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ADD APPLICATION TO EACH
THE “WOW” COMMENTARY: ROMANS

Useful recipes for daily living that taste good, never fail to satisfy the appetite for God, and are made to be shared 
with our brothers and sisters in Christ.

Chapter 1

Iron Sharpening Iron (Verses 8-13)

Holly and I have been married for many years. We began our marriage as two very, distinctly different individuals. 
Although we had known each other for a while, there were many rough edges in our relationship that had to be 
smoothed out before we really got to know one another. I guess it’s like that with most marriages. We go into them 
with a promise of good things to come and soon discover that those good things do come, but only after some 
smoothing out of the eventual, unknown, sometimes craggy difficulties that come with being newly married. 



It’s no different with believers in Christ. It takes time to hone the message of faith and become skilled in telling others 
about Jesus. It takes other believers to smooth out our rough edges and make us better at spreading the message of 
salvation. The Bible likens it to iron sharpening iron. The great things about it though is that although separated by 
distance and perhaps even culture, the spirits of other believers worldwide are in proximate touch with us by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. In prayer and faith we are one with the Body of Christ universally. It makes you and I burn-
ing altars of worship, replacing the great altar in Jerusalem, now revealed and replaced by Christ’s atoning sacrifice 
on the cross. The fires of sacrifice that had once filled the air over Jerusalem now fill the air above the every small and 
humble place in which a Christian spirit dwells. We worship in spirit and power without temple, incense or sacrifice. 
That was left behind forever in the mists of the wake of Jesus’s final, atoning sacrifice. There is no empty ritual here, 
only the presence of hearts on fire for Christ and love shared among fellow believers. There is no role of preacher and 
believer; rather it now a believer on believer experience.

The fire, the incense and the holiness. All the requirements of worship before Christ, exist in you and I today. We 
share this with the Apostles and all the saints. We may not have their pen or office, but we possess the same altar of 
worship. We carry it with us every day. It has been transferred to us in the name of Christ and we bear it proudly and 
with purpose. For we too are a piece of God’s marvelous worship enterprise. We only need to recognize that there is 
no ordinary day in the life of a Christian. Every day is a day of worship and an opportunity to sharpen someone 
else’s faith with the “iron” of our faith. When we do we are no longer confined to pew or pulpit; we are set free to “go 
along our way and make disciples of every one who believes.” Ministry and worship are this way inextricably bound 
together. We carry our commission with our worship and our worship with our commission. They go hand-in-hand, 
like iron sharpening iron.

 

Those Nasty Idols (Verse 20)

Our few acres here at Beech Springs once provided a pathway for many North American Indians traveling great dis-
tances to worship at a religious shrine a few miles to the North. It seems there were a dozen or so of these sites scat-
tered across North America, each focused on the worship of the seasons. One can imagine idolatry was rampant here 
a thousand years ago or so. Today churches have replaced those rock rings and stone pillars in this part of the Kettle 
Moraine. Many of the Catholic Churches located on prominent area hills while Protestants, for the most part, have 
been content to put down their foundations at convenient crossroads. The question is, has the idolatry really gone 
away?

The Apostle Paul wrote: “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities––his eternal power and divine 
nature––have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse [1:20].” 
Idol worship. There never was an excuse for worshipping the stars or animals or anything else that isn’t God. Those 
Winnebago and Menomonee pilgrims who trudged through Beech Springs so long ago had little excuse to worship 
anything other than their Creator. God had revealed himself to them from the beginning of time as he has to us. Yet, 
are we any better than those misguided Indians? They may have fallen down before the sun and the moon in fear and 
awe of the passage of the seasons, but in many ways our knees are just as calloused. Just think of how so many Chris-
tians have made Mother Nature their religion, elevating the love of creation above their love of the Creator? Or the 
veneration of evolution? Believing that God created something from nothing while also believing that everything 
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began from a single spark and some chemicals is not only incongruous, it’s a form of idolatry, putting an unproven 
science over a proven God. The list is a lengthy one. We worship automobiles, houses, sports, recreation and a host of 
other desires. 

It’s hard to focus on God sometimes, isn’t it. He’s seems so hard to find in a culture full of so many good and desir-
able things. The fact is, God isn’t hiding; he never was. He’s right where he was when those indians trekked across 
Beech Springs and He hasn’t changed a bit since the dawn of time. He never changes. You see, God has revealed 
Himself to you and I in power and in Godhead. He is “clearly seen” if you’re looking for him or, for that matter, if 
you aren’t hiding behind an idol or two, unable to see him any more. We have “no excuse.” Don’t look for God where 
he isn’t. Be assured he isn’t sitting on the 50-yard line, in the dealer’s show room or in a pew. These places are 
“home” to things and ideas, not God. He dwells in your heart. Seek him there and get up off your knees–unless it is 
in his holy presence. 

God In A Box (Verse 28)

Packages are great things. We love receiving them, especially when they are gift-wrapped or disguised by a plain, 
brown box. There’s just something about containment that makes a package interesting from the start. As our hands 
clutch a package we come into possession of it; it’s all ours and ours to do with as we please. What’s even niftier are 
packages that can be opened and put away and opened again. Take a game box for example. The next time that you 
play a board game take note of how you feel when you’re sliding that cover off of the box, especially when it’s been a 
long time since you’ve played that game. I would call it a mixture of anticipation iced with control. We look forward 
to what’s inside and are confident we can, following the directions enclosed, play the game, have a good time and 
then repack it for future use. That’s efficient, convenient and self-satisfying, all in one. 

If that works for a game or a present, is it also true of God? Ought we to be putting God in a box for those same rea-
sons? If we box Him up we can open Him up whenever we wish. It’s convenient and efficient. When it’s time to 
move on we can put Him back in a box and save Him for future reference and use. The Apostle Paul writes: “Fur-
thermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved 
mind, to do what ought not to be done (1:28).” Putting God in a box for our convenience reflects a mindset of spiritu-
al carelessness. Retaining the “knowledge of God” is all about God working within us apart from our timetable or 
our feeling of need or want. That means we need to keep our hearts and minds focused on Him continually as His 
Spirit surrounds us, abides in us and guides us. There is no package about God; He was unwrapped centuries ago 
when Jesus revealed Him as “Abba Father” in death on the cross. 

