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“One always reads ‘the secret of...” with some degree of
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demonstrated to be the secret? In this instance Bill Farley has
made his case and it is compelling. Oh, what biblical wisdom
is contained in this brief book, wrapped in engrossing histori-
cal and contemporaries stories that illustrate beautifully the
richness of that biblical truth. Reading this book has given me
greater earnestness to pursue the path of joy Farley has here
mapped so skillfully. May God be pleased to use this book to do
the same for innumerable other Christian pilgrims.”

Bruce A. Ware, author; Chairman, Department of
Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary

“Continuing his explorations of how the biblical gospel
both fuels and shapes the cultivation of Christ-like virtues, Bill
Farley turns his attention in this volume to the joy that sadly
seems to elude so many believers. I especially appreciate how
he interweaves solid theology with practical illustrations so that
all who read this short but powerful book can emerge with a
trustworthy and clear understanding of how to recognize and
experience this gracious blessing from the Lord.”

Randal Roberts, President and Professor of Spiritual
Formation, Western Seminary

“Relentless thanksgiving...exuberant gratitude...absolute
sovereignty...the cross of Jesus Christ. All of these converge
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grumbling and self-pity. This may prove to be a dangerous book
for those who wallow in dispositions that are antithetical to the
Christian gospel.”
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INTRODUCTION

If The Secret of Spiritual Joy sounds like a preten-
tious title, I don’t mean it that way. This book is not
acure for all that ails us, a guarantee of cork-popping
effervescence for the rest of your life. It is about the
application of a crucial biblical principle that if applied
methodically will increase your faith, amplify your
humility, and expand your joy.

I have intentionally not titled it 7he Secret of
Spiritual Happiness. We generally become happy when
we interpret external circumstances as good or positive.
When the weather is nice and everyone loves me I feel
happy. But happiness is nota common biblical idea. The
English Standard Version of the Bible translates the
original languages into happy or happiness only thirteen
times. By contrast, joy, rejoice, or joyful appear 359 times.

Joy is something we are commanded to do. It
is also something we experience. Itis a fruit of the
Spirit. Like happiness, joy can refer to positive feelings
flowing from pleasant circumstances. But it can also
refer to a deep-down-inside, quiet, settled conviction
thatall is well even when circumstances are horrendous.
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For example, James exhorts us to “countitall
joy...when you meet trials of various kinds” (James
1:2). And Paul describes himself as “sorrowful, yet
always rejoicing” (2 Corinthians 6:10). Then, in the
next chapter, he describes himself as in “affliction” yet

“overflowing with joy” (2 Corinthians 7:4). The words
trials, sorrowful, and affliction don’t normally go with
rejoicing and joy, but for those who apply the contents
of this book they will be more and more intimately
entwined. “For the joy that was set before him [Jesus]
endured the cross” (Hebrews 12:2).

In other words, by faith every believer can access
spiritual joy even when life is serving up occasions for
sorrow. I am not talking about a simplistic cure-all for a
miserable day, the escape from sorrow at aloved one’s
death, or a quick fix for the discouragement produced
by alostjob. I am talking about a faith response which,
despite miserable circumstances, says at the heart level:
allis well with my soul.

Horatio Spafford (1828-1888) knew this joy in
seriously adverse circumstances. In 1870 his only son
died of scarlet fever. Then in 1871 the great Chicago
fire destroyed much of his wealth. A few months later,
Spafford sent his wife and four daughters ahead of him
to Europe while he stayed in Chicago to wrap up some
business affairs. The ship carrying his family collided
with another vessel and sank. All four daughters died.
Only his wife, Anna, survived. From Europe she
telegraphed her husband these dismal words, “Saved
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alone!” Grief-stricken, Spafford quickly sailed for
Europe to comfort his grieving wife. As his ship passed
the area where his four daughters had drowned he
penned the lyrics to the famous hymn, 7t is Well with
My Soul. The first verse captures the essence of spiritual

JOy-

When peace like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say,
Itis well, it is well, with my soul.

Despite sorrows that seemed to roll on endlessly,
Spafford knew what the apostle Paul called the “peace
of God, which surpasses all understanding” (Philippi-
ans 4:7). This is a deep, quiet confidence in three things.

e First, that God loves me, has everything under
control, and works all of life’s events together for
my good and the good of all those who love him.

e Second, that I deserve much worse than I am
getting, but because of the cross I will never getit.

e Third, “joy thatis inexpressible and filled with
glory” (1 Peter 1:8), “the peace of God, which
surpasses all understanding” (Philippians 4:7),
and “the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge”
(Ephesians 3:19) will someday be my eternal
inheritance.
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When faith clings to these as its present possession,
the fruit is tangible spiritual joy. How to live in the
presence of that joy is the subject of this little book.



