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Praise for
How God Makes Men

“Don’t we all sometimes feel like there’s another man coiled up
inside us who desperately wants to get out? In How God Makes Men,
Pat Morley is going to show you God’s way to help you release that
man. This isn’t just a book. It’s a skeleton key to unlock God’s
master plan for your life. Read it. Apply it. Let God change your life.
You're going to love this book!”

—MARK BATTERSON, New York Times best-selling author of The
Circle Maker

“Pat Morley knows men—what they want, what they need, and
God’s way of helping them get it. Now he has written a watershed
book that clearly explains God’s role in changing men’s lives. After
unpacking ten timeless principles of how God forged our Bible
heroes, Pat will help you connect the dots to your life today. I
highly recommend How God Makes Men for your personal reading or
small group.”

—DR. Tony Evans, president of the Urban Alternative and senior
pastor of Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship

“There are all kinds of help out there to encourage us to be better
men. But nothing compares to the manhood wisdom drawn directly
from God’s Word. And that’s what Patrick Morley richly blesses us
with in How God Makes Men. 1 highly recommend you drink deeply
from it.”

—ROBERT LEWIS, founder of Men’s Fraternity

“I believe that men are under attack in our culture. Television and
other media feed us a steady stream of weak, complacent men—but
that’s not the kind of man you see in Scripture! All through the
Bible, we see stories of bold and brash men who followed God’s call



into some incredible adventures. In How God Makes Men, Patrick
Morley reminds us that God still makes those kinds of guys.”

—DAVE RaMmSEy, New York Times best-selling author and
nationally syndicated radio-show host

“This is not a book. It’s a gift. Patrick Morley has taken what
decades of faithful ministry to men has taught him and laid this
wisdom atop the incredibly poignant, true stories of men in the
Bible. What God is up to in your life and mine has everything to do
with our learning obedience and a faithful walk with Him ... while
He writes our story. Because of God’s grace, our story even has a
chance to be epic. Depending on what you and I need right now,
this book will be either an encouragement or a necessary kick in the
pants.”

—DR. ROBERT WOLGEMUTH, best-selling author

“Pat Morley is a masterful teacher of men. How God Makes Men is
his most ambitious project since his best-selling Man in the Mirror
twenty-five years ago. It’s a fascinating blend of the thousands of
up-close-and-personal conversations with men in a variety of
circumstances in a turbulent world matched with the stories of ten
Bible heroes and how they faced their own strikingly similar issues.
There is nothing quite like it!”

—BoB Burorp, founder of Leadership Network and author of
Halftime and Finishing Well

“God takes strong men, breaks them down and makes them weak.
No man wants to go through this, but this is the path to being used
by God. Pat Morley has experienced this and understands the
process. For the man who is broken and confused, How God Makes
Men will bring hope, healing, and biblical clarity. I read it,
highlighted it, and marked it up. That to me is the acid test for a
valuable book.”

—STEVE FARRAR, author of Point Man



“No matter how much you already know—or don’t know—about
God, this captivating book is going to help you grow leaps and
bounds in your relationship with Christ. Pat clearly demonstrates
how God makes a man by using the personal stories of ten great
biblical characters to show us how we, too, can adopt ten life-
changing principles that are the trademark of God’s man. Pat’s
knowledge and passion to help every man be the person God
created him to be makes How God Makes Men a must-read!”

—KYLE VANN, energy consultant and retired CEO of Entergy-
Koch LP



To Story, Callie, Annie, and Davis.
Our grandchildren.

I love you.
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PREFACE

When I travel and meet strangers, someone will often say, “You
work with men. That must really be hard.”

My response is always the same. “You've got the wrong guy! I
have the best job in the world. Every day we see men coming to
Christ and growing as disciples. God is powerfully at work in men’s
lives!”

With that said, we need to do a reality check. Men today are
under severe attack. A counter-Christian pop culture ridicules men
in general and Christian men in particular. The battle line against
biblical manhood is clearly drawn and fiercely contested. As a
result, legions of men struggle to sustain what they started and
finish the race.

Because I get to work with men as my vocation, I've been
watching this battle play out and intensify at an alarming rate.
Every week at our Bible study, I meet men who have professed faith
in Christ but who, for the last five, ten, fifteen, or more years, have
been living by their own wisdom. Many were told, “Just pray this
prayer and everything will turn out okay.” But it hasn’t. They
enlisted and were issued a weapon they’ve never learned how to
clean and shoot. These men are not bad, just confused.

Most men I talk with feel like there’s another man coiled up inside
of them who desperately wants to get out. How about you?

« Maybe your faith is being tested to the breaking point.

» Maybe you’ve been down so long you feel God has abandoned
you.

« Maybe you thought God was going to use you, but now you feel
like you’ve been sidelined.



« Maybe you feel inadequate for your roles in life.
» Maybe you’re in a tough situation and see no way out.

« Maybe you are not genuinely content with who you are and
what you do.

» Maybe you feel like giving up.
« Maybe you find it difficult to let go of the cares of this world.

Can you relate? If so, I’'ve got some really great news for you. It’s
all wrapped up in the one sentence that best describes my own life:
Because God is good, your life will not turn out like you planned.

That’s because God has a better plan. A much better plan. So what
is this plan, and how can you make it your own?

God’s plan is made up of strikingly relevant, time-tested lessons
written down and preserved for us in the Bible. It pulsates with
stories about men who released and sustained the passion of their
faith. They became the men God created them to be.

And you can too.

However, it’s shocking how many of these life-changing principles
are gathering dust. It’s as though we’re afraid to tell men,
“Following Christ is harder than it looks and takes longer than
expected. But God does have a plan, and it comes packed with real
answers and genuine hope.”

So in How God Makes Men, I want to share with you the most
powerful principles of manhood from ten of the most well-known
men in the Bible. In each of their epic stories, we can see the hand
of God at work—shaping them, leading them, making them into the
men He always planned for them to become. That “always planned
for them to become” is for you too. And it’s one of the main features
we’ll be exploring together.

How did God mold and mobilize these men? What were the
obstacles they faced? What held them back? How did God get them
uncoiled? And what was their part? As we spend time listening to
their lives, we will come face to face with the gritty truth that can
release and sustain the passion of our faith too. When added



together, they’re not just ten amazing stories but one big story—
yours!

Here’s the promise of How God Makes Men. And it’s a huge one. If
you will absorb and embrace the timeless principles offered by these
ten men, you can get past the shallow cultural Christianity that
wants to gut your manhood and get to—or back to—a more biblical
Christianity.

If you will let these ten men mentor you, then, like them, you will
become the man God created you to be. You will release the power
of God in every direction and detail of your life. You will know how
to sustain the passion of your faith. And you will be well on the way
to writing your own epic story. Why? Because God is way too good
to let our lives merely turn out like we planned!

You always knew that one day you would be called upon to take
your place on the battlefront, right? This is that call. Together, we
can turn this around. This is a battle we can win. We cannot, we
must not, and by God’s grace we will not fail.

If this is what you want, turn the page. I have some guys I want
you to meet.



ABRAHAM

THE PRINCIPLE OF BELIEVING GOD ANYWAY

How Gop MakEes A MAN’s FAITH STRONGER

James and Brandy both went into their marriage fully intending to
build their life together on the rock of Christ. James, who attends
the Bible study I teach, told me, “And so it went ... at first.”

After five carefree years without kids, they started a family with
two wonderful children, anticipating that life would only get
happier. But in reality the demands of work and the stress of raising
children began to take a toll on their marriage. They lost that
important feeling of being close to your soul mate. That made it
easier to dwell on each other’s faults, and so they slowly drifted
apart. At the fourteen-year mark, weakened by self-pity over his
unhappiness at home, James fell into the arms of another woman.
When confronted by friends over his adultery, he said, “I felt like I
was being torn in two.”

With the help of their church community, James and Brandy
reconciled and started over. But this transgression, along with the
unresolved issues each had brought into their marriage, kept eating
away at them. For his part, James was quick to anger and wore his
feelings on his sleeve. Brandy, in contrast, buried her feelings
because she thought that was the Christian thing to do.

When the children hit their teens, James and Brandy decided to
get counseling to help them become better parents. But those



conversations opened a can of worms. His affair came back to center
stage. Their arguments became more and more frequent. Brandy,
particularly, seemed annoyed at every little thing James did.

One day James said to her, “Brandy, if these things bother you so
much, then why don’t you ask me to leave?” So she did.

After a few days of living alone, James realized what a horrible
mistake he had made. His repeated pleas for reconciliation fell on
deaf ears. Brandy was boiling with a volcanic anger, and she wanted
nothing to do with him. In the months that followed, he found e-
mails that revealed his wife was getting emotionally attached to an
old flame. That attachment eventually led to an affair.

James still believed God wanted them to reconcile and stay
married. But after everything that had gone on, he was thinking,
You’ve got to be kidding me. How could that possibly happen now?
Brandy clearly despised him, and she had opened her heart to the
other man. There appeared to be no way his marriage could recover.

He started losing weight and couldn’t sleep. He routinely woke up
at around 3:00 a.m. and pleaded with God to save his marriage.

One morning God whispered to his heart, “James, I have you. But
you need to give Brandy to Me.”

James wasn’t sure what that meant. He said, “How can I give her
up when what I really need to do is win her back?”

Meanwhile, Brandy continued moving away from James. She
began bringing up the topic of divorce in their infrequent
communications, though James resisted it every time. He wanted to
find some way to get Brandy back, but he didn’t know how to begin.

One day James yelled at the top of his lungs, “God, I don’t think I
can hold out any longer!”

When he was done venting, he heard God whisper, “Are you
finished?”

Then, “Wait.”

One day, after a couple of years of separation, Brandy sent James
a text: “Happy Father’s Day.” For an hour James sobbed
uncontrollably and cried out to God to bring his marriage back from
the dead. Later that day, when James picked up his daughter for



dinner, Brandy asked if she could join them. They had a wonderful
evening talking and laughing.

The two started dating again. Each saw changes in the other.
Then they went to counseling together and began learning how to
open up and express honest feelings without letting their emotions
become destructive. They sought and received forgiveness from each
other.

After two years of prayer and pain and waiting on God, James
and Brandy got back together.

And here’s what I don’t want you to miss: in his darkest times,
James did not see how God could possibly bring to pass what he
hoped for—the restoration of his marriage. But he did his best to
keep trusting God during the wait. And in His time, God did what
seemed impossible.

But God didn’t bring about this dramatic turnaround overnight. It
was a process—a process that took time. “Bible Time,” actually, as
you’ll soon see. God’s goal in this process was to release unwavering
faith in Him.

To that end, He is going to take each of us through a similar
process of transformation, though your personal issues will most
likely be very different from what James went through. God
graciously “forces” our faith to grow by creating or permitting
situations that require us to find reserves of faith we don’t even
know we have. And through that process, we become stronger,
wiser men. We become men of faith. Men who are increasingly
conformed to the image of Christ. How does it happen? By the
process described in the first of the ten principles we’ll be looking at
together in How God Makes Men:

God makes men by showing us how we can believe
Him anyway in the face of what seem like impossible
circumstances.



What is God calling you to trust Him for that makes you say, “Are
You kidding me, God? How could that possibly happen?”

Whatever it is, you’re not alone. There is no Christian alive who
always has faith and never doubts. Run from anyone who tells you
differently. It’s normal to have doubts. But by the end of this
chapter, you will see how God wants to forge us into men who can
believe Him anyway, even when we’ve really messed up. Even when
our circumstances seem impossible.

So let’s get to it.

If you think James messed up—if you think you’ve messed up—
consider this guy.



A Frawep MaN AmonG FLaAwep MEN

While writing this chapter, I spent many hours with a man who
once encouraged his wife to sleep with another man so he could get
ahead. He also fathered a child with his housekeeper and later cut
them both off financially. Once, when he was surrounded by thugs
who had their eyes on his pretty wife, he pretended to be single to
avoid getting roughed up.

What kind of man would do those things?

Would you be surprised to learn I'm talking about Abraham, the
father of our faith (see Romans 4:16)?

As I implied in the preface, none of the ten men we’ll be looking
at in this book were perfect. Not even close. These men were flawed
—Ilike us. They learned and grew over time—like us. That’s what
makes their stories so perfect for us to study. Bit by bit, God made
them more nearly into the men He wanted them to be—just like He
does with us. Let’s face it. If God didn’t work with flawed men, He
wouldn’t have any to work with at all.

So why, precisely, did the Holy Spirit include the story of
Abraham in the Bible? I can tell you one reason why. Abraham
faced three different tests that, by degrees, you and I will also face—
if we haven’t already.

Let’s take them one at a time.



Going Not KNowING

Abraham spent most of his life in the city of Ur, located in what is
now southern Iraq. A major population center, Ur boasted a robust
economy and vibrant culture.

At seventy-five years old, Abraham was healthy, wealthy, and
active, with lots of friends, relatives, and employees to share his life
with. But he and his wife, Sarah, were childless—a deep pain for
both of them.

Abraham no doubt looked forward to his golden years. With the
climate of Scottsdale, Ur might have made the list of “Ten Best
Places to Retire.” Except for having no heir, everything else felt
familiar and comfortable. But Abraham’s plans were about to
change dramatically.

One day God delivered a message to him that would upend the
rest of his life. The Lord said, “Leave your country, your people and
your father’s household and go to the land I will show you” (Genesis
12:1).

Try to imagine Abraham’s shock at hearing the voice of his
Creator. First, God told him to leave everything that was familiar.
Second, He didn’t tell Abraham where he was going. “I’'m not going
to tell you where you’re going just yet. I'll let you know.” But if
Abraham answered the call, God promised:

I will make you into a great nation
and I will bless you;
I will make your name great,
and you will be a blessing.
I will bless those who bless you,
and whoever curses you I will curse;
and all peoples on earth
will be blessed through you. (verses 2-3)



This was the first test God put to Abraham: Will you believe God’s
great promise for an invisible future or cling to the visible present?

We know what Abraham did. “Abram left, as the Lorp had told
him” (verse 4). The book of Hebrews puts it succinctly: “By faith
Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his
inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where
he was going” (Hebrews 11:8).

By faith.

Obeyed and went.

Even though he did not know where he was going.

This is not some crazy, ancient idea. It’s part of the normal
Christian life. God routinely tests our faith as part of the process by
which He makes men. The question this test puts to us is this: Will
we believe His promise or cling to what we know? Will we leave
what’s familiar—if that’s what He calls us to do—for the promise of
a better future?

Faith is letting the reality of the unseen rule over the unreality of
the seen. To leave the familiar present for an unknown future is a
supreme test of faith—but it is the kind of faith God rewards. That’s
what Bill and Sherry did when they gave up their personal comfort
to adopt an Asian orphan. That’s what Fernando did when he went
back to school to learn a new trade that would provide for his
family after his factory job went away. That’s what Jake and his
family did when they left their familiar church to be part of a new
church plant. How about you? Is God asking you to trust Him with
something? Will you believe God’s great promise for an invisible
future or cling to the visible present?

Abraham passed his first test, and I hope you will pass yours too
when it’s your turn. But God was far from finished making Abraham
into the man He had created him to be. An even bigger test was
right around the corner. And again, it’s a test that applies to us too.



Tue TWENTY-FIVE-YEAR WAIT

God’s plan for our lives is revealed in stages, as Abraham
discovered. God sent him to the land of Canaan, but then a famine
forced him to move to Egypt. Later, when he returned, he
established a large free-range herding operation. Once again, he was
enjoying a comfortable existence—one of the leading men of the
area.

Still, something was spoiling the satisfaction of the life he was
living. And frankly it seemed to fly in the face of the promise God
had given him—the promise that God would make him into a great
nation. How could that be, when he and Sarah were childless?

So one night God took Abraham outside and told him to look up
at the heavens and count the stars. I'm sure it was a clear night, like
a special night our family experienced on the Blue Ridge Parkway.
We stopped our car, shut off the motor, got out, and looked up into
a sky bulging with stars that dangled so close we felt as though we
could reach out and pick one, like an apple or an orange. The
majesty of the heavens overwhelmed us. I imagine that’s how
Abraham felt that night as he looked up.

As Abraham was drinking in the spectacle of an uncountable
number of stars, God said to him, “So shall your offspring be”
(Genesis 15:5).

God tested the faith of Abraham again. His second test was this:
Will you trust God to do what seems impossible? After all, how
could he father offspring? He was well over seventy-five years old,
and his wife was barren. They had been trying to have a child for
many, many years. What reason was there to believe they would
have a child now?

Abraham had to decide. To believe this crazy promise God gave
him about the stars and his offspring. Or not.

Again, we know what Abraham did. Verse 6 says, “Abram
believed the Lorp, and he credited it to him as righteousness.” That



single moment is why the New Testament repeatedly calls Abraham
the father of our faith. He believed God in the face of unbelievable
circumstances.