When we try to make God into something we can use as opposed to someone for whom our whole life depends and 
draws purpose from, we make God into a dumb idol of stone or wood.  We are no better than the pagans whose 
knowledge of God was superficial and self-serving. Soon ignorance and unbelief follow upon our own attempt to 
make God “fit” our lives. Ultimately we become complacent about God. Don’t put God in a box; whether that box be 
a place to simply safely keep Him or, perhaps, a Sunday, 1-hour visit in a church pew. Like an old game that we used 
to play but now just doesn’t fit our lives, even the box is no longer opened. 
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Chapter 2

Nobody’s Perfect? (Verse 7)

There is an old adage that says, “Never despair; but if you do, keep working until despair becomes hope.” If you’re 
like me, despairing happens. You can go days, weeks, perhaps months without even a hint of despair. But there is 
something about the uncertainties of life that just lend themselves to eventual despair. You know the feeling. It’s like 
getting all the wind knocked out of you and, for the moment, everything just stops until you can gather yourself. 
That’s despair. 

It seems to me that there are two kinds of people in this life; there are those who bump into despair and just can’t go 
any further. They stare into the face of what seems an insurmountable obstacle to happiness and, as it turns out, it is. 
In most cases they turn around, looking for a safer path away from the things that cause hurt, disappointment and 
hopelessness. But there is another kind of person, the one who locks horns with despair and chooses to wrestle rather 
than run. It’s not that they relish the conflict or are in any way looking for it. No one does. Nonetheless, when it hap-
pens it’s what it is and something just has to be done. 

What is that “something?” On the one hand some feel it’s perfection.  The product of that wrestling match needs to be 
a perfect outcome; not letting go until despair is dispelled altogether and the pathway to joy is wide open again. 
There is a problem with this approach, however. I’m convinced that in all cases trying to obtain the perfect outcome 
is, well, impossible. The nature of perfection is that there is only one capable of perfection and that is Jesus. Apart 
from his perfection none other is realistic. I don’t believe that God is asking you and I to be perfect, especially when 
life gets tough and we may be at wit’s end. No, he’s looking for persistence and not perfection. Jesus perfect sacrifice 
and perfect adherence to the law ended God’s quest for perfection in mankind. Jesus did that for us. The Apostle Paul 
writes, “To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life [2:7].” 
In God’s book persistence always wins out over perfection when it comes to you and I. Our good works resulting 
from a persistent faith are that which God will base his judgment on our lives. In the end it doesn’t matter that we 
achieved the perfect outcome when it comes to possessing and demonstrating our faith. Rather everything rides on 
our persistence to maintain a strong faith, day-in and day-out, no matter the obstacles that confront us. The blessings 
of that persistent faith, demonstrated in our good works, provides the only basis for true contentment in this life and 
a realistic heavenly outcome when it is all over. Nobody is perfect; but everyone is perfected in Christ. His perfection 
makes our persistence the perfect match. 

 

Extra Externals (Verse 27)

As I get older, I’ve made it my goal to keep up a fairly strenuous exercise routine consisting of a mile walk in the 
morning, followed by 30 minutes on the weight bench, skier and stationery bike, topped off by another ten minutes 
punching a boxing bag in the basement. I’ve been watching my diet and have eliminated excessive caffeine and alco-
hol. I’ve been able to maintain an acceptable weight and am still able to put in 10 solid hours of work a day. On the 
outside I am in good shape for a 60 year-old. In fact, I take some pride in that. But, lest I become vain in the outward 
man, God consistently reminds me that there is more to fitness than what shows simply on the outside. For example, 
my hearing is faulty; I could use a bridge or two to replace those molars I’ve lost over time. Digestion isn’t what it 
used to be and some of the vertebrae in my spine are beginning to fuse. Throw in poor eyesight, bad arches and 
arthritis in my knees, and whatever looks good on the outside is easily balanced by what doesn’t work well on the 
inside. 
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Similarly, it’s easy to be tempted to regard WHAT we are on the outside as Christians in high esteem without giving 
proper due to WHO we are on the inside. Christians come in many flavors: Catholic, Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist 
and a few others. And there is one thing that all have in common; a certain, outward pride in denomination. We build 
our separate churches to segregate ourselves and to protect our differences. We pride in not being like those who are 
not like us. Outwardly we confess doctrines and practice teachings that identify us and make us who we are. Some 
baptize by dunking and some sprinkle. There are those who see symbolism where others see literal interpretation. We 
cling to memberships, baptismal certificates and confirmation plaques. Like my striving to look fit on the outside, an 
outward focus on Christianity becomes an effort to “look” like a Christian ought to look without regard to WHO he 
really is on the inside.

What is so terribly sad about all of this is that the poor, simple peasant living in a hut in the mountainous regions of 
Nepal has a better handle on “who” a Christian is than most of us more concerned with “what” a Christian should 
look like. He may have only a simple understanding of the Gospel without any awareness of doctrinal differences. 
He probably doesn’t possess a membership or confirmation certificate. He may not even have a building to worship 
in. But, he knows Jesus and loves His Lord. It’s the inside Christian that possesses him. Ultimately, when it comes to 
seeking God’s praise for who we are, that praise is never dependent upon the outward, external things we value so 
highly. God looks at the heart, not at the pew. Externals are extras; it’s the internals that count with God.

