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Introduction 

 

The Holy Invitation 

When God Refuses to Leave You as He Found You 

 

“But like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior; because 
it is written: ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.’” 
 — 1 Peter 1:15–16 (NASB) 

 

“Holiness is not the way to God; holiness is the way of God.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

—  ★  — 

The Fire Nobody Talks About 

There is a moment that every firefighter knows but rarely speaks about. It happens in the 
quiet after a call — when the adrenaline has faded, the gear is hung back on the hook, and 
the station has gone still again. You sit with what you saw. With what you felt. With the fact 
that you walked into a place most people ran from. 

I have sat in that silence more times than I can count. And I have discovered that the 
Christian life has its own version of that moment — a place beyond the noise of religious 
activity, beyond the performance of Sunday mornings, where the soul goes quiet enough to 
hear a question it has been avoiding: 

“Am I actually being changed?” 

Not just informed. Not just busy for God. Changed. Transformed. Made holy. 

That question is the beginning of the sanctified life. 

Sanctification is not a theological abstraction — it is the beating heart of the Christian life. 
It is God’s relentless, gracious pursuit of the whole person: mind, will, emotions, and body. 
It is the promise that the same God who saved you from your sin is not content to leave you 
in it. He is after something far more radical than forgiven behavior. He is after a new you. 
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This book is an invitation — not to religious performance, not to the exhausting treadmill of 
trying harder and doing more — but to genuine transformation. The kind that begins in 
brokenness. The kind that unfolds in surrender. The kind that ends in glory. 

—  ★  — 

What Holiness Is Not 

Before we can receive this invitation, we have to clear away the wreckage left by every 
distorted version of holiness most of us have encountered. 

For many people — and perhaps for you — the word “holiness” carries baggage so heavy it 
has nearly crushed the faith it was meant to support. Holiness conjures images of white-
knuckled rule-keeping, of preachers who specialize in condemnation, of a God who is 
perpetually disappointed in you and waiting for you to get your act together before He will 
accept you. 

That is not the God of Scripture. And that is not sanctification. 

“The most beautiful thing about the gospel is not that God loves the holy. It is that God loves 
the unholy, and that love is what makes us holy.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

Holiness is not a performance standard. It is not an achievement unlocked by the 
spiritually elite. It is not the absence of struggle. It is not the erasure of your personality, 
your past, or your humanity. 

Holiness, in its most biblical expression, means being set apart — consecrated, belonging 
to God, progressively conformed to the image of His Son. It is less about what you have 
stopped doing and more about Who you are becoming. 

“For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image of 
His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters.” 
 — Romans 8:29 (NASB) 

God’s goal for your life is not your moral improvement. It is your transformation into the 
likeness of Jesus Christ. That is a far more demanding — and far more glorious — ambition 
than any religious system has ever offered. 

—  ★  — 
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The God Who Pursues 

There is a word that has defined my understanding of God more than almost any other: 
relentless. 

He does not save us and then step back to watch us manage our own transformation. He 
does not issue a set of spiritual guidelines and wait to see how we score. He pursues. He 
invades. He refuses to be kept at a polite religious distance. 

The prophet Hosea described God’s pursuit of His wayward people with language that 
should make the theologically sophisticated uncomfortable: God as a husband chasing a 
bride who keeps running. Not out of desperation, but out of a love that cannot be 
dissuaded by rejection, failure, or disgrace. 

“Therefore, behold, I will allure her, bring her into the wilderness and speak kindly to her.” 
 — Hosea 2:14 (NASB) 

The wilderness, here, is not punishment. It is a destination. It is where God takes the soul 
He loves so He can speak — without the noise, without the competition, without the false 
loves we have allowed to crowd Him out. 

This is the shape of sanctification: God alluring, God speaking, God transforming. Not us 
performing, striving, and white-knuckling our way into His approval. 

“He is the lover pursuing the beloved. He is not deterred by our flight, angered by our 
resistance, or surprised by our weakness. He simply will not stop.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son 

To be sanctified is to stop running long enough to let Him catch you. And then to discover, 
in the catching, that you are loved far beyond what you had dared to hope. 

—  ★  — 

The Heart of This Book 

Central Thesis:  Sanctification is not what we do for God — it is what God does in us as we 
yield, abide, and cooperate with His Holy Spirit. It is both a definitive act (positional) and a 
progressive journey (experiential). 
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Paul wrote to the church at Philippi with a confidence that should settle every anxious soul: 

“For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it 
until the day of Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 1:6 (NASB) 

He who began. He who will perfect. The Author and the Finisher are the same Person — and 
He is not you. 

This is the most liberating truth in the Christian life: you are not in charge of your own 
sanctification. You are a participant, not the source. You cooperate, but you do not 
manufacture. You yield, but you do not produce. 

Dallas Willard, who spent a lifetime thinking carefully about spiritual formation, drew a 
distinction that has become a cornerstone of Christian discipleship: 

“Grace is not opposed to effort. Grace is opposed to earning. Effort is absolutely 
necessary.” 
 — Dallas Willard, The Great Omission 

We will return to this distinction again and again throughout this book. The sanctified life is 
not passive — it is actively engaged with the means of grace, the disciplines of the Spirit, 
and the rhythms of surrender. But the power behind it all is never ours. It is always His. 

Positionally, in Christ, you are already holy. God sees you clothed in the righteousness of 
His Son, declared righteous, set apart, belonging. Progressively, by the Spirit, you are 
becoming what you already are. The journey of sanctification is closing the gap between 
the person you are declared to be and the person your daily life reveals you to be. 

“But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and 
righteousness and sanctification, and redemption.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 1:30 (NASB) 

“We are already holy in Christ; we are becoming holy by the Spirit. The tension between 
these two is not a contradiction — it is the engine of the Christian life.” 
 — J.I. Packer, Knowing God 

—  ★  — 

Who This Invitation Is For 

This is not a book for people who have it together. There are plenty of those books. This is a 
book for the rest of us. 
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This is for the firefighter who has seen too much death and wonders if God is still paying 
attention. For the pastor who has given everything to the church and is quietly running on 
empty. For the woman in the back row who loves Jesus but has been so wounded by 
religious people that she can barely make herself walk through the door anymore. 

Specifically, this book is written for: 

●  Believers who sense God is calling them deeper, but don’t know the path. You know 
there is more than what you are currently experiencing. You have tasted enough of God’s 
presence to be hungry for more, but the map of how to get there is unclear. These pages are 
for you. 

●  Those exhausted by religious striving who long to rest in transformative grace. You 
have tried harder. You have made promises you couldn’t keep. You have climbed the ladder 
of performance and found it leaning against the wrong wall. What follows is an invitation to 
stop striving and start abiding. 

●  Pastors, chaplains, and ministry workers seeking renewal in their own souls. You pour 
out for others constantly. But the well that feeds that pouring must be maintained. If your 
soul is dry, these pages are a watering place. 

●  The church-wounded who have equated holiness with judgment rather than love. If 
someone held the standard of God’s holiness over you like a weapon — this book is a 
reclamation of that word. Holiness is not the tool of the Pharisee. It is the gift of the Father. 

 

Whoever you are, you are welcome here. You do not have to be cleaned up to begin. You 
only have to be willing. 

“You are the beloved of God. That is who you are. Everything else is commentary.” 
 — Brennan Manning, Abba’s Child 

—  ★  — 

The Road Ahead 

What follows is a journey through the full terrain of the sanctified life. We will begin with 
foundations — the theological bedrock of what sanctification actually is and who actually 
accomplishes it. We will then move inward, into the hidden landscape of the soul: the 
surrendered will, the renewed mind, the transformed heart. 

From there, the road leads outward — into the practical, daily realities of holiness in 
relationship, in suffering, and in the ordinary moments of vocation and work. We will walk 
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through the classical disciplines of prayer, fasting, Sabbath, and community — not as 
religious exercises, but as the God-ordained channels through which His transforming 
grace flows. 

We will not flinch from the enemies of the sanctified life: the flesh, the world, and the devil. 
Honest Christianity names the obstacles. And finally, we will lift our eyes toward the 
horizon — toward perseverance, toward glorification, toward the day when what God began 
in us is completed. 

“Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and 
body be preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. Faithful 
is He who calls you, and He also will do it.” 
 — 1 Thessalonians 5:23–24 (NASB) 

Faithful is He who calls you. And He also will do it. 

Not you. Him. 

That is the promise that makes the sanctified life possible. That is the foundation on which 
everything in this book rests. And that is the invitation — the holy, relentless, grace-soaked 
invitation — that has been extended to you. 

 

Come. Walk with the One who is making you holy. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Take time with each of these before moving forward. Sanctification begins with honest self-
examination, not more information. 

 

●  1.  When you hear the word “holiness,” what is your first emotional response? What 
experiences have shaped that response? 

●  2.  Have you experienced sanctification primarily as something you do for God, or 
something God does in you? What difference might it make to shift that framework? 

●  3.  Where do you sense God’s invitation to go deeper right now — in your thought life, 
relationships, spiritual disciplines, or inner surrender? 

●  4.  What version of yourself is God calling you to become? What is the gap between who 
you are today and that vision? 
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●  5.  What would change in your daily life if you truly believed that “He who began a good 
work in you will perfect it”? 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part One 

 

Set Apart 

The Foundation of Sanctification 

 

What does it mean to be ‘sanctified’? Before we can walk the sanctified life, we must 
understand its roots — what God has already declared over us, and how that declaration 
becomes a living reality. Theology is not the enemy of experience; it is its foundation. If you 
build your spiritual life on the wrong understanding of what God has done, you will spend 
your energy in the wrong direction. 

 

Part One does not begin with what you must do. It begins with what has already been done 
— and with the God who does the doing. 

—  ★  — 

 

Chapter One 

 

Already, and Not Yet 

What Sanctification Means 

 

“It is because of Him that you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and 
righteousness and sanctification, and redemption.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 1:30 (NASB) 

 

“Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and 
body be preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
 — 1 Thessalonians 5:23 (NASB) 
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“We are already holy in Christ; we are becoming holy by the Spirit. The tension between 
these two is not contradiction — it is the engine of the Christian life.” 
 — J.I. Packer, Knowing God 

—  ★  — 

The Word Nobody Can Escape 

I remember the first time someone used the word “sanctification” in a sermon and I 
nodded along as if I knew exactly what it meant. I didn’t. And from what I have observed in 
thirty years of ministry — among firefighters, chaplains, church members, and people who 
have never stepped inside a church — most people nodding at that word are doing the 
same thing I was. 

We sense it is important. We know it has something to do with being holy. But the actual 
meaning — the deep, biblical, life-altering meaning — remains fuzzy enough that it shapes 
our lives very little. 

That fuzziness is costly. Because the doctrine of sanctification is not a theological elective. 
It is the operating system of the Christian life. Get it wrong, and you will either exhaust 
yourself trying to earn what God has already given, or drift into the dangerous ease of 
believing that what God has given requires nothing of you in return. 

So before we walk the sanctified life, we must understand it. Not as a concept to file away, 
but as a living reality to inhabit. 

—  ★  — 

What the Word Actually Means 

Sanctification comes from two ancient words that deserve careful attention, because the 
roots of a word often reveal what the centuries of theological debate have obscured. 

The Hebrew: Qadash (קָדַש) 

The Old Testament word most often translated “holy” or “sanctified” is qadash. Its primary 
meaning is not moral perfection. It is not the absence of contamination. Its primary 
meaning is set apart — separated for a specific purpose, consecrated to a particular use. 

When God declared the Sabbath holy (Genesis 2:3), He set it apart from the other six days. 
Not because Monday through Saturday are evil, but because the Sabbath belongs to Him in 
a distinct way. When He called Israel “a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6), He was not declaring 
their moral superiority — He was declaring their belonging. They were His. Set apart. 
Claimed. 
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“For you are a holy people to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you to be 
a people for His own possession out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth.” 
 — Deuteronomy 7:6 (NASB) 

The tabernacle vessels were holy — not because a cup is morally superior to an ordinary 
cup, but because that cup had been set apart for the presence of God. The high priest was 
holy — not because Aaron was a better man than his neighbors, but because he had been 
consecrated to a specific, sacred function. 

Holiness in the Old Testament is fundamentally relational and purposive. It is about 
belonging and direction, not merely about cleanliness. 

The Greek: Hagiasmos (ἁγιασμός) 

The New Testament continues this trajectory. The Greek word hagiasmos — translated 
“sanctification” in most English translations — carries the same core meaning: the state or 
process of being set apart as sacred, belonging to God, consecrated. 

Notice what is present and what is absent in this definition. What is present: purpose, 
belonging, consecration, the direction of a life oriented toward God. What is absent: any 
notion of achieved moral perfection, any sense of spiritual superiority, any separation from 
broken people. 

The sanctified person is not the person who has stopped sinning. The sanctified person is 
the person who belongs to God and is being shaped by that belonging into the likeness of 
His Son. 

“Sanctification is not the attainment of a moral plateau. It is the ongoing surrender to a 
Person. The holy life is not a life without fault; it is a life without reservation.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

—  ★  — 

Salvation Has a Past, a Present, and a Future 

One of the most clarifying frameworks for understanding sanctification is recognizing that 
the New Testament speaks of salvation in three distinct tenses. Not because there are 
three different salvations, but because the one salvation of God unfolds across an entire 
lifetime — and beyond. 

The Three Tenses of Salvation:  Justification (I have been saved from the penalty of sin) — 
Sanctification (I am being saved from the power of sin) — Glorification (I will be saved from 
the presence of sin) 
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Justification: The Past Tense of Grace 

Justification is the forensic act of God by which He declares the believing sinner righteous 
— not because of anything they have done, but because of what Christ has done in their 
place. This is the foundation of everything. It is settled, fixed, past tense. 

“Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ.” 
 — Romans 5:1 (NASB) 

The Greek verb here — dikaiothentes — is in the aorist passive participle. That grammatical 
detail matters: it describes a completed action in the past, received from an outside 
source. You did not justify yourself. God justified you. And He did so once, completely, at 
the moment of faith. 

This is the ground under your feet. No matter what happens in the progressive journey of 
sanctification — no matter how many times you fail, stumble, grieve the Spirit, or lose 
ground — your justification is not in question. God has already spoken your verdict. In 
Christ, you are righteous. 

“Justification is God’s verdict, announced in advance of the last day, that this person is in 
the right, their sins forgiven, their death to sin accomplished in Christ’s death. This verdict 
cannot be revoked.” 
 — N.T. Wright, Justification 

Glorification: The Future Tense of Grace 

On the other end of the journey stands glorification — the final, completed, eternal 
conformity of the believer to the image of Christ. This is the destination toward which all of 
sanctification is moving. 

“And those whom He predestined, He also called; and those whom He called, He also 
justified; and those whom He justified, He also glorified.” 
 — Romans 8:30 (NASB) 

Note the past tense Paul uses for glorification — “he glorified.” It is so certain in the mind 
and purpose of God that Paul speaks of a future event as already completed. This is the 
settled assurance of the Christian hope: God will finish what He started. 

Glorification means the total eradication of sin’s presence, the resurrection of the body, 
and the complete conformity of the believer to the likeness of Jesus Christ. It is not a 
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reward for the most diligent sanctifiers — it is the promised inheritance of every child of 
God. 

Sanctification: The Present Tense of Grace 

Between justification and glorification lies the terrain of sanctification — the territory in 
which most of us actually live. It is the present tense of grace. The ongoing, progressive, 
Spirit-empowered work of becoming what God has already declared us to be. 

“But we all, with unveiled faces, looking as in a mirror at the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 3:18 (NASB) 

“Are being transformed” — present passive. Something is happening to us. Something 
ongoing. Something that is initiated and sustained from outside ourselves. This is 
sanctification. Not an achievement to be attained but a process to be inhabited. 

The present tense also means that sanctification cannot be rushed, shortcut, or completed 
ahead of schedule. It takes a lifetime. It requires the full scope of human experience — joy 
and suffering, growth and failure, intimacy and wilderness. God uses all of it. 

—  ★  — 

Who You Already Are: Positional Holiness 

Here is the declaration that changes everything: in Christ, you are already holy. 

Not eventually. Not once you have made sufficient progress. Not when you stop struggling 
with that particular sin or finally get your prayer life consistent. Now. Already. In Christ. 

This is what theologians call positional sanctification — the holiness that belongs to you 
not because of your behavior but because of your union with Jesus Christ. When God looks 
at you, He sees you clothed in the righteousness of His Son. 

“By this will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once 
for all.” 
 — Hebrews 10:10 (NASB) 

The verb here — “we have been sanctified” — is in the perfect tense in Greek. The perfect 
tense describes a past action with continuing present results. Something happened — the 
offering of the body of Christ — and its results are still in force. You are sanctified. It has 
been done to you. It stands. 

Paul addresses the church in Corinth — a congregation riddled with division, sexual 
immorality, theological confusion, and relational dysfunction — and calls them “saints” (1 
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Corinthians 1:2). Not because they had achieved sainthood, but because that is what they 
were in Christ. The declaration preceded the reality. The identity came before the 
conformity. 

This matters enormously because identity always precedes transformation. We do not 
become holy in order for God to call us His. God calls us His, and that calling is what makes 
holiness possible. You cannot sanctify yourself into the family of God. You are sanctified 
into it — and then you spend a lifetime learning to live out of that identity. 

“God does not love us because we are valuable. We are valuable because God loves us. 
And what God loves, He transforms — not to make it worthy of love, but because love itself 
is the transforming power.” 
 — Brennan Manning, Abba’s Child 

—  ★  — 

Who You Are Becoming: Progressive Sanctification 

The positional declaration is the foundation. But it is not the whole house. God does not 
simply declare you holy and leave you as you are. He is actively, persistently, and 
sometimes uncomfortably at work making you what He has already called you. 

This is progressive sanctification: the ongoing, Spirit-empowered work of conforming the 
believer’s character, desires, habits, relationships, and inner life to the image of Jesus 
Christ. It is not automatic. It is not without effort. But it is entirely dependent on grace. 

“So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now 
much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God 
who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.” 
 — Philippians 2:12–13 (NASB) 

This text is the heartbeat of progressive sanctification. Two commands that seem to be in 
tension: “work out your salvation” and “it is God who is at work in you.” Paul does not 
resolve the tension — he holds both together. Your effort and God’s energy are not 
competitors. They are collaborators. 

Dallas Willard’s distinction is essential here: grace is not opposed to effort, but to earning. 
The person who trains for a marathon is not earning the ability to run — they are 
cooperating with the physical capacities God has given them in order to develop them. The 
person who practices spiritual disciplines is not earning God’s favor — they are cooperating 
with the Spirit’s work in order to be shaped by it. 
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“The disciplines are not the payment for the transformation. They are the posture of the 
person who wants to be transformed. Grace transforms; we position ourselves to receive 
it.” 
 — Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines 

Progressive sanctification is slow. Anyone who has been a Christian for more than five 
years knows that the pace of transformation rarely matches our impatience. God is not in a 
hurry, which is enormously frustrating to those of us who are. But He is also not idle. The 
work is happening, often beneath the surface, in places we will only recognize years later 
when we look back and realize we are no longer who we were. 

“And I am sure of this, that He who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at 
the day of Jesus Christ.” 
 — Philippians 1:6 (NASB) 

He who began. He who will bring to completion. The confidence of the sanctified life is not 
rooted in our diligence. It is rooted in His faithfulness. 

—  ★  — 

What Gets Sanctification Wrong 

If we are going to walk the sanctified life, we must name and dismantle the distortions. 
Three misunderstandings in particular have done enormous damage to the church’s 
experience of holiness. 

Perfectionism: The Illusion of Arrival 

Perfectionism in its theological form is the belief that the believer can reach a state of 
sinless perfection in this life — a point beyond which the flesh no longer tempts, the Spirit 
no longer needs to convict, and growth is no longer necessary. Some traditions have called 
this “entire sanctification” or “second blessing.” 

The appeal is understandable. We want to be done with the struggle. We want to arrive. But 
the New Testament offers no such destination this side of glorification. Paul — writing near 
the end of his ministry, after decades of walking with God — said with striking honesty: 

“Not that I have already obtained it or have already been made perfect, but I press on so 
that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 3:12 (NASB) 

Paul had not arrived. He was pressing. And if the apostle Paul was still pressing, the 
doctrine of achieved perfection should give us pause. More than pause — it should liberate 
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us. You are not behind because you are still struggling. Struggle is the condition of the 
pilgrim, not the mark of the failed Christian. 

“The saint is not a person who has conquered sin. The saint is a person who has been 
conquered by grace — and who keeps walking in that direction, one stumbling step at a 
time.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

Antinomianism: The Abuse of Grace 

If perfectionism errs in one direction by demanding too much, antinomianism errs in the 
other by demanding too little. Antinomianism — from the Greek anti (against) and nomos 
(law) — is the belief that grace has so completely freed the believer from moral obligation 
that the pursuit of holiness is unnecessary, optional, or even a betrayal of grace. 

Paul anticipated this error and addressed it head-on: 

“What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? Far from it! 
How shall we who died to sin still live in it?” 
 — Romans 6:1–2 (NASB) 

The phrase “far from it” is one of Paul’s strongest negatives — in the Greek, mē genoito, 
which could be rendered “абsolutely not,” “it must not be,” or in the language of a 
firefighter, “Not a chance.” The grace that saves is the same grace that transforms. They 
cannot be separated without destroying both. 

The danger of antinomianism is that it produces people who claim the benefits of the cross 
while showing little interest in the character of Christ. Cheap grace, Bonhoeffer called it — 
grace without discipleship, forgiveness without repentance, belonging without 
transformation. 

“Cheap grace is the grace we bestow on ourselves. Costly grace is the gospel which must 
be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which a man must 
knock.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship 

Moralism: The Confusion of Cause and Effect 

The third and perhaps most common distortion is moralism: the belief that holiness is 
primarily a matter of behavioral compliance — that if you do the right things consistently 
enough, you will become a holy person. 
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Moralism is not obvious in its wrongness. It looks a lot like faithfulness. People who are 
moralistic often attend church, read their Bibles, avoid conspicuous sin, and give 
generously. The problem is not what they do. The problem is what is driving it. 

Moralism makes obedience the root rather than the fruit of the Christian life. It confuses 
the evidence of transformation with the mechanism of transformation. It produces people 
who are behaviorally compliant but inwardly unchanged — who keep the rules not out of 
love for God but out of fear of consequences or desire for approval. 

Jesus reserved His sharpest words not for prostitutes and tax collectors, but for the 
moralists — the Pharisees who had elevated behavioral compliance to the status of 
righteousness and had produced a religion of performance without transformation. 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and of 
the dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence.” 
 — Matthew 23:25 (NASB) 

The sanctified life is not the cleaned-outside cup. It is a cup that has been transformed 
from the inside out — so that what comes from it is genuinely different, not just differently 
presented. 

“The goal of spiritual formation is not behavioral modification. It is the transformation of the 
whole person — thought, will, emotion, body, social life — into the likeness of Christ.” 
 — Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart 

—  ★  — 

Living in the Tension 

We return now to J.I. Packer’s declaration: “The tension between these two is not 
contradiction — it is the engine of the Christian life.” 

Already holy. Not yet fully holy. Both true simultaneously. Both essential to the Christian 
life. 

Many believers instinctively want to resolve this tension — to collapse the “already” into 
the “not yet” (perfectionism) or the “not yet” into the “already” (antinomianism). But the 
tension is not a problem to be solved. It is a reality to be inhabited. 

Living in the tension means waking up every morning knowing two things simultaneously: I 
am completely accepted by God in Christ — and I am not yet the person He is making me. 
Both of those truths are necessary. The first provides the security from which 
transformation becomes possible. The second provides the direction toward which 
transformation is aimed. 
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Without the “already,” holiness becomes a project of self-improvement undertaken to earn 
what we do not yet have. Without the “not yet,” holiness becomes a settled comfort that 
requires nothing of us today. 

The person who walks in the tension is simultaneously at rest and in motion. At rest, 
because the verdict has been rendered and the love is secure. In motion, because the 
journey is ongoing and the destination is glorious. 

“Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We 
know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is. And 
everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure.” 
 — 1 John 3:2–3 (NASB) 

We are. We will be. And because of both, we purify ourselves now. 

That is the grammar of the sanctified life. And it is the grammar that will guide every chapter 
that follows. 

—  ★  — 

A Word for Those Who Work in the Fire 

For those who serve in the helping professions — firefighters, paramedics, law 
enforcement, chaplains, nurses, counselors — this chapter carries a particular weight. 

The nature of your work conditions you to assess people quickly and categorize them by 
what they have done or failed to do. Competent or incompetent. Reliable or unreliable. 
Made the call or didn’t. That is a necessary skill on the fireground. It is a deadly one in the 
spiritual life. 

You may have applied that same binary thinking to your own sanctification — measuring 
yourself against a standard of spiritual performance, tallying your failures against your 
successes, wondering if God is as disappointed in your spiritual life as your inner critic is. 

Here is the word for you: the doctrine of positional sanctification is not a theology for the 
spiritually comfortable. It is emergency medical care for the soul. You are already holy in 
Christ. Not because you have performed well. Because He did. And the progressive work 
He is doing in you is not conditional on your keeping pace with it. 

He will not leave you as He found you. But He will also not abandon you because the 
process is slow. 
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“You are simultaneously a great sinner and a great lover of God. Both are true. And the God 
who made you holds both without contradiction.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Furious Longing of God 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Sit with these questions before moving to the next chapter. Resist the urge to answer 
quickly. The most important answers rise slowly. 

 

●  1.  How have you understood holiness up to this point — as something earned or 
something received? Where did that understanding come from? 

●  2.  Which of the three misunderstandings — perfectionism, antinomianism, or moralism 
— has most shaped your approach to the Christian life? What has been the fruit of that 
approach? 

●  3.  What would change in your daily life if you truly believed that God already sees you as 
holy in Christ — not because of what you have done, but because of what He has done? 

●  4.  Where do you find it most difficult to live in the tension between “already” and “not 
yet”? Do you tend to collapse into one side or the other? 

●  5.  Paul said he was still pressing, still not arrived — even near the end of his life. How 
does that admission change the way you evaluate your own spiritual progress? 

 

For Deeper Reflection:  Read 1 Corinthians 1:1–2 and notice how Paul addresses people 
he is about to rebuke for serious sin as “sanctified in Christ Jesus.” What does that 
sequencing tell you about how God uses identity to invite transformation rather than 
demanding it as a precondition? 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part One  —  Chapter Two 

 

The Holy Spirit 

The Agent of All Sanctification 

 

“But we all, with unveiled faces, looking as in a mirror at the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 3:18 (NASB) 

 

“Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 3:17 (NASB) 

 

“The Spirit does not come to make us more religious. He comes to make us more like Jesus 
— and those two things are not always the same.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

—  ★  — 

The Forgotten Person 

In the firehouse, every member of the crew matters. You might have the best officer in the 
department, the most experienced captain, the most well-equipped rig in the fleet — but if 
you go in shorthanded, if one critical position on the team is vacant or ignored, the whole 
operation is compromised. Fires do not forgive gaps in the crew. 

The church has often treated the Holy Spirit like a vacant position on the crew. We affirm 
His existence in our doctrinal statements. We mention Him in our liturgy. We invoke His 
name in our prayers. But in the daily, practical business of the Christian life — in the actual 
work of becoming holy — He is frequently the absent member, the position we have left 
unstaffed while we try to manage sanctification with the resources available to us. 

The result is exactly what you would expect: exhaustion, stagnation, and the creeping 
suspicion that something essential is missing. 

Something is missing. Or rather, Someone. 
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The Holy Spirit is not an optional upgrade to the Christian life. He is not a second-tier 
spiritual experience reserved for a particular kind of Christian. He is not an impersonal 
force or a theological concept or a feeling that comes and goes unpredictably. He is a 
Person — the third member of the eternal Trinity — and He is the agent through whom every 
dimension of sanctification is accomplished. 

Without Him, what we call sanctification is nothing but moral self-improvement dressed in 
religious language. With Him, the impossible becomes not only possible but inevitable — 
because what He begins, He finishes. 

“Have you ever wondered why it is that, with the Bible in our hands and churches on every 
corner, so many Christians live in defeat? The answer is almost always the same: they are 
trying to do by human effort what only the Holy Spirit can do.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, How to Be Filled with the Holy Spirit 

—  ★  — 

Person, Not Principle: Who the Holy Spirit Is 

Before we can understand what the Holy Spirit does in the sanctified life, we must be clear 
about who He is. And this clarity matters more than it might seem, because the way we 
understand His identity shapes the way we relate to Him. 

Much popular Christian language about the Holy Spirit inadvertently reduces Him to an 
impersonal force — a divine energy, a spiritual power, a sacred feeling. We speak of being 
“filled” with the Spirit the way a gas tank is filled with fuel. We speak of His “presence” the 
way we might speak of an atmosphere or a mood. These metaphors are not wrong in 
themselves, but if they become the primary framework, they produce a spirituality that is 
more about managing power than relating to a Person. 

The Scripture is unambiguous: the Holy Spirit is a Person. 

He Thinks 

“For the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God. For who among men knows the 
thoughts of a man except the spirit of the man which is in him? Even so the thoughts of God 
no one knows except the Spirit of God.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 2:10–11 (NASB) 

The Spirit searches. He knows. He comprehends the depths of the divine mind. These are 
not the attributes of a force or an energy — they are the attributes of a mind, a Person who 
thinks. 

 



26 
 

He Wills 

“But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually 
just as He wills.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 12:11 (NASB) 

The Spirit distributes gifts according to His own will. Not randomly. Not automatically. 
According to the intentional, purposeful decision of a Person who knows what He is doing 
and why. 

He Feels 

“Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.” 
 — Ephesians 4:30 (NASB) 

You cannot grieve an impersonal force. You cannot hurt the feelings of electricity or wound 
the sensibilities of wind. Grief is a response of a person to something that matters to them. 
The fact that Scripture tells us not to grieve the Spirit tells us that He has a relational 
investment in us — that what we do with our lives touches Him personally. 

He is also described as the Paraclete — the Helper, the Advocate, the One called alongside 
(John 14:16). He intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words (Romans 8:26). He 
bears witness alongside our spirits (Romans 8:16). He guides, leads, and speaks (John 
16:13–14). 

All of this is the language of relationship, not mechanism. The Spirit is not a spiritual tool 
we learn to operate. He is a Person we learn to know, to trust, to follow, and yes — to yield 
to. The sanctified life is not a program managed by willpower and technique. It is a 
relationship cultivated in daily, dependent communion with the Person of the Holy Spirit. 

Core Truth:  Sanctification is not a solo project with divine assistance. It is a collaborative 
relationship with the Person of the Holy Spirit — in which He is always the Senior Partner. 

“The Holy Spirit is not an influence or a force or a spiritual atmosphere. He is a Person — 
with all the attributes of personhood. And He is present with you right now, closer than your 
own breath, more interested in your transformation than you are.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

—  ★  — 
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What the Spirit Does at Conversion 

The Holy Spirit’s work in the believer does not begin at sanctification. It begins earlier — at 
the moment of conversion — in three simultaneous and inseparable acts that form the 
foundation of everything that follows. 

Regeneration: The New Birth 

Regeneration is the Spirit’s act of making alive what was spiritually dead. Jesus called it 
being “born again” — and He was careful to identify the agent of that new birth precisely. 

“Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he 
cannot enter into the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that 
which is born of the Spirit is spirit.’” 
 — John 3:5–6 (NASB) 

Regeneration is not a moral improvement of the old nature. It is the creation of a new 
nature. Paul describes it as a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17), Ezekiel prophesied it as a 
heart of flesh replacing a heart of stone (Ezekiel 36:26), and John calls it being born of God 
(1 John 5:1). The Spirit does not renovate the old self. He creates the new one. 

This matters for sanctification because it means that the person who is being sanctified is 
genuinely, ontologically different from the person they were before conversion. They are not 
a sinner trying to act more like a saint. They are a saint — a new creation — learning to live 
out of their true nature rather than the old one. 

“You do not make yourself a new creation. You receive it. The Spirit gives what neither 
willpower nor religion can manufacture — a genuinely new heart that desires what God 
desires.” 
 — John Piper, Desiring God 

Indwelling: The Permanent Presence 

At conversion, the Spirit does not merely visit the believer. He takes up residence. This is 
one of the most staggering claims of the New Testament — not that God is near, not that He 
is attentive, but that He literally dwells within the person who has trusted Christ. 

“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?” 
 — 1 Corinthians 6:19 (NASB) 

The word temple here — naos in Greek — is not the word for the outer courts of the temple 
complex. It is the word for the inner sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, the place where the glory 
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of God dwelt. Paul is saying that the believer’s body has become that place. The Spirit of 
God has made His home in you. 

The implications for sanctification are enormous. You are never left alone in the work of 
becoming holy. You never face a temptation without the Spirit present. You never wrestle 
with a sin pattern without the Convictor nearby. You never face a moment of spiritual 
formation without the Transformer already in residence. He is not a distant ally you must 
summon. He is closer to you than your own heartbeat. 

Sealing: The Guarantee of Completion 

“In Him you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation — 
having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise, who is given as 
a pledge of our inheritance, with a view to the redemption of God’s own possession, to the 
praise of His glory.” 
 — Ephesians 1:13–14 (NASB) 

The sealing of the Spirit is the divine guarantee that the work begun at conversion will be 
completed at glorification. The Greek word translated “pledge” or “deposit” (arrabōn) was a 
commercial term — the down payment that legally bound the buyer to complete the 
purchase. The Spirit is God’s down payment on your glorification. His presence in you now 
is the guarantee of His full work in you then. 

For the person walking the sanctified life through difficulty — through seasons of spiritual 
dryness, through the long, slow grind of persistent sin patterns, through the dark night of 
the soul — this sealing is a lifeline. God has not abandoned the project. He has put His 
Spirit as the down payment. He is legally, covenantally, divinely committed to finishing 
what He started. 

—  ★  — 

The Spirit’s Sanctifying Work 

From the foundation of regeneration, indwelling, and sealing, the Spirit moves into the 
ongoing work of sanctification — the daily, progressive transformation of the believer into 
the likeness of Christ. This work operates through three primary channels. 

Conviction: The Spirit Who Tells the Truth 

The first work of the Spirit in sanctification is one that no one enjoys but everyone needs: 
conviction. 
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“And He, when He comes, will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and 
judgment.” 
 — John 16:8 (NASB) 

Conviction is the Holy Spirit’s act of bringing the truth about our sin into sharp, 
uncomfortable focus. Not to condemn, but to correct. Not to destroy, but to heal. The Spirit 
convicts the way a physician delivers a diagnosis — not to make you feel terrible for its own 
sake, but because accurate diagnosis is the only path to genuine treatment. 

It is essential to distinguish between the conviction of the Holy Spirit and the 
condemnation of the enemy. Paul draws this line clearly: “There is now no condemnation 
for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). Condemnation says, “You are worthless. 
You will never change. God is done with you.” Conviction says, “This is wrong. This is hurting 
you and others. Turn from it. I will help you.” 

Conviction leads somewhere. Condemnation is a dead end. The Spirit only convicts; the 
enemy only condemns. Learning to tell the difference is one of the most practically 
important skills in the sanctified life. 

When you feel the weight of a specific sin — the clear, directional sense that something 
needs to change, accompanied by hope that it can — that is the Spirit. When you feel a 
global, crushing shame that names you as irredeemable and hopeless — that is not. 

Illumination: The Spirit Who Opens the Book 

The second channel of the Spirit’s sanctifying work is illumination — His ministry of 
opening the Scriptures to the mind and heart of the believer. 

“But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness 
to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. But he who 
is spiritual appraises all things, yet he himself is appraised by no one.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 2:14–15 (NASB) 

The Bible is not a book that yields its treasures to raw intellectual effort alone. Its deepest 
truths are spiritually appraised — they require the same Spirit who inspired them to 
illumine them. This is why two people can read the same passage: one walks away with a 
head full of information, and the other walks away changed. 

Illumination is not the same as inspiration. Inspiration was the Spirit’s work in guiding the 
original authors of Scripture. Illumination is His ongoing work in guiding the reader to 
understand, apply, and be transformed by what has already been written. 
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This is why approaching Scripture as a purely academic or intellectual exercise misses the 
point. The goal is not to master the text. The goal is to be mastered by it — which is a work 
only the Spirit can accomplish, and only in hearts that have come to the page with humility 
and hunger rather than analysis alone. 

“Read the Bible not to increase your knowledge but to feed your soul. The Spirit who wrote 
it still inhabits it. Come expectantly, come humbly, and come ready to be undone.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

Transformation: The Spirit Who Changes Everything 

The third and most comprehensive channel is transformation — the Spirit’s work of actually 
reshaping the interior landscape of the believer: mind, will, emotion, desire, and character. 

“But we all, with unveiled faces, looking as in a mirror at the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 3:18 (NASB) 

The word translated “transformed” here is metamorphoo — the same word used to 
describe the transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain (Matthew 17:2), and the same word 
Paul uses in Romans 12:2. It is a word of radical, fundamental change — not surface 
renovation but deep-level metamorphosis. 

And notice: this transformation is described in the passive voice. We are being 
transformed. We do not transform ourselves. The Spirit transforms. We look — we orient 
ourselves toward the glory of God, we position ourselves in His presence, we remove the 
veil of self-protection and religious pretense — and the transformation happens to us as a 
result. 

The fruit of this transformation is not a list of behaviors. It is a list of characteristics — 
qualities that emerge organically from a life that is genuinely being changed from within. 

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.” 
 — Galatians 5:22–23 (NASB) 

Fruit does not strain to exist. It grows. You do not watch an apple tree grunt and labor to 
produce apples. You water it, you plant it in good soil, you prune it, and the fruit emerges 
because of what the tree is. The Spirit-transformed life is the same: the fruit of love, joy, 
peace — these are not achievements to be manufactured. They are the natural overflow of 
a life increasingly inhabited and shaped by the Spirit of God. 

—  ★  — 
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How We Hinder the Spirit’s Work 

If the Holy Spirit is the agent of all sanctification, then the most urgent question for the 
believer becomes: How do I cooperate with His work? But before we can answer that, we 
must honestly address its shadow: How do we hinder it? 

The New Testament uses two distinct words to describe the ways believers obstruct the 
Spirit’s sanctifying work. Both are worth examining carefully, because each names a 
different failure mode. 

Grieving the Spirit: The Sin of Commission 

“Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 
Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along 
with all malice.” 
 — Ephesians 4:30–31 (NASB) 

Paul’s command not to grieve the Spirit is embedded in a section about relational sin — 
bitterness, wrath, anger, slander, malice. The Spirit is grieved by the sins we commit, 
particularly those that damage our relationships with other people. This is a deeply 
personal image: a Person who loves us deeply, watching us choose what harms us and 
others, feeling the grief of that choice. 

Grieving the Spirit does not evict Him from the believer. He remains — He is the seal, and 
the seal cannot be broken by the believer’s sin. But it creates a relational distance, a 
diminished sensitivity, a quieting of His voice in the conscience. The person who habitually 
grieves the Spirit begins to find that they can no longer hear Him clearly — not because He 
has left, but because they have cultivated the habit of ignoring Him. 

The corrective is not primarily effort. It is repentance — the honest naming of what has 
been done, the turning from it, and the restoration of the relational posture of surrender. 
The Spirit responds to repentance with remarkable swiftness. He is, after all, not merely a 
law to be obeyed but a Person eager for restored relationship. 

Quenching the Spirit: The Sin of Omission 

“Do not quench the Spirit.” 
 — 1 Thessalonians 5:19 (NASB) 

Where grieving the Spirit involves doing what we should not, quenching involves failing to 
do what we should. The image is of fire — the Spirit as flame, and the believer as the person 
who douses it with the cold water of apathy, unbelief, busyness, or fear. 
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The Spirit moves. He prompts. He stirs the heart toward prayer, toward obedience, toward 
bold speech, toward radical generosity, toward the uncomfortable conversation that needs 
to happen. And the believer, for a hundred reasonable-sounding reasons, does not 
respond. 

Quenching the Spirit is the quiet, respectable sin of the well-organized Christian life. You 
are not doing anything scandalous. You are simply not doing the thing the Spirit is calling 
you toward. And over time, the flame dims — not because the Spirit is weaker, but because 
the soul that refuses to respond to His leading becomes less and less attuned to hearing it. 

The person who consistently quenches the Spirit does not usually look like a spiritual 
failure. They look like a stable, functional Christian who has organized their life around what 
is manageable and predictable. The Spirit, however, is neither manageable nor predictable. 
And the sanctified life cannot be contained in a calendar. 

“We organize our spiritual lives to minimize discomfort and maximize control. And then we 
wonder why we feel so little of God. The Spirit is not domesticated. He moves where He 
will. To follow Him is to release the grip on the predictable life.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

—  ★  — 

Walking in Step: The Galatians 5 Vision 

Over against the failures of grieving and quenching stands the New Testament’s positive 
vision of Spirit-filled sanctification. Paul frames it in Galatians 5 with a military metaphor 
that would have been immediately recognizable to his first-century readers. 

“But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh.” 
 — Galatians 5:16 (NASB) 

“If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit.” 
 — Galatians 5:25 (NASB) 

In verse 16, the word for “walk” is peripateō — a general word for daily conduct, the 
ordinary movement of life. Walk by the Spirit. In verse 25, the word shifts: stoicheō — a 
military term meaning to march in rank, to keep step, to move in close formation with 
another. Live by the Spirit, keep in step with the Spirit. 

The difference is instructive. The first is general direction: orient your life toward the Spirit. 
The second is specific synchrony: match His pace, move when He moves, stop when He 
stops, turn when He turns. Not ahead. Not behind. In step. 
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This is the vision of the sanctified life that Galatians 5 offers — not a believer who is 
managed by rules, but a believer who is guided by a Person. Not someone who consults a 
moral code before each decision, but someone who has cultivated such an intimate 
knowledge of the Spirit’s voice that they move through life in continuous, responsive 
relationship with Him. 

Paul then lays out the contrast in stark terms: 

The Works of the Flesh 

“Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: sexual immorality, impurity, indecent 
behavior, idolatry, witchcraft, hostilities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, selfish 
ambition, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these — of 
which I forewarn you, just as I have forewarned you, that those who practice such things 
will not inherit the kingdom of God.” 
 — Galatians 5:19–21 (NASB) 

This is the landscape of a life not led by the Spirit — a life in which the flesh’s appetites are 
allowed to set the direction. Notice that the list is not merely about obvious moral failures. 
It includes relational sins — hostilities, strife, jealousy, selfish ambition, factions — that are 
completely at home in respectable religious communities. The flesh is not always loud. 
Sometimes it wears a necktie and sits in the front pew. 

The Fruit of the Spirit 

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.” 
 — Galatians 5:22–23 (NASB) 

Here is what the Spirit-led life produces — and it is worth sitting with this list slowly, 
because it describes not a list of behaviors but a quality of being. Love that is not 
conditional on deserving. Joy that is not dependent on circumstances. Peace that is not the 
absence of conflict but the presence of God in the midst of it. Patience that endures. 
Kindness that seeks the good of others. Goodness that is morally beautiful. Faithfulness 
that holds. Gentleness that is strong without being harsh. Self-control that is the fruit of 
surrender rather than the achievement of willpower. 

Paul ends the list with a wry observation: “against such things there is no law.” No law is 
needed to regulate love. No ordinance is necessary to govern genuine joy. The person who 
is bearing the fruit of the Spirit has moved beyond law — not in the antinomian sense of 
being freed from moral obligation, but in the evangelical sense of being so transformed by 
the Spirit that the life the law demanded has become the life they naturally live. 
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“The man who walks in the Spirit does not ask, ‘What is the minimum the law requires?’ He 
asks, ‘What does love demand?’ And it is the Spirit who gives him both the question and the 
answer.” 
 — John Stott, The Message of Galatians 

—  ★  — 

Practical Postures: How to Walk with the Spirit 

The theology of the Spirit’s role in sanctification is not difficult to understand. The practice 
is where most of us get lost. How, in the actual texture of daily life — in the noise and 
pressure and distraction of a world that conspires against spiritual attention — do we 
cultivate the posture of walking in step with the Spirit? 

Three postures are foundational: 

Yielding: The Daily Surrender 

Yielding is the posture of the open hand — the daily, deliberate act of releasing control of 
your life, your plans, your preferences, and your outcomes to the leadership of the Spirit. 

Paul uses the language of “offering” in Romans 12:1 — presenting your body as a living 
sacrifice. The altar image is striking: once something is placed on the altar, it is no longer 
yours to take back. Yielding is that act, repeated daily. Not because yesterday’s surrender is 
insufficient, but because the flesh is relentlessly reclaiming what we repeatedly give over. 

A practical form of yielding: Begin each morning with a prayer that does not ask God for 
anything — that simply places the day, the body, the mind, and the will on the altar and 
says, “Yours. Do with me today what You will.” This is not a passive resignation. It is an 
active, courageous choice to live the day under Someone else’s leadership. 

Listening: The Cultivated Attentiveness 

The Spirit speaks. Not always in dramatic or audible ways, but consistently — through 
Scripture, through the community of faith, through circumstances, through the inner 
witness of conscience shaped by years of formation, through the sense of divine prompting 
that is simultaneously quiet and unmistakable. 

Listening is a cultivated discipline. It requires the deliberate creation of silence in a life that 
is otherwise saturated with noise. It requires the regular practice of sitting with Scripture 
not to extract information but to be encountered by the Living Word. It requires learning to 
distinguish between the Spirit’s voice and the other voices that crowd the interior — the 
voice of fear, the voice of the flesh, the voice of culture, the voice of the enemy. 
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“Your ears will hear a word behind you, ‘This is the way, walk in it,’ whenever you turn to the 
right or to the left.” 
 — Isaiah 30:21 (NASB) 

Learning to hear that voice — that consistent, directional word of the Spirit — is itself a 
sanctifying process. The more you listen, the more you hear. The more you hear, the more 
you can respond. The more you respond, the more attuned you become. It is a virtuous 
cycle that the Spirit Himself initiates and sustains. 

Following: The Obedience That Completes the Posture 

Yielding without following is intention without action. Listening without following is hearing 
without responding. The posture of walking in step with the Spirit is only complete when 
listening becomes obeying — when the Spirit’s prompting is met with the believer’s 
movement. 

Following the Spirit is rarely dramatic. Occasionally it involves the kind of clear, 
unmistakable divine direction that reshapes the entire trajectory of a life. More often it is 
the next right thing — the apology the Spirit has been nudging you toward for three days, the 
person you keep thinking about but have not called, the generous act that seems 
impractical but keeps returning to your mind. 

The person who follows the Spirit in the small things discovers that the Spirit is faithful with 
larger assignments as they come. Obedience builds the muscle of attunement. Each step 
of following makes the next step easier to discern. 

“Do the next thing. That is all the guidance you need. The Spirit will make the next thing 
clear when you have done this one.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

—  ★  — 

A Word for Those Who Have Been Disappointed 

Some readers will arrive at this chapter carrying not hunger but hurt. You have heard 
teaching about the Holy Spirit before — and it left you feeling like you were doing it wrong, 
like everyone else was having an experience of the Spirit you had been denied, like the 
spiritual electricity that seemed to flow so freely for others had somehow bypassed your 
circuit. 

That wound is real, and it deserves to be named. 

Some teaching about the Spirit has been, frankly, harmful — creating hierarchies of 
spiritual experience that leave ordinary believers feeling like second-class citizens of the 
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Kingdom, or producing such an emphasis on dramatic manifestations that the quieter, 
steadier, equally profound work of the Spirit goes completely unrecognized. 

Here is what is true: The Holy Spirit is not playing favorites. He is not withholding Himself 
from you because you lack a particular experience or have not achieved a sufficient 
spiritual level. He is already in you — sealed, indwelling, present. The work He is doing may 
be quieter than you expected. It may be slower. It may look less like what you have seen in 
certain circles and more like the patient, steady conforming of a life that is gradually, 
almost imperceptibly, becoming more like Jesus. 

That is still Him. It counts. It matters. And it is enough. 

“He will not cry out or raise His voice, nor make His voice heard in the street. A bruised reed 
He will not break and a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish; He will faithfully bring 
forth justice.” 
 — Isaiah 42:2–3 (NASB) 

The Spirit who hovered over the chaos of creation (Genesis 1:2) is the same Spirit who 
moves with infinite gentleness over the chaos of your interior life. He does not break 
bruised reeds. He does not extinguish smoldering wicks. He fans them — patiently, 
faithfully, until the flame catches. 

“The Spirit’s work in you is deeper than your experience of it. He is doing more than you can 
see. Trust what you cannot track.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Inner Voice of Love 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Take your time with these. Some of the most important work of sanctification happens not 
in the reading, but in the sitting still afterward. 

 

1.    Have you related to the Holy Spirit primarily as a Person or as a power/force? What 
difference might it make to your daily life to relate to Him as the former? 

2.    In what areas of your life do you most frequently grieve the Spirit? In what areas do you 
most frequently quench Him? Are those the same areas or different ones? 

3.    When you read the list of the Spirit’s fruit (Galatians 5:22–23), which quality is most 
obviously present in your life right now? Which is most obviously absent? 
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4.    Are you in the habit of yielding, listening, and following — or do you tend to carry the 
weight of the Christian life primarily on your own effort? What is one practical change you 
could make this week? 

5.    If you have been disappointed by past teaching or experience related to the Holy Spirit, 
what would it take to receive the truth of His indwelling presence with fresh openness? 

 

For Deeper Reflection:  Read Romans 8:1–17 slowly and notice every reference to the 
Spirit. Count them. Map what He does in each verse. Then ask: How much of what Paul 
describes is currently a lived reality in my daily experience — and what might be hindering 
the rest? 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part One  —  Chapter Three 

 

The Word of God 

The Instrument of Sanctification 

 

“Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth.” 
 — John 17:17 (NASB) 

 

“For the word of God is living and active, and sharper than any two-edged sword, even 
penetrating as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to 
judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” 
 — Hebrews 4:12 (NASB) 

 

“The Bible is not the light of the world. It is the light of the church. But out there where the 
dark is, Christians carry the gospel.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

 

“A man’s spiritual health is exactly proportional to his love for God and his love for the 
Word.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

—  ★  — 

The Night the Radio Saved Everything 

Every firefighter knows the weight of a radio call that comes at exactly the right moment. 
You are deep in a structure, visibility near zero, disoriented by the smoke and the heat and 
the strange way fire rearranges your sense of direction. And then the voice comes — your 
incident commander, steady and clear over the noise — and suddenly you know which way 
is out. 

That radio is not decorative. It is not a religious accessory strapped to your chest for 
appearance’s sake. It is the lifeline between you and the voice that can see what you 
cannot, that knows the building’s layout, that is tracking every condition change in real 
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time. You trust that radio with your life, because in those moments, it quite literally is your 
life. 

The Word of God is that radio. 

Not a religious decoration. Not a moral handbook for people who prefer that kind of thing. 
Not a collection of ancient wisdom that may or may not be applicable to your particular 
situation. It is the living, active, present voice of God — the lifeline between the soul and 
the One who can see what we cannot, who knows the terrain we are navigating, who is 
tracking every condition of our interior life in real time. 

Jesus did not pray for His disciples’ sanctification and then offer them a method or a 
technique or a religious system. He offered them truth. And He identified that truth with 
breathtaking precision: “Your word is truth.” The instrument of sanctification is the 
Scripture — not as raw information to be processed, but as the living voice of a living God to 
be encountered, received, and obeyed. 

This chapter is about learning to hear that voice — and about what happens in the soul 
when it does. 

—  ★  — 

More Than a Book: The Living Quality of Scripture 

There is a temptation, especially for those with academic or literary instincts, to approach 
the Bible primarily as a text — to read it with the same posture you bring to any significant 
piece of literature: analytically, critically, admiringly, but ultimately from the outside looking 
in. 

That approach will yield a great deal of information. It will produce very little 
transformation. 

The author of Hebrews uses language that should permanently disrupt the notion that 
Scripture is merely a great text: 

“For the word of God is living and active, and sharper than any two-edged sword, even 
penetrating as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to 
judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” 
 — Hebrews 4:12 (NASB) 
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Four words in this verse deserve slow, deliberate attention. 

Living (zōn) 

The word of God is alive. Not “timeless” in the sense that good literature is timeless — not 
merely relevant across centuries because it captures something true about the human 
condition. Alive in the sense that it is animated by the same Spirit who hovered over the 
waters at creation, who raised Jesus from the dead, who indwells every believer. The Bible 
is not a record of what God once said. It is the medium through which God is still speaking. 

This is why the same passage can be read a hundred times and then, on the hundred and 
first reading, open into an entirely new depth of meaning and personal address. The text 
has not changed. But the Living God behind it is speaking into a new moment, a new need, 
a new interior condition. He meets you in the text where you actually are, not where you 
were the last time you read it. 

Active (energes) 

The Greek word translated “active” is energes — from which we get the English word 
“energy.” It means operative, effective, at work. The word of God is not passive information 
waiting to be acted upon by a sufficiently motivated reader. It is itself active. It does things. 
It works. 

Paul uses the same root word in 1 Thessalonians 2:13: 

“For this reason we also constantly thank God that when you received the word of God 
which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but for what it really is, 
the word of God, which also is at work in you who believe.” 
 — 1 Thessalonians 2:13 (NASB) 

At work in you. Not merely available to you. Not merely inspirational to you. At work in you 
— doing something inside the soul of the person who has received it in faith. The Scripture 
is not the passive object of our study. It is the active subject of God’s ongoing work in our 
souls. 