But the test wasn’t over. A decade after the promise made to him
that star-studded night, Abraham still didn’t have a son!

That’s when Abraham once again revealed his flawed humanity.
His wife coaxed him into sleeping with their housekeeper, Hagar,
who got pregnant and had a son, Ishmael. For years Hagar taunted
Sarah because she had a child and Sarah didn’t. When Sarah
couldn’t take it anymore, she demanded that her husband banish
Ishmael and Hagar. And he did. He put them out.

Now fast-forward to Abraham at ninety-nine years of age. It was
now twenty-four years since he had left his homeland, and yet he
still had no heir. But again God reaffirmed the promise that he
would have a son with Sarah (see Genesis 17:1-16).1

Abraham’s first reaction? He laughed. The Bible tells us exactly
what he was thinking: “Will a son be born to a man a hundred years
old? Will Sarah bear a child at the age of ninety?” (verse 17).

Put that way, it does seem laughable. But even though twenty-
four years had passed since the promise was made, Abraham
continued to believe in the face of unbelievable circumstances. He
passed the second test and was rewarded with a son, Isaac, just as
God had promised.

As Hebrews 11:11 tells us, “By faith Abraham, even though he
was past age—and Sarah herself was barren—was enabled to
become a father because he considered him faithful who had made
the promise.”

A long test is obviously more difficult to pass than a short test. It’s
one thing to have faith in God if He delivers on His promise quickly.
But as the years roll by, it’s human nature to assume, I guess I heard
wrong.

I'll give you an example. Chris, a thirty-two-year-old single man
who loves to work with children, said to me, “I know my purpose.
It’s to be a husband and father. But I feel like something is blocking
me.” He became a committed Christian in college. Then five years
ago God called him to move to Orlando. He said, “I thought it was



to find a wife, start a family, and settle down. But now I'm not so
sure.”

Most men I know can point to something they believed God was
calling them to—something He promised, something they believed
they were led to pursue. For some, it’s to get married and have or
adopt children. For others, it’s to go to college or start their own
businesses or change careers. Still others sense God calling them to
move to another city or go into ministry.

But now it’s five, ten, fifteen, or more years later and they’re still
waiting. They’ve begun to doubt. They think, Maybe I didn’t hear
from God after all. Maybe I just imagined it. Or maybe I’ve let God down
and He’s changed His mind about giving me this thing. There’s a
blockage somewhere. It’s just not happening. Or so it seems. What’s
going on?

Here’s the advice I give them: start thinking in Bible Time.



THINKING IN BIBLE TIME

God has an altogether different way of looking at time than we do.
As Peter said, “With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a
thousand years are like a day” (2 Peter 3:8). In “earth time” Jesus
died two thousand years ago. But in Bible Time it was only the day
before yesterday.

Bible Time is elastic. At our Bible study I asked a couple of men to
measure the length of a bungee cord. It was two feet. Then I asked
them to stretch it as far as they could and remeasure. This time it
was five feet. So which was it: two feet or five feet? It was both.
What may seem like an eternity to us can be like the blink of an eye
to God.

Though Abraham no doubt felt as if twenty-five years was a long
time, it wasn’t much in Bible Time. From the time God promised a
new country to Abraham, it took nearly 500 earth years for that
promise to be fulfilled—430 years of slavery in Egypt and 40 years
of wandering through the wilderness. But in Bible Time, God
fulfilled His promise by noon!

Suppose you and I meet for breakfast at 7:30 a.m. I ask you,
“What do you want more than anything else in the world that is
righteous, pure, noble, and honors God?” Let’s say you share your
dream and calling to become a godly man, husband, and father.

Now imagine I hold the power to make that happen. Suppose I
say, “I love and care about you so much that I promise to make your
dream come true.” If I could give you the thing you want most in
life, would you be willing to wait until noon? How about for an
hour? How about for ten minutes? In Bible Time, ten minutes could
be ten years.

Thinking in Bible Time will give you an eternal perspective and
help you manage expectations. Also, when you think in Bible Time,
verses like this one make more sense: “We do not lose heart. Though
outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed
day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us



an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 Corinthians 4:16—
17).

Bible Time has many practical applications. I meet men all the
time who are so impatient for change that they are making huge
decisions—to close a business, to cut off a child, to divorce a wife,
to bail out on a home mortgage—because they are impatient. They
are not willing to wait on God. They don’t have a concept of Bible
Time.

How about you? Whatever God has called you to start, pull an
Abraham. Reset your clock and don’t give up. God is testing you. He
might test you for decades. Will you trust God to do what seems
impossible? Whatever is not happening that you believed God was
going to do, here’s my advice: Give it a few more years. Give God a
chance to bring glory to Himself by fulfilling your longing.

Once you embrace Bible Time as the norm, it takes off a lot of
pressure. It’s the kingdom perspective on time that will not only
help keep your faith intact but help release the power of God in
every direction and detail of your life. Cru founder Bill Bright loved
to say, “Faith is like a muscle. The more you exercise it, the bigger it
grows.” That’s a good thing, because Abraham would need it. God
would soon put him to the ultimate test of faith.



MAKING THE ULTIMATE SACRIFICE

Abraham was now well over one hundred years of age. (There are
no expiration dates on growing in faith.) He was living in
Beersheba, an area at the northern edge of the Negev desert where
his herds could roam freely. Again God came and spoke to him. This
time His command was truly shocking: “Take your son, your only
son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice
him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you
about” (Genesis 22:2).

This may not have sounded quite as insane to Abraham as it does
to us, because many pagan religions of his time sacrificed children.
But it was terrible nevertheless. As God Himself made very clear, He
was asking him to sacrifice not just any child but his own son—the
one he had waited to hold in his arms for a quarter century. The
only one he would ever have with Sarah. The one he loved more
than his own life.

Abraham must have thought, God, I don’t understand. I believed
You. My wife wept herself to sleep night after night because we couldn’t
have children. I carried that ache around for decades. I trusted You for
the thing I wanted so much—this son—and by a miracle You gave him to
me. Now You are asking me to do what?

The third test God put to Abraham could be expressed this way:
Are you willing to give God the one thing you most want to keep?

Whatever else was going through his mind, he obeyed
immediately. Without delaying, “early the next morning” Abraham
got up, took Isaac and a couple of servants with him, and headed to
Moriah (verse 3). Before long, he came to the hill identified by God
for the sacrifice. His servants waited at a distance, out of sight of the
bizarre scene about to be enacted on the hilltop. He tied up his son
Isaac with ropes and put him on a pile of firewood that he had
arranged on the large rock that would double as an altar.

Abraham had a knife in his hands. He may have hesitated, but he
wasn’t going to disobey. His testing over the years had built his faith



muscle until it was like the bicep of a bodybuilder. As Abraham took

the knife in his hand, and at the last possible moment, the angel of

the Lord cried out to him from heaven: “Abraham! Abraham!” The

angel went on, “ ‘Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. ‘Do not do

anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, because you have

not withheld from me your son, your only son’ ” (verses 11-12).
Again Hebrews summarizes the story for us:

By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a
sacrifice. He who had received the promises was about to
sacrifice his one and only son, even though God had said to
him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.”
Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and
figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death.
(Hebrews 11:17-19)

Abraham got his son back. You see, the test was never that God
was going to take away his son. The test was always about whether
Abraham was willing to let Him.

One thing we can say for sure. No matter how severely God may
test your faith, you will never be tested more than He tested
Abraham. But His reasons are the same. The test God put to
Abraham is the same one Jesus puts to us: Are you willing to give
up the one thing you most want to keep?

For many of us, the one thing we most want to keep is our own
lives, especially if we’re comfortable. But the gospel of Jesus calls on
us to give up our lives and follow Him with our whole hearts, which
is exactly what Abraham did. So where did Abraham get his radical
faith? There’s only one way that will ever happen. That kind of
absolute loyalty can come only from putting our complete faith in
Jesus Christ. Jesus said, “Your father Abraham rejoiced at the
thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad” (John 8:56).
Some call this radical, and of course it is, but it’s also the way the
Bible describes the normal Christian life. And there is no “second”
way. There is only “the” way. We’ll have a lot more to say about
this as we go along, but that’s exactly the kind of radical faith in



God that Abraham had and that, by following his example, we can
have too.

What are you hanging on to that keeps you from fully trusting
Christ with the details of your life? Like James at the beginning of
the chapter, what is your “Brandy” that you need to give back to
God? That is the thing He is asking you to let go of.



GROWING YOUR FartH MuscLE

My first calling was as a real estate developer, and I loved it. It
made me feel alive. But then the Orlando office market became
seriously overbuilt. Vacancies hit an all-time record. A major tenant
moved out of one of our office buildings. As hard as we tried, we
just could not find a replacement.

One of my investors had too much of his money in that one deal,
and he came unglued. He started spreading rumors and threatened a
lawsuit. It got to me. At that point I didn’t have much faith in
myself and I barely knew God. The situation seemed impossible,
humanly speaking. I thought for sure this investor was going to
splash my name all over town, my reputation would be ruined, and
that would be the end of my real estate career. Before long, I also
started to question my faith in God.

Then one day I read,

Have no fear of sudden disaster
or of the ruin that overtakes the wicked,
for the Lorp will be your confidence

and will keep your foot from being snared.
(Proverbs 3:25-26)

My chest started to pound. The Lord spoke to my heart, and I
believed God in the face of unbelievable circumstances—only a little
at first. It was just a baby step, but I took it.

My little bit of faith must have been at least as big as a mustard
seed because I found the courage to carry on. Even though the
business deal got worse, not better, I was able to resolve my
problems with the investor without legal action. And my faith grew.

So the next time you’re in a situation where God asks you to
strike out into unknown territory, or He makes you wait far longer
than seems normal, or He asks you to give up so much that you



wonder if it’s worth the cost, pull an Abraham. Believe God anyway
in the face of what seem like impossible circumstances.

That’s one of the main ways He is making you into the man He
wants you to be. The more you use your faith muscle, the bigger it
will get.

The advantage of walking with God in faith over the years is that
you actually come to a place where it is harder to doubt than
believe, because you have seen Him act so many times before.
That’s what has happened to me over the many years that have
passed since that miracle in my early real estate days. That’s what
happened to Abraham. And maybe that has already happened to
you. If not, God most definitely wants that to be your experience
too.

So, what has God called you to do that may look outrageous? You
may have no idea what you’re getting into.

The question He is asking you is simple: Will you do it anyway?

For Reflection and Discussion

1. What is God calling you to trust Him for that makes you say,
“Are You kidding me, God? How could that possibly happen?”

2. What was the operative principle in Abraham’s life according to
Hebrews 11:8, 11, and 17? How did that principle play out in
the three tests we looked at in this chapter?

3. Which of Abraham’s three tests—or some other test—are you
currently facing? How is God showing you that you can believe
Him anyway in the face of what seem like impossible
circumstances?



JOSEPH

THE PRINCIPLE OF A GREATER GOOD

How Gobp SuarEs MEN FOR A HiIGHER PURPOSE

Steve’s career has been a wild ride. After becoming the youngest
store manager in the history of a national chain, he was forced out
because of an internal power struggle. That was a decade ago. Since
then he has bounced from one job to another, none of which has
even remotely measured up to his store manager position.

Steve put on a brave face and pretended he was okay with it for
several years. After all, he thought, I'm a Christian, and Christians are
supposed to trust God and persevere. But finally he just couldn’t hold it
in any longer. His confidence was shattered, and he felt like a
failure. He told his wife, “I’ve never felt farther from God. I feel like
He has abandoned me.”

We can all relate, can’t we? I know I can. I felt it every single day
for seven grueling years when I fought for survival in business. You
may be in a difficult marriage, feel you’re stuck in a job that’s going
nowhere, have not spoken to family members for so long you’re
embarrassed about it, suffer with a handicap or long-term illness, or
have been upside down financially for so long you’ve lost hope. You
pray and pray, but nothing changes. In fact, things often get worse,
not better. You can’t get your life to add up.

At times like that, who hasn’t thought, What’s going on here? We
think, If God loves me, He’s got a funny way of showing it.



Nothing is more painful than feeling you’ve been abandoned by
God.

Let me ask you a question. Please be as honest with yourself as
you can in answering it. Do you really believe that God is faithfully
at work in your life today—Ileading you, shaping you, and remaking
you into a more complete man for His glory? It’s hard to believe,
isn’t it, when your circumstances seem out of control?

God has good news for you. It’s the second principle of How God
Makes Men:

God makes men by orchestrating even the toughest
circumstances of our lives for a greater good.

The biblical story of Joseph beautifully illustrates how this
principle works. In this chapter you’ll learn the remarkable truth
that empowered Joseph to get on top of his feelings of abandonment
and to finish strong. Joseph’s life didn’t add up either, until the day
he finally understood how the often-difficult events of his life fit
into God’s larger redemptive plan. I believe you’ll find it to be a
hopeful and liberating message for your own life.



CaucHT IN THE Ups AND Downs

Like Steve in his highly successful job, Joseph appeared to be on a
fast track to success. That is, until the day his ten brothers surprised
him by selling him into slavery.

I’'m not making this up.

Here’s how it started. Joseph’s father loved him more than his
brothers, and they were incensed with jealousy. Their jealousy
turned to hatred when Joseph told them about two dreams he’d had
that seemed to predict he would rule over his family.

When the brothers saw an opportunity to get rid of him, they sold
seventeen-year-old Joseph to a caravan headed for Egypt, where he
was purchased by Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s guard. Joseph
was ripped from his father, caged like an animal, and sold into
slavery. It’s the first mention in the Bible of human trafficking. If we
saw a human-interest story about the pain and suffering of this
seventeen-year-old boy on the evening news, I'm sure we’d all get a
little misty.

But in all that gut-wrenching sorrow, the story took a surprising
turn. The Bible says,

The Lorp was with Joseph and he prospered, and he lived in the
house of his Egyptian master. When his master saw that the
Lorp was with him and that the Lorp gave him success in
everything he did, Joseph found favor in his eyes and became his
attendant. Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he
entrusted to his care everything he owned. (Genesis 39:2-4)

What’s going on here? If “the Lorp was with [Joseph]” and “gave
him success in everything he did,” why had God allowed his
brothers to do such a wicked thing to him? But things are rarely
what they seem to be, as we’ll soon discover.

Joseph’s troubles were far from over. Potiphar’s wife was
powerful, wealthy, and probably beautiful. I think she was used to



getting what she wanted—and what she wanted next was young,
handsome Joseph. So she set about to seduce him.

Every time he turned around, there she was, coming on to him,
luring him with another proposition. It’s not hard to imagine how
much pressure Joseph was under. Although Potiphar’s wife had
nothing to lose, Joseph had everything to lose—his integrity, his
work, maybe his life. Joseph knew he owed loyalty to this woman’s
husband.

But right choices don’t always end up with happy outcomes.
When she couldn’t have her way, Potiphar’s wife made him pay,
accusing Joseph of trying to rape her. Potiphar was furious and
threw him into prison.

Yet once again God took an evil and turned it around. Genesis
39:20-21 says, “But while Joseph was there in the prison, the Lorp
was with him; he showed him kindness and granted him favor in the
eyes of the prison warden.”

Before long the warden put Joseph in charge of everything, just as
Potiphar had done. So even though Joseph was in prison, God
looked after him. But still we may wonder: If the favor of God was
with Joseph, why was he sold into slavery, falsely accused of rape,
and thrown into jail in the first place?

Again, things are rarely as they appear to be. Something bigger—
something with eternal consequences—was going on here.



Tue DAY THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

While Joseph was serving the warden, two of Pharaoh’s officials—a
cupbearer and the chief baker—were jailed. They had mysterious
dreams, and Joseph interpreted them. His predictions came true—
the chief baker was killed and the cupbearer was restored to his
work in the palace.

Time passed, Joseph still behind bars for a crime he didn’t
commit. But when Pharaoh had two terrible dreams that no one
could interpret, the cupbearer remembered Joseph and told Pharaoh
about him. Pharaoh ordered that Joseph be brought from jail to
interpret his dream too.

Standing there before Pharaoh, the slave-turned-prisoner made an
astonishing prediction from the ruler’s dreams. “You will have seven
years of unbelievable prosperity,” he said, “and then there will be
seven years of famine throughout the whole area. It will be terrible.
What I recommend is that you find the wisest man you can and
appoint him to organize Egypt so that you will be ready for the
famine” (see Genesis 41:29-33).

On that day, Joseph’s story suddenly took another dramatic turn
that changed everything. Pharaoh asked, “Who better to do this
than Joseph? He is the wisest man I know” (verses 38-40). That’s
how, at the age of thirty, Joseph became the second most powerful
man in Egypt.

Follow what happens next in Joseph’s story, and you’ll get a clear
picture of what God had in mind from the beginning.

