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I N T R O D U C T I O N

As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were 
�shermen.  “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will send you out to �sh for people.” At once they left their nets and 
followed him. When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a boat, preparing 
their nets. Without delay he called them… (Mark 1:16–20)

God has prepared good works for us to do. He is not so cruel as to give us a longing for a purpose, without actually 
having a purpose for us. When Jesus calls us to Himself, like He did the �rst disciples, He also has a purpose for us. In 
their case, He was going to “send them out to �sh for people.” Our purpose might involve us… 

• righting speci�c wrongs in society and on earth.
• renewing and re-imagining facets of creation and culture.
• serving our faith community through our gifts.
• reaching and discipling certain people. 
• making unique contributions to the common good.

But God does more than merely prepare us for these good works… 
He prepares and equips us for our calling and purpose in the same way the disciples on that beach were “preparing 
their nets”—tightening the knots, cleaning o� debris, repairing what is broken, weaving in new thread—before 
throwing them out for a catch. Fascinatingly, the Greek word for “prepare” (katartisai, also translated as “equip” in 
our English Bibles) is used in several other places for how God… 

• equips us in what is lacking in our faith (1 Thessalonians 3:10).
• equips us for doing every good work (Hebrews 13:21).
• equips us under the tutelage of Jesus so we can become like Him (Luke 6:40).
• equips us so that we may be strong, �rm and steadfast (1 Peter 5:10).
• equips us for good works so that the body of Christ may be built up (Ephesians 4:12).

One way that He especially equips us, getting our nets ready for our callings, is through the Bible: “All Scripture is 
God-breathed … so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 
3:16–17). For that reason, for the next 6 weeks, we daily draw wisdom from God-breathed Scripture in such a way 
that we are more equipped for the good works He prepared in advance for us to do. 
At the end of each day, write down and complete the two prayers—this will help you to distill what it is God 
highlights to you from that day’s reading, as well as allow you to look back afterwards and track how He has spoken 
to you throughout this period. 
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For we are God's ________________, created in Christ 

Jesus to do ________________, which God prepared in 

________________ for us to do.

(Ephesians 2:10)

  

We won’t �nd our ________________ purpose

if we don’t live in God’s general purposes for our 

lives.

 

PURPOSE #1: ________________

PURPOSE #2: ________________

PURPOSE #3: ________________

PURPOSE #4: The ________________  

________________

PURPOSE #5: The Great ________________.

Therefore ________________  ________________  

________________ disciples of all nations … And 

surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’ 

Matthew 28:19-20

 De�nition: Our unique PURPOSE is 

an awareness of speci�c ________________  

________________  ________________ to others 

that we need to invest our best ________________ into 

as a matter of continued ________________ and 

sustained ________________.

  

Our purpose and calling is not something we 

________________. It is something we 

________________.

 

There is no Purpose without a ________________.

There is no Call without a ________________.

“Answer the call of your great Creator. Become an entre-

preneur of life and see all of life as an enterprise trans-

formed by His call. Count the cost, consider the risks, and 

set out each day on a venture to multiply your gifts and 

opportunities, bring glory to God, and add value to our 

world.” Os Guiness. “The Call”
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For we are God's ________________, created in Christ 

Jesus to do ________________, which God prepared in 

________________ for us to do.

(Ephesians 2:10)

PURPOSE #1: Christ

PURPOSE #2: Christlikeness

PURPOSE #3: ________________

PURPOSE #4: The ________________  

________________ 

PURPOSE #5: The Great ________________

“Calling is something you unearth.

You excavate. You dig out.” 

- John Mark Comer. “The Garden City”

 

1) ________________ —TRY STUFF. 

 “The one who watches the wind will not sow and he who 

looks at the clouds ________________  

________________  ________________.”

(Ecclesiastes 11:4)

 “A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a 

________________  ________________”— Lao Tzu

 

“In all e�ort there is pro�t, but ________________  

________________ tends only to poverty.”

(Proverbs 14:23)

 A. Actively Experiment To Find Your 

________________. 

No matter your age, keep a sense of child-like curiosity 

high. IF something doesn't work out, call it an "experi-

ment" not a failure. 

B. Actively Experiment To Find Your 

________________. 

The vast majority of us will come to this greater clarity 

about our calling in endless cycles of experimenting, 

confusion, re�ecting and seeing some new light!

C. There May Be ________________

To Your Purpose.

Some callings may last for a ________________ other 

callings for a ________________. 

Write what we discover in ________________

not ________________. 

This resurrection life you received from God is not a timid, 

grave-tending life. It's adventurously expectant, greeting 

God with a childlike, “________________  

________________, ________________”? -  (Eugene 

Peterson’s paraphrase of Romans 8:15–17).
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2) EXPOSE YOURSELF TO ________________ 

________________. 

The words of Nehemiah: … Hanani, one of my brothers, 

came from Judah with some other men, and I 

________________ them about the Jewish remnant that 

had survived the exile, and also about Jerusalem. They 

said to me, “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 �re.” When I ________________ these things, I sat 

down and ________________. For some days I mourned 

and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven.

(Nehemiah 1:1–4)

 

A. Ask ________________

B. ________________ to needs

C. Feel the ________________

D. This often leads to ________________

I ________________  ________________ Jerusalem, and 

after staying there three days... By night I went out 

through the Valley Gate toward the Jackal Well and the 

Dung Gate, examining the walls of Jerusalem, which had 

been broken down, and its gates, which had been 

destroyed by �re. (Nehemiah 1:11,13–14)

What ________________ in the world can I heal, 

change, upgrade, or leave better than I found it? Which 

parts of the population am I poised to 

________________? 

 

(i) ________________ poverty

 

(ii) ________________ threats.

Unemployment, arti�cial intelligence going awry, the 

spread of further killer viruses, 

climate change, the possibility of genocide and military 

dictatorships, the threat of being controlled through 

surveillance, and the breaching of information security. 

Pollution.

(iii) ________________  ________________ 

________________ problems. 

The violation of the rights of children, the needless loss 

of species, deforestation, 

the shortage of fresh water, substance abuse, the 

tragedy of those in poor parts of  the world who su�er 

or die from curable or manageable sickness and 

parasites, divisive political systems, self-sabotaging 

economic policies, ine�ective administration systems, 

gross inequality, corruption in government, crime, 

gender inequality. 

Surely, God will call some of us to help drive these 

things back to the gates of hell from whence they 

come? 

(iv) ________________  ________________  

________________ problems.

Health care, mental health, breakdown of family units, 

the addiction to technology, 

the loss of connectedness to each other and our very 

own souls in an overbusy and materialistic world. 

 

The ________________ does not constitute the 

________________.

We learn this from Jesus in Mark 1:32-39

QUICK RECAP:
1. Experiment—try stu� 
2. Expose yourself to real needs.
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For we are God's ________________, created in Christ 

Jesus to do ________________, which God prepared in 

________________ for us to do.

(Ephesians 2:10)

  

We won’t �nd our ________________ purpose

if we don’t live in God’s general purposes for our 

lives.

 

PURPOSE #1: Christ

PURPOSE #2: Christlikeness 

PURPOSE #3: ________________

PURPOSE #4: The ________________  

________________

PURPOSE #5: The Great ________________.

Therefore ________________  ________________  

________________ disciples of all nations … And 

surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’ 

Matthew 28:19-20

Our unique PURPOSE is 

an awareness of speci�c areas of ________________ to 

others that we need to invest our best ________________ 

into as a matter of continued ________________ and 

sustained passion.

 

Finding our Unique Purpose:

1.     ________________  —TRY STUFF. 

2.     EXPOSE ________________  TO REAL NEEDS.

3.     CONNECT OUR ________________, 

________________ AND ________________

TO OUR PURPOSE.

I was brought up in a culture that essentially said, John 

Mark, you can do anything you put your mind to. If you 

work hard enough, if you believe in yourself, if you’re 

patient, you can do anything. … This idea is not all bad. 

It gave me the courage to dream and ideate and step 

out in life. But it’s also dangerous because, sadly, it’s not 

true. I can’t be anything I want to be, no matter how 

hard I work or how much I believe in myself. All I can be 

is me. Who the Creator made John Mark to be. If we 

�ght the image of God in us—even if we succeed in the 

short run—it will come back to eat us alive.

(John Mark Comer in Garden City)

 

Four points on this:

A.    Our ________________ and ________________ 

Are Clues To Our Purpose.

We have di�erent ________________, according to the 

grace given to each of us. … prophesying, … serving … 

teaching … to encourage … giving … to lead … to show 

mercy.  (Romans 12:6–8)

 

  “God normally calls us along the line of our 

giftedness, but the purpose of giftedness is 

________________, not ________________.”

(Os Guinness in The Call)

 

“...the evidence is quite overwhelming. You will be most 

successful in whatever you do by building your life 

around your greatest ________________  

________________ rather than your 

________________.” 

Gallup Organization
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Then the Lord said to him, ‘What is that in your hand?’ ‘A 

sta�,’ he replied.

(Exodus 4:2)

 

Previously, CityHill Church ran a series on �nding your 

spiritual gifts. If you missed that, you can �nd all the 

content at www.cityhillchurch.com/gifted. There’s also a 

spiritual gifts assessment tool that you can use to 

discover what your gifts may be.

 

B. Our ________________ Are Clues To Our Purpose

Then the Lord said, “I have chosen Bezalel and I have �lled 

him with … knowledge and with all kinds of 

________________  — to make artistic designs for work 

in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in 

wood, and to engage in all kinds of crafts.”

(Exodus 31:1–5)

 

Skills listed in Scripture:

Artistic ability, architectural ability, administering, 

baking, boat making, candy making, debating, design-

ing, embalming, embroidering, engraving, farming, 

�shing, gardening, leading, managing, masonry, 

making music, making weapons, needle work, painting, 

planting, philosophizing, machinability, inventing, 

carpentry, sailing, selling, being a soldier, tailoring, 

teaching, writing literature and poetry.

Some more skills: 

Public speaking, writing, person-to-person networking, 

virtual networking, maths, research, accounting, taxes, 

handling legalities, marketing, graphic design, music, 

photography, woodworking, video or website creation, 

programming, relating cross-culturally, sign language, 

instructing others, planning, leading, persuading, time 

management, raising money, story-telling, project 

management, sales, property maintenance, logistics, 

event organization, hiring and recruiting, singing, IT, 

con�ict resolution, critical thinking, managing others, 

working in a team.

 How can God use these ________________ in my 

hand?

“Each of you should use whatever ________________ 

you have received to ________________  

________________, as faithful stewards of God’s grace in 

its various forms.” 

(1 Peter 4:10) 

 

C. We are to ________________ our gifts and skills 

 “If the ax is dull and its edge unsharpened, more strength 

is needed, but skill will bring success.” (Ecclesiastes 10:10)

 

D. We are not meant to be ________________ by our 

gifts and skills

 “My grace is su�cient for you, for my power is made 

perfect in ________________.” Therefore I will boast all 

the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s 

power may rest on me.” 

(2 Corinthians 12:9)
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For we are God's ________________, created in Christ 

Jesus to do ________________, which God prepared in 

________________ for us to do.

(Ephesians 2:10)

  

God designed all of us to have these primary 

purposes in our life:

PURPOSE #1: ________________

PURPOSE #2: Christlikeness

PURPOSE #3: ________________

PURPOSE #4: The Common Good

PURPOSE #5: The Great ________________

How to �nd my unique God-given purpose:

1. ________________ - TRY STUFF. 

2. ________________ YOURSELF TO REAL NEEDS.

3. ________________ YOUR GIFTS, TALENTS AND 

SKILLS TO YOUR PURPOSE.

4. EVALUATE YOUR PAST ________________

“Remember the days of old. Consider the years of all 

generations. Ask your father, and he will inform you. Your 

elders, and they will tell you.”

(Deuteronomy 32:7)

Rick Warren, in his bestselling book The Purpose Driven 

Life, lists these (5) experiences we should examine and 

learn from: 

________________ experiences: What did you learn 

growing up in your family?

________________ experiences: What were your 

favorite subjects in school?

________________ experiences: What jobs have you 

been most e�ective in and enjoyed most?

________________ experiences: How have you served 

God in the past?

________________ experiences: What problems, hurts, 

thorns, and trials has God brought you through?

“The very experiences that you have resented or regretted 

most in life—the ones you've wanted to hide and 

forget—are the experiences God wants to use to help 

others. They are your ministry! God never 

________________ a ________________! In fact, your 

greatest ministry will most likely come out of your greatest 

hurt. Who could better minister to the parents of a Down 

syndrome child than another couple who have a child 

a�icted in the same way? Or help an alcoholic recover 

than someone who fought that demon and found 

freedom? Or comfort a wife whose husband has left her 

for an a�air than a woman who went through that agony 

herself?” Rick Warren

God is the Father of all compassion who comforts 

________________ in all our troubles, so that 

________________ can comfort ________________ in 

any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from 

God. 

(2 Corinthians 1:4)
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5. ________________ WITH OTHERS

“The fastest way to gain wisdom is to learn from 

________________. Read good books. Talk to people 

who have done it. Soak up the lessons of the past. 

Learn from the experiments history has already run and 

you can start the race halfway �nished …” James Clear

1. ________________ inspire us by their example. 

2. ________________ guide us with their wisdom. 

“The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, But a wise man 

is he who ________________ to counsel.”

(Proverbs 19:20)

Only ________________ make all of their own 

mistakes. 

Two guidelines for �nding mentors: 

1) Seek out ________________, ________________ just 

one wise person. 

2) Do not outsource ________________ for your life to 

these people. 

3. ________________ help us to ful�ll our purpose. 

Two are ________________ ________________ one, 

because they have a good return for their labour. (Ecclesi-

astes 4:9)

Walk with the ________________ and 

________________ wise, for a companion of fools su�ers 

harm. (Proverbs 13:20)

Guideline: 2 Corinthians 6:14 warns us against partner-

ships with people who ________________  

________________  ________________.

4. ________________ �ll us with courage and call out 

some of our future. 

“Encourage ________________  ________________ and 

build each other up.”

(1 Thessalonians 5:11)
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For we are ________________ handiwork, created in 

________________  ________________ to do good 

works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

(Ephesians 2:10)

  

God designed all of us to have these primary 

purposes in our life:

PURPOSE #1: Christ.

PURPOSE #2: ________________ 

PURPOSE #3: Community

PURPOSE #4: The ________________  

________________

PURPOSE #5: The Great Commission

How to �nd my unique purpose:

1. EXPERIMENT—TRY STUFF. 

2. EXPOSE YOURSELF TO REAL NEEDS.

3. CONNECT YOUR GIFTS, TALENTS AND

     SKILLS TO YOUR PURPOSE.

4. EVALUATE YOUR PAST ________________

5. ENGAGE WITH ________________

6. TAP INTO YOUR ________________

“As a face is re�ected in water, so the ________________ 

re�ects the real person.”

(Proverbs 27:19)

A. What needs and opportunities for service in the 

church and society ________________  

________________ most? 

“The place God calls you to is where your deep 

________________ and the world’s deep 

________________ meet.” Frederick Buechner

________________ is an important kind of passion. 

B. What tasks and activities make you 

________________  ________________? 

One of the best questions to guide your sense

of purpose is, ‘If you didn’t need to be 

________________ for it and you had no one to 

________________, what things would you choose

to do anyway?’ 

C. What ________________ you? 

As I have worked to clarify my calling, I have learned to 

pay attention to my ________________ levels in response 

to di�erent activities. If I experience a particular activity as 

being inordinately draining, I begin to consider very 

carefully how much of myself God wants me to give to 

that. On the other hand, if I feel particularly 

________________ by a certain person or activity, I can 

pay attention to how God may be leading me to incorpo-

rate more of that into my life. Paying attention to what 

gives our body and our spirit a sense of life or drains life 

from us can help us stay connected with God’s guiding 

presence. Ruth Barton (Sacred Rhythms)
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7. LISTEN FOR GOD’S DIRECT ________________

Jesus said, “My sheep will hear my voice.”

(John 10:27)

Listen for the heavenly shepherd’s gentle 

________________ and whispers. 

1. Don’t expect your purpose to come in a 

________________  ________________  

________________. 

“Mother Teresa’s SINGLE conversation with God marked 

the rest of her life. My experience is that most of us have 

multiple conversations and calling moments in a lifetime, 

and often we have to move on when the calling is 

anything but clear and singular.” John Schuster

2. Look for ________________ of messages that you 

believe are from God. 

3. Don’t expect supernatural guidance to

translate into a straight-line ________________. 
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For we are God’s ________________, created in Christ 

Jesus to do ________________  ________________, 

which God prepared in advance for us to do.

(Ephesians 2:10)

Metaphor of highway:

God designed all of us to have these primary purposes 

in our life:

PURPOSE #1: Christ

PURPOSE #2: Christlikeness

PURPOSE #3: Community

PURPOSE #4: The Common Good

PURPOSE #5: The Great Commission

De�nition: Our unique PURPOSE is an awareness of 

speci�c ________________  ________________  

________________ to others that we need to invest our 

best ________________ into as a matter of continued 

________________ and sustained ________________.

How to �nd my unique purpose:

1. EXPERIMENT—TRY STUFF. 

2. EXPOSE YOURSELF TO REAL NEEDS.

3. CONNECT YOUR GIFTS, TALENTS AND SKILLS TO 

YOUR PURPOSE.