One

SPEAKING THE
LANGUAGE OF
HUMILITY

Jeff’s alarm rattles him awake on a cold winter
morning. He groans, sits up, and maneuvers his feet
onto the chilly floor. With great sincerity he bows his
head and mumbles a prayer under his breath, “Father,
thank you for a good night’s sleep. Thank you for
the soft mattress and warm blankets. God, I am even
thankful for the alarm clock.”

He stumbles to the bathroom, eyelids half shut,
mind partially in gear, and reaches for the electric
razor. “Father, thank you for this shaver. Most people
throughout history have shaved with a knife, if atall.
And while I am at it, thank you for heating and lights.”

He gropes his way to the kitchen and switches on
the coffee pot. “Father, thank you for this wonderful
device—a gift from you. I am so grateful. Hot, fresh
coffee in two minutes! What a privilege. God, you are
so good to me.”
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Returning to his bedroom, he opens his closet
to find it full of shirts, slacks, and shoes. Just the day
before he had read that the average father in Southeast
Asia feeds his family on $100 per month with nothing
left for clothing. So Jeff prays, “Father, how greatis
your grace. Thank you for these material blessings. I
am so unworthy.”

He dresses and settles into his favorite chair for
prayer and Bible reading. Now he comes to the real
reason for gratitude. “Father, thank you for the gospel.
You chose me from before the foundation of the world
to be holy and blameless in your sight. Why me? It
wasn’t my virtues. You didn’t foresee goodness in me.
That s clear. It was astounding love and grace given
without assignable cause, plain and simple. Father,
thank you for sending your Son to rescue me from the
futile ways of my forefathers. Thank you for saving
me from the wrath to come. Thank you for saving me
from hell. You sent your Son to experience the painful
wrath I deserve. You did this to unite us in friendship
and love. How can I comprehend such mercy? How
can I thank you enough? I am so grateful for your
kindness. Thank you for showing amazing grace to an
unworthy sinner.”

Because Jeff knows what he deserves, he takes
nothing for granted.

“And Father, while ’'m at it, thank you for this
Bible. Most Christians have never owned one, nor
would they have been able to read one if they had, but

10
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I have six different translations and could easily buy
more. [ am so grateful.”

And also, “Thank you for my wife and three
children. Yes, there are problems. Itis notall roses.
None of us in this family is perfect. Sometimes there
is conflict, but I want to thank you for your obvious
grace in all our lives.”

On the way to work he inventories his schedule.
At 10:00 he must mediate a conflict between two
subordinates. “Father, thank you for this problem.
How good of you to allow me to help these two men. I
don’t know how I am going to resolve this conflict, but
I'want to thank you in advance for the grace that you
will provide.”

Lunch arrives. He bows his head in deep and
profound gratitude. He knows that 85 percent of the
world lives on less than $200 per month and that huge
swaths of the world’s population go to bed hungry
every night. He deserves worse, and he knows it. He
doesn’t say grace perfunctorily or mechanically. He
prays a short prayer of profound, heart-felt gratitude.

Can you relate to Jeff? Probably not. He sounds a bit
Pollyanna, maybe even over-the-top. If you are like most
Christians, you know you need to be more thankful, but
for you gratitude is a fly-over virtue. Yes, you are grateful
ina general, low-level way. Perhaps you say grace at
every meal, but your thanksgiving is often mechani-
cal, not especially sincere. And if you’re honest, many
times it doesn’t even cross your mind to give thanks to

1
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God. You know you are supposed to be grateful, but
you rarely think about it. Most significantly, you don’t
consider this a big deal. Instead of giving thanks in all
circumstances, you often grumble, complain, and give in
to self-pity. But come on, doesn’t everyone? What's the
big deal? Doesn’t God know we are human?

Goodness, Glory, and Gratitude
Tunderstand that perspective. Yes, God knows we are
frail. He knows we have a rebellious sin nature. Butin
this book I want you to see the bigger picture. I want
you to see that the absence of gratitude can only mean
one thing—the presence of self-pity as well as the
grumbling and complaining that are its fruits.