The prosperity began, just as Joseph had predicted, and during
the next seven years he collected so much grain that he stopped
keeping records. Then, also as he had predicted, famine struck. Two
years went by and the famine spread throughout the region as far
away as Canaan, where Joseph’s family lived. Joseph’s father told
his sons, “Go down to Egypt to buy some grain so we don’t die” (see
42:2).



They did go down and made an appointment with Joseph to buy
grain. When they walked in, he recognized his brothers
immediately, but they didn’t recognize him. Joseph put them
through a series of rigorous tests, but he didn’t reveal who he was
until his brothers brought his younger brother, Benjamin, back
down to Egypt. Genesis 45:1-3 tells us,

Joseph could no longer control himself before all his
attendants, and he cried out, “Have everyone leave my
presence!” So there was no one with Joseph when he made
himself known to his brothers. And he wept so loudly that the
Egyptians heard him, and Pharaoh’s household heard about it.

Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph! Is my father still
living?”

You can taste the anguish, can’t you? These were the same
brothers who had wickedly sold him like a dog when he was
seventeen. “They bruised his feet with shackles, his neck was put in
irons” (Psalm 105:18). At this point Joseph was thirty-nine years
old. So twenty-two long years had passed. He never expected to see
his family again. And yet here his brothers were.

If you've ever felt abandoned by others and by God, you can
empathize with Joseph, can’t you? Maybe you’ve gone through
trouble after trouble, suffering after suffering. You have prayed and
prayed, yet nothing has changed. Yes, you have God in your life.
Yes, He has given you favor here and there. But a cloud of
uncertainty still looms over you. What do you do with that?

Joseph’s story is for you. Let me show you what I mean.



WHEN Purrost BECOMES VISIBLE

What happened next struck Joseph like lightning. God revealed a
truth—an insight—so astonishing and so liberating that it gave
purpose and meaning to every moment of the entire twenty-two
years he had spent in exile and suffering. Here it is: Nothing that
happens to us by human decision can ever happen apart from the will of
God. Does that sound overstated? Let me show you how it’s
completely true—so true that you can stake your life on it. Listen to
Joseph put this powerful principle in his own words:

I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! And
now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves
for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me
ahead of you. For two years now there has been famine in the
land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and
reaping. But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a
remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance.

So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God. (Genesis
45:4-8)

Until that very moment, Joseph didn’t know he was part of God’s
larger redemptive plan. But the Lord suddenly opened his eyes, and
finally his purpose became visible. He saw the much higher purpose
for the tragedy God had allowed. Three times he repeated it!

God revealed to Joseph that He had been sovereignly
orchestrating all of the seemingly random circumstances of his life
for a greater good. And when that happened, it gave meaning and
purpose to all those years when he felt as though God was so far
away.

And that goes for us too. That’s why this story is in the Bible. God
wants us to know that He is in control. He doesn’t do “random.” He
is not caught off guard by our sufferings. Yes, He allows things we
do not understand. But He is permitting things for a greater good



that someday, in His grace and loving-kindness, He will enable us to
understand, just like He did for Joseph.

That’s what happened to me.

I quit high school in the middle of my senior year and joined the
army. I couldn’t wait to get away. My brothers and I fought
constantly, and being the oldest, I always seemed to get the switch. I
hated them for it.

Many anguish-filled years later, after I became a Christian, I was
able to lead my brother Robert to Christ before he died of a heroin
overdose. I also had the privilege of leading both of my parents to
Christ (or back to Christ, I'm not sure) before they died. And my
brother Pete has become a dedicated Christian. God used me as part
of His larger redemptive plan to graft the gospel into my family line
for generations to come.

A big part of my purpose became visible. God had me in mind.
But more than that, He had my whole family in mind.

In due time God’s purpose in your life will become visible too, if it
hasn’t already.



You ArRe Unper His PROTECTION

Until He makes your purpose visible, however, your comfort is to
know that nothing can ever happen to you apart from the will of
God. He knows everything about you. Matthew 10:29 says, “Are not
two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the
ground apart from the will of your Father.”

From cover to cover, the Bible teaches that nothing happens apart
from the will of God. Nothing. That doesn’t mean God is necessarily
causing the thing that’s happening to you. He may be, but it’s just as
likely that someone is using his or her free will to do something evil
to you and God is allowing that to happen for a greater good.

In theology this is called the doctrine of meticulous providence, or
“the greater good” doctrine. It states that God will allow no evil
except that which prevents a greater evil or brings about a greater
good.

This is the beautiful truth Joseph understood that triggered his
emotional explosion. Whatever happens to us is always within the
circle of God’s will, purpose, and plan. And whatever happens, we
can know that God will use it for good. We are all familiar with
Romans 8:28: “In all things God works for the good of those who
love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”

God will categorically never allow any evil to touch His disciples
unless it is something that He is going to work for good. Even if it
takes a very long time. If He won’t let a sparrow fall to the ground
apart from His will, how much more will He watch over us? You
see, while God is making us into the men He created us to be, we
are each under the protection of His meticulous providence.



SHOWERS IN THE DESERT

I’'ve noticed in my own life that even during the long, hard years,
God was always there. I see the same thing in Joseph’s story. And I
believe it will be true for you as well.

The Lord will encourage you in big and little ways—a kind word
at work that cheers you up, a special time in prayer or reading your
Bible, a friend who asks you to lunch with no agenda, warm times
with your family. In those special moments you will sense His
goodness or will be reminded that He hasn’t forgotten you. These
times may feel too brief. But they’re real—like a cloud bursting open
in the desert that makes flowers bloom in the least likely places.

Think of it like this: When God sends you on a mission, He will
also send His favor. Look at the strong connection between God’s
favor to Joseph and the mystery-shrouded mission God sent him on:

 “The Lorp was with Joseph and he prospered” (Genesis 39:2).

« “The Lorp gave him success in everything he did, Joseph found
favor” (39:3-4).

 “The Lorp was with him; he showed him kindness and granted
him favor” (39:21).

« “The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph’s care,
because the Lorp was with Joseph and gave him success in
whatever he did” (39:23).

« “It was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you” (45:5).
* “God sent me ahead of you” (45:7).
« “It was not you who sent me here, but God” (45:8).

The simple truth is that we can endure almost any amount of pain
if we believe it has a purpose.

Chuck Colson told a story in Kingdoms in Conflict about some
prisoners in a Nazi concentration camp.! Every day they were forced
to fill wheelbarrows with sand and push them from one end of the



prison yard to the other, then empty them. The next day they put
the sand back in the wheelbarrows, pushed them back to where they
started the day before, and emptied them again. This went on day
after day.

The prisoners started going crazy. One man collapsed and began
to sob uncontrollably. Another man ran into the electric fence and
was electrocuted. Why? Because there was no purpose in their
ordeal. It was a form of torture.

You may be enduring something right now that makes no sense to
you. It feels like torture. But God has given us the story of Joseph to
show us that He never deals with us like those guards in the
concentration camp. God always has a higher purpose, a greater
good for our lives. And in the midst of even the toughest
circumstances, He is at work, not just in the -circumstances
themselves, but in us—shaping us as His sons to be more usable and
beautiful for Him.



WE ARE A SHOWCASE FOR GLORY (AND IT’s Not Ours)

Even in the toughest of circumstances, God’s plan is always the
same. It’s to put His power on display in my life and your life to
bring about a greater good—one that will bring Him the glory that
only He deserves.

We see this same principle in the New Testament story of a man
who was born blind so that the glory of God might be revealed (see
John 9:3). Later, that same gospel tells us that God allowed Lazarus
to die so that His power might be displayed (see 11:4). These
examples show that it is for the greater good of revealing God’s
glory and power that He is preparing us, sometimes with prolonged
suffering. So your life might not make sense right now. But when we
each finally see God’s larger purpose—and we will!l—then you will
have the explanation for all your pain.

Dare I say it makes the pain worth it? God will use the sacrifices
that He asks or allows you to make, or induces in your life, to shape
you for a higher purpose—to bring Himself glory and honor. He will
absolutely put His power on display in your life if you persevere.

Where does the power to persevere come from? It comes from the
Holy Spirit, but it also comes from accurate knowledge, from having
good theology. The good theology and takeaway from this chapter is
that God always orchestrates every event in our lives to bring about
a greater good. This eternal truth is an essential part of how God
makes us into the men He wants us to be. We are never left alone.

As these truths sank in and became part of Joseph’s worldview,
his purpose became visible and his pain became explainable.

But there’s still one more thing. Something else happened to
Joseph that God wants to happen to us too.



WHEN PEAcCE BEcoOMES PossIBLE

When Joseph was fifty-six years old, his father died. He took it hard.
His brothers took it hard too, in another way. When the funeral was
over, they wondered if Joseph held a grudge against them. So they
came up with the lie that their father had wanted Joseph to forgive
them for their sins and for treating him so badly. What a
dysfunctional family!

Who wouldn’t understand if Joseph still held his brothers
responsible for the pain they inflicted on him forty years earlier?
Now that the roles were reversed, he could take his revenge. But
when Joseph heard what they said, he wept.

Genesis 50:19-20 records Joseph’s response: “Don’t be afraid. Am
I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it
for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many
lives.”

Once Joseph understood that his suffering wasn’t random, that
God’s sovereign plan was to use him to save his family and bring
God glory, everything changed. His anxiety turned to peace, his
bitterness turned to forgiveness, and his desire turned from
retaliation to reconciliation. He saw God’s larger perspective and
purpose, even though it took decades.

You, too, shouldn’t be surprised if it takes a long time for you to
understand God’s larger perspective, but you don’t have to wait for
decades to find your peace. You can go to school on Joseph.

What Joseph learned the hard way was that God had not
abandoned him and that his life was not his own. He saw that he
was part of God’s bigger picture, and he was able to forgive his
brothers and bring reconciliation. Peace became possible when he
grasped what God was doing in his life.

Do you see it?

Joseph proves what absolute loyalty to God can do. By putting
faithfulness at the top of his list, everything else eventually fell in



line. Over time, that same kind of loyalty and faithfulness to God
will remake you into the man He had in mind when He created you.
What does this mean to you right now?



THE GREATER GooOD IN THE REALITIES OF LIFE

Let’s finish this chapter by applying Joseph’s story to four of the
biggest recurring challenges men face—marriage, work, health, and
money. These are the four areas where most of us will experience
our toughest long-term circumstances and problems. So let’s see
how God employs the principle of a greater good to make men of us
in these areas.

Marriage

We’ll start with what I believe is the single biggest problem men as
a group face today—bigger than all their other problems combined.
Their marriages are not working as God designed. What can we learn
from Joseph that God can use to make us into the husbands He
created us to be?

For our marriages, the message is stay the course. Trust that God
does have a purpose and that He is always at work in your life and
in your relationship.

You may be in a marriage that seems beyond help. I say “seems”
because no marriage is beyond the hope of reconstruction by the
strong arm of God. Nothing that has happened in your marriage has
surprised God. If we learn anything from Joseph, it’s that nothing is
beyond His redeeming power.

Consider Charles. All Charles did was work. His wife’s heart grew
stone cold toward him. He retaliated by thinking about how happy
he could be with other women and planning a divorce. This went on
for a long time. Yet he knew divorce was not God’s plan for
marriage. Then one day, while he was driving, God supernaturally
gave him a deep, unquenchable love for his wife. When he pulled
into his driveway, he just sat in his car for a long time, sobbing. And
the following week God changed his wife’s heart too.

God changed what seemed like irresolvable differences into a
greater good—both for them and for others. Today Charles boldly



helps other men save their marriages by telling the story of how
God intervened in his marriage.

Men routinely ask me how to resolve marriage tensions. A man
whose marriage was hanging by a thread asked, “What should I
do?”

I asked him, “What do you want to do?”

“I want to make it work!”

“Do you want to be absolutely loyal to God?”

“Yes, more than anything.”

Then I said what I always say: “You can’t, but Jesus in you can; so
put your faith in Him, not what you see, and give it a few years.”
Give it a few years—that’s the school of Joseph talking.

Once I saw a research report claiming that five years after they
were divorced, a majority of people wish they would have worked
harder to make their marriages work. In fact, an analysis of the
National Survey of Families and Households revealed that 86
percent of unhappily married couples who did stick it out found that
five years later their marriages were happier.2

So if happiness is what you want, stick it out and give it a few
more years. Adjust your expectations. Family systems scholar Edwin
Friedman stated, “In reality, no human marriage gets a rating of
more than 70%.”3 The happiness that working through your
problems will bring far exceeds the shadow of happiness that
divorce might bring. Most divorced men I’ve met have attested that
the negative impacts of divorce, especially on their children, seem
to go on forever. Besides, you’re not the only one whose happiness
is at stake. Think in Bible Time.

However, if your wife pulls out anyway, and you are on your
own, you can use that time to stand strong and reveal the power
and glory of God. You can continue to live in absolute loyalty to
Jesus Christ by putting your faith in Him and keeping yourself
morally pure until you remarry, or even remarry her. Over a dozen
men in our Friday morning Bible study have done just that. Because
they stayed true, God brought them back together again with their
divorced or separated wives. And it didn’t hurt to have a small
group of men to meet with on a weekly basis.



Of course, no one can guarantee any specific outcome for your
relationship with your wife. What we do learn from Joseph,
however, is that you can trust God’s Word that nothing has
happened to you by human decision—yours or hers—apart from
what is permitted by His will. And what God allows He will also use
to put His power on display. What God wants from you now is the
absolute loyalty that can come only from putting your faith in Jesus
Christ. Remain faithful, and God will use your seemingly dead-end
marriage to reveal His glory through a greater good. So stay the
course.

Work

Another big problem you may face today, if you're like many men,
is feeling as if you’re stuck in a menial or dead-end job. Your job
doesn’t line up with who you are. And on top of that, it’s going
nowhere. That hurts.

But the truths from Joseph’s experience can change how you
respond to this situation. God can see around the corner to an
outcome—to a different job, for example—that you can’t. And
whatever happens, God is ready to use every day of your life—even
today in your unappealing job—for His glory. Look at how God used
Joseph’s “job” in prison to bring Himself honor and glory.

My brother drives a bus. My brother’s peace quotient changed
abruptly when he finally realized the truth of Joseph—that nothing
could happen to him by human decision apart from God’s will. He
realized that God must have a purpose for him in driving a bus. And
that changed his whole perspective. Now he constantly looks for
opportunities to encourage his riders. There are no menial jobs
when they are done for the glory of Christ. Every vocation is holy to
the Lord.

Health

Nothing will make you feel more abandoned by God than a
lingering health problem, whether it’s you or a family member who
has the problem. It’s hard to have joy when you feel crummy. You



may have a disability, some kind of long-term illness, or an alcohol
or drug problem. You may be walking around with a health issue
that leaves you feeling hopeless, feeling that nothing will ever work
out right in your life because of it.

But that’s not true. God will use your health issue, as tough as it
is, for a greater good.

Money

A fourth problem is money. You may have been upside down
financially for so long that you’ve lost hope. Sometimes you feel like
you are on top of the mountain, and sometimes you feel like the
mountain is on top of you.

Don’t give up. Believe the gospel. God is sovereignly orchestrating
your life. Nothing done to you by human decision can ever be done
apart from God’s will. Whatever others have meant for evil, He will
use it for good.

Always remember this: Joseph carried his pain for over two
decades until God revealed the liberating truth that nothing can
happen to us by human decision apart from His knowledge and
father-like concern. That’s what the Bible says. Not even one
sparrow can fall to the ground apart from His will.

What have you been carrying around, and for how long?
Whatever it is, God wants you to know that He is making you into
part of His larger plan to redeem this world and bring glory to His
name. That’s who you are.

Trust Him and wait for Him, and in due time

« your purpose will become visible
« your pain will become explainable
« your peace will become possible

Why? Because God makes men by orchestrating even the toughest
circumstances of our lives for a greater good.

For Reflection and Discussion



1. Do you have a marriage, work, health, money, or other major
long-term problem that you pray and pray about but nothing
seems to change? How does it make you feel abandoned by God?

2. What was the liberating principle that God revealed to Joseph

and, through Joseph, to us? Does that change your perspective,
and if so, how?

3. What did you need to learn or be reminded of in this chapter?
How do you think that will help you make better sense of your
life and become more of the man God created you to be?



MOSES

THE PRINCIPLE OF PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION

How Gobp CHANGES A MAN’s CHARACTER

Twenty-five years ago God told one of my best friends, Rick,
“Disciple young men so that they can go and disciple others.” Ten
years ago God led another friend, Dennis, to start a used-car
dealership to advance Christian principles in business and help fund
kingdom work.

God is like that. He gives us callings and missions to accomplish
important things. But often those callings don’t go the way we think
they will. Far from it. Dennis had to close his dealership during the
great recession.