4. EVALUATE YOUR PAST EXPERIENCES

5. ENGAGE WITH OTHERS

6. TAP INTO YOUR ________________

7. LISTEN FOR GOD’S DIRECT ________________

I have brought you glory on earth by �nishing the work 

you gave me to do.

(John 17:4)

Seven Questions:

1. What areas of purposeful activity have I 

________________ in?

2. What ________________  ________________ in the 

church and world am I seeing?

3. What are my ________________, talents and skills?

4. What themes emerge from my past 

________________?

5. What have ________________ a�rmed about my 

contribution?  

6. What makes me ________________  

________________?  

7. Has God ________________ to me about anything 

speci�c?
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“What am I ________________  ________________  

________________?”  [inside the circle]

“For the sake of the ________________  

________________, I believe God is calling me to…  ” 

“For the sake of ________________  ________________ 

and the ________________  ________________, I 

believe God is calling me to…”

“What may be clear to us in our ________________ 

may be far more mysterious in our ________________ 

because God’s complete designs for us are never fully 

understood, let alone ful�lled, in this life.”

Os Guinness

How to Align Your ________________ To Your 

________________

“Creating this ________________ between what you are 

called to do and what you are really doing is crucial to the 

work of responding to calls.”

The author of Answering Your Call

Allow me to o�er a 2 bits of pivotal advice about 

actually living out your calling.

1. If possible, do work that ________________ with 

your calling. 

The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of 

Eden to ________________  ________________ and 

keep it.

(Genesis 2:15)

Sherry Anderson says: “Volunteers don’t get paid, not 

because they’re worthless, but because they’re price-

less.” 

2. Once a week, set aside a time slot to 

________________ for the coming week. 

Commit your work to the Lord, and your plans will be 

established. (Proverbs 16:3)

Align your ________________ to your 

________________

________________  ________________ God’s handi-

work, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which 

God prepared in advance for ________________  

________________  ________________. 
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1 9

For I know the plans I have for you,” 
declares the LORD, 

“plans to prosper you and not to harm you,
plans to give you hope and a future.” 

(Jeremiah 29:11)

This week, in chapters 1–6,
we discover the Biblical basis for having a purpose.

W H Y
P U R P O S E ?

WEEK 1

P U R P O S E



So God created human beings in his own image, in the 
image of God he created them; male and female he 

created them. God blessed them and said to them, “Be 
fruitful and increase in number; �ll the earth and subdue 

it.” (Genesis 1:27–28)

Said a famous playwright: “This is the true joy of life: 
being used up for a purpose recognized by yourself as 
a mighty one; … instead of a feverish, sel�sh little clot 
of ailments and grievances, complaining that the 
world will not devote itself to making you happy.”

But why am I here? And why does this question arise 
from such a deep place? If there is no God, then we 
have no purpose, other than survival, and whatever 
else we decide we want to do with our lives. But if a 
Creator made us, then we had best �nd out what was 
in His mind when we came to be. 

Today’s passage tells us that He made us all for a 
purpose, for something far greater than merely 
ful�lment or fun, �nancial prosperity or peace of mind, 
a successful career or a happy family. But what 
precisely is this purpose? 

Genesis 1 shows a purposeful God making creation 
with an end purpose—the world He makes is going 
somewhere: On day 7 of creation, God takes His seat 
upon the throne of the world He has created. In the 
�rst �ve days of creation, God commands, “Let there 
be…”, but on day six He says, “let us make … in our 
image.” In this �nal creative act, we humans turn out to 
be the pinnacles of His creation. Neither angels nor 
galaxies nor any other of the sentient creatures that 
rove our planet carry His image. What does it mean to 
bear it? 

It means we represent God to creation as His 
vice-regents, His instruments, blessed to be a blessing. 
God has chosen to share His power and authority with 
us. As Augustine wrote in the 4th century: “God 
without us will not; we without God cannot.” Tainted as 
we might be by sin, God’s plan is that we become His 

co-workers (2 Corinthians 6:1), or, as Tom Wright says, 
“His angled mirrors” in which we re�ect God’s wisdom, 
goodness and truth to people around us by how we 
live, act and speak.

We exist to Edenize the earth. Genesis 2 presents a small 
pocket of order where all people and all species thrive 
together in harmony—the garden of Eden—in which 
humans are tasked with caring for and maximizing the 
garden, and then pushing the borders of that garden 
wider and wider into the surrounding wilderness. The 
�nal chapters of the Bible even give us a glimpse of 
the garden-city that is the result of God’s work in the 
world. 

We are managers of creation. Though “the Earth is the 
Lord's and everything therein” (Psalm 24:1), we gladly 
serve as stewards of the bounty God owns and has 
provided for the meeting of our own needs and the 
world's. The world’s ecology, so cherished by God, is to 
be protected and preserved by us. 

We are creative beings. Though God creates from 
nothing, we create from what God has made (in art, 
music, cooking, language, technology, and engineer-
ing). We also discover and delight in what God has 
made (in science, biology, psychology, and math). We 
also procreate—raising the next generation, ready to 
bless the world, is part of our collective purpose.
 
Corrupted as fallen humanity may be, we must not 
forget our original glory. Our lives are digni�ed with 
God-ordained purpose, which also explains our 
yearning to discover the God who made us, and a 
destiny greater than merely our bucket list. 
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For it is by grace you have been saved, through 
faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of 

God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are 
God's handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

(Ephesians 2:8–10)

For over four decades, Michael Cassidy courageously 
led South African believers to overcome racial 
segregation and animosity. By bringing politically 
opposing leaders together in prayer when the country 
was on a knife’s edge, he even helped avert a civil war. 
In This Passing Summer, Cassidy writes, “Conversion 
marks the birth of the movement out of a merely 
private existence into a public consciousness. 
Conversion is the beginning of active solidarity with 
the purposes of God’s kingdom in our world.” He 
would challenge believers of all races to refuse a 
private faith that excused them from the hard work of 
living as Christ's disciples, imitating Jesus' sacri�cial, 
others-centered life. 

Today’s verse connects God’s saving grace to us with 
God’s grace-powered purpose through us. When we 
hear and believe the gospel, the message of God’s 
lavish kindness to us in Jesus Christ as He lived and 
died for us, we are saved—made right with God, 
forgiven by God, reconciled to Him. There is nothing 
we have to do to earn this salvation. It is all God’s work 
and God’s gift, so we cannot proudly boast in 
ourselves. Rather we humbly rejoice in the mercy of 
God who recreates us “in Christ Jesus”.

But this vertical joy leads to horizontal action. We may 
not be saved by good works, but we are saved for 
good works. Though we are made right with God, still 
we live in a world where there is so much that is 

wrong. That’s why Cassidy calls the church to “get its 
act together by bringing vertical and horizontal 
components of the gospel into balance.” His argument 
is watertight: as we have a rich experience of God’s 
grace, we are uniquely empowered to put grace back 
into a grace-stripped world. First, we are made a new 
creation in Christ (His work of art or “handiwork”), but 
then, we are also commissioned to be agents of God’s 
cosmic new creation, sent out to play our part, 
however small, in the righting of wrongs in the world, 
in the renewal and restoration of the earth, and in 
carrying His message far and wide.

This does not happen automatically. Our vertical 
salvation does not inevitably lead to our horizontal 
impact. It’s possible to be saved by God yet still our 
love for the poor, our hatred for injustice, our zeal to 
reach people far from God, or our longing to see God’s 
kingdom come, remains asleep. Or perhaps it wakes 
up, but then after some time as a Christian, it goes 
back to sleep. This is why we may need to wake up 
fellow believers, like Cassidy has done for others, and 
“spur one another on toward love and good deeds.” 
(Hebrews 10:24) 

There’s nothing predictable or cookie-cutter about 
what He calls us to. We’re told that God has prepared 
in advance for each of us and for each church speci�c 
good works and callings. As each of us ful�l our 
uniquely shaded purposes, together we make known 
God’s multi-coloured wisdom (Ephesians 3:10) and (in 
Cassidy’s words) "serve notice to a watching world that 
there is more to reality than meets the eye. Because we 
love something else more than this world, we love this 
world better than those who know no other." 
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 Jesus prayed, “As you sent me into the world, I have sent 
them into the world.” (John 17:18)

Other words for having a “purpose” include having a 
“calling”, “destiny”, “ministry”, and, the one we consider 
today, mission. Forty-four times in the New Testament, 
Jesus is referred to as “sent” by the Father. Since the 
Latin word for “sent” is missio, we each have a mission. 
Mission is the reason the Son of Man incarnated to 
start, before His �rst breath of the animal-odoured air 
in that Bethlehem stable. His heart was beating for the 
least and the lost, the hungry and the hurting before 
His veins started to pump with blood.

At the end of John’s Gospel, the newly resurrected 
Jesus does something remarkable. He funnels all of 
that “sentness” into the newly “born” church. To the 
disciples in the upper room, He says, “As the Father has 
sent me, so I am sending you.” (John 20:21) In that 
moment of sending, all the momentum of heaven 
creates an electromagnetic �eld, coiled around the 
young church, propelling her forward, onward, 
outward. In the same way, every subsequent disciple 
and church, us included, exists in that force-�eld of 
missional possibility. The key word in the verse is the 
word ‘as’—‘as’ the Father sent Jesus. How then did the 
Father send the Son? 

First, the Father sent the Son out of His comfort zone. For 
all eternity, the Son had known the joy of uninterrupt-
ed intimacy with the Father and the Spirit in paradise. 
But He leaves all that, and inhabits this enemy-occu-
pied territory, in a body that will die,  amongst a 
people in sin, in a culture oppressed by legalisitic 

religion and Rome’s tyrants. Like Daniel and Esther 
who were sent into the heart of the Babylonian and 
Persian kingdoms, so God may send us into challeng-
ing assignments, places and people groups. 

Second, the Father sent the Son into the culture. Jesus 
speaks Aramaic and Greek, not a heavenly language. 
He dresses like the locals. He builds a bridge of 
common ground with His host culture, living as a Jew. 
That said, He does not take on the idols, sins and 
wrong beliefs of the culture. In the culture, He is not of 
it, but reclaims, imbibing what is best and beautiful in 
it, while shaking o� what is harmful and �awed. We 
also embrace the unique challenges of being in but 
not of our cultures, as we build bridges of common 
ground with people.

Third, the Father sent the Son to be accessible to people. 
The Son of God became one of us. If people cannot 
come to Him, He will go to people. He “became �esh 
and blood and moved into the neighbourhood.” (John 
1:14 MSG) He builds relationships and shares meals 
with all kinds of people in the Gospels: blue-collar and 
white-collar, women and men, young and old, Jews 
and Gentiles, rich and poor, in-crowd and out-crowd. 
We, too, are sent to be accessible to people, to all kinds 
of people. So we widen our range of relatability. 
People might not agree with what we believe, but let 
no one accuse us of being aloof and removed. Rather 
let us, like Paul, be able to say, “I want to carry out the 
mission I received from the Lord Jesus—the mission of 
testifying to the Good News of God’s kindness.” 
(Acts 20:24, GW)
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“Come, follow me. … Whoever wants to be my disciple 
must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow 

me.” (Matthew 4:19; 16:24).

There are 3 ways Jesus’ Lordship changes everything. 
First, it gives Him the right to call us. When Jesus says, 
“Come, follow me,” He does not merely invite us, or put 
on the table another option amongst many for our 
lives. This is no casual suggestion, but a summons to 
recognize His unrivaled claim over the universe and 
our lives. Before He calls us to something (such as 
parenting, politics, or pastoring) or to somewhere 
(such as another city or country), He calls us to Himself. 

Our nervousness in surrendering to Him is 
understandable if we imagine Him to be a tyrant. But 
thank goodness, Jesus is, as is evident if we study His 
life in the Gospels, “the radical, irreligious, merciful, 
always-surprising redeemer of our souls” whose head 
is crowned with thorns, whose throne is a cross, and 
whose nail-pierced hand holds a scepter of love. 
Unlike all dictators, He lays down His life for His 
subjects. His authority is not rooted in a thirst for 
power, but in compassionate wisdom and tender 
mercy. Recognizing the goodness of our Sovereign 
should bring us to our knees before Him far more 
earnestly than if we merely cowered in fear. 

Second, it means we do not merely add Him to our list of 
priorities. “Anyone who loves their father or mother, or 
their son or daughter more than me is not worthy of 
me,” says Jesus (Matthew 10:37). Summoned by Jesus, 
we are to make Him the center of our lives—He does 
not now begin to orbit around our lives as an 
additional help when we are in need, rather all the 
planets in the solar system that is our lives begin to 

revolve around Him as our blazing, light-giving Centre. 
“We have one Lord, and there must be no rival. We 
listen to one voice, and all others are secondary. We 
bow to one authority, and to one only. All other 
masters, voices, authorities, and in�uences have their 
place, but they are lesser, and they must be overruled 
if they contradict what God has called us to,” writes Os 
Guiness in The Call. From now on, we march to another 
drum beat, ready to minister to the world—at times 
confronting it prophetically, at others serving it 
sacri�cially. We are both against the world for the sake 
of the world and for the world for the sake of Christ.

Third, it means that there are no higher “spiritual” 
callings. Jesus’ Lordship infuses power into every 
aspect of our lives. Pre-Reformation theologians 
wrongly taught that God gives “two ways of life” to His 
church: the perfect, and the permitted life. The perfect 
life reserved for priests, monks, and nuns is spiritual, 
while soldiers, lawyers and farmers are permitted to do 
secular work, of secondary signi�cance to God. Along 
came Luther who declared, “The works of monks and 
priests, however holy and arduous they be, do not 
di�er one whit in the sight of God from the works of 
the rustic laborer in the �eld or the woman going 
about her household tasks, but that all works are 
measured before God by faith alone.” 

That Jesus is Lord not merely of the believer’s soul or 
the church’s activities, but of every “planet” in our lives 
(everything we have, are, and do) caused the great 
Dutch prime minister Abraham Kuyper to declare, 
“There is not one square inch of the entire creation 
about which Jesus Christ does not cry out, ‘This is 
Mine! This belongs to Me!’”
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Whoever wants to become great among you must be your 
servant, and whoever wants to be �rst must be slave of all. 
For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 

serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."
(Mark 10:43–45)

Our particular callings or purposes are essentially areas 
of service that Jesus enlists us to. Before Jesus walked 
the dusty paths of ancient Palestine, greatness was 
de�ned by how many people served and sacri�ced for 
you. But Jesus re-measured greatness by how many 
people we are willing to serve and sacri�ce for. Preaching 
on today’s text, Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Everybody 
can be great because everybody can serve.” Though 
self-centeredness and individualism is today’s norm, 
Jesus deems that abnormal and turns it upside down, by 
showing everyone a counter-cultural way. Though 
possessing enormous power, He serves humbly.

Whatever we have (time, treasures and talents) and 
wherever we are (at work, at play, at home) God’s Spirit 
may direct us to alleviate su�ering, or help others, so 
that “through love, [we] serve one another.” (Galatians 
5:13) The Good Samaritan story reminds us that we 
should not be overwhelmed by all the needs in the 
world. All that is asked of us is to help someone 
somewhere, by doing for them what we wish we could 
do for everyone. Here are some ways to do that…

Deploy your resources and power for the common good. 
Instead of living for our own needs, we can ask how we 
can deploy our money, position and expertise, assets, 
resources, opportunities, education, relationships, 
social position, and networks for the righting of 
wrongs, and for the renewal of all things. 

Serve through your job or career. There are more 
important things than status and money to get us out 
of bed on Monday. When we think about our line of 

work as a calling to serve, we realize that the best way 
to think about our work is as an opportunity for love to 
be made visible. Instead of trying to impress people at 
work, we try to serve them. Since work is an opportuni-
ty to love, this also guides us as we select a job or 
career: how wonderful if we �nd a way to make a living 
while at the same time making the world a better place. 

Serve with your time. Interruptions and requests from 
people are an opportunity to serve. We don’t have to 
wait for serving opportunities to come our way 
however, we can pencil appointments into our 
schedule and calendar, as we ask ourselves which 
people we can encourage, support and build up. 

Serve with your gifts, talents and skills, “Whatever talent 
you have received from God, use it to serve others” (1 
Peter 4:10). Our existence is not accidental, and our 
abilities are not incidental—we can use them to serve 
others, whether in the workplace, or as a volunteer in 
our non-working hours in a church ministry or nonpro�t.

Serve through leadership positions. Leaders are at their 
best, not when they are trying to build up their power, 
but when they are trying to build up their people. In 
companies and organizations, instead of �nding ways 
to use people to build the organization or company, 
the best leaders �nd ways to use the organization or 
company to build people.