Chapter 3

Our Confidence (Verse 27)

Martin Luther wrote, “I’ve held many things in my hands, and I have lost them all; but whatever I have placed in 
God’s hands, that I still possess.” Put another way, pride is the instrument of those who strive to hold all things; con-
fidence is the instrument of those who wish to hold nothing at all but trust in God to do the holding. Pride; it often 
leads to the boast, then to arrogance and arrogance to sinful discrimination. Pride is a feel good thing, a control thing. 
Pride serves to blockade fairness and hamstring love. It’s the sin that doomed Satan in his fall from heaven; it’s the 
emotion that separated the Children of Israel from their Messiah. It’s the worst of human emotions and, regrettably, 
the most common. The Jews in Jesus day were proud of their heritage. They were God’s chosen people, the ones 
through whom Messiah would come. They held themselves in high esteem and looked down their noses at the for-
saken lot of the Gentiles. 

Pride. It’s had a role in my life as well. Over the years I’ve had occasion to change jobs a number of times. Some of 
those changes were fairly comfortable and others not. One thing I’ve learned over time is this: when I’ve made a ca-
reer change based on what I boasted I could do it often resulted in a very difficult transition from one job to the next. 
However, when I’ve made a change based on what I knew I could do the transition was smooth. In the first case I was 
acting out of pride; in the last, confidence. 

It’s no different when it comes to what we believe and how we express that belief. As Christians we need to be on 
guard against pride when it comes to our faith. Are you proud that you are a Christian? Perhaps your pride rests in 
the fact that you aren’t a member of this or that denomination? Or, for that matter, when you take a seat in church on 
Sunday a tinge of pride nips at your heart as you consider the fact that your neighbor chose to sleep in a Sunday 
morning? If pride rules your heart in these things your faith is misplaced. We should always be on guard that a con-
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fidence based on obedience to the will of our Lord is what motivates us to act, to worship or to preach. A confident 
faith is a faith that is humble, always ready to serve, to obey and to consider ourselves no better than others. A confi-
dent faith is that of a disciple of Christ and lastly a member of this or that denomination or, for that matter, someone 
who simply occupies a pew. Don’t strive to hold your faith in your hands; rather, allow God to take your faith and 
use it as he wills. With Luther we can say, “Whatever I have placed in God’s hands, that I still possess.” Don’t fritter 
your faith away. Give it in humble service to God and secure it for eternity.

Chapter 4

Cinderella Comebacks! (Verse 18)

Here’s a story: There were less than 50 seconds left in the game and the score was 24 to 14. The team on the losing 
side of that score had just scored a touchdown but 10 points still separated the two squads. As football games go, this 
one was sewed up. While it might be possible to score another touchdown within 50 seconds, that would still make 
the score 24 to 21. Besides, there still had to be a kickoff with the winning team getting the ball back. Even with a two-
point conversion on a possible score the game would still be a field goal away from the win column. There just wasn’t 
enough time left to give much hope. Nevertheless the losing team lined up for an onside kick and hoped for the best. 
No one in the stands gave them much hope; in fact, it was utterly hopeless except for the diehard optimist scattered 
here and there among the mostly downcast fans. The outcome? Well, as in most cases where there is little or no hope, 
those few cock-eyed optimists were disappointed. The odds won out; there was no Cinderella comeback.

As in football life sometimes presents us with situations that scream utterly “it isn’t going to happen.”  We’ve done 
our best and kept a positive attitude; but grinding out a victory securely snatched in the jaws of defeat is most often 
utterly hopeless. There are just some times when you and I have to be realistic and throw in the towel. How often 
have you heard this advice: “Hey, you’ve done your best, there’s nothing more to do.” Common advice? You bet! But 
think about it for a moment. What is our “best?” In the case of the Biblical patriarch Abraham, his best, it would 
seem, was at least 25 years in the past. His situation, becoming a father at age 100, was utterly hopeless. Nonetheless 
Abraham didn’t throw in the towel because he knew something many of us have forgotten, our best is always linked 
to God’s best. He’s perfectly able to take utterly impossible and turn it into divinely probable whenever he wishes to. 
Abraham believed God when he promised that he would have a son. It wasn’t probable by human standards nor was 
it likely from a rational viewpoint. Yet, he believed because his best, his deepest and most powerful faithful best, was 
utterly dependent upon God’s grace and had nothing to do with the physical reality of his body’s ability to do any-
thing. 

So, the next time you’re faced with the utterly impossible and the spirit within you is pushing you to try even harder, 
to reach down and call on your “best” effort, try a spiritual, onside kick. Who knows, you might just make the impos-
sible, the utterly improbable, reality, merely by believing. Besides, when God is in the game there’s no telling what 
might happen. Odds don’t matter to the Almighty and Cinderella comebacks are His specialty.
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Chapter 5

Missing Links? (Verse 3)

Recently my son Dan and I had to take down a very tall, broadly crowned, old Elm tree. Since the tree was standing 
next to another large Maple and was sure to fall in the direction of several stately Beech trees just forty or so yards to 
the right and left, there was no way we were going to bring down the tree without an assist from a tow strap hooked 
to a cable, tied to hitch on my pickup. The path of the fall needed to be within a margin of error of only a few feet to 
the right or the left. Any variation over that would bring the crown of the tree down into the upper branches of the 
Beech trees. A tree of this size hung up thirty or forty feet in the air is both dangerous and a lot of work to bring 
down.

There were three, critical joints in the progression from Elm tree to pickup truck. There was the tow strap wrapped 
around the trunk about 30 feet up and the cable hooked around the hitch on the pickup bumper. But the critical link 
was the S-hook linking the cable and the strap together about 35 feet out from the tree. It was on this critical joint that 
the most tension would result when the truck started moving. The torque on that simple S-Hook would be enormous 
once the truck began to pull away. I gunned the truck, the cable grew taught, the strap tensioned and the tree groaned 
against the saw cut two-thirds deep into the tree. What was left supporting the old Elm, that one-third of uncut trunk, 
began to crack, creak and groan. In my mind I could see the tree falling. Unfortunately, that’s when the S-Hook 
snapped, flying deep into the woods over our heads. The Elm didn’t fall after all; although it teetered menacingly 
toward the truck. Unfortunately, with that simple S-Hook gone we had no way of linking the strap and the cable to-
gether; both had the potential to pull that Elm down. But without the critical S-Hook, neither were effective in doing 
it. 