Who among us hasn’t felt led by God to do something that we
thought was important but ended up with egg on our face?

Maybe you felt called to a career that required special training or
education, but after many years it still hasn’t come together.

Maybe you always knew you were meant to start a business for
yourself. You threw yourself into it with great anticipation. Now it’s
Friday and you have no idea how you’re going to make payroll.

Or maybe you had a dream of becoming a cycle breaker, putting
an end to the pattern of dysfunction in your family history. You
thought you would become a godly husband with a picture-perfect
marriage and model children. But it’s turning out to be so much
harder than you thought.



You took a big leap of faith—and accepted a lot of risk—to follow
and serve God. But based on how things appear to be working out,
you wonder, Was this really from God, or did I just make this up in my
own imagination? You still love Him, but you feel confused and
discouraged.

Here’s the problem. God has an agenda, but we universally come
into the Christian faith with our own agendas. And it takes a while
to get on the same agenda with God.

So how does God get us on His agenda? He enrolls us in Character
College to open our eyes and change the way we see the world.
Here’s a sentence that captures the full principle:

God makes men by taking us through a humbling
process that fundamentally changes the way we think.

No man illustrates this principle better than Moses. In this chapter
we’re going to follow Moses’s quest to do something great for God,
see how it backfired, walk with him through the prolonged
wilderness experience that followed, and then figure out how God
used all that to forge him into a man who made a truly epic
difference—the one man who towers over Jewish history like no
other.

In the process, you’ll see how God takes our flawed efforts and
wilderness experiences and lovingly molds us into men who can
accomplish that noble dream He has for each and every man.



Born SpeciAL, THEN WHAT?

In Egypt, a pharaoh rose to power who had never heard of Joseph’s
success, and he started oppressing the Israelites. He was so evil that
he forced the Israelites to throw out their newborn babies so they
would die. Think of it as live-birth abortion.

Acts 7:20 says, “At that time Moses was born, and he was no
ordinary child.”

His family hid him and cared for him for three months. When
they couldn’t hide him any longer, his mother coated a small basket
with tar and pitch. She then placed Moses in the basket and “put it
among the reeds along the bank of the Nile” (Exodus 2:3).

When Pharaoh’s daughter went down to the river to bathe, she
saw the basket, opened it, and found little Moses crying. Moved, she
took the baby and raised him as her own. In an amazing plot twist,
the Israelite who was supposed to die at birth was now Egyptian
royalty—growing up in the halls of power, educated in all the
wisdom of the pharaohs. His opportunities were unlimited, and he
rose to them, developing all the talents, skills, and aptitudes that
God had given him.

Life must have been good. He was royalty—a Prince William. Yet
he knew he was adopted. Scripture says, “When Moses was forty
years old, he decided to visit his fellow Israelites” (Acts 7:23).

He knew he was a Hebrew. And he saw his own people straining
under the heavy burden of slavery and forced labor. During his visit,
“he saw one of them [a fellow Hebrew] being mistreated by an
Egyptian, so he went to his defense and avenged him by killing the
Egyptian” (verse 24).

But there’s more.

The next day Moses came upon two Israelites who were
fighting. He tried to reconcile them by saying, “Men, you are
brothers; why do you want to hurt each other?”



But the man who was mistreating the other pushed Moses
aside and said, “Who made you ruler and judge over us? Do
you want to kill me as you killed the Egyptian yesterday?”
(verses 26-28)

Moses was convinced he was the right man doing the right thing
for God. And he assumed his people would see it too. “Moses
thought that his own people would realize that God was using him
to rescue them, but they did not” (verse 25).

Moses had a vision that he was going to be the deliverer of his
people. That was his noble dream. But when he went out to execute
that dream—and even killed a man to try to make it happen—he
was rejected and failed.

All of us know that kind of disappointment and confusion at some
level, don’t we?

Here’s the problem. Moses wasn’t ready to do what he had been
called to do. His character wasn’t deep enough to support his calling
—at least not yet. Moses needed a makeover. He needed a different
way of looking at the world. He needed a new worldview.

To make matters even worse, Pharaoh heard about the Egyptian’s
death and tried to kill Moses. So Moses fled to the parched land of
Midian and settled there as a foreigner. It’s interesting. Moses had
thought God was going to use him powerfully to bring about a great
deliverance. Instead, he had to flee for his life into a place that was
definitely not flowing with milk and honey.

Why did God put Moses in a position to lead and then let him
fail? And for us, why does God give us dreams, visions, and desires
that end up in failure and frustration? For example, when my friend
Rick went out to disciple young men, he couldn’t get any to join him
—at least not right away. And I already mentioned what happened
to Dennis.

Of course, we can’t answer that question for every situation, but
we do know what was going on with Moses. Looking back, we can
see how God used those early failures of Moses to shape him more
fully into the man he was created to be. And through his story we



can learn some truths about how God wants to humble us and
prepare our “inner man” for future service.



He WEeENT BErore HE Was SENT

God had given Moses a desire to rescue his people, but then
overconfidence led him to get ahead of God. He went before he was
sent. As a result, he failed. His timing was off. His pride got him in
big trouble.

Most of us can relate to Moses, can’t we? Haven’t we all hit the
accelerator before we got the green light? Even though we feel
drawn by God to do something or go somewhere, we can easily leap
into action before He sends us. What happens next is usually a lot of
pain and regret.

Out there in the desert, reflecting on his leadership fiasco, it must
have seemed to Moses that he had permanently blown it. That he
would never be heard from again and would die in obscurity.

Why would God call men like Moses and you and me to rise to a
noble task only to let us fall flat on our faces?

Fortunately, we have the advantage of hindsight. As I read the
story, it seems obvious that there was too much Moses in Moses. His
motives—at least some of them—were admirable. But I'd say his
judgment and character weren’t up to the demands of leadership. At
least not yet. (Leaders with the character to lead a great nation, for
example, don’t generally think murder is a smart first move.)
Clearly, he was acting in his own wisdom and strength, not under
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.

As a result, there were things God wanted to work into the
character of Moses, and there were things He wanted to work out of
his character, and those things take time—Bible Time. God enrolled
Moses in the Wilderness Branch of Character College for a
postgraduate course in personal transformation to fundamentally
change the way he thought.

It’s the same with us. You see, we tend to be interested in the
success of our circumstances—career, family, and even our good
works, such as feeding hungry schoolchildren or volunteering for a
youth ministry or bringing clean water to a poverty-stricken village.



But God is more interested in the success of our character than the
success of our circumstances.

That’s not to say God doesn’t want us to be successful in our
circumstances. He does. But even more than that, He wants to forge
our character so we can be faithful stewards who act in a way that’s
worthy of our circumstances.

God will never sacrifice our character to improve our
circumstances. He simply loves us too much to let us destroy
ourselves. Like Moses, and probably you too, I learned this the hard
way.



MoLASSES SwAMP

For the first dozen years of my spiritual journey, I believed in Jesus
but pretty much did what I wanted to do. At first I didn’t know that
Jesus wanted to be involved in all the details of my life—freshman
mistake. But then, when I finally began to understand that He did, I
still wanted to call the shots—sophomore mistake.

Like Moses, I had a vision of being a deliverer. I pictured myself
becoming the first person in my family ever to get a college degree.
I pictured myself becoming a wildly successful businessman and
provider. I saw myself as a cycle breaker delivering my family from
repeating the mistakes of my failed youth. I was sure that God had
“sent” me to do all these things. But as a practical matter, while my
intentions were noble, my worldview was really one of selfish
ambition, not humble surrender.

One day it dawned on me that some of the other Christian guys
around me were getting very different—and enviable—results from
their faith. So I called a time-out and decided to study the Bible to
see if I could figure out what was going on. I thought that after a
couple of weeks I would get it all sorted out, make the fix, and then
really go and do something great for God.

But when God finally had my attention, it was like I had run into
a giant swamp of refrigerated molasses. I couldn’t move. For the
next two and a half years I tried my best to get out of it, but I was
stuck. Yet something more important was happening. All during that
time, I was reading God’s Word, and He was speaking to my heart.
He started working some things into my character—and working
some things out of my character too. A transformation had begun.

At the time, I was so overconfident and prideful that I thought
once I was “fixed,” the new, revised version of me could grow my
business bigger and better than ever. But as I said, God is more
interested in shaping our character than in improving our
circumstances. And that takes time.



Also at that time, I was having debilitating headaches—mainly
from the stress of trying to do more than I was created to do. One
day I was reading 1 Peter 4:1: “Since Christ suffered in his body,
arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because he who has
suffered in his body is done with sin.” Did you hear that? When the
body suffers, sin loses power.

The text continues, “As a result, he does not live the rest of his
earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God”
(verse 2). Yes, the wilderness experience is painful, but God uses the
pain like a can opener to get inside our hearts and open us up to the
transforming power of His Spirit.

After reading these verses, I opened the front flap of the Bible my
wife and kids gave me and wrote, “I want to live the rest of my
earthly life for the will of God. 1 Peter 4:1-2.” I really meant it. Still
do!

However, I was an immature believer, like Moses. Because I was
an underequipped and, hence, overconfident Christian, I was
thinking, Wow! Now that I’ve really surrendered my life to God, just
imagine how much He can do with me on His side. What a trophy.
Lucky God.

I wonder if that’s how Moses felt when he went out prematurely
to rescue his own people.

In my naiveté I thought my surrender to the will of God meant
that I had hit rock bottom. I thought that special day would mark
the beginning of doing something great for God. And in a way, it
did. But first God said, “Okay, now that I have your attention, I have
some important things to teach you that you haven’t been willing to
hear. So let’s get started.” Apparently, there was still too much Pat
in Pat.

So instead of bringing me out of the wilderness, He drove me
further in. Over the next few months, my business was decimated.
God leveled me right down to the foundation.

Thank God I had the right foundation, though. The Bible says no
one can lay any foundation except Christ (see 1 Corinthians 3:11).
So I had the right foundation, but I had not been building on it in
the right way. I'd been building with wood, hay, and stubble. When



I wrote that declaration of surrender in my Bible, it’s as though God
said, “I really think you’re serious, Pat. The problem is you've given
Me so little to work with that I'm going to have to start over with
you.”

That’s because, like Moses, I had taken matters into my own
hands. I didn’t wait for the Lord to lead me. Instead, I was building
a business and life based on my own best thinking and ambitions.
Essentially, I went before I was sent. God needed to humble me
because I wasn’t strong enough to humble myself.

Men, if I had actually caught what I was chasing, I am almost
certain that today I would be divorced, alienated from my children,
filthy rich, eaten up with pride, mean as a snake, and bitter at the
world. But what at the time looked like God letting me down was
God saving my life. It’s the same for all of us. It’s a perspective—one
we learn by going through the humbling wilderness process we'’re
talking about in this chapter.

While this was happening, I could tell what my friends were
thinking: Wow, he must have really ticked God off.

I wanted to say, “You don’t understand. This is not a curse. This is
a blessing!” I had gotten to a point where I hated my life. I had
everything I ever wanted in terms of money, influence, and
reputation, yet I was miserable. But when God started removing the
things I had been so sure would make me happy, I felt unshackled
from the chains of idolatry, materialism, and worldliness. I can’t
help but wonder if Moses felt that way.

My friends thought I was cursed because they were looking at my
circumstances. God was grinding me up, yes, but He was also
remaking my character—transforming me more into the image of
His Son, Jesus. I'm guessing you know what I am talking about,
because most men I know who have set out to follow God have been
through this.

What can you do if you're in the wilderness right now because
you went before you were sent?

One thing you most definitely don’t want to do is try to shorten
the duration of your wilderness experience. As I said, a major reason
God puts us there in the first place is to work some things into and



out of our character. If we don’t go through it, then we won’t learn
everything He has for us in it. You’ll never grow in faith if you keep
dropping the This Is How You Grow class.

So instead of praying that God will shorten the duration of your
hard times, pray that you will learn everything God has for you
during your wilderness experience so that you won’t have to travel
that road again.

What clues do we find in Moses’s life about how God goes about
changing our character? Let’s dive further into his story.



His StumsLE MADE Him HUMBLE

Forty years later we find a much different Moses about to graduate
from the Midian campus of Character College. Gone was the proud,
overconfident man who once thought he could single-handedly
deliver his people. His stumble had made him humb]e.

Humbling hurts. The names Moses gave his two sons tell us a lot
about how painful it can be. Moses named his first son Gershom
because, he said, “I have become an alien in a foreign land” (Exodus
18:3). Have you been overseas in a foreign land where people don’t
look like you and no one can understand a word you say? Suddenly
it occurs to you, What if I had a heart attack or got hit by a car? What
would I do? 1It’s a helpless feeling to be an alien, and that’s exactly
how Moses felt.

Moses named his other son Eliezer because, he said, “My father’s
God was my helper; he saved me from the sword of Pharaoh” (verse
4). Notice that he said “my father’s God.” I think Moses was so
discouraged and felt like God was so far away that he couldn’t even
call Him “my God.”

Later, when Moses did become the deliverer of his people, the
Bible account says this of him: “Now Moses was a very humble man,
more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth” (Numbers
12:3). Talk about turning a one-eighty!

The wilderness had radically changed him.

In my late thirties and early forties, I went through a nine-year
wilderness experience that I thought would never end. Forty years?
To me, that is unimaginable. But Moses didn’t become the man God
had in mind overnight, and neither will we. I've found that the
process of transformation and learning humility often goes like this:

Step 1: I tell God what I'm going to do.
Step 2: God responds.

Step 3: I beg God to let me do it anyway.
Step 4: He humbles me until I listen.



Step 5: God tells me what He is going to do.

Think about where you are right now in this sequence. Are you
somewhere in the first three stages—proudly doing all the talking
and trying to call the shots? Or has a wilderness experience
humbled you, and now you find yourself ready to listen? Humbling
us so we can hear Him is one of the main ways God transforms
men’s lives.

As you’ll see next, true humility before God nearly always
precedes what we wanted so much in the first place—a real, God-
timed, and God-sized opportunity.

Let me show you what I mean.



A PusH FrRoM A BURNING BusH

Moses went before he was sent, and his stumble made him humble.
In his remedial classes at Character College he was tested,
transformed, and made ready to be sent to serve God. And that’s
when he got a push from a burning bush.

No doubt the last thing Moses expected after four decades in the
Midian outback was a personal encounter with God. But that’s
exactly what he got. One day he was taking care of his father-in-
law’s sheep when he saw a bush in flames. Strangely, though, the
bush was not burning up. Puzzled and a little afraid, he walked
closer to investigate. At that moment he heard the Lord calling his
name: “Moses! Moses!” (Exodus 3:4). You see, no matter how things
had felt to Moses over the last forty years, God had not abandoned
him.

God is never more near than when He seems far away. God had
been with Moses the entire time, rightsizing him for his future.
What Moses no doubt thought was abandonment was actually
equipping. In fact, it’s easy to mistake equipping as abandonment,
isn’t it?

During all those hot, lonely years, God had been molding Moses
to be more patient, persistent, hardworking, and wily—a proven
backcountry survivor. Equipping him, in other words, for a great
task. I think it’s obvious that God sent him into the wilderness to
equip him so later he could deliver his people through the wilderness
—a mission that would also take forty years. But of course Moses
didn’t know that at the time.

In the same way, I honestly believe God is equipping Dennis—my
friend who lost his used-car dealership—for a great task with a great
trial. All of us, really, are going to get a push from a burning bush.



GRADUATION DAY

How did Moses respond to God’s voice in the burning bush? He said
humbly, “Here I am” (Exodus 3:4). There was no angry outburst. No
barrage of questions. No proud “This is what I'll do for You, God.”
No “Why did You do this to me?”

Simply, “Here I am.”

God replied, “I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob.... Take off your sandals; the place where you are
standing is holy ground” (Acts 7:32-33). As you can imagine, Moses
shook with fear.

Then the Lord let him in on the big picture: “I have indeed seen
the oppression of my people in Egypt. I have heard their groaning
and have come down to set them free. Now come, I will send you
back to Egypt” (verse 34).

But that seemed entirely too much for Moses. He had become a
silhouette of the forty-year-old man who long ago had so
confidently taken God’s business into his own hands. Gone was the
self-assurance. Repeatedly, Moses tried to explain to God why he
was not adequate for the job. “Who am I to go?” “Who should I say
sent me?” “What if they don’t believe me?” “But I'm not a good
speaker, and I stutter.” “Oh, Lord, please send someone else.”

It’s interesting. When Moses considered himself adequate to
deliver his people, God considered him inadequate. But decades
later and a world away, when Moses considered himself inadequate,
God considered him exactly right for the job. He passed his final
exam. He graduated. He was transformed into a different kind of
man—a humble man ready to live in utter dependence on the Lord.

Men, God does His best work when we do our best work. But it’s
equally true that we can’t do our best work until we have been
tutored by the Principal of the principle we’ve been exploring in this
chapter.