Frederick Buechner in The Sacred Journey observes, “To 
journey for the sake of saving our own lives is little by 
little to cease to live in any sense that really matters, 
even to ourselves, because it is only by journeying for 
the world's sake—even when the world bores and 
sickens and scares you half to death—that little by little 
we start to come alive.”
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God’s will … which he purposed in Christ … when the 
times reach their ful�lment [is] to bring unity to all things 
in heaven and on earth under Christ. In him we were also 

made heirs, having been predestined according to the 
plan of him who works out everything in conformity with 

the purpose of his will (Ephesians 1:10–11)

Jesus teaches us to �rst pray for His kingdom to come, 
and only then for daily bread and forgiveness. It’s all 
too easy to focus only on “me and Jesus” and neglect 
God’s kingdom, His cosmic plan to comprehensively 
recreate our broken world. 

The Bible in places depicts creation as a garment woven 
together, but now wearing and tearing apart because 
of sin. This metaphor conveys the idea of millions of 
interlacing threads, the relationships between persons 
and God; persons and their own hearts; persons or 
groups and other persons or groups; and people and 
the rest of creation. The Hebrew word shalom describes 
God’s plan to bring “all things” into (as Tim Keller says), 
“beautiful, harmonious, interdependent, knitted, 
webbed relationships of peace to one another.”

But the world as it now stands is in tangles—threads of 
unbelief, depression, inequality, guilt, war, divorce, 
sickness, polarisation, hatred, ecological exploitation, 
and greed hang loose everywhere. God’s solution is to 
“bring unity to all things under Christ”—this speaks of 
“complete reconciliation, a state of the fullest 
�ourishing in every dimension—physical, emotional, 
social, and spiritual—because all relationships are right, 
perfect, and �lled with joy.”

“In Christ we are made heirs”— in Christ each of us 
participate in this re-weaving of creation. Ephesians 
2:10 tells us that we are each a thread that will do good 
works, restoring a few aspects of the broken fabric of 
society, while Ephesians 1:10 reminds us that, as we 
thread our lives through the needle of Christ, we are 
part of a much greater tapestry: God’s plan for cosmic 
new creation or shalom. But think what this all means… 

First, God’s plan is not only the conversion of sinners, but 
also the healing of all things. As such, we may play our 
part in leading friends and family to faith in Jesus, but 
we also may play our various parts in the renewal of a 
warped society, or in the reconstruction of a broken 
family, or in the rebuilding of a devastated life, or in the 
restoration of disintegrating industry. Jesus did not 
merely proclaim the good news about the kingdom, He 
demonstrated its presence by comforting the hurting, 
setting free the oppressed, feeding the hungry, and 
healing the sick. 

Second, we are the presence of the Future. Though the 
world’s fabric will only be fully re-fashioned “when the 
times reach their ful�lment,” already now we are a new 
creation—our e�orts to renew the world and our 
ability to overcome a jaded and discouraged spirit are 
themselves signposts of a coming world. 

Third, we can be sure that God will not waste our lives. We 
might not be able to make sense of our life’s purpose, 
but if we place our lives in Jesus’ hands then we can be 
sure that He will lace our lives through the right places 
at the right times, bringing restoration wherever we go. 
Amazingly, “what we do in the present—painting, 
preaching, singing, sewing, praying, teaching, building 
hospitals, digging wells, campaigning for justice, 
writing poems, caring for the needy, loving your 
neighbor as yourself—will last into God's future," says 
Amy Sherman.

Fourth, being a Christian is far more than “asking Jesus into 
our hearts”—it is re-orientating and reorganizing our 
lives around what He is doing in the world. As exciting as 
“me and my personal relationship with Jesus” is, we must 
never lose sight of Jesus’ summoning us to be His 
co-workers in kingdom come. As N. T. Wright said, 
"[Christians] are to be a sign and foretaste of [the] 
ultimate salvation, a means by which God makes this 
happen in both the present and the future.”
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Now may the God of peace, who …
brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus,

that great Shepherd of the sheep,
equip you with everything good for doing his will,

and may he work in us what is pleasing to him,
through Jesus Christ,

to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.” 
(Hebrews 13:20–21)

This week, in chapters 7–12,
we explore the 5 crucial components evident in

Nehemiah 2 to ful�lling our purpose. 
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All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,

so that the servant of God may be thoroughly
equipped for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:16–17) 

Last week, we learnt that God has prepared good works 
in advance for us to do. Today’s verse tells us that 
Scripture equips us for these good works. One 
remarkable biblical chapter, Nehemiah 2, tells how God 
puts something in Nehemiah’s heart to do (v12) that 
then results in God’s people actually doing “this good 
work” (v18). The chapter records two of his crucial works: 
First, he must get from Suza in Persia to Jerusalem with 
the required resources he will need (v1–11). Second, he 
must mobilize the Jews in Jerusalem to start rebuilding 
the city’s broken walls (v12–18).

Fascinatingly, both of these works involve �ve crucial 
components: concern, vision, strategy, partnerships, and 
action. By identifying them, we Bible readers become 
more equipped to do whatever God puts in our hearts 
to do. We will only unpack these components in detail 
in the coming chapters, but let’s brie�y identify them 
in Nehemiah 2, starting with his �rst “good work” 
described in 2:1–11: 

The year is 445 BC. Nehemiah, devastated anew by the 
shocking state of Jerusalem, is a personal assistant to 
the Persian king who notices a hidden anguish in 
Nehemiah’s face. The king asks Nehemiah what he 
wants. Nehemiah prays under his breath for God’s help 
and then shares his concern (he is broken-hearted that 
the city his ancestors are buried in lies in ruins (v3)) 
and his vision (to get to Jerusalem so he can rebuild its 
walls (v4)). In answer to Nehemiah’s prayers, the king 
agrees to send him, but enquires about his strategy 
(v6). Nehemiah has one: “May I have letters to the 
governors of Trans-Euphrates, so that they will provide 

me safe-conduct until I arrive in Judah? And may I 
have a letter to Asaph, keeper of the royal park, so he 
will give me timber to make beams for the gates of the 
citadel by the temple and for the city wall and for the 
residence I will occupy?” (v7–8) There are two �nal 
components in this good work: he has partners (the 
king is “with” him in the form of letters of authority and 
he also has army o�cers and cavalry on the trip) 
(v9–10); and he gives himself to action (he “sets a time” 
(v4) and he goes to Jerusalem (v11) ). 

His second work—mobilizing the rebuilding of the 
city’s walls—demonstrates the same 5 components, 
though in a di�erent order. First, he clari�es his 
strategy by carefully “examining the walls of Jerusalem, 
which had been broken down, and its gates, which 
had been destroyed by �re” (v13). There can be no 
guessing—he wants to know exactly what must be 
done. Then he gathers the local people and he 
expresses his concern (“You see the trouble we are in: 
Jerusalem lies in ruins, and its gates have been burned 
with �re … we are in disgrace” (v17) ) and casts his 
vision (“Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem” 
(v17)). This e�ectively mobilizes partners, “the Jews, 
priests, nobles, o�cials, and others” (v16), who reply by 
saying, “Let us start rebuilding.” But this is not just 
talk—this leads to action: “So they began this good 
work” (v18).

Still today, when God guides us to do something, we 
may expect that these 5 crucial components may be 
involved:
• Concern: why it must be done.
• Vision: “seeing” it done.
• Strategy: how it can be done.
• Partners: who will help me do it.
• Action: when it gets done. 
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Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in 
their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the 

kingdom and healing every disease and sickness.  When 
he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because 

they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd. (Matthew 9:35–36)

Yesterday we learnt from Nehemiah that the �rst 
crucial component in ful�lling our purpose is a 
God-given concern: “You see the trouble we are in: 
Jerusalem lies in ruins, and its gates have been burned 
with �re … we are in disgrace.” (Nehemiah 2:17) In fact, 
in chapter 1, we’re told that when he �rst found out 
about the derelict state of his homeland, he “sat down 
and wept and mourned for days” (Nehemiah 1:4). But 
he did not let the concern merely crush him—he 
bathed it in prayer, and as he did, God spoke to him 
about doing something about it. 

Still today, God may share with each of us something 
that concerns Him. We might even feel overwhelmed 
by it, but as we “cast our burden” on Jesus, He may give 
it back to us as “a yoke to carry”, a task that He wants us 
to ful�ll in His strength. Although there is something 
to be said about maintaining a joyful attitude, if we are 
to serve God, we need to let Him break our heart for 
things that break His own heart. I don’t suggest that 
we are capable of sharing every concern that God 
has—only Jesus, whose heart is an open wound of 
love, is capable of carrying the weight of every lost 
soul, every hurting person, every broken system. But 
Jesus is in the habit of sharing some of His burdens 
with each of us. Like Nehemiah, we can pray about it, 
availing ourselves to God, being open to any 
compassion or passion He might plant in our lives, and 
anything He might tell us to do about it. 

In today’s passage, we learn that when Jesus mentors 
His disciples for the particular tasks He wants them 
(and us) to do, He confers on them (and us) the same 
driving concern and compassion He has for people. 
What did Jesus see and feel when He met people at a 
well, or at a meal, or at a temple? 

Jesus sees people as sheep in need of Him as their 
shepherd. Despite our earthly blessings, Jesus looks 
into the interior experience of humanity and deems us 
helpless and harassed without Him. The Greek word 
for “helpless” (eskulmenoi) refers to being plundered, 
distressed or bewildered. The word for “harassed” 
(erimmenoi) denotes people thrown down to the 
ground, whether from drunkenness, or from mortal 
wounds. Without Him, we are dejected or scattered, in 
need of Him who says, “I am the good shepherd; I 
know my sheep and my sheep know me, just as the 
Father knows me and I know the Father.  I lay down my 
life for the sheep.” As we perceive people’s need for 
Jesus’ personal care (“I know my sheep”), tender love 
(“my sheep know me”) and salvation from sins (“I lay 
down my life for the sheep”, and begin to feel this 
concern for people, we �nd ourselves drawn to 
minister to them, showing them the shepherd-heart of 
Jesus as well as directing them to Jesus as their 
Shepherd.  

Since we are incapable of carrying all of His concern 
for all of His people, and because He does not expect 
us to serve all people everywhere, it is more likely that 
He will share with us His concern for speci�c people, 
perhaps the unjustly treated, or the poor, or children, 
or women, or whoever—and the Gospels tell of Jesus 
ministering to all these kinds of people. 
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God took Abram outside and said, “Look up at the sky 
and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.” Then 
he said to him, “So shall your o�spring be.” (Genesis 15:5) 

God did not merely command Nehemiah to rebuild 
the walls—He moved Nehemiah to do so by a�ecting 
his motivation in two ways. As we saw yesterday, God 
gave him a push-motivation: his heart was broken for 
the city that was devastated. Also, our subject today, 
God gave him a pull-motivation: Nehemiah “saw in his 
mind’s eye” a preferred future, a vision, in which those 
walls were repaired and the dignity of the city and its 
people was restored. When Nehemiah was praying for 
Jerusalem in Suza, he suddenly saw himself in 
Jerusalem, and he saw himself mobilizing others, and 
he saw the wall rebuilt. This God-given perception of 
the future stirred up a deep passion inside of him, 
creating a magnetic pull on his life. Thereafter, his life 
moved slowly but steadily in that direction.

In today’s verse we notice how God may give His 
people glimpses of a future, as He did to Abram, who 
was despairing his childlessness, perhaps sleepless 
and in turmoil in his tent, when God told him to go 
outside, look up and start counting the stars. Then the 
whisper came to him: “You cannot count how many 
there are, and neither will you be able to count how 
many children and grandchildren and greatgrandchil-
dren of �esh or faith you will have.”

There might be nothing more motivating in the face of 
an unsolvable problem or a mound of mayhem than 
God letting us “see” what is possible. Mary was once 
granted a vision of her particular purpose: “The Holy 
Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born 
will be called the Son of God.” (Luke 1:35) Along with 
this vision came motivation to ful�l her calling: “For 
nothing will be impossible with God.” (Luke 1:37)

God may place various callings in our life in the same 
way. While others may see and apathetically come to 
terms with the rubble of an educational system in 
tatters, or a family divided, or kids and teenagers in the 
area with no knowledge of Jesus, or lack of disciple-
making in the church, or the poor in the neighbour-
hood getting poorer, God may share His concern 
about these things with us, and then also give us a 
glimpse by faith of the way things should be, can be, 
will be. 

Once we are given eyes to see, our motivation goes to 
another level—think of the man walking past the 
construction site with 3 stonemasons working. “What 
are you doing?" The �rst stonemason says, "You can 
see, I'm chipping a stone." The second answers the 
same question: “I'm building a wall.” But the third, oh 
the third, says, “I am building a cathedral.” All three 
were doing the same thing, but what a di�erence 
vision makes—given enough time, the �rst man would 
have a pile of chipped stones, the second a wall, the 
third a cathedral. 

Something comes alive in us when we are given eyes 
to see what’s possible in God. Now we serve God not 
merely because we’re under orders, but because we’re 
building a cathedral. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry said, “If 
you want to build a ship, don't drum up the people to 
gather wood, divide the work, and give orders. Instead, 
teach them to yearn for the vast endless sea.” In His 
�nal days with His disciples, Jesus cast a vision of the 
open seas of ministry possibility: “You will by my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, then Judea, then Samaria, then 
the ends of the earth!” (Acts 1:8). In His �nal hours, He 
burnt a compelling vision into their hearts: “Go, make 
disciples of all nations … and I am with you until the 
very end.” Like heat-seeking missiles from that 
moment on, their lives were drawn towards the 
thousands and the many nations they were destined 
to reach, serve and disciple. 

V I S I O N :  “ S E E I N G ”  I T  D O N E
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Jesus said, “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. 
Won’t you �rst sit down and estimate the cost to see if you 

have enough money to complete it? For if you lay the 
foundation and are not able to �nish it, everyone who 
sees it will ridicule you, saying, ‘This person began to 

build and wasn’t able to �nish.’ Or suppose a king is about 
to go to war against another king. Won’t he �rst sit down 
and consider whether he is able with ten thousand men 

to oppose the one coming against him with twenty 
thousand? If he is not able, he will send a delegation 

while the other is still a long way o� and will ask for terms 
of peace.” (Luke 14:28–32) 

In these two parables Jesus surfaces the need for 
strategic forethought and planning, something 
Nehemiah utilized in getting the wall rebuilt. If we 
recall, when the king asked him what he wanted to do, 
and then how, he promptly rattled o� his answer: he 
needed “letters to the governors of Trans-Euphrates, so 
that they will provide me safe-conduct” and “a letter to 
Asaph, keeper of the royal park, so he will give me 
timber to make beams for the gates of the citadel by 
the temple and for the city wall and for the residence I 
will occupy.” (Nehemiah 2:7–8) 

Having concern without a vision is paralyzing, while 
vision without a strategy is a fantasy. Too often we 
think planning is unspiritual, but it’s not. Sure, arrogant 
planning and prayerless planning is bad, but when 
God has granted us a vision, most times it is appropri-
ate to come up with a plan. “The noble man makes 
noble plans, and by noble deeds he stands,” said Isaiah. 
(Isaiah 32:8)

Plans give us clarity so that we know what to say YES to. 
It is, after all, possible to work hard on the wrong 
things. Peter Drucker writes, “Nothing is less produc-
tive than to make more e�cient what should not be 

done at all.” Each day we should work on the things 
that matter. This means working smart, not just hard. 
Hard work is not always physical labour—it is often 
something that no observer will notice initally: it is 
thinking clearly about what you want to accomplish, 
and how you plan on doing so. When we’re stuck, we 
often assume we lack motivation. In reality, many 
times we lack clarity.

Plans also give us focus so that we know what to say NO 
to. Once we attain clarity and set our course, we need 
to say no to distractions. With an excess of opportuni-
ties, information and things to keep ourselves busy, we 
are the most distracted generation in history. The 
Chinese inventor Lin Yutang writes: “Besides the noble 
art of getting things done, there is the noble art of 
leaving things undone. The wisdom of life consists in 
the elimination of non-essentials.” Gandhi agrees: “A 
‘no’ uttered from the deepest conviction is better than 
a ‘yes’ merely uttered to please.” As does the philoso-
pher George Santayana: “In accomplishing anything 
de�nite a man renounces everything else.”

You may have heard of Paretto’s 80/20 Principle: 20% of 
our activities produce 80% of our desired results, while 
80% of them yield the other 20%. The irony is that it 
usually takes no more e�ort to work on high impact 
activities than it does to work on low impact ones. 
James Clear gives this three-step advice about how to 
re-organize around these highest impact activities: 
“First, make a list of the 10 things you spend the most 
time on. Second, circle the two that truly drive your 
results. Do more of those. Third, look at the others. 
Eliminate ruthlessly. Automate or outsource what you 
can. Press pause on the rest.” Once we select these 
priorities, we must then sustain our focus on them. 
“Whoever has understanding keeps a straight course.” 
(Proverbs 15:21) 
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Simon answered, “Master, we’ve worked hard all night 
and haven’t caught anything. But because you say so, I 

will let down the nets.” When they had done so, they 
caught such a large number of �sh that their nets began 

to break. So they signaled their partners in the other boat 
to come and help them, and they came and �lled both 

boats so full that they began to sink. (Luke 5:5–7)

None of us can ful�l God’s purpose for our lives all on 
our own. We need help from others. When one 
skim-reads Acts 2, with Peter preaching to 1000s, we 
may get the impression he is a highly capable 
one-man-show. But notice an overlooked detail: “Peter 
stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice, and 
proclaimed …”. (Acts 2:14) Peter was able to preach 
with gusto, because he had the “yes’s” and “amens” 
coming from his team. And Peter was able to gather 
into the church community the many who came to 
faith that day, because he teamed with other leaders.