The truth is that grumbling, complaining, and
self-pity are rampant and violent statements of unbelief.
They are the opposite of godward gratitude. They reject
the gospel. They reject the reality of my sinfulness.
They say, “I deserve only good things from God.” They
deny my absolute dependence 07 God. They deny his
sovereignty and his goodness —essential aspects of his
deity. And they are guaranteed to leave me a far weaker,
far less effective, and far less joyful Christian.

God certainly understands that we are “only
human.” But what he wants for us and from usis a
joyful and humble heart. And a heart like that can only
come from gratitude. Gratitude is foundational to
vibrant, healthy Christianity.

God created us for his glory, and a synonym for

12
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God’s glory is his goodness (Exodus 33:18-19). A heart
that overflows with thanksgiving, despite troubling
and challenging circumstances, is a heart confident

in that goodness. It displays that confidence through
gratitude. Gratitude therefore magnifies God’s
goodness—it magnifies his glory.

The failure to overflow with gratitude in the face of
trouble reveals aloss of confidence in God’s goodness.
A heart captured by grumbling, complaining, and
self-pity says, “I deserve better than I am getting, and
God is not good enough to give itto me.” This is an
attack on God’s glory, and it sends a clear message: God
isn’t good. He cannot be trusted.

God values nothing more than magnifying and
displaying his glory. This is why throughout redemp-
tive history he has responded decisively to grumbling
and complaining among his people. When God
judged Korah, Dathan, and Abiram the Israelites
grumbled, and in response God put 14,700 of them to
death (Numbers 16:49). Indeed, it was the rebellion
of ingratitude that kept the Israelites wandering in
the wilderness until an entire generation had passed
away. God even said that their complaining was an act
of despising him (Numbers 14:11). ’'m sure that when
you and I are ungrateful we have not decided to despise
God, yet that is exactly how God sees it, for in truth
that is what we are doing.

Paul knew all this, and he was committed to living
for the glory of God, so he consistently emphasized

13
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gratitude in his letters. In fact, he exulted init. “In
everything by prayer and supplication with thanks-
giving let your requests be made known to God”
(Philippians 4:6).

He also sought to practice gratitude in all circum-
stances. The Corinthian church tolerated members
who practiced incest, got drunk at communion, and
even denied the resurrection, yet Paul began his letter to
them by expressing gratitude for them. “I give thanks
to my God always for you because of the grace of God
that was given you in Christ Jesus” (1 Corinthians 1:4).

This was not flattery. Paul was sincere. Notice how
he exhorted the early Christians to relate to each other:

“Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude
joking, which are out of place, but instead lez there be
thanksgiving” (Ephesians §:4). Writing to the church at
Colossae his language was even stronger: “So walk in
him...abounding in thanksgiving” (Colossians 2:6—7).
Some translate abounding as “overflowing,” like a
bucket already filled to the brim, with still more water
pouring into it, drenching the ground beneath.

How about corporate worship? Paul’s exhorta-
tion here hits the exact same note: “Singing and making
melody to the Lord with all your heart, giving thanks
always and for everything to God the Father in the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Ephesians §:19—20).

In fact, we can sum up Paul’s exhortations this way:
gratitude to God is the Christian’s right and proper
response every time. No exceptions. “Give thanks

14
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all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ
Jesus for you” (1 Thessalonians 5:18).

We should pray with thanksgiving. We should
worship with thanksgiving. We should speak with
thanksgiving. We should react to every circumstance
in life with thanksgiving. We should constantly think
and act from an active disposition and intention to be
thankful. The glory of God is at stake.

So let’s return to our friend, Jeff. Was his gratitude
excessive? In light of these texts, I don’t think so. Based
on Paul’s exhortations, Jeff was just trying to practice
biblical Christianity. He was merely responding with
appropriate gratitude to what the Bible teaches us
about God, man, creation, and redemption. What
might seem excessive to us was merely a fervent
attempt to be biblical, to be godly, to be what the Bible
urges us all to be. Gratitude and thanksgiving are not
fly-over virtues. Just the opposite. They are at the very
heart of true Christian virtue and essential to godliness.
Do you and I see it this way?

I’'m not suggesting that the only right way to
respond to Paul’s exhortations is to walk through your
day continually verbalizing your gratitude in a nonstop
stream of consciousness. But I am saying that the heart
attitude we see in Jeff’s example is far from excessive
and probably a lot closer to God’s desire for us than
most of us live on a daily basis.

How do we become more like Jeff, more like the
kind of Christian Paul exhorts us to be? How do we
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become people who are genuinely grateful to God—in
the mountain-top experiences when everything is great,
in the mundane moments of daily life, and even in deep
trials?

First, let’s make sure we have a basic understanding
of gratitude from a biblical perspective.

