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PREFACE

—10/0/ 00—

ooks don't change people; paragraphs do. Sometimes even sen-

tences. I can still remember an afternoon in the fall of 1968 in a

bookstore on Colorado Avenue in Pasadena, California, as I read
the first page of The Weight of Glory by C. S. Lewis. Even if I had not read
another page, my life would have been changed forever. I can probably boil
it down to two sentences: “We are halfhearted creatures, fooling about with
drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant
child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot
imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too eas-
ily pleased.” Almost thirty years later 1 still feel the shudder of discovery
and the rush of light that passed through me. Nothing would ever be the
same again. Just one paragraph and the decisive work was done.

This is not new. Sixteen hundred years earlier in August of 386, Saint
Augustine was in spiritual turmoil. In a garden in Milan, Italy, he flung him-
self down beneath a fig tree and gave way to the tears which streamed from
his eyes. “I tore my hair and hammered my forehead with my fists; I locked
my fingers and hugged my knees.” Then he heard “the sing-song voice of a
boy or a girl, I cannot say, but again and again it repeated the refrain, ‘Take

[R3)

it and read, take it and read.”” Augustine took this as a “divine command to
open my book of Scripture and read the first passage on which my eyes
should fall.” He opened and read, “Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in
lust and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm yourselves
with the Lord Jesus Christ, spend no more thought on nature and nature’s
appetites.” In two sentences the knot was cut. “I had no wish to read more
and no need to do so. For in an instant, as I came to the end of the sentence,
it was as though the light of confidence flooded into my heart and all the

darkness of doubt was dispelled.”

13



14 A GODWARD LIFE

For Luther it was another one of Saint Pauls great sentences, Romans
1:16-17. For Jonathan Edwards it was 1 Timothy 1:17. For John Wesley it
was the Preface to Luthers Commentary on Romans. And the list could go on.
The point is that much reading of many books may be like the gathering of
wood, but the fire blazes forth from a sentence. The mark is left on the mind
not by the kindling of many pages, but by the red-hot iron of a sentence set
on fire by God.

My prayer is that God might be pleased to take the short readings of
this book and set a sentence or a paragraph on fire in your mind. The read-
ings are only two or three pages long. They are not arranged in any topical
order. What holds them together is a quest to savor the supremacy of God

in all of life. Awakening and feeding that hunger is my aim.
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INTRODUCTTION

00—

THE TEACHER, THE BIBLE, AND

A GoDWARD LIFE

admit that it seems like a contradiction. T am tempting you to read

something other than the Bible, namely, the book in your hands. Yet

the point of this book is that reading the Bible itself is what really
counts. I love the words of John Wesley: “I am a creature of a day. I am a
spirit come from God, and returning to God. I want to know one thing: the
way to heaven. God himself has condescended to teach me the way. He has
written it down in a book. Oh, give me that book! At any price give me the
book of God. Let me be a man of one book.” That book is the Bible, the
precious Word of God. Only there do we find the way to heaven. Only there
do we learn a Godward life.

But is it a contradiction? It would be but for one thing; The Bible itself
tells us that God calls human teachers to explain and apply his Book.
Barnabas, Simeon, Lucius, Manaen, and Saul were called “teachers” in the
church of Antioch (Acts 13:1). Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12:28, “God has
appointed in the church. . .teachers.” In Ephesians 4:11 he says, “[Christs] gifts
were that some should be. . .teachers” (RSV). We also know from 1 Timothy
3:2 that overseers of the church are to be “able to teach.” Therefore, human
teachers are God’s design for his people. Their job is to explain and apply the
Bible so that people can understand it, believe it, and live it.

Some of these teachers write. I cannot speak for others, but for myself
it is simply a matter of necessity. I cannot get clear what I think until I try to

write it down. It is a fruitful infirmity. T am no John Calvin or Saint

16
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Augustine, but I do say with them, “I count myself one of the number of
those who write as they learn and learn as they write.”

But no matter how much we learn or say, teachers are not the Bible. We
all see “through a glass, darkly” (1 Corinthians 13:12, KJV). “Let not many

«

of you become teachers,” James warns, “...For we all stumble in many
ways” (James 3:1-2). It is sad but true that many ordinary Christians can
say with the psalmist, “I have more insight than all my teachers, for Your tes-
timonies are my meditation” (Psalm 119:99). It is the testimony of the Lord,
not the teaching of man, that makes “wise the simple” (Psalm 19:7). Lots of
teachers speak little Bible, but their words are like grass. “The grass withers,
and the flower falls off, but the word of the LORD abides forever” (1 Peter
1:24-25).