A transformation takes place when we are humbled that we can’t
get any other way. It’s a major principle in how God makes men. I



think the lesson is clear. God can use an inadequate man once he
realizes he is inadequate.
After that, graduation.



You ARE No OrDINARY CHiLD EITHER

Moses was no ordinary child partly because no child is ordinary.
The fact that you were born at all makes you remarkable, since
you're the product of one out of hundreds of millions of
spermatozoa that competed to fertilize a single egg in your mother’s
womb. As David prayed in Psalm 139:13, 16,

You created my inmost being;
you knit me together in my mother’s womb....
Your eyes saw my unformed body.
All the days ordained for me
were written in your book
before one of them came to be.

Bottom line? Your life is also a spiritual phenomenon. You are one
of God’s crowning achievements. You are the full expression of His
creative genius—and no troubled marriage or disastrous
employment record or sin-dogged season on your part can possibly
change this fact. God was at His very best when He made you.

Like Moses, you are no ordinary child.

However, as it was with Moses, every one of us starts our spiritual
journey with a worldview that needs a makeover. Where are you in
this makeover process?

Perhaps, like me, you went before you were sent and ended up
with egg on your face. Or maybe you have held back, waiting for a
sign. In any event, you're pretty sure God has sidelined you for a
season. If so, don’t try to short-circuit a process that God has
designed to prepare and equip you for His service.

Maybe you’ve already seen a burning bush and have experienced
a personal transformation. Or maybe you have been humbled but
are still passing time in the wilderness, waiting for that burning-
bush experience when God will restore you to His service.



Remember, God is never more near than when He seems far away.
Wait upon the Lord. Think Bible Time. The purpose of the
wilderness is for God to recalibrate how we see Him, ourselves, and

our role in the world.

For Reflection and Discussion

1. Have you ever felt called by God to do something important but
ended up with egg on your face? If so, what happened?

2. In this chapter we saw what happened to Moses when he tried to
do something important for God, how it backfired, the long
period when he felt confused and abandoned by God, his
prolonged wilderness experience, and how God used all that to
forge him into a man He could use to do something that really
made a difference. Have you experienced a similar pattern, and
if so, where are you in that process now? Explain your answer.

3. Does the story of Moses help you understand that God is taking
you through a humbling process that will fundamentally change
the way you think? Why do you think the wilderness experience
is so central to personal transformation and change in your own

life?



GIDEON

THE PRINCIPLE OF THE UNEXPECTED LEADER

How Gobp Turns A MAN’s FEAR AND WEAKNESS INTO STRENGTH

In 2011 the leadership team at Man in the Mirror—the men’s
discipleship ministry I founded—sensed the Lord leading us to
undertake a huge project to hire 330 full-time area directors in local
comunities to help churches more effectively disciple men. To put
that in perspective, we made the decision when we had only fifteen
full-time staff!

We are now deep in the middle of this project. And as you might
imagine, it is harder than we thought and is taking longer than we
expected. Frankly, we know there’s no way to succeed unless God is
in it.

Has God presented you with a calling, task, or mission so
daunting that it raises all kinds of doubts and fears? Maybe you
heard,

* “You’re going to be a father.” And you thought, I don’t know how
to do this.

« “I want you to take on this project.” And you thought, But I’ve
never done that.

« “We really need you to be a small-group leader.” And you
thought, But I don’t know how to lead a group.



* “You’re being promoted to floor manager.” And you thought,
But I've never managed people before.

You probably already know this, but God doesn’t seem to mind
teaching His disciples how to swim by throwing us into the deep
end of the pool. He doesn’t mind tapping us for tasks that are way
beyond our depth. Sometimes He prepares us for the mission—as He
did with Joseph and Moses. But then there are other times when we
feel we are in way over our heads and God says, “You’re up. You're
My pick.”

What you may not have realized before is that these nerve-racking
times are one of God’s favorite ways to mold us into the unexpected
leaders for Him that we never thought we could be—maybe never
even wanted to be.

In this chapter you’re going to meet a man like that. A man who
—as far as we know—never aspired to anything. In fact, he tried to
get out of serving God. He was having enough trouble just making
ends meet from day to day. He certainly wasn’t anyone’s pick for
“hero of the year.” But God saw something in him that he didn’t see
in himself.

By reading this man’s story, you’ll find out that what happened to
him can also happen to us. And you’ll see how God can use you way
beyond your obvious capabilities and in spite of your fear. You'll see
how God actually turns our fear and weakness into strength so
dramatically that it would be crazy for us to take any credit. The
principle for this chapter is,

God makes men by turning our weakness into strength
in such a striking way that only He can get the glory.



TuHeE RELUCTANT LIBERATOR

It was a harsh, brutal time. Israel had worshiped other gods, so God
had allowed the Midianites to raid their crops and destroy their food
supply. Some people even had to flee from their homes to hide in
caves. Midian ravaged and impoverished the land for seven years
until the Israelites cried out to God for help.

And as God does when people turn back to Him in humble prayer,
He decided to send them a man. But he was not the man you might
expect. God didn’t pick a powerful leader from the existing political
structure, a pedigreed man from one of the city’s first families, a
recognized holy man, a great warrior from the military, or a rising
star in the business community. Instead, He chose just about the
most unexpected man possible. God turned to a man by the name of
Gideon.

When we first learn about Gideon, he was living like a refugee in
his own home. In desperation, he had turned a winepress into a
hideout where he could prepare food for his family without its
getting confiscated by the enemy. And then it happened. The Bible
says,

The angel of the LorD came and sat down under the oak in
Ophrah that belonged to Joash the Abiezrite, where his son
Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress to keep it from the
Midianites. When the angel of the Lorp appeared to Gideon, he
said, “The Lorp is with you, mighty warrior.” (Judges 6:11-12)

As you will soon see, Gideon was maybe the most unlikely man in
the entire Bible to be a “mighty warrior” and lead an army. And
Gideon would have agreed with that assessment! Never has there
been a more reluctant, confidence-lacking, fear-filled leader. If you
and I were called on to pick a leader, a man like Gideon would
never even cross our minds.



What was God thinking? God didn’t see the present Gideon. God
saw the future Gideon—the Gideon who would become the man
God had created him to be. And here is the secret: We see ourselves
as we are, but God sees us as we are going to be.

Yet all Gideon could see was an insurmountable list of problems
and obstacles—the same ones that had sent him into hiding in the
first place. The first words from Gideon’s mouth recorded in the
Bible were a barrage of fearful questions draped in doubt:

“But sir,” Gideon replied [to the angel], “if the Lorp is with us,
why has all this happened to us? Where are all his wonders
that our fathers told us about when they said, ‘Did not the Lorp
bring us up out of Egypt?’ But now the Lorp has abandoned us
and put us into the hand of Midian.” (verse 13)

Haven’t we all asked those kinds of questions and had similar
doubts and fears many times? And when our worldview is limited to
what we can see and our own power and strength, those questions
make all the sense in the world.

So how did God respond to Gideon’s questions and doubts—and
the charge that the Lord had abandoned them? And moreover, how
will He respond to us?



A Mayority ofF Two

One amazing thing about how God makes men is that He doesn’t
argue with anybody. Instead of explaining or defending Himself,
God simply gave Gideon his marching orders: “The Lorp turned to
him and said, ‘Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of
Midian’s hand. Am I not sending you?’ ” (verse 14).

God never really addressed Gideon’s questions. And as we’ll see in
chapter 8, He didn’t answer Job’s questions about why he had
suffered either. Likewise, it’s highly improbable that God will
answer you when you ask, “Why, God?” Instead, He simply tells you
what He wants you to do. You are the one God is choosing to
change the world.

But Gideon knew too much about himself. He just couldn’t get his
mind around what God was telling him to do: “ ‘But Lord,” Gideon
asked, ‘how can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh,
and I am the least in my family’ ” (verse 15).

Gideon didn’t think he could get the job done, and that wasn’t
misplaced fear or false modesty. He really wasn’t a likely guy to
lead a sophisticated military operation. But God decided to use the
weakest man from the weakest clan so there would be no confusion
about who was doing the delivering.

Even so, God still needed to calm the frayed nerves of Gideon so
he would agree to step out in faith. So God told him simply, “I will
be with you” (verse 16).

Ah, there it is. “I will be with you.”

That’s what God wants you to hear too. No matter how
overwhelming and terrifying God’s calling on your life may appear,
He wants you to know, “I will be with you.” Whether it’s a calling to
adopt an international child, step into the culture wars, or say no to
a boss who asks you to cheat, God wants you to know that He will
be right there with you.



You may feel you are the weakest man or the most unlikely
person—and you might be right. You might be the most reluctant
person in the world to do the assignment God gives you to do. But it
doesn’t make any difference if God is with you. God and you
constitute a majority in any situation.

Then God did something for Gideon that He doesn’t always do. He
promised a specific outcome: “The Lorp said to him, ‘I will be with
you. And you will destroy the Midianites as if you were fighting
against one man’ ” (verse 16, NLT).

But even with that assurance, Gideon was still hesitant.



How Can I BE Surg?

Haven’t we all, like Gideon, thought the Holy Spirit was speaking to
our hearts, but still we weren’t 100 percent sure? We wondered, Is
that really You, Lord?

At this point in Gideon’s story, it would be nice and tidy if he
simply accepted God’s promise and marched out to do battle. But if
he had, then we probably wouldn’t be able to relate to him very
well, would we? So instead, the Lord lets us see that He allowed a
doubt-plagued Gideon to ask Him for a sign, something that would
boost his confidence: “If now I have found favor in your eyes, give
me a sign that it is really you talking to me” (verse 17).

And God graciously did exactly that. So Gideon sent out a call to
arms, and men throughout his clan responded, bolstering his
courage. Sometimes a small step is needed to give us enough
confidence to take a big step.

But even then Gideon still had doubts. So he put out the famous
fleece questions. He said to God,

If you will save Israel by my hand as you have promised—look,
I will place a wool fleece on the threshing floor. If there is dew
only on the fleece and all the ground is dry, then I will know
that you will save Israel by my hand, as you said. (verses 36—
37)

And it happened just like he asked.

Then Gideon said to God, “Do not be angry with me. Let me
make just one more request. Allow me one more test with the
fleece. This time make the fleece dry and the ground covered
with dew.” (verse 39)

And it happened again just as he asked.



What a gracious God! Finally this reluctant man began to feel the
butterflies starting to settle down. Finally his doubts started to give
way to faith in the unexpected call God had placed on his life—the
call to be a leader.

Gideon had said, “I could never do that.”

God responded, “Yes, you can, because I will be with you.”

Have you thought asking for a sign would be irreverent or show a
lack of faith? You shouldn’t. God gave us the story of Gideon as an
example of how God makes men. The message is clear. If you need a
sign because you are reluctant or fearful, God is not opposed to
giving you some encouragement along the way.

God’s sign or confirmation to you may or may not be as dramatic
as Gideon’s. He may speak to you through a friend’s advice, by
quickening a verse in the Bible to your heart, through a job offer in
another city that comes through (or falls through), or by letting you
keep your job even though you told your boss you wouldn’t lie for
him. Or it could be as simple as the Holy Spirit quietly whispering
to your spirit, “I am with you.” Silence is a sign too—one that
means “no” or “wait.”

So if you need a sign, ask. It is the regular practice of God to
confirm what He wants us to do. In fact, guidance is one of the main
roles of the Holy Spirit. Jesus put it like this: “The Counselor, the
Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you
all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you”
(John 14:26).



How Dip It Turn Out?

With multiple assurances in hand, Gideon assembled 32,000 troops
to attack an enemy force of 135,000 soldiers. Even though he was
outnumbered four to one, you won’t believe what happened next!
“The Lorp said to Gideon, ‘You have too many men for me to
deliver Midian into their hands’ ” (Judges 7:2).

Gideon must have been thinking God was not very good at math.
The Lord continued, “In order that Israel may not boast against me that
her own strength has saved her, announce now to the people, ‘Anyone
who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead’ ”
(verses 2-3).

And there it is. God didn’t want the strongest, most powerful man
—or army—to lead. He wanted His people to realize that it was the
power of God, and not their own strength, that was saving their
nation. “So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand
remained” (verse 3).

Now the odds against them were more than thirteen to one! In
what must have seemed like an absurdity to Gideon, the Lord then
said, “There are still too many men” (verse 4). Eventually God
reduced the fighting forces down to a mere three hundred men—the
famous “Gideon’s 300.” Then He said to Gideon, “With the three
hundred men ... I will save you and give the Midianites into your
hands” (verse 7).

So the weakest man in the weakest clan, the reluctant leader who
questioned God, the fear-filled one to whom the Lord said, “I will be
with you,” the man who needed several signs was now reduced to
leading a fighting force of a mere three hundred men. And finally
the Lord was ready to use him for His glory. The odds at that point
no longer mattered because victory by their own strength was
completely out of the question. Victory was impossible without
divine intervention.



What happened next flabbergasted the world, both then and now.
With a tiny force of three hundred men, Gideon’s carefully
choreographed attack threw 135,000 Midianites into panic and mass
hysteria. Those who didn’t kill each other fled the camp. It must
have looked like Saddam Hussein’s army retreating along the
infamous Highway of Death during Desert Storm.

At that point Gideon reassembled his larger army and gave
pursuit. In the ensuing battle Gideon achieved a dominating victory.
The Midianite army was completely routed but—don’t miss God’s
plan—in such an improbable way that only God could get the glory.

So why did God include the inspiring account of Gideon and the
odd circumstances of his victory in the Bible? Simply this: Our
weakness is the ideal medium for God to display His power and
presence. Gideon accomplished an incredible task, and the big idea
is that you can too.

Let’s explore this further.



Gob Is Not Limitep BY Our WEAKNESS

Weakness comes in many forms. But God is not limited by your
weakness. God wants you to know that, because He is strong, it
doesn’t matter if you are weak.

When God called me from real estate to ministry, I didn’t really
know what I was supposed to do. I was not a reluctant leader, but I
certainly was not some big prize for God. So I began to pray. The
only thing I ever sensed out of those prayers was the word Jackson.
That was my “sign.” I figured it must be Jackson, Mississippi,
because I had been there a couple of times to speak at men’s
gatherings when I was still in business.

I knew two men in Jackson fairly well—a pastor and a layman. So
I called them. They were both excited that I wanted to come and
minister in Jackson. I wondered if I was going to be the next Billy
Graham, so I proposed a plan for a citywide outreach event.

However, when I went there to meet with a planning group of
pastors and leaders, they said, “That’s great, but evangelism is not
our problem. Our problem is that half of Jackson is white, half of
Jackson is black, and we do not know each other. Our greatest need
is for racial reconciliation.”

I felt electricity. Over the previous eighteen years, Tom Skinner
and I had become best friends. Tom, an African American, was
already in ministry. I wondered if Tom would be interested in a
joint ministry venture with his Caucasian buddy. So I placed a call
to him right there in the conference room with those leaders. I
asked him if he would come to explore what we could do together
to address racial reconciliation in Jackson. He agreed. We
eventually concluded that, since God had made such a big
investment in our relationship, this was a way He could get a return
on His investment.

Our first citywide meeting in Jackson was a kickoff luncheon with
about eighty pastors and leaders in attendance. After the meeting,
one of the pastors came up to me and said, “This is very exciting



that you are here, because I'm part of a group of pastors who have
been praying for years that God would send a man to help us heal
our city. But I'm a little surprised that He sent you. In fact, you
remind me of the verse that talks about how God will use the weak
things of this world.”

I think he had the gift of discouragement. But he was right.

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not
many of you were wise by human standards; not many were
influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the
foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the
weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the
lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the
things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no
one may boast before him. (1 Corinthians 1:26-29)

God does use the weak things of this world. He takes one man
with not much to offer, but a willingness to offer it, and makes
something from that. I once heard a preacher say, “God works
through the present and willing, not the absent and able.”

Together, the pastors and leaders in Jackson, Tom, and I helped
start Mission Mississippi, a ministry of racial reconciliation. But just
as with Gideon, those afraid of racial reconciliation dropped out
until we were left with Gideon’s 300. Yet God was not limited by
our weakness. On the contrary, His power shone all the brighter
because of our weakness. I was there only for the start, but today
Mission Mississippi has chapters in over twenty cities throughout
Mississippi and has become a model for the nation. And it was born
out of Gideon-like weakness.

Is there something that God has put on your heart to do? You may
be the weakest man in the weakest clan, but if you are willing to
offer yourself, He will use you. He will be with you, He will give the
victory, and He will probably do it in such a striking way that it will
be impossible for you to say you did it yourself—as He did with me.
That is the first lesson from the life of Gideon. God is not limited by
our weakness.



In fact, God turns our weakness into strength.