Grasping Gratitude

The social sciences confirm what is fairly obvious to
begin with: gratitude doesn’t come naturally. Children
must be trained to show it. Gratitude to others is part
of being polite or having good manners; but you can
be amodel of etiquette and never get anywhere near
the biblical idea of gratitude. In her book, The Gift of
Thanks, Margaret Visser observes that “polite people”
may say “thank you” up to 1oo times per day and yet
experience “little or no grateful emotion.” That is,
they go through the motions of politeness but without
heartfelt gratitude. In fact, outward expressions of
politeness can easily emerge from mixed motives.
Consider the teenage girl who thanks her father
sweetly for the loan of his car—mostly in the hope that
he will let her borrow it again.

Biblical gratitude, however, is so much more than
social conventions. Paul’s exhortations to be thankful
do not proceed from a concern for etiquette and polite-
ness—however sincere or well-intentioned — but from
apassion to glorify God. This is because true thanks-
giving is not an external formality, a matter of words or

16
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gestures or tone of voice. Itis a natural outpouring of
an awareness of three things:

1. ourcreaturchood,

2. what we rightly deserve before God’s holiness,
and

3. the gracious redemption God has given to us
through his Son.

Creaturehood. God created me. If he hadn’t, I
wouldn’t exist. As Paul putit, “The God who made the
world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and
earth...gives to all mankind life and breath and every-
thing” (Acts 17:24—25). Everything I am and possess is
God’s gift.

This means that all the essential elements that make
us who we are were given to us by God. Our talents,
intelligence, height, appearance, parents, country of
birth, the generation we were born into—we decided
none of it. Yet these are the kind of factors that
determine so much of our life’s outcome. All of these,
and infinitely more, are God’s gifts. They were grven to
us creatures by a gracious Creator. For this reason, the
object of true gratitude is always ultimately God.

What we deserve. Our natural tendency is to take
credit for our gifts. The blustering business tycoon, the

self-glorifying athlete, and the preening pop star are
just exaggerated versions of the rest of us in this regard.
We all want to boast and brag and be seen as special.

17
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Butas creatures, boasting is the speech of naked
arrogance. It actually implies a claim to deity, as if we
created ourselves and decided what gifts and talents we
would possess. Itis the opposite of gratitude and just
one of countless manifestations of the sin nature we
have all inherited from Adam. In his infinite holiness,
God finds this sin nature, and each one of our specific
acts of sin, infinitely repulsive. As a result, all we truly
deserve from God is judgment for our rebellious,
ungrateful hearts.

The gift of redemption. Despite the judgment we
deserve, in his grace God has redeemed us and given
us eternal life. This gift has a value beyond all measure,
and was purchased at infinite cost, a subject we will
return to later in this book. Itis a gift that deserves
constant gratitude.

The Greek word eucharisteo encapsulates the
essential connection between gratitude and grace. We
usually translate it into our English word thanks or
thanksgiving. But notice that the word charis— Greek
for “gift” or “grace” —is right there in the middle of the
word. This grace is unmerited favor, favor given to those
who deserve only punishment. Gratitude for the grace of
God is therefore literally central to biblical thanksgiving.

This is the perspective of my friend, Curtis.
Whenever I ask how he is doing, he responds, “Better
than I deserve.” His speech expresses a heart constantly
aware of the cross. Here is what he is thinking. “I
deserve crucifixion, and T am not getting it. In fact, T will

18
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never get it, and the reason is God’s amazing grace and
love. I will never get the judgment I deserve. Christ
went to the cross and took the judgment that I deserve
in my place. That is why, for eternity, I will never cease
to abound with thanksgiving. Jesus took the judgment

I deserve so that I could receive the reward he deserves.”

Until we understand what we truly deserve from
God, grace has no meaning, and we will have little
real motivation for gratitude. The well-spring of all
Christian thanksgiving is a clear understanding of the
redemption given to us through the cross.

To summarize, biblical gratitude is rooted in the
recognition that I have been given undeserved gifts,
both natural and spiritual. Thankfulness expresses
my creatureliness and God’s sovereignty. It reflects
awareness of and gladness in the fact that God is God,
and I am not. Biblical gratitude is always anchored in
this sense of dependence on God. Itis the language of
those who know they are creatures, and it is the proper
response to redemption.

This is why thanksgiving is the language of
humility —because true gratitude arises from a realiza-
tion of our weakness and need. People with grateful
hearts live with an awareness of just how much God
has done for them.

