect has been otherwise. Now, as I count the beats, it is not the rate that fixes my attention, but the succession. One beat, then another, then another, on through the night, about twenty-one thousand times while I sleep. The effect of this little exercise is that I fall asleep most nights, lulled by the steady rhythm of my heart and with a sober sense of my very fragile existence. Any one of those beats could be my last. I cannot will my heart to beat one more time. If it stops, it stops. I and my time on earth are over. “If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.”

      Time is precious. We are fragile. Life is short. Eternity is long. Shall we not then enter on every venture with a vigilance like that of the young Jonathan Edwards when he wrote his fifth resolution: “Resolved, Never to lose one moment of time, but to improve it in the most profitable way I possibly can,” which is really a subpoint of his sixth resolution: “Resolved, To live with all my might, while I do live”?3 Yes, this can become compulsive and unhealthy. But for those of us who need to hear it as an antidote to squandering the preciousness of irretrievable time, let us hear it.

      The church I serve is generous to me beyond all my deserving. As I write these words, I am on a one-month leave to complete this book. I enter the month with a sense that every minute counts. Oh, to be a faithful steward of the breath God has given me. Three texts resound in my ears. (1) Redeem the time (Eph. 5:16). (2) “It is required of stewards that one be found trustworthy” (1 Cor. 4:2). (3) “His grace toward me was not in vain; but I labored even more than all of them, yet not I, but the grace of God with me” (1 Cor. 15:10 AT).

      Surely God means for our minutes on earth to count for something significant. Paul said, “In the day of Christ I will have reason to glory because I did not run in vain nor toil in vain” (Phil. 2:16). In the same way, I have good hope from the Lord that my “labor is not in vain in the Lord” (1 Cor. 15:58 KJV). And I commend this promise to you. No minute need be lived in vain. Eternity will render it significant if lived in faith for the glory of God. In the end we rest in this: “My times are in Your hand” (Ps. 31:15).
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        2  Anna Akhmatova, quoted in D. M. Thomas, Alexander Solzhenitsyn (St. Martin’s Press, 1998), 270.

      

      
        3  Jonathan Edwards, in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Edward Hickman, 2 vols. (1834; repr., Banner of Truth, 1974), 1:xx.
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      A Joyful Meeting with Josef Tson

      The Camaraderie of a Common Vision of Suffering

      I relished two hours with Josef Tson in my office on Wednesday, January 31, 1996.1 At that time Dr. Tson, who lived in his native land of Romania, was the president of the Romanian Missionary Society and president of Emmanuel Bible Institute in Oradea, Romania. When I heard he was in town, I was very eager to have time with him because his writing on the “theology of martyrdom” had deeply moved me several years before.

      In the spring of 1972, when he was completing his undergraduate studies in theology at Oxford, England, he was warned that if he returned to communist Romania, he would probably be arrested, imprisoned, and possibly killed. Should he go home?

      One of the most popular professors of Bible in Oxford at that time was G. B. Caird. I loved to sit in his classes and to absorb his commentaries on different books of the New Testament. . . . I picked up his commentary on the book of Revelation. It was this book that introduced me to the biblical teaching on martyrdom. It was there that I saw how God always conquers by a love that is self-giving and self-sacrificing. It was here that I understood God’s method of sending His Lamb into the world, followed by many thousands of other lambs, to overcome the world by proclaiming the love of God and by dying for the sake of their proclamation.

      This astonishing biblical principle that God always conquers through people who will preach the gospel and then die for it helped me immeasurably to be able to go back to Romania. It gave me the solid rationale I needed for the dangerous return home. Buttressed by this teaching, I preached, lectured and wrote for nearly a decade, ready to be martyred for what I was doing, yet knowing that death would be my supreme weapon of conquest and my road to the highest glory in heaven.2

      What an amazing time we had together on that January winter afternoon. I had not experienced anything quite like it before. There was almost no small talk. Immediately we were catapulted into the weightiest matters of suffering and biblical theology. On the surface he vehemently disapproved of my term “Christian Hedonism,” which I describe and defend in Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist.3 One does not suffer at the hands of Communism and easily embrace anything called “hedonism.”

      But beneath the surface (where we went very quickly) there was an almost instantaneous camaraderie. At one point, well into our conversation, he startled me by standing up from his chair and taking two steps toward me with a big smile on his face and shaking my hand because of the delight he felt in our agreement theologically with regard to the role of suffering and self-denial in the plan of salvation and in the completion of the Great Commission. In recent years I have come more and more to the conclusion that suffering is at the heart of what it means to be a Christian and what it means to do missions.4

      Dr. Tson told me of his personal relationship with Martyn Lloyd-Jones, the great London pastor who died in 1981. He described how he was the only foreigner in the Monday pastors’ meetings while he was studying at Oxford. He knew the doctor personally and was told by Martyn Lloyd-Jones how he and his wife prayed regularly for Josef.