STRENGTH Is FounD IN WEAKNESS

Chuck Colson went to prison for his role in the Watergate scandal.
Through that crisis, Colson became a Christian. After his release, he
founded Prison Fellowship, a profoundly successful prison ministry.
Out of all of Colson’s substantial accomplishments—special counsel
to the president of the United States, marine, attorney—isn’t it
ironic that God would choose the only thing at which he ever really
failed to become the foundation of his ministry? But that’s often
how God works.

God routinely takes our failures and weaknesses—those things
that make us vulnerable—and turns them into strengths. In other
words, you might be a strong decision maker and leader, but God is
more likely to take a moral failure and give you a ministry in that
area instead.

My wife and I are friends with two couples who experienced
profound pain and separation but who, by God’s grace, were able to
restore their marriages. Out of that brokenness, God gave them a
ministry to other hurting couples. Like attracts like, and they can
relate to the pain of broken couples because they’ve been there.

Maybe you have a son with AIDS, and because of that you have
been able to lead other young men with AIDS to Jesus Christ. Or
maybe you grew up in a home where you did not learn about
biblical manhood, so your passion, like mine, is men’s discipleship—
to see men become godly leaders, husbands, and fathers. Or maybe
you'’re a recovering alcoholic to whom God has given a burden for
other alcoholics.

God is far more likely to give you a ministry out of your weakness
than to give you a ministry out of your strength. In fact, God turns
weakness into strength—His strength. Jesus put it this way: “My
grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness” (2
Corinthians 12:9, NLT).



How, practically, does Christ’s power work best in weakness? For
that answer, there’s another point to take from Gideon.



IpEnTIFY WHAT YOU’RE DoING wiTH GoOD

When Gideon went out to meet the vast Midianite army with a mere
three hundred men, one thing was clear. He had no illusion of
success apart from a miraculous victory from God.

So what was his secret? How did he succeed? Gideon so closely
identified what he was doing with God that before his enemies
could prevail against him, they would first have to prevail against
God. Listen to what he said:

Get up! For the Lorp has given you victory over the Midianite
hordes! ...

As soon as I and those with me blow the ram’s horns, blow
your horns, too, all around the entire camp, and shout, “For the
Lorp and for Gideon!” (Judges 7:15, 18, NLT)

And what was the result? “Each man stood at his position around
the camp and watched as all the Midianites rushed around in a
panic, shouting as they ran to escape” (verse 21, NLT). God threw
them into such confusion that they started killing each other while
Gideon stood watching.

The message is clear. If you’re feeling the hot breath of imminent
defeat, you still have a card to play. Imitate Gideon. Even though he
faced such overwhelming odds, he won by declaring that the battle
was the Lord’s. Once you know what God wants you to do, so
closely identify everything you’re doing with the Lord that before
others can prevail against you, they must first prevail against God.

Always remember, it does not make any difference if you are the
weakest, most inadequate, most deeply flawed man who ever
walked the face of the planet. When God says, “I will be with you,”
that means He will show His greatness through you despite your
fears, shortcomings, and weaknesses.



Your InvITATION TO BECOME AN UNEXPECTED LEADER

Frankly, no one ever told me I could be a leader. That just wasn’t a
part of the conversations in my home or schools growing up. But
God had a different plan for my life. A Gideon plan. An unexpected
plan.

After I became a Christian, God started giving me leadership
assignments. But I always felt uncomfortable being called a leader.
In fact, I deflected all such references, even as God was giving me
more and more leadership responsibilities as a man, husband,
father, disciple maker, churchman, business owner, and citizen.

It wasn’t until I was roughly forty-five years old that I finally
became comfortable with people calling me a leader. So if you feel
you are the weakest man from the weakest clan, I can relate. And if
you still feel that way, I can tell you that your journey is far from
over.

Your transformation probably won’t happen overnight. But day by
day, year by year, God plans to turn each of us into His unexpected
leaders—men who will reclaim some small part of this world in such
a striking way that only He can get the glory.

And here’s something you don’t want to miss. Even if you never
become strong, God will still use you, because He takes great
pleasure in using the weak things of this world. That’s what makes
us so unexpected. Will you join me? If God is for us, who can be
against us?

For Reflection and Discussion

1. If applicable, what has God called you to do that you have been
reluctant or felt inadequate to pursue, and why?

2. Has anyone ever told you, “You’re a leader”? Describe the
impact that hearing, or not hearing, that statement has had on
you.



3. We concluded this chapter by saying, “God plans to turn each of
us into His unexpected leaders—men who will reclaim some
small part of this world in such a striking way that only He can
get the glory.” Has that happened yet? If not, how does the story
of Gideon give you hope that God will use you?



DAVID

THE PRINCIPLE OF CORRECTION

How Gobp Rescues MEN WHEN THEY Go AsTRAY

Suppose your son knows he shouldn’t hit his sister, but he hits her
anyway. Then, when you confront him about what he’s done, he
says, “I'm sorry.” You will forgive him, right? Of course. But is that
the end of it? Of course not.

Because you love him, you will also want to tutor his heart so that
he doesn’t repeat the misbehavior. Depending on what you think
your son needs, you will correct and restore him with enough
severity so that it’s not likely to happen again.

As men, our offenses are more complex and the stakes are higher,
but our Father’s objective is the same. It’s to do whatever it takes to
correct and restore us to a life of obedience when we go astray.

What we’re about to see is that God’s discipline is a good thing—
even when it’s severe—because that’s how He “forces” us back to
Him. Yes, God really does use correction to force us back to Himself.
The principle for this chapter is,

God makes men by doing whatever it takes to correct
and restore us when we go astray.



Nowhere is this principle more vividly illustrated than in the life
of King David, whom God called “a man after my own heart” (Acts
13:22).

In the life of David we see how much good a man can do as an
image of God, yet we also see how much bad that same man can do
as a product of the Fall.

David’s stunning defeat of Goliath as a teenager thrust him into
the public spotlight. He became a national hero, a great general, and
eventually the king of Israel. God gave him spectacular success in
everything because he had a good heart. Unfortunately, that success
went to his head and got the better of him. Here’s how it happened.



From HERO TO ZERO

The Bible says, “In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war,
David sent Joab ... But David remained in Jerusalem” (2 Samuel 11:1).
Here’s a great problem: If you are where you shouldn’t be, you will
be tempted to do what you shouldn’t do.

One evening David was walking around on the roof of his palace
—a place where he shouldn’t have been. He should have been
leading his army in battle. In the golden hues of dusk, he saw a
beautiful woman bathing and, instead of turning away, let his eyes
linger.

Can a man look at a beautiful woman and not lust? The answer is
yes—but not for very long!

Unfortunately for David, he had too much time on his hands.
Overcome by this woman’s beauty, he had her brought to him, they
slept together, and she became pregnant.

Bathsheba was the wife of Uriah, one of David’s mighty men who
had gone to war with Joab. Today that would be equivalent to a
boss sending a senior employee on a long business trip and then
seducing his wife in his absence and getting her pregnant. Sure, it
takes two to commit adultery, but aren’t we men supposed to be
leaders?

To cover his tracks, David arranged to have Bathsheba’s husband,
Uriah, killed during a fierce battle. After Bathsheba completed the
mourning period for her husband, David took her as his wife.



UNCOVERING THE COVER-UP

But God was not happy about what He’d seen David do. There are
no “secret sins.” Hebrews 4:13 says, “Nothing in all creation is
hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare
before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.” Proverbs
5:21 tells us, “A man’s ways are in full view of the Lorp.”

Just when David thought the whole situation had blown over and
he’d gotten away with it, God sent the prophet Nathan to confront
him. Nathan told a parable that made David burn with anger against
a rich man who stole from a poor man. Although this next passage is
lengthy, be sure to read it through carefully to take in the gravity of
it all.

Then Nathan said to David, “You are [the rich man who abused
his power]! This is what the Lorp, the God of Israel, says: ‘I
anointed you king over Israel, and I delivered you from the
hand of Saul. I gave your master’s house to you, and your
master’s wives into your arms. I gave you the house of Israel
and Judah. And if all this had been too little, I would have
given you even more. Why did you despise the word of the
LorDp by doing what is evil in his eyes? You struck down Uriah
the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own.
You killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. Now,
therefore, the sword will never depart from your house,
because you despised me and took the wife of Uriah the Hittite
to be your own.’

“This is what the Lorp says: ‘Out of your own household I am
going to bring calamity upon you. Before your very eyes I will
take your wives and give them to one who is close to you, and
he will lie with your wives in broad daylight. You did it in
secret, but I will do this thing in broad daylight before all
Israel.” ” (2 Samuel 12:7-12)



Do you think God was angry? Look more closely at what the Holy
Spirit said through Nathan.

« “Everything you have—respect, honor, power, prosperity—I
gave you.”

« “If you wanted more, I would have given it to you.”
* “Why did you despise the word of the Lord by doing evil?”
* “As a result, the sword will never depart from your house.”

* “Your wives will be given to another man who will disgrace
them and you.”

There’s no way around it: God was livid.
Angrily confronted with his sin, David repented:

David said to Nathan, “I have sinned against the Lorp.”

Nathan replied, “The Lorp has taken away your sin. You are
not going to die. But because by doing this you have made the
enemies of the LorD show utter contempt, the son born to you
will die.” (verses 13-14)

There’s a lot happening in the Nathan verses, but the main
principle is that God orchestrated an intervention to confront,
rescue, and restore David. David responded in repentance, and his
sins were forgiven.

Forgiveness doesn’t mean, however, that there won’t be
consequences.



A MoMmEeNT OF PLEASURE, BUT AT WHAT PRICE?

David paid a huge price for his moment of sexual pleasure and the
murderous cover-up that followed. As Nathan predicted:

« His son conceived in adultery did die.
» Another son, Amnon, raped David’s daughter Tamar.
* His son Absalom murdered Amnon.

« Later Absalom conspired to overthrow David. He pitched a tent
on the roof of his father’s palace and slept with his father’s
concubines.

« Absalom was killed by David’s general.

* His son Adonijah led a second conspiracy to take the crown
away from David.

« His son Solomon had Adonijah killed for treachery.

Four sons died, two sons conspired against him, and his precious
daughter was raped. The tragedies and heartaches suffered by
David’s family are not unlike those of our Kennedys.

David really was a man after God’s own heart. Yet one lusty
decision set off a chain reaction that tainted a lifetime of good.
Here’s how the Bible summarizes his life:

David had done what was right in the eyes of the Lorp and had
not failed to keep any of the Lorp’s commands all the days of
his life—except in the case of Uriah the Hittite. (1 Kings 15:5)

He will always have an asterisk after his name indicating the blot
on his character.

Why did God preserve not only a written record of all the good
David did but also this exposé of his terrible sin and its fallout? He
did it for us.



DEspITE YOUR AsTERISK, YOU CAN BE FORGIVEN

God wants us to see that if He would forgive David even after
adultery and murder, then no one is outside the circle of His mercy
and forgiveness. Let’s be honest. We all have asterisks by our names
for something. Through this story, God wants you to know that, no
matter what you’ve done, it doesn’t have to be the end of you. You
are never beyond the reach of His gospel. The Holy Spirit speaking
through the prophet Isaiah said it best:

We all, like sheep, have gone astray,
each of us has turned to his own way;
and the Lorp has laid on him

the iniquity of us all. (Isaiah 53:6)

The penalty for all our sins—past, present, and future—has
already been laid on Christ and paid in full. The gospel of Jesus
means that no matter what you’ve done, you can be forgiven.

You may think that because you have failed to manage your
household well, have caused your children to wander from the faith,
battle an ongoing struggle to love your wife like Christ, have made
success an idol, or have committed some truly terrible sin, you’ve
disqualified yourself from grace and are beyond God’s reach. That’s
simply not true. No matter what you’ve done, you can be forgiven if
you will repent of your sins.



You CAN NEevVER FALL So FAR TuAT Gop CaN’T REacH You

God has an altogether different way of thinking about those
inevitable times when we, like sheep, go astray. The idea is simple:
God will do whatever it takes to get you back. No one who has
believed in Christ can ever fall so far that the hand of God will not
rescue and restore him. Jesus put it this way:

All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever
comes to me I will never drive away.... And this is the will of
him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given
me, but raise them up at the last day. (John 6:37, 39)

Theologians call this concept “the perseverance of the saints.” Or
sometimes “eternal security.” It’s the doctrine some of us refer to as
“once saved, always saved.” The Westminster Confession of Faith
explains the details of perseverance like this:

1. “They whom God hath accepted in his Beloved, effectually
called and sanctified by his Spirit, can neither totally nor finally
fall away from the state of grace; but shall certainly persevere
therein to the end, and be eternally saved.”

2. “This perseverance of the saints depends, not upon their own
free-will, but upon the immutability of the decree of election,
flowing from the free and unchangeable love of God the Father;
upon the efficacy of the merit and intercession of Jesus Christ;
the abiding of the Spirit and of the seed of God within them:;
and the nature of the covenant of grace; from all which ariseth
also the certainty and infallibility thereof.”

That doesn’t mean we’re immune from falling into sin. Nor does it
mean we’ll get a pass on paying a David-like penalty for those sins.
The confession goes on:

3. “Nevertheless they may, through the temptations of Satan and
of the world, the prevalency of corruption remaining in them,



and the neglect of the means of their preservation, fall into
grievous sins; and for a time continue therein: whereby they
incur God’s displeasure, and grieve his Holy Spirit; come to be
deprived of some measure of their graces and comforts; have
their hearts hardened, and their consciences wounded; hurt and
scandalize others; and bring temporal judgments upon
themselves.”1

For example, Lucas received Jesus in high school, but he never
grew in his new faith and his heart became hard. If he wasn’t
working, he was on the golf course, which meant he neglected his
wife and children. It was a small, shallow life. He became
increasingly miserable and made it a point to make life equally
miserable for his wife and especially his oldest son. One day he
woke up and it was fifteen years later. He realized his wife couldn’t
stand him and his son was convinced his dad didn’t like him.

Lucas said, “I realized there was something wrong with my
family. I realized it was me.” But God loved Lucas too much to let
him destroy himself. God brought Lucas to his senses (in Bible
Time), and he came back to his first love, Jesus. Why did he come
back? Certainly not because of anything he initiated. Instead, God
made his life so miserable that he had nowhere else to turn.

That’s how Lucas got an asterisk next to his name.

It’s the same for you. Because He loves you so much, He will not
let you destroy yourself. But that doesn’t mean you won’t have to
suffer the consequences.



FoRrRGIVENESS AND CONSEQUENCES ToDAY

When 1 first went into real estate development, I vowed to never
personally guarantee a business deal. I would borrow on properties
only if the lender agreed to let the property be the sole collateral for
the debt. I understood this to be a biblical principle.

Do not be a man who strikes hands in pledge
or puts up security for debts;
if you lack the means to pay,
your very bed will be snatched from under you.
(Proverbs 22:26-27)

As a result, a lot of really good deals slipped through my fingers.
And then one day I was offered a real estate deal that was almost
too good to be true. But the deal would work only if I would
personally guarantee the debt, which meant that in addition to
putting up the building as collateral I would also have to pledge
every other asset I owned to guarantee repayment of the debt.

After praying about it, I didn’t feel comfortable about going
forward. But as I said, the deal was almost too good to be true—it
was incredibly tempting. So, like a sheep that wanted to be led
astray, I pledged everything I owned to repay the mortgage.

And do you know what? I got away with it—that time. Yet with
one stupid decision, I started down the slippery slope of personally
guaranteeing other real estate and business loans on a regular basis.
Over the next seven years, I amassed an unconscionable amount of
business debt, all of it personally guaranteed. And I never once
asked my wife what she thought about it.

I went on a debt bender for seven years. To be honest, in the bull
market we were in, debt was fun. Leverage let me pretend to have a
bigger business than I really owned.



Then the real estate market collapsed, and in six short months
real estate values plummeted 50 percent. The problem was that I
had borrowed 75 percent of the higher values. All of my properties
were underwater financially—way under. It was fun while it lasted,
but the hangover was brutal. I was facing insolvency.

I remember going home for lunch one day. No one was there. As I
leaned against the kitchen sink and looked through the window into
the sunny backyard, I said out loud, “I am so weary. I just don’t
know how I can go on for one more day.”

But the spiritual toll was even greater. God decided to humble me
because I wasn’t strong enough to humble myself. When a man gets
too big for his britches, the solution is not bigger britches. I was
confronted with my sins. It was like Nathan had come back from the
grave. Like David, I repented, but there were consequences.

God severely disciplined me for my pride, for making success into
an idol, for trying to reinvent God in my imagination as a deity I
could control and manipulate to get what I wanted, and for
disobeying His Word.

Every day for the next seven years, I woke up fighting to stay
solvent. It took seven years to amass an enormous debt. And in a
kind of poetic, moral symmetry, it eventually took another seven
years to get out of it.