An Old Testament Picture

There is a vivid picture of this reality in Psalm so.
Gratitude was the response that God sought from the

19
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Old Testament sacrificial system. The Psalm opens
with a description of the Day of Judgment. “Our God
comes...before him is a devouring fire, around him a
mighty tempest. He calls to the heavens above and to
the earth, that he may judge his people” (vv 3—4).

Next God describes the sacrificial system. We
are reminded that God the Creator owns everything.
Ultimately, he doesn’t want or need the animals that
the Jews offer in sacrifice.

Then the psalmist tells us what God really wants—
the sacrifice of thanksgiving. “Offer to God a sacrifice
of thanksgiving, and perform your vows to the Most
High” (v 14). This is a vital point we must not miss:
thanksgiving sums up all that God sought from the
sacrificial system. We can easily get distracted by the
outward aspects of the sacrificial system— the rules and
rituals, the blood and death. But the point of it all was
that the Israelites would live with continual, dramatic
reminders that they were completely dependent upon
God and therefore ought to be endlessly grateful.

This was especially obvious in the sin offering.
First, the worshiper laid his hand on the animal to be
sacrificed. This symbolized the transfer of his guilt
to the animal. The beast was then slaughtered in the
worshiper’s presence and in the worshiper’s place. The
message embedded in this ritual was clear:

e The worshiperis a sinner.
 The penalty for sinis death.

20
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e The worshiper therefore deserves to die.
e But God offers a substitute sacrifice to die in the
worshiper’s place.

The Old Testament sacrificial system was therefore
allabout substitution. It was designed to be a picture
of grace, producing humility (the fruit of grace) and
thanksgiving (the right response to grace). But as Israel
routinely repeated the sacrifices generation after genera-
tion, they lost sight of the true meaning. They forgot that
humility, expressing itself through thanksgiving, was the
fruit God wanted. In fact, in verses 12—13 we see that the
Israelites had actually begun to think God was hungry
and wanted meat! God inspired Psalm 5o to remind
Israel that thanksgiving, not the animal, was the point.

So there was really just one thing God wanted
from the Old Testament worshiper: gratitude. Deep,
heartfelt, overflowing gratitude to a gracious and
merciful God. A God who allowed a substitute to die
in his place. A God who forgives his enemies—you and
me—at the substitute’s expense.

A New Testament Reality

The book of Hebrews summarizes the matter with an
exhortation. Speaking of Jesus and his substitution-

ary sacrifice on the cross for us, it says, “Through him
then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to
God, that s, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name”
(Hebrews 13:15).

21
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The true sacrifice God seeks was and still is
gratitude, rooted in humility. How much more should
we overflow with thanksgiving now that the ultimate
sacrifice has come to bear God’s wrath? On the day of
final judgment God will come looking for the fruit of
thanksgiving from humble lips. A life given to joyful
gratitude testifies that we understand the gospel —we
have internalized the grace that flows from the ultimate
sacrifice given to us through the gospel.

God makes amazing promises to those who
cultivate a humble heart of gratitude. For example:

*  God exalts the humble (James 4:10).

e Hedwells with the lowly (Isaiah §7:15).

e He exalts those who humble themselves (Philip-
plans 2:§—11).

e Helifts up the humble (Psalm 147:6).

* Hegives grace to the humble (James 4:6).

e Helooks favorably to the humble (Isaiah 66:2).

e Hehonors the humble (Proverbs 15:33).

Biblical thanksgiving always proceeds from a
humble heart. It does not act 7 order to get something
from God, but it will attract God’s lavish, gracious
attention. Not surprisingly, God takes the opposite
attitude toward those who display the opposite of
humility.

e Hehumbles the proud (Ezekiel 17:24).

22
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* Heopposes the proud (James 4:6).

* He withdraws from the proud (Psalm 138:6).

e He promises to bring down the proud (Proverbs
18:12;29:23).

If I really believe God’s promise to bless the
humble and judge the proud, I will pursue humility.

And whatis the language of humility ? Thanksgiv-
ing. Expressions of thanksgiving to God and others are
signs of the humility that God delights to bless. Jesus
said, “Out of the abundance of the heart his mouth
speaks” (Luke 6:45). A humble heart will increasingly
express gratitude.

Paul saw that the failure to be thankful to God
is at the very heart of sinfulness. Trying to get to the
bottom of the basic sin of his day (and ours) he wrote,

“Although they knew God, they did not honor him as
God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in
their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened”
(Romans 1:21).