Where did the remarkably competent Peter learn to 
partner with others? The passage above shows Jesus 
taking him through a mock lesson for his future 
ministry. He catches so many �sh that it is only in 
partnership with others and their nets—this is 
networking at its best—that they are able to bring in 
the catch. 

In Exodus 17, God called Joshua to �ght and Moses to 
pray. But neither man could ful�l his calling on those 
days all on their own. Joshua needed an army to go 
into battle with him as well as someone to cover him 
in prayer. And Moses needed two others, Aaron and 
Hur, to hold up his hands in prayer.

As potently gifted as Nehemiah was, he knew that he 
could do nothing without others. He needed the help 
of the king, governors, army o�cers, cavalry, “the Jews, 
priests, nobles, o�cials, and others” (Nehemiah 
2:7–10,16) to ful�ll the God-given vision. 

We need to lead well, and also follow well. More often 
than not God will not call us to start an entirely new 
ministry or initiative, but rather call us to serve one 
that already exists, so that we lock arms with others in 
the same cause, tucking under the leadership of 
others. Though our culture obsesses with leadership, 
not followership (when last did you attend a Follower-
ship conference?), if we do the maths, there need to be 
more followers than leaders, more team members 
than team leaders, if anything is going to get done in 
the world. When secure, humble followers get into the 
slipstream of secure, humble leaders, there is a certain 
beauty: Judges 5:2 says “When leaders lead, and 
followers follow, praise the Lord.”

We need to network, to �nd partners. Too many of us 
take our connections for granted, and too few of us 
pursue more connections for the sake of a greater 
impact. Why do impoverished people struggle more to 
rise up into their potential? The di�erence between 
poorer and wealthier communities is that the latter 
provides us with many more connections to skilled 
people and opportunities—both of which tend to pull 
us forward and upwards. 

As with our career, so with our calling, networking may 
be a necessity. In secular studies, career-based 
networks lead to more job opportunities, broader and 
deeper knowledge, improved capacity to innovate, 
faster advancement, greater authority, as well as 
improving the quality of work and job satisfaction. As 
such, we should not only sink our head in our calling 
and forget to take the time to build connections with 
people with related callings. For many people, 
introverts especially, networking seems inauthentic, 
distasteful, and self-promotional. But we can overcome 
that motivational hurdle if we remember that primarily 
we are not trying to promote ourselves, but rather 
trying to make a greater di�erence in the world. 
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Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as 
wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the 
days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand 

what the Lord's will is. (Ephesians 5:15–17) 

All of Nehemiah’s concern, vision, strategy, and 
partnerships would have come to nothing if he did not 
give himself to action. Likewise, our passage today 
reminds us to have this bias to action: “making the 
most of every opportunity.”

This bias to action is not the same as being rash. Being 
“wise” here means to be careful or thoughtful about 
decisions. Being foolish, in contrast, is thoughtless. A 
foolish decision is based on an impulsive desire, and 
gives no consideration to the bigger picture or the 
short- and long-term consequences. But when we are 
steeped in a God-given concern and vision, and have 
developed a strategy and partnerships, it is time to 
translate all that into action that capitalizes on the 
opportunities that we recognize to be God-appointed, 
not merely accidental. The phrase “make the most of” 
can be translated “redeem”, which means to set 
something free by purchasing it. We are to imagine 
these opportunities as precious items on sale in a 
market, but currently “enslaved”—in need of our 
searching them out, buying them up and setting them 
free. We will �nd that some actions will be re�exive, our 
response to immediate situations, while other actions 
will be proactive and calendar-based, resulting from our 
e�orts to translate our strategy into implementation. 

There may be times when God may tell us to wait 
until He acts (Isaiah 64:4), but there will also be many 
times, perhaps most times, when we must get going, 

get doing and taking initiative. “A journey of a 
thousand miles must begin with a single step,” said 
Lao Tzu. In our life-callings, most people wish they 
had started sooner, while only a few wish they had 
started later. Probably a year from now we will wish 
we had started today. 

Too many of us spend a great deal of time waiting for 
things to happen, making countless excuses in order 
to postpone taking action. It’s better to have a plan 
and set goals, but then even more important to have a 
bias to action—take the chance, do something, try 
new stu�, move forward, ask the question. James Clear 
reminds us, “An imperfect start can always be 
improved, but obsessing over a perfect plan will never 
take you anywhere on its own. You can't guarantee 
success, but you can guarantee failure: never try.” We 
may need to learn to make, not merely wait for, 
opportunities—“The one who watches the wind will 
not sow and he who looks at the clouds will not reap.” 
(Ecclesiastes 11:4) Verbalizing our plans is not nearly as 
powerful as implementing them—“In all e�ort there is 
pro�t, but mere talk tends only to poverty.” 
(Proverbs 14:23) 

The fear of failure should not paralyze us either. Here is 
a rule of thumb for when we �nd it di�cult to balance 
strategic clarity with a bias to action: “Though your 
success may depend on the risks you take, your 
survival depends on the risks you avoid, so when 
failure is expensive, plan more carefully, and when 
failure is cheap, act more quickly.” (James Clear)
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But if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the 
dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ Jesus 
from the dead will also give life to your mortal 

bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you. 
(Romans 8:11)

This week, in chapters 13–18,
we learn from Jesus in John 15:1–16

about the kind of spirituality
that leads to greater fruitfulness.

Credit is given to Andrew Murray’s
century-old devotional The True Vine

on the passage for some of the insights. 

S P I R I T U A L I T Y
A N D
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“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. …
“I am the vine; you are the branches. …

This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, 
showing yourselves to be my disciples. …

You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed 
you so that you might go and bear fruit—

fruit that will last. (John 15:1, 5, 8, 16)

It is possible to receive a calling from God, to gain a 
sense of purpose from Him, then to run o� and try to do 
it in our own steam. This week we learn from Jesus the 
importance of having a call sustained by an authentic 
spirituality, a life in the Spirit, a life from God, to God, for 
God, and with God. In John 15 Jesus, possibly with 
grapes in hand, uses an analogy to teach us how to be 
truly spiritual servants, not merely busy ones. 

In His analogy, Jesus the Son of God is a vine, with 
cooling shade and delicious fruit. He is God, full of 
power and able to inhabit us. He is also human, full of 
empathy and able to identify with us. He is the 
cruci�ed one who, through His death, won for us a 
new acceptance by God, and a new nature. He is 
seated on the throne, full of glory, and He gives His 
Spirit to make His presence real to us. 

Each of us who are “in Christ” are like a branch, 
nourished and cared for by the Jesus-stem we are 
grafted into, the Spirit-sap that �ows into us, and the 
Father-gardener, who plants, waters, cultivates and 
enjoys the vine. As Christ’s branches, we have the 
purpose of bearing fruit. We’ve been grafted by the 
Gardener into the Vine and we exist to bear divine fruit 
in our world. Fruitfulness is the branch’s purpose and 
the Gardener’s pleasure. It’s how we show the world 
that we are Jesus’ disciples. It’s a pity that many 

Christians follow Christ mainly for what He can do for 
them, while Jesus tells us that a true disciple is 
passionate about what He can do through them. 

Though Jesus is vital and strong, the source of our life 
and power, we are little and weak, always needing and 
receiving grace from Him. Our frailty and corruptibility, 
however, do not undo the fact that we now have His 
Spirit, His life, His nature and therefore “participate in 
the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). Although we are weak, 
yet we are one with Christ, our vine. With His Spirit 
�owing through us, we remain human, but no 
ordinary human. And so we �nd our joy and potency 
by endlessly and entirely depending on Jesus. Every 
day. Every hour. Every minute. This minute.

God wants us to bear fruit (v2), more fruit (v2), much 
fruit (v8) and lasting fruit (v16). He won’t settle for 
anything less. So draw from Him all the life-giving sap 
you can, and bear fruit. Let this great need, that people 
would see how amazing God is, motivate you to 
remain in Him hour by hour. Take your concern for a 
spiritually starved world on your shoulders, but let this 
burden drive you to your knees in prayer and 
dependence. Pray that people may taste the fruit of 
your remaining in Christ, and fall to their knees in 
delight before God.  

Some fruit lasts long, other fruit rots quickly. In the 
same way, when it comes to trying to serve, strength-
en, bless, reach and impact our church community, or 
the people in our lives and world, the results of our 
endeavors are sometimes short-lived. How encourag-
ing then that the Son of God chose us to bear fruit that 
lasts for years, for generations, even into eternity. 
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“Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No branch can 
bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can 
you bear fruit unless you remain in me. …“As the Father 

has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 
If you keep my commands, you will remain in my love, 

just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in 
his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you 

and that your joy may be complete. … You are my friends 
if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, 
because a servant does not know his master’s business. 
Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I 

learned from my Father I have made known to you.
(John 15:4, 9–11, 14–15)

Jesus refers to the art of grafting a branch from 
another vine into a new vine. Two things happen. First, 
there is a structural connection as the branch sends its 
�bers into the stem, and the stem grows into the 
grafted branch. Second, there is a vital connection as 
the sap of the stem �ows into the branch, producing 
leaves, shoots and fruits. When we trust in Jesus and 
are “saved”, �rst there is a new structural connection 
between Jesus and you. We are repositioned in Christ 
forever. But that leads to the need for a two-way 
ongoing vital connection. 

This is what Jesus points to when He says, “Remain in 
me, as I also remain in you”. “Remain in me” refers to 
what we have to do. We have to stay with Him, to 
make ourselves fully at home in Him, to trust and obey, 
to cling to Him and sink ourselves into Him. Before we 
concern ourselves with the needs in the world, or our 
usefulness in it, we focus on Jesus. He is the main 
thing, not ourselves and not the world. The character, 
strength and fruit of a branch depends entirely on 
what kind of vine it is connected to. Our life, and 

strength and fruit depend on what Jesus is. So we 
worship Him. We let Him be our one desire and one 
passion. And if we feel that we don’t know how to 
know Him, we remember that it is part of His 
responsibility to make Himself known to you. The vine 
�rst reveals itself in the branch, before any external 
fruit is seen. Christ wants to reveal Himself in you, then 
through you. 

In John 15, Jesus tells us many times to “remain in 
Him.” We would think that we only needed to be 
invited once to remain in Christ, but He repeats the 
matter—He understands us so well: as wonderful as 
remaining in Jesus sounds, the reality is that it includes 
the giving up of our independence and our tendency 
to try to bear fruit alone. But Jesus is emphatic: the 
only way to fruitfulness is remaining in Him constantly, 
and whole-heartedly, for there are degrees of 
remaining. Many verses in the Bible tell us to seek God 
“with our whole hearts”. For we may be half-hearted, 
remaining in Jesus Christ 10%, or 50% or 70%, all the 
while Christ wants 100%.

As powerful as the analogy of the branch-vine is, it 
lacks something. It only presents Jesus as our supplier. 
So Jesus goes on in John 15 to emphasize the reality of 
our personal relationship with Him, one marked by the 
intensity of His warmth towards us, His love for us, His 
friendship with us, the sharing of His joy, His instruc-
tions and His secrets with us. It’s important that we 
know His love for us in our heads, but just as important 
that we begin to experience this in our hearts. We can 
pray for ourselves, and each other, that we “may have 
power … to grasp how wide and long and high and 
deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that 
surpasses knowledge.” (Ephesians 3:18–19) 
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If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask 
whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. … You did 

not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so 
that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will 

last—and so that whatever you ask in my name the 
Father will give you. (John 15:7, 16) 

How to bear more fruit? Pray, says Jesus: “Ask whatever 
you wish … ask whatever you want … and it will be 
done for you … the Father will give it to you.” What a 
stunning promise! So, pray for fruitfulness in other 
people’s lives. If we only ever pray for our own needs, 
we likely see fewer answers to prayer: “When you ask, 
you do not receive, because you ask with wrong 
motives, that you may spend what you get on your 
pleasures.” 

Jesus was, after all, speaking to disciples who had 
already devoted themselves to the mission of 
reaching, serving and blessing the world. They had 
laid down their lives for the purposes of Christ. So you 
can imagine, that they were not praying for 
themselves, as much as for fruitfulness in all they did. 
They took Christ at His word. Amazingly, Christ gave 
them, and gives us, the keys to the King’s storehouse. 
There are blessings, and power, and resources in 
heaven that we need to pray down to ful�l our 
purpose. What a privilege! What a responsibility!

Allow the Spirit to direct your praying. Though John 15 
does not directly mention the Holy Spirit, John 15 is 
part of a longer teaching in which Jesus speaks about 
the work of the Spirit in 14:15-23 and 16:7-14. As we 
ask the Spirit to �ll us, and stir up God’s desires in us, 
and reveal to us God’s plans, we pray according-
ly—and we are more likely to see God answering our 
prayers. Especially, when we pray in love. As we 
immerse in prayer our God-inspired concerns for 
others, the Church, and sectors of society, we are more 
likely to see God at work through us and around us. 
We remember how Nehemiah’s activism in chapter 

two follows on and �ows out of Nehemiah’s prayer in 
chapter one, in which he held up the needs of God’s 
people to “the great and awesome God who keeps 
covenant and steadfast love with those who love him” 
(1:5). But once Nehemiah got doing, he did not pause 
praying…

When the king asked him what he wanted, before 
answering, he shot up “an arrow prayer” to heaven:  “So 
I prayed to the God of heaven” (2:4). Think about that: 
Nehemiah is being asked by the most powerful king 
on the earth what he wants, but he takes a moment to 
�rst ask the King of kings for what He wants. 
These quick prayers then pervade the account of 
Nehemiah’s work: while he is being taunted by 
enemies, he prays, “Hear, O our God, for we are 
despised. Turn back their taunt on their own heads” 
(4:4). Then when he recounts his own track record of 
�nancial generosity, speci�cally his decision to not 
accept a salary, he prays, “Remember me, O my God, 
for all I have done for your people” (5:18-19). Then, 
when his enemies suggest that Nehemiah will not 
complete his work because of exhaustion, he prays, 
“But now, O God, strengthen my hands” (6:8-9).

The brief prayers found in Nehemiah remind us that 
God hears us not just when we set aside speci�c times 
to pray, but when we serve God and as we go about 
our business with unending prayerfulness. Says 
Charles Spurgeon about Nehemiah’s prayers: “God 
does not hear us because of the length of our prayer, 
but because of the sincerity of it. Prayer is not to be 
measured by the yard, nor weighed by the pound. It is 
the might and force of it, the truth and reality of it, the 
energy and the intensity of it.” So we “rejoice always, 
pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances; for 
this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.” 
(1 Thessalonians 5:17)
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He cuts o� every branch in me that bears no fruit, while 
every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will 
be even more fruitful. … This is to my Father’s glory that 

you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my 
disciples. (John 15:2, 8)

God wants us to bear more fruit than we are capable 
of in ourselves. How do we glorify God? We can’t add 
to His glory or bring Him glory that He doesn’t yet 
have. Rather we glorify Him by allowing His glory to be 
made visible in and through our lives—and this means 
that we must rely on God’s grace and power in all we 
do for God. “If anyone speaks, they should do so as one 
who speaks the very words of God. If anyone serves, 
they should do so with the strength God provides, so 
that in all things God may be praised through Jesus 
Christ. To Him be the glory and the power for ever and 
ever.” (1 Peter 4:11) If we serve God and do work in our 
power, we get the glory. But when we work in God’s 
power, then He gets the glory. In the same way that a 
Viticulturist is glori�ed by carefully planted and 
cultivated vines that produce excellent grapes, so the 
Father is glori�ed by how much His grace and care 
result in our fruit-bearing.

This is why we can ask Him to use us in such a way that 
the impact of our lives is disproportional to who we 
are and what we have to bring. Non-believing people 
may not believe in God, but we pray that our reliance 
on God manifests in a favour and fruitfulness that 
makes them second guess their doubt about God’s 
reality. Learning to fully rely on God may involve some 
pain on our part…

In order for God to bear more fruit through us, He may cut 
us down so that there seems to be less of us for Him to 
use. Vines are amazingly fruitful. Relative to their size, 
few plants bear as much fruit as vines can. But vines 

have an inbuilt �aw. They grow so wildly, that they lose 
their ability to be fruitful. The bigger the plant grows, 
the less quality fruit it can bear. Some other plants 
need to be pruned now and then, but the vine must 
be pruned often, and mercilessly. So Jesus tells us that 
the one main work of the Father is to prune us so that 
we will be more fruitful.