Have you ever tried to link suffering in your life directly to hope? Potentially hope has the ability to take suffering 
and cut it down to size. But like that tow strap and cable, there are two critical links that facilitate the effort; without 
them hope, with all of its potential, can do little to combat suffering. Those two critical links are perseverance and 
character. Perseverance is that cable wrapped around the tree and character is the critical S-Hook linking persever-
ance to hope. You can’t overcome suffering and put it to good use unless you first persevere in that suffering. When 
you persevere you develop character and character, a small thing like that S-Hook, is the only thing that ties two big 
things together, hope and perseverance. Never overlook character. As the Apostle Paul writes, character always pro-
duces a special kind of hope, one that “never disappoints.” No problem in this life is too tall to cut down to size when 
you have character.

Opposites Attract? (Verse 11)

When I met my wife Holly many years ago there were some, friends who knew us both, who met the match with 
raised eyebrows. She was a perfectionist, I was a make-do guy. She was a shopper and I was buyer. She liked to 
dance, I’d rather watch others do that. She liked bland and I liked spicy. She liked practical and I liked, well, at times 
the impractical. The list was lengthy, pragmatist verses dreamer, half-empty glass verses half-full glass, and on and 
on. Fortunately we’re still together after 33 years and doing OK. Some of the differences have been tailored to fit our 
lives and others have been honed a bit to bring them into closer compatibility. 

So, do opposite really attract? I’m not very sure about that. I know many married couples who started out more com-
patible and built on the compatibility as the years went by. In that respect I guess, perhaps, Holly and I might be a bit 
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handicapped. Perhaps it would have been nice to have had a head start like those couples who’ve enjoyed greater 
compatibility over the years?  Nevertheless, at least in Holly and my case, the attraction for one another, despite the 
handicap, seems to have risen above the differences. We can rejoice in our differences despite them.

The Apostle Paul wrote: “. . .  we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now re-
ceived reconciliation.” Rejoice! It’s a word used often in Scripture. In my opinion it’s also one of the most misunder-
stood words in all of Scripture. When we hear the word rejoice, we think of an emotion opposite to sorrow. Sorrow 
and joy! Joy and sorrow! They’re opposites. Now, when you think about opposites attracting one another, these are 
two emotions that rarely do that. Joy and sorrow are foreign emotions. They abide in different tents and one seldom 
leads to the other. There is that occasional, deep sorrow that leaves us giddy with despondency. But, it’s a giddy that 
is anything but joyful. It’s more of a manic reaction to sorrow as we dig down deeply to grab at anything to sustain 
us. But is Paul referring here to the opposite of sorrow when he extols the Romans to “rejoice?” Actually, no. He is 
referring to joy’s true opposite, sin. The opposite of sin is joy and joy is sin. Our sinful condition leads us to joy be-
cause our hope is that God is working a perfected man within us with each, passing, sinful day in our lives. This 
gives us great comfort and blesses us. It causes us to rejoice. Our joy also offers us a realistic picture of where we have 
come from and where we might have gone had it not been for Christ; the path of sin exposed. Joy reveals the sin and 
the sin reveals the joy. In this case opposites do attract and because of Christ this is a marriage that will last for eterni-
ty. 

Paradise or Heaven? (Verse 18)

Did you ever want something so badly that nothing else really mattered? We all have the tendency to become obses-
sive about things when we focus too narrowly on what we, for the moment, think is the absolute, best thing for us. 

Here’s a story: Many years ago when I was still living at home, my Dad and I went shopping for a car. I had a car 
already but had decided that I would pass it down to my brother and look for something more sportier and power-
ful. Dad and I went shopping around the local used car lots browsing for just the right vehicle to fit my dream of 
sport and power. One car really caught my eye. It was a 1966 Pontiac GTO. Now that car yelled sporty and power. 
With a 389 engine and all the bells and whistles that went with a GTO, I was captivated. This was the car for me. My 
Dad was skeptical. We had also seen a little fastback earlier with a 6-cylinder engine and a lot fewer miles. The GTO 
was high mileage and, well, because it had power it had been pressed to the extreme of that power. But it was a pow-
er paradise to me. The other little coup didn’t enter the picture, except in my Dad’s opinion. In the end I bought the 
GTO, drove it for a while, blew the engine and rebuilt it at considerable expense and then finally traded it in at a loss. 
I traded it in for a little coupe with lower mileage. It wasn’t power paradise, but it was a financial heaven. 

What’s better, a paradise here on earth without trouble, sorrow or sin or going to heaven? Did you ever wonder 
about that? I think that Adam, God’s first created man here on earth, must have. God created him to live forever in an 
earthly paradise without sin, sorrow or trouble. It was the perfect life, just like that GTO. On the surface it was every-
thing a man would want. Think about it; although Adam knew God personally and walked with Him daily in the 
Garden, he had no prospect of dying to eternal life in heaven with God in glory. You and I do. We might think that an 
earthly paradise is what we really want, but is it? Heaven is like that little coupe, a better buy in the end than having 
to stick around here forever. If someone ever asks you why God allowed sin to enter the world perhaps this is your 
best way of answering that question. Adam, because before he sinned had not inherited a personal relationship with 
the Son of God, Jesus Christ, was never a joint-heir in Christ as you and I are. He would have gone on driving the 
GTO forever, never reaching the ultimate goal of finding an eternal home in heaven. You and I are redeemed. Adam, 
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before sin, could never have known or enjoyed the comfort of redemption. I guess if given the choice, GTO paradise 
or a “little coup” heaven, there is only one way to go. To God be the glory, heaven trumps every time.