      On joy, he said that at one point in the days of oppression in Romania, his house was searched by Communist officials because he was a leading pastor. Almost all his books were confiscated. He said that the soldiers needed proof that they were getting his books from him. So they told him to sit at a table and write in each book that it was found in his house. Then he had to sign the book while they took pictures of him. At one point in the tense process, he took down a book whose title was Joy Unspeakable and Full of Glory with the subtitle Is This Your Experience NOW?

      As he read the title, he asked himself that question and was filled—at that very moment—by the Holy Spirit with amazing joy. The change was so profound that he told his wife to get these soldiers some coffee, and he was freed from his anger and fear. Later that week he had to preach. All in his congregation knew that he had been stripped of his books and was daily questioned by the authorities so that he had no time to minister or prepare. When he preached, he spoke on “The joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:10). He said that one man was so overwhelmed with the sheer force of his joy in that setting of suffering that he could not hear anything after the text and was broken in his own heart and deeply changed.

      Lord, I thank you for this meeting and this man. I pray that I will be faithful to your call, and that the joy of the Lord will be the strength that frees me to love soldiers and preach truth (whether anyone calls it Christian Hedonism or not). Amen.
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      What Is the Christian Gospel?

      Exploring What Makes the “Good News” Good News

      The gospel is not just a sequence of steps (say, the “Four Laws” of Campus Crusade or the “Six Biblical Truths” of Quest for Joy).1 Those are essential. But what makes the gospel “good news” is that it connects a person with the “unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8).

      There is nothing in itself that makes “forgiveness of sins” good news. Whether being forgiven is good news depends on what it leads to. You could walk out of a courtroom innocent of a crime and get killed on the street. Forgiveness may or may not lead to joy. Even escaping hell is not in itself the good news we long for—not if we find heaven to be massively boring.

      Nor is justification in itself good news. Where does it lead? That is the question. Whether justification will be good news depends on the award we receive because of our imputed righteousness. What do we receive because we are counted righteous in Christ? The answer is fellowship with Jesus.

      Forgiveness of sins and justification are good news because they remove obstacles to the only lasting, all-satisfying source of joy: Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is not merely the means of our rescue from damnation; he is the goal of our salvation. If he is not satisfying to be with, there is no salvation. He is not merely the rope that pulls us from the threatening waves; he is the solid beach under our feet, and the air in our lungs, and the beat of our heart, and the warm sun on our skin, and the song in our ears, and the arms of our beloved.

      This is why the New Testament often defines the gospel as, simply, Christ. The gospel is the “gospel of Christ” (Rom. 15:19; 1 Cor. 9:12; 2 Cor. 2:12; 9:13; 10:14; Gal. 1:7; Phil. 1:27; etc.). Or, more specifically, the gospel is “the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4). And even more wonderfully, perhaps, Paul says that the preaching of the gospel is the preaching of “the unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8).

      Therefore, to believe the gospel is not only to accept the awesome truths that (1) God is holy, (2) we are hopeless sinners, (3) Christ died and rose again for sinners, and (4) this great salvation is enjoyed by faith in Christ—but believing the gospel is also to treasure Jesus Christ as your unsearchable riches. What makes the gospel gospel is that it brings a person into the everlasting and ever-increasing joy of Jesus Christ.

      The words Jesus will speak when we come to heaven are: “Enter into the joy of your master” (Matt. 25:21). The prayer he prayed for us ended on this note: “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory” (John 17:24). The glory he wants us to see is the “unsearchable riches of Christ.” It is “the immeasurable riches of [God’s] grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:7).

      The superlatives “unsearchable” and “immeasurable” mean that there will be no end to our discovery and enjoyment. There will be no boredom. Every day will bring forth new and stunning things about Christ that will cause yesterday’s wonder to be seen in new light, so that not only will there be new sights of glory every day, but the accumulated glory will become more glorious with every new revelation.

      The gospel is the good news that the everlasting and ever-increasing joy of the never-boring, ever-satisfying Christ is ours freely and eternally by faith in the sin-forgiving death and hope-giving resurrection of Jesus Christ.

      May God give you “strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge” (Eph. 3:18–19).
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