What is pruning? It is not the removal of weeds and 
thorns. It is rather the cutting o� of the long shoots 
from the previous year. These shoots are part of the 
branch itself. They are signs of honest, healthy growth. 
Why is the branch pruned? Because there is a limited 
supply of sap, and the long shoots use up the sap that 
is meant for the fruit. The sap must be saved for the 
fruit alone. That's why branches, sometimes two 
metres long, are cut down to a tenth of the size, just 
enough to bear grapes – lots of full, juicy ones.

Can you see the lesson? It’s not only sin that needs to 
be cut away in our lives. It’s our own abilities, as they 
are developed in the very act of bearing fruit. It’s this 
that must be pruned. As we serve God, we use and 
develop natural gifts like wisdom, good speech, ability 
to lead and in�uence, and enthusiasm. Yet, as we 
develop these, we are tempted to trust in our own 
abilities rather than in God. That's why, after every 
season of work, God has to bring us to the end of 
ourselves, to the awareness that we as humans are 
helpless and have nothing in us that can truly change 
other people forever. And God brings us to the place 
where all that is left of us is just enough to receive the 
power of the life-giving sap of the Holy Spirit. But the 
more complete the pruning, the more focused we can 
be on giving ourselves totally to the Spirit. Less of us, 
more of God. 
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You are already clean because of the word I have spoken 
to you. …  If you remain in me and my words remain in 
you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 

(John 15:3, 7) 

When Jesus says you are already “clean” He uses the 
same word for “prune.” What is the pruning tool that 
the Father uses to clean each branch? Many people 
assume it is hardship, and we know from other 
Scripture that di�culties can bring out the best in us. 
But that’s not the tool Jesus speaks about here.

Rather, the pruning knife is the word that Jesus speaks, 
sharper than a two-edged sword. It penetrates to the 
depth of our being, dealing with the thoughts and 
attitudes in the heart (Hebrews 4:12). Adversity best 
transforms our lives when it leads us to the word of 
God. In fact, hardship without the pruning work of the 
word is powerless to change us. Even the apostle Paul 
who experienced “a thorn in his �esh” was transformed 
by it only once God spoke to him saying, “My grace is 
su�cient for you, for my power is made perfect in 
weakness.” (2 Corinthians 12:9). It was God’s word, not 
the su�ering, that ultimately cut away pride in him, 
and helped him to see the blessing hidden in his pain. 

Jesus, who said to His disciples that His word had 
already pruned them, must have been referring to the 
more cutting things He had already said to them. 
Things like, “If anyone would come after me, he must 
deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” 
(Luke 9:23) Think how often Jesus humbled His 
disciples’ pride, or confronted their lack of love, or 
foretold how they would forsake Him. From the Sermon 
of the Mount up till His last night with them, His word 
had exposed and pruned them. He had dealt with all 
self-reliance and self-focus in them. Emptier of “self,” 
they were more ready to be instruments of the Spirit. 

This is why it is best to give up our ideas about what 
God wants and surrender totally, humbly, and 
patiently to the word that God speaks to us through 
the Bible and through His Spirit. Not only does it prune 
us, it �lls us—so that Jesus can say that our power in 
prayer is connected to having His word remain in us. 
Or, as Paul says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you 
richly.” (Colossians 3:16)

Again, we have Nehemiah as a role model. He was 
clearly inspired by Scripture. He remembers the examples 
of Abraham believing God’s promise (9:7–8,23), Moses 
sharing God’s Word (1:7–8; 8:1,14; 9:14; 10:29; 13:1), 
Aaron entering God’s service (10:38; 12:47), David 
(12:24, 36–37, 45–46) and Asaph (12:46) encouraging 
God’s praise, and Zerubbabel (7:7; 12:1, 47) building 
God’s temple. He shudders as he remembers how 
Solomon forgot God’s holiness (13:26) and ignored 
God’s warning, with disastrous consequences. 

He was also fashioned by Scripture. Not just inspired, he 
takes to heart the uplifting language, the truths, its 
dependable promises (1:5, 9; 4:20; 9:7–8,17) and its 
challenging warnings (1:7–8; 5:9; 9:30, 37; 13:17–18, 
26–26). He quotes a variety of passages, everything 
from Genesis through the Psalms. This knowledge 
encourages him to move forward and pushes him 
through some of his lowest times. He knows that 
obedience to God’s word is life’s highest priority. He 
understands its authority, persuasiveness, power and 
relevance to every aspect of his life. He knows the 
story of God and His people, how God had called, 
equipped and used women and men over the 
centuries. Knowing what story he is in, he models his 
life and ministry on those who have gone before.
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My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. 
Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life 
for one’s friends. This is my command: Love each other. 

(John 15:12–13, 17)

In John 15, Jesus teaches us to have an authentic 
spirituality out of which grows and �ows the �nding 
and ful�lling of our purpose. We must never get to the 
place where our working for Jesus has replaced our 
being with Jesus, nor our sense of collaboration with 
Jesus. How do we bear more fruit in the world? We 
realize we are in Christ for it. We remain in Jesus. We 
pray. We allow God to prune us. We remain in God’s 
Word. One more… we learn to love each other. God’s 
plan is, regardless of whatever our unique callings and 
contributions are, that they connects to the kind of 
person we are becoming: a more loving one. Love is 
both the means to ful�lling our purpose, as well as the 
very point of our purpose. 

Again, we have Nehemiah as an example of how to 
practically love people—in this case, how to love those 
who are exploited or marginalized in society. We learn 
3 things about love from him in Nehemiah 5:

Love seeks justice for the marginalized. Nehemiah 
managed the rebuilding of the city wall—an outward 
task, but he also sought to rebuild broken lives—a 
relational task. With the walls rebuilt, it comes to 
Nehemiah’s attention that the inequality has grown 
not diminished: some wealthy people have taken 
advantage of poorer ones by lending with interest 
(with zero in�ation in those days, charging with 
interest was in itself a form of exploitation). Shocking-
ly, when the poor could not repay their debts, the 
lenders claimed their children as slaves.  

In response to this, Nehemiah gives us a master class 
in lovingly and courageously responding to injustice in 
our times. Following his example in 5:1-13, we need: to 
not be deaf to the outcry; to ponder the injustice, 
taking it to God in prayer; to ask honestly how we may 

be perpetuating the injustice through our faulty ways 
of thinking or our lifestyle choices; to speak out 
against the injustice; to take action, even baby steps to 
start; and to partner with others in the work of justice. 

Love serves, not takes. It does not ask, “What can you do 
for me?” but “What can I do for you?” In 5:14–18, 
Nehemiah then tells how, in contrast with earlier 
governors who drew massive salaries to underwrite 
their luxurious lifestyles and lorded it over the people 
they led, in his 12-year stint as a governor, he and the 
150 o�cials to whom he gave leadership serve in a 
sacri�cial way as servants in the midst of the people. 
Nehemiah understands, as we should, that work at its 
best is always love made visible. We are to lead others 
as a servant; to not claim “our rights”—the very 
opposite of the entitled spirit that has nothing to do 
with love.

Love is generous. There are 150 hardworking men on 
his team who need to eat. Instead of drawing money 
from the city’s reserves (as governors before him had 
done) he uses his own savings, probably accrued in his 
earlier years as the king’s personal assistant, to buy 
everyone a lunch every day out of his own pocket.  

Although he loves helping people, he anticipates that 
God will make up for the sacri�ces related to his 
justice-seeking, his service and his generosity: he 
prays, “Remember me … for all I have done for these 
people.” (5:19) We also have Jesus who loved us to the 
uttermost, pouring out His very breath and blood for 
us undeserving people, and being rewarded with 
resurrection power and glory. Living loved, we learn to 
love one another.
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So David shepherded God’s people with integrity 
of heart and guided them with skillful hands. 

(Psalm 78:72)

This week, in chapters 19–24,
we identify in Daniel 6 the 6 character traits 
that are needed for us to ful�l our purpose.
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King Darius decided to appoint 120 satraps over the 
kingdom, stationed throughout the realm, and over them 

three administrators, including Daniel. These satraps 
would be accountable to them so that the king would not 

be defrauded. Daniel distinguished himself above the 
administrators and satraps because he had an 

extraordinary spirit, so the king planned to set him over 
the whole realm. (Daniel 6:1–3) 

Next to Nehemiah, another superlative example of a 
person who accomplished God’s purposes for their 
generation is Daniel, who as a teenager was plucked 
out of Jerusalem and forced to serve many pagan 
kings in Suza. We jump into the story at the point that 
Persia had eclipsed the former empire, and Darius now 
sat on the throne. Daniel, an old man, had served 
under 3 or 4 kings in the previous fallen empire, but 
amazingly he escaped being executed, and was “kept 
on” by the usurping king who would reign from 
522-486 BC. 

As with prior kings, Darius trusts Daniel, initially to be 
one of his top 3 (v2) and, because he is so trustworthy 
in that role, �nally to be his 2IC, setting him “over the 
whole realm” (v3). What was it about Daniel that made 
him so trustworthy? This week we explore 6 compel-
ling character traits.

The �rst is he had “an extraordinary spirit” (v3)—he 
was whole-hearted and epitomized Scriptural 
commands such as, “Whatever your hand �nds to do, 
do it with all your might,” (Ecclesiasted 9:10) and 
“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as 
working for the Lord, not for human masters,  since 
you know that you will receive an inheritance from the 
Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving.” 
(Colossians 3:23-24) Daniel not only worked for God, 
he worked with God—the Hebrew word for extraordi-

nary (ruach) is the same word used for the Holy Spirit 
in the Old Testament. When we begin to �ag in our 
enthusiasm for God’s work, we can ask the Spirit to 
“renew our strength” so that we “soar on wings like 
eagles; run and not be weary; walk and not be faint.” 
(Isaiah 40:30–31)

 Some translations opt for “an excellent spirit”. 
Whole-heartedness—working with all one’s spirit in 
reliance on God’s Spirit—helps us do the very best we 
can with all that we have. It refuses to put in the 
minimum so as to just get by. It involves intolerance 
for mediocrity, sloppiness and half-heartedness. It is 
quite possible to be lazy even when doing things we 
love and are called to—we think of Jesus’ parable in 
which a master chides a servant who, out of fear, holds 
back from doing his best—“You wicked, lazy servant!” 
(Matthew 25:26)

In contrast, the compounding e�ects of whole-heart-
edness are remarkable. Says an expert in excellence: 
“Given two people of approximately the same ability 
and one person who works 10% more than the other, 
the latter will more than twice out-produce the former. 
The more you know, the more you learn; the more you 
learn, the more you can do; the more you can do, the 
more the opportunity.”

Your whole-heartedness over the long haul might not 
pay o� any time soon, but one day it will. Says Winston 
Churchill, “To every person there comes in their 
lifetime that special moment when you are �guratively 
tapped on the shoulder and o�ered the chance to do a 
very special thing, unique to you and your talents. 
What a tragedy if that moment �nds you unprepared 
or unquali�ed for work which could have been your 
�nest hour.”
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The administrators and satraps, therefore, kept trying to 
�nd a charge against Daniel regarding the kingdom. But 

they could �nd no charge or corruption, for he was 
trustworthy, and no negligence or corruption was found 

in him. (Daniel 6:4)

We’re learning from Daniel to develop the character 
traits that will make us trustworthy, and able to ful�l 
God’s purposes. Yesterday we noted Daniel’s example 
of whole-heartedness, his “extraordinary spirit” (v3). In 
this one we hone in on his integrity. 

Financial corruption had cost the king much 
money—he was being “defrauded” (v2). Those who 
could be trusted with money were rare, but Daniel had 
proven himself in the handling of money, and in his 
commitment to honesty. In fact, Daniel’s rivals could 
not �nd any charge or corruption against him (v4). 
When corruption is rife, as it apparently was in the 
Persian kingdom, people with integrity stand out. 
Darius had probably also heard about Daniel’s 
courageous confrontation of the previous fallen king 
the night before his death (see Daniel 5)—honest 
people like this, people who would do and say the 
right thing regardless of what it cost them personally, 
were exactly what he needed. They are still needed 
today. 

Integrity is being the same person in public as we are 
in private. Integrity lies in doing what one speaks and 
speaking what one does. It starts in the place where 
no one is looking except God. As Stephen Covey says, 
“Private victories precede public victories. Making and 
keeping promises to ourselves precedes making and 
keeping promises to others.”

The opposite of integrity is expediency—valuing some 
personal advantage, including a momentary 
o�-bounds thrill or �nancial gain, above what’s right. 
In contrast, integrity means that we value things 

because they are inherently valuable in themselves, 
and not merely personally advantageous. Integrity can 
cost us personally, because we would rather be 
disadvantaged socially or materially than tell a lie or 
do something we know to be wrong. 

Integrity preserves what is valuable. “The integrity of the 
upright guides them, while the duplicity of the 
unfaithful destroys them.” (Proverbs 11:3) Marriages, 
families, friendships, businesses, and institutions 
disintegrate when integrity is violated and promises 
are not kept. The ancient Great Wall of China was built 
at an immense cost of money, material and labour. 
When it was �nished, it was impregnable. But entire 
enemy armies breached it—not by breaking it down, 
or by climbing over it, but by bribing the gatekeepers. 
Expediency may be a short-cut but in the end it is the 
path to nowhere. The only path that gets us 
somewhere worth being, and then keeps us there, is 
the path of integrity.

Integrity requires honesty. “The Lord detests lying lips, 
but He delights in people who are trustworthy.” 
(Proverbs 12:22) Honesty is the thread that holds 
together the fabric of enduring relationships. If we tell 
each other lies, those relationships will eventually tear 
apart. “Whoever walks in integrity walks securely, but 
he who makes his ways crooked will be found out.” 
(Proverbs 10:9)

Integrity is hard work at times: “For we are taking pains 
to do what is right, not only in the eyes of the Lord but 
also in the eyes of people,” says Paul. (2 Corinthians 
8:21) We must not let the fact that it is hard to practice 
make it any less right. God will help us: the Big Book of 
Alcoholics Anonymous suggests we turn it into a 
prayer: “We earnestly pray for the right ideal, for 
guidance in each questionable situation, for sanity, 
and for the strength to do the right thing.” 
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“If the axe is dull and its edge unsharpened, more 
strength is needed, but skill will bring success.”

(Ecclesiastes 10:10)

Throughout the book of Daniel, we see him employ-
ing many di�erent skills. Most notably, he was skillful 
in navigating crisis situations and giving sage advice 
to kings. But in Daniel 6 he seemed to be operating in 
a new role—not only an advisor, but a senior 
executor. He was working in a tight team of 3 who 
were giving leadership to 120 other key leaders, and 
who were implementing better systems of �nancial 
control so as to stamp out corruption (v2–3). So 
notice that Daniel, though an old man, instead of 
merely leaning into his prior competencies, sought to 
develop his skills some more. 

Any time we spend sharpening our capacities and 
capabilities, means we can save time in producing 
greater results. With a blunt axe we might be able to 
cut a pile of �rewood in three hours, but with a sharp 
one we can cut three piles in one hour. This is why “skill 
will bring success”, and why if we build our work life 
and our kingdom contributions around our skills and 
talents, we are more likely to make an impact: a 
minority of actions will result in the majority of our 
results. Then as we deliver excellent work, more 
opportunities follow: “A gift opens doors for a person 
and brings them before the great.” (Proverbs 18:16) 

Having identi�ed our competencies, we should get to 
work on honing them right away and without fear. 
Drop the delay tactics. You don’t need a better 
computer, guitar, or camera to become a better writer, 
musician or photographer. What you need is to get to 
work with what you have got. Also drop the fear of 
failure. As actress Tallulah Bankhead re�ects: “If I had to 

live my life again, I’d make the same mistakes, only 
sooner.” Failure is merely feedback from the world 
about how not to go about things—the more mistakes 
you make, the more you can learn about better ways 
to use your gifts. Failures, when processed well, are the 
required path to greater success. So we fail forward.

It takes work to develop the skills we already have, and 
to develop new skills. But inspiration might be right 
under our nose. Notice the line of ants, the little 
six-legged creatures that traverse our kitchen counters 
and backyards, as they work tirelessly and backbreak-
ingly. They do the very best they can with what they 
have—Solomon calls them “wise” for doing so: “Go to 
the ant, O sluggard; consider its ways, and be wise.” 
(Proverbs 6:9). Rome may not have been built in a day, 
but it came to be because builders lay bricks every day. 
True success never arrives overnight. Years of 
uncelebrated hard work precede it. Success is actually 
the hour of opportunity �nally revealing all the unseen 
e�orts that prepared one for it. As one sport star puts 
it: “If you want to look good in front of thousands, you 
have to outwork thousands in front of nobody.”

An African proverb says, “The mouth does not eat if the 
feet do not walk and the hands do not work.” A 
sluggard is someone who is lazy, and who hopes that 
success will merely fall into their lap. This does not 
mean that such a person does not desire successs, only 
that they don’t take the actions required to achieve 
that success: “The soul of the sluggard craves and gets 
nothing, while the soul of the diligent is richly 
supplied.” (Proverbs 13:4) In the �nal analysis, it is not 
desire and ambition but diligence and actions that 
mark the di�erence between those who achieve 
something and those who do not.