Paul then shows how sinful practices are rooted in the
refusal to give God thanks. Commenting on the passage,
Eerdman’s Bible Dictionary notes, “The fundamental sin
of the Gentiles is said to be their failure to ‘honor him as
God or give thanks to him’ (Romans 1:21).”

Nothing has changed today. Paul was referring to
unbelievers, but the same is true for Christians. Pride
is still the great sin leading to all others, and lack of
gratitude is still a clear sign of a proud heart.
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Because we are proud, we are not grateful. And we
are proud because we do not really believe the gospel.

Where We Go from Here

If the story of Jeff that opened this chapter seems too
good to be true, maybe we should give thanksgiving
another look. Is it possible to be grateful enough? What
doesitlook like to be someone who abounds with
thanksgiving?

Thankful people are happy people. In his commen-
tary on Matthew, Michael Green recounts the story of
afourteenth-century German mystic named Johann
Tauler. One day Tauler met a beggar.

“God give you a good day, my friend,” he said.

The beggar answered, “I thank God I never
had abad one.”

Then Tauler said, “God give you a happy life,
my friend.”

“I'thank God,” said the beggar, “that I am
never unhappy.”

In amazement Tauler asked, “What do you
mean?”

“Well,” said the beggar, “when itis fine I
thank God. When it rains I thank God. When I
have plenty I thank God. When I am hungry I
thank God. And, since God’s will is my will, and
whatever pleases him pleases me, why should I say
I am unhappy when I am not?”

24



Speaking the Language of Humility

Tauler looked at the man in astonishment.
“Who are you?” he asked.

“Tam a king,” said the beggar.

“Where, then, is your kingdom?” asked Tauler.

The beggar replied quietly, “In my heart.”

The secret to the beggar’s happiness was his
gratitude. Grateful people are happy people. Gratitude
is the secret of spiritual joy!

Therefore, let us cultivate the discipline of gratitude.
To do this we must flee the opposite—complaining,
grumbling, self-pity, boasting, and the like. In future
chapters we will examine these sins, but first we need
to take a hard look at another reason for gratitude.

This chapter has posited the cross as the ground of our
gratitude. But we should also overflow with thanksgiv-
ing because God is both sovereign and good.
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TORN TO HEAL, Chapter One

(Much smaller type than usual!)

THE PROMISE AND THE HOPE

No one ever told me that an undersized 10-year-old from a
small midwestern town has basically no chance of growing up
to become a professional athlete. If anyone had it wouldn't have
mattered though, because it was my destiny. | was sure of it. And
while it was nice that my mom and grandmother seemed to agree
with me, that was nothing compared to the next name | put on the
list.

Lou Brock.

Baseball Hall-of-Famer. Eighteen years in the majors. Lifetime
.293 batting average. DestroyedTy Cobb’s stolen-base record. Lou
Brock is a baseball god.

I was barely 10 when my uncles took me to some event where
Brock was appearing. When it came time for questions | raised my
hand.This just seemed like a fun way to participate, but somehow
Brock spotted the goofy little kid with glasses and picked me. He
pointed right at me! | didn’t even have a bad question in mind much
less a brilliant one. In the silence, my brain racing, the crowd around
me seemed to grow from hundreds to at least a million. | stumbled
and stuttered and finally squeaked out a question: “What did it feel
like to break a record?”

His answer was something about ghosts and them chasing
you. | can’t exactly remember because | was too busy checking to
see if my pants were still dry. But when it came time for autographs,
| do remember what he said. As | walked up towards him, probably
looking more like a 7-year-old than a 10-year-old, he smiled and said,
“Hey kid, maybe someday you’ll break a record.”

Mom, Grandma, and now Lou Brock. My list of supporters
had just gone world-class. | was instantly infused with hope.Yeah!
Maybe | can make it to the majors. Maybe | can be a professional
baseball player and challenge Ricky Henderson for the stolen base
record.



(Editor’s Note: Mike Leake actually did make the major leagues
as a pitcher for the Cincinnati Reds.The author hopes you will
overlook the fact that this was a different Mike Leake.)

Of course Brock was just being nice to me, but his quip added
fuel to the fire of my dreams. | took his words almost as a kind of
promise—an authoritative baseball prophecy. And in my little-boy
heart the flame of that promise burned bright and strong for a long
time to come.

A promise from someone you trust can do that. It can shape
your identity for years, or even a lifetime.