Sharp (tomos) 

The word of God is sharp — sharper, the author says, than any two-edged sword. The 
Roman gladius, the two-edged short sword that was the primary weapon of the imperial 
legions, could cut on both the forward and the return stroke. The word of God exceeds even 
that precision. 

Sharp things do two things: they cut away what does not belong, and they open what needs 
to be reached. A surgeon’s scalpel is sharp not to harm but to heal — to remove what is 
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destroying from the inside, to open the body so that what is hidden can be treated. 
Scripture is the scalpel of the Spirit. Its sharpness is not cruelty. It is surgical mercy. 

Discerning (kritikos) 

The word translated “judge” in the phrase “judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart” 
is kritikos — from which we get the word “critical.” It carries the sense of discrimination, 
discernment, the ability to separate what is mixed together. 

The Scripture does not merely expose bad behavior. It reaches beneath behavior to the 
level of motivation — to the hidden, interior “why” that drives everything visible. It 
distinguishes between the thought and the intention behind the thought, between the 
surface presentation of the soul and its actual condition. Nothing in the interior life is 
opaque to the Word. Every hidden room is accessible to the text that the Spirit is wielding. 

Core Truth:  The Bible is not merely a book about God. It is a book through which God is 
actively present, doing His transforming work in the soul of every reader who comes to it 
with openness and faith. 

“Scripture is not the record of God’s past voice. It is the medium of His present voice. He is 
not done speaking. He speaks here, now, in these pages, to you.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book 

—  ★  — 

The Mirror That Tells the Truth 

James offers a different metaphor for Scripture’s role in the sanctified life — one that is less 
dramatic than a two-edged sword but no less penetrating: 

“For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his 
natural face in a mirror; for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has 
immediately forgotten what kind of person he was. But one who looks intently at the perfect 
law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an 
effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does.” 
 — James 1:23–25 (NASB) 

The mirror metaphor cuts to the heart of one of the most pervasive problems in Christian 
spirituality: the accumulation of biblical knowledge that produces no corresponding 
transformation. James names this with a simplicity that should be uncomfortable: hearing 
without doing is like glancing at your face in a mirror and immediately forgetting what you 
saw. 
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We have all encountered this person. We may have been this person. Theologically well-
informed, Scripturally literate, capable of engaging in sophisticated discussion about 
doctrine and hermeneutics and the finer points of systematic theology — and yet, at the 
level of actual character and conduct, no more like Jesus than the person who has never 
opened a Bible. 

The mirror image does several things simultaneously. It affirms that Scripture reveals — 
that it shows us something true about ourselves that we might not otherwise see. It warns 
that revelation without response produces no benefit — that seeing and walking away 
unchanged is worse than not seeing at all, because it develops the habit of inoculation, of 
encountering the truth and being unaffected by it. And it holds out the promise that the 
person who “looks intently” — who gazes into the Word with sustained, responsive 
attention — will be changed by what they see. 

The key phrase is “looks intently” — parakupto in Greek, the word used of bending over to 
peer closely at something. It is the word used in John 20:5 when the disciple stoops to look 
into the empty tomb. This is not a casual glance. It is the concentrated, expectant attention 
of someone who believes they are about to see something that will change them. 

“The Word of God is not meant to be an object of study. It is meant to be a mirror of 
encounter. You do not come away from a mirror having learned about mirrors. You come 
away knowing something true about yourself.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book 

What does the Word reveal when we look intently? It reveals the gap between who we are 
and who God is calling us to be. It reveals the hidden motivations we have dressed in 
acceptable language. It reveals the fears driving our choices, the idols we have constructed 
in the place of God, the relational patterns that are slowly destroying what we love most. It 
reveals us, fully and honestly — and then, in the same breath, it reveals the grace that 
covers and the power that transforms what it has exposed. 

That dual revelation — exposure and grace in the same text — is why the Word is described 
as “the law of liberty.” Not law as bondage. Law as the framework within which genuine 
freedom becomes possible. The truth that exposes is the same truth that liberates. 

—  ★  — 

The Danger of Information Without Transformation 

The first-century church did not have a problem with too little access to the Word of God. 
Many believers had never held a scroll of Scripture. What they had was the oral teaching of 
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apostles and prophets, the letters that circulated among the churches, and the community 
gathered around those words in worship and instruction. 

The twenty-first century church has an entirely different problem: an unprecedented 
surplus of biblical content — study Bibles, commentaries, podcasts, online sermons, 
devotional apps, Bible reading plans, theological degrees — and a corresponding epidemic 
of people who know far more than they are living. 

Information without transformation is not spiritual growth. It is spiritual accumulation — 
the hoarding of theological data without the life-change that data was meant to produce. 
And it is, in its own way, a form of disobedience: hearing the Word and choosing, 
consciously or not, not to do it. 

Jesus was more pointed about this than we usually remember: 

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine and acts on them, may be compared 
to a wise man who built his house on the rock. And everyone who hears these words of 
Mine and does not act on them, will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand.” 
 — Matthew 7:24, 26 (NASB) 

The distinction Jesus draws is not between those who hear and those who do not. Both 
builders heard. The distinction is between those who hear and act and those who hear and 
do not. The hearing, in Jesus’ framework, is not the achievement. It is the prerequisite. 
What matters is the response. 

Dallas Willard identified this as one of the primary structural problems of contemporary 
Christian discipleship — what he called the “gospel of sin management,” a version of 
Christianity focused on what you believe and what you avoid rather than on the 
comprehensive transformation of the whole person: 

“Nondiscipleship is the elephant in the church. It is not that people have tried discipleship 
and found it too difficult. It is that they have never seriously considered it. The expectation 
of transformation has been quietly removed.” 
 — Dallas Willard, The Great Omission 

The antidote to information without transformation is not more information. It is a change 
in the posture with which we receive the information we already have. The question is not 
“How much do I know?” but “How am I being changed by what I know?” The former is the 
question of the student. The latter is the question of the disciple. 

One practical diagnostic: Take any passage of Scripture you have read recently and ask two 
questions. First, what does this text tell me about God? Second, what does obedience to 
this text require of me in the next twenty-four hours? The gap between how clearly you can 
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answer the first question and how specifically you can answer the second is the measure 
of information’s distance from transformation in your current practice. 

—  ★  — 

Formational Reading: Lectio Divina and Its Cousins 

The history of Christian spirituality offers a rich treasury of practices developed specifically 
to move Scripture reading from information transfer to soul formation. Chief among them is 
the ancient practice known as Lectio Divina — Latin for “divine reading” — which has been 
practiced in various forms since at least the sixth century, when St. Benedict made it 
central to monastic life. 

Lectio Divina is not a technique for extracting meaning from a text. It is a posture for being 
addressed by the Living God through His text. The distinction matters enormously. The 
former positions you as the active subject and the Scripture as the passive object. The 
latter reverses the polarity: you become the one who is read, and the Scripture is the living 
address of God to your particular life in this particular moment. 

The practice traditionally moves through four interconnected movements: 

1.  Lectio — Reading — Choose a short passage — no more than a paragraph or a few 
verses. Read it slowly, aloud if possible. Read it not to cover ground but to let the words 
land. Read it once. Wait. Read it again. You are not looking for the main point. You are 
listening for the word or phrase that seems to surface, to shimmer, to catch your attention. 
Trust that prompting. It is rarely accidental. 

2.  Meditatio — Meditation — Take the word or phrase that caught your attention and turn 
it over slowly in the mind. In the ancient tradition, meditation was often done by speaking 
the words quietly, repeatedly — chewing them, as Origen described it, the way the body 
chews food in order to extract its nourishment. Let the word interact with your actual life. 
Where does it touch what is real? Where does it press against something you are carrying? 
Do not rush toward application. Let it work. 

3.  Oratio — Prayer — From meditation, move into prayer — but not the agenda-driven 
prayer of the list. Let the Scripture shape the prayer. Respond to what God has surfaced in 
the meditation. If the word has exposed something, confess it. If it has promised 
something, receive it. If it has commanded something, ask for the grace to obey it. This is 
prayer as dialogue, not monologue — and the Word has just given you the opening line. 

4.  Contemplatio — Contemplation — Finally, rest. Release the words, the analysis, the 
response. Simply be present to the God who has been speaking. Contemplation is not the 
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absence of thought; it is the soul resting in the Presence it has encountered through the 
Word. Some call this the prayer beyond words. It is the moment when the text has done its 
work and the soul simply rests in the One the text has revealed. 

 

Lectio Divina is not the only formational reading practice, nor is it suited to every 
temperament or tradition. But its underlying principle — that Scripture is to be encountered 
as the living address of God rather than mastered as an academic subject — is transferable 
to any reading practice that is genuinely oriented toward formation rather than information. 

Howard Hendricks, the legendary Dallas Seminary professor, made the same point in more 
accessible language: “Read to be changed, not to accumulate information.” The posture of 
the reader determines what the reading produces. 

“Read the Bible as if it were written to you personally. Because it was. God did not write for 
a general audience. He wrote for the specific person reading these specific words right 
now.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

—  ★  — 

Scripture in the Bones: Memorization and Meditation 

There is a practice that was central to Jewish spirituality for millennia, adopted without 
question by Jesus and the apostles, consistently commended by the church’s greatest 
teachers across every century — and largely abandoned by contemporary Western 
Christianity in favor of more convenient alternatives. 

That practice is Scripture memorization. 

We have outsourced our memory to devices. Any passage we want is three seconds away 
on a phone. The result is a Christianity that carries enormous biblical content in its pocket 
and almost none in its heart. 

The Psalmist was not confused about the relationship between memorization and 
sanctification: 

“How can a young man keep his way pure? By keeping it according to Your word. With all my 
heart I have sought You; do not let me wander from Your commandments. Your word I have 
treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against You.” 
 — Psalm 119:9–11 (NASB) 
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Treasured in my heart. Not saved in a Bible app. Not highlighted in a study Bible. Treasured 
in the heart — internalized, owned, made part of the interior architecture of the soul. 

The reason memorization matters for sanctification is straightforward: temptation does not 
wait for you to open an app. The moment of spiritual crisis arrives without an appointment 
and without the leisure of searching a concordance. What is in you in that moment is what 
is available to you in that moment. The Word that has been hidden in the heart is the Word 
that surfaces when the flesh surges, when fear grips, when the old patterns reassert 
themselves. 

Jesus demonstrated this in the wilderness. Three times Satan presented a temptation. 
Three times Jesus responded not with argument or willpower but with specific, memorized 
Scripture: “It is written...” (Matthew 4:4, 7, 10). The weapon He reached for in the heat of 
the moment was the Word He already carried. 

The Practice of Meditation 

Closely related to memorization but distinct from it is the practice of biblical meditation — 
the sustained, unhurried turning of a passage over in the mind throughout the course of a 
day. 

The Hebrew word translated “meditate” in the Old Testament — hagah — carries a rich 
range of meanings: to murmur, to moan, to growl, to muse, to speak quietly to oneself. It is 
the sound of a person who is so occupied with a thought that it is audibly escaping them. It 
is the opposite of the quick, surface reading that characterizes most modern engagement 
with Scripture. 

“This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day 
and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then you 
will make your way prosperous, and then you will achieve success.” 
 — Joshua 1:8 (NASB) 

Day and night. Not the quiet time on Tuesday morning. Not the Bible reading plan checked 
off before breakfast. Day and night — a continuous, ambient engagement with the Word 
that allows it to work on the soul throughout the full range of daily experience. 

A practical approach to meditation: take a single verse — perhaps the verse that surfaced 
in your morning reading — and carry it through the day. Say it aloud during your commute. 
Write it on a card and glance at it between tasks. Let it surface during a conversation. Ask 
the Spirit to connect it to what is actually happening in your day. Let the Word become the 
interpretive lens through which the day’s events are processed rather than the other way 
around. 
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What changes when this becomes a consistent practice? The mind is gradually renewed 
(Romans 12:2) — not by a dramatic one-time event but by the patient, cumulative work of 
God’s Word reshaping the default patterns of thought, assumption, and response. The 
person who has spent years meditating on Scripture does not merely know more Bible. 
They have become differently minded — which is to say, they have become more like the 
Author of the mind they are meditating on. 

“Meditation is the activity of calling to mind, thinking over, dwelling on, and applying to 
oneself the various things one knows about the works, ways, purposes, and promises of 
God. Its purpose is to clear one’s mental and spiritual vision of God, and to let His truth 
make its full and proper impact on one’s mind and heart.” 
 — J.I. Packer, Knowing God 

—  ★  — 

Never One Without the Other: The Word and the Spirit 

The history of the church is littered with the wreckage of two complementary errors, each a 
reaction to the other. 

The first error elevates the Spirit at the expense of the Word. Experience becomes the 
primary authority. Subjective impressions, spiritual feelings, and direct revelations are 
trusted over the objective content of Scripture. The result is a spirituality that is vibrant but 
often unstable — susceptible to manipulation, prone to theological drift, and without the 
ballast of a fixed, authoritative Word. 

The second error elevates the Word at the expense of the Spirit. Doctrinal precision 
becomes the primary concern. Scripture is studied extensively but encountered as a text 
rather than a living voice. The Spirit’s present activity is either minimized or domesticated 
into a safe, predictable formula. The result is a Christianity that is orthodox but often dry — 
knowledgeable about God without the lived experience of knowing Him. 

Both errors produce stunted sanctification. Both are finally failures of integration. 

The Reformers captured the right relationship in a Latin phrase: Verbum et Spiritus — Word 
and Spirit. Not Word or Spirit. Not Word above Spirit, or Spirit beyond Word. Word and 
Spirit, always and inseparably together. 

“All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for 
training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every 
good work.” 
 — 2 Timothy 3:16–17 (NASB) 
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The word translated “God-breathed” — theopneustos — is a compound of theos (God) and 
pneo (to breathe). The Scripture is not merely about God. It is the breath of God — His 
exhaled, living communication to humanity. And breathing is not a past-tense event. God is 
still breathing through the text He breathed out. The Spirit who inspired the Scripture is the 
same Spirit who illumines it now. 

This has a direct and practical implication for how we approach the Word. We do not read 
Scripture alone. We read it in the presence of its Author. The proper approach to the Bible is 
the approach of prayer: an opening of the interior, an invitation to the Spirit who wrote it to 
be the guide who interprets it, a posture of expectant receptivity rather than critical 
distance. 

The person who reads Scripture without prayer is treating a living voice like a dead text. The 
person who prays without grounding their prayer in Scripture is treating a Living God like a 
vending machine for subjective experience. The sanctified life requires both, held together, 
each informing and enriching the other. 

“I suggest that the serious Christian set aside time every day for a study of God’s Word and 
for prayer. I think it is absolutely essential for spiritual growth. But I would add this warning: 
do not read your Bible without first asking God to open your eyes and illuminate your heart. 
The Holy Spirit is the Author of the Bible, and He is also the only One who can explain it to 
you.” 
 — Billy Graham, The Holy Spirit 

When the Word and the Spirit work together in the believing soul, something remarkable 
happens: the text becomes transparent. It ceases to be merely an ancient document and 
becomes a present address. The words on the page become the voice of the Shepherd who 
called your name before you were born, who knows the precise condition of your soul in 
this moment, and who is using the written Word to do exactly what His Son prayed: 
“Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth.” 

He is still praying that prayer. And He is still answering it. 

—  ★  — 

A Word for the Resistant Reader 

Some people who arrive at this chapter have not found the Bible to be what this chapter 
describes. They have read it dutifully and come away unchanged. They have been told it is 
living and active and found it, honestly, inert. They have tried and given up and feel a low-
grade guilt about that giving up that has quietly accumulated into a kind of spiritual shame. 
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That experience is more common than we admit in church contexts, and it deserves an 
honest response. 

There are several reasons the Bible can feel dead to a sincere reader. One is the posture of 
reading: information-mode rather than encounter-mode, the approach of the student 
rather than the beloved. One is the absence of the Spirit’s illumination — not His 
unwillingness to illuminate, but our failure to ask Him to. One is accumulated hurts — the 
way Scripture has been wielded against us as a weapon has made us flinch when we 
approach it for comfort. 

And sometimes, honestly, it is simply the season. Elijah, who had called down fire from 
heaven, sat under a broom tree and asked God to let him die (1 Kings 19:4). The dark night 
of the soul has a long and dignified history in the Christian tradition. In those seasons, the 
Word may feel like silence. That does not mean the Word is absent. It means the work it is 
doing is deeper than what is currently detectable. 

If you are in that place, the invitation is not to manufacture feeling or force engagement. It is 
to show up. Open the book. Say, with honest simplicity, “I don’t feel anything. But You said 
Your Word is living and active, and I am choosing to believe that over my experience right 
now.” That posture — the choice to trust the promise over the feeling — is itself a form of 
faith. And the God who honors faith will not let that kind of honesty go unanswered. 

“You do not have to feel the Word working to trust that it is. The roots of a tree grow in the 
dark, in the unseen soil, doing their work without announcement. The fruit comes later. The 
growth happens first, hidden and real.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Inner Voice of Love 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

These questions are not an exam. They are an invitation to honest self-examination before 
the God who already knows the answers and loves you in the knowing. 

 

1.    How would you honestly describe your current relationship with Scripture — is it 
primarily informational, devotional, formational, or something else? What would you want 
it to be? 

2.    James describes a person who hears the Word but walks away unchanged, having 
forgotten what they saw. Does that image resonate with any pattern in your own life? What 
conditions produce that outcome for you? 
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3.    Have you ever tried Lectio Divina or a similar formational reading practice? If not, what 
has kept you in information-mode reading? If so, what did you discover? 

4.    What Scripture, if any, have you memorized? When was the last time a memorized 
verse surfaced in a moment of need or temptation? What does that suggest about the 
investment? 

5.    Do you tend toward the Word-without-Spirit error (orthodoxy without encounter) or the 
Spirit-without-Word error (experience without anchor)? What corrective do you need? 

 

A Practice for This Week:  Choose one passage — no longer than four verses. Read it 
through the four movements of Lectio Divina each morning for seven consecutive days. Use 
the same passage every day. On day seven, write down what the Spirit has revealed through 
that passage that you did not see on day one. The cumulative work of sustained 
engagement with a single text is often more transforming than reading broadly. 

 

—  ★  — 

 

  



51 
 

Part Two 

 

The Inner Life 

Transformation from the Inside Out 

 

Sanctification is an inside job. Before it changes our behavior, it must change our desires, 
our identity, and the hidden landscape of our interior life. The world evaluates people by 
what is visible — actions, words, outputs, results. God evaluates differently. He looks at the 
heart (1 Samuel 16:7), and it is at the level of the heart that His most consequential work 
takes place. 

 

External compliance without internal transformation is the definition of religious 
performance. It is what the Pharisees had perfected and what Jesus most consistently 
condemned. The sanctified life is not the polished surface of respectable Christian 
behavior. It is the slow, often painful, always grace-sustained reshaping of the interior 
person — the hidden self that no one sees but God and, on the most honest days, you. 

 

Part Two descends into that interior terrain. Three chapters, three dimensions of the inner 
life that God must reach if sanctification is to be genuine rather than cosmetic: the will, the 
mind, and the heart. Each requires its own kind of surrender. Each resists transformation in 
its own particular way. And each, when yielded, becomes the site of the most radical and 
lasting change God produces in a human soul. 

—  ★  — 
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Part Two  —  Chapter Four 

 

The Surrendered Will 

Dying to Self 

 

“I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and 
the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
Himself up for me.” 
 — Galatians 2:20 (NASB) 

 

“Then Jesus said to His disciples, ‘If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, 
and take up his cross and follow Me.’” 
 — Matthew 16:24 (NASB) 

 

“The reason why many are still troubled, still seeking, still making little forward progress is 
because they haven’t yet come to the end of themselves.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

 

“Do not have Jesus Christ as a passenger. Have Him as the Driver.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

—  ★  — 

The Incident Commander Problem 

On a working fire, command structure is not a formality. It is a survival mechanism. Every 
firefighter on scene operates under a chain of command that flows from the Incident 
Commander — the one person with the broadest situational awareness, the authority to 
direct resources, and the responsibility for the outcome. The system works when everyone 
operates within their assignment and defers to IC’s decisions, even when they do not fully 
understand the reasoning behind them. 

The system fails when someone decides they know better. 



53 
 

It is not always a dramatic failure. Sometimes it is subtle: the crew member who freelances 
slightly outside their assigned sector because they spotted something they think needs 
attention. The officer who modifies an order without clearing it up the chain because the 
original direction seems inefficient from where they are standing. The veteran who has his 
own read on the fire and acts on it regardless of what IC called. 

Each of these seems reasonable from the inside. Each is a version of the same 
fundamental problem: the refusal to fully yield authority to the one who has been given it. 

The spiritual life has exactly this problem. And the one refusing to fully yield is almost 
always us. 

The will is the throne room of the soul. It is the faculty of intention, decision, and direction 
— the place where we determine what we pursue and what we resist, what we submit to 
and what we resist. When the will is surrendered to God, the entire person moves under 
divine leadership. When the will is not — when we reserve the right to override, modify, 
freelance, or simply ignore the direction of the Incident Commander of our souls — all the 
other spiritual activity in our lives remains ultimately self-directed. 

You can pray without a surrendered will. You can read Scripture without a surrendered will. 
You can serve, give, attend, worship, and perform every visible function of the Christian life 
without a surrendered will. And at the center of all that activity, the self remains enthroned 
— using spiritual practices as its projects rather than yielding to God as its Lord. 

This is the problem Tozer named with disquieting precision: many believers are still 
troubled, still seeking, still making little forward progress — not because they lack effort, 
not because they lack information, but because they have not yet come to the end of 
themselves. The self is still on the throne. And a self on the throne, no matter how religious 
its projects, is a self that has not yet been sanctified at the level that matters most. 

“The selfhood that resists God’s lordship is not the enemy of the spiritual life. It is the last 
citadel. And until it falls, everything built around it is built on a foundation that will not hold.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

—  ★  — 

The Anatomy of Self-Will 

Before we can surrender the will, we have to know what we are actually surrendering. Self-
will is not a simple or single thing. It is a complex structure, built over a lifetime, comprising 
several interlocking components. Understanding them is not an academic exercise — it is 
the necessary work of locating exactly where the resistance lives. 
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Pride: The Insistence on Self-Sufficiency 

Pride, in its deepest form, is not primarily about arrogance or self-promotion. It is about 
independence — the insistence that I can manage my own life, make my own 
determinations, and navigate my own path without fundamental dependence on God. C.S. 
Lewis called it “the complete anti-God state of mind.” 

Pride does not always announce itself. It is present in the person who prays but is not truly 
open to an answer that contradicts their existing plans. It is present in the person who 
submits areas of their life to God but maintains a private reserve of territory marked “off-
limits.” It is present in the minister who serves God with great visible effectiveness while 
internally managing their own ministry as their own project, accountable to their own 
vision. 

“God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” 
 — James 4:6 (NASB) 

The word translated “opposed” here — antitassomai — is a military term meaning to set 
oneself in battle array against. God is not merely indifferent to pride. He is actively, 
militarily positioned against it. This is not cruelty. It is the only posture that love can take 
toward the thing that is most fundamentally destroying the beloved. 

Control: The Grip That Cannot Hold 

Control is pride’s practical expression — the relentless attempt to manage outcomes, 
engineer safety, and maintain the illusion of certainty in a world that offers none. 
Controllers do not usually think of themselves as controlling. They think of themselves as 
responsible, prepared, thorough, prudent. The language of virtue conceals what is actually 
a form of fear dressed in competence. 

The firefighter who has responded to enough scenes knows that control is largely a polite 
fiction. The fire does what it does. The structure fails when it decides to fail. The patient’s 
heart has its own timeline. You manage what you can. But you cannot control the outcome. 

The spiritual life teaches the same lesson, but the classroom is your interior world rather 
than a burning building. Every attempt to control the outcomes of your relationships, your 
finances, your health, your reputation, or your future is an attempt to perform a function 
that belongs to God alone. And it is exhausting. The person who is always controlling is 
always carrying a weight that was never theirs to bear. 

“Humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper 
time, casting all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you.” 
 — 1 Peter 5:6–7 (NASB) 
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Casting. The Greek word is epiriptō — to throw something onto someone else. Not carefully 
handing it over. Throwing it. With the kind of decisive, irreversible motion that means you 
are no longer carrying it. The surrendered will is the will that has thrown the weight of 
control onto God and refused to pick it back up. 

Self-Protection: The Wall That Becomes a Prison 

Self-protection is the will’s defensive posture — the elaborate interior architecture of walls, 
distance, and carefully managed vulnerability that we construct to keep us safe from the 
pain of being genuinely known and genuinely exposed. 

It is understandable. Most people who have built significant walls have genuine wounds 
that motivated the construction. They were hurt in a context of vulnerability, and the self 
learned — rationally, from experience — that openness is dangerous. The wall went up. And 
for a season, it worked. 

But a wall designed to keep pain out also keeps transformation out. The same barriers that 
protect us from further wounding protect us from the surgical grace of God, which always 
requires access to the places we most want to hide. Sanctification is impossible in a fully 
guarded soul. The Spirit works in the open, exposed places. 

Jesus’ invitation to surrender is also an invitation to exposure — to let the walls come down, 
not all at once and not without the support of safe community, but progressively, as trust in 
God’s goodness deepens and the fear of being fully known begins to yield to the relief of 
being fully loved. 

Self-Sufficiency: The Strength That Becomes a Weakness 

Self-sufficiency is the quietly deadly conviction that I have enough — enough strength, 
enough wisdom, enough resilience, enough spiritual resources — to navigate the Christian 
life without the radical dependence that Jesus described and demonstrated. 

It is the sin most invisible in the strong. The capable person, the competent minister, the 
experienced chaplain, the veteran firefighter — these are people whose entire professional 
formation has been oriented around the development of self-reliance. In the field, that self-
reliance is a virtue. In the soul, unchecked, it becomes the most elegant form of idolatry: 
the worship of one’s own competence. 

“I am the vine, you are the branches; the one who remains in Me, and I in him bears much 
fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing.” 
 — John 15:5 (NASB) 
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Nothing. Not “very little.” Not “less than you could with Me.” Nothing. The branch is not the 
source of its own fruitfulness. It is the channel through which the vine’s life flows. A branch 
that has convinced itself it is self-sustaining is a branch in the process of dying — and doing 
so with excellent posture. 

“I am the weakest member of my community, but my weakness is the very thing that makes 
your strength possible. When I acknowledge my dependence on God and on you, I create 
the space for grace to flow.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Inner Voice of Love 

—  ★  — 

What Dying to Self Is Not 

The language of dying to self, of surrender, of crucifixion with Christ — this is the language 
that has done significant damage in certain hands. Before we can receive it rightly, we must 
clear away three distortions that have attached themselves to it and produced not 
liberation but harm. 

It Is Not Self-Hatred 

Some versions of “dying to self” teaching have effectively told people that the goal of 
sanctification is to become nothing — to erase the self, to treat your own desires, 
preferences, and personality as fundamentally corrupted and therefore fundamentally 
worthless. This is not the gospel. It is a religious form of self-contempt. 

The self that dies in crucifixion with Christ is not the self that God created and called good. 
It is the self-sovereign self — the self organized around its own lordship rather than God’s. 
That self must die. But the person — the unique, irreplaceable, image-bearing individual 
that God knit together and called into being — is not destroyed by surrender. They are 
liberated by it. 

Augustine’s great prayer, “Our heart is restless until it rests in Thee,” is not a prayer of self-
erasure. It is a prayer of homecoming — the self arriving at the only environment in which it 
can truly become what it was made to be. Surrender does not destroy the self. It recovers it. 

“The cross does not destroy the self. It destroys the self’s insistence on being its own god. 
What rises from that death is more genuinely you than anything that lived before.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

It Is Not Passivity 

Surrender to God is not the spiritual equivalent of learned helplessness — a passive 
resignation that says, “I will wait for God to do everything and contribute nothing.” The New 



57 
 

Testament does not describe the yielded person as inert. It describes them as a living 
sacrifice (Romans 12:1) — which is simultaneously dead to self-sovereignty and alive to 
God’s service. 

Paul, the great theologian of dying with Christ, was also one of the most relentlessly active 
people in the New Testament. He planted churches, wrote letters, endured shipwrecks, 
worked with his hands, reasoned in synagogues, and pressed on toward the goal with a 
determination that would exhaust most modern people. His activity was not self-
generated. It was Spirit-empowered. But it was genuine activity. 

The surrendered will is not an empty will. It is a redirected will — a will whose energy has 
not been extinguished but reoriented, whose drive and initiative and capability have been 
placed under new management. The person who has truly died to self is often more 
productive in the Kingdom than the person whose self is still enthroned — because they are 
no longer spending enormous energy managing their own agenda. 

It Is Not the Erasure of Personality 

God does not save your soul and then issue you a generic Christian personality to replace 
the specific, particular person He created. He redeems who you are — He does not replace 
it. 

The apostle Peter surrendered his will to Christ. He did not become a different personality. 
He became his truest self — the impulsive, passionate, deeply loyal man God had always 
intended, now with the recklessness redeemed into courage and the instability redeemed 
into Spirit-sustained boldness. Paul’s ferocity did not disappear at conversion; it was 
redirected. John’s depth and contemplative nature did not evaporate; it deepened into the 
most theologically rich writing in the New Testament. 

Your particular personality, your specific combination of gifts and temperament and story 
— these are not obstacles to surrendered holiness. They are the raw material through 
which God will express His character in a way that no other human being can replicate. The 
surrendered life is the most authentically personal life imaginable. 

—  ★  — 

The Paradox That Changes Everything 

Jesus made a promise that, on first hearing, sounds like a threat: 

“For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake will 
find it.” 
 — Matthew 16:25 (NASB) 
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The word translated “life” in this verse is psyche — the same word typically rendered “soul.” 
Whoever wishes to save their soul — to preserve, protect, and maintain their autonomous 
self-life — will lose it. Whoever loses their soul for Christ’s sake will find it. 

This is the central paradox of the sanctified life, and it cannot be rationalized away. It can 
only be entered. No amount of theological explanation will make surrender feel safe before 
you do it. But the testimony of everyone who has walked through it is consistent and 
unanimous: what you give up is nothing compared to what you receive. The self you cling to 
is a diminished, anxious, perpetually unsatisfied version of the self you discover on the 
other side of surrender. 

The paradox operates in specific, concrete domains: 

●  In relationships: The person who clings to relationships with tight, fearful hands — who 
demands loyalty, manages intimacy, and protects against loss — experiences relationships 
as perpetually threatening. The person who surrenders their relationships to God — who 
holds them with open hands, loves without agenda, releases outcomes — discovers the 
freedom to love without the consuming anxiety of loss. 

●  In reputation: The person who manages their image, carefully controlling how they are 
perceived, lives in the exhausting captivity of other people’s opinions. The person who 
surrenders their reputation to God — who is content to be known by God even when 
misunderstood by people — discovers a freedom so unusual in the contemporary world 
that it is almost incomprehensible. 

●  In vocation: The person who holds their calling, their ministry, their career as their own 
achievement, lives in the constant fear of failure and the constant competition for 
recognition. The person who surrenders their work to God as stewardship rather than 
ownership discovers that they can do it with a lightness and a joy that self-ownership never 
produces. 

 

The paradox is not intellectual. It is experiential. You do not understand it first and then 
enter it. You enter it and then understand it — from the inside, through the living of it. 

“To be a self is to be always on the verge of giving yourself away. The soul finds itself only by 
losing itself — but it must be a genuine loss, a genuine death, before the finding becomes 
possible.” 
 — Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation 

—  ★  — 
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Practical Surrender: What Letting Go Actually Looks Like 

The theology of surrender is beautiful. The practice is harder. It is easy to affirm the 
principle of yielded will in a worship service or during a season of spiritual clarity. The 
challenge is what surrender looks like at 6:30 on a Tuesday morning when the alarm goes 
off and the day’s challenges are already assembling. 

Here is what practical surrender looks like across four specific domains of the inner life: 

Surrendering Outcomes 

This is perhaps the most daily and most demanding form of surrender. You make the call, 
plant the seed, have the conversation, take the action — and then you release the outcome 
to God. Not with indifference, but with genuine detachment from the result. You do your 
part. You trust God to do His. 

The firefighter knows this, actually. You enter the structure and do the job. You cannot 
control whether the building holds, whether the victim survives, whether the fire 
cooperates with your tactics. You do the work you were trained to do and hold the outcome 
with open hands. 

The prayer that practices outcome-surrender is simple: “God, I have done what I could with 
what I have. I release the result to You. Let Your will be done, not mine.” That prayer, prayed 
with genuine intent rather than resigned passivity, is one of the most powerful acts of 
sanctification available to any believer. 

Surrendering Relationships 

The relationships we love most are the ones we are most tempted to control. Our children, 
our spouses, our closest friends, the people whose lives we are most invested in — these 
are the relationships where our desire for their good most easily becomes our demand for 
their compliance with our vision of what their good looks like. 

Surrendering relationships to God means releasing the people we love into His hands — 
praying for them, loving them, investing in them, but releasing the grip on their choices, 
their trajectories, and their outcomes. It means trusting that God loves them more than we 
do and is more than capable of working in their lives without our management. 

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and pleading with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.” 
 — Philippians 4:6 (NASB) 

Everything. Including the people who keep you awake at 2 a.m. with worry. Including the 
prodigal who has not yet come home. Including the relationship you cannot fix no matter 
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how hard you try. Everything is the scope of the invitation, and prayer is the mechanism of 
the surrender. 

Surrendering Reputation 

The desire for a good reputation is not wrong. But the addiction to managing it is one of the 
most corrosive forces in the lives of people in public ministry. The pastor who cannot 
preach honestly because the congregation might be offended. The chaplain who cannot 
speak the full truth because of professional risk. The believer who cannot be transparent 
about their struggle because their image in the community is too carefully constructed to 
survive the exposure. 

Paul described the freedom of surrendered reputation in language that should make the 
reputation-managers among us uncomfortable: 

“But to me it is a very small thing that I may be examined by you, or by any human court; in 
fact, I do not even examine myself. For I am conscious of nothing against myself, yet I am 
not by this acquitted; but the one who examines me is the Lord.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 4:3–4 (NASB) 

Paul had stopped managing his reputation before human courts. Not because he was 
careless about how he lived, but because he had only one audience that finally mattered: 
the Lord who examines. That settled singular audience — God alone — is the freedom that 
surrendered reputation produces. 

Surrendering the Future 

The future is the domain that self-will most desperately wants to control and most 
completely cannot. We plan for it, save for it, insure against its risks, build systems to 
navigate its uncertainties — and it still arrives entirely on its own terms. 

Surrendering the future is not the abandonment of prudent planning. It is the release of the 
anxious grip on a future that belongs to God. It is the recognition, renewed daily, that your 
life is not your own project — it is God’s project, and He has a better view of where it is 
headed than you do. 

“Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, and spend 
a year there and engage in business and make a profit.’ Yet you do not know what your life 
will be like tomorrow... Instead, you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we will live and also do 
this or that.’” 
 — James 4:13–15 (NASB) 
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The phrase “if the Lord wills” — Deo volente in the Latin tradition, abbreviated DV in many 
old letters — is not a superstitious formula or a failure of ambition. It is the constant, 
humble acknowledgment of a surrendered will: my future is in Your hands, and I choose to 
keep it there. 

—  ★  — 

The Daily Rhythm: Surrender as Spiritual Discipline 

Surrender is not a single, dramatic event. It is a practice — a rhythm, repeated daily, that 
trains the will over time to default to yielding rather than grasping. Like any discipline, it is 
most powerful when it is regular rather than occasional, structured rather than merely 
reactive. 

Here is a daily rhythm of surrender that can be woven into the existing fabric of any life: 

Morning: The Altar Prayer. Before the day begins — before the phone is checked, before the 
agenda is reviewed, before the first decision is made — place the day on the altar. Not with 
a rehearsed formula but with genuine intent: “This day is Yours. My plans, my agenda, my 
outcomes, the people I will encounter, the decisions I will face — I place them in Your 
hands. Let Your will be done in me today, not mine.” This prayer takes thirty seconds. Its 
effects accumulate across years. 

Midday: The Reset. The morning’s surrender has a half-life. By noon, the self has typically 
reclaimed significant territory — the agenda has reasserted itself, the anxiety about 
outcomes has returned, the tight grip on some relationship or situation has reformed. A 
midday pause — even thirty seconds of deliberate re-surrender — can disrupt this 
reclamation before it consolidates. 

Evening: The Examen. Before sleep, take five minutes with two questions. First: Where did I 
yield today? Where did I operate out of surrender rather than self-will, and what was the 
fruit? Second: Where did I resist? Where did I take back what I had given over, and what was 
the cost? This is not self-condemnation. It is honest self-examination in the presence of a 
gracious God — the kind that produces repentance without shame and gratitude without 
pride. 

Core Practice:  The surrender that happens once in an emotional moment rarely sticks. 
The surrender that is practiced daily, in ordinary moments, becomes the architecture of a 
sanctified soul. Begin tomorrow morning. Place the day on the altar before you pick up your 
phone. Do it again the next day. And the day after that. 
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“Give me one hundred men who fear nothing but God, hate nothing but sin, and are 
determined to know nothing but Jesus Christ and Him crucified — and I will set the world on 
fire.” 
 — John Wesley 

Wesley’s vision was not for extraordinary people. It was for ordinary people with 
surrendered wills. The one thing that distinguishes the person who sets the world on fire 
from the person who merely warms a bench is not talent, gifting, or opportunity. It is the 
daily, cumulative, Spirit-sustained choice to keep the self off the throne and God on it. 

That choice is available to you. Today. In the ordinary fabric of your ordinary life. 

Make it. 

—  ★  — 

For Those Who Have Tried and Failed 

If you have been in the faith for any length of time, you have probably made the surrender. 
More than once. You meant it every time. And you have watched yourself take it back — 
sometimes within hours, sometimes within days, sometimes in ways so gradual that you 
did not notice the reclamation until the self was fully enthroned again and you were no 
further along than when you started. 

That experience is not evidence that you cannot surrender. It is evidence that you are 
human. 

The self does not yield once and stay yielded. The old nature does not step down from the 
throne and refrain from all future attempts to reclaim it. The sanctified life is not a single act 
of surrender but a sustained, repeated, often daily re-choosing of the same fundamental 
posture. Every saint in the Christian tradition has described the same experience — the 
rhythm of yield and reclaim and repent and yield again — not as failure but as the actual 
texture of the pilgrim life. 

What matters is not that you have never taken the will back. What matters is what you do 
when you notice you have. The person who returns to surrender after failure is practicing 
sanctification. The person who gives up on surrender because failure has convinced them 
it is impossible for them specifically is listening to the wrong voice. 

“For a righteous man falls seven times, and rises again, but the wicked stumble in time of 
calamity.” 
 — Proverbs 24:16 (NASB) 
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Seven times. Falls. Rises. Falls. Rises. The righteousness is not in the not-falling. It is in the 
rising. And the rising, every single time, is made possible not by the self’s renewed 
determination but by the grace of a God who is not surprised by the fall and is fully 
prepared to be the ground you land on. 

“There is more mercy in Christ than there is sin in us. The one who returns to surrender for 
the fiftieth time will find the same grace that met them the first time, still waiting, still 
patient, still undiminished.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Furious Longing of God 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

These questions are designed to locate the specific places where your will is still on the 
throne. Answer them honestly, not for anyone else’s reading but for God’s — and your own. 

 

1.    Which of the four components of self-will — pride, control, self-protection, self-
sufficiency — is most dominant in your life right now? What evidence do you see of its 
operation? 

2.    Is there an area of your life — a relationship, a decision, a future outcome — that you 
have consistently refused to genuinely surrender to God? What would it cost you to release 
it? 

3.    Have you confused surrender with self-hatred, passivity, or the erasure of personality? 
How might a corrected understanding change your willingness to yield? 

4.    Paul says “it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 2:20). Be honest: 
what percentage of your daily life feels like Christ living through you, and what percentage 
feels like you managing your own life with occasional divine consultation? 

5.    What would the morning altar prayer actually look like in your life tomorrow? What 
specific things would you need to place on the altar — by name, not in general — to make 
that prayer genuine rather than formulaic? 

 

For Deeper Reflection:  Read Romans 6:1–14 slowly. Paul uses the language of slavery, 
death, and aliveness to describe the surrendered life. Notice that he does not ask you to 
feel surrendered — he tells you to “consider yourselves dead to sin but alive to God” (v. 11). 
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Surrender, here, is an act of reckoning — a choice to treat as true what God has declared 
true. What would it mean for you to reckon yourself dead to your particular self-will today? 

 

—  ★  — 

  



65 
 

Part Two  —  Chapter Five 

 

The Renewed Mind 

Thinking as Transformation 

 

“And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and 
perfect.” 
 — Romans 12:2 (NASB) 

 

“We are destroying arguments and all arrogance raised against the knowledge of God, and 
we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 10:5 (NASB) 

 

“You are not what you think you are, but what you think, you are.” 
 — Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart 

—  ★  — 

The Building That Burns from the Inside 

In structural firefighting, one of the most dangerous scenarios is a fire that has been 
burning in the walls for some time before anyone notices. It is not the visible flame that 
kills. It is the hidden smolder — the fire traveling through concealed spaces, weakening 
structure, consuming what no one can see until the moment the floor gives way or the 
ceiling lets go. 

By the time it is visible, the damage is already deep. What looked stable was compromised 
long ago, in the hidden spaces where no one was looking. 

The thought life is that hidden space. 

Most believers spend enormous energy managing the visible dimensions of their Christian 
lives: the words they say, the behaviors they exhibit, the company they keep, the media 
they consume. These things matter. But beneath all of them — running through the 
concealed structure of the interior life like a fire in the walls — is the thought life. The 
patterns of thinking, the default assumptions, the habitual ways of interpreting experience, 



66 
 

the background narratives that run continuously beneath conscious awareness and shape 
everything above them. 

If the thought life is not renewed, the fire in the walls will eventually compromise whatever 
is built on top of it. You can have excellent visible behavior and a thought life that is silently 
destroying the interior person. You can attend church faithfully and return home to a mind 
that has not been touched by what just happened. You can say all the right things and think 
all the wrong ones. 

Sanctification that does not reach the mind is incomplete. It is surface repair on a building 
where the structure is compromised. And the God who looks not at the outward 
appearance but at the heart (1 Samuel 16:7) is after more than surface repair. He is after 
the renovation of the hidden spaces — the renewal of the mind itself. 

“We do not drift into godly thinking. Nor does it happen overnight. Mind renewal is the slow, 
intentional, Spirit-empowered work of replacing the world’s categories with God’s — one 
thought at a time, over a lifetime.” 
 — Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart 

—  ★  — 

The Battleground: How Thought Patterns Shape the Soul 

The mind is not a passive receiver of experience. It is an active interpreter — a meaning-
making apparatus that is constantly at work, taking the raw data of experience and running 
it through a grid of assumptions, beliefs, and narratives to produce conclusions about what 
is happening and what it means. 

Those assumptions, beliefs, and narratives do not arise from nowhere. They are formed — 
by childhood experience, by culture, by accumulated wounds and victories, by the 
messages we have received about who we are and what the world is like and what God is or 
is not like. Many of them were formed before we had any conscious awareness of the 
forming. They are simply the water we swim in, invisible precisely because they are so 
pervasive. 

What a person habitually thinks shapes what a person habitually feels. What a person 
habitually feels shapes what a person habitually desires. What a person habitually desires 
shapes what a person habitually does. The chain runs from thought to feeling to desire to 
action — which means that behavioral change without thought renewal is working against 
the current. You are trying to change what you do without changing the thought patterns 
that produce the doing. 
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This is why the Bible’s primary strategy for life transformation is not behavioral. It is 
cognitive. The Spirit works from the inside out — and the mind is the inside of the inside. 

“For as he thinks within himself, so he is.” 
 — Proverbs 23:7 (NASB) 

The Proverb is deceptively simple. As he thinks — not as he appears, not as he performs, 
not as he presents — so he is. The truest thing about a person is not what they show but 
what they think. The interior monologue running beneath the visible life is the actual life. 
And the God who knows that interior monologue is after its transformation, not merely its 
management. 

James K.A. Smith, drawing on Augustine and contemporary philosophy, uses the language 
of “cultural liturgies” to describe the way our thought patterns are formed by the 
environments we inhabit: 

“You are what you love, and you love what you have been taught to love — not primarily by 
instruction but by the repeated practices and stories of the communities you belong to. 
Transformation requires the replacement of one set of formative practices with another.” 
 — James K.A. Smith, You Are What You Love 

The implication is significant: you cannot renew your mind through information alone. 
Information addresses the conscious, deliberate, rational tier of the mind. But the deepest 
thought patterns — the ones doing the most damage or the most good — operate below 
that tier. They require the kind of consistent, embodied, repeated exposure that forms 
habits of mind rather than merely adding to the inventory of ideas. 

—  ★  — 

The Pressure to Be Pressed: Worldly Conformity in the Twenty-First Century 

Paul’s command in Romans 12:2 is built on two Greek verbs that deserve careful attention, 
because the contrast between them is the whole point. 

The first verb is suschemātizesthe — translated “conformed.” Its root, schēma, refers to the 
outward shape or fashion of something, the form it takes in a particular moment. The 
command is a negative one: do not be pressed into the mold of this world. Do not allow the 
surrounding culture to determine the shape of your thinking, your values, and your 
perception of reality. 

J.B. Phillips translated this verse in a way that has lodged itself in the memory of the 
English-speaking church: “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mould.” 
The image is exactly right. Cultural conformity is rarely a dramatic, conscious choice. It is a 
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slow, ambient, relentless pressure — the world squeezing, and the self yielding, millimeter 
by millimeter, until the shape of the Christian mind is indistinguishable from the shape of 
the secular mind. 

What does that conforming pressure look like in the contemporary moment? It is worth 
naming concretely, because the most effective deformations are the ones we do not 
recognize as deformations. 

The Conformity of Distraction 

The modern attention economy has perfected the art of capturing and fragmenting human 
attention. The average smartphone user touches their device over two thousand times per 
day. The average person consumes the equivalent of 34 gigabytes of information daily. The 
effect on the mind is not merely busyness — it is the systematic destruction of the capacity 
for sustained, deep, reflective thought. 

A mind that cannot sustain focused attention cannot meditate on Scripture. A mind that is 
perpetually fragmented cannot hear the quiet voice of the Spirit. A mind that has been 
trained to seek constant stimulation will find the silence of prayer unbearable. The 
conformity of distraction does not require any dramatic compromise of Christian values. It 
simply makes the conditions for mind renewal unavailable. 

The Conformity of Consumerism 

The consumer economy forms a particular set of assumptions in those who inhabit it: that 
the good life is measured in acquisition, that desire is the supreme arbiter of choice, that 
the self’s wants are the organizing center of a well-lived life, and that contentment is always 
located slightly beyond what is currently possessed. These assumptions are not argued for 
— they are assumed. They are the water. 

The person who has absorbed consumerism’s logic without examination will bring its 
categories to the spiritual life: shopping for a church that meets their needs, evaluating 
sermons by whether they were entertaining, approaching spiritual disciplines as self-
improvement strategies, and experiencing frustration with God when the return on their 
spiritual investment feels insufficient. 

The Conformity of Therapeutic Individualism 

Contemporary Western culture has elevated the autonomous, feeling-centered self to a 
position of ultimate authority. The highest good is self-actualization. The primary measure 
of a life is whether it feels meaningful to the person living it. The authority that determines 
right from wrong is the self’s own sense of authenticity. 
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This is not entirely wrong. God made you an individual. He gave you feelings. He cares 
about your flourishing. But when the therapeutic self becomes the reference point for 
everything — including one’s relationship with God — the result is a Christianity in which 
God exists to serve the self’s journey rather than the self existing to serve God’s glory. The 
entire frame is inverted. 

The person shaped by therapeutic individualism will resist the parts of Scripture that call 
for self-denial, that prioritize community over individual preference, and that locate human 
meaning in surrender to God rather than self-expression. Those texts feel wrong. They feel 
wrong because the mind’s operating system has been set by the surrounding culture rather 
than by the Word of God. 

“The self has become the new idol, and therapy has become the new religion. We have not 
eliminated the spiritual impulse — we have redirected it toward the self as its own object of 
worship.” 
 — Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic 

—  ★  — 

The Other Verb: Metamorphosis 

Over against the suschemātizesthe of conformity stands the second great verb of Romans 
12:2: metamorphousthe — be transformed. This is the word metamorphosis. And it is in 
the passive voice. 

Be transformed. Not transform yourself. Not achieve transformation through diligent effort. 
Be transformed — receive a transformation that is initiated from outside yourself, that 
works from the inside out rather than the outside in, that changes not merely the schēma 
(the outward form) but the morphē (the essential nature and character). 

The contrast is everything. The world squeezes from the outside in, pressing the believer 
into the shape of its own values. God transforms from the inside out, renovating the interior 
landscape until the exterior naturally reflects a different source. The world changes your 
appearance. God changes your nature. The world works on your behavior. God works on 
your mind. 

The Decisive Distinction:  Worldly conformity changes what you look like. Divine 
transformation changes what you are. One works from outside in. The other works from 
inside out. Sanctification is always and only the second kind. 

And the mechanism of this transformation? Paul names it precisely: the renewing of your 
mind. The Greek word for renewing — anakainōsis — appears only twice in the entire New 
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Testament. Here, and in Titus 3:5, where it is paired with the Holy Spirit: “renewing by the 
Holy Spirit.” The agent of mind renewal is the Spirit. The means through which the Spirit 
works is the Word, prayer, community, and the practices of formation that dispose the soul 
toward His transforming influence. 

Mind renewal is not instantaneous. The word Paul uses suggests a process — an ongoing, 
continuous renovation rather than a one-time overhaul. The same patterns that took 
decades to form do not dissolve overnight. But they do dissolve. They are dissolved by the 
patient, cumulative, Spirit-empowered work of replacing the world’s categories with God’s 
— one thought at a time, one encounter with truth at a time, one day of practiced attention 
at a time. 

“The renovated mind is not achieved in a moment of crisis or a season of intensity. It is built 
slowly, in the quiet, ordinary days when no one is watching, through the thousand small 
choices to think according to God’s categories rather than the world’s.” 
 — Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart 

—  ★  — 

Taking Every Thought Captive: A Practical Theology of Mental Sanctification 

Paul’s language in 2 Corinthians 10:5 is unexpectedly militant. He is not describing a 
gentle, passive openness to better thoughts. He is describing active, intentional warfare: 

“We are destroying arguments and all arrogance raised against the knowledge of God, and 
we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 10:5 (NASB) 

Destroying. Taking captive. This is the language of a military operation against a fortified 
enemy position. And the enemy positions are located not on a physical battlefield but in 
the interior landscape of the mind: “arguments” (logismous — reasoning systems, thought 
structures), “all arrogance raised against the knowledge of God” (every proud claim that 
sets itself up in opposition to what God has revealed). 

The instruction to take “every thought” captive is not a call to thought suppression — the 
futile attempt to simply not think what you are thinking. Psychology has consistently 
demonstrated that thought suppression reliably produces the opposite of its intended 
effect. Tell someone not to think of a pink elephant and the pink elephant becomes 
unavoidable. 

Taking thoughts captive is a different operation entirely. It is the act of interrupting the 
automatic, unexamined flow of thought; bringing the thought under conscious scrutiny; 
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submitting it to the standard of “the knowledge of God”; and then choosing to replace it or 
release it based on whether it belongs in obedience to Christ. 

Here is what that process looks like in practice: 

Step One: Notice 

The first step in taking a thought captive is simply noticing that the thought is there. This is 
more demanding than it sounds. Many of our most influential thoughts run below the 
threshold of conscious awareness — they are not experienced as thoughts at all but as 
feelings, moods, impulses, or simply the unexamined texture of our inner experience. 

The practice of noticing requires the development of interior attentiveness — what the 
Christian contemplative tradition calls “awareness” or “inner watchfulness.” The person 
who prays the examen each evening is developing this capacity. The person who pauses 
regularly throughout the day to ask, “What am I actually thinking right now?” is developing 
it. This is not navel-gazing. It is the essential first move in any effective engagement with the 
thought life. 

Step Two: Name 

Once noticed, the thought must be named with precision. Not “I’m feeling bad about 
myself” — which is so vague as to be nearly useless — but: “I am thinking that I am 
fundamentally inadequate and that this inadequacy will eventually be exposed to everyone 
around me, and that when it is, I will be rejected.” That level of specificity is uncomfortable. 
It is also necessary. You cannot take captive what you have not accurately named. 

Step Three: Evaluate 

The named thought is then submitted to evaluation: Is this thought true? Is it consistent 
with what God has revealed about Himself, about me, and about reality? Does it align with 
the knowledge of God as it is found in Scripture and in the wisdom of the community of 
faith? 

This evaluation is not primarily an intellectual exercise. It is a spiritual one. You are not 
performing a logic check. You are submitting the thought to the authority of a Person — 
bringing it before the God who knows you fully and loves you completely, and asking Him to 
speak to whether this particular thought deserves to occupy space in your interior life. 

Step Four: Replace 

Finally, the thought that has been evaluated and found false is replaced — not suppressed, 
but displaced by truth. This is where Scripture memory becomes strategically essential. 
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The person who has no truth ready to hand when the toxic thought arrives is left only with 
the option of willpower, which never wins this battle. 