S K I L L  D E V E LO P M E N T

C h a p t e r  2 1

P U R P O S E

“G O D ,  I  P R A I S E  YO U  T H AT…

“A N D ,  P L E A S E …  A M E N . ”P
R
A
Y
E
R



4 4

Jesus said, “One who is faithful in a very little is also 
faithful in much, and one who is dishonest in a very little 

is also dishonest in much.  So if you have not been 
trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust 

you with true riches? And if you have not been 
trustworthy with someone else’s property, who will give 

you property of your own? (Luke 16:10–12)

A reputation as a trustworthy person takes a long time 
to build. Our giftedness may open up doors of 
opportunity for us, but if we prove to be inconsistent 
and �ighty, those doors will soon enough close. 
Amazingly, Daniel was in his mid- to late-eighties, some 
60+ years into his career and calling of serving pagan 
kings, by the time we come to Daniel 6, and yet he 
stood out amongst the others because of his consistent 
readiness to serve and ful�ll his responsibilities.

As we are faithful with the responsibility or in�uence 
entrusted to us, we tend to be given more. Throughout 
his career, we see Daniel getting promoted from one 
level of in�uence to another. His faithfulness in one task 
or responsibility leads to him being entrusted with yet 
another task or responsibility. Still today, the only way 
God will give us more in�uence and impact is if we are 
trustworthy with the assignments and calling He is 
presently giving us. Paul the apostle knew this—he 
writes to a church: “We will not boast beyond proper 
limits, but will con�ne our boasting to the sphere of 
service God himself has assigned to us, a sphere that 
also includes you … Our hope is that, as your faith 
continues to grow, our sphere of activity among you 
will greatly expand, so that we can preach the gospel in 
the regions beyond you” (2 Corinthians 10:13–16). 

Applying Jesus’ wisdom and Daniel’s and Paul’s 
example means that as we work the �eld of responsibil-
ity we already have, it tends to grow. None of us will go 

far in life if the people we work and live with do not 
trust us to do what we say we will do. “If you want to 
guarantee a life of misery, be unreliable,” says Charlie 
Munger. “Do not faithfully do what you have engaged 
to do. If you will only master this one habit you will 
more than counterbalance the combined e�ect of all 
your virtues, howsoever great.” In contrast, if we 
become known for delivering value in an area, more 
and more people will seek us out for that value. In this 
way, our reputation for being reliable becomes a 
magnet—relevant opportunities come to us with no 
extra work.

There are 2 warnings as we think about being trusted 
with “more”: First, beware of sel�sh ambition. “Harbour-
ing bitter envy and sel�sh ambition in your hearts … is 
earthly, unspiritual, demonic … and leads to disorder 
and every evil practice” (James 3:14-16). However, we 
do need an others-centred ambition. For example Paul 
says, “It has always been my ambition to preach the 
gospel where Christ was not known” (Romans 15:20). 
Paul also encourages us to be ambitious to serve God’s 
church: “Whoever aspires to be an overseer desires a 
noble task” (1 Timothy 3:1). 

Second, beware of comparison. Paul writes, “We do not 
dare to classify or compare ourselves with some who 
commend themselves. When they measure themselves 
by themselves and compare themselves with 
themselves, they are not wise” (2 Corinthians 10:12). 
There is more joy if we keep our head down and plod 
away with our God-given gifts, opportunities, and 
responsibilities. There is misery when instead we look 
around and wish we had the gifts, opportunities and 
responsibilities God has given to others. If we do lift our 
head, look up at God, and pray, “God I want nothing 
you are not giving me. And thank you, the boundary 
lines have fallen in pleasant places” (Psalm 16:6). 
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“When Daniel learned that the document had been 
signed, he went into his house. The windows in its 

upstairs room opened toward Jerusalem, and three times 
a day he got down on his knees, prayed, and gave thanks 

to his God, just as he had done before.” (Daniel 6:10) 

Daniel’s subordinates envied his promotion and 
persuaded the thoughtless king to sign a document 
that decreed the execution of anyone who prayed to 
any god for 30 days. Since Daniel was trying to stamp 
out corruption, it’s plausible that these men were not 
only motivated by jealousy, but also by their 
determination to keep lining their own pockets. Daniel 
decided to keep on praying to his God, knowing quite 
well he might be thrown into the lion’s den for it. 

And so we have a magni�cent sample of the courage 
that God may require of us as we ful�l His purpose. 
Os Guiness writes, “God calls men and women who will 
be committed to their life tasks with no reservations, 
no retreats, no regrets. … They are therefore free to 
turn from their own a�airs and to center their lives on 
the priorities of their questing. No task is so immense 
that it daunts the courage of their calling. They engage 
in the world on the world’s terms, yet they are never 
diverted from their quest because they always have an 
eye to interests and ideals that are invisible to the eyes 
of others. Such are the people who will always be 
found in “the gap.” (Ezekiel 22:30) They are the ones 
prepared “for such a time as this.” (Esther 4:14) People 
after God’s own heart, they are ready to read the signs 
of the times and serve His purpose in their generation.”

 “Be on your guard; stand �rm in the faith; be 
courageous; be strong.” (1 Corinthians 16:13) Courage 
means not �eeing when things heat up. Shaka Zulu, 

the greatest warrior king in the history of Southern 
Africa, used to warn his soldiers that there is one 
wound that would lead to capital punishment—a 
wound to the back. A �eeing soldier may have been 
lucky enough to survive a battle, but a laceration to 
the back would soon enough lead to a fatal wound to 
the heart, meted out by Shaka’s sword.  

A few times in our life, our convictions will call on us to 
take our stand come what may. If we only resisted 
those who hated us, courage would be easily de�ned. 
But courage may also involve resisting those whom we 
love. It’s one thing having the bravery to stand up to 
our enemies, but we need even more to stand up to 
our friends.

Courage is not a feeling. It is a resolution. Mandela 
says, “I learned that courage was not the absence of 
fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he 
who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that 
fear.” As we put ourselves out there in the righting of 
wrongs, in the renewal of all things, or in the carrying 
of God’s message to others, we may need to put 
ourselves in a place “beyond our ability to control the 
outcome and beyond our own power to succeed, a 
place where God is desperately needed and a work in 
which He delights to engage—for it is His own work,” 
writes the author of The Good News About Injustice.

But we are built for this: “We are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us.” (Romans 8:37). “We do not 
belong to those who shrink back and are destroyed” 
(Hebrews 10:39). As Oswald Chambers says in My 
Utmost for His Highest, “No power on earth or in hell 
can conquer the Spirit of God in a human spirit, it is an 
inner unconquerableness.”
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I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson 
and Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the 

prophets, who through faith conquered kingdoms, 
administered justice, and gained what was promised; 

who shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the 
�ames, whose weakness was turned to strength.”  

(Hebrews 11:32–34)

In Daniel 6, we discover the character traits needed to 
ful�l our purpose: whole-heartedness, integrity, 
skills-development, reliability, courage, and (one more) 
resilient faith. Though Daniel’s name is not mentioned 
in Hebrews 11, the famous Heroes of the Faith chapter 
of the Bible, the accomplishments of his faith and the 
faith of his closest friends are. His faith “shut the 
mouths of lions”—when the king came to the lion’s 
den the day after Daniel had been tossed inside he 
found that “no wound was found on him, because he 
had trusted in his God”. (Daniel 6:23) And it was 
Daniel’s 3 best friends who “quenched the fury of the 
�ames”—they would rather be executed than serve 
false gods, and were thrown into a furnace, yet 
survived unscathed (Daniel 3:16–30).

Daniel stands alongside others in the hall of faith. 
Gideon, though doubting God’s word at times, 
overcame a sense of inferiority and received God’s 
a�rmation by faith: “The Lord is with you mighty 
warrior” (Judges 6:12). Barak, though hesitant, at the 
encouragement of the prophetess Deborah, defeated 
Sisera and the Canaanites (Judges 4:6–8). Samson, 
though defeated because of his susceptibility to the 
charms of a seductive woman, went on believing and 
achieved a �nal victory (Judges 13–16). Jephthah, 
despite being a son of a prostitute and a gang leader 
of scoundrels, and despite making a foolish vow that 
led to his daughter’s death, did not abandon hope in 
being useful to God (Judges 11:1–12:7). David, who 
later committed adultery and murder, is also the man 
who saw Goliath not as an obstacle to God’s people, 
but as an opportunity for God’s glory (1 Samuel 17). 
Samuel, last of the judges and �rst of the prophets, 

lived by faith from his boyhood to his �nal days, setting 
up David as the future king. The prophets, a host of 
stellar �gures who, by their words and deeds, lived for 
the unseen God in mostly hostile circumstances.

Faith in God made Daniel a better leader, in the same 
way that it made other believing leaders better too: 
The faith of some helped them to “conquer 
kingdoms”—think of David’s kingship overcoming a 
long period of Philistine oppression. The faith of many 
caused them to successfully “administer justice”: more 
than merely driving back enemy oppression, leaders 
like Daniel, Nehemiah, Solomon and Esther led their 
people into a �ourishing state. 

Despite endless setbacks and delays, by faith many 
�nally “gained what was promised”—think of Caleb 
who at age 85 said to Joshua, “Just as the Lord 
promised, he has kept me alive for 45 years. I’m just as 
vigorous to go out to battle now as I was then. Now 
give me this hill country that the Lord promised me” 
(Joshua 14:11-12). Likewise, Daniel’s faith was his 
secret to vocational longevity.

Faith helped many to “turn weakness to strength”. 
Using our gifts is a key to e�ectiveness, but the danger 
is that we become self-su�cient, and thus bring less 
glory to God. So God gives us weaknesses—they could 
be genetic, personal or circumstantial. Far from 
disqualifying us, our weaknesses qualify us: Sarah was 
too old, Joseph was abused, Moses stuttered, Samson 
was blind, Elijah was depressed, Naomi was dirt poor, 
Job was heart-broken, Martha was a worry-pot, 
Zacchaeus was hated, and Timothy was timid. Yet, 
these weaknesses became the very point through 
which God’s genius and strength manifested. In 
Daniel’s case, his “weakness” was that he had been 
snatched out of his family and city and, against his will, 
forced to serve pagan kings in a pagan city his entire 
life. In that weak place, Daniel’s faith allowed God’s 
strength to �ow to him, and through him.

FA I T H
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“Great is the Lord, who delights in the
welfare of his servant!”

(Psalm 35:27)

This week, in chapters 25–30, we discover 
from 1 Kings 19 the kind of self-care needed 

for us to ful�l our purpose.
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Ahab rode o� to Jezreel. The power of the Lord came on 
Elijah and, tucking his cloak into his belt, he ran ahead of 

Ahab all the way to Jezreel. (1 Kings 18:45–46)

“Reach your full potential (plus some).” “Transcend your 
limits.” “Stretch your capacity.” “Be better than the best.” 
“More! Better! Faster!” These are the kinds of maxims 
that tell only half a story—of course, we can become 
more, achieve more, squeeze more into our day, our 
week, our month, our year. We have, after all, “the 
treasure” of God’s power. (2 Corinthians 4:17)
But the neglected half of the story is that we are also 
dust, and that we have the treasure “in a jar of clay.” We 
may be pushing ourselves harder and faster than God 
ever intended us to, and doing great harm to our souls, 
bodies, closest relationships, and capacity to serve 
God’s purposes over the long haul. 

1 Kings 17–18 describes the fast-paced, emotionally 
intensive exploits of Elijah who drags a boy’s corpse 
upstairs and calls on God again and again through 
tears to bring him to life; then confronts and mocks an 
evil king and his 450 false prophets; then digs a trench, 
builds an altar, cuts up a bull and calls on God’s �re; 
then mobilizes the seizing and ceasing of the false 
prophets; then calls on God again and again to end 
the drought; then outruns a king in his chariot. 
This is all very exciting—and surely there is the 
inexhaustible anointing of God; but what we overlook 
is that there is also the exhaustible adrenaline of Elijah 
in the mix. Not surprisingly, in 1 Kings 19 Elijah 
suddenly implodes physically and emotionally, having 
done so much damage to his own person that he runs 
the risk of never being useful to God or anyone else 
again. 

What is the lesson? Simply this: God’s work may be so 
enthralling, and the help of God’s Spirit may be so 

palpable, that we may be duped to think we are 
Wonder Woman or Superman. 

As we give ourselves to the call of God, it’s much better 
to also face up to the dust and the jar of our inbuilt 
limitations, and admit that there are only so many 
hours in a day; that we might be naturally anxious; or 
have inadequate understanding or less natural energy 
and resilience than others; that our capacity is at a low 
point while we parent small kids or troubled teenagers 
or recover from a past wound. 

Even Jesus lived acutely within His limits, though He 
was tempted to transcend them. After His not eating 
for 40 days, the devil suggested He turn rocks into 
bread:  “Hunger is not something you of all people 
need to feel!” Then Satan takes Jesus to the temple’s 
apex and tells Him to jump and be caught by angels: 
“If people can see you are superman, then they will 
surely believe.” The �nal temptation says, “Worship me, 
and take all the glory right now, right here—no need 
to die on a cross.” But Jesus will not try to skip over the 
limitations of His �esh-and-blood existence. How 
di�erent we are: like Eve, when tempted by Satan to 
“be like God”, we try to deny our creatureliness and 
climb upon the throne of divine invincibility. 

Knowing our limitations helps us focus on our 
callings—Jesus did not ask Peter why he was not more 
like John. In fact, Jesus once rebuked Peter for envying 
John’s calling: when Peter asked, “Lord what about 
him?” Jesus replied, “What is that to you? You must 
follow Me” (John 20:21–22). There’s a longevity and a 
liberty in hearing those same words today. Thankfully, 
the God who made us is also the God who calls us and 
He “knows our frame; he is mindful that we are but 
dust” (Psalm 103:14). 

A C C E P T YO U R  L I M I T S
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Then Elijah lay down under the bush and fell asleep. All at 
once an angel touched him and said, “Get up and eat.” He 

looked around, and there by his head was some bread 
baked over hot coals, and a jar of water. He ate and drank 

and then lay down again. …  He got up again and ate 
and drank. Strengthened by that food, he traveled forty 

days and forty nights. (1 Kings 19:5–8)

In 1 Kings 19, after overextending and overscheduling 
himself for too long, Elijah hits rock bottom—a proper 
burnout with physical, emotional and spiritual 
dimensions. But God takes him on a journey of 
restoration. In today’s passage, we detect the 
importance of his physical restoration—which 
amounts to 3 things: eating, sleeping and moving. Like 
him, through under-nutrition, exhaustion or being 
physically run down, our capacity to ful�l our calling 
comes to a standstill. For the sake of our usefulness to 
others, it is much better to care for ourselves 
physically. “Self-care is never a sel�sh act—it is simply 
good stewardship of the only gift I have, the gift I was 
put on earth to o�er to others. Anytime we can listen 
to our [body] and give it the care it requires, we do so 
not only for ourselves, but for the many others whose 
lives we touch,” says Peter Palmer.

The West, so heavly in�uenced by ancient Greek 
thinking, tends to compartmentalize the human 
system: doctors care for our bodies, psychologists for 
our minds, and pastors for our souls. But the Bible 
presents a profoundly integrated reality, where body, 
mind and soul interlock and feed into each other. 
Neglect one, and the others are a�ected too. Despite 
the endless books on physical well-being that make it 
an impossibly complex subject, there are three main 
things to get right:

Eat more healthily. The �rst time Daniel takes a 
courageous stand, it’s because he decides that the 
luxurious foods are no good for him. We are not sure 
what exactly was wrong with the menu—perhaps it 

was not kosher (Daniel is Jewish, after all), or perhaps 
he simply knows from experience that it doesn’t lead 
to optimal health. Either way, Daniel asks, “Give us 
nothing but vegetables to eat and water to drink” 
(Daniel 1:12), and after ten short days, the health 
bene�ts become evident to onlookers. We now have 
more scienti�c research than Daniel ever had to prove 
that we are what we eat. Though the Bible does not 
advocate for any speci�c diet, enough studies have 
concluded that we should avoid excess sugar, 
processed foods, junk food, and avoid overdoing our 
ca�eine intake. 

Sleep well. “In vain you rise early and stay up late, 
toiling for food to eat for he grants sleep to those he 
loves” (Psalm 127:2). Professional trampolinists 
understand well the importance of jumping in the 
middle of the trampoline. To reach higher heights they 
try to go deeper as they land. Sleep is like that—the 
deeper and longer it is, the better it launches us into 
our next day. We need seven to nine hours of good, 
uninterrupted sleep every night. Some tips to get 
better sleep include cutting our evening intake of 
sugar, alcohol and ca�eine; setting an alarm for 
bedtime and not just waking up time; avoid looking at 
blue-light screens for at least an hour before bedtime, 
thereby allowing for our brain’s release of melatonin to 
bring on a better night of sleep.

Exercise regularly. “Physical training is of some value … 
holding promise for the present life” (1 Timothy 4:8). 
Exercise expends energy, but it gives us even more in 
return. One of the insidious e�ects of emotional 
exhaustion is, when we’re su�ering from it, we feel too 
tired to marshal the e�ort needed for exercise. But we 
must. Not only will it extend our life, it will increase our 
capacity to handle stress, boost our sense of well-be-
ing, and actually increase our physical and emotional 
energy levels.