A God of Huge Promises

God makes promises too, from Genesis to Revelation.The Christian
faith hangs on those promises, and while the promise God made to
Abraham was not the first divine promise recorded in Scripture, it
was the first to shape the identity of an entire people for thousands
of years. In fact the story of Abraham “dominates the book of
Genesis and casts a shadow which extends across the whole Bible!"
God's promise to Abram (later renamed Abraham) in Genesis 12:1-3
may very well be “the text the rest of the Bible expounds.”?This
particular promise would go on to shape the history, not merely of a
nation, but of the entire world.

Now the Lorp said to Abram, “Go from your country and your
kindred and your father’s house to the land that | will show
you.And | will make of you a great nation, and | will bless you
and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. | will
bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you | will
curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”
(Genesis 12:1-3)

This promise to Abram stands in stark contrast to the broken-
ness that emerges in the Bible beginning in Genesis chapter 3.Then
for the next eight chapters the reader encounters the fallen world
with which we are all too familiar. Death, murder, pain, and rebellion
smatter the pages as a pervasive corruption spreads throughout



God'’s good creation.This is the backdrop against which the shocking
declaration of Genesis 12:1-3 is cast, telling us that in the midst of

all this brokenness, blessing will appear. As ChristopherWright has
aptly noted:

The call of Abraham is the beginning of God's answer to the
evil of human hearts, the strife of nations, and the groaning
of brokenness of his whole creation. It is the beginning of the
mission of God and the mission of God's people.®

Through Abraham and his seed all the nations would be
blessed. He and his innumerable seed would possess the land of
promise forever and, as a friend of God, Abraham’s name would be
great.

This promise to Abram, though, is not new. It looks back to
the pre-fall Edenic state of mankind.This formation of a new nation
is really the reformation of a new humanity.*The Lord, through
Abraham and his seed, is fulfilling God's original promise that the
seed of the woman will crush the serpent (Genesis 3:15). Our calling
as divine representatives and image-reflectors to rule, rest, and be
in relationship would somehow be restored through the offspring of
this old man named Abram.

Impossible Odds

God's promises often seem shocking to us.They are God-sized
promises, seldom anything we could hope to accomplish on our
own. Naturally they can seem outlandish, even impossible.

God promises Abraham that his offspring will be a blessing
to the whole world. But God does not make this promise when
Abraham is 25 and with a fertile wife. No, he waits until Abraham
is childless and pushing the century mark. He waits until the child-
bearing days of Abraham’s wife, Sarah, are so long past that the
very idea of her becoming pregnant is laughable.

That's the kind of promise God makes—the kind that’s very
hard to believe.

Consider Gideon. Not only is he the “least in his father’s house,



“his clan is “the weakest in Manasseh” (Judges 6:15). In a line of
unimpressive people, he is the runt of the litter, yet God promises to
use him to lead the defeat of a strong, vicious, powerful enemy.To
us, that kind of promise makes no sense.

It didn't click for Gideon at first, either, so he keeps asking
God for signs to confirm this unlikely and troubling assignment.
Eventually Gideon accepts that God is really calling him to do this.
That's when God turns up the heat.

As Gideon is tasked with selecting his army, he starts with
32,000 strapping young gents.This was a pretty sizable army for the
time, but since the Midianites are described as being like locusts in
number, and their camels uncountable (Judges 6:5, 7:12), Gideon
might well have wished for more.

God’s opinion? Gideon has way too many soldiers.

God instructs Gideon to test his army in two different ways
in order to identify the best men for the task. After the first test is
complete, Gideon’s army has been reduced to 10,000 men.

Conquering the Midianites with an army of 10,000 would be
quite a feat. Certainly it would take the Lord’s help to accomplish
this. But God wants to be known as more than a helper. God is
nothing less than the deliverer of his people, and the Israelites need
to see this clearly. So God has Gideon run his men through a second
test, a test only 300 of them pass. At this point Gideon’s “army”
consists of less than one-tenth of one percent of the men it started
with and, as Gideon’s Supreme Commander, God is beginning to
look more like George Custer than General MacArthur.

But God still has one more change to make. As this relative
handful of men is gearing up to go into battle, the Lord has them
exchange their spears and swords for trumpets and jars with
torches inside them.Weapons?Who needs weapons?

On the one hand this is starting to look like a suicide mission.
But on the other hand there is this solemn promise from God
himself: “l will save you and give the Midianites into your hand”
(Judges 7:7). And God does exactly that.

The impossible happens, just like when God gave a baby to
Abraham and Sarah (wait...do you suppose that when Sarah and



her new baby smiled at each other, both of them were toothless?).
God uses 301 guys (counting Gideon) and zero weapons to defeat
an army of unimaginable size.