Chapter 6

The Process! (Verse 13)

Here’s a story: When I was building the foundation for an addition to our home here at Beech Springs there was a 
process for what needed to be done to facilitate a sturdy foundation that wouldn’t move when the structure was 
eventually put in place over it. The process was basic. First came the digging, then the tamping, then the filling, fol-
lowed by footings, block and mortar. The art of laying a foundation is to keep track of the process without losing 
sight of the overall goal: proper depth, straight lines and level courses. I was doing well until I got lost in a detail of 
the process that, well, was not that necessary. I decided that it would be more efficient to take the concrete blocks 
from the pallet they were shipped on and place them in even stacks along the line of the trench I had dug. That’s 
when I noticed something that brought the work to a stop. I had been so faithful in moving blocks around after pour-
ing the footings that I neglected to notice that one of the forms holding the footings in place had come apart and the 
concrete had spilled out creating an uneven surface upon which to lay my first course of blocks. Attention to detail, 
unnecessarily, resulted in losing track of the goal: a level surface on which to lay the first block course. 

Process is important even when it comes to our spiritual lives. Similarly, we need to keep the ultimate goal in sight, 
eternal life in Christ, while following the process God has provided for this without getting lost in the details. The 
problem many Christians have is that they either neglect the process altogether because it looks too much like work 
or they get too focused on the process and neglect to remember that the process, while important, isn’t more impor-
tant than the goal. God wants you and I do lead holy lives. He tells us in Scripture that if we believe in Christ we will 
want to strive to lead lives like Christ. He has given us a process to follow. Because Christ dwells in us we are no 
longer slaves to sin but are now slaves to holiness. We are compelled to overcome sin because, as slaves to holiness, 
we can’t possibly dwell in sin and in Christ at the same time. God calls you and I to first make our bodies conform to 
holiness, ridding all sin in our lives. It’s a foolproof process, as long as we remember it’s easy to get lost in the details 
while losing sight of the goal, keeping our hearts and minds focused on our Savior Jesus Christ. The secret to success 
in laying a level, straight and smooth foundation in Christ is this: make your body obedient to the will of God but 
don’t become prideful in whatever success you have doing that. When you succeed in not sinning, give praise to God 
and keep laying that foundation down. It’s a process that works when we glorify the goal and not the process.

Double-Edged Sword! (Verse 18)

Here’s a story: When President Abraham Lincoln deliberated over whether to issue an Emancipation Proclamation to 
free the slaves, it wasn’t cut and dried. History has taught us, with some degree of inaccuracy, that the President was 
moved by the plight of millions of enslaved blacks in the South to make a proclamation freeing all the slaves by exec-
utive edict. This isn’t accurate history. Although he hated slavery and had spoken out about it for years, he put some-
thing else ahead of it, the U.S. Constitution. Since the Constitution had not yet been amended to outlaw slavery, the 
law of the land didn’t prohibit it. Lincoln was elected to uphold the Constitution, so freeing the slaves universally 
was really not an option. He also knew that the border states of Delaware, West Virginia, Kentucky, Maryland and 
Missouri might bolt and join the rebellion if he made a “universal” proclamation. Ultimately, when the time was right 

T h i s  P a s s i n g  D a y T h e  Wo w  C o m m e n t a r y

!9



and the North had finally won a battle, Antietam, he made the proclamation but limited it to only the Southern states 
in rebellion and then only those areas of the South not yet under Union control. A very pragmatic approach to the 
problem, Lincoln used the slavery issue as a double-edged sword; placating those he couldn’t afford to offend and 
offending those with whom he had nothing to lose.

How do you feel about slavery? Most of us, like Lincoln, hate it. Nevertheless, is slavery at times, as with Lincoln, a 
tool or double-edged sword worth using when it is to God’s advantage to use it? Before Christ won our freedom from 
sin by his death on the cross, we were slaves to sin. His death was an Emancipation Proclamation from sin. As with 
Lincoln, the effect of this emancipation wasn’t universal. There was a practical side. You see, our being completely 
free from enslavement was never an option for God. Free from sin, he now gave us only one option outside of sin, 
holiness. Slaves to sin no longer, we are now made slaves to holiness. We’ve exchanged one bondage for another. The 
first required our service to sin and the second to serve God. That means we still have obedience work to do daily 
despite the fact we are no longer obedient to sin. We remain slaves; but don’t despair. As slavery was abolished with 
the adoption of the Thirteen Amendment to the Constitution, so too will our enslavement to holiness as well. We call 
that Judgment Day, the one amendment to the gospel we all look forward to and will, if we remain in obedience to 
his word, experience God’s grace without question. Without the double-edged sword of enslavement, none of that 
would be possible. God’s pragmatic approach to redemption; while placating his own he offended the devil. Thank 
God for double-edged swords.

Chapter 7

Divorcing Sin! (Verse 4)

“So, my brothers, you also died to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead, in 
order that we might bear fruit to God.”

Recently I had an opportunity to counsel a friend who had gone through a bitter divorce. It had left him empty, lone-
ly, and, as he put it, strangely sad. He came looking for comfort and advice; his main concern “now what?” He still 
loved his wife but there was no point clinging to a love that was severed. Above all he was worried about moving on, 
restarting his life. He was young enough to find someone new and, trying his best to be a “glass half full” kind of 
guy, he just wanted some help getting past the hurt that was still tugging at his heart. He asked me, “Mark, will the 
hurt ever really go away?” He reflected and then added, “I mean something like this goes deep, leaves wounds that I 
can’t imagine will ever be completely healed.” I smiled weakly and nodded. “Wounds heal but they leave a scar, a 
consequence of hurt for a lifetime. The love of Christ hastens the healing and dampens the hurt; but some scars are 
necessary. They’re reminders of a path once taken we don’t want to venture down again.” He looked at me with 
glassy eyes and said something I will never forget. “I can live with the scars, even the pain; but I just want to know 
the sun will come up tomorrow.” 

The sun will come up tomorrow despite all the hurts and scars that life has inflicted on us, our fault or not. My friend 
had severed ties to a marriage he had believed was permanent. It left scars but, in the end, he was able to start his life 
again. On the one hand he was always tied to the past but the divorce had freed him to live his life for the present, 
one day at a time, with an eye on the sun coming up tomorrow. 