By God’s grace and with lots of hard work, I did remain solvent.
But those seven years were about the most painful thing I've ever
experienced. When we stray, we pay.

Because He loves me so much, God wouldn’t let me destroy
myself. If it had been up to me, I'm pretty sure I would have
continued to cover up my sins and soldier on. Instead, He
sovereignly orchestrated an intervention to rescue, correct, and
restore. In a word, God “forced” me back into a right relationship
with Him.

Now I, too, will always have an asterisk after my name.



It Is Goobp To BE AFFLICTED

Terrence, a friend of mine from our Bible study, had a business
partner who committed fraud. The state prosecutor assumed
Terrence was guilty by association and went after him with a
vengeance. Many of us prayed for and encouraged him during a
drawn-out, four-year pretrial roller coaster.

The battle to clear his name eventually cleaned Terrence out
financially. The stress became too much. In the end he pleaded “no
contest,” accepting five years of probation rather than face a lengthy
court fight he couldn’t afford. Now Terrence has an asterisk by his
name too.

It was a tough price to pay. But it was also necessary. The
firestorm made him sensitive to the fact that he had been cutting
too many corners. Although he wasn’t guilty of the crime he was
accused of, he was guilty of other sins, such as pride, greed, and
idolatry. He had taken charge of his own life. He wasn’t living an
obedient, holy, Christ-centered life. Once the legal uncertainty was
behind him, Terrence told me something I'll never forget. He said,
“It was what I needed. I needed to be broken.”

That’s the same conclusion David came to. By the time his
nightmare was over, David realized how good it was that God loved
him enough to spank him. He, or someone just like him, said,

« “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word”
(Psalm 119:67).

« “It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your
decrees” (verse 71).

« “In faithfulness you have afflicted me” (verse 75).

David learned obedience by being disciplined. Obedience to Christ
is the trademark of a biblical Christian. If we will not obey His
Word, then God will graciously discipline us until we do. His
discipline forces us to seek the God that success makes us think we
don’t need.



Our earthly fathers disciplined us for a few years, doing the
best they knew how. But God’s discipline is always good for us,
so that we might share in his holiness. No discipline is
enjoyable while it is happening—it’s painful! But afterward
there will be a peaceful harvest of right living for those who
are trained in this way. (Hebrews 12:10-11, NLT)

The inexplicable peace and joy that follow God’s loving discipline
so far exceed the pinnacle moments of a secular life that it is
impossible to explain to anyone who hasn’t experienced it for
himself. Thank God that He gives us what we need, not what we
want!

If you have gone astray, or when you do, what can you expect
God to do?



STEPS TO RESTORATION

God has a process of correction and restoration that starts the
moment we go astray. The Bible says the Holy Spirit is grieved
when we sin (see Ephesians 4:30). The work of restoration is the
work of the Holy Spirit. He is the one who convicts us of our sin—
which is the first step to restoration. Jesus said,

It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the
Counselor [the Holy Spirit] will not come to you; but if I go, I
will send him to you. When he comes, he will convict the
world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment:
in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me. (John 16:7-
9)

Because of Bible Time, the conviction of sin can happen quickly
or it can take a long time. For David, we know God sent Nathan
before the birth of the son who died, so less than nine months had
passed from the adultery. In the case of Lucas, it took fifteen years. I
held out for a dozen years, but Terrence saw the error of his ways in
less than four years.

God may send a friend who speaks into your life. Or He may
orchestrate your circumstances so that you are miserable. You may
hear directly from the Holy Spirit. However God sets the principle of
correction into motion, it will always include His Word—even if it’s
just a few words repeated by a stranger.

The word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-
edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit,
joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the
heart. (Hebrews 4:12)

The second step to restoration is repentance. Seeds of regret are
sown in our hearts. Once our hearts have been truly pierced by



godly sorrow, we cry out to God for forgiveness. Second Corinthians
7:8-10 describes how it works:

Even if I caused you sorrow by my letter, I do not regret it.
Though I did regret it—I see that my letter hurt you, but only
for a little while—yet now I am happy, not because you were
made sorry, but because your sorrow led you to repentance.
For you became sorrowful as God intended and so were not
harmed in any way by us. Godly sorrow brings repentance that
leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow
brings death.

Are you there? If so, you can repent with any words you want. If
you're looking for some guidance, you can use the prayer of
repentance David offered in response to Nathan, found in Psalm 51.
Here are a few of the key verses:

Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your unfailing love;
according to your great compassion
blot out my transgressions.

Wash away all my iniquity
and cleanse me from my sin.

For I know my transgressions,
and my sin is always before me....

Create in me a pure heart, O God,

and renew a steadfast spirit within me.
Do not cast me from your presence

or take your Holy Spirit from me....

You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it;
you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.



The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit;
a broken and contrite heart,
O God, you will not despise. (verses 1-3, 10-11, 16-17)

If you have prayed with godly sorrow, then you are forgiven.
Nothing else is required.

However, the third step toward restoration is consequences.
Sometimes the marriage cannot be reconciled after an affair.
Sometimes the debts can’t be paid off and you have to go through
bankruptcy. Sometimes your uncontrollable temper will cost you
your job. Sometimes your pride will taint your reputation. And if
you have taken something that doesn’t belong to you, you should
make restitution as soon as possible.

The final step in restoration is to guard your heart as you go
forward. Whenever I talk about David, men resonate deeply with
the idea of being “a man after God’s own heart.” They want what
David had. And if they already have their asterisk, they want it even
more.

Proverbs 4:23 says, “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the
wellspring of life.” How can we guard our hearts “above all else”?
The best way to guard your heart is to become a man of the Word—
read it, memorize it, quote it, live it. The Word of God has unique
spiritual power not only to rebuke and correct us but also to teach
and train us. Paul put it to Timothy like this:

From infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are
able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ
Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching,
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the
man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
(2 Timothy 3:15-17)

Another way to guard your heart is to be the same man in private
that you are in public. It’s the idea of living “one life, one way.”

Once I scheduled one of our IT men to work on my computer,
even though I knew I needed to leave for a few hours while he was



there.

I don’t know about your computer, but mine is the history of me.
All of my correspondence is on there, all of my Internet history, all
of my writing, all of my private journals, my most inner thoughts,
everything I have ever written just for my own eyes, the letters I've
written and not sent when I was just trying to get something off my
chest—it’s all on there.

Because I've been practicing “one life, one way” for decades, I
was able to walk away from my computer with zero concern about
what that man might find. Now, hopefully he has enough integrity
not to go snooping around in my private files, but if he did, it’s
okay, because I have nothing to hide.

One reason I am so careful to guard my heart is that I've
cultivated an extreme sense of the immediate presence of Christ. I'm
not saying I don’t sin—I sin every day. But when I’'m in a room by
myself, I don’t really think about being in a room by myself. I think
of being in a room with Jesus.

But we cannot guard our hearts alone. I can’t help but wonder
how David’s life might have turned out differently if he had been
part of a small group of men who were doing life together, praying
for each other, and holding each other accountable. Why didn’t
Joab call David out on his dumb decision? It’s dangerous not to
have a friend who will say, “Are you crazy? You can’t do that.”
That’s why we need some brothers to keep us from going astray.

But when we do go astray, isn’t it good to know that God will do
whatever it takes to correct and restore us to a life of obedience?

For Reflection and Discussion

1. How has God corrected and restored you from a sin that would
have destroyed you?

2. Why did David say it was good for him to be afflicted in Psalm
119:67, 71, and 75?

3. Of course, it would be better not to sin. But God has given us
David as an example of the lengths to which He will go to



correct and restore us to obedience when we do sin. What have
you learned or been reminded of that you really needed to hear?



SOLOMON

THE PRINCIPLE OF SUCCESS THAT MATTERS

How Gobp Suows MEN THE TRUE PATH TO HAPPINESS

One day when I was a young businessman, I came home driving a
recently acquired luxury car to a lovely home and a beautiful wife.
If you had seen me that day, you would have thought, That guy has
everything going his way.

I pulled into the garage, put the door down, and began to kick the
wall with the bottom of my foot. I kicked until I could kick no more.
I was just so frustrated. How could I have everything I had ever
wanted and be so miserable?

I had been so sure that money would solve my problems and that
success would make me happy. I was meeting all my goals. (At the
time I thought it was because I was so smart. In hindsight I realize it
was because of a good economy.) But the more I achieved, the
deeper I sank into despair. Sometimes I think the poor have at least
one advantage over the affluent—they can still cling to the illusion
that money will make them happy! But I had found a type of success
that didn’t really matter. It was empty.

As someone who works with men as my vocation, I find
surprisingly few men—Christian or otherwise—who are genuinely
content with who they are and what they do. I have several
theories, but they all point back to a man’s thinking he can have the
best of both worlds—the best of a Christian worldview and the best



of what the world has to offer. This error is so much more prevalent
than you may first think and, as you will see, is nothing new.

How about you? In spite of all your blessings, do you also have a
sense that something is missing? Do you also find meaning elusive?
If so, I've got some good news for you. Things are about to change.
It’s going to get so much better. That’s because God’s plan is to use
that sense of frustration as a tool to chisel you into the man He
wants you to be. You're about to learn the principle of a success that
really matters:

God makes men by making it impossible for us to find
lasting happiness in any pursuit apart from Him.

Of course, down through history men and women have missed
God’s cue—badly and repeatedly, often for decades—before He
finally gets their attention. The plot line looks something like this:
they pursue happiness according to their own best wisdom, they
don’t attain happiness, they kick the wall until they can kick no
more—but then they don’t change course. They just keep doing
what didn’t work, hoping for different results. And they settle for
less, trying to dull their disappointment and frustration with
substances or activities that help numb the pain.

What a waste! Thankfully, the Bible offers the ideal mentor for
understanding how this principle works: King Solomon, a son of
David and Bathsheba. As far as we can tell, Solomon never stopped
trying to do it his way ... but at least he took excellent notes.

You know Solomon. He’s the guy who accumulated more wisdom,
wealth, and fame than perhaps any man in history. Today the
leaders of NATO, the United Nations, and the G8 nations would all
come to seek his counsel. He was richer than Carlos Slim, Warren
Buffett, and Bill Gates put together. No man was ever more blessed
by God than Solomon.



But then he lost his way.

Solomon pursued every possible avenue to find meaning apart
from God. He ended up hating his life.

God doesn’t want that to happen to you. In this chapter we’ll look
at Solomon’s experiences for insights into how God wants to lead us
into holiness and make us more like Jesus.



A MAN witH UNLIMITED POTENTIAL

Early in his kingly career, Solomon had a rare experience with God.
He’d gone on a spiritual pilgrimage to Gibeon, where the Lord
appeared to him during the night in a dream. God said to him, “Ask
for whatever you want me to give you” (1 Kings 3:5).

Solomon humbled himself and said to the Lord, “Give your
servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish
between right and wrong. For who is able to govern this great
people of yours?” (verse 9). The Lord was pleased with his response
and said to Solomon,

Since you have asked for this and not for long life or wealth for
yourself, nor have asked for the death of your enemies but for
discernment in administering justice, I will do what you have
asked. I will give you a wise and discerning heart, so that there
will never have been anyone like you, nor will there ever be.
Moreover, I will give you what you have not asked for—both
riches and honor—so that in your lifetime you will have no
equal among kings. And if you walk in my ways and obey my
statutes and commands as David your father did, I will give
you a long life. (verses 11-14)

And that’s exactly what happened. Along with knowing how to
dispense justice in his kingdom, Solomon acquired unparalleled
amounts of money, power, and fame. He built the temple of God for
which his father, David, had assembled the materials. The
architectural design was stupendous. That great edifice would be
worth billions of dollars today. There was no building like it in the
whole world.

But that was just the beginning of what Solomon would
accomplish. He was curious, tireless, multitalented. In fact, Solomon
was the original Renaissance man. He wrote the books of Proverbs,
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs. His poems, proverbs, and prose still



rate among the greatest literary achievements of all time. He was
the Pulitzer Prize winner and the poet laureate of his day.

He also loved to study plant and animal life—he was a botanist
and zoologist. He was a shipping magnate who built a vast fleet of
merchant ships. He was a collector of beautiful Egyptian horses. He
was the leading patron of the arts for his kingdom. There seemed to
be hardly any area of human endeavor that didn’t interest him.

He was a teacher too. People came from nations near and far so
they could learn and gain from his wisdom. When the queen of
Sheba saw that he could answer any of her questions, and when she
saw the splendor and majesty of his kingdom, she said, “I had heard
about you, but I couldn’t believe it until I saw it with my own eyes.
Now that I've seen it, I realize they didn’t even tell me half of the
story, so vast is your wisdom and wealth!” (see 1 Kings 10:6-7).

Solomon was the greatest man of his era. But along the way,
something went terribly wrong. He lost his desire to put God first.
He began, instead, to look to his own accomplishments, power,
wealth, and pleasures for meaning.

And it wasn’t working.



THE SORROWS OF SOLOMON

Solomon began the book of Ecclesiastes by writing,

“Meaningless! Meaningless!”
says the Teacher.
“Utterly meaningless!
Everything is meaningless.” (Ecclesiastes 1:2)

Even though God had blessed him with everything a man could
ever want, he wasn’t happy. Despite all that money, all that power,
and all that wisdom, Solomon struggled for decades to find a sense
of meaning and purpose. He always carried around the feeling that
his life was futile. He was riddled with angst.

Most of us know how he felt, don’t we? Though we may not live
our lives on a scale remotely matching Solomon’s, we’ve been where
he was, spiritually and emotionally speaking. And so we each owe a
debt to Solomon, because he dedicated his life to solving this
problem of life’s apparent meaninglessness. He wanted to know how
a man could have everything he wanted and still not be happy. He
said, “I wanted to see what was worthwhile for men to do under
heaven during the few days of their lives” (Ecclesiastes 2:3).

What was his strategy? Solomon decided that he would explore
every possible earthly avenue to find meaning apart from God. “I
devoted myself to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done
under heaven,” he reported (Ecclesiastes 1:13). He tried wisdom,
knowledge, the arts, literature, science, commerce, horticulture,
exploration, folly, wine, wealth, sex, power, prestige, great projects,
building a reputation, and throwing himself into his work. Yet
nothing satisfied him.

Here are a few of Solomon’s exploits in his own words:



I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and planted
vineyards. I made gardens and parks and planted all kinds of
fruit trees in them. I made reservoirs to water groves of
flourishing trees. I bought male and female slaves and had
other slaves who were born in my house. I also owned more
herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. I
amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings
and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a
harem as well—the delights of the heart of man. I became
greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. In all this
my wisdom stayed with me.

I denied myself nothing my eyes desired;
I refused my heart no pleasure.
My heart took delight in all my work,
and this was the reward for all my labor.
Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done
and what I had toiled to achieve,
everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind;
nothing was gained under the sun. (Ecclesiastes 2:4-11)

And what did he conclude from all this? “I hated life,” he said,
“because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me.
All of it is meaningless, a chasing after the wind” (verse 17).

Solomon no doubt assumed he would find what he was looking
for in these earthly avenues of success. But he did not.

I’'ve been there. You've been there too. Solomon’s story is our
story. God put this story in the Bible to teach us how to find—and
not find—meaning.

Solomon’s mistake was to pursue meaning apart from God. The
message for us is clear. Apart from God, life has no meaning. Apart
from God, life has no enduring happiness. Apart from God, we get
only the shadow of the thing we want. Solomon chased the shadow;
he didn’t chase the real thing.



That’s why I say we all owe Solomon a debt of gratitude. He
found and teased out every possible way in the world to not find
meaning. And God, in His grace, preserved this grand story so that
you and I could be spared the sorrows of Solomon.



Tue REsEArRcH REsuLTS

The book of Ecclesiastes reads like a case study for a PhD
dissertation. It has all the elements: the purpose of the study, the
problem, the research question, findings, conclusions, a summary,
and recommendations. Let’s look at one of Solomon’s main findings
and conclusions:

[God] has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set
eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God
has done from beginning to end. I know that there is nothing
better for men than to be happy and do good while they live.
That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all
his toil—this is the gift of God. I know that everything God
does will endure forever; nothing can be added to it and
nothing taken from it. God does it so that men will revere him.
(Ecclesiastes 3:11-14)

And there it is. God will not force you to revere Him, but He will
make it impossible for you to be happy unless you do. God made it
impossible for you to find meaning in any earthly pursuit apart from
Him, because if you could, you would. And then you wouldn’t
revere Him.

Solomon has demolished the possibility of anybody ever credibly
arguing that you can find meaning in life apart from God. It cannot
be done. And yet half of us will put down this book and spend the
rest of the day chasing an idol we think will make us happy.