Teaching that lasts—and books that last—will be the kind that “bleed
Bible.” C. H. Spurgeon said of John Bunyan, “Prick him anywhere; and you
will find that his blood is Bibline, the very essence of the Bible flows from
him. He cannot speak without quoting a text, for his soul is full of the Word
of God.”™ God wills that there be human teachers of his divine Word, but
he wills that teachers be “full of the Word of God.” The Bible should “flow
from them.” Their blood—and their books—should be “Bibline.”

Teaching is not the only gift in the church. The teaching mouth cannot
say to the touching hand or the running foot, “I have no need of you”
(1 Corinthians 12:21). There is a reciprocity: “Let him who is taught the
word share all good things with him who teaches” (Galatians 6:6, RSV). That
doesn' just mean “pay your preacher.” It also means that the ones teaching
need all the “good things” that the ones being taught are and do. I could not
survive without the echo of truth in the love of my people.

This book is the overflow of my calling as a teacher in the church. For
more than seventeen years I have preached to the flock at Bethlehem Baptist
Church. But there is so much more to say than a preacher can say on

Sundays and Wednesdays. The Bible is an inexhaustible spring of insight
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into God and his ways. So for those same seventeen years, I have written a
letter to my people about once a week in what we affectionately call the Star.
What you have in your hands is a collection of some of those meditations.

They are, by design, almost entirely meditations on Scripture. Some
focus on personal or social application. Others focus on biblical explana-
tion. In both cases the aim is to be implicitly and explicitly biblical. That is
their only claim to abiding usefulness in life. Many of the weekly letters have
vanished in the merciful forgetfulness of history. Others are too limited in
focus to be of interest beyond our church. (Who would want to hear about
our budget shortfall every December?) Yet I believe some of them have
enough abiding relevance and biblical rootedness to magnify Christ beyond
one church and one decade. Whether that is true, time will tell.

One of the great things about being at a church for seventeen years is
that the mission of the church and the mission of the preacher tend to
become one. This is true at Bethlehem. We exist to spread a passion for the
supremacy of God in all things for the joy of all peoples. That is our church
mission. It is also my lifes mission. I try to measure all my speaking and
writing and living by this standard: Does it spread a passion for the
supremacy of God?

So, if there is a thread that holds these meditations together, it is the
relentless aim of my life to savor the supremacy of God in all things. Hence
the subtitle of this book. “Savoring” is the right word. The supremacy of
God is not a mere idea. It is not even a mere magnificent fact. It is a sweet
reality. God means not only to be seen as supreme, but also savored. “O taste
and see that the LORD is good!” (Psalm 34:8, RSV). The supremacy of God’s
goodness and holiness and power and knowledge and justice and wisdom
are honey for the hearts tongue and gold for the treasury of our soul. God
means for us to know them with our minds and relish them with our hearts.

I feel about the supremacy of God the way Jonathan Edwards felt about
the sovereignty of God: “Gods absolute sovereignty...is what my mind

seems to rest assured of, as much as of any thing that I see with my eyes....
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The doctrine has very often appeared exceeding pleasant, bright, and sweet.
Absolute sovereignty is what I love to ascribe to God.... God’s sovereignty
has ever appeared to me, [a] great part of his glory. It has often been my
delight to approach God, and adore him as a sovereign God.™

This savoring is a deep and delightful duty. The Bible says, “Let all who
seek You rejoice and be glad in You; and let those who love Your salvation

”

say continually, Let God be magnified’” (Psalm 70:4). In fact, these two
things—being glad in God and magnifying God—are not separate things.
The banner over every meditation in this book is the conviction that God is
most magnified in us when we are most satisfied in him.

When the psalmist says, “I will go to the altar of God, to God my
exceeding joy; and I will praise thee with the lyre, O God, my God” (Psalm
43:4, RSV), he means that the extent of his joy is part of what makes his
praise authentic. The supremacy of Gods beauty and all-satisfying value is
the final food for the savoring of our souls, not his gifts. There is no other

way to account for words like these:

Though the fig tree do not blossom,
nor fruit be on the vines,
the produce of the olive fail
and the fields yield no food,
the flock be cut off from the fold
and there be no herd in the stalls,
yet I will rejoice in the LORD,
Iwill joy in the God of my salvation.
(Habakkuk 3:17-18, RSV)

Only one thing accounts for the words of Paul when he said, “I count
everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord” (Philippians 3:8)—Christ, the essence and image of God, is more to be
desired than all his gifts. He is the end of our souls savoring, not the means.