The person who has memorized “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus” (Romans 8:1) has a weapon ready when the condemning thought arrives. The 
person who has internalized “I am convinced that neither death, nor life... nor any other 
created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God” (Romans 8:38–39) has a 
counter-truth available when the thought of abandonment surfaces. 

Paul describes the goal of this replacement process in terms that sound almost impossibly 
elevated — until you realize he is describing the natural result of a consistently renewed 
mind: 

“Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence 
and if anything worthy of praise, think about these things.” 
 — Philippians 4:8 (NASB) 

Think about these things. Not merely avoid the bad ones. Actively, deliberately, habitually 
orient the mind toward whatever is true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, commendable. The 
renewed mind is not just the absence of toxic thought patterns. It is the presence of a new 
way of seeing — shaped by grace, anchored in truth, oriented toward the beautiful and the 
good. 

—  ★  — 

Five Toxic Thought Patterns the Spirit Wants to Uproot 

The Spirit’s work of mind renewal has specific targets. While the list of toxic thought 
patterns is as individual as the person carrying them, five appear with remarkable 
consistency across pastoral experience, spiritual direction, and the testimony of Scripture 
itself. Each must be named, because naming is the beginning of freedom. 

Shame: The Lie That You Are What You Have Done 

Shame is distinct from guilt. Guilt says, “I did something wrong.” Shame says, “I am 
something wrong.” Guilt is specific and can be resolved through confession and 
forgiveness. Shame is global and attacks identity itself — the conviction that at some 
fundamental level, you are defective, unworthy, and beyond the reach of genuine love. 

Shame is one of the most pervasive thought patterns in the lives of people who have 
walked through moral failure, trauma, abuse, addiction, or chronic struggle. It is also one of 
the most effective weapons the enemy deploys against the sanctified life — because a 
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person who believes they are fundamentally defective will not take steps of faith, will not 
risk vulnerability in community, and will not receive the grace that is freely offered to them. 

“There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” 
 — Romans 8:1 (NASB) 

No condemnation. Not reduced condemnation. Not condemnation suspended pending 
performance review. No condemnation — the verdict rendered by the cross is final and 
comprehensive. The thought pattern of shame is a lie about the verdict. And the renewal of 
the mind in this area is the patient, repeated, Spirit-assisted process of choosing the truth 
of Romans 8:1 over the feeling of irredeemable defect. 

“The root of all our self-rejections is the fear that we are ultimately unlovable. The gospel is 
the announcement that this fear is a lie. You are the beloved. That is not what you have 
done. That is what you are.” 
 — Brennan Manning, Abba’s Child 

Fear: The Lie That God Cannot Be Trusted 

Fear, in its spiritually toxic form, is not the healthy caution that keeps a firefighter from 
taking unnecessary risks on a live scene. It is the chronic, pervasive anxiety that the future 
is fundamentally unsafe, that God is either absent or inadequate, and that the responsible 
thing to do is to manage every contingency independently. 

Fear is a thought pattern before it is a feeling. Underneath the feeling of anxiety is a set of 
beliefs: that bad things are likely, that my resources for handling them are insufficient, and 
that I cannot trust God with the outcome. Those beliefs, left unexamined, will quietly drive 
an entire life — producing over-control, avoidance, compulsive planning, and the 
exhausting hypervigilance of a person who can never fully rest. 

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and pleading with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which 
surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 4:6–7 (NASB) 

The peace that guards — the Greek is phrourei, a military term for standing watch over a 
fortified position — is offered as the replacement for anxiety. But notice the pathway: 
prayer, pleading, thanksgiving. The mind is renewed around the axis of trust by the 
repeated, active practice of bringing every fearful thought to God rather than carrying it 
alone. 
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Bitterness: The Lie That the Wound Defines You 

Bitterness is what happens when unprocessed hurt calcifies. It begins as a wound — real, 
legitimate, inflicted by genuine wrong. But when the wound is neither grieved nor forgiven, it 
becomes a lens. The bitter person does not merely remember what happened to them; 
they interpret all subsequent experience through it. Every relational disappointment 
confirms the original wound. Every failure of trust proves the original betrayal. The wound 
has become the organizing center of the interior life. 

The Hebrew writer identifies bitterness not as a private interior problem but as a 
community infection: “See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; that no root of 
bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many be defiled” (Hebrews 12:15). A root. 
Underground. Invisible. But producing defilement above the surface in ways that spread to 
the community. 

The renewal of the mind around bitterness is not the denial of the wound. The wound was 
real. The wrong was real. The grief is legitimate. Renewal here moves through honest 
lament, through the Spirit-enabled choice to release the offender to God’s justice, and 
through the gradual, grace-sustained replacement of the wound-as-identity with the 
beloved-of-God-as-identity. 

“Forgiveness is not the erasure of the wound. It is the refusal to let the wound become your 
whole story. It is the choice, made in weakness and sustained by grace, to release the 
offender from the debt you have every human right to collect.” 
 — Lewis Smedes, Forgive and Forget 

Lust: The Lie That Satisfaction Lives Outside God’s Boundaries 

Lust, in its broadest definition, is not merely sexual — though sexual lust is its most obvious 
form. It is the pattern of thinking that seeks fulfillment, relief, pleasure, or escape in what 
God has not given or has not given for this moment. It is the thought pattern of the person 
who turns to the screen, the bottle, the fantasy, the purchase, the relationship, or the 
experience as the answer to an ache that only God can satisfy. 

The sexual dimension of lust begins, as Jesus made clear, in the mind: “Anyone who looks 
at a woman to lust after her has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matthew 
5:28). The battle is interior before it is behavioral. The person who never addresses the 
thought pattern — who manages the external behavior without engaging the interior desire 
— is fighting with one hand tied behind their back. 

The renewal of the mind around lust involves the displacement of the false promise with 
the true one: that God Himself, in His own presence and provision, is the satisfaction that 
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every disordered desire is groping toward. Augustine’s restless heart is the right diagnosis. 
The Spirit’s work in this area is not the suppression of desire but its redirection — the 
alignment of deep desire with its only adequate Object. 

“Delight yourself in the LORD; and He will give you the desires of your heart.” 
 — Psalm 37:4 (NASB) 

Despair: The Lie That Nothing Will Ever Change 

Despair is the thought pattern that has concluded, on the basis of accumulated evidence, 
that change is not possible — that the sin pattern is permanent, the relationship cannot be 
repaired, the wound will not heal, God has stopped working, and the current condition is 
the final one. It is the thought pattern of the person who has stopped praying specifically 
because they believe nothing is happening and nothing will. 

For those in the helping professions — firefighters, chaplains, medics, counselors — 
despair can arrive wearing the respectable clothes of realism. “I have seen enough to know 
how this goes.” Cynicism dressed as wisdom. The protective shell of someone who has 
been disappointed often enough that hope has become too costly to sustain. 

The renewal of the mind around despair does not require the erasure of honest 
assessment. It requires the introduction of a category that cynicism has excluded: the 
sovereign, unpredictable, history-interrupting activity of a God who specializes in dead 
things coming to life. 

“Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, 
according to the power that works within us — to Him be the glory.” 
 — Ephesians 3:20–21 (NASB) 

Far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think. The God who works beyond the edges 
of our imagination is the antidote to the thought pattern that has decided it knows exactly 
how much is possible. Despair is, at bottom, a failure of theological imagination — the 
assumption that God’s range of action is coextensive with our experience of it. The renewed 
mind refuses that assumption and holds the door open for what only God can do. 

—  ★  — 

Three Means of Mind Renewal 

The renewed mind is not achieved by willpower or intellectual discipline alone. It requires 
the Spirit’s active work, operating through specific means that the believer positions 
themselves to receive. Three are foundational. 
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Scripture: The Primary Renewing Agent 

The Word of God is the Spirit’s primary instrument for mind renewal. This is not merely 
because it contains true propositions — though it does. It is because it is living and active, 
carried by the same Spirit who inspired it, and capable of reaching into the thought 
patterns that no human instruction can touch. 

The person who would have their mind renewed must bring the Scripture into direct, 
sustained contact with their actual thought life — not just reading generally, but applying 
specifically. When the shame thought arrives: what does Scripture say about 
condemnation? When the fear thought arrives: what does Scripture say about God’s 
sovereignty and care? When the despair thought arrives: what does Scripture say about 
what God is able to do? 

This is not proof-texting your way out of pain. It is the deliberate, Spirit-assisted practice of 
allowing the Word to speak into the specific interior darkness rather than only the general 
daylight. The mind is renewed one confronted thought at a time, through the patient, 
repeated introduction of truth into the places where lies have lived. 

Prayer: The Posture That Opens the Mind to God 

Prayer renews the mind by creating the condition of attentive openness to God that makes 
His transforming work possible. The mind that prays is a mind oriented toward the right 
Person. The mind that prays consistently is a mind being gradually reshaped by that 
orientation. 

Paul’s instruction in Philippians 4:6–8 moves seamlessly from “don’t be anxious” to “let 
your requests be made known to God” to “the peace of God will guard your mind” to “think 
about these things.” The sequence is not coincidental. Prayer is the hinge between the 
anxious mind and the renewed one. It is the act of bringing the thought life into the 
presence of God and leaving it there rather than carrying it back out. 

Specifically, the prayer of confession does significant work in mind renewal: the honest, 
specific naming of toxic thought patterns before God — not as behavioral failures primarily, 
but as departures from truth. “I confess that I have been thinking about myself as 
condemned. I confess that I have been thinking about You as inadequate to handle what I 
am facing. I confess that I have been thinking about this situation as beyond Your reach.” 
This kind of specific, thought-level confession opens the interior directly to the Spirit’s 
renewing work. 

 

 



77 
 

Community: The Mirror That Truth Requires 

The mind is exceptionally good at rationalizing its own thought patterns. The shame thought 
feels true — so convincingly true that the shamed person cannot imagine it being 
otherwise. The fear thought feels like prudent assessment of reality. The bitter thought feels 
like justified realism. We need outside voices to interrupt the closed loops of our own 
interior narratives. 

This is one of the irreplaceable functions of the community of faith. Not primarily as a 
source of information, but as a community of people whose own renewed minds can speak 
truth into the thought patterns we can no longer see clearly from the inside. 

“And do not neglect doing good and sharing, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.” 
 — Hebrews 13:16 (NASB) 

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may be 
healed.” 
 — James 5:16 (NASB) 

Confession to one another — the specific, honest naming of what is happening inside, in 
the presence of a trusted person who can respond with truth and grace — is one of the 
most powerful means of mind renewal available to the believer. When the shame thought is 
spoken aloud and met not with rejection but with love, something breaks in the thought 
pattern that cannot break in isolation. The community’s reception of the confessor is itself 
a form of mind renewal — an experiential encounter with the truth that the shame thought 
was lying about. 

“We need community not because it is pleasant — though it often is — but because we 
cannot see ourselves clearly without it. The mirrors we hold up to each other are the only 
way to catch the blind spots that our own minds generate.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together 

—  ★  — 

A Word for the Weary Thinker 

Some people who arrive at this chapter are exhausted by their own minds. The thought life 
has been a battleground for so long, the same patterns cycling through with such relentless 
persistence, that the idea of engaging in active warfare feels like one more impossible 
demand on a person who is already depleted. 

If that is you, hear this: the goal of mind renewal is not the achievement of a thought life 
without struggle. It is the steady, grace-sustained movement in the direction of truth — a 
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direction that is always available, even when the progress is slow, even when the old 
patterns reassert themselves, even when you cannot feel the renewal that the Spirit is 
actually accomplishing beneath the surface. 

The mind that is being renewed does not become perfectly serene. It becomes more 
truthful — increasingly capable of recognizing the lie when it arrives, increasingly practiced 
at reaching for the truth, increasingly oriented toward the Person who is the source of all 
truth. That is enough. That is, in fact, the whole work. 

And it is His work more than yours. The passive voice of Romans 12:2 is not accidental: “be 
transformed.” You are not the agent. You are the one who positions yourself — in the Word, 
in prayer, in community — and receives what only God can give. He is responsible for the 
transformation. You are responsible for showing up. 

“The mind is the battleground, but the battle belongs to the Lord. Your part is to place the 
mind — with all its noise, its lies, its cycling darkness — before the One who speaks truth 
and light into chaos. He did it at creation. He will do it in you.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Before reading the next chapter, sit with these. The mind is renewed in the pausing as much 
as in the reading. 

 

1.    Which of the three conformity pressures — distraction, consumerism, or therapeutic 
individualism — has most significantly shaped the default patterns of your thinking? Where 
do you see its influence most clearly? 

2.    Walk through the four steps of taking thoughts captive with a specific thought pattern 
that recurs in your life. Notice it, name it precisely, evaluate it against what God has 
revealed, and identify the truth that would replace it. Write it down. 

3.    Of the five toxic thought patterns — shame, fear, bitterness, lust, despair — which one 
is most active in your interior life right now? Which Scripture speaks most directly into that 
pattern? 

4.    How would you honestly describe your current use of Scripture, prayer, and community 
as means of mind renewal? Which of the three is most underdeveloped in your practice? 
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5.    Dallas Willard says you are what you think. If your habitual thought patterns were 
projected visibly for a week — if everyone around you could see the interior monologue — 
what would they see? And what would you want them to see instead? 

 

A Practice for This Week:  Choose one of the five toxic thought patterns you identified 
above. For seven days, every time that thought pattern surfaces, practice the four-step 
process: notice, name, evaluate, replace. At the end of the week, write two sentences: what 
you observed about the frequency and trigger of the pattern, and what truth you most 
consistently needed to return to. Bring both sentences to a trusted person in your 
community. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Two  —  Chapter Six 

 

Crucified Affections 

The Heart Transformed 

 

“I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of 
stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.” 
 — Ezekiel 36:26 (NASB) 

 

“For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” 
 — Matthew 6:21 (NASB) 

 

“The root of all sin is the suspicion that God is not good.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

 

“God is not glorified when we keep the rules out of fear; He is glorified when we cherish the 
rules out of love.” 
 — John Piper, Desiring God 

—  ★  — 

When the Gear Doesn’t Fit 

Every probationary firefighter knows the experience of wearing gear that does not quite fit. 
The turnout coat is slightly too large, the boots a half-size off, the gloves stiff and new and 
unbroken. You can do the job. You go through all the right motions. From the outside, you 
look like a firefighter. 

But experienced crew members can see the difference. The way you move in the gear tells 
the story. When the gear is truly yours — broken in, fitted to your body, worn enough that 
you have stopped thinking about it — you move differently. The gear and the person 
become integrated. What was external and awkward becomes second nature. 

This is the difference between moralistic Christianity and transformed Christianity. 
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The moralist has learned to wear the gear of Christian behavior. They say the right things, 
avoid the conspicuous sins, attend the right gatherings, and perform the visible functions 
of the faith with reasonable competence. From the outside, they look like a Christian. But 
beneath the behavioral compliance, the affections have not been touched. They do not 
love what God loves. They do not grieve what grieves Him. They are wearing gear that does 
not fit — performing an identity that has not yet become theirs from the inside. 

The transformed Christian has been changed at the level of desire. What they want has 
been reshuffled. Not perfectly, not completely, not without continuing struggle — but 
genuinely. The gear fits now because the person inside it has been changed to match. 
Obedience has become less about compliance with an external code and more about the 
natural expression of an interior love. The rules have not disappeared. But the motivation 
behind them has been transformed. 

This chapter is about what happens in the heart — the seat of desires, affections, and loves 
— when God gets hold of it. It is the final dimension of Part Two’s interior journey: after the 
will has been surrendered and the mind has been renewed, what does God do with the 
heart? 

The answer is both more radical and more beautiful than most of us have imagined. 

“The great danger is not that we will stop going to church or reading the Bible. The great 
danger is that we will keep doing both while wanting nothing. A faith without desire is a faith 
without transformation.” 
 — John Piper, Desiring God 

—  ★  — 

The Heart: What Scripture Actually Means 

The word “heart” appears over nine hundred times in the Bible. It is one of the most 
common words in all of Scripture, and one of the most misunderstood — primarily because 
modern Western culture has reduced it to a metaphor for emotion. 

When someone says “follow your heart” in contemporary usage, they mean: follow your 
feelings. The heart, in this cultural framework, is the emotive center of the self — the place 
where sentiments live and where romantic attachments form. 

The biblical use of the word is far richer. The Hebrew leb and the Greek kardia — translated 
“heart” throughout the Old and New Testaments — refer not primarily to the seat of 
emotion but to the core of the whole person: the place where intellect, will, emotion, and 
desire converge. It is the center from which all of life flows. 
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“Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life.” 
 — Proverbs 4:23 (NASB) 

Springs of life. Not just feelings — life itself, flowing from the heart. The decisions you make, 
the relationships you form, the purposes you pursue, the things you ultimately worship — 
all of it springs from the condition of the heart. This is why God is so relentlessly, 
specifically concerned with it: because the person who has a renewed heart will live a 
renewed life, and the person whose heart remains unrenewed will live an unreformed life 
regardless of what their behavior looks like on the outside. 

Jesus made this connection explicit and unflinching: 

“The good person out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth what is good; and the evil 
person out of the evil treasure brings forth what is evil; for his mouth speaks from that which 
fills his heart.” 
 — Luke 6:45 (NASB) 

The heart is the treasure room. What is stored there is what will eventually come out — not 
in occasional dramatic moments of moral crisis but in the continuous, ordinary stream of 
words, reactions, choices, and affections that constitute the actual texture of a life. You 
cannot deposit corrupt treasure in the heart and produce good fruit above it. The fruit will 
match the root. 

This is why God’s strategy for human transformation does not begin with behavior 
modification. It begins with heart surgery. 

The Biblical Anthropology:  In Scripture, the heart is not primarily the seat of emotion — it 
is the center of the whole person: intellect, will, emotion, and desire unified. When God 
says He wants the heart, He is asking for everything. Not a compartment. The core. 

—  ★  — 

Disordered Loves: Augustine’s Diagnosis of Sin 

Of all the theological frameworks for understanding sin and sanctification, none has proven 
more enduringly useful — or more practically accurate — than Augustine’s diagnosis of sin 
as disordered love. 

Augustine, writing in the fifth century in his masterwork The City of God, argued that the 
human problem is not fundamentally the absence of love. It is the misdirection of love. 
Every human being loves — passionately, persistently, organizingly. The question is not 
whether you love but what you love, in what order you love it, and whether your loves are 
properly arranged around the one thing that deserves to be loved above all others. 
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Sin, in this framework, is not primarily the violation of rules. It is the love of lesser things in 
the place of the greatest thing. It is the heart that loves approval more than God, comfort 
more than truth, self more than neighbor, created things more than the Creator. The rules 
are violated as a consequence — but the root is not lawbreaking. The root is misaligned 
love. 

“Our heart is restless until it rests in Thee. For Thou madest us for Thyself, and our heart is 
restless, until it repose in Thee.” 
 — Augustine of Hippo, Confessions 

This framework reframes the entire project of sanctification. If sin is disordered love, then 
sanctification is not primarily about rule enforcement. It is about the reordering of love — 
the gradual, Spirit-sustained process of rearranging the hierarchy of the heart’s affections 
so that God occupies the supreme position He was designed to occupy, and everything 
else finds its proper place beneath Him. 

James K.A. Smith has retrieved Augustine’s insight for the contemporary moment with 
language that is both philosophically sophisticated and practically accessible: 

“You are what you love. Human beings are not primarily thinking things or believing things 
— we are loving things. The question is not what you know or what you believe. The 
question is what you want, what you long for, what you desire.” 
 — James K.A. Smith, You Are What You Love 

You are what you love. That sentence is either liberating or devastating, depending on 
whether your honest assessment of what you love matches what you want to love. 

Most of us, if we are honest, discover a significant gap. We say we love God above all 
things. But our actual choices, our habitual expenditure of time and money and emotional 
energy, our reflexive responses in moments of stress — these reveal a different hierarchy of 
love. We love comfort. We love approval. We love control. We love the things that make us 
feel safe, significant, and successful. 

None of those loves is entirely wrong. Comfort is not sinful. Approval is not inherently 
corrupt. Safety and significance are legitimate human needs. The problem is not that we 
love them. The problem is that we love them in the wrong order, more than we love God, 
and in so doing we have elevated created goods to the position of uncreated Love. 

The heart of stone is not a heart that feels nothing. It is a heart that feels too much for the 
wrong things — and too little for the right One. 

—  ★  — 
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How the Gospel Reorders Our Loves 

If the problem is disordered love, then the gospel’s work is not merely to forgive us for our 
disordered loves. It is to reorder them. The cross addresses not only the guilt of sin but the 
love that produced it. The resurrection inaugurates not only new life but new desire. 

Ezekiel’s prophecy, delivered to a nation that had demonstrated the full range of disordered 
love through centuries of idolatry and covenant-breaking, is one of the most astonishing 
promises in all of Scripture: 

“I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of 
stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause 
you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.” 
 — Ezekiel 36:26–27 (NASB) 

Three movements in this text deserve careful attention. 

First: removal. God removes the heart of stone — the hard, resistant, self-protective, 
idolatry-prone heart that was shaped by the fall and reinforced by a lifetime of disordered 
loving. This is not renovation. It is replacement. The old heart does not get retrofitted with 
better values. It is taken out and a new one installed. 

Second: replacement. A heart of flesh — responsive, tender, capable of genuine affection 
for the things of God — is given in its place. Note the passive voice: I will give. God gives the 
new heart. We do not produce it. We receive it. Sanctification of the affections begins as a 
gift, not an achievement. 

Third: consequence. And then — not as a condition but as a natural result — “I will cause 
you to walk in My statutes.” The new heart, inhabited by the Spirit, produces obedience. 
Not obedience coerced by fear of consequence or motivated by desire for reward, but 
obedience that flows from a heart that has been genuinely reordered around love for God. 

This is the sequence that moralism gets exactly backwards. Moralism says: obey the 
statutes, and perhaps your heart will follow. God says: I will give you a new heart, and your 
obedience will flow from what I have put in it. 

Jesus identified this same reordering in the language of treasure and heart: “For where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21). The heart follows the treasure — 
which means that the reordering of love is also a reordering of what we value, invest in, and 
direct our deepest attention toward. As God becomes increasingly treasured, the heart 
increasingly orients toward Him. The affections follow the allegiance. 
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“The gospel does not make us better people. It makes us different people — people with 
new hearts, new desires, new affections. The moral improvement that follows is not the 
point; it is the byproduct of becoming someone whose heart has been fundamentally 
redirected.” 
 — Tim Keller, The Prodigal God 

The reordering is not immediate or complete in this life. The new heart coexists with the 
remnants of the old — which is precisely why sanctification is a lifelong process rather than 
a single event. The new desires contend with the old ones. The love for God struggles 
against the love for lesser things. But the direction has been established. The new heart is 
real. And the Spirit who gave it is committed to deepening and maturing what He has 
begun. 

—  ★  — 

What Your Treasure Reveals: An Honest Audit 

Jesus’ statement about treasure and heart is often quoted devotionally. It deserves to be 
taken diagnostically. 

“Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” This is not an exhortation. It is an 
observation — a statement of how things actually work, as reliable as gravity. The treasure 
and the heart move together. What you value most will organize your affections most 
deeply. What your affections are most deeply organized around is what you actually value 
most — regardless of what you say you value. 

The most honest question a person can ask themselves about the condition of their heart’s 
affections is therefore not “What do I say I love?” It is “What am I actually treasuring — as 
evidenced by where I spend my time, money, emotional energy, and attention without being 
told to? 

A few diagnostic questions that help locate the actual treasure: 

●  When you have unscheduled time, what do you instinctively move toward? What 
draws you without effort? The answer reveals the heart’s default attraction — what it most 
naturally loves when given freedom. 

●  When you are anxious or under pressure, what do you reach for to comfort yourself? 
The substances, activities, relationships, or fantasies we turn to in moments of distress are 
the things we trust to meet our deepest needs. They are the practical gods of our actual, 
functional theology. 
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●  What losses devastate you most deeply? The things whose loss would undo you are 
the things your heart is most built around. If the loss of a relationship, a reputation, a 
financial position, or a role would produce a grief that eclipses your grief over distance from 
God, the relative weight of those loves has been revealed. 

●  What consistently captures your imagination? Where does the mind go when it is free 
to wander? What fantasies, plans, and scenarios occupy the imagination most naturally? 
The heart’s affections are visible in the interior world of the imagination. 

 

This audit is not intended to produce shame. It is intended to produce honesty — the kind 
of honest self-knowledge before God that is the necessary precondition of genuine 
affectional transformation. You cannot ask God to reorder what you have not honestly 
named. 

And the invitation, once the honest naming has happened, is not to manage the disordered 
loves through greater discipline. It is to bring them — exposed and specific — to the God 
who gives new hearts. The prayer is not “I will love You more.” The prayer is “Give me the 
heart that loves You the way You deserve to be loved.” That distinction is the difference 
between moralism and gospel. 

—  ★  — 

The Refiner’s Fire: What Suffering Does to the Affections 

Of all the instruments God uses to purify the heart’s affections, the one most consistently 
testified to across Scripture and the tradition of Christian spirituality is the one most 
consistently resisted: suffering. 

Not because God is cruel. Not because suffering is inherently redemptive. But because of 
what suffering uniquely accomplishes in the economy of sanctification: it strips away the 
lesser loves that have been substituted for God with a thoroughness that prosperity, 
comfort, and ease cannot achieve. 

When the thing you have been loving in the place of God is taken away — the relationship, 
the health, the career, the reputation, the person — you are left standing in a clarity you 
have never experienced before. The disordered love is exposed not by argument but by 
absence. And in that absence, God often becomes more real, more necessary, more 
genuinely desired than He has ever been in seasons of abundance. 

“In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been 
distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold 
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which perishes though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise, glory and honor at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ.” 
 — 1 Peter 1:6–7 (NASB) 

Tested by fire. The image is metallurgical — the refiner’s process of applying heat to ore in 
order to bring impurities to the surface, where they can be removed. The fire does not 
destroy the gold. It purifies it by separating the gold from what has been mixed with it. 

Suffering functions the same way in the sanctification of the affections. It is not the 
suffering itself that purifies. It is what the suffering exposes and what the believer chooses 
in the exposure. The person who, in the midst of loss and pain, turns toward God rather 
than away from Him — who discovers in the stripping away of lesser loves that God Himself 
is more than sufficient — comes through the fire with purified affections. The person who 
turns away from God in the face of suffering — who concludes that a God who allows this 
cannot be trusted or loved — comes through the same fire differently affected. 

The difference is not the intensity of the suffering. It is the posture of the heart within it. 

“The cross is not a detour or a hurdle on the way to the kingdom. The cross is the way to the 
kingdom. And those who follow the way of the cross discover that what they thought was 
the worst thing that could happen to them becomes the place where God meets them most 
completely.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son 

This is why the saints across the centuries have described suffering not as the enemy of the 
sanctified life but as one of its most reliable instruments. Not because it feels redemptive 
from the inside — it rarely does. But because of what it accomplishes in the hidden 
economy of the heart, where affections are being stripped, tested, and purified in ways that 
only become visible in retrospect. 

Lament: The Honest Language of the Afflicted Heart 

The biblical framework for navigating suffering without allowing it to harden the heart is the 
practice of lament — the direct, honest, uncensored expression of grief, confusion, anger, 
and abandonment before the God who is present even when He seems absent. 

The Psalms are the church’s school of lament. Nearly a third of them are psalms of 
complaint — raw, unfiltered expressions of anguish that do not attempt to resolve the pain 
before bringing it to God but bring it to God precisely because it cannot be resolved 
anywhere else. 

“How long, O LORD? Will You forget me forever? How long will You hide Your face from me? 
How long shall I take counsel in my soul, having sorrow in my heart all the day? How long 
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will my enemy be exalted over me?” 
 — Psalm 13:1–2 (NASB) 

How long. The question is not answered in the psalm. David is not given a timeline or a 
theological explanation. But the act of crying out — of bringing the anguish directly to God 
rather than away from Him — is itself a form of affectional ordering. It says: even in this, 
You are the one I speak to. Even in this, You are the one I bring my worst to. Even in this, You 
are my reference point. 

The person who cannot lament — who has been taught that grief and anger before God are 
spiritually inappropriate — is a person whose affections will either harden in the face of 
suffering or dissipate into a brittle optimism that cannot survive sustained contact with 
reality. The person who has learned to lament is a person whose affections are being 
deepened and purified by the very suffering they are crying out about. 

“The movement from illusion to prayer is not a movement from comfort to discomfort. It is a 
movement from self-protection to honesty. And it is in the honesty — the uncensored cry to 
God from the actual condition of the heart — that healing begins.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Inner Voice of Love 

—  ★  — 

Growing in Holy Desire: How to Want What God Wants 

The goal of affectional sanctification is not the elimination of desire. It is the transformation 
of desire — the progressive reordering of what the heart most deeply wants so that God 
occupies the supreme position and everything else finds its proper place beneath Him. 

Augustine understood this. His great prayer was not “Make me stop wanting.” It was “Guide 
my wanting toward You.” The heart that has been transformed does not become a heart 
without passion. It becomes a heart whose passions are increasingly directed toward the 
things of God — toward His glory, His kingdom, His people, His justice, His beauty. 

How does that desire grow? Not by manufacturing it through willpower or discipline alone. 
Desire is cultivated through encounter. You grow in desire for what you consistently 
encounter. The person who spends increasing time in the presence of God — in worship, in 
prayer, in the Word, in the company of people who love what God loves — finds that desire 
for God grows as a natural consequence of proximity. 

“As the deer pants for the water brooks, so my soul pants for You, O God. My soul thirsts for 
God, for the living God; when shall I come and appear before God?” 
 — Psalm 42:1–2 (NASB) 
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The deer does not philosophically conclude that water is important and then dutifully 
proceed toward it. The deer is thirsty — which is to say, the deer’s body has a genuine, 
pressing, insistent need that only water will satisfy. The Psalmist is describing a heart that 
has moved from knowing that God is important to actually needing Him — whose genuine 
thirst for God has become as insistent as physical thirst. 

That is the condition of the transformed affections. Not a pious aspiration. An actual desire. 
A real thirst. 

Five Practices That Cultivate Holy Desire 

Growing in holy desire is not passive. It requires the deliberate positioning of the soul in the 
environments and practices where encounter with God is most consistently available. 

●  Worship that goes past performance. Corporate worship has the capacity to be one of 
the most powerful cultivators of holy desire — or one of the most effective substitutes for it. 
The difference is whether we are genuinely encountering God or performing the motions of 
encounter. The person who brings their actual interior state to worship — including the 
distraction, the dryness, the doubt — and who persists in orienting toward God despite 
those conditions, is the person who most consistently leaves worship differently than they 
arrived. 

●  Gratitude as a discipline of the affections. Gratitude is not a feeling we wait for. It is a 
practice we choose — the deliberate act of naming, specifically and regularly, what God 
has given and done. The person who practices gratitude consistently finds that their 
affections are gradually reordered around the Giver rather than the gifts. You cannot be 
genuinely, specifically grateful to God over time without your love for Him growing. 

●  Exposure to people whose affections are ordered. There is a reason Paul tells Timothy 
to “flee youthful lusts and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace with those who call 
on the Lord from a pure heart” (2 Timothy 2:22). The company we keep forms our 
affections. Proximity to people who genuinely love what God loves is one of the most 
reliable catalysts for the growth of that love in our own hearts. 

●  Fasting from what competes. The desires that compete with desire for God cannot be 
starved through willpower alone. But they can be weakened through the strategic, voluntary 
withdrawal from the things that feed them. Fasting — from food, from media, from comfort, 
from whatever most effectively crowds out desire for God — creates interior space in which 
the hunger for God, no longer suppressed by the constant satisfaction of lesser hungers, 
has room to surface and grow. 
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●  Honest prayer about desire itself. The most direct path to transformed affections is the 
prayer that names the actual condition of the heart before God with complete honesty. “I 
don’t love You the way I want to. I love these other things more than I love You. I am asking 
You to change what I love.” That prayer, prayed with genuine intent, is one the Spirit 
consistently honors — because it is precisely the prayer He has been waiting to answer. 

 

“Do not wait until you want to want God before you pray. Pray about the wanting. Bring the 
coldness of your heart to the God who warms it. Bring the distraction. Bring the dullness. 
He works with what is honest, not what is performed.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

—  ★  — 

The Heart God Has Always Wanted 

The final word of Part Two belongs not to a discipline or a practice but to a promise. 

The God who calls you to surrender your will, renew your mind, and crucify your disordered 
affections is not issuing demands from a distance. He is the God who already told you, 
through the prophet Ezekiel, what He intends to do: “I will give you a new heart.” He is the 
God who, through His Son, wept over a city whose heart had hardened (Luke 19:41) — 
which tells you that God does not view the condition of human hearts with cold 
indifference. He grieves the hardened heart. He longs for the open one. 

He is the God who said, through Moses: 

“And the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to 
love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, so that you may live.” 
 — Deuteronomy 30:6 (NASB) 

Circumcise your heart. The image is surgical, intimate, and irreversible. God is not asking 
for a heart that performs love. He is performing the surgery that makes genuine love 
possible. The transformation of the affections is not something you accomplish by trying 
harder to feel the right things. It is something God does in you as you yield to the process — 
as you bring your disordered loves honestly before Him, as you position yourself in the 
means of grace, as you endure the refining fires of suffering with your face turned toward 
Him rather than away. 

And what is the destination toward which all of this is moving? It is the life that Jesus 
described when He summarized the entire Law and the Prophets: 
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“You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind. This is the great and foremost commandment. The second is like it, you shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.” 
 — Matthew 22:37–39 (NASB) 

All your heart. All your soul. All your mind. Not a compartment of the heart, generously 
offered to God while the remainder is reserved for lesser loves. The whole heart — every 
affection, every desire, every love — progressively ordered around the One who is most 
worthy of all of it. 

That is the sanctified heart. Not the perfect heart. Not the arrived heart. Not the heart that 
has no more disordered desires. The heart that is being progressively, persistently, and 
graciously reordered by the God who said, “I will give you a new heart,” and who always 
keeps His promises. 

He gave it. He is keeping it. He will complete it. 

That is the gospel of the crucified affections. And it is the most beautiful story the 
heart has ever been invited to inhabit. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Part Two ends here. Before moving to Part Three, allow these questions to do the deeper 
work. The inner life must be honestly visited before the outward life can be genuinely 
changed. 

 

1.    Conduct the treasure audit honestly. Where do you spend your unscheduled time, your 
money without obligation, your deepest emotional energy? What does that pattern reveal 
about the actual hierarchy of your affections? 

2.    Which of Augustine’s disordered loves most accurately describes the primary 
competition God faces in your heart right now? Comfort? Approval? Control? Security? 
Something else? 

3.    Has God ever used suffering to strip away a lesser love and make room for greater 
desire for Himself? What happened, and what did you discover about your affections in the 
stripping? 
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4.    Have you ever practiced lament — the honest, uncensored expression of anguish 
before God? If not, what has kept you from it? If so, what did you discover about God’s 
presence in the cry? 

5.    Of the five practices for growing in holy desire, which is most underdeveloped in your 
current life? What is one concrete step you could take this week to cultivate it? 

 

A Closing Prayer for Part Two:  Lord, You know the condition of my heart better than I do. 
You know what I love, in what order I love it, and how far that order differs from the one You 
designed me for. I am asking for what only You can give — a new heart. Not better 
affections produced by my effort, but transformed affections produced by Your grace. 
Reorder what I love. Purify what I desire. Make me a person who genuinely wants what You 
want and grieves what grieves You. Do in my heart what I cannot do for myself. Amen. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Three 

 

The Outward Life 

Holiness in Practice 

 

The inner transformation God accomplishes through His Spirit must bear fruit in the visible, 
lived realities of daily life. This is the test of whether sanctification is genuine or merely 
interior decoration — whether the renewed will, the renewed mind, and the reordered 
affections of Part Two have actually produced anything that looks different in the ordinary 
world of relationships, work, suffering, and community. 

 

It is easier to be holy in the quiet of the prayer closet than in the kitchen on a Thursday 
morning. It is easier to love humanity in the abstract than to love the specific person who is 
currently most difficult to love. It is easier to hold theological convictions about the sanctity 
of relationships than to embody those convictions in the inevitable friction and 
disappointment that actual relationships produce. 

 

Part Three is not interested in abstract holiness. It is interested in the kind that shows up in 
Tuesday’s conversation, in the way you handle conflict with the person who wounded you, 
in how you work when no one is watching and in how you suffer when everyone is. The 
chapters that follow are an examination of the specific terrain where inner transformation 
must prove itself — or reveal that it has not yet gone deep enough. 

—  ★  — 

 

Part Three  —  Chapter Seven 

 

Holy in Relationship 

Love as the Fruit of Holiness 
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“Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for the one who loves his neighbor has 
fulfilled the Law.” 
 — Romans 13:8 (NASB) 

 

“Above all, keep fervent in your love for one another, because love covers a multitude of 
sins.” 
 — 1 Peter 4:8 (NASB) 

 

“To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything and your heart will be wrung and possibly 
broken.” 
 — C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves 

—  ★  — 

The Crew That Doesn’t Leave Each Other 

In the firehouse, there is a code that does not need to be written down because everyone 
already knows it: you do not leave your crew. You go in together, you search together, you 
come out together. The accountability is not a rule — it is a commitment born from the 
knowledge that in the worst conditions, the person beside you may be the only thing 
standing between you and a fatal outcome. 

The bond that produces that commitment is not manufactured by organizational policy. It 
is forged through shared meals, shared danger, shared grief, shared exhaustion, and 
shared humor across years of proximity. The crew does not leave each other because they 
have been trained not to. They do not leave each other because they genuinely love each 
other in the particular, practiced, costly way that sustained proximity produces. 

That kind of love — particular, practiced, costly, proven under pressure — is the love that 
Jesus has in mind when He says that all the Law and the Prophets hang on two 
commandments: love God with everything you are, and love your neighbor as yourself. 

The sanctified life is not finally measured by theological sophistication, spiritual disciplines 
observed, or doctrinal positions held. It is measured by this: whether love — real, 
particular, costly, neighbor-shaped love — has become the natural output of the 
transformed interior life. Not because love is sentimental or easy, but because it is the 
most demanding evidence that the will, the mind, and the heart have actually been 
changed. 
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This chapter is about what that love looks like in the specific, irreducible relational territory 
of the sanctified life: in marriage, in friendship, in conflict, and in community. It is about 
holiness where it is hardest to practice and most necessary to demonstrate. 

—  ★  — 

One Love, Two Directions: The Inseparability of the Two Commands 

The lawyer who asked Jesus to identify the greatest commandment may have been 
expecting a learned debate about which of the 613 Torah commandments held primacy. 
What he received instead was a radical simplification that has never stopped unsettling the 
religious: 

“You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind. This is the great and foremost commandment. The second is like it, you shall 
love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend the whole Law and 
the Prophets.” 
 — Matthew 22:37–40 (NASB) 

The second is like it. Not merely second in order of priority. Like it in kind — sharing the 
same essential nature as the first. Love for God and love for neighbor are not two separate 
operations performed by two different faculties. They are one love expressing itself in two 
directions simultaneously. The love that flows from the transformed heart toward God 
overflows — must overflow — toward the people God loves. 

John makes the logical connection explicit and confrontational: 

“If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not 
love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen.” 
 — 1 John 4:20 (NASB) 

Liar. The word is jarring, but the logic is airtight. God is not visible. The neighbor is. The 
claim to love the invisible God cannot be validated except through the treatment of the 
visible neighbor. The two loves are inseparable — which means that the person who 
imagines they can have an intimate, genuine relationship with God while remaining cold, 
indifferent, or hostile toward the people around them has fundamentally misunderstood 
what kind of God they are claiming to love. 

This is why the New Testament is saturated with “one another” commands — fifty-nine of 
them by most counts. Love one another. Forgive one another. Bear one another’s burdens. 
Confess to one another. Encourage one another. Serve one another. The grammar of the 
Christian life is relational. You cannot conjugate it in isolation. 
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“Our love for God is only as real as our love for the person in front of us. The two cannot be 
divided without losing both.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, Reaching Out 

The Relational Test:  The sanctified life cannot be evaluated in solitude. It can only be 
evaluated in relationship — in the specific, daily, costly practice of loving actual people with 
all their difficulty, disappointment, and demand. That is where holiness either proves itself 
or reveals it has not yet gone deep enough. 

—  ★  — 

The Closest Mirror: Holiness in Marriage 

Of all the relationships in which sanctification is practiced, none is more demanding, more 
revealing, or more potentially transformative than marriage. The person who lives with you 
knows things about you that no one else knows — the texture of your selfishness, the 
specific shapes of your impatience, the particular ways you retreat into self-protection, the 
fears that drive you at 2 a.m. when the performance is down and the interior person is fully 
exposed. 

Marriage, rightly understood, is not primarily a happiness delivery system. It is a 
sanctification machine. 

Paul’s instruction to husbands in Ephesians 5 makes this explicit with a standard that 
should take the breath away from anyone who reads it honestly: 

“Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for 
her, so that He might sanctify her, cleansing her by the washing of water with the word, that 
He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any 
such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless.” 
 — Ephesians 5:25–27 (NASB) 

The standard for the husband’s love is not cultural expectation, emotional readiness, or the 
level of love currently being reciprocated by the spouse. It is the love of Christ for the 
church — a love that gave itself up entirely, that pursued the beloved’s holiness rather than 
merely their happiness, that was willing to be poured out without guarantee of return. 

And the purpose of that love is explicitly sanctifying. Christ loved the church in order to 
sanctify her — to present her holy and blameless. The husband who understands this is not 
primarily asking, “Is my wife making me happy?” He is asking, “Am I loving her in a way that 
is contributing to her holiness? Am I the kind of husband through whom God can do His 
sanctifying work in her?” 
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The same question applies, with reciprocal weight, to wives. Peter’s counsel to wives is not 
about power or subservience — it is about the sanctifying influence of a life that is 
genuinely and visibly yielded to God (1 Peter 3:1–6). The wife whose inner life is being 
transformed by the Spirit becomes, in that transformation, a sanctifying presence to the 
husband who lives with her daily. 

What Sanctifying Spouses Actually Do 

The marriage that is functioning as a vehicle of mutual sanctification has specific, 
observable characteristics. They are not romantic characteristics, primarily. They are 
formation characteristics. 

●  They tell each other the truth. Not brutally, not as a license for cruelty, but with the 
steady, gentle honesty that genuine love requires. The sanctifying spouse does not perform 
peace where there is no peace. They do not collude with the spouse’s blind spots out of 
conflict avoidance. They speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15) — which is to say, they 
speak it in the context of a commitment so secure that the truth can be received rather 
than weaponized. 

●  They pray specifically for each other’s formation. Not just for protection, health, and 
provision — but for specific growth. “God, work on the fear that is driving my spouse’s 
controlling behavior. Work on the shame that is keeping them from receiving love. Do in 
them what only You can do.” This kind of prayer is one of the most powerful acts of marital 
love available, and one of the most neglected. 

●  They forgive in real time. Not perfectly. Not without process. But with the regular, 
repeated, grace-sustained practice of releasing the debt before it calcifies into bitterness. 
The marriage that is functioning as a sanctification vehicle cannot afford the luxury of long-
held grievances. The cost is too high and paid by both parties. 

●  They celebrate each other’s formation. When genuine growth is visible — when the 
spouse who struggled with anger for years demonstrates patience in a moment that would 
previously have triggered an eruption, when the one who hid behind self-sufficiency asks 
for help — the sanctifying partner notices and names it. Formation that is celebrated is 
formation that continues. 

 

“A good marriage is not one in which two perfect people find each other. It is one in which 
two imperfect people commit to the same God, receive grace for each other, and become, 
over time, more like the One they are both becoming.” 
 — Timothy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage 
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—  ★  — 

Iron Sharpening Iron: Holiness in Friendship 

The firehouse produces a particular kind of friendship that most civilians will never 
experience — not because firefighters are more capable of friendship, but because the 
conditions of the firehouse forge it more reliably. You eat together. You sleep in proximity. 
You face genuine danger together. You carry each other’s worst days. The result is a bond 
that is qualitatively different from the friendships built in more comfortable environments. 

The biblical vision for Christian friendship is similarly forged — not in comfort and mutual 
affirmation alone, but in the kind of honest, challenging, accountable proximity that 
produces genuine formation. 

“Iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.” 
 — Proverbs 27:17 (NASB) 

The sharpening metaphor is not soft. Metal against metal produces friction, heat, and 
resistance. Sharpening is not comfortable for either the sharpened or the sharpening. But 
without it, both edges grow dull — and a dull edge is not merely less useful, it is more 
dangerous, requiring more force and producing less precision than the sharp one. 

The friendships that sharpen are the ones that most people both crave and avoid. We crave 
them because we know, at some level, that we need the perspective, the challenge, and 
the accountability of someone who knows us well enough to speak into our blind spots. We 
avoid them because the same proximity that enables sharpening also enables being seen 
— and being seen, with all the vulnerability that requires, is genuinely costly. 

What Sharpening Friendship Requires 

The friendship that functions as a vehicle of sanctification is not merely enjoyable — 
though it should be. It is structured, intentionally or organically, around conditions that 
make formation possible. 

●  Enough regularity for real knowledge. Sharpening requires sustained contact. The 
friendship that meets occasionally over coffee produces pleasant conversation. The 
friendship that meets consistently, over years, in the recurring rhythms of shared life and 
honest disclosure, produces genuine formation. You cannot sharpen what you only touch 
occasionally. 

●  Enough safety for honest disclosure. The sharpening friendship requires the kind of 
safety in which both parties can be honestly known — where failure is met with grace rather 
than judgment, where struggle is met with solidarity rather than advice, where the whole 
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person is welcomed rather than only the presentable parts. Safety is not the absence of 
challenge; it is the foundation that makes challenge receivable rather than threatening. 

●  Enough courage to say the hard thing. The friendship that only affirms is a friendship 
that loves comfort more than formation. The friend who will not tell you the truth — who 
agrees with your distorted self-assessment, who validates your destructive pattern, who 
laughs with you about the thing that is slowly killing you — is not, finally, a friend. They are a 
companion in avoidance. The sanctifying friend loves enough to risk the conversation that 
might temporarily strain the relationship. 

●  Enough prayer to make it more than horizontal. The friendship that is genuinely 
formative is the friendship that is held before God together — where both parties pray 
specifically for each other’s transformation, where the relationship itself is submitted to 
God’s purposes rather than only to the mutual comfort of the parties involved. 

 

It is worth asking honestly: Do you have a friendship like this? Not just companionship — 
someone to spend time with. Not just a sympathetic listener — someone who hears your 
struggles without speaking into them. A friend who knows you deeply enough, loves you 
honestly enough, and is close enough to God to be used by Him in your formation. If the 
answer is no, the question is not “Why haven’t I found that person?” It is “Am I the kind of 
person who makes that friendship possible for someone else? 

“The greatest gift you can give another is not your strength but your struggle — the honest 
disclosure of where you are being formed and where you are failing. That kind of honesty 
makes room for the other person’s honesty, and in that shared space, God does His most 
remarkable work.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together 

—  ★  — 

The Hardest Practice: Holiness in Conflict 

There is no dimension of the relational life that more reliably reveals the actual condition of 
the interior person than conflict. You can manage the presentation of holiness through 
careful attention to words and behavior in ordinary social contexts. In conflict, the 
management collapses. What comes out under pressure is what was in there all along. 

Jesus was not surprised by this, which is why He devotes so much of the Sermon on the 
Mount to the specific territory of conflict, offense, and reconciliation. The Beatitudes have 
barely settled when He addresses murder — and immediately moves from the external act 
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to the interior attitude: “everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the 
court” (Matthew 5:22). The relational standard He sets is not the management of violent 
behavior. It is the sanctification of the anger that precedes it. 

Paul holds the tension with characteristic precision: 

“If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all people.” 
 — Romans 12:18 (NASB) 

Two qualifications in a single verse. “If possible” — acknowledging that peace is not always 
achievable, that some conflicts involve another party whose cooperation is not 
forthcoming, that the realistic goal is not the elimination of all conflict but the exhaustion of 
every possibility of peace on your side of it. “So far as it depends on you” — limiting the 
scope of your responsibility to what is actually yours. You are not responsible for the other 
person’s response. You are responsible for your own conduct, posture, and pursuit of 
reconciliation. 

That scope is actually enormous. Most of us, if we are honest, have not yet exhausted what 
depends on us before we conclude that reconciliation is impossible. 

Forgiveness as Spiritual Discipline 

At the center of holiness in conflict stands the practice that is simultaneously the most 
demanded and the most resisted in the entire Christian life: forgiveness. 

Jesus was not ambiguous about the requirement: 

“For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 
But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions.” 
 — Matthew 6:14–15 (NASB) 

The connection Jesus draws is not punitive — it is relational. The person who refuses to 
forgive has closed themselves to the experience of being forgiven — not because God has 
withdrawn the offer, but because the closed posture that refuses to extend grace cannot 
simultaneously receive it. Unforgiveness is a self-sealing condition. It shuts the hand that 
could both give and receive. 

What forgiveness is not must be stated clearly, because the distortions have caused 
genuine harm. Forgiveness is not: 

●  Reconciliation. Forgiveness is a unilateral act — a decision made in the interior before 
the other party has done anything. Reconciliation is bilateral — it requires the participation 
of both parties and is not always possible or appropriate. You can forgive someone who has 
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not apologized, who will never apologize, who is not safe to be in proximity to. Forgiveness 
does not require their cooperation. Reconciliation does. 

●  The erasure of memory. The popular phrase “forgive and forget” is not biblical. God 
alone can forget in the sense of complete erasure. Human forgiveness is the choice to not 
hold the offense against the person — to release the claim, to refuse to weaponize the 
memory — while the memory itself remains and may need ongoing pastoral attention. 

●  The denial of the wound. Forgiveness does not require pretending the offense did not 
happen or was not serious. It requires the honest acknowledgment that it did happen, that 
it caused genuine harm, and the deliberate choice — sustained in grace over time — to 
release the offender from the debt rather than continuing to collect interest on it. 

●  A feeling. Forgiveness is a decision, not an emotion. The feeling of release and freedom 
may follow — and often does, over time — but it is not the precondition for the act. Many 
people have been told to wait until they feel forgiving before they forgive, which is an 
indefinite postponement. You choose to forgive in the same way you choose to do anything 
else that runs counter to the immediate inclination of the flesh: by an act of will, sustained 
by grace, and repeated as many times as the wound resurfaces. 

 

“Then Peter came and said to Him, ‘Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I 
forgive him? Up to seven times?’ Jesus said to him, ‘I do not say to you, up to seven times, 
but up to seventy times seven.’” 
 — Matthew 18:21–22 (NASB) 

Seventy times seven is not a mathematical limit. It is the abolition of limits. As often as it is 
needed. Which is the same measure by which God has extended forgiveness to you. 

“To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.” 
 — Lewis Smedes, Forgive and Forget 

When Reconciliation Is Not Safe 

For survivors of abuse, domestic violence, sexual assault, and severe manipulation, the 
call to reconciliation has too often been weaponized — used by perpetrators and their 
defenders to compel the wounded person back into dangerous proximity in the name of 
Christian forgiveness. 

This must be named and rejected clearly: biblical forgiveness does not require the 
restoration of a relationship that was or remains dangerous. It does not require trust before 
trust has been rebuilt. It does not require the suspension of protective boundaries in the 
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name of spiritual compliance. Forgiveness releases the internal claim. It does not obligate 
the wounded person to re-enter the situation that caused the wound. 

The God who commands forgiveness is the same God who described His own character as 
a God who does not continue to expose His people to harm. Wisdom and forgiveness 
coexist. Reconciliation, where it is genuinely possible and safe, is a beautiful thing. Where 
it is not possible or not safe, forgiveness can still be fully practiced — without requiring the 
re-creation of the conditions that made the harm possible. 

—  ★  — 

The Crucible That Cannot Be Avoided: Community as Sanctification 

The word “community” has been so thoroughly sentimentalized in contemporary Christian 
usage that it is worth recovering its actual weight. Community is not a warm gathering of 
like-minded people who enjoy each other’s company. Community is the God-designed 
environment in which sanctification happens to us through the friction, the challenge, the 
accountability, and the grace of being genuinely known by and connected to other image-
bearers. 

Community is not primarily for comfort. It is primarily for formation. And formation requires 
exactly the kind of contact, friction, and honest encounter that comfort-seeking 
communities work very hard to avoid. 

“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good deeds, not abandoning our 
own meeting together, as is the habit of some people, but encouraging one another; and all 
the more as you see the day drawing near.” 
 — Hebrews 10:24–25 (NASB) 

Stir up. The Greek word paroxysmos carries connotations of provocation, incitement, the 
kind of stimulation that produces movement. The community is called not merely to warm 
each other but to provoke each other toward love and good deeds — to be the environment 
in which stagnation is interrupted and growth is stimulated. That is a more demanding 
vision of community than most contemporary church cultures are actually practicing. 

What the Community Does That Isolation Cannot 

The sanctifying community performs several functions that cannot be replicated in 
solitude, no matter how disciplined the private spiritual life: 

●  It reveals what we cannot see about ourselves. The character flaws most invisible to 
us are often perfectly visible to the people who live with us in community. The impatience 
we have rationalized as high standards, the defensiveness we have named as appropriate 



103 
 

self-advocacy, the people-pleasing we have called kindness — the community sees 
through these more clearly than we can see through them ourselves. This is not criticism. It 
is the gift of an outside perspective that can see the building from angles we cannot see 
from the inside. 