Maybe it’s a level of career success that is your idol. You might
think, If I could just pull this big deal off, that would do it for me. Or
you might think, If I could just get that beautiful woman to love me, I
would be happy forever. Or, If I could live on the beach that I see on my
computer background ... or write that novel ... or get my master’s
degree ... or retire early ... or get the lead in the play ... or buy a new
sports car ... or ... or ... Whatever worldly pursuit you’re putting



your hope in to give your life meaning and happiness, Solomon has
already proved that it won’t.

And besides, it’s not really the beach scene on a computer
background that we want. What we really want is the idea of how
we think that beach (or big deal or woman or achievement) would
make us feel. That’s the deception of an idol. Let’s face it. If you
were actually at that beach, you’d be hot, sticky, sandy, covered
with mosquito bites, sunburned, and longing for Internet service.

So how did Solomon get off track? And what can we learn from
him to help us not make those same mistakes?



How WE Get OrrF TrRACK

After 1 Kings 1-10 recounts Solomon’s brilliant career, chapter 11
starts out with these telling words: “King Solomon, however.” You
know it is not going to be good when there is a “however.” And
guess what? It’s not.

King Solomon, however, loved many foreign women.... They
were from nations about which the Lorp had told the Israelites,
“You must not intermarry with them, because they will surely
turn your hearts after their gods.” Nevertheless, Solomon held
fast to them in love. (1 Kings 11:1-2)

Solomon loved the ladies. He married a bunch of them. Actually,
he had seven hundred wives and three hundred mistresses! Today
we’d call him a sex addict. He chose the carnal pleasures of this
world over the commands of God. The results were devastating.

As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other
gods, and his heart was not fully devoted to the Lorp his God,
as the heart of David his father had been. He followed
Ashtoreth the goddess of the Sidonians, and Molech the
detestable god of the Ammonites. So Solomon did evil in the
eyes of the Lorp; he did not follow the Lorp completely, as
David his father had done. (verses 4-6)

I find it absolutely fascinating that the two issues that led to
Solomon’s downfall are as prevalent and relevant today as they were
back then. These are by no means the only ways men get off track
today, but they are very common. Let’s take each of these two in
turn and see why it’s impossible for them to make a man happy.

Sex



You may be thinking, Solomon was this rich guy who had sex with a
thousand women. How is that relevant to me?

Actually, his story is very relevant because of what Jesus said
about adultery. Do you remember? He said if you even look at a
woman lustfully you have already committed adultery with her in
your heart (see Matthew 5:28). But how many of us have looked
lustfully at a thousand women?

Let’s do the math. Have you lusted once a month, once a week, or
once a day? How about twice a day? Or several times a day? If you
lusted just once a day for three years, that will get you to one
thousand women—neck and neck with Solomon.

So let’s keep it real. Don’t think it could never happen to you,
because it already has. When it comes to sexual immorality, we are
no different from Solomon in the eyes of Jesus.

One morning at our Bible study I decided to teach on 1
Corinthians 6:18, which says, “Flee from sexual immorality.” As I
pulled out of my garage and started driving through my
neighborhood to teach it, I saw a woman walking her dog. She was
wearing short shorts and a tank top. I thought she was very
beautiful, and admiring beauty is normal ... but not if it leads to
lust. Then I thought, It’s a good thing I’'m in the car. I can flee!

Thankfully, it was only a temptation. But that’s the point—
temptations are so tempting.

Why flee from sexual immorality? All other sins are outside our
bodies, but sexual sin is against our own bodies. “Do you not know
that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom
you have received from God? You are not your own; you were
bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body” (verses 19—
20).

But Solomon didn’t flee.

Too often we don’t flee either.

Sexual immorality—or any of the many other sins that we can
easily fall into, such as pride, cheating on taxes, gossip, or wanting
to “be a somebody”—takes our affections away from God and puts
them onto selfish, sinful pursuits. We think we’re headed toward
happiness, and in fact we might temporarily get to enjoy pleasures



—Solomon did. But it will never last. It will always end in futility
and frustration. That’s God’s order of things.
But that’s only part of the problem.

Wanting the Best of Both Worlds

Solomon’s sex addiction wasn’t the only thing that kept him from
lasting happiness. The deeper problem was that “his wives turned
his heart after other gods” (1 Kings 11:4).

The reason God didn’t want Solomon—or us—to marry non-
believers is the problem of being unequally yoked. What man
doesn’t want to please his wife and make her happy? But Solomon
took wives who worshiped other gods. And instead of having them
go to his temple, he started going to theirs.

Solomon tried to have his cake and eat it too. He tried to keep
everyone happy by blending faith in the one true God with the
different belief systems of the pagan nations with which he had
intermarried. Short version of the results? His wives turned his heart
away from God and toward idols.

There is a technical word for this: syncretism. It means blending
different religious or belief systems together. And this, of course,
dilutes and distorts the truth of God. That is exactly what happened
in Solomon’s life. And that’s exactly what happened to me too.

Once I realized that money wouldn’t solve my problems and that
success wouldn’t make me happy, I became a Christian. But in many
ways I only added Jesus to my life without subtracting my
materialism. Like Solomon, I wanted the best of both worlds—the
peace of God and the spoils of worldly ambition.

In business we have an axiom that states, “Your system is
perfectly designed to produce the results you are getting.” It works
for our belief systems too. In other words, we each have a belief
system that is perfectly designed to produce the results we are
getting.

Solomon got off track because he had a systems problem. He had
a belief system that was perfectly designed to produce a sense of
meaninglessness. Somewhere along the line, he stopped putting God



first over everything else. He didn’t “seek first his kingdom and his
righteousness” (Matthew 6:33). His “other gods” became a
temptation and a trap. He pursued a success that didn’t matter
because it couldn’t matter.

That’s because God has a system too. A system perfectly designed
to produce an abundant life. But in God’s system, no one can have
the best of both worlds. Jesus put it like this:

No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and
love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the
other. You cannot serve both God and Money. (Matthew 6:24)

That’s the kind of strict limitation God’s system has put on all
earthly pursuits apart from Him. So beware of syncretism. Don’t try
to have your cake and eat it too. Don’t try to have the best of both
worlds. If you are a follower of Jesus, do not intermarry your faith
in Him with competing, nonbiblical beliefs that are current in the
culture, such as same-sex marriage. You cannot get where you want
to go, and where God wants you to be, if your heart is divided
between Christ and any other gods.

Are you beginning to see how our best efforts to find meaning and
happiness can actually take us away from the only path that can
deliver those outcomes?

If you would say, “Yep, Pat, I do see, and I think I've gotten as lost
as Solomon,” be encouraged. God’s path is still true. He created you
for a purpose, with fulfillment and plenty of happiness along the
way. And He is ready to reconstruct your life.



THE CONCLUSION OF THE MATTER

A Christian friend of mine has had trouble making peace with the
fact that worldly success has eluded him his entire life. He called
recently to say that for six months he has been on a potent
antidepressant to counteract the deep sadness he was feeling.

Here’s what’s ironic. He is as depressed that he didn’t achieve
worldly success as I was depressed when I did. Two opposite
circumstantial results; same depressive outcome. How does that
happen?

Don’t get me wrong. There is no sin in worldly success—whether
it’s business success or something else—per se. But because worldly
success is such a seductive idol, God in His wisdom has made it
impossible for worldly success alone to satisfy.

When we make anything into an idol, God will deal with us in
one of three ways:

 He will withhold the thing we think we can’t live without.
 He will remove the thing we think we can’t live without.
« Or He will give us so much of it that we gag on it.

I’'ve experienced all three, and possibly you have too.

Here’s the core human problem. If you or I could find satisfaction
in any worldly success apart from God, we would. So to protect us
from our own sinful natures, God in His grace frustrates our
ambitions when they would destroy us. And it’s not really worldly
success we want anyway, but rather we want the security,
contentment, peace, and joy we think it will give us. By giving—or
not giving—us worldly success, our jealous God is teaching us to be
satisfied in Him alone. We should enjoy nice things if and when we
can, but He is our security, contentment, peace, and joy.

Are you off track? Or headed that way?

Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Solomon wrote
Ecclesiastes so we would see what happened to him, how he blew it,
and how we can be equipped to not make the same mistakes.



I think it’s highly probable that God put the example of Solomon’s
matchless wealth, power, and wisdom in His Word so none of us can
ever say, “If I just had enough money, power, and wisdom, then I
would be happy.”

After a life devoted to discovering what is worthwhile for men to
do, and after finding that apart from God life has no meaning,
Solomon concluded Ecclesiastes with this sobering advice:

Here is the conclusion of the matter:
Fear God and keep his commandments,
for this is the whole duty of man.
For God will bring every deed into judgment,
including every hidden thing,
whether it is good or evil. (12:13-14)

Fear (or revere) God and keep His commandments.] Most of us
already know this truth. The most difficult lessons to learn,
however, are usually the ones we already know.

It is impossible for you and me to find happiness—real happiness,
lasting happiness—in any pursuit apart from God. That’s what
Solomon figured out the hard way so that we wouldn’t have to.

For Reflection and Discussion

1. What was Solomon’s quest, and how did he get off track?

2. The principle for this chapter is that God makes men by making it
impossible for us to find lasting happiness in any pursuit apart from
Him. Where have you been looking for happiness apart from
God? Where are you trying to have the best of both worlds?

3. What did you find out from Solomon that you needed to know?
How can his conclusions keep you on track or get you back on
track? Where do you think you will be in ten years if you don’t
make a course correction? What do you want to do?



NEHEMIAH

THE PRINCIPLE OF A PASSIONATE CALLING

How Gob CaLLs MEN TO ACTION

When I was a young man with raging emotions and no direction, I
didn’t have a clue what manhood was all about. Then some men
took me under their wings to disciple and mentor me on what it
looks like to be a godly man, husband, and father. Because of them,
my life has turned out so much better than I could have ever
imagined. Those early lessons prepared me for the twists and turns
life would bring my way.

The lessons in Christian manhood that my dad received were very
different. No men came alongside him when he was a young
husband and father. He was left on his own to do the best he could.
Without the guidance of mature Christian men, my dad was ill
prepared for what would be required of him. Even though my dad
was a Christian, he experienced a very different outcome from his
life than I’'ve been getting from mine. Because my dad was cheated
out of the life he wanted—and because I know why he was—God
has given me a passionate calling to help men become disciples of
our Lord and Savior Jesus.

Men’s discipleship is the deeply felt need that really stirs me, grips
me, and gets me out of bed. It breaks my heart to see any man not
have the opportunity to become the man God wants him to be.



My friend Rod’s passion, however, is the homeless. Every Friday
morning before coming to our Bible study, Rod goes to the
McDonald’s down by our bus station and buys coffee for homeless
men. He says, “Every week it’s different. I never know what’s going
to happen. But every time I show up, so does God.”

And Eric’s calling is marriage. Several years ago he had an affair
that devastated his marriage and alienated his children. Eric and his
wife, both Christians, decided to work through the pain—and was it
ever painful. Yet God empowered them to restore their marriage,
and today they are stronger than before. Through the tears, God
gave both Eric and his wife a deep burden and heartache for other
couples having similar problems. Today they teach marriage classes
at their church and counsel couples in trouble.

How about you? What is something that is breaking your heart?

Like Rod, Eric, and me, wherever you most personally feel the
pain of the lack of God’s presence and power is where God will most
likely give you a burden to do something about it. Responding to
the burden God puts on your heart is how you put yourself into the
thick of what God is doing in the world. You can make a huge
difference for God. In this chapter you’ll learn how God provides to
make that happen. The principle is,

God makes men by turning what breaks our hearts
into a passionate calling to help redeem some broken
part of His world.

I can’t think of a better example of how God does this than the
epic story of Nehemiah. God had an important calling in mind for
Nehemiah, a role that would help restore his nation at a point in its
history when it could have gone either way.



IT’s ENouGH TO MAKE A GROWN MAN WEEP

First, some context. The Jewish nation had been exiled to Babylon
for seventy years. The Persians then conquered the Babylonians and
allowed the captive Jews to return to Jerusalem if they wanted to.
By the time of Nehemiah, a portion of the Jewish people had been
back in their homeland for about a century. Ezra had already helped
rebuild the temple, but the city and especially its protective walls
were still in ruins.

Nehemiah was one of the Jews still living in Babylon, where he
held the important job of cupbearer to the king. The cupbearer
tasted the king’s wine to make sure it wasn’t poisoned. This meant
he was a trusted member of the king’s inner circle.

One day he received a firsthand report from his brother about
what was going on back in Jerusalem. “Those who survived the
exile and are back in the province are in great trouble and disgrace.
The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates have been
burned with fire” (Nehemiah 1:3).

Imagine if a century after the War of 1812 our Capitol and White
House were still not rebuilt. Can you picture the weakness that
would symbolize and the sense of national disgrace Americans
would feel? That’s what the Jews were experiencing. That’s what
Nehemiah experienced personally when he heard the report. It was
enough to make a grown man cry. He wrote, “When I heard these
things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and fasted
and prayed before the God of heaven” (verse 4).

What great need do you see around you that makes you want to
weep? That will tell you a lot about the burden God wants to put on
your heart. Your next step is to find out what God wants you to do
about it.



How 10 ProCESs THE WEIGHT OF A BURDEN

Nehemiah faced what we call a “wicked” problem—a problem that
is either highly resistant to solutions or cannot be solved at all. His
nation’s restoration had stalled. Something was broken. The people
were still in bondage. They hadn’t done what God expected of them.
The national redemption was incomplete. It was heartbreaking
news, and Nehemiah took it personally. Listen to his prayer of
repentance:

I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my
father’s house, have committed against you. We have acted
very wickedly toward you. We have not obeyed the commands,
decrees and laws you gave your servant Moses. (verses 6-7)

At first, all Nehemiah knew was that he had a heavy heart. But
instead of acting in his own strength or wisdom, he humbled
himself, prayed, sought God, and repented of their wicked ways—
just as it says to do in 2 Chronicles 7:14.

The first step to solve any problem related to sin and disobedience
is to pray a prayer of humble repentance. Repentance sets the stage
for everything good that follows. Repentance necessarily precedes
vision or a plan or a solution.

On the heels of Nehemiah’s prayer, God gave him a vision to solve
his nation’s problem. Whether Nehemiah received his vision
immediately or it took time for him to process, we don’t know. As
far as I can tell, God has no formula for giving men visions. But we
do know that four months later the king noticed he was sad. This
gave Nehemiah the opening he needed.

The king said to me, “What is it you want?”
Then I prayed to the God of heaven, and I answered the king,
“If it pleases the king and if your servant has found favor in his



sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my fathers
are buried so that I can rebuild it.” (Nehemiah 2:4-5)

Don’t miss this sequence of how God called Nehemiah to his
specific task: first came the heartbreaking weight of a burden,
followed by a deep sense of sorrow and repentance, which led to a
new vision to do something about the problem.

Only then did he take action.

Lots of problems trouble us, of course, but they don’t motivate us
enough to take action. However, when you feel so deeply about a
problem that you’re inspired to get involved, that’s a calling. When
the Holy Spirit gives you a burden that weighs so heavily on you
that you feel compelled to do something about it or you will go
crazy, you now have a calling on your life.

What problem grabs your heart like that?



You ARE THE PLAN

Nehemiah sensed that God had a calling on his life, and he did
something about it. He asked for a leave of absence from his job so
he could go to Jerusalem and oversee rebuilding the broken-down
wall. He also asked the king for the documents he would need to
guarantee a safe trip and the materials he would need once he
arrived. Nehemiah reported, “Because the gracious hand of my God
was upon me, the king granted my requests” (Nehemiah 2:8).

But once Nehemiah was back in Jerusalem, the mission was not
easy. He did rebuild the wall, because God was with him. But he
also experienced fierce opposition. That’s a unique part of how God
makes men. He will give you a passionate calling to do something
for His glory, but often those who oppose Him don’t make it easy.
We’ve seen that in every chapter. Abraham’s long wait. Joseph’s
harsh treatment. The pushback Moses got from his own people.
God’s favor often is accompanied by trials.

So here’s the pattern we learn from Nehemiah. At the point of
repentance, God will send a man. God is always on the lookout for a
man who will see—really see—some broken part of His creation,
feel the sting, carry the burden, lead in repentance, and humbly feel
compelled to act as God’s agent to redeem what has been broken or
lost. He prepares this man for the task and provides whatever is
needed for him to carry it out—but rarely without opposition.

That is how God is redeeming culture. That’s how God is rescuing
the poor. That’s how God is overcoming racism. That’s how God is
countering violence to the unborn. That’s how God is restoring
marriages. That’s how God is saving the lost. That’s how God is
transforming men who do not know their identity. He does all these
things, and more, by selecting specific men (and of course women
too) and giving them a burden that ultimately leads them to act.

This is how God does things. God has a plan. It’s you. You are the
plan. You are God’s plan to rede