The gifts of God are good. They are to be received with thanks and joy,
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but they are not God, nor are they the souls final food. They point away
from themselves to God. “The heavens are telling the glory of God” (Psalm
19:1, RsV), and so is every other gift that we enjoy. Again and again I go back
to Augustines prayer to get my bearings: “He loves Thee too little, who loves
anything together with Thee, which he loves not for Thy sake.”™ In these
meditations I rejoice in many gifts of God, but T will have failed in my aim
if the overall impact of this book does not move us from seeking his gifts to
savoring himself.

A Godward life is a life lived for the sake of seeing and savoring and
showing God in all things. “Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do,
do all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31, RSV), and the glory is most
fully manifest when its all-satisfying sweetness frees us to suffer—even joy-
fully—for the sake of his name. “They went on their way from the presence
of the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer
shame for His name” (Acts 5:41).

A Godward life is lived with a constant view to the reward of eternal
fellowship with God. This Godward hope is the power that unleashes sac-
rificial love (Colossians 1:4-5) in a restless world that wants it all now.
“When you give a reception, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the
blind, and you will be blessed, since they do not have the means to repay
you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous” (Luke
14:13-14). They look to the reward of Gods fellowship and they love.
This is a Godward life. “You showed sympathy to the prisoners and
accepted joyfully the seizure of your property, knowing that you have for
yourselves a better possession and a lasting one” (Hebrews 10:34). They
looked to the reward of God’s fellowship and loved. This is a Godward
life.

The only hope that such a reward could be inherited by sinners like us
is the death of Christ in our place. “Christ also died for sins once for all, the
just for the unjust, in order that He might bring us to God” (1 Peter 3:18).

Christ died in our place so that sinners might feast on the holiness of God
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without being destroyed. This is our only hope. The just died for the unjust.
Without this, a Godward life would be impossible and, if possible, suicidal.
Until the wrath of God is averted from my sinful soul by the death of Christ,
God is a consuming fire. Afterward, by faith, he is the light of life and the

end of all my desires. This is the final testimony of a Godward life:

Whom have I in heaven but thee?
And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides thee.
My flesh and my heart may fail,
but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever.
(Psalm 73:25-26, RSV)



Loving God
for Who HE Is
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A Pastor’s Perspective

ne of the most important discoveries I have ever made is this

truth: God is most glorified in me when I am most satisfied in

him. This is the motor that drives my ministry as a pastor. It
affects everything I do.

Whether I eat or drink or preach or counsel or whatever I do, my aim
is to glorify God by the way I do it (1 Corinthians 10:31). This means my
aim is to do it in a way that shows how the glory of God has satisfied the
longings of my heart. If my preaching betrayed that God had not even met
my own needs, it would be fraudulent. If Christ were not the satisfaction of
my heart, would people really believe me when I herald his words, “T am
the bread of life; he who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes
in me shall never thirst” (John 6:35, RSV)?

The glory of bread is that it satisfies. The glory of living water is
that it quenches thirst. We do not honor the refreshing, self-replenishing,
pure water of a mountain spring by lugging buckets of water up the
path to make our contributions from the ponds below. We honor the
spring by feeling thirsty, getting down on our knees, and drinking with
joy. Then we say, “Ahhhh!” (that’s worship!), and we go on our journey
in the strength of the fountain (that’s service). The mountain spring is
glorified most when we are most satisfied with its water.

Tragically, most of us have been taught that duty, not delight, is the

22
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way to glorify God. We have not been taught that delight in God is our
duty! Being satisfied in God is not an optional add-on to the real stuff of
Christian duty. It is the most basic demand of all. “Delight yourself in the
LORD” (Psalm 37:4) is not a suggestion, but a command. So are: “Serve the
LORD with gladness” (Psalm 100:2), and, “Rejoice in the Lord always”
(Philippians 4:4).

The burden of my ministry is to make plain to others that the “stead-
fast love [of the Lord] is better than life” (Psalm 63:3, RSV). If it is better than
life, it is better than all that life in this world offers. This means that what
satisfies are not the gifts of God, but the glory of God—the glory of his love,
the glory of his power, the glory of his wisdom, holiness, justice, goodness,
and truth.