When our Savior Jesus Christ died on the cross, the Apostle Paul tells us that we “died to the law.” Does that mean 
that we’ve made a clean break from the sin in our lives? No, it’s more like a divorce. Some of us go into this divorce 
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willingly and others not. The fact is Christ’s death and resurrection freed us from our past so that we could live a life 
no longer dominated by sin. Sin will always be there, just like my friends memories of a bad divorce. Nonetheless, we 
are not dominated by it because we are divorced from it. The memory of it and the scars it has caused in our lives 
remains, but the ties have been severed forever. We strive to live a new life, one in which we at first no longer need 
sin. As time goes by we no longer want it. The sun will come up for every Christian tomorrow despite sin. Sin can no 
longer master us nor can it make a claim on our lives. Jesus saw to that divorce. We just need to start each day with 
that knowledge that the scars and hurt may always remain, but there is no going back. We have a new life ahead of 
us, a life that eases the pain and puts those scars into perspective.

Tasty Sin! (Verse 15)

“I do not understand what I do. For4 what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.”

I love a good, thick, juicy steak. I not only like steak as a cut, I love it well seasoned. That means salt, onions and any-
thing else that strikes my fancy. And, of course, the fattier the cut the better the overall flavor. I don’t eat steak all that 
often though. There are a number of reasons for that. First, steak tends to be expensive, so Holly and I rarely prepare 
it. However, when we go out to eat,  I am very likely to order it with all the fixings. The second reason is even more 
basic. Fatty cuts of meat like this tend to upset my digestive track. While it’s good going down and I enjoy every bite,    
it’s what happens later that is a real pain, literally. Between the fat, the seasoning and the nature of the beef being 
difficult to digest, regret is often the result of appetite. But, despite the constant reminders of what steak tends to do 
to me, my taste for it isn’t diminished. In fact, the more I dwell on the negative aspects of eating a juicy steak, the 
more I crave it. It really makes avoiding steak and the inevitable downside of eating it problematic. Fortunately for 
me my wife is always there to remind me and, if I am willing, deny me.

When God gave us his law with all of it’s “do’s” and “don’ts,” it posed an obvious question: if he wanted us to abide 
by it, why didn’t he give us the ability to obey it? I’ve Holly to help me deny a tasty steak, but who do I have to help 
me obey God’s law? In fact the very nature of the law forbidding lying, stealing, coveting, cheating, murder, and a 
host of other “forbidden” acts makes sin all the tastier. In a sense these bad things are seasoned in such a way as to 
make them even more appealing. It’s our nature to want things that are forbidden us. How unfair is that? Because 
you and I lust after those things that God forbids, sin is our constant companion. There is a war going on within us. 
We want the very things that we know aren’t good for us. The tastier the sin, the better. This is the law working with-
in us convicting us and condemning us at that same time. It’s like looking at a menu at the local steakhouse all the 
time knowing there is nothing on the menu that is good. So, we jump in without a redeeming choice on the menu. 
Ah, but there is a choice! We can choose not to sin because, like Holly, Jesus dwells within us teaching, reminding and 
directing us to a better menu. Sin will always be tasty but with Jesus’s help, our taste for sin can be controlled. We can 
push away from the sin’s table and say “no.” The struggle will remain until the last moment we share on earth. But, 
since Jesus dwells within us, who was often tempted, never succumbed to sin, we can call on his name and he will 
close the menu of sin and keep us from doing what we crave but don’t really want. As I am married to Holly who 
saves me from steak I am married to Jesus who saves me from sin. Sin may be juicy, well seasoned and tasty but hav-
ing a sweet tooth for Jesus will always get you through. 

So, how do we do it? Trying to control sin, often a product of our emotions, is impossible by simple willpower. Will 
can never conquer emotion. However, a mind that directs a will can tame an emotion every time. Be mindful of Jesus 
daily and your will can always be under control.

T h i s  P a s s i n g  D a y T h e  Wo w  C o m m e n t a r y

!11



 

Chapter 8

Environment Matters! (Verse 10)

“But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness.”

Since I was in High School I’ve kept at least one aquarium with tropical fish. Over the last forty years I’ve raised 
hundreds of tropicals and have gone through a number of different aquariums. Currently I keep both a 30 gallon and 
a 10 gallon tank here at Beech Springs. I’ve always been fascinated by tropical fish. Although they are a high mainte-
nance hobby with weekly cleaning, filter changing and the ever vigilant eye on the many fish diseases that pop up 
from time to time, I continue to stay with the hobby. 

I love to watch the fish as they swim effortlessly around the tanks. They come in so many colors, shapes and species. 
The variety itself is fascinating. It’s calming to watch them and I can literally get lost in my thoughts while doing this. 
Yesterday, as an example, I stopped for a moment while feeding the fish to watch one of my Angelfish as it came to 
the tank surface to grab off its share of fish crisps. Streamlined and colorful, it seemed to float effortlessly in the tank 
as it grabbed one morsel after another. Suddenly I was moved to touch my fingertip to the top of its head as it fed. 
The moment I touched it, the fish thrashed and moved deep into the tank. I was struck by the splash and the water 
that spattered up against my glasses. What a different environment it lived in. His is a water world, wet, cold and 
forbidding to me. Although it lived comfortably in a world so different from mine, just watching it swim made me 
forget for a moment how wet and cold it was. The splash reminded me. The Angelfish lives in a very different world. 