●  It provides the love that makes truth receivable. Truth spoken from outside a 
committed relationship is advice. Truth spoken from within a community of genuine love 
and covenant commitment is formation. The reason accountability works in communities 
where it fails in other contexts is not the quality of the feedback. It is the quality of the 
relationship within which the feedback is given. Love makes truth safe enough to receive. 

●  It gives us people to practice on. The love, patience, kindness, and gentleness 
described in Galatians 5:22–23 are not abstract virtues that can be developed in isolation. 
They are relational competencies that require actual people — difficult ones, preferably — 
to develop. Community provides the training environment in which the Spirit’s fruit grows 
through exactly the kind of friction and opportunity that the community’s actual members 
create. 

●  It holds us accountable to our stated commitments. It is remarkably easy to maintain 
a private spiritual commitment in comfortable seasons and to quietly let it lapse in difficult 
ones — without anyone knowing. The community that knows your commitments, that asks 
about them regularly and without embarrassment, that celebrates growth and gently 
challenges regression, is performing one of the most essential functions of formation: the 
enforcement of continuity across the inevitable disruptions of the inner life. 

 

The person who has found their way to consuming Christian content without belonging to a 
community — who podcasts their theology, Instagrams their devotional life, and maintains 
a carefully curated spiritual persona without the accountability of actual, known, ongoing 
relationship with actual people — has replaced formation with performance. The content 
feels spiritual. But without the crucible of community, the interior person is not being 
formed. It is being entertained. 

“The Christian community is not an ideal we choose to realize but a reality in Christ in 
which we have a share. Our community with one another consists solely in what Christ has 
done to both of us. We are in fellowship with one another only through Jesus Christ.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together 

—  ★  — 
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The Final Proof: Love as the Evidence of Sanctification 

Jesus gave His disciples a test by which the authenticity of their discipleship could be 
evaluated — not a doctrinal test, not a behavioral checklist, not a spiritual discipline 
inventory. A relational test: 

“By this all people will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.” 
 — John 13:35 (NASB) 

Love for one another. This, Jesus says, is how the world will recognize His disciples. Not by 
the quality of their preaching. Not by the consistency of their theology. Not by the visibility 
of their spiritual disciplines. By the observable, unmistakable love they have for each other. 

This is a sobering standard for the contemporary church to sit with. If someone watched 
the relationships in your faith community — the way people treat each other in ordinary 
moments, in conflict, in the presence of the difficult person, in the handling of 
disagreement, in the care for the vulnerable and the marginalized — would they recognize 
something that could only be explained by the presence of God? 

That is the question sanctification ultimately has to answer in the relational dimension of 
the outward life. Not “Do we have good programs?” Not “Do we preach sound doctrine?” 
But: “Does the love we have for one another bear witness to the God we claim has 
transformed us?” 

If the answer is not yet what it should be — and in most communities, if we are honest, it is 
not yet what it should be — the response is not discouragement. The response is the 
renewed, specific, grace-sustained commitment to love better, forgive more readily, bear 
more honestly, and serve more sacrificially. The response is more of what this chapter has 
been describing: the patient, daily, Spirit-empowered practice of loving actual people in the 
way that the God who first loved us has made possible. 

“We love, because He first loved us.” 
 — 1 John 4:19 (NASB) 

We love because He first loved us. The power behind holy love is not our capacity for 
affection. It is the prior, inexhaustible love of God for us, received and then extended — the 
overflow of a heart that has been genuinely transformed, spilling outward into the specific, 
demanding, glorious work of loving the person in front of us today. 

“I have found the paradox that if I love until it hurts, then there is no hurt, but only more 
love.” 
 — Mother Teresa 
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—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

The relational life is where sanctification either proves itself or reveals its limits. These 
questions are designed to locate where the proving is happening — and where the limits 
are. 

 

1.    Who is the most difficult person in your current relational landscape? What does your 
treatment of that specific person reveal about the actual condition of your sanctification? 

2.    If you are married: In what ways is your marriage currently functioning as a vehicle of 
mutual sanctification? In what ways has it become primarily a comfort arrangement or a 
conflict zone? What would change if you asked, ‘Am I loving my spouse in a way that is 
contributing to their holiness?’ 

3.    Do you have a friendship in your life that sharpens you? If not, what is preventing it — 
fear of vulnerability, lack of time, absence of trust? What is one specific step you could take 
toward that kind of friendship this month? 

4.    Is there a person you have not yet forgiven? Be specific. Walk through the four 
clarifications about what forgiveness is not. Which of those distortions has most prevented 
you from taking the step of forgiving? 

5.    Is your community functioning as a crucible of sanctification or primarily as a source of 
comfort and affirmation? What would need to change — in you first, then in the community 
— for it to become more genuinely formative? 

 

For Deeper Reflection:  Read 1 Corinthians 13 slowly, substituting your own name 
wherever Paul writes ‘love.’ ‘[Your name] is patient, [your name] is kind...’ Notice where the 
substitution feels comfortable and where it produces discomfort. The places of discomfort 
are the specific relational territory where the Spirit’s work of sanctification has more to do. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Three  —  Chapter Eight 

 

Holy in Suffering 

The Refiner’s Fire 

 

“And not only this, but we also celebrate in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings 
about perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope.” 
 — Romans 5:3–4 (NASB) 

 

“For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with 
the glory that is to be revealed to us.” 
 — Romans 8:18 (NASB) 

 

“God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts in our 
pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” 
 — C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain 

 

“The cross is not a detour or a hurdle on the way to the kingdom of God. The cross is the 
way to the kingdom.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Way of the Heart 

—  ★  — 

What the Fire Teaches 

Nobody becomes a firefighter without being trained in fire behavior. You learn how heat 
moves, how smoke banks down from the ceiling, how flashover can convert a survivable 
room into a fatal one in seconds. You learn to read what the fire is telling you — the color of 
the smoke, the sound of the building, the feel of the door before you open it. 

But there is a category of learning that no classroom can produce. There is something that 
only comes from actually being in the fire — from the moment when all the theory gives 
way to a heat so intense and a disorientation so complete that only the training that has 
become instinct can be trusted. The firefighter who has been in that fire knows something 
that the one who has only studied it does not. 
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Suffering is that fire for the soul. 

This chapter is one of the most important in this book — and potentially the most 
unwelcome. We live in a cultural moment that has declared comfort a fundamental right, 
that has medicalized grief to the point of pathologizing normal sorrow, and that has 
produced a version of Christianity in which suffering is treated primarily as a problem to be 
solved rather than a process to be inhabited. The prosperity gospel is the most obvious 
expression of this error, but it infects far more of the contemporary church’s relationship 
with pain than most are willing to acknowledge. 

The biblical vision is radically different. From Genesis to Revelation, from the wilderness 
wanderings to the cross itself, suffering is not an interruption of God’s sanctifying work. In 
the hands of a sovereign and gracious God, it is one of its primary instruments — the fire 
that the Refiner applies not to destroy the gold but to reveal and remove everything in it that 
is not gold. 

This chapter will not make suffering comfortable. Nothing does. But it may make it 
navigable — which is what the people of God have always needed most. 

“We must not think of suffering as something to get through on the way to the real work of 
sanctification. Suffering is often the real work. The other stuff is preparation.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction 

—  ★  — 

The Fellowship of His Sufferings 

Paul’s statement in Philippians 3 is one of the most arresting passages in the New 
Testament. He has just catalogued his credentials — circumcised on the eighth day, of the 
tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews, as to the law a Pharisee, as to zeal a persecutor of 
the church, as to righteousness under the law blameless. Then he describes his response 
to all of it: 

“But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of 
Christ. More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count 
them but rubbish, so that I may gain Christ — that I may know Him and the power of His 
resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death.” 
 — Philippians 3:7–8, 10 (NASB) 

The fellowship of His sufferings. The Greek word for fellowship here is koinōnia — the same 
word used throughout the New Testament to describe the deep, participatory communion 
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of the Christian community. Paul is describing suffering not as an isolated experience to be 
endured but as a form of communion — a participation in something that Christ Himself 
has already walked, a shared experience that creates intimacy rather than distance. 

This reframes suffering at its root. The suffering Christian is not alone in an experience that 
God has permitted but remained remote from. They are in fellowship — specific, intimate, 
participatory fellowship — with the Christ who suffered before them, whose own suffering 
was the path to the glory that is now promised to theirs. 

The cross is the hermeneutical key to suffering. Jesus did not avoid it. He did not pray His 
way around it — though He prayed about it honestly and honestly requested another way 
(Luke 22:42). He walked through it. And in walking through it, He sanctified the experience 
of suffering in a way that no theology of exemption can undo. The God who became flesh 
did not exempt flesh from pain. He redeemed it — by inhabiting it from the inside. 

This is why Henri Nouwen’s statement strikes so deep: the cross is not the detour. It is the 
way. The person who is waiting for the suffering to end before the real spiritual work begins 
has misread the map. The suffering may be exactly where the most significant work is 
happening. 

The Reframe:  Suffering is not what happens to the sanctified life on the way to something 
better. In the hands of a sovereign God, suffering is often what the sanctified life looks like 
from the inside while something better is being formed in ways that will only become visible 
in retrospect. 

“And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, 
to those who are called according to His purpose.” 
 — Romans 8:28 (NASB) 

All things. Not comfortable things. Not things that make sense from the inside. All things — 
including the ones that make no sense, that seem purposeless, that arrive without warning 
and leave damage in their wake. The promise is not that all things are good. It is that God 
works all things together for good — that the Sovereign Weaver is incorporating even the 
darkest threads into a pattern that will only be visible from the other side of the loom. 

—  ★  — 

The Curriculum of Suffering: What It Actually Accomplishes 

Paul’s statement in Romans 5 is not a platitude about silver linings. It is a precise, 
theologically grounded account of what suffering actually produces in the soul of the 
person who receives it in faith. The chain of causation deserves careful attention: 
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“And not only this, but we also celebrate in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings 
about perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope.” 
 — Romans 5:3–4 (NASB) 

Tribulation. Perseverance. Proven character. Hope. Four links in a chain, each producing 
the next. Each worth examining carefully. 

Tribulation: The Pressure That Initiates Everything 

The Greek word translated “tribulation” is thlipsis — a word that comes from the image of 
pressing olives or grapes. It denotes pressure applied from the outside that extracts what is 
on the inside. What comes out of the believer under the pressure of suffering reveals what 
was actually in there. The faith that was theoretical becomes tested. The trust that was 
easy in comfortable seasons is revealed as genuine or as sentiment when the pressure 
arrives. 

This is why suffering cannot be avoided without consequence in the spiritual life. The soul 
that has never been under genuine pressure has never discovered what it is actually made 
of. It has only discovered what it presents itself as being. Pressure is the revealer of what 
comfort conceals. 

Perseverance: The Muscle That Suffering Builds 

Perseverance — hupomonē in Greek — is literally “remaining under.” Not the passive 
endurance of gritting your teeth until it is over, but the active, intentional choice to remain 
under the weight rather than escape it. It is the posture of the person who has decided that 
the thing pressing them is worth remaining under because of what the remaining will 
produce. 

Perseverance is not a natural human capacity. It is a developed one. And it is developed 
exclusively through the experience of needing it. You cannot build the muscle of 
perseverance in conditions that never require you to persevere. This is why every saint in 
the Christian tradition who describes having deep perseverance also describes having 
walked through deep suffering. The two are inseparable. The fire builds the capacity it 
demands. 

James makes the same observation from a different angle: 

“Consider it all joy, my brothers and sisters, when you encounter various trials, knowing 
that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, 
so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” 
 — James 1:2–4 (NASB) 
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Perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. Not the absence of pain, but the presence of 
wholeness — a wholeness that can only be produced by a process that required everything 
the faith had and then required it to grow. 

Proven Character: The Evidence That Endurance Leaves Behind 

The word translated “proven character” is dokime — a metallurgical term for metal that has 
been tested and found genuine. It is the character that has been through the fire and 
emerged with its integrity intact. Not merely claimed. Demonstrated. The dokime character 
is not a theological assertion about what a person would do under pressure. It is the 
documented track record of a person who has been under pressure and has remained. 

This matters enormously in the relational and ministerial dimensions of the sanctified life. 
The person whose character has been proven through suffering carries a different kind of 
authority than the person whose character has only been asserted. When you have been in 
the fire and people know it, and when they can see that what came out of the fire is more 
genuinely you than what went in — that is a witness that no argument, no credential, and 
no theological position can produce. 

The most effective ministry is almost always done by people who have suffered. Not 
because God requires suffering as a credential, but because the person who has been 
through the fire can speak to the person who is in it with an authority that untested wisdom 
cannot access. 

Hope: The Destination That Suffering Aims At 

And proven character produces hope — not optimism, not wishful thinking, but the 
theologically grounded confidence that the God who has been faithful in all the previous 
sufferings will be faithful in whatever comes next, and ultimately faithful to complete the 
work He promised at glorification. 

This hope does not disappoint. Paul adds that assurance immediately: “and hope does not 
disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out within our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Romans 5:5). The Spirit Himself is the guarantee of the 
hope. The same Presence who has sustained through the past suffering is the evidence 
that the future holds what God has promised. 

The person who has walked through significant suffering and emerged with deepened faith 
has a quality of hope that the untested believer simply does not yet possess. They have 
seen God prove faithful in conditions where faithfulness seemed unlikely, and that track 
record becomes the unshakeable foundation of a hope that no future circumstance can 
undermine. 
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—  ★  — 

The Bypass: Why We Run from the Fire 

If suffering is so productive, why do we spend so much energy avoiding it? And more 
importantly, why does the contemporary church so often collude in that avoidance rather 
than equipping people to walk through pain with faith? 

The answer involves both human nature and a particular distortion of the gospel that has 
become so pervasive it is almost invisible: spiritual bypassing. 

Spiritual bypassing is the use of spiritual practices, beliefs, and language to avoid the 
genuine, painful work of processing difficult experiences. It is reaching for theological 
conclusions before doing the emotional and relational work that the situation requires. It is 
declaring that God has everything under control as a way of not having to feel how 
frightening it is that things feel so out of control. It is quoting Romans 8:28 over a wound 
that needs lament before it needs a promise. 

It looks like faith. It sounds like faith. But it is actually a form of avoidance dressed in the 
vocabulary of faith — and it produces the same results that all avoidance produces: the 
pain goes underground, where it does its damage invisibly, until it surfaces again in a form 
that is harder to address than it would have been if it had been honestly faced the first time. 

Jesus did not bypass the cross. He asked if there was another way. He sweat drops of blood 
in Gethsemane. He cried out from the cross in the darkness: “My God, My God, why have 
You forsaken Me?” (Matthew 27:46). The Son of God did not perform spiritual calm in the 
face of His own agony. He felt it, expressed it honestly, and walked through it with His face 
toward the Father. 

That is the model. Not the suppression of the pain. Not the premature resolution of the 
anguish. The honest inhabiting of the experience, with God present in it, until the process 
has accomplished what it was sent to accomplish. 

Five Forms Spiritual Bypassing Takes 

●  Premature forgiveness. Declaring forgiveness before the wound has been honestly felt, 
grieved, and named — not as a genuine act of grace but as a way of ending a process that is 
too painful to remain in. Real forgiveness often requires real grief first. 

●  Toxic positivity. The insistence that every difficult experience must immediately be 
reframed as a blessing, that every cloud must have its silver lining identified and displayed 
before the cloud is fully felt. God can redeem suffering without requiring us to deny that it is 
suffering. 
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●  Premature peace. The rush to arrive at acceptance or contentment before the honest 
questions have been asked, before the anger has been expressed, before the confusion 
has been brought to God. Peace that arrives before the process is peace that will not last. 

●  Spiritual performance in the presence of others. The pressure, especially in Christian 
community, to demonstrate faith by appearing undisturbed — to perform composure and 
theological certainty because vulnerability about suffering feels like a failure of faith. This is 
a form of Christian community that is actively hostile to formation. 

●  The anesthetic of busyness. Using ministry, service, activity, and productivity as a way 
to stay ahead of the pain — to remain so occupied that the interior experience never has to 
be faced. The person who can always point to what they are doing for God is not always the 
person who is allowing God to do His deepest work in them. 

 

“We want to be cured of our wounds, not healed through them. Healing through a wound 
requires staying in it long enough to be changed by it. That is the demand that the refiner’s 
fire makes and that the bypasser refuses.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

—  ★  — 

The Language of the Fire: Lament as Holy Practice 

If spiritual bypassing is the church’s most common failure in the face of suffering, the 
corrective is not stoic endurance or emotional management. The corrective is lament — 
the ancient, biblical, Spirit-honoring practice of bringing the full weight of honest anguish 
directly to God rather than around Him or away from Him. 

The Psalms are the church’s school of lament. Approximately one-third of the 150 psalms 
are classified as psalms of complaint or lament — raw, unfiltered expressions of grief, 
confusion, anger, abandonment, and the desperate question that every human being has 
asked in their darkest moments: Where are You, God? 

“My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? Far from my deliverance are the words of my 
groaning. O my God, I cry by day, but You do not answer; and by night, but I have no rest.” 
 — Psalm 22:1–2 (NASB) 

Jesus quoted this psalm from the cross. He did not quote a psalm of triumph or a psalm of 
peaceful confidence. He quoted the psalm of absolute desolation — the one that names 
the experience of divine absence at its most unbearable. And in quoting it, He sanctified it. 
He made lament not a failure of faith but an act of it — the cry of a person who is so 
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committed to the relationship with God that they bring the worst of their experience directly 
into His presence rather than anywhere else. 

Walter Brueggemann, the Old Testament scholar who has done more than almost anyone 
to recover lament as a spiritual discipline, argues that the suppression of lament in the 
contemporary church has had consequences that go far beyond individual spiritual health: 

“Where lament is absent, the faith has become too domesticated, too civil, too bourgeois. 
The lament psalms give voice to the raw edge of lived faith — to the faith that refuses to 
pretend that everything is fine when everything is not fine, and that insists on holding God to 
His promises even when the evidence of their fulfillment is nowhere visible.” 
 — Walter Brueggemann, The Psalms and the Life of Faith 

The Structure of Biblical Lament 

Biblical lament is not formless complaint. It has a recognizable structure — a grammar of 
honest engagement with God in suffering that can serve as a guide for the contemporary 
believer navigating their own fire: 

●  Address: Turning toward God. Lament begins with the naming of God. Not the pretense 
that He is present and attentive when the experience says otherwise, but the deliberate, 
courageous act of turning toward Him anyway. “My God” — even in the darkness, mine. The 
act of address is itself an act of faith. 

●  Complaint: Naming the specific pain. Lament gives the suffering specific language. 
Not the generalities of managed distress, but the particulars of what is actually happening: 
“This is what I have lost. This is what has been done to me. This is what I do not understand. 
This is what is breaking me.” The specificity is not self-indulgence. It is honesty — and God 
honors honesty above performance. 

●  Petition: Asking God to act. From the named pain, lament moves to request — the 
bold, direct, even demanding appeal to God to do something. The Psalmists do not request 
politely. They cry out, they press, they hold God to His covenant promises with an urgency 
that the casual reader sometimes finds startling. This is not presumption. It is the intimacy 
of a relationship in which the Beloved feels entitled to press the Lover. 

●  Expression of trust: Choosing the anchor. Many psalms of lament conclude — not 
always, but often — with a turn toward trust that does not deny the ongoing pain but 
refuses to be finally defined by it. “I do not understand what You are doing. I am still here. I 
will praise You.” The turn is not the erasure of the complaint. It is the addition of an anchor 
that holds even when the storm continues. 
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The practice of lament is not a spiritual exercise for the spiritually advanced. It is the 
honest language of the suffering soul that refuses to be dishonest with God. And God, who 
already knows every word before it is on the tongue (Psalm 139:4), meets the lament with a 
presence that the managed, bypassed version of the same pain never seems to access. 

“The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” 
 — Psalm 34:18 (NASB) 

Near to the brokenhearted. Not at a pastoral distance, ready to offer encouragement. Near 
— the proximity of the God who is not threatened by the full weight of human sorrow and 
who draws specifically close to the ones who are willing to be honest about it. 

—  ★  — 

A Particular Word: Suffering and the First Responder 

The men and women who serve as firefighters, paramedics, law enforcement officers, 
military personnel, and emergency chaplains carry a weight of exposure to suffering that 
most civilians will never experience. You do not just witness suffering — you wade into it, 
manage it, carry it home in your memory, and over time accumulate a burden of secondary 
trauma that the culture around you is poorly equipped to understand or address. 

The help culture that created you — the culture of competence, self-sufficiency, and 
mission completion — is also the culture that most effectively prevents you from 
acknowledging your own need. The same strength that makes you effective on scene is the 
strength that makes it difficult to admit that you are drowning on the inside. 

The theology of this chapter is not abstract for you. It is personal and immediate. You have 
been in the fire. You know things about human suffering that most people learn about from 
a distance. The question this chapter is asking you is not academic: What are you doing 
with what you have seen? 

The suffering you have been exposed to can do one of several things in your soul. It can 
harden you — produce the protective cynicism that keeps the worst of it at arm’s length by 
refusing to feel it anymore. It can hollow you — produce the slow, invisible erosion of moral 
injury and secondary trauma that depletes the inner person without visible external 
symptoms until the collapse comes. Or it can forge you — if it is honestly faced, honestly 
lamentéd, and brought to the God who suffered before you and with you. 

The latter requires doing what the culture of the first responder most actively discourages: 
acknowledging the weight, seeking help, and bringing the honest reality of your interior 
experience into contact with the God who is near to the brokenhearted. 
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There is no shame in that. There is, in fact, more courage in that than in any amount of stoic 
performance. The firefighter who can walk into a burning building is admirable. The 
firefighter who can acknowledge that the building has left marks on them — and who brings 
those marks to God rather than numbing them or carrying them alone — is practicing a 
form of sanctification that requires everything the fire did not burn away. 

“The wounded healer is the one who has been in the fire long enough to know what it does, 
and who has stayed with God in the fire long enough to know that He does not abandon 
those He has allowed to enter it.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

—  ★  — 

When the Fire Forges: Testimonies of Transformation 

The most compelling evidence that suffering is an instrument of sanctification is not 
theological. It is testimonial. It is the cloud of witnesses — the people across Scripture and 
the Christian tradition and the ordinary pews of ordinary churches — who have been 
through fire and can testify that what came out was more genuinely them, more genuinely 
holy, more genuinely free than what went in. 

The Scripture is full of these testimonies. Joseph, sold into slavery by his brothers and 
imprisoned on false charges, emerges from years of unjust suffering with a theology of 
providential redemption that could only have been forged in the fire he had been through: 
“As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good” (Genesis 50:20). That is 
not a pious platitude. It is the hard-won conviction of a person who has watched God work 
in the very circumstances designed to destroy him. 

Job, who endures suffering that the text makes clear is not a consequence of his sin, does 
not emerge from his fire with tidy theological answers. He emerges having encountered 
God directly in the whirlwind — a far greater thing than the answers he had demanded. “I 
have heard of You by the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees You” (Job 42:5). The 
suffering did not answer his questions. It gave him something better: a direct encounter 
with the living God that abstract theology could not have produced. 

Paul catalogues his sufferings in 2 Corinthians 11 with an almost breathtaking inventory — 
shipwrecks, beatings, imprisonments, dangers of every variety — and then describes what 
the accumulation of that suffering had produced in him: 

“And He has said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.’ 
Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ 
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may dwell in me.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 12:9 (NASB) 

Power is perfected in weakness. Not in strength. In weakness. The sufferings did not 
diminish Paul’s effectiveness. They became the very medium through which the power of 
Christ was most fully expressed — because in Paul’s weakness, no one could mistake the 
power as his own. 

This is the consistent testimony of the saints: that the fire, navigated in faith rather than in 
flight, produces something that comfort and ease never produce. A depth of compassion 
for the suffering of others. A freedom from the tyranny of reputation, because suffering 
strips away the illusions that reputation is built on. A clarity about what matters and what 
does not, because suffering simplifies everything it touches. A dependence on God that 
could not be learned in any classroom or spiritual discipline but only in the school of 
genuine need. 

The Marks That Remain 

It is worth noting that the transformed person who has been through the fire is not 
someone from whom all marks of the suffering have been erased. The resurrection body of 
Jesus, the ultimate testimony to God’s triumph over suffering, still bore the nail marks 
when Thomas reached out to touch them (John 20:27). The wounds were not erased in the 
resurrection. They were redeemed in it — transformed from marks of execution into marks 
of identification, into the specific evidence that allowed Thomas to recognize his Lord. 

The marks your suffering has left on you are not evidence that the fire did not accomplish 
its work. They may be the very marks by which someone in their own fire will recognize the 
One you carry. The wounds that have been walked through with God are not liabilities in 
ministry. They are credentials — not of suffering per se, but of the faithfulness of the God 
who met you in the suffering and brought you through it still standing. 

“The places where we have suffered most deeply become the places from which we most 
powerfully minister — because in those places we have learned things about God that can 
only be known there.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

—  ★  — 

The Weight and the Glory 

Paul makes a comparison that, from inside the suffering, can feel impossible to believe: 
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“For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with 
the glory that is to be revealed to us.” 
 — Romans 8:18 (NASB) 

Not worthy to be compared. This is not a dismissal of the suffering. Paul had suffered 
enough to know that the suffering is real. He is making a comparative claim about scale — 
that the weight of the glory that awaits is so far in excess of the weight of the suffering that 
the comparison cannot be made in the direction we would expect. 

Paul uses the same logic in 2 Corinthians 4, where he describes the sufferings as 
“momentary, light affliction” — which, given what he has already described, is startling — 
and then immediately qualifies: “working for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all 
comparison” (2 Corinthians 4:17). Light in comparison to what it is producing. What it is 
producing is a weight of glory that exceeds every earthly category of measurement. 

This is not a promise that the suffering will be removed. It is a promise that the suffering has 
a destination — that it is not the last word, that it is being used to accomplish something of 
eternal significance, and that the person of faith who endures it will one day look back from 
the vantage point of glory and find that what they thought was the worst thing that could 
happen to them was actually one of the most significant things God ever did in their 
formation. 

We are not there yet. We see through a glass darkly. The comparison Paul makes is a 
statement of faith, not of present experience. From inside the fire, the glory is not visible. It 
is believed. And that believing — that trust in the promise of a God who has proven faithful 
before and will prove faithful again — is the anchor that holds the soul steady while the 
refining fire does its necessary work. 

“For momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all 
comparison, while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not 
seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are 
eternal.” 
 — 2 Corinthians 4:17–18 (NASB) 

Look not at the things which are seen. The discipline of faith in suffering is the sustained, 
deliberate choice to keep the eyes on what is not yet visible while the visible presses in on 
every side. It is the hardest discipline in the Christian life. It is also the one that produces 
the most durable hope — the hope that, as Paul said in Romans 5, does not disappoint. 

The fire is real. The Refiner is present. The gold is worth the process. 

Hold on. 
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—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

These questions are written for the person who is in the fire right now, and for the person 
who has been in the fire and is still processing what it taught them. Both are sacred ground. 

 

1.    Think of the most significant season of suffering in your life. Looking back now, what did 
it produce in you that comfort and ease could not have produced? What do you know about 
God now that you did not know before it? 

2.    Have you ever practiced spiritual bypassing — using theological language or spiritual 
activity to avoid genuinely feeling the weight of a painful experience? What was the result of 
the bypass, over time? 

3.    Have you ever practiced lament — brought the raw, uncensored honest weight of your 
pain directly to God? If not, what has prevented it? If so, what did you discover about God’s 
presence in that honesty? 

4.    For those in first responder or helping professions: What are you carrying from your 
work that you have not yet honestly named before God? What would it look like to bring that 
weight into genuine lament rather than managing it alone? 

5.    Paul says suffering produces perseverance, proven character, and hope. Which of 
those three is most evidently present in your life as a result of the suffering you have walked 
through? Which is still being formed? 

 

A Practice:  Choose a Psalm of lament — Psalm 22, 42, 88, or 130 are among the most 
honest. Read it slowly, as a prayer rather than a text. Then write your own lament: address 
God directly, name the specific pain specifically, make your petition boldly, and end with 
whatever anchor of trust you can honestly hold onto. This is not a spiritual exercise. It is an 
act of faith. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Three  —  Chapter Nine 

 

Holy in Vocation 

Ordinary Life as Sacred Ground 

 

“Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather than for men.” 
 — Colossians 3:23 (NASB) 

 

“So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all things for the glory of God.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 10:31 (NASB) 

 

“The sacred and secular are not two separate realms — they are two dimensions of one 
reality. All ground is holy when we walk it with God.” 
 — Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines 

 

“There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ 
does not cry: ‘Mine!’” 
 — Abraham Kuyper, Inaugural Address at the Free University of Amsterdam 

—  ★  — 

The Station as Sanctuary 

The theology of the firehouse is not written in books. It is written in the routines — the 
apparatus checks, the equipment maintenance, the training evolutions, the shared meals, 
the waiting. There is a rhythm to station life that shapes the firefighter in ways that are 
difficult to articulate and impossible to replicate in any other environment. 

What most civilians miss, looking at that rhythm from the outside, is that it is not primarily 
administrative. It is formational. The person who spends years in the rhythm of the 
firehouse — who learns to hold readiness and rest in simultaneous tension, who discovers 
that excellence in the ordinary days is what makes excellence in the critical ones possible, 
who finds their identity shaped not by individual achievement but by membership in a crew 
— that person has been formed by their vocation in ways they may not fully understand 
until years later. 
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This is what the doctrine of vocation, recovered by the Protestant Reformation and 
neglected by much of contemporary Christianity, is trying to tell us: your daily work is not a 
secular interruption of your spiritual life. It is one of its primary arenas. The sanctified life is 
not lived in monasteries alone, achieved by the withdrawal from ordinary human activity 
into a dedicated zone of religious practice. It is lived in the station. In the classroom. In the 
emergency room. In the workshop. In the courtroom. In the kitchen. In every place where 
image-bearers do the work God has called them to do, in His presence, for His glory. 

All ground is holy when walked with God. The question is not whether your workplace is 
spiritual enough. The question is whether you are bringing enough of God into it. 

“Work is not a necessary evil that distracts from the spiritual life. Work is itself a spiritual 
act — the participation of the human creature in God’s ongoing care for and cultivation of 
creation.” 
 — Dorothy Sayers, Creed or Chaos? 

—  ★  — 

Every Calling Is Holy: The Doctrine of Vocation 

Before the Reformation, the prevailing understanding in Western Christianity divided 
human activity into two tiers: the sacred and the secular. The sacred tier comprised the 
activities of monks, nuns, priests, and religious professionals — people who had left 
ordinary life behind in order to pursue God through dedicated religious practice. The 
secular tier comprised everyone else: merchants, farmers, craftsmen, soldiers, mothers, 
fathers — people engaged in the necessary but spiritually undistinguished work of ordinary 
life. 

The implication was as corrosive as it was pervasive: that proximity to God was primarily a 
function of withdrawal from ordinary life. The more you could detach from the worldly work 
of Tuesday and immerse yourself in the religious work of the monastery, the closer to God 
you were assumed to be. 

Martin Luther dismantled this two-tier system with the concept of vocation — the Latin for 
“calling” — arguing from Scripture that God calls every believer into their ordinary life and 
work as surely as He calls monks into monasteries. The cobbler who makes shoes well, 
who serves his customers honestly, who brings the love of God into his workshop, is 
serving God in that cobbling as genuinely as the priest is serving God at the altar. The 
distinction is not between sacred and secular work. The distinction is between work done 
in the presence of God and work done in His absence. 
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“The idea that service to God should have only to do with a church altar, singing, reading, 
sacrifice, and the like is without doubt but the worst trick of the devil. How could the devil 
have led us more effectively astray than by the narrow conception that service to God takes 
place only in a church and by works done therein?” 
 — Martin Luther, An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility 

Calvin extended Luther’s insight by emphasizing that all legitimate work participates in 
God’s ongoing sustaining of creation. The farmer who grows food is participating in God’s 
provision for His creatures. The physician who heals is participating in God’s compassion 
for His image-bearers. The teacher who forms young minds is participating in God’s 
investment in the generations He has made. Every calling, when undertaken faithfully, is a 
site of divine participation — and therefore a site of genuine sanctification. 

“For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand so that we would walk in them.” 
 — Ephesians 2:10 (NASB) 

The Greek word for “workmanship” here is poiema — from which we get the English word 
“poem.” You are God’s poem, His crafted work, created for good works that He prepared 
before you existed. Those good works are not exclusively religious works. They include 
everything you do in your vocation when you do it in His presence and for His glory. The 
entirety of your ordinary life is the canvas of His creative intention. 

The Reformers' Insight:  Every legitimate vocation is a holy calling. The spiritual 
significance of your work is not determined by its job title but by whether it is done in the 
presence of God, with integrity, as an act of love for the people it serves. 

—  ★  — 

Finding God in the Rhythms: Daily Work as Spiritual Practice 

If every calling is holy, then the ordinary rhythms of daily work become the primary texture 
of the sanctified life — not a distraction from spiritual formation but its main venue. The 
question is not how to find time for God between the demands of work. The question is how 
to encounter God through the demands of work. 

Brother Lawrence, the seventeenth-century Carmelite lay brother who spent most of his 
religious life working in the monastery kitchen and later repairing sandals in the cobbler’s 
shop, understood this with a simplicity and a depth that has made his small book one of 
the most enduring guides to the interior life in all of Christian history. His insight was not 
complex: God can be found anywhere. The kitchen is as holy as the chapel, if the person in 
it is practicing the same deliberate awareness of divine presence. 
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“The time of business does not with me differ from the time of prayer; and in the noise and 
clatter of my kitchen, while several persons are at the same time calling for different things, 
I possess God in as great tranquility as if I were upon my knees at the Blessed Sacrament.” 
 — Brother Lawrence, The Practice of the Presence of God 

This is not mysticism for the advanced. It is the straightforward application of the doctrine 
of vocation to the minute-by-minute reality of ordinary work. God is not absent from the 
kitchen. He is not absent from the apparatus bay or the dispatch center or the training 
ground. He is present wherever His people are present, and the practice of His presence is 
simply the deliberate, cultivated, repeated choice to remain aware of that presence rather 
than allowing the noise and demand of the work to crowd it out. 

What Practicing the Presence Looks Like in the Workplace 

Brother Lawrence’s practice was not esoteric. It was eminently practical. He described it as 
a simple, ongoing conversation with God — not a formal prayer posture adopted at 
designated times but an ambient awareness maintained through the full texture of the 
workday. The prayer was often nothing more than “My God, I am wholly Yours.” Spoken 
silently between tasks. In the transition from one call to the next. In the moment before a 
difficult conversation. In the completion of a task done as well as it could be done, offered 
without fanfare to the One for whom it was ultimately done. 

Paul’s instruction to pray without ceasing (1 Thessalonians 5:17) is not a command to be on 
your knees all day. It is a description of the ambient, continuous orientation of the interior 
toward God that Brother Lawrence was practicing — an attentiveness to divine presence 
woven through the full fabric of the day rather than concentrated in designated religious 
moments and absent from everything else. 

●  The transition prayer. At every transition in the workday — between tasks, between 
calls, between meetings, between the demands that arrive in sequence — a brief, 
deliberate reorientation toward God. Even fifteen seconds: “Lord, I am Yours in this next 
thing. Do what You will through it.” 

●  The dedication of the task. Before beginning a significant piece of work, the deliberate 
offering of it to God. Not a formula but a genuine act of intention: “I am doing this as for 
You, not merely for the human audience that will evaluate it.” Colossians 3:23 practiced as 
a specific discipline rather than quoted as a general principle. 

●  The awareness of the person. In the helping professions particularly, every person 
encountered is an image-bearer — a human being of infinite worth carrying the imprint of 
the Creator. The discipline of pausing to see the person — not just the patient, not just the 
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caller, not just the student, not just the customer — is itself a form of the practice of divine 
presence. To see the person God sees is to see with God. 

●  The offering of excellence. Work done as well as it can be done, not to impress the 
supervisor but as a form of worship, is itself a spiritual practice. The crew member who 
maintains the apparatus with meticulous care because it represents the trust of the 
community they serve, who trains with genuine seriousness because someday someone’s 
life will depend on what they know, who does the invisible work with the same integrity they 
bring to the visible — that person is practicing sanctification in vocation. 

 

“Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather than for men, knowing that 
from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you 
serve.” 
 — Colossians 3:23–24 (NASB) 

As for the Lord. Not as for the performance review. Not as for the appreciation of 
colleagues. Not even as for the community you are serving, though their good is the 
proximate goal. Ultimately, as for the Lord — which means the quality of the work is not 
determined by the visibility of the audience but by the identity of the One for whom it is 
ultimately offered. 

—  ★  — 

The Sacred Calling: Holiness in the Helping Professions 

The men and women who serve as firefighters, paramedics, law enforcement officers, 
emergency chaplains, nurses, physicians, social workers, and counselors occupy a 
particular and peculiar vocational territory. Their work is not peripheral to the suffering of 
the community they serve. It is present at its center — invited into the worst moments of 
people’s lives with a regularity that most of the population cannot imagine and a weight 
that the culture rarely acknowledges. 

This is extraordinary work. It is also extraordinary spiritual territory. 

When a paramedic kneels beside a patient whose heart has stopped, they are in a moment 
that is simultaneously technical, human, and holy. When a firefighter climbs a ladder to a 
window where a terrified family is waiting, every skill, every training repetition, every piece 
of maintained equipment is in service of a human life made in the image of God. When a 
chaplain sits beside a grieving family in a hospital waiting room and simply refuses to leave 
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them alone in their worst moment, they are doing what God does — showing up where the 
pain is and remaining present in it. 

The doctrine of vocation says that all of this is holy ground. Not in spite of its difficulty but 
because of its proximity to the human condition that God entered in the incarnation and 
never left. 

The Peculiar Temptations of the Helping Professions 

The holiness of this vocational territory does not protect its occupants from its particular 
spiritual hazards. The helping professions carry temptations specific to their calling that 
are worth naming honestly. 

●  The savior complex. The person whose work regularly involves rescuing others from 
desperate situations is perpetually vulnerable to the subtle displacement of God from the 
center of the rescue. When the helper has been the one who arrived in time, who made the 
call that saved the situation, who performed the function that no one else could perform, 
the interior can quietly shift from ‘God used me’ to ‘I am the one who handles these things.’ 
The savior complex is the occupational distortion of a genuinely noble calling, and it feeds 
on the very real competence and effectiveness that the calling requires. 

●  Compassion fatigue and moral injury. The accumulated weight of sustained exposure 
to human suffering — the slow depletion of the capacity to feel and respond with the full 
humanness that the work demands — is one of the most serious occupational hazards of 
the helping professions and one of the least addressed. The person whose empathy has 
been exhausted by the relentlessness of need is not failing morally. They are depleted 
physically and spiritually. And the spiritual response is not self-condemnation but the 
honest recognition that the One who sends people into this work is also the One 
responsible for replenishing them. 

●  The identity merger. When the vocation becomes the primary source of identity, 
significance, and meaning, the person has become what they do rather than who they are 
in God. The firefighter who is only a firefighter — who has no interior life independent of the 
role, whose worth is entirely contingent on their performance, who does not know who they 
are in the absence of the badge — is a person who will be devastated by the inevitable day 
when the role changes, ends, or is threatened. 

 

The antidote to all three is not less commitment to the vocation. It is the deepening of the 
vocational theology that grounds the calling in something larger and more stable than 
personal effectiveness: the conviction that you are a servant of the Living God, working in 
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His name, dependent on His replenishment, and known by Him in an identity that no 
uniform, no badge, and no performance review can either give or take away. 

“The one who serves must be served. The one who gives must be replenished. The one who 
bears must be carried. This is not weakness — it is the honest economics of a sustainable 
calling.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

—  ★  — 

The Test of the Unseen: Integrity as Sanctification 

If vocation is holy ground, then the quality of our conduct within it is not merely a 
professional matter. It is a spiritual one. And the most revealing dimension of professional 
conduct is not what we do when someone is watching. It is what we do when no one is. 

Integrity is the quality of the person who is the same in private as in public — whose visible 
conduct is not a managed performance for the benefit of evaluators but a genuine 
expression of a character that holds its shape when no one is looking. It is the most 
ordinary and the most demanding dimension of vocational holiness. 

Jesus described the connection between integrity and genuine spiritual formation in 
language that every first responder and tradesperson will recognize: 

“The person who is faithful in a very little thing is faithful also in much; and the person who 
is unrighteous in a very little thing is unrighteous also in much.” 
 — Luke 16:10 (NASB) 

The very little things. The report that is filled out accurately even when no one will check. 
The equipment that is maintained properly even when the inspection is not scheduled. The 
patient care that is given with full dignity even when the patient cannot communicate and 
no one is observing. The conversation that is had honestly even when a comfortable 
evasion is available. The credit that is given where it belongs even when taking it would cost 
nothing visible. 

These are the small tests that reveal the actual condition of the character — and in the 
workplace, they occur with a frequency and an invisibility that make them the primary 
material of vocational sanctification. The person whose character holds in the small, 
invisible moments has the character that can be trusted with the large, visible ones. 

Five Dimensions of Vocational Integrity 

●  Truthfulness. The sanctified worker tells the truth — about what happened, about what 
was done, about what they know and do not know, about mistakes made and their causes. 
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In high-stakes professions, this requires significant courage. The culture of self-protection 
that produces incident reports designed to minimize liability rather than illuminate truth is 
the enemy of both institutional learning and personal sanctification. 

●  Accountability. The willingness to be genuinely answerable for the quality of one’s work 
and the honesty of one’s conduct, without the invisible negotiations by which most people 
manage their accountability to minimize personal cost. True accountability says: “I am 
responsible. Tell me where I fell short. I want to know.” 

●  Diligence in the invisible. Excellence maintained in the work that no one will evaluate 
— the preparation that goes beyond what is required, the care that exceeds what is 
expected, the follow-through that happens when no one would know if it did not. This is 
what Brother Lawrence was practicing in the kitchen: excellence offered to God rather than 
to the audience that might notice it. 

●  Honor in human interaction. The treatment of every person encountered in the work — 
colleague, superior, subordinate, client, patient, bystander — with the dignity that their 
status as an image-bearer of God requires. This includes the people who are difficult, the 
people who are ungrateful, the people who will never be able to return the favor, and the 
people who will never know what was done for them. 

●  Stewardship of resources. The honest use of the time, money, equipment, and 
authority entrusted by the institution and the community. The public trust represented by a 
badge or a professional credential is a stewardship, not a possession. Its misuse is not 
merely a professional failure. It is a failure of sanctification in vocation. 

 

“Integrity is not a virtue reserved for moments of dramatic moral decision. It is the 
cumulative result of a thousand small choices made in ordinary moments when the only 
witness is God.” 
 — Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart 

—  ★  — 

Permission to Stop: Sabbath as Vocational Holiness 

A chapter on vocation would be incomplete without addressing the practice that the 
culture of overwork most aggressively resists and that Scripture most consistently 
commends: rest. 

The Sabbath is not primarily a regulation for the management of labor. It is a theological 
declaration about the nature of reality: that the world does not depend on your working, 



127 
 

that God was running things before you started and will continue after you stop, that your 
worth is not a function of your productivity, and that the rhythm of work and rest is written 
into the created order by the One who demonstrated it personally. 

“By the seventh day God completed His work which He had done, and He rested on the 
seventh day from all His work which He had done. Then God blessed the seventh day and 
sanctified it, because on it He rested from all His work which God had created and made.” 
 — Genesis 2:2–3 (NASB) 

God rested. Not because He was tired. Not because He had reached the limit of His 
capacity. But because the rhythm of work and rest is built into the fabric of creation as a gift 
and a model — and because the act of stopping is itself an act of trust. You stop working 
because you trust that things will not fall apart without you. Which is to say, you stop 
working because you trust God. 

For the person in the helping professions, this is not a simple instruction to follow. Shift 
schedules, emergency availability, and the legitimate demands of a profession that does 
not pause because it is someone’s day off make a simple weekly Sabbath complicated. But 
the principle is not negated by the complexity. It is urgently needed precisely because the 
vocation is demanding. 

The person who never stops — who confuses perpetual availability with faithfulness, who 
carries the weight of the calling without ever putting it down — is not a more faithful 
servant. They are a person who has confused themselves with God, who has forgotten that 
the world’s functioning does not depend on their uninterrupted effort. And they are, 
predictably, a person who will eventually break under a weight they were not designed to 
carry without relief. 

Sabbath rest, in whatever form is achievable within the constraints of a particular vocation, 
is an act of vocational sanctification. It says: I am a creature, not the Creator. My work is a 
gift and a calling, not an identity. I trust the One who called me to this work to tend it in the 
hours when I am not. 

“Sabbath is not the absence of work. Sabbath is the presence of a different kind of 
attention — attention turned toward the One who makes the work possible and who values 
the worker more than the work.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, Working the Angles 

—  ★  — 
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The Mission Field Next Door: Ordinary Work as Witness 

The sanctified worker is not only being formed by their vocation. They are bearing witness 
through it. 

Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 10:31 — “do all things for the glory of God” — carries a 
dimension that is missional as well as formational. The person who works with integrity, 
who treats the people around them with genuine dignity, who brings a quality of character 
to their ordinary work that cannot be explained by ambition or self-interest alone, is bearing 
witness to the reality that God is present and at work in the world. The watching world does 
not primarily encounter the gospel in church buildings. It encounters it in the places where 
Christians work, speak, decide, and relate. 

“Let your light shine before people in such a way that they may see your good works, and 
glorify your Father who is in heaven.” 
 — Matthew 5:16 (NASB) 

Not your eloquent witness. Your good works. The quality of your ordinary conduct, the 
integrity of your daily work, the character visible in how you treat the people around you — 
this is what Jesus names as the light that draws others to the Father. The sermon most 
people will evaluate most carefully is not the one preached from a pulpit. It is the one being 
lived out in the workplace where people see you every day and where all the managed 
religious performance has been stripped away by the ordinary pressures of real work. 

This does not mean performing Christianity for a workplace audience. It means being 
genuinely formed by the sanctifying work of God in ways that become visible naturally, 
inevitably, as the fruit of a life that is actually being changed from the inside. The person 
who is genuinely growing in love, patience, kindness, and integrity does not need to 
announce it. People can see it. And what they see creates questions that the gospel is 
uniquely positioned to answer. 

The firehouse, the emergency room, the school, the courtroom, the workshop — these are 
not mission fields that require the Christian worker to add a religious agenda to their 
professional one. They are already mission fields, because the people in them are image-
bearers in need of the grace that only the gospel can provide. The Christian in those 
spaces, formed by the Spirit and walking in the awareness of divine presence, is already 
positioned for the most natural and the most powerful form of witness available: the 
witness of a genuinely changed life, doing genuinely good work, in the name of the God who 
called them there. 



129 
 

“The Christian shoemaker does his duty not by putting little crosses on the shoes, but by 
making good shoes, because God is interested in good craftsmanship.” 
 — Dorothy Sayers, Creed or Chaos? 

—  ★  — 

Every Inch: The God Who Claims It All 

Abraham Kuyper’s famous declaration — that there is not a square inch in the whole 
domain of human existence over which Christ does not cry “Mine!” — is not a statement 
about religious imperialism. It is a statement about the scope of redemption. 

Christ does not claim the monastery and cede the marketplace. He does not claim the 
sanctuary and release the station. He does not claim the prayer closet and abandon the 
nursing home. He claims all of it — every square inch of human life and labor and 
relationship and culture — as the domain of His lordship and the arena of His sanctifying 
work. 

This means that no part of your life is outside the scope of His interest and His transforming 
presence. The work you do on Thursday morning is not a secular interruption of the spiritual 
life you are trying to maintain on the edges. It is the primary venue of your formation for that 
day — the specific, ordinary place where God is present, where the Spirit is at work, where 
the will can be surrendered, the mind can be renewed, the affections can be ordered, and 
the character can be proven. 

The firefighter who goes to work tomorrow carries every dimension of the sanctified life into 
the station. The chaplain who sits with a grieving family is doing theology with her body, her 
presence, her willingness to remain. The nurse who changes a dressing with the same care 
at the end of a twelve-hour shift as at the beginning is practicing the love of God in the most 
concrete and the most costly form available. 

None of it is secular. All of it is holy. The only question is whether you know it — and 
whether you are bringing the fullness of who you are becoming into the fullness of where 
you have been placed. 

“See then that you walk carefully, not as unwise people but as wise, making the most of 
your time, because the days are evil.” 
 — Ephesians 5:15–16 (NASB) 

Walk carefully. Not fearfully. Not obsessively. Carefully — with the attentiveness of 
someone who knows that the ground beneath their feet is holy, that the time in their hands 
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is sacred, that the work before them is a calling from the Living God who wastes nothing 
and redeems everything. 

Every inch is His. Walk accordingly. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

These questions are designed to bring the theology of this chapter into contact with the 
specific texture of your actual work — the place where you spend most of your waking 
hours and where sanctification either shows up or reveals it has not yet arrived. 

 

1.    How have you thought about your work in relation to your spiritual life? Has your job felt 
like a secular interruption of your faith, or a dimension of it? What would change if you 
genuinely believed your vocation was holy ground? 

2.    What would it look like to practice the presence of God in your specific workplace 
tomorrow? What would the transition prayer sound like? What would it mean to see the 
people you encounter as God sees them? 

3.    Which of the peculiar temptations of the helping professions — the savior complex, 
compassion fatigue, or identity merger — is most active in your vocational life right now? 
What is the honest antidote? 

4.    Conduct an integrity audit of your recent work. Where have you been consistent in the 
invisible moments? Where have you cut corners, softened truths, or taken the path of least 
resistance when no one was watching? 

5.    How well are you practicing Sabbath? If the honest answer is poorly or not at all — what 
is the belief behind the failure? Is it that you cannot trust God with what you are not 
tending? Is it that your worth depends on your productivity? Name the belief before you can 
address it. 

 

A Practice for This Week:  For one full workday, practice Brother Lawrence’s presence 
discipline. At every transition in the day — before beginning each new task or conversation 
— pause for fifteen seconds and offer the next thing to God. At the end of the day, write two 
sentences: where you most naturally remembered God’s presence in the work, and where 
you most easily forgot it. The pattern will tell you something important about where the 
Spirit’s formation has the most work left to do. 
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Part Four 

 

The Disciplines 

Means of Grace for the Sanctified Life 

 

The spiritual disciplines are not a ladder to God. They are not techniques for manufacturing 
holiness, strategies for earning divine favor, or evidence of spiritual seriousness to be 
displayed before an evaluating audience. They are channels — the specific, practiced 
openings through which the grace of God flows into the interior life and does its 
transforming work. 

 

Dallas Willard made the crucial distinction: the disciplines are not the same as the 
righteousness they produce. No one has ever been made holy by praying, by fasting, by 
observing the Sabbath, or by any other spiritual practice in itself. The disciplines are the 
training — the conditioning of the whole person toward a posture of receptivity in which the 
Spirit’s transforming work can proceed. They are the furrow the farmer plows. They are not 
the rain. 

 

Part Four examines four of the classical disciplines with the same pastoral honesty applied 
throughout this book: not as obligations to be managed but as gifts to be received, not as 
measures of spiritual achievement but as means of sanctifying grace. Prayer. Fasting. 
Sabbath. Community. Each opens a different channel. Each, practiced with genuine intent, 
positions the soul where God’s transforming work can reach it. 

—  ★  — 

 

Part Four  —  Chapter Ten 

 

Prayer 

The Breath of the Sanctified Life 
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“Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with an attitude of thanksgiving.” 
 — Colossians 4:2 (NASB) 

 

“And He was saying to them, ‘When you pray, say: Father, hallowed be Your name. Your 
kingdom come.’” 
 — Luke 11:2 (NASB) 

 

“Prayer does not fit us for the greater works; prayer is the greater work.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

 

“We must move from asking God to take care of the things that are breaking our hearts, to 
praying about the things that are breaking His heart.” 
 — Margaret Gibb 

—  ★  — 

The Radio That Must Stay Open 

Every firefighter knows the protocol: radio discipline on the fireground is not optional. You 
keep the channel clear for essential traffic, you monitor continuously, you respond 
immediately when called, and you never — under any circumstances — go radio-silent in a 
working structure. The radio is not a convenience. It is the lifeline that connects every crew 
member to the command structure, to each other, and to the situational awareness that 
keeps everyone alive. 

The firefighter who goes into a building with a dead battery or a radio they have neglected to 
monitor has severed the connection that makes coordinated, safe operation possible. They 
may be fully competent in every other dimension of their craft. The missing radio makes 
none of it count for much if the fire changes and no one can reach them. 

Prayer is that radio. 

Not a technique for getting things from God. Not a religious obligation that earns favor or 
signals commitment. Not a spiritual performance calibrated for the evaluation of others. 
Prayer is the primary, ongoing, non-negotiable connection between the soul and the God 
who is the source of everything the soul needs to do what it was called to do. When that 
connection is broken — through neglect, through busyness, through the accumulated 
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weight of a life that has gradually crowded out the quiet — everything else continues to 
function on the surface while the deepest thing is dying. 

Jesus did not treat prayer as the productive person’s optional enhancement. He treated it 
as the indispensable oxygen of the interior life. He prayed in the early morning before the 
day’s demands arrived (Mark 1:35). He prayed before every major decision (Luke 6:12). He 
prayed all night at critical moments (Luke 22:39–46). He prayed from the cross in His most 
extreme anguish (Matthew 27:46). He prays now, at the right hand of the Father, interceding 
continuously for His people (Hebrews 7:25). 