This is why the psalmist Asaph cried out, “Whom have I in heaven but
you? Besides you I desire nothing on earth. My flesh and my heart may fail,
but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever” (Psalm
73:25-26). Nothing on the earth—none of Gods good gifts of creation—
could satisfy Asaph’s heart. Only God could. This is what David meant
when he said to the Lord, “You are my Lord; I have no good besides you”
(Psalm 16:2).

David and Asaph teach us by their own God-centered longings that
Gods gifts of health, wealth, and prosperity do not satisfy. Only God does.
It would be presumptuous not to thank him for his gifts (“Forget not all his
benefits” [Psalm 103:2, RSV]), but it would be idolatry to call the gladness
we get from them, love for God. When David said to the Lord, “In your
presence is fullness of joy, in your right hand there are pleasures forever”
(Psalm 16:11), he meant that nearness to God himself is the only all-
satisfying experience of the universe.

It is not for Gods gifts that David yearns like a heartsick lover. “As a
deer pants for the water brooks, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul
thirsts for God, for the living God” (Psalm 42:1-2). What David wants to

experience is a revelation of the power and the glory of God: “O God, you
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are my God, I seek you, my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for you, as
in a dry and weary land where there is no water. So I have looked upon you
in the sanctuary, beholding your power and glory” (Psalm 63:1-2, NRSV).
Only God will satisty a heart like Davids, and David was a man after God’s
own heart. That’s the way we were created to be.

This is the essence of what it means to love God—to be satisfied in him.
In him! Loving God may include obeying all his commands; it may include
believing all his Word, it may include thanking him for all his gifts; but the
essence of loving God is enjoying all he is. It is this enjoyment of God that
glorifies his worth most fully, especially when all around our soul gives way:.

We all know this intuitively as well as from Scripture. Do we feel most
honored by the love of those who serve us from the constraints of duty, or
from the delights of fellowship? My wife is most honored when I say, “It
makes me happy to spend time with you.” My happiness is the echo of her
excellence. So it is with God. He is most glorified in us when we are most
satisfied in him.

None of us has arrived at perfect satisfaction in God. I grieve often over
the murmuring of my heart at the loss of worldly comforts, but I have tasted
that the Lord is good. By God’ grace I now know the fountain of everlast-
ing joy, and so I love to spend my days luring people into joy until they say
with me, “One thing have I asked of the LORD, that will I seek after; that I
may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the
beauty of the LORD, and to inquire in his temple” (Psalm 27:4, RSV). &
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Meditation on Matthew 6:34

Do not be anxious about tomortow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself.

Sufficient for the day is its own trouble. (author’ translation)

art of saving faith is the assurance that you will have faith tomorrow.

Trusting Christ today includes trusting him to give you tomorrows

trust when tomorrow comes. Often we feel today like our reservoir
of strength is not going to last for another day. The fact is, it won't. Today’s
resources are for today, and part of those resources is the confidence that
new resources will be given tomorrow.

The basis of this assurance is the wonderful teaching of the Bible that
God assigns only as much trouble to each day as that day can bear. God will
not let his children be tested in any given day beyond what his mercy for that
day will sustain. Thats what Paul means when he says, “No test has over-
taken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not
allow you to be tested beyond what you are able, but with the test will pro-
vide the way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it” (1 Corinthians
10:13, author’ translation).

The old Swedish hymn “Day by Day” is based on Deuteronomy
33:25: “As your days, so shall your strength be.” It gives us the same

assurance:
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Day by day, and with each passing moment,
strength I find to meet my trials here;
Trusting in my Father’s wise bestowment,

I've no cause for worry or for fear.

The “Father’s wise bestowment” is the amount of trouble that we can

bear each day—and no more:

He whose heart is kind beyond all measure
Gives unto each day what he deems best
Lovingly its part of pain and pleasure,

Mingling toil with peace and rest.

With every days measure of pain, he gives new mercies. This is the
point of Lamentations 3:22-23, “The LORD5 lovingkindnesses indeed never
cease, for His compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is
Your faithfulness.”

God’s mercies are new every morning because each day has enough
mercy in it only for that day. This is why we tend to despair when we think
that we may have to bear tomorrows load on todays resources. God wants
us to know that we wont. Todays mercies are for todays troubles.
Tomorrow’s mercies are for tomorrow’s troubles.