You and I live in a world just like that fish tank. In many ways those who don’t believe in Jesus Christ go about living 
effortlessly. They live their lives essentially as we do, going to work, raising families, living and dying. It’s not hard to 
get lost in our thoughts when we watch the world around us. If they are so much like us even though they don’t 
know Jesus, perhaps the way they live is OK. But when we dive into that life, we will quickly find it’s an environ-
ment unsuited for a Christian. Just as a fish lives in water, an unbeliever lives in a state of godlessness. He cannot 
know or understand God. He’s confined to a world of decline, decay and death. We, on the other hand, live in a total-
ly different environment, foreign to the unbeliever. It’s the world of spiritual power and an understanding of things 
divine. In the world of the unbeliever there is no hope; in our’s, hope is the lifeblood that keeps us moving toward 
our heavenly goal. Knowing the difference can mean the difference between choosing a world of effortless swimming 
in sin, like that Angelfish, or a world of uplifting service to our Father in Heaven. One environment is deceiving; the 
other, Heaven, is a better choice.

How to? After putting you feet out of bed in the morning remind yourself that you live with one foot in heaven every 
day and one foot on earth. Imagine your left slipper as the world and your right as Heaven. Make your earthly walk 
today lifted up above the world around you. 

Chapter 8

Self-Propelled Grace! (Verse 16)

“The Spirit itself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.”
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I grew up in a time when most folks didn’t own power tools. I can still remember the simplicity of my Dad’s work-
shop. He had a simple workbench in the basement of the little Ranch house we lived in, one of a dozen, look-alike, 
post-war homes on our subdivision street. There was a red vice, a brown tool caddy containing a few basic tools like 
hammers and screwdrivers, a line of Baby Food jars filled with screws, tacks and nails, hand saws hanging from 
hooks in a pegboard behind the bench and one and only one power tool: an old Sears drill (he did have a hand drill 
for a backup). For yard work we also owned a non-motorized mower. One of the more exciting days of my young life 
was the day Dad replaced our old mower with a power mower. I was impressed that it was self-propelled and 
climbed hills on its own. Being only 11 years old at the time and used to cutting the lawn like a slave with the old 
mower, and figuring this new one would be my Dad’s “toy,” you can imagine my surprise when he relinquished 
command of the mower to me. Getting behind the handle of my first, powered machine, I was excited. I didn’t feel 
like a slave at all. In fact I felt pretty privileged. My Dad was entrusting me with his powered lawn mower. Wow! It 
was a special feeling. I felt somehow closer to my Dad because it was “his” machine and he trusted it to me. In a way 
I felt “like” him when I was behind “his” machine. 

When the Bible tells us that we are God’s “son” or “daughter,” what does that mean? If you’re like most people the 
meaning may be empty, even confusing. But when you think it through and dwell on the words: “God’s own child,” 
the meaning should be fairly clear. We are heirs in Christ Jesus. That means we stand to inherit the love, honor and 
glory of Christ himself. When we open God’s Word, the Bible, and meditate on it, we’re getting behind the very ma-
chinery of grace that Christ himself used in his ministry here on earth. Grab the handle of the Word and feel the pow-
er. When you are in the Word, you are like Christ, one with your eternal Father. He trusts this machinery of the Word 
to you and I and given us command of the most powerful working force to ever do work on earth. Wow! We are not 
slaves but the very sons and daughters of the God of the Universe in Christ. 

When I got behind the handle of that mower for the first time my relationship with my Dad changed for a lifetime. 
His trust in me made all the difference. He and I were now partners in mowing the lawn. You and I are partners in 
Christ with the most important work to ever be done, winning souls. Today would be a good day to get behind the 
“machine” of God’s grace and start moving. It’s self propelled by the way; powered by the Holy Spirit. We just need 
to keep walking. 

How to? The Bible is more than a book, its a powerful tool that, in the right hands, does all the work pretty much on 
its own. The next time you open your Bible lay hands on the cover before opening and feel the power of that finely-
tuned piece of divine machinery. Then open it and get the feel. Start reading and meditating on what the power of the 
Holy Spirit reveals. You’ll never be closer to your Heavenly Father this side of Heaven. 

Chapter 8

Stepping Stones! (Verse 38-39)

“For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

One of the many things that drew Holly and I to settling here at Beech Springs nearly a quarter of a century ago was 
the little, no-name creek that runs the length of the property behind our home. The creek is at its widest no more than 
twenty or thirty feet. As creeks are shallow, this one is no different. Except in the spring after winter run-off, the creek 
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is never more than a foot or two deep even in its deepest pockets scattered here and there along a winding path from 
pasture to pond beyond our property. Although the creek forms the northern boundary of our land there have been 
many occasions when we’ve needed to cross over to the neighbor’s side, mainly due to the many deadfalls that occur 
especially in the spring when the ground is soft and the winds begin blowing. That’s when large limbs and even 
whole trees have come crashing down across the span of the creek, damming it up and obscuring our view to the 
North. We pull out the chain saws and head down the bank and into the swiftly flowing waters fed by winter’s 
snows. 

Crossing the creek can be hazardous though, especially carrying a chain saw. There’s only one way across without 
actually wading in with cumbersome waders; that’s balancing on the many limestone rocks popping just above the 
rippling current. None of these are wide and every one of them is covered with a slippery, green layer of moss. If you 
don’t plant your foot firmly before hopping to the next stone, saw and lumberjack can easily end up hostage to a real 
soaker. It may be a small creek but I never fail to hold my breath a bit as I labor over the slippery rocks. There’s just 
something about a soaker that always gives me pause to move with care. 

Each time I cross that creek, I put the slippery rocks under me. In essence, I put my ability to negotiate them above 
my fear of slipping; or I wouldn’t cross at all. I need to make them my slaves as I master each slippery step. This is 
what the Apostle Paul is speaking to when he talks about all the things that can’t “separate” him from the “love of 
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Each obstacle is slippery, dangerous, even perilous, but by mastering each, 
putting each into obedience to our faith walk, you and I can make it to the other side where the love of God abides 
and we so long to be. The troubles in this life are mere stepping stones to getting where we want to be spiritually. We 
need to master each, putting them beneath us, making them our slaves. Only then can we safely cross to the Father’s 
love. If we do this with a deliberate faith and an eye on the obstacles below and the goal ahead, we will cross safely. 
Put your problems into perspective. If they loom above you, try putting them beneath your feet. Let God guide your 
steps and you will never fall.