If the Son of God, in whom the fullness of the Godhead dwelt bodily, lived a life saturated in 
prayer — what does that suggest about what the sanctified life looks like for the rest of us? 

“Prayer is not asking. It is a longing of the soul. It is daily admission of one’s weakness. It is 
better in prayer to have a heart without words than words without a heart.” 
 — Mahatma Gandhi 

—  ★  — 

What Prayer Actually Is 

Before we can pray well, we need to be clear about what we are doing when we pray. And 
the first clarity needed is negative: prayer is not primarily a mechanism for delivering 
requests to a divine vending machine. It is not primarily a technique. It is not primarily a 
discipline in the sense of an obligation to be discharged. And it is not primarily a 
performance, religious or otherwise. 

Prayer is conversation — real, two-directional, relationally grounded conversation between 
the creature and the Creator. It is the act of bringing your actual self — not the managed, 
presentable version but the full, specific, often confused and sometimes desperate interior 
person — into the presence of the God who already knows everything about you and loves 
you completely in that knowing. 

Richard Foster, whose book Celebration of Discipline recovered the classical disciplines 
for a generation of evangelical Christians, described prayer as entering into “a life of 
unhurried peace and power.” That description is worth sitting with, because it names what 
prayer produces in the person who practices it as a way of life rather than an occasional 
emergency measure: not productivity, not theological information, but a quality of interior 
life — peace that is not manufactured by circumstances and power that is not generated by 
effort. 
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“Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and pleading with thanksgiving let your 
requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all 
comprehension, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 4:6–7 (NASB) 

The peace that surpasses comprehension — the peace that does not require external 
circumstances to be favorable — is the fruit of the practice that precedes it in the verse. 
Prayer and pleading with thanksgiving. Not prayer as a last resort after all other strategies 
have been exhausted. Prayer as the first posture — the ongoing, habitual orientation of the 
interior toward the God who guards the heart and mind in exactly the conditions that most 
threaten them. 

The Fundamental Reframe:  Prayer is not what you do before the real work begins. Prayer 
is the real work — the primary means by which the soul is kept open to God’s transforming 
grace and by which the self is regularly reoriented toward the One who is the source of 
everything needed for the sanctified life. 

—  ★  — 

The School of Prayer: Learning from the Lord’s Model 

When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, they were not asking for a 
theological lecture about the nature of God or an explanation of how prayer works 
metaphysically. They were asking for a practice — a school, in the sense of a structured 
formation in the actual doing of the thing. And Jesus gave them exactly that: 

“Father, hallowed be Your name. Your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves also forgive everyone who is indebted to us. And 
do not lead us into temptation.” 
 — Luke 11:2–4 (NASB) 

The Lord’s Prayer is not primarily a prayer to be recited. It is a curriculum to be inhabited — 
a skeleton upon which the full flesh of a praying life can be built. Every phrase contains a 
world of instruction about how to orient the soul before God. 

Father — The Posture of Approach 

The prayer begins with a relational address that was startling in Jesus’ context and remains 
startling if we let it land freshly: Father. Not the transcendent deity of philosophical theism. 
Not the judge before whom the accused must make their case. Father — the intimate, 
trustworthy, personally invested Parent who has taken the initiative in this relationship and 
who can be approached with the confidence that the approach will be welcomed. 
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Brennan Manning spent most of his ministry trying to help people receive this single word 
as the truth it actually is — that the God of the universe calls Himself your Father, that the 
posture appropriate to prayer is not fear-filled cringing but beloved-child confidence, that 
you are permitted to bring your actual self to this conversation because the One you are 
bringing it to already knows it and loves it. 

The prayer life that begins from that posture is qualitatively different from the prayer life 
that begins from fear or obligation. You pray differently when you know you are welcomed. 

Hallowed Be Your Name — The Priority of Worship 

The first request is not for anything the pray-er needs. It is for the glory of God — for the 
hallowing, the setting apart as holy, of the divine name throughout creation and in the life of 
the one praying. This ordering is deliberate. The prayer that begins with what I need before it 
has oriented itself toward who God is has started in the wrong place. Worship is not the 
warm-up to the real content. Worship is the foundation upon which everything else is built. 

The person who begins their prayer with adoration — with the genuine acknowledgment of 
who God is, what He has done, and what He is worthy of — arrives at their petitions already 
reoriented. The things they thought they needed most urgently have been placed in a 
different frame. God is big. Their needs are real. But His greatness has already recalibrated 
their sense of proportion. 

Your Kingdom Come — The Alignment of Will 

To pray “Your kingdom come” is to pray against the kingdom of self. It is the vocalized form 
of the will’s surrender explored in Chapter Four — the spoken, deliberate alignment of the 
pray-er’s agenda with God’s agenda. Not my kingdom, my preferences, my timeline, my 
vision of how things should go. Your kingdom. Your will. Your way. 

This prayer is simultaneously the most transformative and the most dangerous prayer in 
the vocabulary of the sanctified life. Dangerous because God takes it seriously and 
answers it in ways that are rarely comfortable. Transformative because the person whose 
prayer is genuinely organized around the coming of God’s kingdom rather than their own is 
a person who has placed themselves in the path of exactly the kind of disruption that 
sanctification requires. 

Give Us Our Daily Bread — The Practice of Dependence 

Daily. Not weekly. Not in advance. Daily — which means returning every day to the 
acknowledgment that you depend on God for what you need, that your resources are His 
provision rather than your achievement, and that the posture of receiving is more accurate 
to your actual condition than the posture of self-sufficiency. 
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For people in helping professions who have spent their careers cultivating and 
demonstrating competence, this daily petition is its own kind of spiritual discipline. You ask 
for what you need rather than assuming you can generate it. You acknowledge the gap 
between what the day requires and what you are capable of supplying from your own 
reserves. You come to the day open-handed rather than closed-fisted, and you trust that 
the Father who knows what you need before you ask will provide it (Matthew 6:8). 

Forgive Us — The Ongoing Confession 

The prayer of confession is not a crisis measure for catastrophic moral failure. It is a daily 
practice — the regular, humble acknowledgment that the gap between who I am and who 
God has called me to be is not yet closed, that I have been today what I do not want to be, 
and that I am dependent on the grace that covers and the Spirit that changes. 

The person who prays this phrase genuinely — who does not slide past it with a generalized 
gesture toward imperfection but who names specific failures before God with honest 
specificity — is practicing one of the most powerful means of ongoing sanctification 
available. Confession that is specific and regular keeps the soul current with God, prevents 
the accumulation of the relational distance that unconfessed sin creates, and positions 
the person daily in the grace that is the source of all genuine change. 

Lead Us Not into Temptation — The Honest Acknowledgment of Vulnerability 

The prayer that closes with this petition is the prayer of a person who knows themselves 
well enough to know that they are vulnerable — that the next temptation is not something 
they will easily handle on their own, that the flesh is real and the enemy is active and the 
world’s pull is constant. This prayer does not trust its own strength. It asks for divine 
guidance away from the conditions in which its own weakness would be most easily 
exploited. 

This is not cowardice. It is wisdom. The firefighter who knows their limitations does not 
dismiss them out of pride. They work around them and work to address them. The person 
who prays this prayer daily is the person who has stopped pretending to be more spiritually 
resilient than they are, and who has decided to ask for the protection they genuinely need. 

—  ★  — 

A Framework for the Full Prayer Life: ACTS 

The Lord’s Prayer provides the theological architecture of prayer. The ACTS model — a 
simple, memorable framework that has served as a practical guide to balanced prayer for 
generations — provides a structure for inhabiting that architecture in daily practice. 
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ACTS is not a formula. It is a map — a reminder that the full prayer life encompasses more 
than a list of requests and that each dimension it names addresses a different aspect of 
the soul’s orientation toward God. 

A.  Adoration — The prayer that begins with who God is before it gets to what you need. Not 
thanksgiving for what He has done, but worship of who He is — His character, His 
attributes, His greatness, His holiness, His love. Adoration reorients the self. The person 
who has spent even five minutes genuinely contemplating the greatness of God arrives at 
their petitions with a different internal posture than the person who begins immediately 
with their list. A helpful practice: begin with a single attribute of God and let it expand. Not a 
formula — a genuine response to who He is. “You are holy, and I am standing in the 
presence of that holiness right now.” 

C.  Confession — The honest, specific naming of what has been done and left undone 
since the last time you stood in this place. Not the generalized ‘forgive me for my sins’ that 
papers over the specifics, but the named, owned, particular accounting that keeps the soul 
current and honest before God. Confession requires courage. It also produces relief that 
nothing else produces — the relief of no longer carrying what has been set down before 
God and covered by grace. 

T.  Thanksgiving — The deliberate, specific counting of what God has given and done. Not a 
generalized sentiment of gratitude but the practiced discipline of naming — the specific 
person, the specific provision, the specific evidence of faithfulness in the week just past. 
Thanksgiving trains the affections. The person who practices specific gratitude consistently 
finds that their perception of their life gradually changes — not because the circumstances 
are better but because the discipline of noticing God’s provision has changed what is 
visible to them. 

S.  Supplication — The bringing of specific needs — your own and others’ — before God in 
direct, honest petition. Supplication is not spiritual manipulation. It is the relational 
practice of a beloved child who brings their needs to a Father who has invited the bringing, 
who is genuinely interested in what matters to them, and who is sovereign enough to act on 
their behalf in ways that exceed their own capacity to manage. 

 

The ACTS model works best when it is not a checklist but a conversation — when each 
letter becomes a doorway into a dimension of relationship with God rather than a category 
to be completed before moving to the next. A prayer life that touches all four dimensions 
regularly is a prayer life that is addressing the whole person’s orientation toward God: the 
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intellect (adoration), the conscience (confession), the affections (thanksgiving), and the 
will (supplication). 

—  ★  — 

The Prayer Beyond Words: Contemplative and Silent Listening 

Prayer in the contemporary evangelical tradition has been almost exclusively verbal — a 
one-directional flow of words from the person to God, organized around requests and 
thanksgiving. This is real prayer, and it is good. But it represents only part of the biblical and 
historical tradition of Christian prayer. 

The tradition also knows a form of prayer that is primarily receptive rather than expressive 
— in which the soul, having spoken its words and made its requests, becomes quiet and 
turns toward the God who speaks. Not always in audible words or dramatic impressions, 
but in the quiet witness of the Spirit, the internal sense of divine presence, the wordless 
knowing of a Person who is close. 

“Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the 
earth.” 
 — Psalm 46:10 (NASB) 

Be still. The Hebrew word here — raphah — means to cease striving, to let go, to become 
slack. The command is to stop the interior activity long enough to know — to experience 
the knowing that comes not from argument or analysis but from the quieting of the self into 
the presence of the One who is already there. 

For the person whose daily life is characterized by relentless noise, stimulus, demand, and 
urgency — which is the condition of virtually every first responder and helping professional 
— this kind of prayer is simultaneously the most needed and the most difficult to practice. 
The interior has been trained by years of high-tempo operational life to be constantly active, 
constantly scanning, constantly preparing for the next demand. Quieting it enough to 
receive rather than just transmit is a genuine discipline that must be cultivated over time. 

Thomas Merton described contemplative prayer as the opening of the deepest self to the 
deepest reality — not the acquisition of new information about God but the direct 
encounter with the living Person who is more interior to us than we are to ourselves. It is not 
the prayer of the spiritually advanced. It is the prayer of the person who has decided that 
being with God is worth more than talking at Him. 

A simple beginning: after completing your more verbal prayer, sit in silence for five minutes 
with no agenda other than attentiveness to God’s presence. When the mind wanders — 
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and it will wander, reliably and repeatedly — return it gently to the single intention of being 
present to God. A simple repeated phrase can help anchor the attention: “You are here.” Or 
simply the divine name. Over time, this practice builds the interior capacity for the silence 
in which the Spirit’s formation does some of its deepest work. 

“In the beginning of the spiritual life, our many words are indispensable. In the middle, 
fewer words are necessary. At the end, silence is most eloquent.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Way of the Heart 

—  ★  — 

The Most Selfless Act: Intercession as an Act of Love 

Of all the dimensions of prayer, intercession — the sustained, specific, faith-filled prayer 
for others — may be the most obviously relational and the most clearly connected to the 
outward expression of the sanctified life. 

To intercede is to stand in the gap between another person and God on their behalf — to 
bring their name, their need, their specific condition before the throne of grace and to ask, 
with genuine investment, for God to act in their life. Paul describes it as a warfare exercise: 

“With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be on the 
alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints.” 
 — Ephesians 6:18 (NASB) 

All prayer. At all times. With all perseverance. The language is without qualification and 
without moderation. Intercession is not the occasional nice thought you send in someone’s 
direction. It is the sustained, alert, perseverant engagement of the pray-er on behalf of 
others — the spiritual equivalent of standing watch. 

What makes intercession a specifically sanctifying discipline is what it requires of the 
person practicing it. You cannot pray consistently and specifically for another person 
without genuinely loving them. The act of bringing someone before God regularly — naming 
their needs, their struggles, their spiritual condition, their relationships — develops an 
investment in them that changes how you see and treat them. Intercession is one of the 
most reliable ways to grow in love for difficult people: pray for them specifically and 
consistently for a month, and notice what happens to how you feel about them. 

Jesus modeled this in John 17 — the High Priestly Prayer that is the most extended window 
into His prayer life in the Gospels. He prays for His disciples’ protection, their unity, their 
sanctification, their joy, and their witness. Every petition is for others. Every request is 
driven by His investment in their flourishing and His commitment to their formation. 
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“Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth. As You sent Me into the world, I also have 
sent them into the world. For their sakes I sanctify Myself, that they themselves also may be 
sanctified in truth.” 
 — John 17:17–19 (NASB) 

He sanctifies Himself on their behalf. His own ongoing consecration is offered in service of 
their sanctification. This is what intercession at its deepest looks like: the pray-er’s own 
holiness placed at the service of another person’s formation. The two cannot be separated. 
The intercessor who prays faithfully for the sanctification of others is also praying for their 
own. 

“To pray for others is to love them into the presence of God. It is the most persistent, most 
patient, most powerful form of love available to any human being.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Genesee Diary 

—  ★  — 

The School of Honest Prayer: Praying the Psalms 

The Psalms are the prayer book of the Bible — one hundred and fifty prayers that cover the 
full range of human experience with an honesty so complete that no interior condition is 
left without a corresponding voice. Joy and desolation. Confidence and terror. Gratitude 
and lament. Trust and bewilderment. The Psalms have been the primary resource for the 
church’s prayer for three thousand years, and they remain the most reliable guide to what 
prayer in the full range of human experience actually sounds like. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, writing in the context of the Psalms as the prayer book of Jesus 
Himself — who prayed them as a devout Jew and who quoted them in His most anguished 
moments — made the observation that to pray the Psalms is to pray alongside the whole 
community of faith across all of time, and to be formed by that community’s accumulated 
wisdom about what it means to bring all of human experience honestly before God. 

“The Psalms are the prayer book of the church. To neglect them is to cut ourselves off from 
three thousand years of accumulated wisdom about how the human heart speaks to God in 
every possible condition.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Psalms: The Prayer Book of the Bible 

Praying the Psalms — as opposed to reading them as texts — involves bringing the words of 
the psalm into direct contact with your actual interior condition and allowing them to give 
voice to what you might not have been able to express on your own. The psalm of 
confidence (Psalm 23) prayed on a day when confidence is genuinely felt becomes a 
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deepening of that confidence. Prayed on a day when no confidence is felt, it becomes a 
choice — the deliberate act of anchoring to truth when experience says otherwise. 

The psalm of lament (Psalm 22, 42, 88) prayed in a season of genuine anguish gives 
language to what might otherwise remain inarticulate and therefore unprocessed before 
God. The psalm of praise (Psalm 100, 150) prayed when the heart is flat trains the 
affections by rehearsing what is true regardless of what is felt. 

A simple practice: read through the Psalms sequentially as a primary prayer resource, one 
or two psalms per day, pausing to pray each phrase rather than reading past it. Notice 
which phrases catch, which resonate, which resist. The resistance is often as informative 
as the resonance — it reveals the places where the soul’s actual condition is most distant 
from what the psalm is saying, and where the formation work has the most to do. 

—  ★  — 

The Daily Accounting: The Prayer of Examen 

Among the classical spiritual disciplines, few have proven more practically transforming for 
ordinary believers in ordinary lives than the prayer of Examen developed by Ignatius of 
Loyola in the sixteenth century. It is not a monastic practice for the spiritually advanced. It 
is a fifteen-minute daily prayer structure that, practiced consistently, produces one of the 
most reliable instruments of ongoing sanctification available to any believer. 

The Examen is not introspection for its own sake. It is not self-criticism. It is the deliberate, 
Spirit-assisted review of the previous day in search of two things: the moments of God’s 
presence and activity, and the moments of departure from that presence. It is the daily 
practice of learning to see your own life the way God sees it — and of aligning what is 
observed with what God is saying about it. 

In its classical form, the Examen moves through five movements: 

1.  Gratitude — Begin by giving thanks — not in general but specifically. Name one or two 
things from the previous day that, upon reflection, you receive as gifts from God’s hand. 
This positions the review from a posture of grace rather than criticism. 

2.  Review — With the Spirit’s help, walk through the day. Not to catalog every detail but to 
notice: when did I feel most alive, most genuinely myself, most connected to God? When 
did I feel most depleted, most disconnected, most driven by fear or selfishness? The 
contrast between the two is the Spirit’s curriculum. 

3.  Sorrow — Name what needs to be named. Not with self-condemnation but with honest 
sorrow: where did I fall short of love today? Where did my fear drive me rather than my 
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faith? Where was I harsh when gentleness was called for, silent when courage was needed, 
self-protective when generosity was possible? 

4.  Forgiveness — Receive the grace that has already been extended. The purpose of 
naming the failure is not to carry it longer but to release it — to bring it to the One who has 
already borne it and who offers the gift of a clear conscience rather than the burden of 
accumulating guilt. 

5.  Resolution — Ask for what tomorrow needs. Not a rehearsal of anxiety about the 
challenges ahead but a specific request: Lord, give me what I need for what is coming. The 
courage for the conversation I have been avoiding. The patience for the person who 
consistently depletes me. The wisdom for the decision that cannot be postponed. End with 
the morning altar prayer: “I am Yours. Do with tomorrow what You will.” 

 

The Examen, practiced daily over months and years, produces a quality of self-knowledge 
and God-awareness that dramatically accelerates sanctification. The person who reviews 
their day with God each evening gradually becomes more attuned to the Spirit’s 
movements throughout the day — more able to notice in real time what the Examen had 
previously only been able to identify in retrospect. Formation, in this sense, becomes 
increasingly simultaneous with the living rather than only following it. 

A Starting Point:  Begin with five minutes rather than fifteen. At the end of today, ask two 
questions before sleeping: Where did I most clearly experience God’s presence or grace 
today? Where did I most clearly depart from love — in thought, word, or action? Bring both 
answers honestly to God. Repeat tomorrow. The practice builds its own momentum. 

—  ★  — 

When Prayer Feels Impossible 

This chapter would be incomplete without addressing the experience that every serious 
pray-er knows and that most Christians are afraid to admit: the seasons when prayer feels 
impossible, when God feels absent, when the words dry up and the silence on the other 
end of the radio feels absolute. 

The mystics called it the dark night of the soul. The Psalmists called it divine hiddenness. 
The contemporary Christian is more likely to call it depression, burnout, or simply the loss 
of faith — without recognizing that what they are experiencing has a long and dignified 
history in the tradition of the saints. 



143 
 

John of the Cross, who named and described the dark night of the soul in the sixteenth 
century, insisted that these seasons of apparent divine absence are not evidence that God 
has departed or that prayer has failed. They are evidence that God is at work in depths that 
our conscious experience cannot access — stripping away the consolations of prayer so 
that the person is left with nothing but God Himself, rather than the feelings and 
experiences and spiritual successes that had been substituting for Him. 

If you are in a season when prayer feels like speaking into a void, the counsel of the 
tradition is consistent: do not stop. Show up. Not with manufactured feelings but with your 
actual self — dry, confused, silent if necessary. A single honest sentence is enough: “I am 
here. I cannot feel You, but I believe You are present. I do not have words today. Receive my 
silence as prayer.” 

“Likewise the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, 
but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words.” 
 — Romans 8:26 (NASB) 

The Spirit intercedes for us when we cannot intercede for ourselves. The gap between what 
prayer should be and what we can manage in a given season is bridged by the One who 
intercedes with groanings too deep for words — who takes the broken, insufficient, 
sometimes wordless offering of our prayer and presents it before the Father in a form that is 
complete even when ours is not. 

The radio may feel like it is not working. The signal is still going through. 

“Souls who are not yet in a condition to receive great gifts of prayer must not be in a hurry. 
The important thing is to go on trying and not to be disheartened at our failures.” 
 — Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Prayer is where the interior life is most honestly revealed. These questions are not about 
whether you pray but about what is actually happening when you do. 

 

1.    How would you honestly describe your current prayer life? Is it primarily a list of 
requests? A religious obligation? A genuine conversation? Something you aspire to but 
rarely actually practice? Name it honestly before you can change it. 
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2.    Walk through the Lord’s Prayer phrase by phrase and notice where you get stuck, where 
a phrase feels hollow or rote, where something resists. The resistance is informative. What 
does it reveal about your current posture toward God? 

3.    Have you ever practiced silent, contemplative prayer — the prayer of receptive 
attentiveness rather than verbal expression? If not, what has prevented it? If yes, what did 
you discover in the silence? 

4.    Who are you currently interceding for — specifically and consistently? If the honest 
answer is no one, what would it mean to choose one person this week and commit to 
praying for their specific formation for thirty days? 

5.    Have you ever practiced the Examen or a similar daily review? If you started it tonight, 
what two questions would most honestly surface what the day revealed about the current 
condition of your interior life? 

 

For This Week:  Choose one prayer practice from this chapter that you have never tried or 
have allowed to lapse: the ACTS structure, five minutes of silence after prayer, praying a 
psalm as prayer rather than reading it as text, the two-question Examen before sleep. 
Practice it every day for seven consecutive days without evaluating whether it is working. 
The discipline builds its own momentum. The Spirit meets the practice. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Four  —  Chapter Eleven 

 

Fasting 

The Discipline of Holy Hunger 

 

“But as for me, when they were sick, my clothing was sackcloth; I humbled my soul with 
fasting, and my prayer kept returning to my bosom.” 
 — Psalm 35:13 (NASB) 

 

“But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face so that your fasting will not be 
noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees what is done 
in secret will reward you.” 
 — Matthew 6:17–18 (NASB) 

 

“Fasting is not a way of punishing the body — it is a way of training the soul to desire God 
above all else.” 
 — Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline 

—  ★  — 

The Thing Nobody Talks About 

Of all the spiritual disciplines, fasting is the one most conspicuously absent from 
contemporary evangelical practice. Prayer is affirmed, if not always practiced. Scripture 
reading is commended from virtually every pulpit. Community is organized, celebrated, 
marketed. But fasting — the ancient, biblically saturated, cross-culturally universal 
practice of voluntary abstinence from food in order to seek God — has nearly disappeared 
from the practical theology of the contemporary Western church. 

This is not a minor omission. Jesus did not say “if you fast” as though fasting were optional. 
He said “when you fast” (Matthew 6:17) — placing it in the same grammatical category as 
prayer and giving, both of which He also introduced with “when.” The assumption behind 
the teaching is that fasting is a normal dimension of the disciple’s life, not a specialized 
practice for the advanced or the ascetic. 
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Why has it vanished? Partly because the culture of comfort has made voluntary deprivation 
feel not merely difficult but eccentric. Partly because a therapeutic Christianity organized 
around emotional wellness is uncomfortable with disciplines that involve intentional 
discomfort. Partly because the prosperity gospel’s implicit promise — that God’s primary 
business is your flourishing rather than your formation — leaves no room for a practice that 
says, even for a day, that the soul’s hunger is more important than the body’s. 

But partly, if we are honest, because fasting reveals things about us that we would rather 
not know. And what fasting reveals is exactly what sanctification most needs to address. 

This chapter will not make fasting easy. The point of it is that it is not supposed to be easy. 
But it may make it understandable — and it may make the case that what happens in the 
person who fasts faithfully is worth whatever the discomfort costs. 

“Fasting reveals what rules us. In the absence of food, whatever has been governing the 
interior life rises to the surface — the anxiety, the anger, the disordered desire, the addiction 
to comfort. This is not an unwelcome revelation. It is the beginning of liberation.” 
 — Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline 

—  ★  — 

A Cloud of Witnesses: Fasting in Scripture 

The biblical witness to fasting is so consistent and so wide-ranging that its modern neglect 
can only be sustained by deliberate inattention. From the Old Testament to the New, from 
the individual saint to the entire covenant community, fasting appears as a natural, 
expected dimension of serious engagement with God in moments of crisis, decision, 
consecration, and intercession. 

Moses: Forty Days in the Presence 

When Moses went up the mountain to receive the law, he fasted forty days and forty nights 
— twice (Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 9:9). The physical impossibility of this, from a purely 
human standpoint, underscores the point: in the sustained presence of God, the body’s 
normal demands were superseded. Moses was sustained not by bread but by the 
consuming presence of the One who is the source of all life. 

David: Fasting as Intercession 

David fasted in intercession for his gravely ill son (2 Samuel 12:16–23), lying on the ground 
overnight and refusing food until the outcome was known. His servants were baffled. His 
explanation was theologically exact: while the child was alive, there was reason to pray and 
to press God — “Who knows, the LORD may be gracious to me, that the child may live” (2 
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Samuel 12:22). The fast was not superstition. It was the expression of desperate, specific, 
God-directed prayer through the posture of the whole person. 

Elijah: Nourishment for the Journey 

Elijah, fleeing in exhaustion and despair, was fed by an angel and then fasted forty days in 
the strength of that single meal on his way to Horeb — the mountain of God (1 Kings 19:8). 
His fast was not self-imposed piety. It was the supernatural provision of God sustaining him 
through a journey the body could not complete on its own resources. The fast, here, was 
the form the divine provision took: less than what the body normally requires, but more 
than enough for the journey being undertaken. 

Ezra and Nehemiah: Corporate Fasting Before Crisis 

Both Ezra and Nehemiah record instances of corporate fasting before undertaking 
dangerous and consequential work for the people of God. Ezra proclaimed a fast at the 
river Ahava before the journey from Babylon to Jerusalem: “I was ashamed to request from 
the king troops and horsemen to protect us from the enemy on the way, because we had 
said to the king, ‘The hand of our God is favorably disposed to all those who seek Him.’” 
(Ezra 8:22). The fast was the embodied form of the faith he had declared publicly — the 
posture that put the body where the theology had placed it. 

Jesus: The Forty Days in the Wilderness 

The Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness immediately after His baptism, and He fasted 
forty days before the confrontation with Satan (Matthew 4:1–2). Three times the enemy 
attacked the fasting Christ. Three times the response was Scripture — the Word of God, 
which He had been nourished on in the absence of bread. The pattern is instructive: the 
fast created conditions of physical vulnerability that the enemy exploited and that the Word 
overcame. The discipline of fasting does not make the believer immune to temptation. It 
creates the conditions in which the Word is the only available resource — which turns out 
to be exactly the right resource. 

The Early Church: Fasting as Ordinary Practice 

In the book of Acts, fasting accompanies the church’s most consequential moments: the 
commissioning of Paul and Barnabas for the first missionary journey (Acts 13:2–3), the 
appointment of elders in the newly planted churches (Acts 14:23). Paul fasts frequently (2 
Corinthians 11:27). The early church treated fasting not as a specialized spiritual exercise 
but as the natural accompaniment to any moment of serious engagement with God’s 
purposes. 
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The Biblical Pattern:  Fasting appears consistently at the intersection of urgent prayer and 
consequential action — before significant decisions, in intercession for others, in seasons 
of repentance, in preparation for spiritual conflict. It is the physical form of the soul’s 
orientation toward God in moments when the soul has decided that nothing else matters as 
much as God’s response. 

—  ★  — 

What Fasting Actually Does to the Soul 

The case for fasting cannot be made on physical grounds alone — though intermittent 
fasting has a growing body of medical evidence behind it. The case for fasting as a spiritual 
discipline is the case for what it accomplishes in the interior of the person who practices it. 
And what it accomplishes is substantial. 

It Reveals What Governs You 

The most immediate and the most unsettling thing fasting does is expose the degree to 
which the body’s appetites govern the interior life. You do not know how much food has 
been functioning as a comfort, an anxiety management strategy, a reward system, and an 
emotional regulator until you remove it. When you fast, everything that food was doing for 
you has to be faced without its usual buffer. 

For the first responder who has developed a habit of post-shift comfort eating as a way of 
managing secondary trauma, the fast reveals the emotional weight that was being 
managed. For the person who reaches reflexively for food whenever an uncomfortable 
feeling arises, the fast names the feelings by removing the anesthetic. For the person 
whose days are organized around mealtimes as the primary sources of pleasure and 
punctuation, the fast reveals how much of their interior economy has been organized 
around appetite. 

None of this is condemnation. It is revelation. And revelation — honest, specific, 
uncomfortable revelation about the actual condition of the interior life — is the beginning 
of the transformation it makes possible. 

It Trains the Will to Override Appetite 

Every act of saying no to the body’s legitimate appetite in service of a higher purpose is an 
exercise of the will over the flesh. The person who fasts is, among other things, training the 
will to function above the level of immediate bodily demand — practicing the same override 
that will be needed when the temptation is moral rather than physical. 
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This is the logic of athletic training applied to the interior life. The athlete does not run the 
race at full intensity in training simply because they enjoy running. They run because 
training under self-imposed difficulty develops the capacity to perform under externally 
imposed difficulty. The spiritual disciplines, including fasting, operate on exactly this 
principle. The person who has learned to say no to hunger has, in that practice, 
strengthened the capacity to say no to other appetites when they surge. 

It Intensifies Prayer 

There is a consistent testimony across all traditions of Christian spirituality: fasting 
sharpens prayer. When the time normally spent in meal preparation, eating, and recovery is 
redirected toward prayer, the quantity of prayer increases. But more than that, the quality 
changes. The hunger of the body somehow engages the hunger of the soul. The person who 
is physically empty seems to be more spiritually available. The fast creates a kind of interior 
clearing in which prayer moves with less friction and God seems closer than usual. 

This is not a guarantee. Some fasts feel dry from beginning to end. But the consistent 
testimony of Scripture and tradition is that fasting and prayer, practiced together, produce 
an intensity and a receptivity that prayer without fasting rarely achieves. It is why the most 
urgent intercessory moments in Scripture — Esther’s request that all the Jews fast three 
days on her behalf before she approached the king (Esther 4:16), Daniel’s fast in response 
to the prophetic vision (Daniel 10:3), Joel’s call for a national fast (Joel 2:12–13) — are 
accompanied by fasting rather than prayer alone. 

It Loosens the Grip of Comfort 

Perhaps the most lasting gift of regular fasting is what it does to the soul’s relationship with 
comfort. The person who fasts regularly discovers, over time, that they need less than they 
thought they did — that the body’s demands are negotiable in ways that felt non-negotiable 
before the practice began. This loosening of comfort’s grip is not a permanent capacity for 
deprivation. It is the liberation of the soul from tyranny of appetite — the freedom to choose 
what the soul needs rather than being driven by what the body demands. 

“He humbled you and let you be hungry and fed you with manna which you did not know, 
nor did your fathers know, that He might make you understand that man does not live by 
bread alone, but man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD.” 
 — Deuteronomy 8:3 (NASB) 

He let you be hungry. Not to punish. To teach. The hunger itself is the curriculum — the 
experiential encounter with the truth that the body’s sustenance is not the ultimate 
sustenance, that there is a deeper nourishment that bread cannot provide but that God 
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provides, and that the soul that has learned to hunger for that deeper nourishment has 
been liberated from a slavery it may not have known it was in. 

—  ★  — 

The Many Faces of Fasting: Forms and Practices 

Biblical fasting is primarily from food. But the principle of voluntary abstinence from what is 
normal and legitimate in order to focus on God has been extended across the Christian 
tradition to include other forms — each of which produces its own version of the same core 
dynamic: the creation of space, by absence, in which God’s presence can be more fully 
experienced. 

The Traditional Food Fast 

The traditional food fast takes several forms, each appropriate to different capacities, 
seasons, and purposes: 

●  The partial fast. The restriction of diet to simple foods — the “Daniel fast” of vegetables 
and water (Daniel 1:12), or the reduction to a single simple meal per day. Appropriate for 
those new to fasting, those with medical conditions that preclude complete abstinence 
from food, or any season in which a full fast is not feasible. 

●  The twenty-four-hour fast. From one evening meal to the next — the most commonly 
practiced form of fasting in the Christian tradition, observed weekly by some in the tradition 
of the early church. Demanding enough to produce the interior clearing that fasting aims at, 
brief enough to be sustainable as a regular practice. 

●  The extended fast. Multiple days of complete or partial abstinence, undertaken with 
medical awareness and pastoral wisdom. Extended fasts should not be undertaken alone, 
without preparation, or without the discernment of a trusted community. They are not 
spiritual achievement competitions. They are serious engagements with serious purposes, 
and they carry medical risks that must be respected. 

 

Whatever form is chosen, the physical fast is most powerful when it is accompanied by 
intentional redirection — when the time and energy normally devoted to food is specifically 
directed toward prayer, Scripture, and the presence of God. A fast without this redirection 
is merely a diet. 

The Media and Technology Fast 
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The principle of fasting extends naturally to the technologies that have colonized the 
contemporary interior life in ways that food never could. The average person spends three 
to four hours per day on social media and streaming services — time that, when voluntarily 
withdrawn, creates exactly the interior space that the food fast has always created. 

What surfaces in the absence of media is often as revealing as what surfaces in the 
absence of food. The anxiety that entertainment was managing. The restlessness that 
scrolling was addressing. The loneliness that connection through a screen was substituting 
for genuine human presence. The digital fast, like the food fast, is primarily a revelation 
practice — it shows you what you have been using the technology for, beneath the surface 
of what you told yourself you were doing with it. 

The Noise Fast 

A further extension: the fast from noise itself. The deliberate creation of silence — no music 
in the car, no podcast during the walk, no background audio during the household chores 
— in order to create the conditions for the interior quiet in which the Spirit’s voice is most 
available. 

For people who have spent years in operational environments characterized by constant 
noise and stimulation, genuine silence can initially feel not peaceful but threatening. The 
interior, accustomed to external management, does not immediately know what to do with 
quiet. This is itself important information. And the practice of silence, sustained through 
the discomfort of the initial encounter with the interior’s unmanaged noise, gradually 
produces the kind of attentiveness that contemplative prayer requires. 

The Comfort Fast 

The most individually tailored form: the voluntary withdrawal from whatever specific 
comfort has become a disordered source of solace in your particular interior economy. For 
one person, it is food. For another, it is alcohol. For another, it is the compulsive checking 
of email or messages. For another, it is the retreat into entertainment at the end of a hard 
day. Whatever the specific comfort is, the fast from it reveals what it has been managing 
and creates the space for God to meet the need that the comfort was poorly addressing. 

The identification of this specific comfort is itself a sanctifying exercise. What do you reach 
for automatically in moments of stress, boredom, loneliness, or anxiety? What is the first 
thing you think of when the day goes wrong? That specific answer points toward the 
comfort that most needs to be fasted from — and that fasting will most profoundly reveal 
and address. 

—  ★  — 
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The Secret Discipline: What Jesus Said About How to Fast 

Jesus’ teaching on fasting in the Sermon on the Mount is addressed not to whether fasting 
should be practiced but to how it should be practiced — and specifically to the distortion of 
fasting that turns it from a private discipline of the soul into a public performance of 
religious seriousness. 

“But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face so that your fasting will not be 
noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees what is done 
in secret will reward you.” 
 — Matthew 6:17–18 (NASB) 

Anoint your head and wash your face. In the cultural context, fasting was often signaled 
publicly through unwashed faces, unkempt hair, and visible distress — the religious 
performance of suffering that advertised the devotion of the performer. Jesus reverses the 
practice entirely: the person who is genuinely fasting should look like they are not fasting. 
No announcement. No visible suffering. No subtle signals to the people around them that 
something significant is happening spiritually. 

This instruction is more demanding than it first appears, because the impulse to signal 
spiritual seriousness — to let the people around you know that you are engaged in a 
significant practice — is one of the most persistent temptations of the religious life. The 
person who fasts secretly, who absorbs the discomfort without social credit, who keeps 
the discipline entirely between themselves and God, has had to make peace with a form of 
hiddenness that the performance-oriented self actively resists. 

But notice what Jesus promises to the person who practices this hidden discipline: “Your 
Father who sees in secret will reward you.” The audience of the genuine fast is not the 
community that might be impressed by it. It is the Father — the only audience that 
ultimately matters, and the only one with the power to produce the transformation the fast 
is aimed at. 

The Principle:  A fast performed for human observation has already received its reward — 
the approval of the observer. A fast performed before God alone is the posture in which the 
genuine reward — the transforming attention of the Father who sees in secret — becomes 
available. 

“The discipline of fasting is a test of the soul’s actual priorities. Who are you fasting for? If 
the answer is anyone other than God, the fast has already been corrupted at its root.” 
 — John Piper, A Hunger for God 

—  ★  — 
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When the Community Hungers Together: Corporate Fasting 

Fasting in Scripture is not exclusively a private discipline. Some of the most significant 
fasting in biblical history is corporate — entire communities voluntarily abstaining from 
food as a collective act of repentance, intercession, or consecration before God. 

Joel’s call to the nation of Israel is among the most urgent in all of prophetic literature: 

“‘Yet even now,’ declares the LORD, ‘Return to Me with all your heart, and with fasting, 
weeping, and mourning; and tear your heart and not your garments.’ Return to the LORD 
your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in mercy and 
relenting of evil.” 
 — Joel 2:12–13 (NASB) 

Tear your heart and not your garments. The ancient sign of mourning was the tearing of the 
outer garment — a visible, public demonstration of distress. God, through Joel, reverses the 
priority: the internal tearing matters more than the external. But the call is corporate. 
Return together. Fast together. Weep and mourn together. The community that approaches 
God in collective repentance and hunger is placing itself in a posture that no individual fast 
can quite replicate. 

Esther’s request to Mordecai is the corporate fast in its most explicitly intercessory form: 
“Go, assemble all the Jews who are found in Susa, and fast for me; do not eat or drink for 
three days, night or day. I and my maidens also will fast in the same way. And thus I will go 
in to the king, which is not according to the law; and if I perish, I perish” (Esther 4:16). The 
corporate fast accompanied the individual act of courage — the community’s hunger 
before God held the space for what Esther had to do alone. 

The early church at Antioch fasted corporately before sending Paul and Barnabas (Acts 
13:2–3). The apostles themselves fasted with the newly planted churches before 
appointing elders (Acts 14:23). The pattern is consistent: the most consequential moments 
of the church’s life have been accompanied by the community’s collective turning toward 
God in voluntary hunger. 

For a congregation, a small group, a chaplaincy team, or a ministry community, corporate 
fasting offers something that private fasting does not: the embodied solidarity of shared 
deprivation, the mutual reinforcement of collective intention, and the corporate witness 
that a community’s hunger for God exceeds its hunger for ordinary comfort. 

“When a community fasts together, something shifts. The air changes. The conversation 
deepens. The prayer becomes more urgent. God seems closer to a people who have 
together declared, by the posture of their bodies, that they need Him more than they need 
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what they are giving up.” 
 — Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline 

—  ★  — 

Hunger and Holy Clarity: The Connection Between Fasting and Breakthrough 

There is a category of experience in the prayer tradition that is difficult to explain in purely 
naturalistic terms and that appears with striking consistency in the accounts of those who 
have fasted: a clarity of spiritual perception, a heightened attentiveness to the divine, a 
breaking through of light into interior darkness that seems to accompany sustained fasting 
in a way that ordinary prayer does not always produce. 

The prophet Isaiah connects fasting with a specific quality of spiritual illumination: 

“Then your light will break out like the dawn, and your recovery will speedily spring forth; 
and your righteousness will go before you; the glory of the LORD will be your rear guard. 
Then you will call, and the LORD will answer; you will cry, and He will say, ‘Here I am.’” 
 — Isaiah 58:8–9 (NASB) 

Your light will break out like the dawn. The image is not of a gentle brightening but of an 
eruption of light — the sudden breaking of dawn after a long darkness. Isaiah places this 
breakthrough in the context of a particular kind of fasting: not the performance fast of 
religious display, but the fasting that is accompanied by genuine justice, genuine 
compassion, and genuine turning toward God rather than merely the turning away from 
food. 

The breakthrough clarity of genuine fasting has several dimensions that those who have 
practiced it consistently describe: 

●  Decisional clarity. Significant decisions that were previously obscure become clearer 
during sustained fasting. Not always through dramatic revelation but through the quieting 
of the noise that was preventing discernment. The fast removes some of what was 
competing with the Spirit’s illumination and allows what was obscured to come into focus. 

●  Intercessory breakthrough. Prayer for specific situations — particularly situations that 
have seemed immovable — sometimes experiences a qualitative shift during fasting. 
Whether this represents a change in spiritual conditions, an increase in the pray-er’s 
attentiveness, or simply the accumulated weight of sustained, hungry prayer, the 
consistent testimony is that fasting accompanied prayer produces results that 
unaccompanied prayer does not always achieve. 
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●  Confessional honesty. The interior honesty that fasting forces — the revelation of what 
actually governs the soul that the fast exposes — creates conditions for a deeper and more 
specific confession than comfortable prayer typically produces. The person who has been 
fasting for a day arrives at the throne of grace with less self-management and more raw 
honesty than the person who has been comfortable throughout the day. 

●  Renewed desire. The hunger of the fast, redirected toward God, tends to produce in 
experienced practitioners a genuine increase in spiritual desire — a real intensification of 
the thirst for God that Psalm 42 describes, not manufactured but genuinely felt. The fast 
trains the soul to be hungry for what it most needs rather than satisfied with what it most 
naturally reaches for. 

 

John Piper’s book A Hunger for God captures the paradox at the center of the discipline 
with characteristic precision: fasting says, by the language of the body, that there is 
something more real, more nourishing, and more necessary than bread. The hunger of the 
fast is not a problem to be solved. It is a declaration to be made — the body’s testimony to 
the soul’s deepest conviction. 

“Fasting is the physical exclamation point at the end of the soul’s most urgent sentence. It 
says: I mean this. This matters more than my comfort. God matters more than bread. And I 
am willing to experience genuine hunger in order to express that conviction with my whole 
person.” 
 — John Piper, A Hunger for God 

—  ★  — 

Beginning Where You Are: A Practical Guide 

The theology of fasting is not difficult. The practice is harder. And the greatest obstacle to 
beginning is the same obstacle that stands before most spiritual disciplines: the gap 
between what is described in this chapter and what feels achievable from where you are 
right now. 

Here is the honest counsel: start smaller than you think you should. 

The person who has never fasted should not begin with a three-day fast. The person whose 
relationship with food is already complicated by disordered patterns — restriction, 
bingeing, shame, or the history of an eating disorder — should consult with both a medical 
and a pastoral advisor before undertaking any food fast, and may find that the media or 
noise fast is the more appropriate beginning. 
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The person who is in the first responder world and whose schedule involves physical 
demands that a food fast might compromise should be wise rather than reckless. The point 
of fasting is not to prove spiritual seriousness through physical damage. The point is the 
interior reorientation that voluntary abstinence produces. 

A realistic beginning for most people: 

●  One meal. Skip one meal. Direct the time and hunger toward prayer. Notice what 
surfaces in the absence of the food. Bring it to God. That is a fast. It counts. It will teach you 
something. Start there. 

●  One day per month. Choose one day per month for a simple fast — from dinner one 
evening to dinner the next. Accompany it with additional prayer throughout the day. Use the 
hunger as a recurring prompt to pray rather than a problem to solve. Over time, this 
monthly rhythm builds both the physical capacity for fasting and the spiritual attentiveness 
that sustained practice develops. 

●  A media fast. For those for whom a food fast is not appropriate, choose a period — a 
week, a Lenten season, a month — and fast from one specific form of media. Direct the 
reclaimed time to prayer, Scripture, and silence. Notice what was being managed by the 
media’s absence. Bring it to God. 

 

“Is this not the fast which I choose, to loosen the bonds of wickedness, to undo the bands 
of the yoke, and to let the oppressed go free and break every yoke?” 
 — Isaiah 58:6 (NASB) 

The fast God chooses is not primarily about the duration or the severity of the abstinence. It 
is about the interior orientation and the outward fruit that the fast produces. A fast that 
produces humility, compassion, clarity, and hunger for God has accomplished its purpose. 
A fast that produces pride, spiritual display, or physical damage has missed the point 
entirely. 

Fast with the right posture, for the right purpose, in the right company, and let God do with 
the hunger what He has always done: turn it toward Himself, and satisfy it in ways that 
bread never could. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Fasting reveals what rules us. These questions are designed to surface what the discipline 
would expose — and to invite you toward the freedom that exposure makes possible. 
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1.    When did you last fast? What was the context, and what did you discover? If you have 
never fasted, what has prevented you — theological uncertainty, practical difficulty, or 
honest resistance to what it might reveal? 

2.    Richard Foster says fasting reveals what governs you. Without fasting yet, can you 
identify what most likely governs your interior in the absence of food — what emotions, 
drives, or patterns food has been managing? Name them honestly. 

3.    Which form of fasting would most directly address the most active disordered comfort 
in your current life: food, media, noise, or a specific comfort? What is the specific comfort 
that the fast would most powerfully expose and displace? 

4.    Jesus instructs us to fast secretly — without visible signals to the people around us. 
How much of your spiritual practice is genuinely private before God, and how much carries 
the subtle performance of religious seriousness? What does that ratio reveal? 

5.    What is the most urgent current need in your life — a decision requiring clarity, a person 
requiring intercessory breakthrough, a pattern of sin requiring decisive break — that might 
call for the accompaniment of fasting with prayer? What would it look like to bring that 
specific need before God with your whole person, including your body’s hunger? 

 

A Starting Practice:  Choose one upcoming meal this week and fast from it. Direct the time 
you would have spent eating toward fifteen minutes of prayer. Use the physical hunger as a 
prompt — every time you feel it, say a single sentence to God: ‘I am more hungry for You 
than for this.’ At the end of the day, write down what surfaced. Bring it to God, and if 
appropriate, to a trusted person. That is the fast. It is enough to begin. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Four  —  Chapter Twelve 

 

Sabbath 

The Holiness of Rest 

 

“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 
but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the LORD your God; on it you shall not do any work, you 
or your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or your resident who 
lives in your city gates.” 
 — Exodus 20:8–10 (NASB) 

 

“So there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God. For the one who has entered His 
rest has himself also rested from his works, as God rested from His.” 
 — Hebrews 4:9–10 (NASB) 

 

“Sabbath is not the absence of work. It is the presence of something else — the deliberate 
ordering of time around the goodness of God.” 
 — Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance 

—  ★  — 

The Shift That Never Ends 

Every firefighter knows the shift that does not end at the scheduled time — the working fire 
that carries into the next crew’s hours, the medical call that arrives at the last minute, the 
paperwork that follows the incident long after the apparatus is back in quarters. The job 
does not always fit neatly into the hours assigned to it. And for many in the profession, the 
shift that does not end at the station continues invisibly at home: in the hypervigilance that 
cannot settle, the replay of calls that runs through the mind in the quiet, the readiness 
posture that was designed for the fireground and never quite turns off in the living room. 

The inability to stop is not exclusively a first responder problem. It is the defining condition 
of the contemporary Western worker. The smartphone that brings the office into every room 
of the house. The inbox that is never empty. The measure of professional worth that is 
denominated in hours of productivity rather than quality of presence. The cultural equation 
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of busyness with importance and rest with laziness that has made the person who is not 
working feel guilty for not working. 

This is the specific cultural condition that the Sabbath was designed to address. Not by 
providing a periodic break in an otherwise uninterrupted rhythm of productivity. But by 
structuring time itself around a theological conviction that is in direct conflict with the 
productivity idol: the conviction that human beings are not primarily workers but 
worshipers, that worth is not produced by output but given by the Creator, and that the 
rhythm of work and rest is not a reward for the hardworking but a gift built into the structure 
of creation itself. 

The fourth commandment is not a concession to human weakness. It is a declaration of 
human dignity. And in the economy of the sanctified life, it is one of the most radical and 
most countercultural practices available. 

“To observe the Sabbath is to make a theological statement that is in direct conflict with the 
ruling values of our culture. It says: I am not what I produce. Time belongs to God. I trust 
Him with what goes undone.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, Working the Angles 

—  ★  — 

Why Rest Is a Discipline, Not a Reward 

The most common misunderstanding of Sabbath rest is that it is something you earn — the 
prize awarded to the person who has worked hard enough and long enough that they 
deserve a break. In this framework, rest is the reward for sufficient productivity, and the 
person who has not been productive enough has not yet earned the right to stop. 

This is not the biblical vision of Sabbath. Not even close. 

In the biblical framework, rest is not the reward for work. It is the foundation from which 
work flows. This is the significance of the sequence in Genesis: God rested on the seventh 
day, and God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it (Genesis 2:3) — before Adam had 
done any work. The Sabbath was declared holy before there was any human productivity to 
reward. Rest was built into the created order as a gift, a rhythm, and a theological 
statement — not a wage. 

For human beings made in the image of the God who rested, rest is therefore not optional 
and not earned. It is built into what it means to be a creature rather than the Creator. The 
Creator can sustain creation continuously without depletion. The creature cannot. The 
Sabbath is the weekly acknowledgment of that distinction — the embodied recognition 
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that you are not God, that the world does not depend on your uninterrupted effort, and that 
the rhythm built into creation is designed for your flourishing rather than your exhaustion. 

“By the seventh day God completed His work which He had done, and He rested on the 
seventh day from all His work which He had done. Then God blessed the seventh day and 
sanctified it, because on it He rested from all His work which God had created and made.” 
 — Genesis 2:2–3 (NASB) 

God completed His work. Not abandoned it, not grown weary of it, not handed it off to 
someone else. Completed it — and then rested. The rest was the appropriate conclusion to 
finished work, the declaration that what had been made was good and that its goodness 
did not depend on continued intervention. 

The person who cannot rest — who experiences genuine discomfort, guilt, or anxiety when 
they stop working — has, at the level of functional theology, concluded that they are 
responsible for what God is actually responsible for. They are living as though the world’s 
continuation depends on their sustained effort. They have exchanged the posture of the 
creature for the anxiety of the one who cannot trust the Creator. 

The Diagnostic Question:  If taking a full day off each week produces guilt, anxiety, or a 
persistent sense that you should be doing something productive — that response is not 
evidence of dedication. It is evidence of a theological problem: you have not yet fully 
trusted God with what He is fully responsible for. 

—  ★  — 

The Idol We Never Name: Productivity and Its Effect on the Soul 

Every culture has its idols — the things elevated to supreme worth, the reference points 
around which identity, significance, and community are organized. The idols of the 
contemporary Western world are not obvious. We do not bow before statues. We bow 
before what they represent: productivity, efficiency, achievement, and the ceaseless 
accumulation of more. 

The productivity idol is particularly insidious because it is supported by genuine virtue. 
Work is good. Diligence is commended throughout Scripture. The person who brings 
excellence to their vocation is honoring their calling. None of this is wrong. The idol 
emerges not from the goodness of work itself but from what work is asked to provide: 
identity, worth, significance, security, and the sense that you are contributing enough to 
justify your existence. 
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When work carries that weight, it becomes something it was never designed to bear. And 
the person who cannot stop working — who has unconsciously fused their worth with their 
output — is not primarily a workaholic. They are a worshiper at the wrong altar. Their 
relentless productivity is, at the level of the soul, a form of anxiety management: if I keep 
working, I can maintain the sense that I am enough. If I stop, I have to face the question of 
whether I am enough without the working. 

The Sabbath, practiced honestly, forces exactly that confrontation. You stop. You do not 
produce. The world does not end. And you are left with the question that the productivity 
idol is most effective at preventing: who am I when I am not working? The answer to that 
question — the identity that holds when the work has stopped — is the identity that 
belongs to the child of God rather than to the servant of the productivity culture. 

That confrontation is not comfortable. It is also one of the most important confrontations 
available in the sanctified life. And the Sabbath provides it weekly, with the consistency 
that formation requires. 

“We don’t stop working because we have finished. We stop working because God is God 
and we are not. Sabbath is not the reward for sufficient productivity. It is the cure for 
insufficient theology.” 
 — Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance 

—  ★  — 

The Countercultural Act: Sabbath as Protest 

Walter Brueggemann’s most provocative reading of the Sabbath frames it not as a private 
spiritual exercise but as a public act of resistance. In his reading of Exodus, the Sabbath 
commandment was given to a people just liberated from a system — Egyptian slavery — 
that was organized entirely around the principle of unceasing production. Pharaoh’s 
economy had no Sabbath. In Pharaoh’s economy, the production quota had to be met 
regardless of what it cost the worker. 

The Sabbath commandment is therefore not merely a religious regulation. It is a liberation 
declaration. It says: you are no longer Pharaoh’s. Your worth is not denominated in your 
productivity. The economy you now inhabit is organized around a different principle — not 
the unceasing demand of the taskmaster but the generous provision of the God who gives 
rest as a gift and who has declared that your worth precedes your work. 