Sometimes we wonder if we will have the mercy to stand in terrible
testing. Yes, we will. Peter says, “If you are reviled for the name of Christ,
you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you” (1 Peter
4:14). When the reviling comes, the Spirit of glory comes. It happened for
Stephen as he was being stoned (Acts 7:55-60). It will happen for you.
When the Spirit and the glory are needed, they will come.

The manna in the wilderness was given one day at a time. There was
no storing up. That is the way we must depend on God’s mercy. You do not
receive today the strength to bear tomorrow’s burdens. You are given mer-

cies today for todays troubles. Tomorrow the mercies will be new. “God is
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faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus
Christ our Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:9, RSV). “Faithful is He who calls you,

and He also will act!” (1 Thessalonians 5:24, author’ translation). ©&
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Meditation on Psalm 121:3

He will not let your foot be moved,

he who keeps you will not slumber. (RSV)

he worship team and prayer teams gathered around me and

prayed for me before I preached. Our worship leader remarked

that God was up all night working on this service and the people
who would be there—including me. He thanked the Lord for this and
praised him for his unwearying work on our behalf.

O what a truth this is! For every Christian. Let me encourage you with
it. Psalm 121:2-3 says it plainly: “My help comes from the LORD, who made
heaven and earth. He will not let your foot be moved, he who keeps you
will not slumber.” The one who helps you never sleeps. He stays up all
night, every night.

Do you need help? T do. Where do you look for help? When the
psalmist lifted up his eyes to the hills and asked, “From where does my help
come?” he answered, “My help comes from the Lord”—not from the hills,
but from the God who made the hills. So he reminded himself of two great
truths: One is that God is a mighty Creator over all the problems of life; the
other is that God never sleeps.

God is a tireless worker. Think of God as a worker in your life. Yes, it
is amazing. We are prone to think of ourselves as workers in Gods life. But
the Bible wants us first to be amazed that God is a worker in our lives:

“From of old no one has heard or perceived by the ear, no eye has seen a

28



GOD WAS UP ALL NIGHT 29

God besides thee, who works for those who wait for him” (Isaiah 64:4,
RSV).

God is working for us around the clock. He does not take days off, and
he does not sleep. In fact, he is so eager to work for us that he goes around
looking for more work to do for people who will trust him: “The eyes of
the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to show his might in
behalf of those whose heart is whole toward him” (2 Chronicles 16:9, RSV).

God loves to show his tireless power and wisdom and goodness by
working for people who trust him. Jesus himself is the clearest revelation of
this truth: “The Son of man also came not to be served but to serve” (Mark
10:45, RSV). Jesus works for his followers. He serves them. This is a revela-
tion of the way God is.

He worked for us when he was on the earth, and he keeps on working
now that he is risen and reigning with the Father in heaven. Paul experi-
enced this in a powerful way: “I will not venture to speak of anything except
what Christ has wrought through me to win obedience from the Gentiles,
by word and deed” (Romans 15:18, RSV). Christ worked for Paul all his life.
At the very end of his life, in his last letter, he said, “The Lord stood by me
and gave me strength to proclaim the message fully” (2 Timothy 4:17, RSV).
Through all his life Paul could say, ‘I can do all things in him who strength-
ens me” (Philippians 4:13, RSV). Jesus is the great worker, the great strength-
giver.

The eagerness of God to work for us is astonishing. His eyes are run-
ning to and fro, looking for opportunities to work for people who trust him
(2 Chronicles 16:9). He is pursuing us with goodness and mercy all our
days (Psalm 23:6, literally “pursue” not just “follow”). He is not just wait-
ing for us to get his help; he is seeking ways to give us help. He is doing
this with overflowing eagerness. “I will not turn away from doing good to
them; and T will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn
from me. I will rejoice in doing them good...with all my heart and all my
soul” (Jeremiah 32:40-41, RSV).
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No wonder he stays up all night! With all his heart and with all his soul
he works for those who wait for him and trust him. This is what we must
believe—really believe—in order to rejoice always (Philippians 4:4) and
give thanks for everything (Ephesians 5:20) and have the peace that passes
understanding (Philippians 4:7) and be anxious for nothing (Philippians
4:6) and hate our lives in this world (John 12:25) and love our neighbor as
we love ourselves (Matthew 22:39).

What a truth! What a reality! God is up all night and all day to work

for those who wait for him. ~&
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