E AT,  S L E E P,  M O V E

C h a p t e r  2 6

P U R P O S E

“G O D ,  I  P R A I S E  YO U  T H AT…

“A N D ,  P L E A S E …  A M E N . ”P
R
A
Y
E
R



5 0

Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to 
Beersheba in Judah, he left his servant there, while he 

himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness. He came 
to a broom bush, sat down under it and prayed that he 
might die. “I have had enough, Lord,” he said. “Take my 
life; I am no better than my ancestors.” (1 Kings 19:3–4)

So overwhelmed by negative emotions, Elijah was 
suicidal. In the same way, during the long journey of 
serving Jesus and others, we are sure to experience 
some emotional storms that will also threaten to take 
us o� course. 

The goal, however, is not to shut o� to our emotions. 
They are part of what makes us human. Think of Jesus, 
the perfect human—we wrongly imagine Him to be 
calm, cool, and collected as He strode like a robot 
among excitable humans. But �ip through the Gospels 
and notice how obstinacy frustrated Him, self-righ-
teousness infuriated Him, simple faith thrilled Him. At 
times He was excitable, impulsively “moved with 
compassion” or “�lled with pity.” In Him there was 
sudden sympathy for a person with leprosy, or 
exuberance over His disciples' successes, or a blast of 
anger at coldhearted legalists, or grief over an 
unreceptive city, or agony in the face of His own 
gruesome execution (and how can we forget those 
awful cries of anguish in the garden of Gethsemane 
and, the following day, on the cross?) 

At the same time we want to avoid being emotionally 
hijacked when triggered. “Whoever is patient has great 
understanding, but one who is quick-tempered 
displays folly. … A hot-tempered person stirs up 
con�ict, but the one who is patient calms a quarrel. … 
Fools give full vent to their rage but the wise bring 
calm in the end. … An angry person stirs up con�ict, 
and a hot-tempered person commits many sins.” 
(Proverbs 14:29, 15:18, and 29:11,22) When we’re 
triggered, we may feel that we have no choice but to 
react. But that’s not true. Between the overwhelming 

emotional stimulus we experience, and what we do 
next, there is a tiny lever—we can choose to respond 
rather than react.

Negative emotions may at times come over us like a 
brief squall, but other times they may take on 
hurricane status: “The human spirit can endure in 
sickness, but a crushed spirit who can bear?” (Proverbs 
18:14) A shattered dream, a devastating accident, the 
end of an intimate relationship, or the loss of a loved 
one may completely crush us to the point that, 
without signi�cant help and space-giving from others, 
we can hardly function like we used to. 

It does us no good to deny our brokenness, anger or 
shame. Heavier emotions should not be bottled up, 
shut o�, distorted, denied, or swept under the rug. 
Suppressing feelings like sadness, or pretending they 
are not there, will not make them go away. If we try to 
bury them, they may manifest in all kinds of ways in 
our lives—increased anxiety and depression for 
example. It’s better to be real with ourselves and 
others. We might be the life of the party, all the while 
“even in laughter the heart may ache.” (Proverbs 14:13) 
One way to be real with ourselves about our heart 
ache or anxiety is to keep a journal, in which we name 
our current emotional state. Each of us also needs a 
trusted friend or two with whom we can share our 
di�culties. If our problems become particularly 
crushing, a therapist may be able to help us even 
more. 

If we ever think of suicide or have an urge to self-harm, 
let’s talk to a trusted loved one who can help us get 
support right away! A study reveals that a trifecta of 
three lies tend to converge in the suicidal mind: “I am 
alone” … “I am a burden” … “Things will never get 
better.” Yet these thoughts misinterpret reality—by 
reaching out to others, someone can help us �nd the 
care we need, the agency we actually have, and the 
hope that is around the corner.

P R O C E S S  E M O T I O N S
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“I will satisfy the weary soul, and every languishing soul I 
will replenish.” Jeremiah 31:25

Elijah teaches us that if our out�ow exceeds our in�ow, 
the shortfall will eventually lead to our downfall. We all 
have only a limited amount of emotional and physical 
energy to spend. One way to think of this is to picture 
ourselves as a bucket. Like buckets, our emotional 
reserve can be full or half-full or dangerously depleted. 

In general, the more emotional reserve we have, the 
more bouyant, non-anxious, creative, loving and 
playful we are. We likely make better decisions, have 
more to give our loved ones, live out our values better, 
put out our best work, and enjoy our lives and days 
more. In a nutshell, we tend to be our best selves when 
our buckets are full. 

All of this reverses if we are depleted. To paint a less 
rosy picture, the lower our emotional tank, the more 
irritable, anxious, isolated, overwhelmed, dissatis�ed, 
resentful, discouraged, withdrawn, exhausted, 
insecure, or numb we tend to feel. Lacking perspec-
tive, we lose our tempers at the slightest o�ence. 
Lacking bouyancy and enthusiasm, we are driven 
along by toxic instincts like anger, jealousy, 
resentment, or the fear of failure. 

When our tanks are running low, we’re less present to 
the people we love, and have far less to give them. As 
our can-do con�dence or self-starting mechanism 
falters, our work life may deteriorate too. Alternatively, 
it may cause us to go into overdrive, working even 
harder as a means to cover up the emptiness growing 
inside us. This sends us spiralling us into the deadly 
cycle of work harder, feel emptier, work even harder, 
feel even emptier, work even harder, and … crash! 

Feeling so low, many of us may self-medicate and rely 
on addictive escape methods such as consuming food, 
alcohol, porn or drugs, or vegetatively become glued 
to our screens—binge watching series, or succumbing 
to the endless scroll on our social media feeds. Yet 

these “remedies” make us even more vacuous in the 
long run. This is a terrible place to be, and some of us 
live big chunks of our lives here. But we do not need 
to. So how can we avoid this?

First, honestly assess yourself. Perhaps pull out a piece 
of paper, draw a bucket on it and then put a line to 
mark where you feel your current emotional reserves 
are sitting at right now. Are you �lled up? Half full? A 
quarter full? Seriously low? If it’s low, then stage a 
self-intervention: “The prudent see danger and take 
refuge, but the fool keeps going and pays the penalty.” 
(Proverbs 27:12)

Second, identify what’s draining you. It could be heavy 
responsibilities, health worries, �nancial stress, 
unresolved con�ict, or a relational concern. Perhaps it’s 
our inability to in�uence decisions others are making 
that a�ect our schedule, assignments or workload. 

Third, if possible, patch up the leaks. Some of them we 
cannot eliminate, or worse, we cannot even limit. If we 
have small kids for example, things are likely to feel 
quite chaotic. But, in the case of most of our leaks, we 
retain a greater measure of control, whether saying no 
to a person who demands more than we can give, or 
dealing with our tendency to �nd our self-worth in our 
achievement, or our desperate desire to please people 
and win their approval.  

Finally, prioritize the people, places and activities that 
replenish you. Who are the people who share your 
passion, believe in you, or care about you? Spend 
more time with these kinds of people. What are the 
places that lift you emotionally? Is it your own garden, 
a walk in the park, a visit to the beach or being on the 
mountain, a co�ee shop or book shop? Visit the places 
that energize you. And what are the activities that 
make you come alive? Is it swimming, cooking, 
camping, reading, hiking, gardening, biking, eating out 
with friends, or time alone? For the sake of others, do 
the things you enjoy.

R E F I L L  YO U R  B U C K E T
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Jesus said,  “Come to me, all you who are weary and 
burdened, and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28)

The fact that Elijah forgot to rest shows that he forgot 
that his life was a marathon, not a sprint. Some 
documentary makers once hired some Khoisan to be 
their trackers as they trekked across the Kalahari 
desert. They spent 8-10 hours a day on the move for 
several days. Then one morning the �lm crew got 
ready to move, but the bushmen did not, explaining: 
“We have been moving so fast for so many days. Today 
we stay still and wait for our souls to catch up to our 
bodies.” The Khoisan teach us to regularly and 
rhythmically interrupt our work by resting so that our 
“souls” can catch up with our actual lives. 

Especially in the age of the Internet and instant 
messaging, it becomes very di�cult to “switch o�” 
from work. For our soul’s sake, we should limit the 
hours we work, so that there are clear lines that 
separate work from non-work. There are three ways 
to do this:

Divert daily. One health coach says, “Leave your phone 
on airplane mode for the �rst hour of the day. Try it. It’s 
magic. And use this time to curate your body and mind 
into a positive state. Meditate, exercise, hydrate, read 
an uplifting book. Do what it takes to prime your body 
and mind to be how you’d like to be for the rest of the 
day.” This is a much better start to our day than 
opening our eyes, reaching for our phone, and 
reacting to emails, social media and news headlines 
which easily bring on a fearful and negative state. 

At the end of our working day, we can decide 
beforehand on what time our work will end. For 
example, one family turns o� all phones and 
computers at 5.30pm and does something fun and 
relaxing together—walking the dog in the park, or 
playing music.

It’s not wise or possible to push ourselves hard all day 
long. As James Clear says, “Balance is timing, not 
intensity. It is not doing multiple tasks at 80%, but 
developing the skill of turning it on and turning it o�. 
Sleep fully, then work whole-heartedly. Focus deeply, 
then relax completely. Give each phase your full 
attention.”

Withdraw weekly. The Judeo-Christian Sabbath 
principle has proven to be a real gift to those nations 
who, in�uenced by it, have introduced a day of rest, or 
a weekend (which results from the Jewish Sabbath 
combined with the Christian Lord’s Day combined). 
“Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a 
day of rest” (Leviticus 23:3). Jesus highlighted that this 
institution is the Creator’s gift to us: “The Sabbath was 
made to bene�t people, not people to bene�t it” (Mark 
2:27). Generally, following this ancient wisdom, we 
may �nd that we strike the most life-giving work-rest 
rhythm when we take a twenty-four hour period once 
a week to rest completely from our work, to re�ect on 
our lives, and to re-envision the week ahead as an 
opportunity to live out our deepest values and sense 
of purpose.

Abandon annually. We should especially guard our 
annual leave. Instead of �lling up our holiday with 
back-to-back fun and outings, and �nding ourselves 
more exhausted at the end of our holidays than the 
beginning of them, we should slow down during our 
time o�, committing to fewer outings and events, and 
making space to deeply recharge our emotional 
batteries, to reconnect with loved ones and to rethink 
the lives we’re living. There is also one surprising perk 
that comes from planning our leave far in 
advance—we draw more energy from looking forward 
to our holidays than looking back on them. 
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Elijah went into a cave and spent the night. … The LORD 
said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence 

of the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by.” Then a 
great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and 
shattered the rocks before the LORD, but the LORD was 

not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, 
but the LORD was not in it. Then came a �re, but the LORD 

was not in it. And then came a gentle whisper. When 
Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went 

out and stood at the mouth of the cave. Then a voice said 
to him, "What are you doing here, Elijah?"

(1 Kings 19:9–13)

Like Elijah, when we’re emotionally and spiritually 
depleted we tend to avoid God—He hides in a cave. 
We also may feel God has let us down—“‘I have been 
very zealous for the LORD God Almighty but … The 
Israelites have rejected your covenant … I am the only 
one left.” (1 Kings 19:10)) Or we may feel we have let 
God down—Elijah pulls a cloak over his face. 

Thank God, He seeks to restore us spiritually. He does 
so by drawing us into solitude. It is only when Elijah is 
all on his own that he realizes he is not really alone at 
all—he discovers that he is “in the presence of the 
LORD” (v11). To His harried and hurried disciples Jesus 
said, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and 
get some rest.” (Mark 6:31). Still today we need to 
schedule time to go to a specially chosen place where 
we can be alone, and shut out the distractions, turn o� 
our phones, and become present to ourselves and to 
God. Elijah may have expected to encounter God in 
the excitement of the wind, the earthquake, the �re, 
but it’s in the quiet place where we become attentive 
to the still whisper we so desperately need to hear. 

Elijah had lost touch with his calling because he had 
lost touch with the Caller. In today’s glut of entertain-
ment, endless scrolls, and bottomless information, we 
simply don’t know what to pay attention to. But in this 

quiet, God-attentive place, God speaks to us the words 
we need most to hear: First He asks Elijah, “What are 
you doing here?” Similarly, God’s Spirit may lead us to 
re�ect on where we have gone wrong, allowing us to 
repent of poor decisions, overstretched lifestyles, and 
exaggerated self-importance. 

Second, we detect also a fatherly love in God’s conversa-
tion with Elijah—how important it is for us to 
experience once again God’s fatherly a�rmation and 
tenderness, to know again in our deepest core that we 
“are His sons and daughters” in whom dwells “the Spirit 
of his Son … who calls out, ‘Abba, Father’.” (Galatians 
4:6) It’s so important to know in our heads and in our 
hearts that we are loved regardless of what we do for 
God or fail to do for God—this alone takes the 
performance-anxiety that we too often instill into our 
ministry to others. We get to do our best for God not 
because we are trying to earn His love, but because we 
already have it. Being settled in God’s unconditional, 
lavish love also frees us from trying to �nd our joy in 
our work for God. As wonderful as it is to serve God, 
doing things for God will never satisfy a part of our 
souls that only God can. Augustine taught us to pray: 
“Our hearts are restless until they �nd rest in You.”

Finally, God reminds Elijah of his unique inheritance or 
purpose (see 1 Kings 19:15–18)—having reminded us 
who He is to us, and who we are to Him, God then 
reminds us that “since we are his child; he has also 
made us an heir” (Galatians 4:7). As we seek Him in 
quiet solitude, He renews our sense of calling, gives us 
a greater clarity about what He wants us to focus on, 
and imparts in us the conviction and courage to do it. 

Q U I E T E N  D O W N
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There is no wisdom, no insight,
no plan that can succeed against the Lord.

The horse is made ready for the day of battle,
but victory rests with the Lord.

(Proverbs 21:30–31)

This �nal week, in chapters 31–36,
we investigate in Nehemiah 4 how to

overcome obstacles to ful�lling our purpose.
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When Sanballat heard that we were rebuilding the wall, 
he became angry and was greatly incensed. He ridiculed 

the Jews …  Tobiah the Ammonite was at his side and 
said, “Even a fox climbing up on it would break down 

their wall of stones!” (Nehemiah 4:1–3)

It’s 445BC in Jerusalem, and no sooner has Nehemiah 
mobilized God’s people to start the good work of 
rebuilding walls that God has called them to, than 
criticism comes. Sanballat and Tobiah respectively 
governed areas North and East of Jerusalem. They 
criticize the people themselves—“what are those 
feeble Jews doing?”; their capabilities (“Even a fox …”); 
their faith (“Will they o�er sacri�ces?”); their likelihood 
of succeeding (“Can they bring the stones back to life 
from those heaps of rubble—burned as they are?”) In 
the same way, as we seek to ful�l God’s purpose, we 
can expect to receive criticism—how best do we 
respond to it? 

Adjust your attitude towards the criticism. Our re�ex 
response may be pride, anger or indi�erence, but 
none of these are helpful to us. The less humble we 
are, the more likely we are to take o�ence and become 
embittered. As C.S. Lewis put it, “The chief of all misery 
is pride. Without pride, there can be no o�ence.” An 
angry attitude will make us the dogs and pigs Jesus 
warned about in one of His parables—if someone 
gives us the sacred pearls of the perspective we are 
missing, we may like animals attack the person, and 
trample potentially life-changing insights into the 
ground. (Matthew 7:6) An indi�erent attitude will 
make us callously ignore what perhaps should be 
valued—“A reprimand impresses a person who has 
understanding more than a hundred lashes impress a 
fool.” (Proverbs 17:10) A humbler attitude will help us 
to not take ourselves so seriously to start, to uphold 
the dignity of the critic, and to make us sensitive 
enough to receive feedback when we need it.

Weigh the motive of the criticism. We ask why the 
feedback was given: was it to help us or to hurt us? 
Jealous, insecure, miserable or judgmental people 

make notorious critics. Some people seem to get a kick 
out of giving us a kick. What other people think of us 
may say more about them than it does about us. 
However, we listen especially well to others who, out 
of care for us, may be trying to give us constructive 
criticism.

Evaluate the validity of the criticism. If the content of the 
criticism is a pack of lies, we can disregard it entirely. 
But far more commonly, our critics do spot our �aws or 
blind spots, even if they exaggerate them. In that case, 
we should eat the meat and spit out the bones. 

Don’t get into a mud-�ght. Haters are going to hate, but 
haters don’t need to turn lovers into haters. In fact, our 
negative reaction is often exactly what they’re hoping 
for. Don’t throw oil on the �ame. Rather water it with 
your humble response. “A fool’s mouth lashes out with 
pride, but the lips of the wise protect them.” 
(Proverbs 14:3)

Stay on course. We remind ourselves that we are to be 
governed by our values and callings, not other’s voices 
and criticisms. If we hit the target in living out our 
calling, it doesn’t matter who criticizes us. If we fail to 
hit the target, it doesn’t matter who praises us. 
Nothing will jeopardize our ability to go the long haul 
in our life’s work like an overconcern with our 
popularity ratings. Criticism is avoidable, but at such a 
great cost! Aristotle said, “Criticism is something you 
can avoid easily by saying nothing, doing nothing, and 
being nothing.” 