“You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God 
brought you out of there by a mighty hand and by an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD 
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your God commanded you to observe the Sabbath day.” 
 — Deuteronomy 5:15 (NASB) 

Remember that you were a slave. The Sabbath is rooted in memory — the ongoing, weekly 
remembrance of liberation from a system that defined human beings by their productive 
output. The people who keep Sabbath are the people who have remembered who they 
were before God set them free and who refuse to return to the posture of the slave even 
when the surrounding culture has rebuilt a different version of Pharaoh’s economy. 

The contemporary productivity culture is that rebuilt economy. The smartphone-enabled 
expectation of permanent availability, the glorification of the eighty-hour work week, the 
social media performance of busyness as evidence of importance — these are the modern 
bricks of Pharaoh’s building project. The person who practices Sabbath in this cultural 
context is making an act of quiet but unmistakable resistance: I am not Pharaoh’s. I will not 
produce on the seventh day. I am free. 

For the first responder whose schedule makes a traditional weekly Sabbath structurally 
difficult, this resistance takes a different form. It may not be Sunday. It may not be a single 
day. But the principle remains: somewhere in the rhythm of the week, the person who 
belongs to God and not to the productivity culture must stop — must put down the weight 
of the work and receive the gift of the rest that God has declared holy. 

Sabbath as Liberation:  The person who keeps Sabbath in a culture of perpetual 
productivity is making a theological declaration with their calendar: my worth is not what I 
produce. My time belongs to God. I am free. That declaration, embodied weekly, is among 
the most countercultural acts available to the follower of Jesus. 

—  ★  — 

Clearing the Ground: What Sabbath Is Not 

Before constructing a positive vision of Sabbath practice, it is worth clearing away the 
distortions that have made it feel either impossible or irrelevant to many contemporary 
believers. 

Sabbath Is Not Legalism 

The Pharisees’ approach to Sabbath had accumulated so many protective regulations 
around the commandment — thirty-nine categories of prohibited work, each with elaborate 
sub-prohibitions — that the day of liberation had become a day of burden. Jesus 
confronted this directly and repeatedly: the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the 
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Sabbath (Mark 2:27). The day was given as a gift for human flourishing. When it became a 
system of burden-bearing compliance, it had been inverted. 

The Sabbath this chapter is describing is not a return to Pharisaic regulation. It is the 
recovery of the gift that the regulation had buried. No checklist. No external enforcement. A 
deliberate, internally motivated, grace-shaped choice to stop, to receive, and to worship — 
because the person doing it has understood why the gift was given and has chosen to 
receive it. 

Sabbath Is Not Passivity 

Rest in the biblical sense does not mean doing nothing. It means doing a different thing — a 
thing ordered toward the enjoyment and worship of God rather than the production of 
measurable output. The Sabbath day can and should be full: full of worship, of relationship, 
of delight in created goodness, of play, of the unhurried presence with the people you love 
most. What it is empty of is the producing, the striving, the anxiety-driven management of 
all the things that feel urgent. 

The difference between Sabbath rest and passive leisure is the orientation. Passive leisure 
is organized around self-indulgence: doing whatever you want because you deserve it. 
Sabbath rest is organized around worship and delight in God: doing the things that help you 
receive what God has given and appreciate who God is. The Sabbath person is not idle. 
They are reoriented. 

Sabbath Is Not Sunday Attendance 

The reduction of Sabbath to church attendance on Sunday morning — the ninety-minute 
religious obligation discharged and the rest of the day returned to the normal rhythm of 
consumption, productivity, and digital saturation — has missed the point at nearly every 
level. Worship is part of Sabbath. But Sabbath is more than worship: it is the full day, 
ordered around God, free from the demands and anxieties of the productive week. 

For many first responders, medical workers, and others whose schedules make Sunday 
unavailable, the Sabbath may not be Sunday at all. The principle is the rhythm, not the day. 
What the tradition has consistently insisted on is the pattern: one day in seven, 
consecrated to rest and worship, set apart from the demands of the working week. The 
specific day is secondary to the practice of the rhythm. 

—  ★  — 
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What Sabbath Actually Is: Four Dimensions 

Having cleared what it is not, the positive vision of Sabbath can be described. Across 
Scripture and the Christian tradition, the day set apart for rest and worship encompasses 
at least four dimensions that together constitute the full Sabbath experience. 

Cessation: The Holy Stopping 

The first and foundational dimension of Sabbath is the actual stopping. Not the intention to 
stop, not the planning to stop, but the stopping — the deliberate putting down of the work 
and the refusal to pick it back up until the Sabbath has been given its full space. 

This requires advance preparation, because work does not voluntarily absent itself on the 
appointed day. The email does not stop arriving because it is Sabbath. The notification 
does not silence itself. The unfinished project does not resolve its urgency. Sabbath is kept 
by the deliberate, prepared, proactive act of setting aside what clamors to continue — and 
trusting that what has not been done on the Sabbath day can wait for the Sabbath to end. 

Marva Dawn, whose book Keeping the Sabbath Wholly is among the most practical guides 
to the practice available, describes preparation for Sabbath as “front-loading” the week — 
doing what can be done before the Sabbath arrives so that the day itself is genuinely free. 
The family that has planned its meals, the minister who has finished the sermon, the 
firefighter who has addressed the station business before the shift ends — these people 
have made room for the stopping rather than hoping the stopping will happen naturally. 

Rest: The Genuine Receiving 

Rest is not collapse. The person who has been working at an unsustainable pace and who 
finally stops on the Sabbath may initially experience the stopping as a kind of physical 
crash — the backlog of fatigue presented for payment now that the adrenaline of the week 
has subsided. This is not failure. It is the body’s honest accounting. 

But beyond the recovery from depletion, the Sabbath offers a deeper rest — the rest of the 
soul that has stopped striving, that has put down the anxiety of performance and 
management, and that has entered the space where God’s goodness is simply received 
rather than constantly negotiated with. This is the rest of Hebrews 4 — not merely physical 
cessation but the rest of faith: the soul that has trusted God with everything the Sabbath 
takes out of your hands. 

“So there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God. For the one who has entered His 
rest has himself also rested from his works, as God rested from His.” 
 — Hebrews 4:9–10 (NASB) 
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The writer of Hebrews connects the weekly Sabbath to the eschatological rest that awaits 
the people of God — the final, complete, eternal rest in the presence of God that all the 
weekly Sabbaths are pointing toward and previewing. The person who keeps Sabbath 
faithfully is practicing, week by week, the posture that will characterize eternity: rest in the 
presence of God, all striving finished, all work complete, all that is needed fully given. 

Worship: The Reorientation of the Week 

The Sabbath day includes the worship of the gathered community — the corporate act of 
turning together toward God in prayer, Scripture, song, and the sharing of bread and cup. 
This is not incidental to Sabbath. It is its center. 

The worship of the Sabbath accomplishes something that private rest cannot: it reorients 
the whole person within the community of faith around the reality of God. The week has 
been organized around the demands of the productive life — around schedules, deadlines, 
relationships in their functional mode, and the thousand practical concerns that constitute 
ordinary time. Sabbath worship breaks that organization and replaces it, temporarily, with a 
different center: the God who is the source of all that the week has produced and all that 
the week has taken. 

The person who worships faithfully on the Sabbath returns to the week differently than the 
person who rested without worshiping. The worship has done something that rest alone 
cannot do: it has reoriented the inner person toward the One who makes the week worth 
living. 

Delight: The Celebration of the Good 

The Sabbath is not only rest and worship. It is delight — the deliberate, guilt-free enjoyment 
of the goodness of created life. Abraham Joshua Heschel, the Jewish philosopher and 
theologian whose book The Sabbath is among the most beautiful accounts of the day’s 
meaning ever written, described the Sabbath as a “palace in time” — a day built not of 
space and matter but of hours consecrated to the enjoyment of what God has made. 

“The Sabbath is not for the sake of the weekdays; the weekdays are for the sake of the 
Sabbath. It is not an interlude but the climax of living.” 
 — Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath 

Delight on the Sabbath is not the same as entertainment. Entertainment is passive — it fills 
time. Delight is active — it notices, appreciates, and gives thanks for the goodness that is 
always present but that the busyness of the week has made invisible. The meal prepared 
with care and eaten without hurry. The walk in which the senses are genuinely opened to 
what is around them. The conversation with a child or a friend that has space to go 
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wherever it goes. The book read for the pleasure of reading rather than for the acquisition of 
information. These are the ordinary materials of Sabbath delight. 

—  ★  — 

The Twenty-Four Hours of Trust: Rest as an Act of Faith 

The most theologically precise description of what Sabbath practice is, in the economy of 
the sanctified life, is this: it is twenty-four hours of trust. 

Trust that the world will not collapse while you are not managing it. Trust that God is 
competent to hold what you have released. Trust that the work that cannot be done today 
will still be there to be done when the Sabbath ends, and that its undone-ness for one day 
is not a catastrophe. Trust that your worth does not depend on your output for this 
particular day. Trust that the rest is as holy as the work, and that the God who commanded 
both knows what He is doing in both. 

This is why Sabbath is not the easiest of the spiritual disciplines for the person who has 
been formed by the culture of performance and productivity. Fasting is physically 
uncomfortable, but it is active. Prayer requires time, but it is productive in the spiritual 
sense. Sabbath asks something different: it asks you to trust God with your time and your 
work for twenty-four hours and to demonstrate that trust with the posture of your body as 
well as the intention of your soul. 

The person who keeps Sabbath faithfully for a year has declared, fifty-two times, that God 
is trustworthy with what they have released. That repetition has a cumulative effect on the 
soul. The anxiety about what is not being done gradually diminishes. The compulsive 
monitoring of everything decreases. The interior restlessness that drives the inability to 
stop begins, slowly, to settle. Not because the person has learned a relaxation technique 
but because they have practiced, over and over, the posture of the creature who trusts the 
Creator. 

“Trust is not primarily a feeling. It is a practice. And Sabbath is the weekly practice of trust 
— the embodied decision to act as though God is actually in charge of the things you are 
temporarily releasing from your management.” 
 — Mark Buchanan, The Rest of God 

—  ★  — 

Making It Real: Practical Sabbath Rhythms 

The theology of Sabbath is not difficult to understand. The practice is harder to establish — 
particularly for those whose schedules are genuinely irregular, whose professions do not 
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observe conventional days off, and whose lives have been organized around patterns of 
availability that make a twenty-four-hour withdrawal feel impossible. 

The counsel here is practical and honest: begin with what is achievable, and build toward 
what is full. 

Identifying Your Sabbath Day 

For those with conventional weekly schedules, the Sabbath day is typically Sunday or 
Saturday. For those in rotating shift work, emergency services, or other professions that do 
not observe conventional days off, the Sabbath day is whatever day is consistently most 
available for rest and worship. The principle is not the day. The principle is the rhythm: one 
day in seven, set apart and protected. 

The protection of the day requires intentionality that does not come naturally. It means 
declining commitments that could easily fill the day. It means communicating clearly with 
family and close community about what the day is for. It means addressing in advance the 
practical concerns — meals, logistics, preparations — that would otherwise consume the 
day’s first hours in the ordinary friction of getting organized. 

What to Stop 

The Sabbath day is defined as much by what it excludes as by what it includes. The specific 
exclusions will vary by person, profession, and life circumstance, but the core of what 
Sabbath stops is clear: 

●  Work for income or obligation. The tasks that constitute your vocation — the email, the 
reports, the calls related to your professional responsibilities. These are the primary things 
the Sabbath stops, and they are the primary things that will resist being stopped. 

●  The management of anxiety. The checking of news, the monitoring of situations you are 
concerned about, the mentally running through of the things that could go wrong. The 
Sabbath stops the anxiety management and trusts God with what is being monitored. 

●  Digital saturation. Social media scrolling, continuous streaming, the ambient presence 
of the smartphone as an entertainment and connection device. This is the hardest 
exclusion for many contemporary people and the one that most dramatically changes the 
quality of the Sabbath when it is actually attempted. 
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What to Include 

The Sabbath is not defined only by absence. It is defined by the presence of things that the 
ordinary week crowds out: 

●  Worship with the gathered community. The corporate act of turning together toward 
God, in whatever form is available and life-giving for your tradition and context. 

●  Unhurried meals and conversation. The table as a place of genuine presence rather 
than a practical pit stop. The conversation that has room to go where it goes rather than 
being constrained by the next obligation. 

●  Time in the created world. A walk. A garden. A shoreline. Whatever form of creation 
most consistently opens the senses to the goodness of what God has made. 

●  Reading for delight. Not for professional development or information acquisition but for 
the pleasure of a good story, a beautiful argument, a well-crafted paragraph. The Sabbath 
restores the capacity for reading as pleasure rather than productivity. 

●  Physical rest. The nap that the week never allowed. The sleep that was skipped for the 
sake of the schedule. The Sabbath permission to be tired, to admit it, and to sleep without 
guilt. 

●  Prayer without agenda. Not the task-oriented prayer of the week but the unhurried, 
open-ended conversation with God that has time to go where He leads rather than where 
the prayer list dictates. 

 

The specific shape of your Sabbath will be yours — formed by your personality, your family, 
your tradition, and the particular shape of your life. What matters is that the day is 
genuinely different from the other six, genuinely oriented toward God, and genuinely 
protected from the demands that will fill it if you let them. 

Beginning Small 

For the person who has not practiced Sabbath, the counsel of every wise guide on the 
subject is the same: do not begin by attempting the full vision. Begin with a half-day. Begin 
with three hours. Begin with Sunday morning worship and a two-hour afternoon of 
protected rest. Let the practice build its own momentum, as every practice does when it is 
sustained long enough to be experienced rather than only attempted. 

Mark Buchanan, whose book The Rest of God is among the most accessible guides to 
Sabbath practice, suggests that even a Sabbath poorly kept is better than no Sabbath at all. 
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The practice is the point. The perfection of the practice is not the point. Showing up — 
stopping, resting, worshiping, delighting, trusting — in whatever incomplete form is 
currently achievable is the beginning of a discipline that will deepen with time. 

—  ★  — 

The Person the Sabbath Forms 

The person who has been keeping Sabbath faithfully for years looks different from the 
person who has not. Not in ways that are immediately visible to outsiders. In interior ways 
— in the quality of their rest, the texture of their trust, the shape of their relationship with 
their own limits and with the God who exceeds them. 

They have practiced, fifty-two times a year, the posture of the creature before the Creator — 
and the practice has done what all genuine practice does: it has formed the practitioner 
into someone who inhabits that posture more naturally, more consistently, and with less 
conscious effort than they could at the beginning. The trust that Sabbath requires has been 
built by the repeated experience of trusting and discovering that what was released was 
safe in God’s hands. 

They have discovered what the productivity idol could never provide: that their worth holds 
when the working stops. That the silence is not threatening but nourishing. That the God 
who commanded the rest is the same God who sustains the work, and that both — the 
working and the resting — are acts of worship when they are offered to Him in the right 
posture. 

They have, in the language of Hebrews 4, entered a rest that points beyond itself — the 
weekly rehearsal of the eternal rest that awaits the people of God, when all striving is 
finished, all work is complete, and the presence of God is the only thing that fills the 
horizon. 

That is where the Sabbath is headed. Keep it, and keep going. 

“Come to Me, all who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon 
you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your 
souls. For My yoke is comfortable, and My burden is light.” 
 — Matthew 11:28–30 (NASB) 

Rest for your souls. Not merely for your body. Not merely for your schedule. For the soul 
itself — the soul that has been striving, managing, performing, and carrying more than it 
was designed to carry alone. Jesus offers this rest not as a reward for sufficient productivity 
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but as a gift to anyone who will come — who will put down what they are carrying and 
receive what He is offering in its place. 

That is the Sabbath invitation. It is the invitation of a God who knows what His creatures 
need better than they do, who built the rest into the fabric of creation before they had 
worked a day, and who issues the invitation again, every seven days, to every person who 
will stop long enough to hear it: 

Come. Rest. I am enough. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Sabbath invites the most honest confrontation with the productivity idol available in the 
spiritual life. These questions are designed to surface what the confrontation will require. 

 

1.    How would you honestly describe your current relationship with rest? Does stopping 
feel like a gift or a source of guilt and anxiety? What does your answer reveal about the 
functional theology underneath your relationship with work? 

2.    What is the specific idol that most competes with your Sabbath-keeping — the specific 
form that the productivity culture has taken in your interior life? What does your worth feel 
like it depends on when you are honest about it? 

3.    Brueggemann frames Sabbath as resistance — a protest against the culture of 
Pharaoh. What would it mean for you, in the specific context of your professional and social 
world, to practice that resistance weekly? What would it cost? 

4.    What would you need to stop in order to keep a genuine Sabbath? And what would you 
need to start — what currently absent dimensions of worship, rest, delight, and unhurried 
relationship would fill the day that is currently full of other things? 

5.    Matthew 11:28–30 is Jesus’s invitation to rest for the soul. What specific burden are you 
currently carrying that He is inviting you to put down? What would it look like to actually lay 
it down for twenty-four hours this week? 

 

A Starting Practice:  Choose one upcoming day this week and protect a minimum of three 
hours as Sabbath time. Turn off the work notifications. Step away from social media. Do 
one thing in each of the four dimensions: stop something, rest in something, worship in 
something, delight in something. At the end of the three hours, notice whether the world 
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ended. Then notice whether you feel different. That noticing is the beginning of a theology 
that can only be learned in the practice. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Four  —  Chapter Thirteen 

 

Community 

The Sanctifying Power of Authentic Fellowship 

 

“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good deeds, not abandoning our 
own meeting together, as is the habit of some people, but encouraging one another; and all 
the more as you see the day drawing near.” 
 — Hebrews 10:24–25 (NASB) 

 

“Iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.” 
 — Proverbs 27:17 (NASB) 

 

“We are shaped by the communities we inhabit. The question is not whether community 
will form us — it is which community will.” 
 — Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines 

—  ★  — 

The Crew You Go In With 

There is an axiom in the fire service that applies beyond firefighting: you are only as safe as 
your crew. The individual who enters a burning structure alone — without the radio 
communication, the mutual accountability, the second set of eyes watching the ceiling, the 
partner who knows where you are and will come for you if things go wrong — is not a more 
capable firefighter. They are a more vulnerable one. The skills that make them effective in 
the structure do not change. But without the crew, the margin for error has been 
catastrophically reduced. 

The same truth applies to the sanctified life with a force that the individualism of 
contemporary Western Christianity consistently underestimates: you are only as safe as 
your community. The interior life that is never witnessed, the spiritual struggle that is never 
spoken, the theological conviction that is never tested against the community’s 
discernment — these are not marks of spiritual independence. They are marks of spiritual 
isolation, which is one of the most reliable conditions for the kind of slow, invisible moral 
and spiritual deterioration that eventually surprises everyone who knew the person. 
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God designed sanctification to be a communal work. This is not a cultural accommodation 
or a sociological preference. It is built into the architecture of the New Testament vision for 
the people of God. The church is a body — not a collection of independently functioning 
organisms who occasionally gather to share information, but a single living entity in which 
the health of each member depends on and contributes to the health of the whole. 
Sanctification in that body is not a private achievement pursued in parallel with other 
people. It is a shared process, requiring the specific contributions that only community can 
make. 

This chapter is about what the community of faith does in the economy of sanctification 
that nothing else can replicate — and about what happens to the soul that tries to pursue 
holiness alone. 

“Christianity is not a solitary religion. It is inherently communal — not because community 
is pleasant, though it often is, but because the God who made us for Himself also made us 
for each other, and the two cannot be finally separated.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together 

—  ★  — 

Fifty-Nine Commands: The ‘One Another’ Curriculum of Sanctification 

The New Testament contains approximately fifty-nine “one another” commands — 
instructions that are grammatically incapable of being obeyed in isolation. They require 
another person. They require community. And together, they constitute a curriculum of 
sanctification that is not supplementary to the spiritual life but central to it. 

A partial inventory: love one another (John 13:34–35). Wash one another’s feet (John 13:14). 
Bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2). Forgive one another (Ephesians 4:32). Confess 
to one another (James 5:16). Pray for one another (James 5:16). Encourage one another 
(Hebrews 10:25). Stir up one another to love and good deeds (Hebrews 10:24). Speak truth 
to one another (Ephesians 4:25). Submit to one another (Ephesians 5:21). Serve one 
another (Galatians 5:13). Outdo one another in showing honor (Romans 12:10). Accept one 
another (Romans 15:7). 

Every one of these commands names something that the soul needs to practice and to 
receive — and that is available only within a community that is functioning as a community 
rather than as a loose collection of individuals who happen to share a gathering time. You 
cannot love one another without a specific another to love. You cannot confess to one 
another without a specific another whose response will either reinforce your shame or 
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speak grace into it. You cannot bear one another’s burdens without a specific another who 
is willing to let their burdens be known and carried. 

The one-another commands are the grammar of formation. And formation that is 
transacted in isolation is attempting to speak a language that has no individual form. 

The Communal Logic:  Every ‘one another’ command in the New Testament implies a 
community in which it is possible. You cannot confess to one another without another. You 
cannot bear burdens without a burden to bear. The fifty-nine commands are not invitations 
to individual virtue. They are the description of what a community looks like when its 
members are being genuinely formed. 

—  ★  — 

The Most Avoided Means of Grace: Confession and Accountability 

Of all the one-another commands, the one most conspicuously absent from most 
contemporary Christian community is this one: 

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may be 
healed. The effective prayer of a righteous person can accomplish much.” 
 — James 5:16 (NASB) 

Confess your sins to one another. Not to God alone in private prayer — though that 
confession is real and necessary. To one another — specifically, verbally, in the presence of 
a person who will hear the named failure and respond to it. The healing that James 
connects to this confession is not the theological forgiveness of direct confession to God. It 
is a different category of healing — the healing that comes from being known in your failure 
by another person and not rejected. 

This is the healing that shame most actively prevents and that community most uniquely 
provides. Shame tells the person who has fallen that the failure, if known, will result in 
rejection. Confession to a trusted person within a covenant community tests that lie 
directly — and when the confession is met with grace rather than rejection, something 
breaks in the shame’s grip that private confession to God alone, while genuinely important, 
does not always produce. The shame needs to be heard by human ears and met by a 
human face and answered by a human voice saying: you are still loved. You belong here. 
Come. 
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Bonhoeffer, whose community at Finkenwalde practiced confession to one another as a 
regular discipline, described what happens when the confession is made and the grace is 
received: 

“In confession the break-through to community takes place. Sin demands to have a man by 
himself. It withdraws him from the community. The more isolated a person is, the more 
destructive will be the power of sin over him. Sin wants to remain unknown. It shuns the 
light. In the darkness of the unexpressed it poisons the whole being of a person.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together 

Sin wants to remain unknown. This is the operating logic of the enemy in the life of the 
believer: to keep the failure hidden, to prevent the naming, to sustain the isolation that 
gives the sin its power. Confession is not weakness. It is the act of strategic courage that 
breaks the isolation and exposes the sin to the light in which it cannot thrive. 

Accountability: The Ongoing Commitment 

Confession is a single act. Accountability is the ongoing structure that makes confession 
possible and that sustains the courage the confession requires over time. Accountability is 
not surveillance. It is the voluntary submission of one’s interior life and behavior to the 
interested, loving scrutiny of people who are committed to one’s formation and who have 
been given permission to ask the questions that need to be asked. 

The accountability relationship that produces genuine formation has specific 
characteristics that distinguish it from the performance of accountability that produces 
only a more sophisticated self-management: 

●  It is specific. Generic accountability — ‘How are you doing spiritually?’ answered by 
‘Pretty good’ — is not accountability. It is the appearance of accountability that protects 
both parties from the discomfort of the real thing. The accountable relationship names the 
specific patterns, the specific struggles, the specific areas of formation that are under 
active attention: ‘Are you staying out of the behaviors we talked about? Are you praying 
about the relationship we discussed? How is the anger pattern?’ 

●  It is regular. Accountability that happens only in crisis is not formation. It is crisis 
management. The relationship that meets consistently, in the rhythm of ordinary life rather 
than only in emergency, is the relationship that can catch the drift before it becomes a 
disaster and celebrate the growth before it requires a dramatic reversal. 

●  It is mutual. The accountability relationship that flows in only one direction — where 
one party is always the accountable one and the other always the examiner — is not a 
community of equals before God. The most formative accountability relationships are 
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characterized by genuine mutuality: both parties are known, both are questioned, both are 
prayed for, both are challenged. 

●  It is grace-saturated. The accountability that produces shame rather than formation 
has failed at the most important level. The purpose of accountability is not to catch failure 
but to sustain the courage to be honest — and that courage is only sustainable in a context 
where failure is met with grace rather than judgment, where the response to honest 
disclosure is ‘I am with you’ rather than ‘I am disappointed in you.’ 

 

For those who have been wounded by abusive forms of spiritual authority that weaponized 
accountability for control, this vision of mutual, grace-saturated, specific accountability 
may need to be approached carefully and rebuilt slowly. The wound is real. But the antidote 
to abusive accountability is not no accountability — it is the genuine article, built within the 
safety of a relationship where the power dynamics are honest and where both parties are 
equally subject to the grace and the challenge of the community they inhabit together. 

—  ★  — 

Small Enough to Know and Be Known: Microchurch and the Cradle of Formation 

The New Testament community of faith was not primarily the large gathering. It was 
primarily the household. The early church met in homes — in the small, intimate, 
necessarily personal spaces where everyone present was genuinely known and where the 
one-another commands were transacted at a scale that made them possible. 

Paul’s letters address communities of this size: the church in the house of Priscilla and 
Aquila (Romans 16:5), the church in the house of Nympha (Colossians 4:15), the church in 
the house of Philemon (Philemon 1:2). These are not branches of a larger institution. They 
are the primary form of the church’s life — small enough for genuine knowledge, intimate 
enough for genuine confession, interconnected enough for the one-another commands to 
be practiced rather than merely affirmed. 

The rediscovery of this small-community form of church life — variously called house 
church, microchurch, simple church, or small group — is one of the most significant 
developments in the contemporary church’s understanding of formation. Not as a 
replacement for larger expressions of worship and community but as the indispensable 
complement to them: the intimate gathering in which the formation that cannot happen in 
the large crowd becomes possible. 
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The large gathering provides worship at scale, theological instruction, the witness of a 
community’s collective testimony, and the experience of belonging to something larger 
than oneself. None of these are insignificant. But the large gathering cannot, by its nature, 
provide the specific things that formation most requires: being genuinely known, receiving 
specific accountability, practicing the one-another commands in personal relationship, 
having the mirror of another person’s honest response held up to your actual interior life. 

These require a community small enough that everyone knows everyone’s name — and, 
more importantly, knows what is behind the name. The grief the person has been carrying 
since last week. The decision they are facing that keeps them awake. The pattern they are 
struggling to break. The growth that has been quietly happening that no one else has yet 
noticed. This depth of knowledge requires time, regularity, safety, and a scale that makes 
genuine knowing possible. 

The Formation Scale:  The spiritual disciplines can be practiced alone. But the one-
another commands of the New Testament can only be practiced at a scale where people 
are genuinely known. Sanctification requires both the private discipline and the communal 
practice — and the most formative communities are almost always small enough for 
everyone in them to know and be known. 

“The New Testament knows nothing of a Christianity without community. What it knows is 
the household — the small, personal gathering in which the gospel is not merely 
proclaimed but embodied in the relationships of people who are actually known to each 
other.” 
 — Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways 

—  ★  — 

The Comfortable Darkness: Why Isolation Is the Enemy of Holiness 

If community is the God-designed environment for sanctification, why do so many 
believers so consistently resist it at the level of genuine vulnerability? Why is the 
consumption of Christian content — podcasts, books, sermon streams, online devotionals 
— so easily substituted for the risky, costly, irreplaceable practice of being genuinely 
known within a specific community? 

The answer is not primarily laziness or indifference. It is fear. 

To be genuinely known is to be genuinely vulnerable — to allow another person access to 
the interior life as it actually is rather than as it is presented. And the interior life, for most 
people, contains things they are not certain will be received without judgment: the ongoing 
failure, the persistent doubt, the shameful pattern, the theological confusion, the anger at 
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God, the grief that has not resolved, the spiritual numbness that has been performing 
spiritual vitality for longer than they want to admit. 

The person who remains comfortably unknown has made a calculation: the pain of not 
being fully known is more bearable than the risk of being fully known and rejected. This 
calculation is understandable. It has frequently been confirmed by bad experiences with 
communities that did not handle vulnerability with the grace it required. And it is, 
ultimately, a lie — because the person who remains unknown in order to be safe is also the 
person who remains unformed. 

Isolation is not neutral in the spiritual life. It is actively destructive, in the specific way 
Bonhoeffer identified: sin thrives in the dark. The pattern that is never named remains 
unnamed because naming it requires another person. The shame that is never spoken 
remains unspeakable because speaking it requires a listener. The formation that requires a 
mirror cannot happen without one. 

And isolation has a trajectory. The person who begins by guarding their interior from the 
community eventually finds that the interior has become a place they themselves no longer 
want to visit. The unspoken accumulates. The unnamed grows. The unchallenged calcifies. 
What began as the protection of vulnerability becomes the imprisonment of a soul that no 
longer knows how to be known. 

“Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor. For if either of 
them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not 
another to lift him up.” 
 — Ecclesiastes 4:9–10 (NASB) 

Woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up. This is not merely a 
practical observation about the value of social support. It is a theological statement about 
the danger of the isolated life. The fall is not the problem. The fall without another person 
present to lift is the problem. And the person who has ensured their isolation in order to 
protect themselves from the vulnerability of community has also ensured that when they 
fall — and they will fall — there is no one positioned to help them rise. 

The Particular Isolation of the Helping Professional 

For those in the helping professions, isolation carries an additional layer of complexity. The 
role itself — the helper, the rescuer, the person others come to in crisis — creates a posture 
that actively resists being the one who needs help. The firefighter does not call for help on 
the fireground. The chaplain does not break down in the hospital waiting room. The nurse 
does not ask the patient to minister to them. 
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These role boundaries are appropriate in context. But when the role’s posture of self-
sufficiency extends beyond the professional context into the personal and spiritual life — 
when the helper never allows themselves to be helped, when the rescuer never allows 
themselves to be rescued, when the person who bears everyone else’s burdens never 
allows their own burdens to be born — the result is a particular kind of spiritual isolation 
that is invisible from the outside and catastrophic on the inside. 

The first responder who has no community in which they are genuinely known — who has 
colleagues at the station and acquaintances at church but no person before whom the full 
interior weight is regularly laid down — is carrying a load that was designed to be shared, in 
a structural isolation that makes the carrying progressively more difficult and the eventual 
collapse progressively more likely. 

The invitation of this chapter is not to perform vulnerability for an audience. It is to find, or 
to build, the specific community in which genuine knowledge is possible and genuinely 
safe — and then to enter it with the courage that the design of the sanctified life requires. 

—  ★  — 

The Weight Shared: Bearing One Another’s Burdens as Formation 

The most physically concrete of the one-another commands is also among the most 
formatively powerful: 

“Bear one another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.” 
 — Galatians 6:2 (NASB) 

Bear one another’s burdens. The Greek word for “burdens” here is barē — a weight so 
heavy that it cannot be carried by the person who is under it without assistance. This is not 
the ordinary weight of daily life, which Paul addresses in the next breath with a different 
word (Galatians 6:5 — each person carrying their own normal load). This is the 
extraordinary weight: the grief that has become too heavy to carry alone, the struggle that 
has exceeded the person’s interior resources, the crisis that has arrived beyond their 
capacity to manage. 

Burden-bearing is the most demanding dimension of communal life and the one that most 
requires the transformed character this book has been describing. You cannot bear 
another person’s burden without patience — because burdens do not resolve on 
convenient timelines. You cannot bear it without genuine compassion — because the 
weight of another person’s suffering can only be sustained by genuine investment in their 
person. You cannot bear it without the willingness to be inconvenienced, interrupted, and 
drawn into a situation you did not plan for and cannot control. 
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These are not natural capacities. They are supernatural ones — the fruit of a Spirit-
transformed character that has been genuinely changed at the level of the will (surrender), 
the mind (renewal), and the affections (reordering). The person who can bear another 
person’s burden over time, at real cost to their own schedule, energy, and emotional 
reserves, is the person whose sanctification has produced the character that is capable of 
the most demanding dimension of the one-another life. 

And the burden-bearer is not only giving something to the one whose burden is carried. 
They are receiving something from the carrying. The discipline of attending to another 
person’s suffering — of being present to it, of remaining present to it, of not managing it 
from a safe distance but sharing its weight — is one of the most reliable cultivators of the 
specific qualities that the Spirit is trying to produce in the believer. Compassion is not 
learned in comfort. It is learned in the sustained, costly, specific practice of being present 
to another person’s pain. 

“We do not learn compassion by studying it. We learn it by being with people who are 
suffering, staying with them when it would be easier to leave, and discovering that the 
capacity to remain is itself a gift from the One who remained with us in our worst 
moments.” 
 — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

—  ★  — 

What a Genuinely Forming Community Looks Like 

Not every gathering that calls itself a community is functioning as one. And not every 
community that is functioning as a community is functioning as a forming one. The 
difference between a gathering and a community, and between a community and a forming 
community, is worth naming concretely. 

It Is Truthful 

The forming community is characterized by a commitment to truth-telling that is costly 
enough to mean something. Not the brutal honesty of the person who uses truth as a 
weapon. Not the performative confession that invites admiration rather than 
accountability. But the steady, grace-anchored, risky truth that is spoken in love precisely 
because love requires it. 

Ephesians 4:15 names this as a growth mechanism: “speaking the truth in love, we are to 
grow in all aspects into Him who is the head, that is Christ.” Speaking the truth in love 
produces growth. A community in which truth is routinely softened, avoided, or managed 
for relational comfort is a community in which growth is routinely stunted. 
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It Is Safe 

Truthfulness without safety is brutality. The forming community creates the conditions in 
which truth can be received rather than merely delivered — in which the person who is 
spoken to honestly knows that the speaking comes from genuine love and not from 
judgment, disappointment, or the speaker’s own unresolved issues with the topic at hand. 

Safety is not the absence of challenge. A community that never challenges is not safe — it 
is comfortable, which is different. Safety is the quality of the relationship that makes 
challenge receivable: the accumulated trust, the demonstrated loyalty, the history of being 
present in difficulty, the track record of meeting failure with grace rather than withdrawal. 
Safety is earned slowly and destroyed quickly, which is why its cultivation requires 
intentionality and its protection requires vigilance. 

It Is Prayerful 

The forming community holds its members before God together. Not as a formality but as 
the primary act of love available to a community whose members believe that God is 
actually present and actually responsive to prayer. The community that prays specifically 
for each member’s formation — that names in prayer the specific struggles, the specific 
growth edges, the specific needs of each person present — is doing something for each 
other that exceeds anything they can do through conversation, accountability, or advice. 

James’ connection between confession and prayer is not accidental: “Confess your sins to 
one another, and pray for one another so that you may be healed” (James 5:16). The 
confession opens the wound to the light. The prayer invites the divine Physician into the 
opened wound. Both are necessary. And both require a community that is willing to do 
them. 

It Celebrates Growth 

The forming community notices and names growth when it happens. This is more 
important than it sounds. Formation is slow. The progress is often invisible to the person 
who is being formed, precisely because they are inside it and cannot see the distance 
traveled from the outside. The community that watches with attention, that remembers 
where someone was six months ago, that says ‘I have seen you change in this specific way 
and I want you to know it’ — this community is providing something that the interior life 
cannot provide for itself: the witness that transformation has occurred and is continuing. 

Formation that is witnessed and celebrated is formation that continues. The person who 
knows that their growth is being watched and named by people who love them has a 
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quality of motivation for continuing that the isolated person, dependent entirely on their 
own interior assessment of their progress, simply does not have. 

—  ★  — 

For the Church-Wounded: Community After Disillusionment 

There is a significant and growing population of people who have been hurt by the 
institutions and the specific communities in which they sought the belonging this chapter 
is describing. People who trusted a community with their vulnerability and had that 
vulnerability weaponized. People who confessed to a leader who used the confession for 
manipulation. People who brought their genuine faith into a community organized around 
performance and found that the performance was what was welcomed and the genuine 
faith was what was threatening. 

These wounds are real. They are not metaphorical. And the counsel of this chapter — find 
community, be known, practice vulnerability, trust the community with your interior life — 
lands very differently for the person who has done all of those things and been damaged by 
the experience. 

Three things need to be said to the church-wounded person before anything else: 

First: what happened to you was not what community is supposed to be. The betrayal of 
vulnerability, the weaponization of confession, the performance culture that welcomed 
your output and discarded your person — these are distortions of the community this 
chapter is describing, not examples of it. They do not prove that genuine community is 
impossible. They prove that it is difficult and that it has been badly done. 

Second: your caution is wisdom, not failure. The person who has been burned by fire does 
not immediately reach for the flame again without having examined the conditions more 
carefully. Taking time to assess a community’s genuine health before offering your interior 
is not deficiency of faith. It is the appropriate stewardship of the trust that has been 
violated. 

Third: isolation is not safety, even if it feels like it. The pain of the wound may make solitude 
feel like the only safe posture. But the soul’s need for genuine community does not 
disappear because the community that was tried was destructive. The need remains. And 
the risk of genuine community, carefully chosen and slowly entered, remains preferable to 
the slow desolation of the soul that has decided that no community is better than the 
wrong one. 
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The God who designed sanctification as a communal work is not unaware of what 
community has cost you. He is the same God who wept outside Lazarus’ tomb (John 11:35) 
— who does not manage grief from a distance but enters it. He meets the church-wounded 
person not in the argument for why they should try again but in the presence of the One 
who has never abandoned them, who is building something genuine and safe, and who is 
patient with the time it takes to find it. 

“The church that wounded you is not the whole church. And the God who is the head of the 
church has not given up on the body because the body has wounded some of its own. He is 
at work in the mess, as He has always been — making something holy out of what has been 
broken.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Community is where holiness becomes visible or reveals itself as still in process. These 
questions are designed to surface what is actually happening in your communal life and 
what the sanctified life requires of it. 

 

1.    Do you have a community in which you are genuinely known — not just known about, 
but known in the actual interior condition of your soul, your struggles, your formation? If 
not, what is preventing it: fear, past wounds, schedule, or something else? 

2.    When did you last confess a specific sin to a specific person? If the honest answer is 
never or not recently, what is the belief behind the absence? What are you afraid the 
confession would produce? 

3.    In what specific ways is your current community — whatever form it takes — 
functioning as a forming community? In what specific ways is it functioning primarily as a 
comfort community or a social gathering? What would need to change for it to become 
more genuinely formative? 

4.    Is there a person in your life whose burden you are currently bearing — someone whose 
specific weight you are carrying with them rather than simply observing from a distance? If 
not, who in your community is under a weight that your presence could help carry? 

5.    For those who have been wounded by community: where are you in the process of 
finding or rebuilding genuine community after the damage? What would a small, wise, next 
step toward genuine community look like for you specifically — not a leap but a step? 
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A Practice for This Month:  Identify one person in your current sphere with whom you 
could pursue a genuinely accountable relationship. Ask them to meet with you regularly — 
once every two weeks to begin. In the first meeting, agree on these three questions you will 
ask each other every time: ‘Where are you experiencing God’s presence most clearly right 
now?’ ‘Where are you most struggling?’ ‘Is there anything specific you need prayer for?’ Ask 
the questions honestly. Answer them honestly. Pray specifically for each other. That is the 
beginning of the community this chapter is describing. It does not require a program. It 
requires two people willing to be known. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Five 

 

Obstacles and Enemies 

What Hinders the Sanctified Life 

 

Every firefighter learns early that the fireground has enemies. Not just the fire itself — the 
visible, dramatic, obvious threat — but the hidden ones: the compromised structure that 
looks sound until you are standing on it, the smoke that banks silently while attention is 
elsewhere, the backdraft waiting behind the door that has not yet been checked. The 
experienced firefighter develops the awareness to read these threats because they have 
been taught to look for what is not obvious, to anticipate what has not yet happened, and to 
take the invisible danger as seriously as the visible one. 

 

The sanctified life has enemies too. Not all of them are obvious. Some of the most effective 
obstacles to growth in holiness are the ones that are most familiar — so thoroughly woven 
into the interior landscape that they are no longer experienced as enemies but as features 
of the environment. This section does not flinch from naming them: the flesh with its 
persistent old-nature patterns, the world with its constant pressure to conform, and the 
enemy who exploits both with a cunning that deserves serious theological attention. 

 

Naming the obstacles is not pessimism. It is the strategic realism that every effective 
engagement with any genuine threat requires. The firefighter who does not assess the 
building before entry is not brave — they are uninformed. The believer who does not 
understand the specific enemies arrayed against their growth in holiness is not trusting — 
they are naive. Part Five is an exercise in informed engagement with the realities that make 
sanctification costly, contested, and continuously dependent on the grace that is more 
than sufficient to overcome them all. 

—  ★  — 
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Part Five  —  Chapter Fourteen 

 

The Flesh 

The Ongoing War Within 

 

“For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these are 
in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you please.” 
 — Galatians 5:17 (NASB) 

 

“For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the willing is present in 
me, but the doing of the good is not.” 
 — Romans 7:18 (NASB) 

 

“We are never nearer to Christ than when we find ourselves lost in holy amazement at our 
own sin.” 
 — Charles Spurgeon 

—  ★  — 

The Enemy That Moved In 

The most dangerous structure fires are not the ones burning visibly when the first engine 
arrives. They are the ones that have been burning inside the walls for hours before the first 
alarm — invisible on the surface, consuming the structure from within, spreading through 
concealed spaces along pathways that no one can see until the moment the floor gives 
way or the ceiling releases. 

By the time the exterior shows damage, the structure has already been extensively 
compromised. What looked stable was not. What appeared sound had been burning for a 
long time in the places where no one was looking. 

The flesh — sarx in Paul’s vocabulary — is that fire. Not a new threat from the outside. An 
interior one. The old nature’s patterns, desires, and dispositions that coexist with the new 
life given at regeneration and that continue to press for dominance against the Spirit’s 
work. It is not merely physical temptation. It is the entire complex of thoughts, desires, 
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motivations, and orientations that operate independently of God and in opposition to the 
Spirit. 

This is one of the most important clarifications available to the person who has been 
struggling with the flesh and wondering why. The flesh is not the body. The person who 
suppresses physical appetite through intense discipline has not addressed the flesh — 
they have only addressed one of its most obvious expressions. The pride that does not steal 
but lords it over others, the self-righteousness that does not commit adultery but despises 
the one who does, the spiritual ambition that serves God publicly while craving the 
recognition that service produces — these are as fully expressions of the flesh as any 
carnal sin, and they are considerably more difficult to identify and address because they 
wear the clothing of virtue. 

Understanding this is the first requirement for effective engagement with the war within. 

“The flesh is not the body. It is the whole human person insofar as they are oriented away 
from God and toward self. Its most dangerous expressions are not the obvious ones — they 
are the respectable ones that have learned to disguise themselves as righteousness.” 
 — John Owen, The Mortification of Sin 

—  ★  — 

More Than Physical: Understanding Sarx 

Paul uses the word sarx in two distinct ways in his letters, and confusing them produces 
enormous pastoral damage. Sometimes sarx refers straightforwardly to the physical body 
or to humanity in its finitude and frailty — the “flesh and blood” that cannot inherit the 
kingdom (1 Corinthians 15:50), the “flesh” that Jesus took on in the incarnation (John 1:14 
uses a cognate term). In these uses, the flesh is neutral or even positive — the created 
physical existence of the human being. 

But in the other use — the one that matters most for sanctification — sarx refers to the old 
nature: the self-oriented, God-independent, spiritually corrupted disposition that was the 
default condition of the human person before regeneration and that continues to press for 
dominance after it. This is the flesh that Paul sets in opposition to the Spirit in Galatians 5. 
This is the flesh that desires what the Spirit does not desire and that the Spirit desires 
against. This is the flesh from which “nothing good dwells” (Romans 7:18). 

In this sense, the flesh is not located in any particular body part or physical appetite. It is a 
comprehensive orientation of the self away from God — the deep disposition of the 
unregenerate person that was not entirely eliminated at conversion but that was displaced 
from the position of lordship it previously occupied. The Spirit now indwells. The new 
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creation has been established. But the flesh remains — weakened in its authority, deposed 
from its throne, but still present and still active. 

“For those who are according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but 
those who are according to the Spirit, the things of the Spirit. For the mind set on the flesh is 
death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace, because the mind set on the flesh is 
hostile toward God.” 
 — Romans 8:5–7 (NASB) 

The mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God. Not neutral. Not merely indifferent. Hostile 
— actively and inherently in opposition to the divine agenda. This is not a description of 
dramatic wickedness. It is a description of the default orientation of the part of the person 
that has not been renewed by the Spirit — the old patterns of thought, the unregenerate 
desires, the self-oriented motivations that continue to operate alongside the new life that 
has been given. 

The war is real. It is interior. And it will not end before glory. The realism Paul demonstrates 
in Romans 7 — where he describes the experience of willing the good and not doing it, 
desiring what is wrong and doing it anyway — is not an account of the pre-conversion life. 
The majority of New Testament scholars understand it as the honest description of the 
ongoing interior conflict of the regenerate person who is further along the road of 
sanctification than he is at the beginning of his faith. The conflict does not prove that 
regeneration failed. It proves that the war is real. 

The Essential Distinction:  The flesh is not the body. The war against it is not physical self-
denial but Spirit-empowered renewal of the entire person — thought patterns, desires, 
motivations, and the deep orientations that govern what the self reaches for when no one is 
watching and nothing external compels it. 

—  ★  — 

A Diagnostic List: The Works of the Flesh 

Paul’s list of the works of the flesh in Galatians 5 is one of the most uncomfortable 
passages in the New Testament to read carefully, because its categories are far broader 
than most people expect. The assumption is that the list will be populated by the dramatic 
sins — sexual immorality, drug use, violence. And those are present. But so are the sins 
that respectable, churchgoing, spiritually serious people commit every day and rarely 
recognize as expressions of the same flesh: 

“Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, 
idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, dissensions, 
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factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these.” 
 — Galatians 5:19–21 (NASB) 

The first cluster — sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality — addresses the disordered 
desires of the physical body and their expression. These are the most obvious expressions 
of the flesh and the ones most frequently associated with it in popular Christian usage. 

The second cluster — idolatry, sorcery — addresses the displacement of God from the 
center of the self’s devotion and the attempt to access spiritual power through forbidden 
means. Both are expressions of the flesh’s fundamental orientation: the self as the center 
of reference, God as the resource to be managed rather than the Lord to be obeyed. 

The third cluster — enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, 
dissensions, factions, envy — is the most revealing. These are the relational expressions of 
the flesh: the patterns of self-promotion, competitive positioning, resentment, factional 
loyalty, and territorial defensiveness that corrupt human community and that are so 
thoroughly normalized in organizational life — including church life — that they are often 
not recognized as works of the flesh at all. 

The outburst of anger that shuts down the difficult conversation. The selfish ambition that 
is dressed as passion for the mission. The jealousy of a colleague’s recognition that is 
managed into the respectable affect of concern about the organization’s direction. The 
faction that forms around a leader’s personality and calls itself theological conviction. 
These are works of the flesh. They belong in the same list as sexual immorality and 
drunkenness, not because they are equally damaging in every circumstance but because 
they flow from the same root: the self in its God-independent, self-centered, Spirit-
resistant orientation. 

The Works of the Flesh in the Helping Professions 

The helping professions have their own specific expressions of the flesh that are worth 
naming because they are most likely to go unnamed in the culture that produces them. The 
flesh does not disappear from the fireground or the chaplaincy office or the counseling 
room. It shows up there in forms particularly well-suited to the environment. 

●  The hero narrative. The subtle but pervasive need to be the one who saved the 
situation, whose intervention was decisive, whose presence made the difference that no 
one else’s could have made. This is selfish ambition wearing the costume of servant 
leadership. 
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●  Competitive compassion. The comparison of one’s suffering exposure, ministry 
effectiveness, or sacrificial service with that of colleagues — the envy that does not name 
itself as envy because it is framed in terms of mission and calling. 

●  Savior-messiah drift. The gradual shift from “God is at work through me” to “I am the 
one who handles these things” — the displacement of God from the center of the rescue 
that was identified in Chapter 9 but that belongs specifically here as a work of the flesh in 
vocational form. 

●  Righteous anger. The anger at injustice, dysfunction, or incompetence that is legitimate 
in its origin but that the flesh converts into self-righteous contempt, harsh judgment, or the 
factionalism that divides teams and communities. Legitimate anger becomes a work of the 
flesh when the self’s agenda has displaced God’s in the feeling. 

 

The point is not to produce shame about the presence of these patterns. The point is the 
same as the fire in the walls: you cannot address what you have not identified. The works of 
the flesh that remain unidentified remain active. The diagnostic list is the first step toward 
the mortification that addresses them. 

—  ★  — 

Killing the Old: Mortification and How It Actually Works 

The classical term for the spiritual discipline of actively engaging the flesh is mortification 
— from the Latin mortificare, to put to death. It is the language Paul uses: “if by the Spirit 
you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Romans 8:13). And it is the 
language that the Puritan theologians, particularly John Owen, developed into the most 
comprehensive theology of this aspect of sanctification available in the English tradition. 

Owen’s summary of the discipline is among the most quoted sentences in all of Christian 
spirituality: “Be killing sin or sin will be killing you.” The statement is not rhetorical 
hyperbole. It is a precise description of the alternative. The flesh does not remain static 
while you negotiate your relationship with it. It grows in what it is given and shrinks in what 
it is denied. The pattern that is indulged becomes more deeply rooted. The pattern that is 
actively, consistently, Spirit-empowered resisted is progressively weakened. 

The key qualifier is “Spirit-empowered.” Mortification is not white-knuckled willpower 
applied to an unwanted behavior. It is the specific, Spirit-directed engagement with the 
roots of the flesh pattern — the desires, thoughts, and underlying orientations that produce 
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the surface behavior — in the power of the indwelling Spirit who is the only agent capable 
of producing the death that mortification aims at. 

“For if you are living according to the flesh, you are about to die; but if by the Spirit you are 
putting to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” 
 — Romans 8:13 (NASB) 

By the Spirit. Not by the resolution of the will. Not by the strategic employment of 
behavioral techniques. By the Spirit — which means that mortification, like every other 
dimension of sanctification, is a cooperative exercise in which the believer’s active 
engagement is real and necessary but in which the transforming power is entirely the 
Spirit’s. 

What Mortification Actually Involves 

Mortification is not a single act. It is a sustained orientation of the whole person toward the 
death of specific flesh patterns. Owen describes it as having several components that work 
together: 

●  Recognition of the specific pattern. Mortification begins with the honest identification 
of the specific work of the flesh — not the general admission that ‘I struggle with sin’ but the 
specific naming: this is the anger pattern, this is the lust pattern, this is the pride pattern, 
this is the pattern of selfish ambition that presents as devotion to the mission. The more 
specific the identification, the more targeted and effective the mortification. 

●  Understanding its roots and triggers. The flesh pattern does not arise from nowhere. It 
has roots in the interior — in the underlying desires, fears, wounds, or beliefs that provide 
its nourishment — and it has triggers: the specific conditions under which it is most likely 
to assert itself. Mortification that does not engage the roots and the triggers is addressing 
the smoke rather than the fire. 

●  Starving the pattern. The flesh pattern is fed by what is given to it: the media consumed 
that normalizes the lust pattern, the relationships maintained that reinforce the bitterness 
pattern, the interior conversations rehearsed that strengthen the pride pattern. 
Mortification involves the deliberate, Spirit-directed withdrawal of what feeds the pattern — 
not as punishment but as strategic denial of the fuel that sustains it. 

●  Engaging with the Word and prayer at the specific point. At the specific root of the 
flesh pattern, mortification applies the specific truth of Scripture and the specific prayer 
that address it. Not general Bible reading and prayer — targeted engagement at the point of 
conflict, bringing the Word that speaks to this particular desire and asking the Spirit to do 
what the discipline alone cannot accomplish. 
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●  Accountability at the specific point. The community dimension of mortification: 
bringing the specific flesh pattern into the light of a trusted, grace-saturated relationship, 
naming it there, and receiving both the accountability and the grace that the naming makes 
available. 

 

“Do not think you fight against a weak enemy. Sin is subtle, persistent, and skilled at 
disguise. It presents itself in different forms when its preferred one is resisted. Mortification 
must be as persistent as the thing it addresses, and it must be rooted in the Spirit rather 
than the will, because the will is not stronger than the flesh.” 
 — John Owen, The Mortification of Sin 

—  ★  — 

The Strategy That Never Works: Why Willpower Alone Always Fails 

The most common approach to the flesh in contemporary Christian practice is willpower: 
the determined, earnest, repeated effort to simply not do the thing that the flesh is 
producing. Resolve harder. Try again. Make a more specific commitment. Declare more 
emphatically that this time will be different. 

This approach has been tried by virtually every serious Christian who has ever wrestled 
with a persistent flesh pattern. And virtually every one of them has discovered, to their 
dismay, that it does not work. Not because they are not sincere, not because they are not 
trying hard enough, not because they lack faith. Because willpower is operating on the 
wrong level. 

The flesh is not primarily a behavioral problem. It is a desire problem — rooted in what the 
person wants at the deepest level of their interior. Willpower can suppress the behavior 
that the desire produces. It cannot change the desire. And a desire that has been 
suppressed rather than transformed does not disappear. It goes underground, where it 
accumulates pressure and waits for the inevitable moment when the willpower is 
exhausted, the guard is down, or the circumstances are favorable — and then it surfaces 
with an intensity proportional to the length of its suppression. 