The one who makes a promise must have the ability to fulfill it,
otherwise it's not a promise at all. God’s promises are seldom small
enough to be even slightly believable. At least, until they happen.

God is doing the same thing today. His promises are no
smaller now than they were then. He tells us, “Look around your
world. See how messed upitis? I'm going to fix it all! I'm restoring
everything!” Seriously, God? Because we seem to be surrounded by
pain, sickness, violence, corruption, deception, and death. Are you
really saying that?

Assaulted by Reality

e Jimmy’s frail little body can hardly summon the strength to
pack up his belongings. He'll be living with Grandma now after
Mom and Dad's car crash. His pain is obvious, and he feels
totally alone.

e Sarah's face exudes confidence and happiness. She really
seems to have it together. But underneath she is raging with
insecurity, doubt, hopelessness, and pain. Each careless word
slices her like a blade. Soon it won’t be metaphorical; the cuts
will come by her own hand.

e Marcus has dreams of doing great things in service to God.
He can hardly contain his passion for Jesus, at least on the
good days. But here he is again with his heart ripped out by his
pornography addiction.When will he ever find freedom? Is he
even suited now to serve God? Has he blown all his dreams of
serving his Savior and Lord?

e Betty never thought it would be possible, but she desperately
misses the elbow to her back and the constant snoring. What
was once the smallest bed imaginable now seems gigantic to
this lonely widow.

e Anthony may only be 8 years old, but he has to take care of
his younger siblings because they have all been orphaned by
AIDS. No health care, no source of income, nothing.They feel



the pain of poverty and hunger every day. His little ribs are
already exposed, and he doesn’t have the fluid in his body to
produce tears. But he's crying. He's crying for redemption.

In one way or another we are all assaulted by reality. We all live
our own heart-wrenching stories.Yet in the midst of our broken-
ness something within us cries out for redemption.We want the
brokenness fixed. Some of us turn outward, throwing ourselves
into politics, picket lines, or preaching, trying to fix things on a larger
scale. Others turn inward, seeking to build our own secure little
existence, walled off from the madness. At the end of the day, all of
us seek redemption from the brokenness within and without.

Why is this? How is it that we can look at all this brokenness
and know in our hearts that things are “supposed to be different?”
Why do we call suffering wrong if suffering is universal and
absolutely normal? If we have never seen perfection, why do we
crave it? How can we even have a category for it?

Because God made us for himself.

A People of Huge Hopes

Part of the reason God makes huge, outlandish promises is because
he made us to crave huge and outlandish things.What we all ulti-
mately want more than anything else is relationship with the infinite
God.We want to see the effects of the fall completely and fully
erased. We want to know and experience and be in the presence of
perfect beauty, love, and power.

In terms of a fallen world these hopes are ridiculous and
outrageous. But in terms of who God made us to be, they are
perfectly natural. We simply want to be restored to the one from
whom we were separated through Adam’s sin, the one in whose
image we were all created. And God’s promises are leading us to the
day when these impossibly wonderful desires to know him deeply
and personally will be completely fulfilled.

For the believer there will be redemption, and there will be
satisfaction. God promises to satisfy us with the only thing that
can—himself.This leaves no room for small promises. A god who



makes promises smaller than the vastness of our ultimate desires
would be a small god, another salesman peddling an imitation.
But God's promises fully match our best, highest, and innermost
desires.

Again, why doesn't this match made in heaven work out
better? Because we live neither in heaven nor in the garden of
Eden. God’s promises come to us in the context of a fallen world
populated entirely by people whose best and ultimate desires are
regularly overwhelmed by the immediacy of lesser desires.We are
powerfully influenced by the greed, pride, and selfishness lurking in
our hearts.The result is that, while we like the idea of receiving God's
blessings, we often don't like the idea of God calling all the shots.

And that's where the problem comes in.You might say that all
our struggles come down to not trusting God’s promises enough
simply to obey him.To do things his way.We want to trust in
ourselves. We grow impatient with God’s timing or disapprove of
his methods.We want to trust in idols, false gods that promise a
quick fix.

Yet God is in the process of redeeming us.The process is
slow and it is painful, but God will stop at nothing to bring it about.
Completely. All things, both good and ill, work together for our
greatest good —conformity to Jesus.This includes our pain.The
premise of this book is that the Lord, in his goodness, will rip us to
shreds if that's what it takes to replace our idols with lasting joy. He
will stop at nothing to fully redeem us. He does this by changing our
desires. And this is good.
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