Live before the Audience of One. Like Paul, we ask 
ourselves, “Am I now trying to win the approval of 
human beings, or of God? Or am I trying to please 
people? If I were still trying to please people, I would 
not be a servant of Christ” (Galatians 1:10). 

O V E R C O M E  C R I T I C I S M
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When Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites
and the people of Ashdod heard that the repairs to 

Jerusalem’s walls had gone ahead and that the gaps were 
being closed, they were very angry. They all plotted 

together to come and �ght against Jerusalem and stir up 
trouble against it. … Our enemies said, “Before they 
know it or see us, we will be right there among them

and will kill them and put an end to the work.”
(Nehemiah 4:7–8, 11)

Not deterred by the criticism, God’s people carry on 
building, but this riles up their critics, who in turn, up 
the ante by becoming  intimidators. Intimidation is 
Satan’s attempt to paralyze us with fear as we seek to 
serve God’s purpose, by seeking to make us feel so 
small and weak, that we are more inclined to be quiet, 
or give up, or tolerate what should not tolerated. In 
Nehemiah 4, we learn how to overcome it:

Pray. Nehemiah writes down his particular prayer in 
the face of these threats: “Hear us, our God, for we are 
despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. 
Give them over as plunder in a land of captivity.” (v4). 
Since intimidation creates the deceptive impression 
that we are all alone, the way to beat it is to remind 
ourselves in prayer that we are not alone. 

In Isaiah 41:10, God re-assures our fearful hearts: “So 
do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I 
am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will 
uphold you with my righteous right hand.” Fearful, we 
tend to focus on our own de�ciencies and weaknesses 
in the face of life’s challenges—how elevating to 
instead trust in the One who brings to our situation His 
superabundance and strengths by saying (notice the 
four uses of “I” in this promise): “I am … I am … I will … 
I will.” Rather than fearfully letting our circumstances 

come between us and God, we can trustingly let God 
get between us and our circumstances. Along the 
same lines, Deuteronomy says, “Be strong. Take 
courage. Don’t be intimidated. Don’t give them a 
second thought because God, your God, is striding 
ahead of you. He’s right there with you. He won’t let 
you down; he won’t leave you.” (31:6, MSG) 

But praying is not always enough to overcome 
intimidation, because even if we know that God is with 
us, we might imagine God is smaller than He is. This is 
why Nehemiah does more than merely pray. He tells us 
that “after [he] looked things over, [he] stood up and 
said to the nobles, the o�cials and the rest of the 
people, ‘Don't be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, 
who is great and awesome.’” 

When our vision of God is too small, it’s best to steep 
ourselves in the fact of God’s greatness. His nature, 
deeds and attributes are incomparable, unrivalled, 
unmatched—for which He deserves praise! So we 
pray, “You are more awesome than all who surround 
him. O Lord God Almighty, who is like you?” (Psalm 
89:7–8). And we gaze upon the night sky: “Lift up your 
eyes to the heavens: who created all these? He who 
brings out the starry host one by one, and calls them 
each by name. Because of his great power and mighty 
strength, not one of them is missing.” (Isaiah 40:26)

It is better to challenge our own intimidating feelings: 
“But I tell you, in this you are not right, for God is 
greater than man.” (Job 33:12) And to anticipate by 
faith how He will answer our prayers: “Our mouths [will 
be] �lled with laughter, our tongues [will be] �lled with 
songs of joy. Then it [will be] said among the nations, 
‘The Lord has done great things for them.’”
(Psalm 126:2) 

Q U A S H  I N T I M I D AT I O N
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When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus 
said to her, “Will you give me a drink?” (His disciples had 
gone into the town to buy food.) The Samaritan woman 

said to him, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan 
woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (For Jews do 

not associate with Samaritans.) (John 4:7–9)

Sanballat and Tobiah hold Nehemiah and the builders 
in contempt by calling them “feeble Jews”. This is still 
one way that Satan may stir up persecution against the 
church: get the wider culture to hold us in contempt 
simply for who we are. But perhaps more pernicious 
are Satan’s e�orts to cause Christians to hold other 
groups in contempt, for if we withdraw into 
ever-smaller circles of sameness, we shrink our ability 
to serve and reach many of the people God intended 
our lives to touch and bless.  

In today’s passage, we see Jesus refusing the 
contemptuous attitudes Jews had towards Samaritans. 
And as He treats this woman with dignity, it enables 
her to receive His ministry, overcoming her own 
contempt towards Him as a Jewish man. In our love for 
and mission to people outside our social “group”, we 
learn from Jesus that we may need to cross all kinds of 
social barriers—in this moment at the well, He crosses 
cultural, religious, traditional, gender and reputational 
barriers. All for love’s sake. 

In society today, “contempt is causing us to dismiss 
entire segments of society, and it is destroying the 
social fabric of our lives. Contempt doesn’t just cause 
marital divorce; it is fracturing long-held friendships, 
workplaces, and parental and sibling relationships,” 
writes Jon Tyson.  We see the widening of ideological 
and racial fault lines that continue to fragment society. 
What is so tragic is how many Christians contribute to 
this demonizing of other groups of people. 

Understandably, it may feel impossible to listen to 
people who we believe have wounded others and 
ourselves, yet the one thing better than lynching such 

people may be listening to them. What if we were to 
listen for the fears, the assumptions, the attitudes, and 
the hopes of the people who we believe are getting it 
wrong? Only once we truly understand the concerns 
and perspectives of the other, will we be able to 
e�ectively share our own. 

As di�cult as it is to work towards unity between 
groups that see the world so di�erently, we must not 
let the warmongers take us o� track, nor should we 
throw up our hands in despair—we must �nd a way to 
live together, and we must determine to hand over a 
world to our children that is less divided than how we 
found it. 

As we interact with people who see things di�erently, 
we should refuse to play the role of an all-seeing, 
morally perfect god. Their “wickedness” or “blind spots” 
may seem obvious to us, but we so easily forget that 
each of us has errors and voids in our view, and in our 
ways. The Russian dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn 
wrote, “If only there were evil people somewhere 
insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were 
necessary only to separate them from the rest of us 
and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil 
cuts through the heart of every human being.” 

It may momentarily feel good to thrill in our moral 
superiority over the group or view we are challeng-
ing—especially when we believe they have done us 
wrong. But much better than cold self-righteousness is 
to remember Jesus on the cross praying, “Father, 
forgive them. They do not know what they do!” In that 
bloodied moment, Jesus treats with kindness people 
who are acting despicably towards Him—yet this “will 
for good” is precisely why Jesus is later able to win so 
many of those same people to Himself. Having been 
swept into God’s love by the cross, surely we also can 
love our enemies until we no longer have any enemies, 
only neighbours. 

B E WA R E  O F  C O N T E M P T
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Therefore I stationed some of the people behind the 
lowest points of the wall at the exposed places, posting 
them by families, with their swords, spears and bows. 

Then I said to the nobles, the o�cials and the rest of the 
people, “The work is extensive and spread out, and we are 

widely separated from each other along the wall. 
Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, join us 

there. Our God will �ght for us! (Nehemiah 4:13, 19–20)

As Sanballat and Tobiah criticized and threatened the 
builders of the wall, Nehemiah guided the workers to 
be vigilant and vulnerable. 

Doing God’s work involves the rebuilding of what’s 
broken as well as battling opposition. Our real enemy 
to getting God’s work done is no person, “for our 
struggle is not against �esh and blood, but against the 
rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of 
this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil 
in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12).
 
Whenever God’s people under God’s command seek to 
ful�l God’s purpose for them, they can expect spiritual 
resistance. We should not be naïve: working for God 
does not place us in some sort of bubble where things 
just fall into place and everything unfolds e�ortlessly. 
As we step out to build, the devil and his spiritual allies 
get into �ght mode, and will do what it takes to stop 
us—perhaps through creating circumstantial trouble, 
or through the actions of people around us, or perhaps 
through accusing, demoralising inner thoughts. 

Peter counsels us: “Be alert and of sober mind. Your 
enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion 
looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). He of 
course knows from experience how easy it is to lose 
this vigilance and pay for it. On the night Jesus was 
betrayed, Jesus warned Peter: “Simon, Simon, behold, 
Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you 
like wheat” (Luke 22:31.) Then a few hours later in the 
garden of Gethsemane, he says to Peter again: “Watch 

and pray that you do not fall into temptation.” 
(Matthew 26:41). Instead Peter sleeps while Jesus 
prays, and before the night is over, he has angrily 
sliced at someone’s head with a sword, and fearfully 
denied he even knows Jesus three times. 

Nehemiah posts the people in families, and according 
to the ancient historian Josephus he placed trumpets 
every 500 feet along the wall. If anyone came under 
attack, they were to blast the nearest one, so others 
could come to help. To withstand spiritual warfare, we 
need more than vigilance. We need to the vulnerablili-
ty to ask others for help. We’re builders. We’re battlers. 
But �rst and foremost, God’s people are family. 

None of us can ful�l God’s individual purpose for our 
lives in isolation from a supportive spiritual communi-
ty who are committed to encouraging, standing with 
and praying for each other. We need to each �nd a 
circle of relationships with whom we can be real and 
from whom we can receive help when tough times or 
spiritual warfare come upon us. 

Most of us prefer to be strong and to help others, but 
we also need to blast a trumpet, admitting our 
weakness, and learn how to receive help from others. 
After calling us to be vigilant about the prowling lion, 
Peter says, “Resist him, standing �rm in the faith, 
because you know that the family of believers 
throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of 
su�erings.” (1 Peter 5:9) Again, Peter had to learn this 
lesson. Though Peter loved the idea of giving ministry 
to others, hours before His arrest, Jesus tried to wash 
Peter’s feet, but Peter refused: “No, you shall never 
wash my feet.” (John 13:8) Jesus confronted this—as 
He does us when we believe that we can follow Him 
without the vulnerability required to ask and receive 
the ministry of others. 

B E  V I G I L A N T A N D  V U L N E R A B L E
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We rebuilt the wall to half its height. Meanwhile, the 
people in Judah said, “The strength of the laborers is 

giving out and there is so much rubble, we cannot rebuild 
the wall.” Then the Jews who lived near them came and 

told us ten times over, “Wherever you turn, they will 
attack us.” (Nehemiah 4:6, 10, 12)

The rebuilders of the wall �nally achieve God’s purpose 
by developing grit. But this grit is challenged by 
weariness and negativity.

Weariness. There are two kinds of weariness. There’s a 
physical weariness—this requires the kind of rest we 
explored in chapter 29. But there’s also psychological 
weariness—this requires some kind of re-ignition. 
When it says that “the strength of the labourers is giving 
out” it seems to speak about both kinds of weariness. 

Let’s think about psychological weariness. We know 
that they had been worn down by the criticism and 
the intimidation, but notice also how far they have got 
in the process: they had rebuilt the wall to half its 
height. Halfway through any great project is often the 
most challenging stage. The �rst third of it is fueled by 
launch energy. The last third sees the �nish line 
coming closer, and often we �nd our second wind. But 
the middle stage is when are most susceptible to 
�agging or giving up.

Negativity. Another thing draining them of their 
energy and enthusiasm is the negativity that gains 
traction in their minds and in their mouths. Where 
does it come from? First, it can come from people close 
to us: “Then the Jews who lived near them came and 
told us ten times over, ‘Wherever you turn, they will 
attack us.’” Not just their enemies, but fellow Jews 
bombard them with negativity. In fact, Nehemiah 
records ten(!) such reports from fellow Jews, each 
conversation sucking more and more wind out of his 
sails. Often well-meaning people—even those who 
love us and want our best—may be very discouraging 

when we’re forging new territory. One reason is that 
our loved ones tend to want us to be safe, secure, 
comfortable—the problem is that what God often 
calls us to is anything but. 

Negativity can also come from our own inner voice: 
the builders themselves start to say: “There is so much 
rubble, we cannot rebuild the wall.” Notice the phrase: 
“we cannot.” It’s all too easy for a  negative voice 
outside our heads to become a negative voice inside 
our heads. Sanballat and Tobiah had said, “You cannot” 
now the workers say, “We cannot.” As we do God’s 
work, not the devil, but we ourselves may be our own 
worst enemy, for no one speaks to us about ourselves 
more than we do. So much better to speak God’s 
promises over our own lives: “I can do all things 
through Christ who gives me strength.” 
(Philippians 4:13)

Grit. Notice �nally the resilience that Nehemiah and 
the workers display:  “When our enemies heard that 
we were aware of their plot and that God had 
frustrated it, we all returned to the wall, each to our 
own work.” In the end it is not the Jews who give 
up—but the enemy! To complete God’s work, we need 
to be more determined to carry on than the devil is 
determined to stop us. The building of the wall may 
have been slowed down, but the work did not stop. 

And what gives them and us the courage and strength 
to endure with grit? It’s Nehemiah’s reminder: “Our 
God will �ght for us!” (v20). When we’re doing God’s 
bidding and we face resistance, we might have to slow 
down, or take stock, or change our approach, but the 
one thing we must refuse to do is stop. “Thanks be to 
God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand 
�rm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves 
fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that 
your labour in the Lord is not in vain.”
(1 Corinthians 15:57–58)

D E V E LO P  G R I T
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“Remember me, my God, for good, according to all that I 
have done for this people. … Remember me, O my God, 

concerning this, and do not wipe out my good deeds that 
I have done for the house of my God, and for its services! 

… Remember me, O my God, for good!” 
(Nehemiah 5:19; 13:14; 13:31)

What motivated Nehemiah to rebuild the wall? He was 
motivated by the reputation of God’s people (2:17), by 
love for others (5:19),  and by a sense of accomplish-
ment (7:1). But there was another motivation too, 
evidenced by the way he repeatedly asked God to 
“remember” his deeds—he showed that was also 
spurred on by a longing for God’s �nal approval. He 
anticipated a day when God would look over the work 
of his hands, and would say, “Well done!” 

He is quite right: if we faithfully do what God calls us to 
do, we can expect His praise: “God is not unjust; he will 
not forget our work and the love we have shown him 
as we have helped his people and continue to help 
them” (Hebrews 6:10). Even Jesus told us to not live for 
“glory from one another but rather to seek the glory 
that comes from the only God” (John 5:44).
The apostle Paul also believed his ministry would be 
evaluated by Christ: “By the grace God has given me, I 
laid a foundation as a wise builder. … But each one 
should build with care. For no one can lay any 
foundation other than the one already laid, which is 
Jesus Christ.” (1 Corinthians 3:10–11) Nehemiah may 
have rebuilt a physical wall, but Paul saw his ministry 
as “building” a community of Jesus centred on Jesus 
Christ. “If anyone builds on this foundation using gold, 
silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, their work will 
be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to 
light. It will be revealed with �re, and the �re will test 
the quality of each person's work”
(1 Corinthians 3:12–13). 

Paul envisioned that there would come a day when 
Jesus would test the quality of our work for Him. He 
uses the analogy of a temple being built partly with 

good, lasting building materials (i.e. gold, silver and 
costly stones) and partly with poor, short-lived 
building materials (i.e. wood, hay and straw). Wisely, a 
good worker will only use good, lasting building 
materials. An unwise worker will also include weak 
materials. So we must take care how we build. Do we 
build with love, caring for people? Do we build with 
faith, trusting God for the shortfall? Do we build with 
hope, trusting God when discouraged?

“If what has been built survives, the builder will receive 
a reward. If it is burned up, the builder will su�er loss 
but yet will be saved—even though only as one 
escaping through the �ames (1 Corinthians 3:14–15). 
Like a �re that burns a building, leaving behind only 
the good-quality, long-lasting material (i.e. gold, silver, 
precious stones) and destroying the lesser quality 
materials (i.e. wood, hay, straw), so on Reward Day all 
will be revealed.

If we are faithful to Jesus, He will declare, “Well done, 
good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with 
a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. 
Come and share your master’s happiness!” (Matthew 
25:21). In other words, if we ful�l His purpose for us, we 
can expect Christ to praise us (“Well done!”), to 
promote us (“I will put you in charge”), and to 
celebrate with us (“Share in your master’s happiness!”). 

An old missionary once returned home on a ship after 
decades of serving God in a foreign land. To his delight 
a brass band was waiting at the harbour. But his heart 
dropped when he realized that the celebration was for 
a dignitary. With no one to meet him, he checked into 
a hotel and prayed through tears to God, “God, I come 
home after I have poured out my life, and no one 
rejoice in my life’s work.” Soon after, a re-assuring voice 
came to him: “But, you’re not home yet!”
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Lord Jesus Christ,

I’m sorry for doing things my own way.

I’m sorry for living a life away from you. 

Please forgive my sin. 

I acknowledge that you are the Son of God. 

I acknowledge that you died on the cross for me. 

Please adopt me into Your family. 

I want to live as a child of God from today for the rest of 

my life and be with you for all eternity. 



purpose

People also ask
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What is the purpose of my life?

How do I know what my purpose is?

What does it mean to �nd your purpose?

What is my purpose examples?