Paul describes the futility of the willpower approach in Colossians 2, addressing a set of 
ascetic practices that looked like spiritual seriousness from the outside: 

“These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion 
and self-abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against fleshly 
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indulgence.” 
 — Colossians 2:23 (NASB) 

Of no value against fleshly indulgence. The self-imposed regulations, the severe treatment 
of the body, the elaborate systems of external constraint — they have the appearance of 
wisdom. They look like serious engagement with the problem. They produce no lasting 
change in the flesh, because the flesh is not located in the behavior they are constraining. 
It is located in the desire beneath the behavior, and external constraint does not touch the 
interior. 

What works instead is the combination that Paul describes in Romans 8: walking according 
to the Spirit, setting the mind on the things of the Spirit, and thereby being progressively 
transformed at the level of desire rather than merely controlled at the level of behavior. The 
strategy is not suppression but displacement — not the crushing of the old desire but the 
cultivation of a new and stronger desire that gradually replaces the old one’s dominance. 

Augustine’s prayer — “Make me chaste, but not yet” — is the honest disclosure of the 
divided desire that makes willpower’s failure inevitable: you cannot willpower your way out 
of a desire you still fundamentally want. You need the desire itself to be changed. And that 
is precisely what the Spirit, working through the means of grace and the process of 
sanctification, is engaged in doing. 

The Strategic Insight:  Willpower suppresses the behavior while the desire remains 
unchanged. Sanctification changes the desire — slowly, progressively, through the Spirit’s 
work in the renewed mind, the reordered affections, and the practiced disciplines that 
dispose the soul toward what the Spirit is producing. The flesh is defeated not by brute 
force but by the emergence of a stronger love. 

—  ★  — 

The Grace That Triumphs: When Failure Becomes a Door 

This chapter would be complete without addressing the experience that every person in 
serious engagement with the flesh knows most intimately: failure. The fall after the 
resolution. The return to the pattern after the longest clean stretch yet. The moment when 
the thing you were certain you were done with reasserts itself with a force and a shame that 
feels like the end of the sanctification project. 

It is not. And the person who understands what failure in the war against the flesh actually 
means — and what it does not mean — is the person who will not be destroyed by it. 
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What failure does not mean: it does not mean that regeneration was false, that the Spirit 
has departed, that God has abandoned the project, or that the person is uniquely, 
categorically beyond the reach of grace. These are the conclusions that the enemy presses 
most urgently in the moments immediately following a fall — because they are the 
conclusions that, if accepted, prevent the person from doing the one thing that would 
actually address the situation: returning immediately to God. 

What failure does mean: that the flesh is real, that the war is ongoing, that the particular 
flesh pattern that produced this particular fall has more root left to be mortified, and that 
the grace of God — which has not been exhausted by this failure any more than by the 
previous ones — is still available, still sufficient, and still the source of the transformation 
that willpower cannot produce. 

“Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of 
the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.” 
 — Romans 8:1–2 (NASB) 

No condemnation. The verdict of the cross has not been rescinded by the fall. The no 
condemnation is the ground on which the person returns — not groveling toward a God 
who might be persuaded to overlook the failure this one time, but running toward a Father 
who has already addressed the failure at the cross and who receives the returning son 
before he has finished his prepared speech (Luke 15:20). 

Spurgeon’s observation at the head of this chapter — “We are never nearer to Christ than 
when we find ourselves lost in holy amazement at our own sin” — is not a paradox. It is a 
precise description of what happens when failure is received honestly and in the right 
direction. The amazement at the depth of the flesh’s persistence drives the person toward 
a dependency on grace that the comfortable, successful stretches of the sanctified life do 
not produce. The failure, rightly received, deepens the humility that the Spirit most 
consistently inhabits. 

Manning, whose entire ministry was devoted to this specific truth, named it with 
characteristic grace: 

“The greatest single cause of atheism in the world today is Christians who acknowledge 
Jesus with their lips, then walk out the door and deny Him by their lifestyle. That is what an 
unbelieving world simply finds unbelievable. But the ragamuffin who stumbles back and 
accepts the embrace of the Father again — that is what the world is starving for.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

The failure is not the end of the story. It is the moment in which the story’s most important 
character — the grace of God, sufficient for this failure as it has been sufficient for every 
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previous one — gets to make its entrance most dramatically. The question is not whether 
you have fallen. It is whether you will get up and run toward the Father or stay on the ground 
persuaded by the enemy that the fall has made the running impossible. 

Get up. Run toward the Father. That is not the abandonment of the war against the flesh. It 
is how the war is won. 

“For a righteous person falls seven times, and rises again, but the wicked stumble in time of 
disaster.” 
 — Proverbs 24:16 (NASB) 

Seven times. Not once. Not twice. Seven — the number of completeness in Hebrew 
thought, standing here for as many times as it takes. The mark of the righteous person is 
not that they do not fall. It is that they rise. Every time. No matter how many times the fall 
has occurred or how much shame is attached to the rising. 

The flesh will press. The war will continue. The grace will be sufficient. Rise again. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

The war within is the most personal terrain in all of the sanctified life. These questions are 
not designed to produce shame — they are designed to produce the honest self-knowledge 
that is the beginning of effective engagement. 

 

1.    Which of the works of the flesh named in Galatians 5:19–21 do you most readily identify 
in your own interior life? Not the dramatic ones — the respectable ones. The enmity, the 
jealousy, the selfish ambition dressed as mission. Name one specifically. 

2.    Have you been attempting to address a flesh pattern primarily through willpower — 
through resolution, effort, and the determination to simply not do it? What has the result 
been? What would it look like to address the root of the desire rather than the surface of the 
behavior? 

3.    Walk through Owen’s components of mortification with the specific pattern you named 
in question one: What are its roots and triggers? What is currently feeding it? What specific 
Scripture speaks to the desire beneath it? Who in your community knows about it? 

4.    How have you historically responded to failure in the war against the flesh? Do you 
return immediately to God, or do you stay on the ground — in shame, in avoidance, in the 
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belief that the failure has changed your standing before the Father? What would ‘running 
toward the Father’ look like in practice after your next fall? 

5.    Spurgeon says we are never nearer to Christ than in holy amazement at our own sin. 
Has failure ever produced that kind of nearness for you — a drive toward dependence on 
grace rather than away from it? What made the difference between a fall that drove you 
toward God and one that drove you away? 

 

A Practice:  Choose the specific flesh pattern you named in question one. This week, pray 
the following prayer each morning: ‘Lord, I acknowledge [the specific pattern]. I cannot 
defeat this through my own effort. I am asking You, by Your Spirit, to weaken this desire and 
to cultivate in me a stronger love for what You love. Show me what feeds this pattern. Give 
me the grace to starve it. And when I fall, give me the grace to rise and return.’ Then share 
the pattern with one trusted person and ask them to pray the same prayer with you. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Five  —  Chapter Fifteen 

 

The World 

The Culture That Conforms 

 

“Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the 
Father is not in him.” 
 — 1 John 2:15 (NASB) 

 

“You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God? 
Therefore whoever wants to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.” 
 — James 4:4 (NASB) 

 

“The greatest trick the world ever played was convincing us that its agenda is neutral.” 
 — James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom 

—  ★  — 

Carbon Monoxide and Ambient Formation 

Carbon monoxide is the most dangerous gas a firefighter will ever encounter, for one 
reason that has nothing to do with its toxicity: it has no odor, no color, and no taste. You 
cannot perceive it. By the time the body begins to show symptoms, the exposure has 
already occurred. The person who dies from carbon monoxide poisoning does not 
experience the progressive alarm of a building filling with smoke. They experience the 
ordinary environment of the space they are in, growing gradually more impaired, until the 
impairment is irreversible. 

The world, in John’s sense of the term, is carbon monoxide for the soul. 

It is not primarily the dramatic, obvious worldliness that the culture of holiness has always 
been most vigilant about: the explicit sexual content, the blatant materialism, the visible 
decadence. These are real dangers, but they are also visible enough that the alert believer 
can identify and resist them. The deeper danger of the world is the ambient, continuous, 
largely invisible formation that happens through the ordinary cultural atmosphere that 
virtually everyone is breathing all the time — the values embedded in entertainment, the 
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assumptions encoded in advertising, the vision of the good life communicated by social 
media, the definition of success propagated by professional culture. 

This is formation that occurs below the level of conscious choice. It does not require 
agreement or even attention. It requires only immersion — the sustained inhabiting of a 
cultural environment that is organized around a set of values fundamentally at odds with 
the gospel, and that shapes the loves, desires, and default assumptions of everyone it 
surrounds, including the people who would explicitly reject its stated agenda if it were 
presented to them directly. 

The world’s greatest danger is not its evil. It is its normalcy. The fish does not know it is in 
water. The soul shaped by the world does not know it has been shaped, because the 
shaping has occurred through what felt like ordinary life. 

“Spiritual formation is always happening. The question is never whether you are being 
formed but by what. The culture is not neutral in this process. It is forming you continuously, 
through every story it tells you about what matters, what is beautiful, and what constitutes a 
good life.” 
 — James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom 

—  ★  — 

What John Means by ‘World’: Defining the Enemy 

The Greek word kosmos in John’s letters carries a range of meaning that must be 
distinguished carefully if John’s commands about the world are to be obeyed rather than 
merely recited. In one usage, kosmos refers to the created world — the physical creation 
that God made and declared good, that He loved enough to send His Son into (John 3:16). 
This world is not the enemy. It is the arena of God’s redemptive work and the object of His 
ongoing love. 

In the usage that matters for this chapter, however, kosmos refers to the system — the 
organized network of values, desires, habits, and structures that has been arranged around 
the principle of life lived independently of God and oriented toward the self. It is not 
primarily a place. It is a power: the accumulated force of human culture insofar as it has 
been organized by the flesh and animated by the enemy, producing a comprehensive 
alternative vision of the good life that is simultaneously appealing, pervasive, and 
fundamentally hostile to the gospel. 

“Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the 
Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes 
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and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world.” 
 — 1 John 2:15–16 (NASB) 

Three categories of the world’s appeal: the lust of the flesh (disordered desire), the lust of 
the eyes (the consuming wanting of what is seen), and the boastful pride of life (the 
competitive display of status and achievement). These three have been the organizing 
centers of worldly formation in every culture and every age. What changes is the specific 
form they take — the content of the desire, the objects of the consuming wanting, the 
markers of the status being displayed. What does not change is the direction: away from 
God and toward the self. 

This is what James means when he names friendship with the world as hostility toward 
God. Not that God is hostile toward the world — He is not. But the system organized around 
the self’s primacy is inherently in tension with the God who claims primacy over the self, 
and no person can be simultaneously organized around both without one eventually 
displacing the other. The double-mindedness James diagnoses is the soul’s attempt to 
maintain both orientations at once — and the attempt always fails in the direction of 
whichever orientation has received the more consistent formation. 

The Key Distinction:  The world as God’s good creation — to be loved, inhabited, and 
redeemed. The world as the system organized around self apart from God — to be 
identified, resisted, and not conformed to. These are not the same thing, and confusing 
them produces either world-hatred (rejecting what God loves) or world-conformity 
(embracing what God opposes). 

—  ★  — 

The Formation Machine: Four Channels of Worldly Shaping 

James K.A. Smith’s concept of “cultural liturgies” is one of the most clarifying analytical 
tools available for understanding how the world actually forms the person who inhabits it. 
Smith’s argument is that the practices and rituals of secular culture — shopping, 
entertainment consumption, social media use, professional striving — are not merely 
behaviors. They are formative practices, liturgies in the functional sense, that shape the 
desires and loves of the people who practice them, regardless of those people’s stated 
values or explicit theological commitments. 

The mall is a liturgy of consumerism that forms its practitioners in the desire for more, the 
belief that acquisition is fulfillment, and the vision of the good life as the life that has the 
right things. The stadium is a liturgy of tribal belonging and vicarious achievement. The 
social media feed is a liturgy of status performance and comparative judgment. The 
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professional culture’s rhythms of overwork and achievement are a liturgy of productivity as 
ultimate worth. None of these require explicit assent. They form through practice, through 
the repeated inhabiting of the ritual, regardless of what the practitioner consciously 
believes. 

Media and Entertainment 

The average American adult consumes approximately ten hours of media per day. In those 
ten hours, thousands of implicit messages about what is normal, what is desirable, what 
constitutes success, what is funny, what is beautiful, and what kinds of people and 
relationships are worth caring about are transmitted and received — not through argument 
but through narrative, image, humor, and the accumulated emotional weight of repeated 
exposure. 

The believer who consumes this media at the same rate as the surrounding culture, without 
any counterformative practice, without any critical awareness of what is being 
communicated beneath the content, is being formed by it. Not in a single viewing but in the 
sustained, accumulated, years-long inhabiting of a narrative world organized around values 
that are not the gospel’s. The formation is real even when it is not noticed. It is especially 
effective when it is not noticed. 

Consumerism 

Consumerism is not merely an economic system. It is a theology — a comprehensive 
account of the human person, the nature of desire, and the path to fulfillment that is in 
direct competition with the gospel’s account of all three. The consumer theology says: you 
are defined by what you choose; desire is the most trustworthy guide to what you need; 
satisfaction is available through acquisition; and the good life is the life that has 
accumulated the right things. 

Every one of these propositions is the opposite of what the gospel says. You are defined by 
Whose you are, not by what you choose. Desire is a profoundly unreliable guide that 
requires formation toward the things it was made to desire. Satisfaction of the deepest kind 
is not available through acquisition of anything the market offers. The good life is the life 
surrendered, not the life accumulated. 

The consumerist liturgy is practiced so continuously and so completely by the surrounding 
culture that its theological content has become largely invisible — absorbed as common 
sense rather than recognized as a competing gospel. The believer who has not identified 
this competition cannot resist it effectively, because they do not know they are in it. 
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Social Media and Status 

Social media is the contemporary world’s most efficient engine of two of John’s three 
categories: the lust of the eyes (the continuous exposure to what others have, experience, 
and display) and the boastful pride of life (the platform on which the self’s status, 
achievements, and curated version of its life is displayed for approval). 

The formation that occurs through sustained social media use is documented and specific: 
increased comparison, decreased contentment, heightened anxiety about status and 
appearance, the gradual substitution of the performed self for the actual self, and the 
replacement of genuine relationship with the simulacrum of connection that the platform 
provides. These are not the intended effects — they are the structural consequences of a 
technology designed to maximize engagement by exploiting the deep human drives for 
comparison, approval, and belonging. 

For the person in the sanctified life, the relevant question is not whether social media use 
is permissible but what social media use is doing to the interior. The person who exits the 
platform after every session feeling worse about their own life, more anxious about their 
status, and less present to the actual people in their physical space is receiving the 
formation the platform provides. That formation is not neutral. And it is in specific tension 
with the gospel’s vision of contentment, genuine presence, and freedom from the tyranny 
of others’ evaluation. 

Professional Culture and the Achievement Liturgy 

The first responder culture is not exempt from the world’s formative power. It has its own 
specific liturgies: the ranking of calls by significance, the competition for recognition in 
high-visibility incidents, the status hierarchy organized around experience and 
performance, the tribal loyalties of station and company that can become more formative 
than theological ones. These are not unique to the fire service. They are the professional 
culture’s version of the boastful pride of life — the world’s achievement liturgy in uniform. 

The believer who has not identified the world’s agenda within their specific professional 
culture is being formed by it as surely as by any other cultural liturgy. The gospel’s 
alternative — the greatness that is expressed in service, the significance that is grounded in 
identity rather than achievement, the honor that is sought from God rather than from the 
performance audience — cannot take root in soil that is being continuously cultivated by a 
competing gospel. 

—  ★  — 
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Fighting Fire with Formation: Counter-Formative Practices 

If the world forms through practice — through cultural liturgies that shape desire and love 
below the level of conscious choice — then the response cannot be primarily intellectual. 
The sermon against consumerism does not undo the formation of years of consumer 
liturgy. The argument for simplicity does not displace the desire for acquisition. Counter-
formation requires counter-liturgies: alternative practices that form the person toward the 
gospel’s vision of the good life with at least the consistency and intentionality with which 
the world’s liturgies have formed them away from it. 

This is precisely what the spiritual disciplines are. Prayer, fasting, Sabbath, community, 
Scripture, confession — these are not merely religious obligations or spiritual exercises. 
They are counter-formative practices that shape the desires and loves of the person who 
practices them toward what the gospel loves, in direct competition with the world’s 
formative power. 

But beyond the classical disciplines, several specific counter-formative practices are 
particularly effective responses to the specific liturgies the world employs: 

●  Intentional media limitation and evaluation. Not the abandonment of all media but 
the deliberate, regular, honest assessment of what specific media is forming the interior 
toward. The question is not ‘Is this content sinful?’ but ‘What is this content doing to my 
desires, my contentment, my vision of the good life, and my capacity for genuine 
presence?’ The answer shapes what is consumed, at what quantity, and with what critical 
awareness. 

●  The practice of enough. The deliberate cultivation of contentment as a spiritual 
discipline — the specific, practiced choice to receive what is given as sufficient rather than 
organizing the interior around what is not yet possessed. Paul names this as a learned 
capacity: ‘I have learned, in whatever state I am, to be content’ (Philippians 4:11). Learned 
— not natural, not automatic, but developed through practice in conditions that require it. 

●  Intentional fasting from social media. Not necessarily a permanent withdrawal but a 
regular, deliberate interruption of the platform’s formation. The period of absence reveals 
what the platform was managing in the interior and creates space for the alternative 
formation that the platform's continuous presence crowds out. 

●  The practice of gratitude. The specific, regular, written naming of what has been given 
rather than what is not yet possessed. Gratitude is the direct counter-practice to both the 
lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life — it reorients the attention from what is 
lacking to what is present, and from what others have to what God has given. 
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●  Sabbath as counter-liturgy. As Chapter 12 described, the weekly Sabbath is among the 
most effective counter-liturgies available: a sustained, embodied, repeated refusal of the 
productivity culture’s formation, practiced in the opposite direction every seven days. 

●  Countercultural community. A community that is deliberately organized around an 
alternative vision of the good life — that practices simplicity, generosity, genuine presence, 
and Sabbath together — provides the social reinforcement of an alternative formation that 
the isolated believer, surrounded by the world’s cultural liturgies with no counterpractice, 
cannot sustain alone. 

 

“You cannot fight the formation of culture with information alone. You must fight formation 
with formation — with counter-practices that are at least as consistent, as bodily, and as 
repeated as the cultural liturgies they are opposing.” 
 — James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom 

—  ★  — 

The Impossible Balance: In the World but Not of It 

Jesus’ prayer for His disciples in John 17 contains the most precise statement of the 
Christian’s relationship to the world available in the New Testament, and it is worth sitting 
with carefully because it refuses both of the errors that the command is most frequently 
misread as endorsing: 

“I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one. They are 
not of the world, even as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth. 
As You sent Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world.” 
 — John 17:15–18 (NASB) 

Not taken out of the world. Not of the world. Sent into the world. Three statements in three 
verses that together define the only posture available to the follower of Jesus: fully present 
in the world’s spaces, fully engaged with the world’s people, not defined or formed by the 
world’s system. 

The first error this refuses is sectarian withdrawal — the impulse to achieve holiness 
through geographical, social, or cultural separation from the world. Monasticism at its best 
understood that withdrawal from the world is not the goal but a temporary discipline with a 
missional purpose. Sectarianism at its worst has produced communities that mistake the 
absence of worldly contamination for the presence of genuine holiness — and that have, in 
the process, abandoned the people the gospel was sent to reach. 
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The second error this refuses is cultural accommodation — the impulse to achieve 
relevance through the progressive adoption of the world’s values, language, and vision of 
the good life, until the distinction between the community of faith and the surrounding 
culture has been so thoroughly erased that the community has nothing to offer the culture 
it resembles. 

The genuinely difficult posture is the one Jesus prays for His disciples: deep presence in the 
world’s spaces, genuine engagement with the world’s people, and the maintenance of an 
identity, a set of loves, and a vision of the good life that is formed by the gospel rather than 
by the kosmos that surrounds it. This is not achieved through separation. It is achieved 
through the kind of robust, counter-formative, community-sustained formation that this 
entire book has been describing. 

The person who can be in the world without being of it is the person whose identity, loves, 
and deepest desires have been formed strongly enough in the gospel’s direction that the 
world’s competing formation does not find sufficient purchase to redirect them. This is not 
a state achieved once and maintained without effort. It is the ongoing, daily, Spirit-
sustained project of the sanctified life: remaining present to the world God loves while 
remaining not-of the system God opposes. 

The Tension That Cannot Be Resolved:  The Christian is always both more engaged with 
the world than the separatist and more distinct from the world than the accommodationist. 
This is not a comfortable position. It is the only honest one. And it requires the kind of 
ongoing, community-sustained formation that makes both the engagement and the 
distinction sustainable. 

—  ★  — 

The Most Compelling Argument: The Prophetic Witness of a Holy Life 

The person who has been genuinely formed in the gospel’s direction — whose contentment 
is not manufactured by positive thinking but grounded in the genuine receiving of what God 
has given, whose generosity is not strategic philanthropy but the overflow of a reoriented 
love, whose peace in the face of difficulty is not performed composure but the fruit of a 
Spirit-anchored interior — that person is making the most compelling case for the gospel 
available in any culture. 

It is not the argument that convinces. It is the life. The watching world is far more moved by 
the person whose life is genuinely and inexplicably different from what the world’s 
formation produces than by the articulation of the theological propositions that are 
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supposed to explain the difference. The apologetics that matters most is not the paper but 
the person. 

This is what Paul means when he calls the community of faith to be transformed rather 
than conformed — the transformation is not primarily for the community’s own benefit. It is 
the lived testimony that the world the gospel describes is real: that the freedom from 
anxiety is available, that the contentment independent of circumstances is actual, that the 
love for enemies is not merely commanded but genuinely produced by the Spirit who 
inhabits the transformed person. 

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

Prove what the will of God is. The word translated “prove” is dokimazein — to test, to 
demonstrate through lived experience, to make visible by inhabiting. The transformed 
person does not argue that the will of God is good and acceptable and perfect. They 
demonstrate it. Their life is the proof of concept. The non-conformed life is the most 
powerful counter-cultural testimony available — not because it seeks to be counter-
cultural but because it is actually shaped by something other than the culture. 

For the first responder who carries the weight of what their vocation has exposed them to, 
who has walked through suffering rather than around it and emerged with a depth of 
compassion and a quality of hope that cannot be explained by the world’s formation — that 
life is a testimony. Not a performance. Not a religious project. The genuine, costly, Spirit-
produced fruit of a person who has been genuinely formed by the gospel rather than by the 
kosmos that surrounds it. 

“The most powerful argument for the existence of God is not a philosophical 
demonstration. It is the person whose life has been actually changed by the grace he or she 
proclaims — changed in ways that cannot be explained by psychology, by discipline, or by 
the natural capacities of the human person.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

—  ★  — 

The Resistance Movement: Counter-Cultural Community 

The individual believer attempting to resist the world’s formation alone is attempting 
something that the New Testament does not envision and that historical experience has 
consistently found unsustainable. The world’s formative power is communal — it operates 
through shared practices, shared assumptions, shared visions of the good life that are 
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reinforced by the community of the surrounding culture at every point. The resistance to 
that formation must therefore also be communal. 

This is the specifically ecclesiological dimension of the battle against the world. The 
church — the community of faith — is not merely a support group for individuals who are 
separately engaged in their own formation projects. It is the alternative community: the 
colony of the kingdom of God in the territory of the kosmos, organized around a different 
vision of the good life, practicing different liturgies, celebrating different achievements, and 
demonstrating by its common life what the world would look like if it were organized around 
the gospel’s center rather than the self’s. 

Stanley Hauerwas, the theologian who has most persistently articulated this vision of the 
church as counter-cultural community, argues that the church’s primary contribution to 
the surrounding culture is not its political engagement, its social programs, or its 
apologetic arguments. It is the specific quality of its common life — the fact of a 
community that actually practices love for enemies, that actually shares resources with the 
poor, that actually cares for the vulnerable, that actually forgives and reconciles rather than 
retaliating and dividing. That common life is the sermon. 

“The church does not have a social ethic. The church is a social ethic. Its very existence as 
a community formed by the gospel is its most powerful testimony to the world that a 
different way of life is possible.” 
 — Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom 

For the microchurch, the small community, the chaplaincy team, the accountability group 
— the call is the same at a smaller scale: to be, together, a community whose common life 
is visibly organized around something other than the world’s agenda. Not through the 
cultivation of a ghetto mentality that isolates from the surrounding culture, but through the 
development of an alternative formation so robust that the world’s formation finds 
insufficient purchase to redirect the people who inhabit it. 

This is what the counter-cultural community is: not a refuge from the world but a school of 
formation in the gospel’s direction, producing people who can be fully present in the 
world’s spaces without being formed by the world’s system, because they have been more 
thoroughly formed by something better. 

That something better is the gospel of the grace of God — the most powerful counter-
formative force available in any culture and any age. The community that inhabits it 
together, that practices its liturgies with consistency and intentionality, and that sends its 
members into the world as people genuinely shaped by its formation rather than the 
world’s — that community is doing exactly what the church was always intended to do. 
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—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

The world’s formation is most effective when it is least visible. These questions are 
designed to surface what has been forming you below the level of your conscious 
awareness — and to invite you toward the deliberate, counter-formative alternative. 

 

1.    Conduct an honest audit of your media consumption over the past week. What specific 
vision of the good life, of success, of beauty, and of what matters most was communicated 
by what you consumed? How does that vision compare to the gospel’s vision of the same 
things? 

2.    Which of the world’s three appeals — the lust of the flesh (disordered desire), the lust 
of the eyes (the consuming wanting of what is seen), or the boastful pride of life 
(competitive status display) — has the most active formation in your current interior life? 
What specific practices are feeding that formation? 

3.    In what specific ways has your professional culture — with its specific status markers, 
competitive dynamics, and definitions of success — been forming your interior? Where has 
that formation produced values that are in tension with the gospel’s vision of greatness, 
significance, and honor? 

4.    What specific counter-formative practices are you currently maintaining with the 
consistency needed to genuinely counter the world’s formative power? Which practices 
from this chapter are most conspicuously absent from your current formation diet? 

5.    To what degree is your community of faith functioning as a counter-cultural community 
— as a school of formation in the gospel’s direction — rather than as a religious expression 
of the surrounding culture’s values? What would it look like for your specific community to 
become more deliberately counter-formative? 

 

A Practice for This Week:  Choose one specific cultural liturgy — one specific media habit, 
consumer pattern, or social media practice — and fast from it for seven days. In the space 
the fast creates, ask two questions each day: What was this practice doing in my interior 
that I was not aware of? And what does the gospel offer in its place? Write the answers. 
Bring them to a trusted person. The answers will be more revealing than the fast itself. 

—  ★  — 
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Part Five  —  Chapter Sixteen 

 

The Devil 

Spiritual Warfare and Sanctification 

 

“Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring 
lion, seeking someone to devour.” 
 — 1 Peter 5:8 (NASB) 

 

“Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of 
the devil.” 
 — Ephesians 6:11 (NASB) 

 

“We must picture Hell as a state where everyone is perpetually concerned with his own 
dignity and advancement, where everyone has a grievance, and where everyone lives with 
the deadly serious passions of envy, self-importance, and resentment.” 
 — C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters 

—  ★  — 

Size-Up Before Entry 

Every firefighter knows the discipline of size-up: the systematic assessment of a building, a 
fire, and a tactical situation before committing resources or personnel to the interior. You 
read the smoke. You assess the structure. You identify the likely location of the fire and the 
probable behavior of the building under conditions you cannot yet see. You do not enter a 
working structure fire without having done the intellectual work of understanding what you 
are walking into. 

The person who enters without size-up is not brave. They are uninformed. And the 
fireground does not make exceptions for good intentions. The building that has not been 
assessed will behave according to its actual condition regardless of the confidence or the 
zeal of the firefighter who enters it without that assessment. 

The same discipline applies to the spiritual warfare that is the subject of this chapter. The 
enemy of the sanctified life is real, personal, intelligent, experienced, and specifically 
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motivated against the formation of holiness in the people of God. The believer who engages 
the spiritual life without a theology of spiritual warfare is not demonstrating superior faith. 
They are entering contested territory without size-up — and the enemy is entirely aware of 
their unpreparedness. 

This chapter is a size-up. Not an obsessive focus on the enemy. Not the paranoid 
attribution of every difficulty to demonic activity. But the sober, scripturally grounded, 
theologically honest assessment of who the adversary is, how he operates, and what the 
posture of effective resistance looks like in the context of the sanctified life. 

C.S. Lewis prefaced The Screwtape Letters with a warning that applies equally here: the 
equal and opposite errors about the devil are to disbelieve in his existence entirely and to 
feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in him. Both errors serve his purposes. This 
chapter aims at neither. It aims at the sober alertness Peter commands. 

“There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One 
is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and 
unhealthy interest in them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors.” 
 — C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters 

—  ★  — 

Know Your Adversary: Who the Enemy Is 

The biblical portrait of the devil is neither the red-suited cartoon figure of cultural caricature 
nor the cosmic equal and opposite to God that a dualistic misreading of Scripture 
sometimes produces. He is a created being — a fallen angel, a creature whose rebellion 
against God has neither succeeded nor will succeed but whose malevolent activity in the 
interim is real, consequential, and directed with a specific intelligence and a specific 
hatred. 

Several of his biblical titles illuminate his primary strategies: 

●  The Adversary (Hebrew: satan, Greek: ho diabolos). The one who opposes — who 
stands against the work of God in the souls of His people with persistent, personal hostility. 
Not indifferent, not occasional, but persistently opposed to the sanctifying work of the 
Spirit in the life of the believer. 

●  The Accuser. In Revelation 12:10 he is named “the accuser of our brothers and sisters, 
who accuses them before our God day and night.” This is one of his primary activities: the 
persistent presentation of the believer’s failures before God and, more effectively, before 
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the believer’s own conscience, in order to produce the shame and despair that prevent the 
return to grace. 

●  The Father of Lies (John 8:44). Deception is his native language — he “does not stand in 
the truth, because there is no truth in him.” His lies are not random. They are targeted — 
calibrated to the specific vulnerabilities and the specific formation context of the person he 
is addressing. 

●  The Tempter (Matthew 4:3). He exploits the flesh’s existing desires rather than creating 
entirely new ones. The temptations he presents are almost always along the lines of what 
the flesh already wants, offered in a context and a form that makes the indulgence feel 
reasonable, inevitable, or even theologically justifiable. 

●  The Deceiver of the whole world (Revelation 12:9). His activity is not confined to 
individual believers. He operates at the level of systems, cultures, and the “principalities 
and powers” that Paul describes as the structural dimensions of spiritual opposition 
(Ephesians 6:12). 

 

What he is not: he is not omniscient, omnipresent, or omnipotent. He is a created being 
operating within limits established by the sovereign God who permitted his activity in Job’s 
life within specific boundaries (Job 1:12) and who has already determined the final 
outcome of the conflict (Revelation 20:10). The Christian engages spiritual warfare not with 
uncertainty about who will win but with the realism to understand that the battle is real in 
the present, even as its outcome is assured in eternity. 

The Calibrated Posture:  The enemy is real, personal, and specifically active against the 
sanctified life. He is also a creature, defeated at the cross, and operating within boundaries 
established by the sovereign God. Both halves of this statement matter. Under-estimating 
him produces carelessness. Over-estimating him produces fear. The biblical posture is 
sober alertness — taking the threat seriously without taking it beyond its actual theological 
size. 

—  ★  — 

The Three Primary Strategies: Accusation, Deception, and Discouragement 

The enemy’s tactical repertoire is extensive, but three strategies appear with sufficient 
consistency across the biblical text and the historical experience of the church to deserve 
specific attention in the context of sanctification: 

 



211 
 

Accusation: The Strategy of Shame 

The accuser’s primary tool against the person pursuing holiness is the weapon he is named 
for: accusation. The persistent, specific, relentless presentation of the believer’s failures — 
not to God, who has already addressed them at the cross — but to the believer’s own 
conscience, in order to produce the shame, the sense of disqualification, and the despair 
that prevent return to grace and sustain the isolation in which the flesh thrives. 

The accusation sounds like conviction but operates differently. Conviction — the Spirit’s 
work — is specific, purposeful, and leads toward repentance and restoration. It names 
what needs to be addressed and points toward the grace that addresses it. Accusation is 
circular, general, and leads nowhere: you have done this again, you will never change, you 
are beyond the reach of what you claim to believe, you do not deserve to come back to 
God. Conviction says ‘you have sinned; return.’ Accusation says ‘you have sinned; you are 
therefore finished.’ 

The counter to accusation is the specific, theologically grounded response of the person 
who knows the difference between the accuser’s voice and the Spirit’s: “There is therefore 
now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). Not a generalized 
positive feeling. A specific theological declaration, made against the specific accusation, 
on the authority of the cross that has already addressed exactly what the accuser is 
presenting. 

“For the accuser of our brothers and sisters has been thrown down, the one who accuses 
them before our God day and night. And they overcame him because of the blood of the 
Lamb and because of the word of their testimony.” 
 — Revelation 12:10–11 (NASB) 

The blood of the Lamb is the specific answer to the accusation. The testimony — the 
spoken declaration of what the blood has accomplished — is the weapon by which the 
accusation is overcome. This is why the practice of confessing Scripture aloud, in the 
specific moments when the accusation is most intense, is not spiritual theater. It is the 
precise counter-deployment of truth against the enemy’s most effective weapon. 

Deception: The Strategy of Distortion 

As the father of lies, the enemy’s second primary strategy is deception — the targeted 
distortion of truth in ways designed to redirect the person away from the sanctifying work of 
the Spirit. His lies are rarely outright contradictions of the truth; those are too easily 
recognized and rejected. They are more often distortions: truths slightly bent, theological 
propositions slightly reframed, the voice of the Spirit slightly mimicked in the direction of 
something that serves the enemy’s agenda rather than God’s. 
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The distortions that most consistently appear in the context of sanctification include: 

●  The lie of God’s distance. The suggestion that God has withdrawn, that the spiritual 
dryness of a particular season is evidence of divine absence or disapproval rather than a 
normal dimension of the sanctified life that the tradition has consistently described and 
navigated. 

●  The lie of unique disqualification. The suggestion that the specific failure, the specific 
pattern, the specific history of this particular person places them in a category beyond the 
reach of the grace that is available to everyone else. This lie is always custom-fitted to the 
specific shame that is most active in the person it is being presented to. 

●  The lie of premature arrival. The suggestion, directed particularly at those who are 
genuinely growing, that they have arrived — that they are sufficiently holy, sufficiently 
mature, sufficiently beyond the disciplines and vulnerabilities of earlier stages that 
vigilance is no longer required. Pride enters through the very ground that sanctification has 
cleared. 

●  The lie of comparison. The distortion that evaluates the person’s formation by 
comparison to other believers rather than by the standard of Christ — producing either 
pride (I am further along than most people I know) or despair (I will never be as holy as the 
people I admire). 

 

The counter to deception is what Jesus used in His own wilderness confrontation with the 
tempter: the specific, authoritative, unhesitating deployment of the written Word of God 
against the specific lie being presented. Not argument, not negotiation, not the extended 
engagement of the enemy’s claims on their own terms. Scripture, spoken with the authority 
of the One who authored it, addressed to the specific distortion with the specific truth that 
counters it. 

Discouragement: The Strategy of Depletion 

The third primary strategy is the most patient and the most sustained: the systematic, 
incremental discouragement of the person who is genuinely engaged in the sanctifying 
work. Lewis captures this in The Screwtape Letters through the senior demon’s counsel to 
his junior: the most effective strategy is not the dramatic temptation but the gradual 
depletion of the believer’s spiritual vitality through the accumulated weight of small 
discouragements, the grinding of routine, the erosion of hope by the slowly returning 
evidence that the flesh is still present and the progress is slower than expected. 
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Discouragement is the enemy’s preferred weapon against the person who has survived the 
dramatic temptations, who has not succumbed to the most obvious of the flesh’s 
expressions, who is genuinely committed to the sanctifying work. Against that person, the 
strategy shifts from the dramatic assault to the slow siege: the cumulative weight of 
frustration with the pace of formation, the recurring grief of familiar failure, the quiet 
question of whether the work is really worth what it costs. 

The counter to discouragement is the specific, theologically grounded orientation toward 
the completion of what God has begun: “For I am confident of this very thing, that He who 
began a good work in you will complete it by the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6). Not a 
generalized optimism about the spiritual life. The specific conviction that the work of 
sanctification is God’s project, that He has not abandoned it, and that His commitment to 
its completion is not contingent on the pace of the progress the person can currently 
perceive. 

“The devil is not primarily interested in your catastrophic failures. He is far more interested 
in your chronic discouragement. A believer who falls and returns to God is more dangerous 
to his agenda than a believer who never falls but who has quietly stopped expecting 
transformation.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

—  ★  — 

Dressed for the Fireground: The Armor of God as Sanctification Framework 

Paul’s extended treatment of spiritual warfare in Ephesians 6 culminates in one of the most 
architecturally complete passages in the New Testament: the description of the full armor 
of God. The passage is frequently treated as a spiritual warfare checklist — a list of 
defensive resources to be mentally acknowledged before facing spiritual battle. But 
reading it carefully, in its context and with attention to what each piece actually represents, 
reveals something more significant: a description of the fully sanctified character of the 
believer who has been formed by the work of the Spirit and who stands therefore in a 
posture of effective resistance. 

“Therefore, put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist on the evil day, and 
having done everything, to stand firm. Stand firm therefore, having belted your waist with 
truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and having strapped on your feet 
the preparation of the gospel of peace; in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with 
which you will be able to extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. And take the 
helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” 
 — Ephesians 6:13–17 (NASB) 
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Six pieces. Each one corresponds to a specific dimension of the character and the 
formation that the sanctified life produces. The armor is not external equipment affixed to 
an unchanged person. It is the outward description of an inward reality — the character 
formed by grace wearing the shape that grace has given it: 

 

The belt of truth  (v.14)   — The foundational commitment to truth as the organizing center 
of the interior life. Truth-telling in confession, truth-receiving in Scripture, truth-living in 
integrity. The belt holds everything else in place. The person whose interior is not organized 
around truth has no foundation for the other pieces. 

 

The breastplate of righteousness  (v.14)   — The integrity of the moral life — both the 
imputed righteousness of Christ received by faith and the practical righteousness of the 
character that is being formed. The breastplate protects the vital organs. The person whose 
character is genuinely being formed has the protection that morally compromised living 
cannot provide. 

 

The shoes of the gospel of peace  (v.15)   — The readiness that comes from the peace of 
the gospel — the interior stability of the person who knows they are reconciled to God and 
therefore does not fight from a position of anxiety about their standing. The soldier who 
fights in ill-fitting shoes cannot fight effectively. The believer whose gospel peace is genuine 
fights from the stability that peace provides. 

 

The shield of faith  (v.16)   — The active, specific trust in God’s character, promises, and 
faithfulness that intercepts the ‘flaming arrows’ of accusation and discouragement before 
they penetrate the interior. Faith is not generic positivity. It is the specific orientation toward 
the specific God who has proven specific faithfulness, and whose track record is the 
foundation of the trust that deflects the specific lies being presented. 

 

The helmet of salvation  (v.17)   — The protection of the mind that comes from the settled, 
grounded assurance of salvation — the theological certainty that the verdict of the cross 
has been applied and cannot be reversed. The accuser’s primary target is the mind — the 
place where the lies, if planted, do their deepest damage. The helmet of salvation is the 
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specific theological certainty that most directly protects against the accusation that most 
damages. 

 

The sword of the Spirit  (v.17)   — The Word of God, deployed specifically and offensively 
against the specific lies, temptations, and accusations of the enemy. This is the only 
offensive weapon in the list. Jesus used it in the wilderness: not a general confidence in 
Scripture but the specific verse addressing the specific temptation, spoken with authority 
in the moment of the attack. 

 

The armor is put on — not assumed, not inherited, not automatically present by virtue of 
conversion. It is the deliberate, practiced, ongoing choice of the person who has decided 
that the battle is real and that showing up unarmed is not an option. The person who wears 
this armor is the person who has been genuinely formed by the sanctifying work described 
throughout this book. The armor is what that formation looks like when the enemy attacks. 

The Armor as Formation Map:  Each piece of the armor corresponds to a dimension of the 
sanctified character. Truth (renewed mind), righteousness (transformed will), gospel peace 
(reordered affections), faith (the disciplined posture of trust), salvation’s assurance (identity 
rooted in grace), the Word (the living Scripture embedded in the interior). The armor is not 
added to the sanctified life. It is the sanctified life, described from the perspective of the 
warfare it makes possible. 

—  ★  — 

Reading the Source: Distinguishing Demonic Attack, Fleshly Temptation, and Worldly 
Pressure 

One of the most practically important skills of spiritual discernment is the ability to 
distinguish between the three sources of opposition addressed in Part Five: the flesh, the 
world, and the devil. They are distinct, they operate differently, and they require different 
responses. Attributing everything to demonic activity produces paranoia and misses the 
essential work of mortification. Attributing everything to the flesh misses the reality of the 
enemy’s activity. Treating everything as worldly pressure misses both. 

Several diagnostic questions help in the distinguishing: 

●  Where does this pattern come from? The flesh operates from the inside — from the 
existing desires, orientations, and patterns of the old nature. If the temptation or the 
struggle is rooted in a persistent interior disposition that predates any particular 
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circumstance, the flesh is the primary operating agent. The world operates from the 
outside — through cultural immersion, ambient formation, and the accumulated pressure 
of the surrounding environment. If the struggle intensifies specifically in cultural contexts 
and diminishes in their absence, the world is the primary operating agent. Demonic activity 
often has a more targeted, more sudden, more contextually specific quality — the assault 
that arrives at a specific moment of vulnerability, the voice that is recognizably not your 
own interior conversation. 

●  What is the characteristic content? The flesh tends to recycle — the same patterns 
presenting in the same conditions. The world tends to normalize — making what is wrong 
feel ordinary and what is holy feel eccentric. The enemy tends to personalize — his lies are 
fitted with remarkable precision to the specific vulnerabilities, wounds, and formation 
context of the person he is addressing. 

●  What does the response produce? Mortification addresses the flesh. Counter-
formative practices address the world. Specific spiritual resistance — the spoken 
declaration of truth, the deployment of Scripture, the invocation of the name and the blood 
of Christ — addresses the enemy. Using the wrong response for the wrong source is 
inefficient at best and counterproductive at worst. 

 

In practice, the three sources frequently operate simultaneously and reinforce each other 
— the enemy exploiting the flesh’s existing desires within the world’s normalizing 
environment. The discernment needed is not always a clean binary. But developing the 
habit of asking these diagnostic questions, ideally with the guidance of a trusted spiritual 
director or community, gradually builds the attentiveness that effective resistance requires. 

—  ★  — 

The Unexpected Weapon: Worship and Praise as Spiritual Warfare 

Among the responses to spiritual warfare that the tradition commends and that Scripture 
consistently models, worship is perhaps the most counterintuitive and the most powerful. 

The connection between worship and spiritual warfare is not merely motivational — the 
idea that worship makes you feel better and therefore more able to fight. It is theological 
and structural. Worship is the specific act of the creature orienting toward God in 
acknowledgment of His greatness, goodness, and sovereignty — and that act, when 
performed genuinely in the midst of spiritual attack, accomplishes several things 
simultaneously that the enemy cannot countermand. 
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It displaces the enemy’s narrative with God’s. The accusation says: you are disqualified, 
God is distant, the battle is lost. Worship says: God is great, God is good, God is present, 
God has won. Both claims cannot occupy the same interior space simultaneously. The act 
of genuine worship, in the face of the accusation, is the deliberate reorientation of the 
interior toward the reality that the accusation is lying about. 

It declares the outcome in the midst of the battle. The worship of the person under spiritual 
attack is not the denial of the attack’s reality. It is the confession of a reality larger than the 
attack: the sovereignty and the goodness of the God who holds the outcome of every 
battle, who has already determined the enemy’s defeat, and who inhabits the praise of His 
people (Psalm 22:3) with a presence that transforms the landscape of the interior. 

The account of Jehoshaphat facing an overwhelming military coalition in 2 Chronicles 20 is 
among the most striking examples of worship as warfare in the Old Testament. Unable to 
defend against the numerical advantage of the opposing forces, Jehoshaphat appoints 
singers to go before the army, praising the beauty of holiness and declaring the steadfast 
love of God. As they worship, the opposing armies turn on each other and destroy 
themselves. Judah does not fight. The worshipers go ahead of the army, and the battle 
belongs to God. 

“He consulted with the people and appointed those who sang to the LORD and those who 
praised Him in holy attire, as they went out before the army and said, ‘Give thanks to the 
LORD, for His mercy is everlasting.’ When they began singing and praising, the LORD set 
ambushes against the sons of Ammon, Moab and Mount Seir, who had come against 
Judah; so they were struck down.” 
 — 2 Chronicles 20:21–22 (NASB) 

The principle generalizes: the person who worships in the face of the attack is not denying 
the battle. They are deploying the most powerful weapon available — the specific 
declaration that the God who is being attacked against is sovereign over the attacker, and 
that His goodness is not suspended by the pressure that is being applied. 

“Praise is the war cry of the soul that has refused to be defined by its circumstances. It is 
the declaration that God is larger than the attack, more faithful than the accuser’s claims, 
and more present than the enemy’s lies suggest. This is why the enemy works so 
consistently to suppress it.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction 

—  ★  — 
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The Posture of the Victor: Standing in Victory Without Becoming Devil-Focused 

Paul’s instruction in Ephesians 6 returns three times to the same verb: stand. Having done 
everything, stand. Stand firm. Stand. The emphasis is not on advance or assault. It is on the 
maintenance of the position that the cross has already secured. 

This is the distinctive posture of Christian spiritual warfare: the battle has been fought and 
won at Calvary. The enemy is a defeated foe whose final destruction has been determined 
and whose activity in the interim is real but bounded. The believer is not fighting to achieve 
victory. They are standing in a victory that has already been secured — resisting the 
enemy’s attempt to dislodge them from a position they already occupy. 

“Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Come close to God and 
He will come close to you.” 
 — James 4:7–8 (NASB) 

Submit to God. Resist the devil. Draw near to God. The sequence is instructive. Resistance 
of the enemy is not the primary activity. Submission to God and nearness to God are the 
primary activities — and resistance flows from that positioning. The person who is 
genuinely submitted to God and genuinely close to God is in the position from which 
effective resistance is possible. The person who attempts to resist the enemy without the 
prior submission and nearness is attempting to win a fight in their own strength against an 
adversary who is considerably more experienced at the combat. 

The practical implication: the most effective spiritual warfare is, paradoxically, not primarily 
focused on the enemy. It is focused on God — on deepening the submission, the intimacy, 
and the formation that position the believer in the ground from which the resistance that 
causes the enemy to flee becomes possible. The person who spends most of their prayer 
time addressing the enemy rather than the Father has misread the sequence. 

The warning against becoming devil-focused is not a minimization of the enemy’s reality. It 
is a recognition that the excessive attention to the enemy — the fixation on spiritual warfare 
as the primary category of the spiritual life, the attribution of everything to demonic activity, 
the obsessive discernment of demonic presence in every circumstance — is itself a 
distraction from the primary posture of the sanctified life, which is toward God rather than 
against the enemy. 

Lewis’ Screwtape captures the enemy’s own preference: he would rather be the central 
topic of the believer’s spiritual attention than be ignored in favor of the God whose 
presence makes effective resistance possible. The enemy is not honored by our attention. 
He is exposed by our worship. 



219 
 

The sanctified life is not primarily a warfare life. It is a love life — the love of the creature for 
the Creator, deepened through the disciplines, tested through the suffering, contested by 
the flesh, the world, and the enemy, and sustained by the grace that has never failed and 
will not fail in the end. The enemy is a real obstacle. He is not the main character. God is. 

“Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the 
presence of His glory blameless with great joy, to the only God our Savior, through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion and authority, before all time and now and 
forever. Amen.” 
 — Jude 24–25 (NASB) 

He is able to keep you from stumbling. The One who began the work of sanctification and 
has sustained it through the opposition of the flesh, the world, and the enemy — He is the 
One who will present the fully formed person blameless in the presence of His glory. The 
warfare is real. The outcome is certain. Stand. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Spiritual warfare requires the sober alertness Peter commands — neither paranoid 
obsession nor naive unawareness. These questions are designed to develop that calibrated 
attentiveness. 

 

1.    Can you distinguish, in your own recent experience, between a struggle that is primarily 
a flesh pattern, a worldly formation issue, and something that felt more specifically 
targeted or personalized? What were the differences in how each presented and what 
helped you navigate it? 

2.    The accuser’s voice and the Spirit’s conviction feel similar but lead to different 
destinations. In your own experience of failure, what has the voice after the fall sounded 
like? Has it led you toward God (conviction) or away from Him (accusation)? What helps 
you distinguish the two? 

3.    Walk through the six pieces of the armor of God and assess honestly where your 
protection is most robust and where it is most compromised. Which piece represents the 
most active current vulnerability in your interior life? 

4.    Have you ever experienced the displacement of spiritual attack through worship — the 
shift in the interior that comes from deliberately praising God in the face of a specific 
assault? What was the nature of the shift? 
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5.    James 4:7–8 sequences submission and nearness to God before the resistance of the 
enemy. In your current spiritual life, which is more primary: your intentional movement 
toward God, or your engagement with spiritual opposition? What does the proportion 
reveal? 

 

A Practice:  Identify the most active current spiritual opposition in your life — whether 
accusation, deception, or discouragement. Find the specific Scripture that most directly 
addresses it. For one week, speak it aloud each morning as the first words of your prayer 
time. Not as a formula but as a declaration: the truth of God spoken against the specific lie 
that is most active. Notice what happens in the interior over the course of the seven days. 
The sword of the Spirit is not magic. It is truth deployed with authority in the presence of the 
One who authored it. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Six 

 

The Goal 

Glorification and the Final Holiness 

 

Sanctification is not the destination. It is the road. Everything this book has described — 
the surrendered will, the renewed mind, the reordered affections, the disciplines practiced, 
the obstacles named and engaged, the community sustained and sustaining — all of it is in 
service of a destination that lies beyond what any of it can fully achieve in this life: the 
complete, irreversible, eternal conformity of the redeemed person to the image of Christ, in 
the presence of God, without remainder. 

 

Glorification is the theological term for what waits at the end of the road. It is not merely the 
continuation of the sanctifying process. It is its completion — the moment when the work 
that the Spirit has been doing since regeneration is brought to its final, perfect, permanent 
conclusion, and the person stands before God not as a person in process but as a person 
fully formed, fully known, and fully at home. 

 

Part Six takes up the road that leads there: the perseverance that sustains the long journey 
through every spiritual plateau, dry season, and dark night of the soul; and the final vision 
of what the road has been aiming at all along. Not as consolation for a difficult present but 
as the destination that gives the present its meaning, its dignity, and its hope. 

—  ★  — 

 

Part Six  —  Chapter Seventeen 

 

Pressing On 

Perseverance in the Sanctified Life 
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“Not that I have already obtained it or have already been made perfect, but I press on so 
that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 3:12 (NASB) 

 

“Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside 
every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance 
the race that is set before us.” 
 — Hebrews 12:1 (NASB) 

 

“A long obedience in the same direction — that is what it means to follow Jesus.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction 

 

“Grace is not opposed to effort. Grace is opposed to earning. Effort is absolutely 
necessary.” 
 — Dallas Willard, The Great Omission 

—  ★  — 

The Long Burn 

The career fires — the ones that mark a firefighter permanently — are rarely the dramatic, 
fast-moving, visually spectacular events. Those are intense, but they are brief. What leaves 
the deepest mark is the long burn: the structure fire with deep-seated extension, the 
wildfire that runs for days, the trench fire in a building’s walls that demands hour after hour 
of careful, methodical, unglamorous work while the cameras have long since moved to 
something more photogenic. 

The long burn requires something different from the dramatic incident. It requires a quality 
of sustained attention, of patient persistence, of willingness to keep working when the work 
is not visually spectacular, when the progress is not immediately visible, and when the 
temptation to conclude that nothing is happening grows in proportion to the length of time 
the crew has been on scene. The firefighter who cannot sustain that quality does not wash 
out in the dramatic incidents. They wash out in the long burns, when the work demands 
more than the capacity for excitement can provide. 

The sanctified life is a long burn. This is among the most important and the most 
consistently underestimated realities in the theology of sanctification. The transformation 
this book has been describing is not the work of a season, a retreat, a breakthrough 
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experience, or a particularly intense period of spiritual discipline. It is the work of a lifetime 
— the slow, cumulative, often imperceptible accumulation of the Spirit’s work in a person 
who keeps showing up, keeps practicing, keeps returning after failure, and keeps orienting 
toward the God whose completion of the work is more certain than any measurement of 
current progress can confirm. 

Eugene Peterson borrowed the phrase “a long obedience in the same direction” from 
Nietzsche — who had used it to describe the cultivation of morality, not the following of 
Jesus — and applied it to the Christian life with an accuracy that the decades since its 
publication have only confirmed. The sanctified life is not primarily characterized by 
dramatic breakthroughs, though those occur. It is primarily characterized by the long, 
faithful, largely unspectacular practice of the same disciplines in the same direction for a 
very long time. 

This chapter is for the person who is in the middle of the long burn — who has been at this 
for years, who has been formed and has fallen and has returned and has been formed 
further, who cannot always see the distance traveled because they are inside the journey 
rather than looking at it from the outside, and who needs the specific encouragement that 
this section of the letter to the Hebrews was written to provide. 

“The Christian life is not a sprint. It is not even a marathon. It is more like an apprenticeship 
— a decades-long process of being formed by the Master into a craftsman whose work, 
over time, increasingly resembles His.” 
 — Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction 

—  ★  — 

The Gift That Keeps You Going: Perseverance as Grace 

The first clarity needed about perseverance in the sanctified life is the clarity that most 
directly addresses the person who is struggling to maintain it: perseverance is a grace, not 
a virtue the believer manufactures through superior spiritual willpower. 

This distinction matters enormously, because the person who understands perseverance 
as something they produce is the person who, in seasons of exhaustion, spiritual dryness, 
or accumulated failure, has nowhere to go except deeper into the effort that is already 
failing. They cannot try harder. They have been trying. And the theology that tells them 
perseverance is the product of their own grit has left them without a resource for the 
moment when the grit runs out. 



224 
 

The biblical understanding is different. The perseverance of the saints is not a human 
achievement. It is the specific, promised work of the God who does not abandon what He 
begins: 

“For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will complete it 
by the day of Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 1:6 (NASB) 

He who began will complete. The grammatical subject is not the believer. It is God. The 
completion of the sanctifying work — including the perseverance that carries it through the 
long burn — is the commitment of the One who initiated it, not the achievement of the one 
who is being formed by it. This does not make the believer passive. It makes the believer 
dependent — which is a very different thing and is, in fact, the posture from which genuine 
and sustained perseverance becomes possible. 

Jude’s doxology makes the same point from the end of the journey: “Now to Him who is 
able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of His glory 
blameless with great joy” (Jude 24). Able to keep. Not able to help you keep yourself if you 
try hard enough. Able to keep. The keeper is God. The kept is the believer. The relationship 
is maintained by the faithfulness of the Keeper, not by the uninterrupted performance of 
the kept. 

This is not a license for passivity. Dallas Willard’s precision is essential here: grace is 
opposed to earning, not to effort. The person who perseveres in the sanctified life is the 
person who keeps showing up — who keeps praying when prayer feels dry, who keeps 
engaging the community when isolation feels easier, who keeps returning to the disciplines 
that position them in the path of the Spirit’s work. That effort is real and necessary. But the 
effort is not what sustains the person through the long burn. The grace of the faithful God is 
what sustains them. The effort is the posture of receptivity to that grace. 

The Crucial Distinction:  Perseverance is not the hero standing in their own strength 
through the long years. It is the creature whose faithful God has not let go — who keeps 
showing up in response to the grace that keeps calling. The effort is real. The source of the 
sustaining is entirely God’s. 

—  ★  — 

You Are Not Running Alone: The Great Cloud of Witnesses 

The writer of Hebrews does not issue the call to perseverance in a motivational vacuum. He 
grounds it in a specific, populated landscape: the cloud of witnesses that surrounds the 
runner. The entire eleventh chapter of Hebrews is the roll call that precedes the instruction 
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— a deliberate rehearsal of the men and women of faith who ran the same race before us, 
who faced their own versions of the long burn, the spiritual plateau, the impossible 
circumstance, and the faith that held anyway. 

Abel. Enoch. Noah. Abraham. Sarah. Isaac. Jacob. Joseph. Moses. Rahab. Gideon. Barak. 
Samson. Jephthah. David. Samuel. The prophets. Person after person — each with their 
specific circumstance, their specific faith, their specific version of the long obedience — all 
of them commended not for the perfection of their performance but for the persistence of 
their trust in the God who was faithful when the evidence of His faithfulness was not 
immediately visible. 

“By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place which he was to receive 
for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he lived as a 
stranger in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, 
fellow heirs of the same promise; for he was looking for the city which has foundations, 
whose architect and builder is God.” 
 — Hebrews 11:8–10 (NASB) 

Not knowing where he was going. This is the condition of every person in the middle of the 
long burn: the destination is promised but not yet visible, the direction is clear but the 
landmarks are unfamiliar, and the faith that sustains the journey is not the faith of someone 
who can see the end from where they stand but the faith of someone who trusts the One 
who can. 

The cloud of witnesses is not a metaphorical cheerleading squad. It is a theological 
statement about the nature of the journey: it has been walked before. The specific difficulty 
you are in — the spiritual dryness, the recurring failure, the unanswered prayer, the faith 
that feels like it is only barely holding — has been navigated by people who have gone 
before and who testify, from the other side of the journey, that the God who sustained them 
through it will sustain you through it. 

This is the fellowship of the saints across time — the communion that reaches not only 
laterally, into the community of faith around us, but backward through the centuries into 
the company of those who ran the same race in different conditions and arrived at the 
same destination by the same grace. The person who is struggling to persevere is not alone 
in a difficulty that no one has navigated. They are in the great company of every person who 
has ever found the road longer and harder than they expected, and who kept walking 
anyway. 

For the person whose faith has been formed by the Reformers and the Puritans and the 
mystics — by Brennan Manning’s ragamuffin grace, by Dallas Willard’s formed disciple, by 



226 
 

Henri Nouwen’s wounded healer — those people are also in the cloud. Not merely as 
authors of useful books but as fellow runners who faced their own long burns and whose 
testimony is part of the inheritance that sustains the journey. 

“All the saints and martyrs are not simply historical figures. They are witnesses — people 
who have made it through, who have run the race to its conclusion, and whose testimony is 
the living proof that the road we are on has a destination and that the God who sustains it is 
faithful to the end.” 
 — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship 

—  ★  — 

When the Progress Stops: Plateaus, Dry Seasons, and the Dark Night 

No honest treatment of perseverance in the sanctified life can avoid addressing the 
experiences that most threaten it: the spiritual plateau where progress seems to have 
stopped, the dry season where God feels absent and the disciplines feel empty, and what 
the contemplative tradition calls the dark night of the soul — the sustained experience of 
divine hiddenness that has been the most disorienting and most formative reality in the 
lives of many of the saints the Hebrews 11 cloud would include. 

These are not rare, exotic spiritual experiences reserved for the mystically advanced. They 
are the ordinary terrain of the long burn, as common as the physical depletion of the fire 
crew in the third hour of a working fire. Understanding them rightly is essential to navigating 
them without abandoning the race. 

The Spiritual Plateau 

The spiritual plateau is the experience of the person who has been genuinely progressing 
and who then arrives at a period in which the progress is no longer visible. The disciplines 
are practiced but feel mechanical. The prayer life continues but without the depth it once 
had. The community is maintained but without the vitality that characterized earlier 
seasons. Nothing is overtly wrong. But nothing seems to be moving forward either. 

The plateau is almost always experienced as failure — as evidence that something has 
gone wrong, that the person is not doing what they should, that the spiritual vitality of 
earlier seasons has been squandered. In almost every case, these conclusions are wrong. 
The plateau is more often a phase of deep, invisible consolidation — the formation is going 
deeper rather than further, integrating what has been learned rather than adding new 
layers, preparing the interior for the next phase of growth through a period that, from the 
inside, looks like stagnation. 
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The appropriate response to the plateau is not panic, not intensified effort, and not the 
abandonment of the practices that have characterized the season. It is the patient, trusting 
continuation of the faithfulness that brought the person to the plateau — with the specific, 
theologically grounded expectation that the God who has been at work in the visible 
seasons is equally at work in the invisible ones. 

The Dry Season 

The dry season is the experience of the person whose interior prayer life — which has been 
characterized by some degree of felt connection to God — becomes arid and flat. The 
words go up but feel like they hit the ceiling. The Scripture that was alive in earlier seasons 
feels inert. The sense of divine presence that was once the daily experience of the interior 
has been replaced by what feels like a profound absence. 

Thomas à Kempis counseled the person in a dry season with advice that has been 
confirmed by every subsequent generation of serious practitioners: do not wait for the 
feeling to return before resuming the practice. Continue in the faithful absence of the 
feeling, because faithfulness in the dry season is itself a form of the love that the feeling 
formerly expressed more easily. The dry season is not evidence that God has withdrawn. It 
is evidence that the practice of the disciplines is being deepened into something more 
durable than the feeling that initially motivated it. 

For many believers, the dry season is the first experience of what it means to pray by will 
rather than by feeling — to come to God not because it feels good to do so but because He 
is there and the relationship is real regardless of what it feels like at a given moment. This 
transition — from prayer sustained by experience to prayer sustained by theological 
conviction — is one of the most significant and most often painful transitions in the long 
journey of the sanctified life. It is also one of the most formative. 

The Dark Night of the Soul 

The dark night of the soul is the most intense and the most disorienting of the three 
experiences — a sustained season of spiritual desolation in which the sense of God’s 
presence is not merely absent but seems to have been replaced by an oppressive sense of 
divine abandonment. The person in the dark night does not merely feel spiritually dry. They 
feel cut off — as though the relationship that has sustained everything else has, for reasons 
they cannot understand, been severed. 

John of the Cross, who named and described the dark night with an insight drawn from his 
own profound experience of it, insisted that the dark night is not evidence of spiritual failure 
or divine rejection. It is one of God’s most demanding and most transformative means of 
sanctification — the stripping away of the consolations of faith so that what remains is not 



228 
 

the comfort of religious experience but the naked, tested, proven faith of the person who 
has chosen God in the complete absence of the feelings that made the choosing easier. 

What survives the dark night — if the person does not abandon the journey in the middle of 
it — is a quality of trust and a depth of intimacy with God that the comfortable seasons of 
felt presence could not have produced. The dark night is not the enemy of sanctification. In 
John’s account, it is one of its most powerful instruments. 

“Where can I go from Your Spirit? Or where can I flee from Your presence? If I ascend to 
heaven, You are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, behold, You are there.” 
 — Psalm 139:7–8 (NASB) 

Even in the dark night, the God who seems absent is the God whose presence 
encompasses every place, including the places that feel most desolate. The presence is 
not contingent on its being felt. The relationship is not suspended by the darkness of the 
season. The runner who perseveres through the dark night perseveres not on the strength 
of what they feel but on the strength of what they know — and what they know has been 
tested by the night in a way that only the night could test it. 

“The dark night of the soul is the most reliable indicator that God is taking the person’s 
formation seriously. It is not the beginning of the end. In the hands of the God who permits 
it, it is the beginning of a depth that the comfortable seasons could not have produced.” 
 — John of the Cross, The Dark Night of the Soul 

—  ★  — 

The Fuel of the Long Journey: Hope and the Sustaining Vision 

The person who runs a race without knowing that there is a finish line is not running with 
perseverance. They are running with exhaustion — the desperate, direction-less effort of 
someone who has no reason to believe the running will ever end and no way to orient 
themselves in relation to the destination. Perseverance is not mere stubbornness. It is the 
sustained movement toward a destination whose existence is known and trusted even 
when its visibility is limited. 

Hope is the theological virtue that supplies this orientation. Not the vague hopefulness of 
the optimistic temperament. The specific, theologically grounded, Spirit-anchored 
conviction that the God who promised glorification will deliver it — that the road is going 
somewhere, that the somewhere is unimaginably good, and that the One who called the 
runner to the race is the One who will bring them across the finish line. 
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“For in hope we have been saved, but hope that is seen is not hope; for who hopes for what 
he already sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, with perseverance we wait eagerly 
for it.” 
 — Romans 8:24–25 (NASB) 

Hope that is seen is not hope. The specific character of the hope that sustains the long 
burn is its invisibility — its reference to a destination that is real and promised but not yet 
present to the senses. The person who can only persevere when the destination is visible is 
not running by hope. They are running by sight. And the sanctified life, particularly in its 
middle and later stages, requires the specific quality of perseverance that hope alone can 
supply: the sustained movement toward what is not yet seen, in confident expectation of 
the One who has promised it. 

Paul’s account in Romans 8 of what hope looks like in the present connects the 
perseverance of the believer to the groaning of the whole creation — both waiting for the 
redemption that has been promised and that is certain but not yet complete. The world 
itself is in labor, he says. The believer groans with it. And the Spirit groans with us, 
interceding with groanings too deep for words for what neither we nor the creation can yet 
see. 

The hope that sustains the long burn is not an abstract theological proposition. It is the 
specific, daily, spiritually inhabited conviction that what God has promised is more real 
than what present circumstances suggest, that the story is not over, and that its ending has 
been determined by the One who has proven faithful from the beginning. 

What Hope Provides in Practical Terms 

●  Perspective on present suffering. Romans 8:18’s verdict on the present difficulty: “I 
consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the 
glory that is to be revealed to us.” Not a dismissal of suffering but a comparative statement 
that places it in the largest possible frame. The person with genuine eschatological hope 
relates to present difficulty differently than the person whose horizon extends only as far as 
the present. 

●  Resistance to despair. Despair — the conclusion that the situation is beyond 
redemption and that the future holds nothing better — is the specific lie that hope most 
directly addresses. The person who genuinely holds the biblical hope has a theological 
resource against despair that no circumstance can finally undermine, because the hope is 
not grounded in the circumstance but in the character of the God who holds the future. 

●  Motivation for holiness in the present. John’s observation in 1 John 3:2–3 is one of the 
most practically motivating statements about the relationship between eschatological 
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hope and present sanctification: “Behold, what manner of love the Father has given us, that 
we would be called children of God; and such we are... when He appears, we will be like 
Him... And everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure.” 
The hope of glorification is not a reason to relax the sanctifying work. It is one of its most 
powerful motivations. 

 

“The person who lives with the eye of hope fixed on the glory that is coming does not wait 
for that glory to arrive before beginning to inhabit it. They begin practicing the life of glory 
now, in the ordinary conditions of the present, because the hope has already changed what 
is real to them.” 
 — N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope 

—  ★  — 

The One Thing That Sustains Everything: Keeping Eyes on Jesus 

The writer of Hebrews, having named the cloud of witnesses and issued the call to run with 
endurance, does not leave the runner without a specific object for their sustained 
attention. He names it with a precision that two thousand years of subsequent Christian 
experience have only confirmed: 

“Fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him 
endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of 
God.” 
 — Hebrews 12:2 (NASB) 

Fixing our eyes on Jesus. Not on the cloud of witnesses, though they encourage. Not on the 
disciplines, though they form. Not on the quality of the present progress, though it matters. 
On Jesus — the author and perfecter of the faith we are running in. 

Author — archēgos in Greek: the one who originates, who leads the way, who goes ahead 
and blazes the path. The faith we are practicing was not invented by us. It was authored by 
the One who ran this race before us, in the most demanding conditions imaginable, and 
who invites us into the faith He first lived. He is not a distant example or a theological 
concept. He is the living pioneer of the journey we are on, whose own running of the race is 
the guarantee that the race can be run. 

Perfecter — teleiōtēs: the one who brings to completion, who finishes what He starts. The 
faith that was authored by Jesus will be completed by Jesus. The sanctifying work that 
began at regeneration will be brought to its final, perfect, complete expression at 
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glorification — not by the accumulated effort of the believer but by the faithfulness of the 
One who both authored and perfects the faith. 

He endured the cross for the joy set before Him. The perseverance of Jesus Himself — the 
ultimate example of the long burn sustained by hope — was grounded in the visibility of 
what lay beyond the cross. He did not endure the cross because it was easy or because the 
present experience of it was good. He endured it by the specific hope of the joy that was set 
before Him: the redemption of the people the cross would purchase, the glorification that 
the resurrection would inaugurate, the eternal fellowship with His people that the entire 
journey was aimed at. 

This is the model for the runner in the long burn: fix the eyes on the One who ran the 
hardest part of this race ahead of us and who is now seated at the right hand of the throne 
of God, having completed what He endured it for. The cross did not end in the cross. It 
ended in the throne. The long burn does not end in the long burn. It ends in the glorification 
that the entire journey has been aimed at. 

Paul’s parallel statement in Philippians 3 is among the most honest and most encouraging 
passages available to the person in the middle of the long journey: 

“Not that I have already obtained it or have already been made perfect, but I press on so 
that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. Brothers and 
sisters, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what 
lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize 
of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 3:12–14 (NASB) 

Not that I have already obtained it. Paul, the apostle, the man caught up to the third 
heaven, the one who had planted churches across the Roman Empire and endured 
beatings and imprisonments and shipwrecks for the gospel — Paul had not yet obtained it. 
He was still pressing. Still reaching. Still in the middle of the long burn. 

But he was pressing toward something specific: the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. The 
call is upward — toward the destination that lies above and beyond the present, toward the 
glorification that the whole journey has been aimed at, toward the One whose voice is the 
source of the call and whose faithfulness is the guarantee of its arrival. 

Forget what lies behind. Not the lessons learned from it, not the formation it has produced, 
not the cloud of witnesses who ran before. Forget the failures that would anchor the runner 
to yesterday’s shame. Forget the successes that would seduce the runner into believing 
they have already arrived. Reach forward. Press on. Fix the eyes on Jesus. 
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That is perseverance. Not the hero standing in their own strength. The runner who has been 
laid hold of by Christ, who presses on because they have been pressed upon, and who fixes 
their eyes on the One who authored the faith they are running in and who will perfect it 
when the running is done. 

—  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

Perseverance is tested most in the seasons when it is least visible. These questions are 
designed for the person who is in the middle of the long burn and needs the specific 
encouragement that the theology of this chapter provides. 

 

1.    Where are you in the long burn right now? In a visible season of growth and progress, a 
plateau where the progress is invisible, a dry season where the disciplines feel empty, or a 
dark night where God feels absent? Name it honestly before you can navigate it faithfully. 

2.    Has your understanding of perseverance been primarily a matter of your own grit and 
spiritual willpower, or have you experienced it as the grace of the God who sustains what 
He begins? What difference does that distinction make to how you relate to seasons when 
the grit runs out? 

3.    Who from the cloud of witnesses — biblical or historical — has most directly spoken to 
your own experience of the long burn? What specific aspect of their journey has most 
encouraged or informed yours? 

4.    What is the specific hope that most directly sustains your perseverance in the present 
season? Is it a theological abstraction or a genuinely inhabited conviction about the 
destination? What would it take for the hope to become more lived and less merely 
believed? 

5.    Hebrews 12:2 instructs us to fix our eyes on Jesus. Where, honestly, are your eyes most 
often fixed during the long burn — on your own performance, on the difficulty of the present 
season, on the people around you, or on Jesus Himself? What practice most reliably 
redirects them? 

 

A Practice:  Take fifteen minutes with Hebrews 11. Read it slowly, as a roll call of people 
you are running with rather than a historical survey. At the end, write three sentences: ‘The 
person from this chapter whose journey most resembles mine is ___ because ___. What 
they knew that sustained them through the long burn was ___. What I need from their 
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testimony for where I am right now is ___.’ Then read Hebrews 12:1–2 again, as the 
immediate conclusion drawn from the cloud that has just passed by. Let the witnesses and 
the Author be the specific anchor for the next leg of the journey. 

 

—  ★  — 
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Part Six  —  Chapter Eighteen 

 

Already Becoming 

The Hope of Glorification 

 

“For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it 
until the day of Christ Jesus.” 
 — Philippians 1:6 (NASB) 

 

“Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We 
know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is.” 
 — 1 John 3:2 (NASB) 

 

“The goal of sanctification is not a more refined version of yourself. The goal is Jesus — and 
He will not rest until you look like Him.” 
 — J.I. Packer, Knowing God 

—  ★  — 

When the Last Alarm Sounds 

Every firefighter who has served long enough eventually encounters the ceremony that the 
fire service holds for its own: the final alarm. When a firefighter dies — in the line of duty or 
after a career well served — the department gathers. The radio crackles one last time with 
the member’s name and badge number, and a dispatcher’s voice says the words: “This will 
be [name]’s last call. We thank them for their service. They are now available for their final 
duty assignment.” 

The ceremony is not about the death. It is about the completion. The firefighter who spent 
their career answering calls — running into what everyone else was running out of, carrying 
the weight of other people’s worst days, giving what they had to give in the hours when it 
was most needed — that person is being released, at last, from the demanding rhythm of a 
life spent in service of others, into what lies on the other side. 

The sanctified life ends the same way. Not in achievement. Not in the arrival at a spiritual 
plateau sufficient to satisfy the requirements. Not even in the completion of the formation 
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work that has been underway since regeneration — because that work does not reach its 
final completion in this life. The sanctified life ends in God’s final act: the glorification that 
brings to perfect completion what the Spirit has been working at since the moment of new 
birth. And the sound that marks the transition is not the sound of human achievement 
ringing in the halls of heaven. It is the voice of the One who began the good work — who has 
been faithful to every step of its long progress — saying: well done. The work is finished. 
Enter. 

This final chapter is about that destination. Not as consolation for a difficult present. As the 
specific, promised, theologically grounded reality that gives the present its meaning, its 
dignity, and its irreplaceable hope. 

“Christian hope is not wishful thinking. It is the confident expectation of a future that God 
has promised and that is therefore more certain than anything we can currently see. The 
goal is not better than we hope. It is better than we can hope.” 
 — N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope 

—  ★  — 

The Final Act: What Glorification Actually Means 

The word glorification has accumulated enough theological weight that it can feel abstract 
— a technical term for something theological that the average person assigns to the 
category of things that sound important but are not immediately relevant to how they live 
on Tuesday morning. This chapter is an argument that the opposite is true: the doctrine of 
glorification is the most relevant thing in this book to how you live on Tuesday morning, 
because it is the destination that gives the whole journey its orientation and its meaning. 

Glorification is the final, complete, and irreversible conformity of the redeemed person to 
the image of Christ. It is not the perfection of the same self that has been struggling 
through the long burn of sanctification, only with the rough edges smoothed. It is the 
completed version of the new creation that was begun at regeneration, brought to its full 
expression — the person as God always intended them to be, without the distortion of sin, 
without the limitation of the flesh, without the opposition of the world and the enemy, 
without the incompleteness that characterizes the present stage of the journey. 

Paul describes it in terms so large that they strain the capacity of language: 

“For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with 
the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, 
but because of Him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself also will be set free 
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from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children of God.” 
 — Romans 8:18–21 (NASB) 

The freedom of the glory of the children of God. Not merely the freedom from sin’s penalty 
— that is justification. Not merely the progressive freedom from sin’s power — that is 
sanctification. The freedom of the glory: the final, complete liberation of the entire person 
from every form of corruption, limitation, and distance from God that has characterized the 
journey from this side of the destination. 

And it is not only the person who is freed. The creation itself — subjected to futility in the 
aftermath of the fall, groaning in the labor of its anticipated redemption — is released into 
the same freedom. The glorification of the children of God is cosmic in scope. The new 
heaven and the new earth of Revelation 21 are not the replacement of a discarded creation 
but the redemption of the existing one — the creation God made and declared good, 
brought at last to the fullness of what it was always intended to be. 

The Scope of Glorification:  Glorification is not merely personal. It is cosmic — the 
completion of the redemption that the cross initiated, extended to the entire created order. 
The person who is glorified inhabits a glorified creation, in the unhindered presence of the 
God who made and redeemed both. This is the destination toward which the sanctified life 
has been traveling. 

—  ★  — 

The Unbreakable Sequence: The Golden Chain of Redemption 

The passage of Scripture that most completely maps the entire journey from God’s eternal 
purpose to the glorification that completes it is Romans 8:29–30 — what the Reformed 
tradition has called the golden chain of redemption: 

“For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image of 
His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters; and these 
whom He predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, He also justified; and 
these whom He justified, He also glorified.” 
 — Romans 8:29–30 (NASB) 

Five links. Foreknowledge. Predestination. Calling. Justification. Glorification. And the verb 
tenses are among the most theologically daring statements in all of Paul’s letters: “these 
whom He justified, He also glorified.” Past tense. The glorification of those whom God has 
justified is so certain, from the vantage point of the eternal purpose that grounds it, that 
Paul can speak of it as already accomplished. 
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This is the security of the sanctified life from the perspective of its destination: the one who 
has been called and justified is the one who will be glorified, because the chain is 
unbreakable and the One who forged it is the sovereign God whose purpose cannot be 
thwarted. The flesh will press. The world will form. The enemy will accuse. The journey will 
be long and the progress will be uneven and the dark nights will come. And none of it will 
prevent the glorification that has already been spoken of in the past tense by the apostle 
who understood the certainty of what God has determined. 

Glorification is not the reward of the saints who persevered sufficiently. It is the completion 
of the work that God initiated, in the people whom God called, toward the image of the Son 
whom God determined they would resemble. The sanctified life does not earn glorification. 
It is the road along which glorification’s traveler walks, sustained by the grace of the One 
who determined the destination before the journey began. 

The specific destination of glorification named in the chain is worth pausing on: conformed 
to the image of His Son. Not the image of a generically improved version of yourself. The 
image of Jesus — the full-orbed, perfectly realized, eternally sustained character, love, 
wisdom, and communion with the Father that the Son has always possessed and that the 
redeemed person is being conformed toward, and will be conformed into completely, when 
the chain reaches its final link. 

“The goal of the Christian life is not heaven as an escape from earth, nor a vague spiritual 
bliss, nor even a better version of the self you currently are. The goal is Jesus Christ — His 
character in you, His love through you, His glory on you. The process is sanctification. The 
completion is glorification. And neither is your own achievement.” 
 — J.I. Packer, Knowing God 

—  ★  — 

The Body Redeemed: The Resurrection and the Completion of Holiness 

One of the most important and most consistently underemphasized dimensions of the 
Christian hope of glorification is its physicality. The biblical vision of what awaits the 
redeemed is not the escape of the soul from the body into a disembodied spiritual 
existence. It is the resurrection of the body — the redemption of the physical person, 
transformed and glorified, into the fullness of embodied life in the new creation. 

This matters for the sanctified life because it means that the formation that has been 
occurring in this body — in these specific hands, this specific mind, this specific set of 
embodied experiences and embodied practices — is not discarded at death. The body that 
has fasted, that has knelt in prayer, that has practiced the presence of God through the 
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mundane rhythms of daily life, that has served and suffered and loved in physical space — 
that body is the seed of the resurrection body that will inhabit the new creation. Not 
without transformation. But in continuity with what has been. 

“Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed, in a moment, 
in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will 
be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable must put on the 
imperishable, and this mortal must put on immortality.” 
 — 1 Corinthians 15:51–53 (NASB) 

The perishable putting on the imperishable. The mortal putting on immortality. Paul’s 
language is not replacement but transformation — the existing body clothed in what it 
currently lacks, raised into the fullness of what it was always designed to be in the 
Creator’s original vision. The resurrection body is not a different body. It is this body — 
freed at last from every limitation, corruption, and vulnerability that the fall introduced into 
the human physical existence. 

For the first responder whose body has been marked by the work — by the accumulated 
physical toll of the years in service, by the specific injuries and exposures and sleepless 
nights that have left their signatures in the body’s condition — the resurrection is the 
redemption of those marks. Not their erasure. Their redemption. As Jesus’ resurrection 
wounds were not erased but transformed into the specific credentials of His identity and 
His love (John 20:27), the marks of the servant life will be carried into the resurrection not 
as evidence of damage but as the record of a life given. 

And the resurrection body will be free. Free from the exhaustion that the years of the 
serving life accumulate. Free from the secondary trauma that inhabits the nervous system. 
Free from the chronic pain and the interrupted sleep and the hypervigilance that becomes 
the default interior posture of the person who has been trained to be always ready. The 
resurrection body will rest — not the restlessness of the incomplete rest this side of glory, 
but the profound, complete, uninterrupted rest of the person who has arrived at the 
Sabbath toward which every weekly Sabbath has been pointing. 

The Completion of the Sanctifying Work 

At glorification, the work of sanctification that has been the subject of this entire book is 
brought to its complete and permanent conclusion. The flesh — which has contested every 
step of the journey — is finally and irreversibly gone. The world’s formative power has no 
more purchase. The enemy’s accusations fall in a silence where there is no condemnation 
because there is no longer any accusation worth making. And the person stands before 
God not in the imputed righteousness of justification alone but in the actual, complete, 
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fully realized righteousness of the glorified character — conformed, at last, to the image of 
the Son. 

This is not the person they were trying to become through their own effort. It is the person 
God has been making them into through every season of formation, every discipline 
practiced, every failure received in grace, every long burn endured, every dark night 
navigated, every return to the Father after the fall. It is the person the golden chain named 
before the journey began — now finally, fully, permanently themselves in the most 
complete sense of what they were always meant to be. 

—  ★  — 

Living Forward: Citizens of the Kingdom That Is Coming 

The doctrine of glorification is not primarily consolation for the present. It is orientation for 
it. The person who holds a genuine, inhabited, theologically serious hope of the coming 
kingdom lives differently in the present kingdom — not because they are disengaged from 
the present but because the present is understood from the perspective of its destination 
in a way that changes what matters, what is worth investing in, and what kind of person it is 
worth being. 

Paul’s statement about the community’s citizenship in Philippians 3:20 is among the most 
practically orienting statements in the New Testament: “Our citizenship is in heaven, from 
which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.” Citizens, not tourists. Not 
people passing through with no real stake in the present. But people whose deepest 
identity and primary allegiance belong to the kingdom that is coming — and who therefore 
inhabit the present kingdom with a particular quality of freedom: the freedom of the person 
who is not ultimately dependent on this world’s systems for their security, identity, or 
worth. 

The citizen of the coming kingdom holds things differently. Not with the white-knuckled grip 
of the person whose security depends on maintaining what they have. With the open-
handed generosity of the person whose treasure is stored where moth and rust cannot 
reach it. The persecution of the present cannot take what is ultimately theirs. The success 
of the present is not what defines them. The suffering of the present is not the final word 
about their experience. And the death that ends the present life is not the end of the story 
— it is the doorway into the fuller, more real, more complete version of the life that has 
been forming all along. 

“For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord 
Jesus Christ; who will transform the body of our humble state into conformity with the body 
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of His glory, by the exertion of the power that He has even to subject all things to Himself.” 
 — Philippians 3:20–21 (NASB) 

Transform the body of our humble state. The present body — with its frailties, its 
accumulated marks, its imperfect expression of the life that has been growing within it — 
will be transformed into conformity with the body of His glory. The same power that 
subjects all things to Himself is the power that will accomplish this final transformation. It 
is not a power that waits on our preparation. It is the power of the Lord Jesus Christ, and it 
is sufficient for the most difficult of all the work He has yet to do in us. 

The first responder who has served well, who has given what they had to give in the 
seasons of the job, who has carried others’ weight and faced others’ worst days and walked 
through the fire that others could not enter — that person’s service has been recorded in 
the only ledger that matters. Not in the commendations that can be withdrawn. Not in the 
reputation that can be damaged. In the record of the God who has seen every call, every 
sacrifice, every midnight vigil, every family grieved beside, every moment of quiet courage 
in the absence of any audience. Nothing has been lost. Everything given in the name and 
for the sake of the One who called them to the work has been received and will be returned, 
with interest, in the fullness of the kingdom that is coming. 

“The present moment always will have been. Nothing genuinely given for God is ever 
wasted or lost. What is offered to Him in love — the service, the suffering, the long 
faithfulness, the quiet courage — is held in His hands with a care that no earthly loss can 
undo.” 
 — C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain 

—  ★  — 

The Final Transaction: Mortality Exchanged for Immortality 

At the resurrection, the person who has walked the sanctified life makes the great 
exchange: the corruptible for the incorruptible, the mortal for the immortal, the partial for 
the complete, the shadow for the substance it has always been reaching toward. What has 
been known by faith will be known by sight. What has been hoped for will be present. What 
has been glimpsed in the most luminous moments of the spiritual journey — the prayer 
that broke through, the worship that transported, the moment of community that felt like a 
foretaste of something far larger — will be the permanent, ordinary, uninterrupted 
condition of the life on the other side. 
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John’s vision of the new creation in Revelation 21 is one of the most carefully structured 
passages in the Bible — built around a series of negatives that define the new reality by 
what has been permanently removed: 

“He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be any death; there 
will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away.” 
 — Revelation 21:4 (NASB) 

No more death. No more mourning. No more crying. No more pain. Every category of 
human suffering — from the grief of the person standing beside a coffin too early, to the 
chronic pain of the body worn out by the serving life, to the existential anguish of the person 
in the dark night, to the moral injury of the first responder who has seen what human beings 
do to each other — all of it permanently gone. Not managed. Not compensated for. Gone. 
The first things have passed away. 

And in their place: the voice of the One who sits on the throne saying, “Behold, I am making 
all things new” (Revelation 21:5). Not all new things. All things new — the existing creation, 
the existing persons, the existing story, renewed and completed and brought to the fullness 
of what they were always meant to be, in the presence of the One whose presence makes 
all things new simply by being present. 

The great exchange is not the exchange of one set of experiences for another. It is the 
exchange of the partial for the whole. The person on this side of glorification is real, 
genuinely known by God, genuinely being formed, genuinely loved. The person on the other 
side is the same person — more fully themselves, not less, than at any point of the journey. 
The journey was real. The formation was real. The long burn and the dark nights and the 
community and the disciplines and the failures received in grace and the perseverance 
sustained by the One who would not let go — all of it was real, and none of it is wasted. 

It was all preparation for being fully, permanently, irreversibly what you were made to be — 
in the presence of the One who made you, who formed you, who sustained you through the 
long road, and who now stands at the end of it saying: 

Well done. 

Enter into the joy of your Lord. 

—  ★  — 

Already and Not Yet: How Glorification Shapes Tuesday Morning 

The New Testament does not treat glorification as a future event that can safely wait until 
death for its relevance to become apparent. It treats it as the most formative truth available 
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for the present — the destination that shapes the journey in real time, that changes what 
matters and what does not, that orients the entire sanctified life toward the endpoint that 
gives it its meaning. 

John makes the connection explicit: 

“Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We 
know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is. And 
everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure.” 
 — 1 John 3:2–3 (NASB) 

Everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself. The hope of glorification is not 
only consolation. It is motivation — the specific, living, real-time influence of the 
destination on the quality of the journey toward it. The person who genuinely believes they 
are being conformed to the image of Christ, who genuinely holds the hope of seeing Him as 
He is and being transformed by that seeing, is the person who is most motivated to pursue 
the present conformity that the journey requires. 

The already-and-not-yet structure of Christian eschatology is not a theological puzzle. It is 
a practical orientation for the present. Already children of God — the relationship is 
established, the identity is secure, the standing before God is settled. Not yet fully what we 
will be — the journey is not complete, the formation is ongoing, the destination has not yet 
been reached. Both halves of this structure are essential to living the sanctified life 
faithfully: the already that grounds the present in the security of what has been 
established, and the not-yet that keeps the present oriented toward the destination that 
has been promised. 

The person who loses the already slips into works-righteousness — the anxious striving to 
achieve by performance what has already been given by grace. The person who loses the 
not-yet slips into complacency — the comfortable assumption that because the 
destination is secure, the quality of the journey does not matter. Both errors are available in 
every season of the sanctified life, and both are addressed by holding the already and the 
not-yet together with the same seriousness that the New Testament applies to both of 
them. 

The Practical Shape of Eschatological Living:  Justified and not yet glorified. Forgiven and 
still being formed. Secure in the already, pressing toward the not-yet. This is the specific 
posture of the sanctified life in its middle: grateful for what has been given, realistic about 
what has not yet been completed, and sustained by the hope of the One who has promised 
both the journey’s continuation and its destination. 
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—  ★  — 

The Word That Began This and the Word That Will End It 

This book began with the burning bush — the moment when Moses encountered the 
holiness of God and the ground beneath his feet was named holy by the One who stood 
upon it. Everything from that moment to this final chapter has been the exploration of what 
it means to live on holy ground in the ordinary places of an ordinary life — to walk with the 
God whose holiness is not contained in sacred spaces but who sanctifies the spaces He 
inhabits by inhabiting them. 

The sanctified life is the life of the person who has said yes to the God of the burning bush 
— who has surrendered the will, renewed the mind, reordered the affections, practiced the 
disciplines, engaged the obstacles, sustained the community, persevered through the long 
burn, and kept the eyes fixed on the Jesus who authored the faith and who will perfect it. 
That person is not a spiritual hero. They are a ragamuffin, as Brennan Manning would say — 
a person formed not by the purity of their own performance but by the relentless, unearned, 
unmanageable grace of a God who met them in their brokenness and who refused to leave 
them there. 

The ground they have been walking on has been holy the whole time. Not because they 
made it holy. Because He was there. 

And He will be there at the end of the road. 

The writer of Hebrews — who called the runners to lay aside the encumbrance and run with 
endurance, who pointed to the cloud of witnesses and then to the Author and Perfecter of 
the faith — ends his letter with a benediction that is also a description of everything the 
sanctified life has been aimed at: 

“Now the God of peace, who brought up from the dead the great Shepherd of the sheep 
through the blood of the eternal covenant, even Jesus our Lord, 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.” 
 — Hebrews 13:20–21 (NASB) 

Working in us that which is pleasing in His sight. The grammatical subject, one final time, is 
God. Not the earnest effort of the sanctified person, though the effort is real. The working is 
His. The equipping is His. The formation is His. The completion will be His. From the 
burning bush to the final alarm, from the first stirring of the new life at regeneration to the 
moment of glorification when the work is complete and the person stands before the God 
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of the burning bush as they were always intended to stand — fully formed, fully known, fully 
home — it has always been His. 

He who began a good work in you will perfect it. 

He will not stop until He is finished with you. 

And when He is finished, you will look like His Son. 

 

That is the sanctified life. 

That is the holy ground you are already standing on. 

Keep walking. 

—  ★  ★  ★  — 

Questions for Reflection 

These final questions are not primarily for analysis. They are for sitting with — for the kind of 
slow, prayerful engagement that the magnitude of the destination deserves. 

 

1.    Romans 8:29–30 speaks of glorification in the past tense — so certain from the 
perspective of God’s eternal purpose that it has already been accomplished. How does 
that theological reality — that your glorification is as certain as your justification — change 
the way you relate to the present stage of the journey, including its failures and its 
incomplete progress? 

2.    The resurrection body redeems the marks of the servant life rather than erasing them. 
Jesus’ wounds were carried into the resurrection as credentials of His love. What specific 
marks has your life of service left in you — physically, emotionally, spiritually — that you are 
being invited to understand not as damage to be overcome but as the record of a life given? 

3.    Paul says our citizenship is in heaven. In what specific, practical ways does your 
current relationship to the things of the present world — your security, your status, your 
possessions, your reputation — reflect the freedom of the citizen of the coming kingdom 
rather than the grip of the person whose treasure is entirely here? 

4.    1 John 3:3 says that everyone who has the hope of glorification fixed on Jesus purifies 
themselves as He is pure. Has the hope of glorification been a living, motivating reality in 
your present formation, or has it been a distant consolation that doesn’t yet touch your 
daily choices? What would it look like for that hope to become more actively formative? 
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5.    This book has walked the entire journey of the sanctified life — from the nature of 
holiness through the disciplines, the obstacles, perseverance, and now glorification. 
Where, in the full arc of what has been described, do you most need to press in right now? 
What is the next faithful step on the road that has been described — not the whole road, 
just the next step? 

 

A Final Practice:  Find a quiet place. Read Revelation 21:1–5 slowly, as a letter addressed 
to you from the One who will make all things new. Then sit with the following prayer for as 
long as it takes to mean it: ‘Lord, I do not fully know what I will be. But I know who You are, 
and I know that when You are finished with me, I will look like Your Son. Keep working. I will 
keep walking. Amen.’ Then go live Tuesday morning as a person who has just been 
reminded of where Tuesday morning is headed. 

 

—  ★  ★  ★  — 
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Conclusion 

 

The Ragamuffin Made Holy 

A Final Word for the Twice-Failed and Third-Time-Trying 

 

“Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the 
presence of His glory blameless with great joy, to the only God our Savior, through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and 
forever. Amen.” 
 — Jude 24–25 (NASB) 

 

“The Lord is more willing to make us holy than we are to become holy. The obstacle is never 
in Him.” 
 — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

 

“You are the beloved of God. That is who you are. Everything else is commentary.” 
 — Brennan Manning, Abba’s Child 

—  ★  — 

Who This Was Written For 

This book was not written for people who have it together. 

It was written for the firefighter who has spent fifteen years running into burning buildings 
and still cannot outrun what is burning inside them. For the chaplain who speaks peace 
into other people’s worst moments and lies awake in their own. For the person in the back 
row of the church who mouths the words of the songs and wonders if God can see the 
distance between what they are singing and what they actually believe. For the person who 
has tried and failed at the same sin pattern so many times that the failure no longer 
surprises them, only exhausts them. 

It was written for the person who picked up this book uncertain whether sanctification was 
for someone like them — someone with this particular history, this particular pattern of 
failure, this particular accumulation of spiritual defeats and slow restarts and barely-
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maintained hopes. Someone who has heard the language of holiness for long enough to 
know that they are not there yet and who is no longer entirely sure they are getting closer. 

That person is exactly who this book was written for. Because that is exactly who God’s 
sanctifying grace is for. 

Not for the spiritually polished. Not for the people whose prayer life is already what it 
should be, whose flesh patterns are under reliable management, whose community is 
already the formative, grace-saturated fellowship the chapter on community described. For 
the ragamuffin — the person Brennan Manning spent his life describing and welcoming and 
standing before in the name of the God who does not require cleanup before approach. 

“A ragamuffin is someone who has given up the pretense of having it together, who has 
stopped performing for God and accepted that the performance was never what God 
wanted anyway. The ragamuffin comes to God exactly as they are — and discovers, to their 
astonishment, that this is precisely where God has been waiting for them.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

—  ★  — 

What This Book Has Claimed 

Across eighteen chapters and six parts, this book has made a single claim in many different 
ways: that the sanctified life is the promised, available, grace-powered inheritance of every 
person who belongs to God — not the spiritual elite, not the theologically trained, not the 
people whose interior lives are already formed in the direction this book has been 
describing. Every person who has been called by the God who calls, justified by the Christ 
who justifies, and indwelt by the Spirit who sanctifies. 

The claim has several specific dimensions that are worth naming one final time as the book 
closes: 

Sanctification is God’s work before it is yours. The grammatical subject of Philippians 1:6 is 
God. The grammatical subject of Hebrews 13:20–21 is God. The grammatical subject of 1 
Thessalonians 5:23–24 — “May the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely” — is God. 
This does not make the believer passive. It makes them dependent. And dependence is the 
most honest posture available to the creature before the Creator, and the most fruitful one 
for the specific work the Creator is engaged in. 

Effort is not the enemy of grace; it is the response to it. Dallas Willard’s precision holds 
throughout: grace is opposed to earning, not to effort. The person who fasts, prays, reads 
Scripture, maintains community, practices Sabbath, engages the accountability that 
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makes confession possible — that person is not earning their sanctification. They are 
positioning themselves in the path of the grace that is doing the sanctifying. The disciplines 
open the channel. The grace fills it. 

The long road is the right road. Sanctification does not happen in a retreat, a breakthrough 
experience, or a season of unusual spiritual intensity. It happens in the long, cumulative, 
Spirit-sustained accumulation of faithful practice over years and decades — in the 
formation that occurs not in the spectacular moments but in the ordinary discipline of the 
life committed to the journey. The person who has been at this for twenty years and feels 
they are not yet what they should be has not failed. They are in the middle of the only road 
there is. 

Failure is not the end of the story. Every person in the great cloud of witnesses of Hebrews 
11 failed. Moses struck the rock. David took what was not his. Elijah ran from the very 
enemy he had just defeated on Carmel. Peter denied the Lord three times on the night that 
mattered most. And the writer of Hebrews commends each of them not for the absence of 
failure but for the faith that held even when the failure was real and the cost of the falling 
was significant. The mark of the righteous person is not that they do not fall. It is that they 
rise. Every time. 

The destination is more certain than the journey is difficult. The golden chain of Romans 
8:29–30 is unbreakable. The glorification of those whom God has justified is spoken of in 
the past tense by the apostle who understood the certainty of what God’s eternal purpose 
has determined. The flesh will press, the world will form, the enemy will accuse, the long 
burns will come — and none of it will prevent the completion of the work that the God of 
Jude 24–25 is able and committed to bring to its final, glorious conclusion. 

—  ★  — 

The God This Book Has Described 

Every chapter in this book has been, at some level, a description of a specific God — the 
God whose character and whose grace are the source of everything the sanctified life is 
and requires and produces. It is worth pausing, at the end, to name Him clearly. 

He is the God of the burning bush — whose holiness is not a distant, demanding standard 
that beckons to the spiritually ambitious, but a consuming, gracious, immediately present 
reality that sanctifies the ordinary ground it touches simply by touching it. 

He is the God of the prodigal’s father — who runs toward the returning son while the 
speech is still being rehearsed, who meets the return before it reaches its destination, who 
does not wait for sufficient cleanup before issuing the ring and the robe and the feast. The 
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God whose response to the ragamuffin’s return is always extravagant welcome rather than 
measured reinstatement. 

He is the God who wept outside Lazarus’ tomb — who does not manage suffering from a 
pastoral distance but enters it, who is not unmoved by the grief of the people He loves, who 
meets the dark night not as an absent sovereign but as a present companion who has been 
in the darkness before us and who has already determined what is waiting on the other side 
of it. 

He is the God who kept Paul in the third heaven vision and in the Philippian jail and in the 
shipwreck and in the chains and at the end of the race — the God whose grace is sufficient 
for the specific thorn, in the specific flesh, of the specific person who has asked three 
times for the removal that did not come but who received instead the power that is 
perfected in the weakness the removal would have bypassed. 

He is the God who is more willing to make us holy than we are to become holy. The 
obstacle is never in Him. The obstacle is in the self that has not yet fully received what He 
has been offering since the moment He first called the person by name and said: follow Me. 

“He who calls you is faithful, who also will do it.” 
 — 1 Thessalonians 5:24 (NASB) 

He will do it. The calling and the faithfulness belong to the same God. He does not call the 
person to holiness and then leave them to achieve it in their own strength. He calls, and 
then He does what His calling requires, in the person He has called, by the Spirit He has 
sent to accomplish it. 

This is the God who has been the subject of this book on every page, even when the page 
was about the flesh’s resistance or the world’s formation or the enemy’s strategies or the 
long burn’s discouragement. He is the constant. The ground beneath every step of the 
journey. The one in whom the journey has its source, its sustaining, and its destination. 

“Sanctification is not the story of the believer making themselves more like God. It is the 
story of God making the believer more like His Son — persistently, graciously, over the full 
length of the journey, through every circumstance that the believer experiences as obstacle 
and that God is using as instrument.” 
 — J.I. Packer, Knowing God 

—  ★  — 

The Road That Is Already Beneath Your Feet 
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The person who has read this far is not the same person who opened the first chapter. Not 
because the reading produced the transformation — books do not sanctify, the Spirit 
sanctifies. But because the reading, if it has been received rather than merely consumed, 
has done what good theology has always been able to do at its best: it has named what 
God is already doing, clarified the nature of the journey already underway, and offered the 
specific resources for the specific obstacles already being encountered. 

The sanctified life described in these pages is not a program to begin. It is a reality to 
inhabit — one that has been available since the moment of regeneration, that has been 
underway since the Spirit first took up residence, that is further along than it sometimes 
feels from the inside, and that will be completed on the day that Jude calls the day of Christ 
Jesus. 

The road is already beneath your feet. The question is not whether you are on it. If you 
belong to God, you are on it. The question is whether you are walking it with the awareness, 
the intentionality, and the community-sustained faithfulness that this book has been 
describing — or whether you have been on the road without knowing you were on it, without 
the disciplines that keep the walking oriented, without the community that keeps the 
walker from falling alone. 

The awareness is available now. The disciplines are available now. The community — or the 
decision to pursue it — is available now. The grace that sustains the walking has been 
available since before you knew you needed it, and it has not been diminished by the 
distance already traveled or the failures already accumulated along the way. 

The Only Question That Remains:  Not ‘Am I holy enough?’ — you are not, and you never 
will be, by any measure of your own. Not ‘Have I failed too many times?’ — the righteous 
person falls seven times and rises. Not ‘Is this really available for someone like me?’ — it is 
available specifically for someone like you. The only question that remains is the one that 
has always been the question at every stage of the sanctified life: Will you take the next 
step? 

—  ★  — 

Not the Whole Road — Just the Next Step 

The person who attempts to take the whole journey in one step will not take any step at all. 
The whole journey is too large to hold in view simultaneously — all eighteen chapters, all 
six parts, all the disciplines and the obstacles and the community dimensions and the 
eschatological orientation gathered into a single overwhelming requirement. Attempting to 
begin there produces paralysis rather than movement. 
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The sanctified life does not require that you take the whole road today. It requires that you 
take the next step. 

For some people reading this, the next step is the step of surrender that Chapter 3 
described — the first genuine, full, nothing-withheld opening of the will to God that has not 
yet been taken, or that has been taken and needs to be taken again more completely. For 
others, the next step is the specific discipline that has been most conspicuously absent 
from the formation diet — the prayer practice that has never been established, the Sabbath 
that has never been protected, the community that has never been genuinely entered. 

For others, the next step is the confession that needs to be made to a specific person — the 
breaking of the isolation that has kept the pattern in the dark where it thrives, the courage 
to say to one trusted person: this is what is actually happening in my interior, and I need 
someone to know it and pray for it. For others, the next step is the return after the most 
recent fall — the getting up and running toward the Father that Chapter 14 described, 
without waiting for the shame to subside before the running begins. 

For the first responder who has been carrying the weight of the work in the absence of the 
community this book has described: the next step may be as simple as saying to one 
colleague or one chaplain or one pastor, for the first time: I am not fine. And I need 
someone to know that I am not fine. 

That is enough. That is a step. And the God who began the good work in you will receive that 
step and build on it with a faithfulness that is not contingent on the quality of the step but 
on the character of the One toward whom it is taken. 

“For the LORD God is a sun and shield; the LORD gives grace and glory; no good thing does 
He withhold from those who walk uprightly.” 
 — Psalm 84:11 (NASB) 

No good thing does He withhold from those who walk. Not from those who have arrived. 
Not from those who are walking perfectly. From those who are walking — in the direction of 
Him, with whatever faithful imperfection the present step allows. The good things — the 
grace, the formation, the community, the disciplines, the sustaining presence of the Spirit, 
and the glorification that waits at the end of the road — are withheld from no one who is 
walking. 

Walk. That is the whole instruction, distilled to its essential form. Keep walking toward the 
God who is already walking toward you. Take the next step, however small, in the direction 
the whole journey has been aimed. And trust the One who called you to the road to be 
faithful to the calling, as He has always been and as He has promised always to be. 



252 
 

—  ★  — 

A Final Word for the Ragamuffin 

Brennan Manning spent his life saying one thing in a hundred different ways, with the 
urgency of a person who had needed to hear it himself before he could say it to anyone 
else: you are the beloved of God. That is who you are. Everything else is commentary. 

The sanctified life does not begin with becoming worthy of that identity. It begins with 
receiving it. The worth has already been established — not by the quality of the life that has 
been lived but by the cross of the One who lived and died to establish it. The ragamuffin is 
not loved because of what they are becoming. They are becoming what they are becoming 
because they are loved. 

This is the deepest logic of sanctification, and it is the logic that makes it possible for a 
person with your specific history, your specific failures, your specific accumulated 
evidence that you are not yet what you should be, to close this book and take the next step 
without despair. Not because the failures are unreal. Not because the distance still to be 
traveled is shorter than it seems. But because the One who is doing the traveling with you is 
the same One who loved you before you knew you needed to be loved, who called you 
before you knew you were being called, and who has committed Himself to the completion 
of the work He began in you with a faithfulness that your failures have never diminished and 
cannot diminish now. 

You are not sanctified by your effort. You are sanctified by a relentless God who refuses to 
leave you as He found you. 

You are not holy because you have achieved holiness. You are being made holy by the One 
who is holiness, who has taken up residence in you by His Spirit, and who is conforming 
you — slowly, graciously, persistently, through every circumstance of the journey — to the 
image of His Son. 

You are not the exception to the grace. You are the reason for it. 

 

“The LORD your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; He will rejoice over you 
with gladness; He will quiet you by His love; He will exult over you with loud singing.” 
 — Zephaniah 3:17 (NASB) 

 

He is in your midst. He is rejoicing over you with gladness. He is quieting you by His love. He 
is exulting over you with loud singing — not when you arrive at the destination, not when the 
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formation is complete, not when the failures have finally stopped and the holiness is finally 
visible from the outside. Now. In the middle of the long burn. In the middle of the dark night. 
In the middle of the most recent return from the most recent fall. 

He is in your midst right now, and He is singing. 

The sanctified life is not waiting for you to deserve it. It is already underway in you, by the 
grace of the One who began it. It will be completed. You will stand in the presence of His 
glory — blameless, the text says, and with great joy. 

Great joy. 

Not the tentative relief of the person who barely made it through. The great joy of the person 
who has been carried the whole way by the One who was always able to keep them from 
stumbling and who has delivered exactly what He promised at exactly the moment He 
promised it. 

 

This is the sanctified life. 

It is for you. 

It begins right now. 

Keep walking. 

—  ★  ★  ★  — 

 

A Benediction 

 

“Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the 
presence of His glory blameless with great joy, to the only God our Savior, through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and 
forever. Amen.” 
 — Jude 24–25 (NASB) 

 

He is able. 

He will do it. 
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Go in peace. 

—  ★  ★  ★  — 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God alone be the glory. 

 