How to? Got troubles? Try writing them down on pieces of paper today. Put one trouble on each piece of paper and 
then place those papers on the floor. Put some space between them and then practice jumping, one to the other. You 
may not make it to every one the first time but keep trying. Eventually, with practice, you will make it across. Now, 
keep those troubles firmly planted beneath your feet and they will become your slaves, actually forming a solid path 
to the Father’s throne. Without those troubles you may never find your way across.

Chapter 9

It Isn’t Fair! (Verse 30)

“What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; but Israel, who 
pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it.”

“That’s the way the old ball bounces!” As a kid, when things didn’t work out the way I wanted them even though I 
played the game fair and really tried to do my best, I would sometimes hear that old adage thrown in my direction. I 
was used to hearing it without really understanding the science behind it. Now, decades older, I understand what it 
meant. Throw a ball down on the ground and it’s liable to bounce in just about any direction. Fair or not, that’s the 
nature of a rubber ball. Despite your best efforts to make it go one way, it may decide to go another. 
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It’s not fair. Although I said that many times growing up and sincerely meant it, deep down I knew that sometimes 
fairness wasn’t the ultimate measure of how things might turn out. Sometimes, like that old ball, things just hap-
pened and a fella had to adapt and move on. Unfortunately, the old bouncing ball isn’t much highly regarded in to-
day’s egalitarian society. We live for fairness and strive to have it at all costs. We’ve become a nation of laws dictating 
fairness. While on the surface that seems just, is it? If we pursue fairness out of love for the unfortunate or the down 
and out, it’s probably a good thing. However, if we seek fairness just so everyone can be treated uniformly, it proba-
bly isn’t. Uniformity infringes on freedom and, ultimately, a myriad of rules and regulations that strangle a society.

How about God? Is he fair? If you and I expect God to abide by a standard of fairness, a standard that always gives 
the little guy a break and keeps the big guy from getting even bigger breaks, I guess we’d have to say that God isn’t 
always really fair. The fact is that the little guy doesn’t always get a break and often the big guy does. Does God have 
a different standard? Fairness is something that matters to you and I, especially when it has to do with treating peo-
ple the way we’d like to be treated. But, to God, his sovereignty trumps fairness. His freedom to do as he perfectly 
pleases, his sovereignty, dwarfs our little doctrines of fairness with this and that. God knows what is good. He 
doesn’t need a doctrine of fairness to help him figure that out. Where you and I often need to know the rules of fair-
ness to make good decisions, God isn’t so encumbered. As Christians you and I need to remember that whatever God 
throws our way will ultimately bounce in the direction he deems it to go. His sovereign will makes that a certainty. 
It’s good to know that when bad things happen to good people and good things happen to bad people, it’s not be-
cause some doctrine of fairness has been breached. It’s simply a matter of God bouncing the ball in the direction he 
has always intended it to go for the good of the moment now and in eternity. I guess that’s pretty comforting after all.  

How to? The next time you pray try grabbing a rubber ball and dropping it on the floor in front of you. Let the 
bounce and roll remind you that whatever direction you prayed that prayer to go may be the bounce God decides to 
take and maybe not. 

Chapter 10

God’s Perfect Customer Service! (Verse 8)

“. . . The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart . . .”

Years ago after my father had passed away I took my Mom to the local Social Security Office. I suggested we could 
stop by the office and after a quick in-and-out, go out for lunch. Unfortunately I failed to take into account one small 
detail: we needed to stop at the Social Security Office. Quick wasn’t on their menu for customer service. When we 
pulled into the parking lot, seeing only two vehicles, we thought it would be easy. There wouldn’t be any lines to 
deal with. Entering the office was like entering a morgue. It was a soundless, except for the lone clerk staffing the 
desk shuffling through some papers. We boldly marched up to the clerk and posed a question. The clerk, however, 
kept thumbing through her papers and, after a pause of a few seconds, stated matter-of-factly, “Pick a number” and 
pointed to the wall behind us at a stack of numbers resting on a peg. “I beg your pardon, there’s is no one here. Why 
would I pick a number?” I replied in surprise. “Doesn’t matter.” She said. “You need to pick a number.” I shook my 
head and stared. My Mom, however, picked the next number from the peg and handed it to the clerk. Believe it or 
not, she actually called the number.

Complicating the simple seems to be a hallmark of government in general. I should have expected that before enter-
ing the office with my Pollyanna expectation of an easy in-and-out. The simple matter of asking a question was sim-
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ple, only in my mind; the reality was far more complicated. To that clerk the procedure of first picking a number, then 
calling that number would do. Only then an exchange of communication could happen.  

Sometimes as Christians we fall into the same trap when it comes to digging into God’s word and proclaiming the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. “Isn’t that for those seminary guys? It’s a process, you know. That’s what they are trained to 
do and they go to school for years to do it. Don’t expect me to know how!” When we have this attitude we’re no bet-
ter than that Social Security clerk. We’re guilty of complicating the simple. If there is one thing you can say about 
God’s Word it’s this: “It was given to us in simplicity and God’s expectation of us is to read it, taste it with our hearts, 
and rely on his Holy Spirit to work its power in our lives. Training? Not really necessary at all. God has not hidden 
his Word; he’s revealed it in plain sight. It is as near as your Bible. Christ made it simple by fulfilling the law for us 
and bringing the gospel home to us in a simple, in-and-out reading of his Word. And you know, the best thing about 
it is this: you don’t need to take a number or wait in line. God’s customer service is the best around. Don’t try to 
complicate the simple. Just read, meditate and tell others; let God do the rest. There’s nothing complicated about 
God. Jesus saw to that for us.

How to? Make a bookmark for your Bible. Cut it out of plain, stiff paper and write these words on it: “Simply deli-
cious!” Then, every time you open your Bible say this prayer: “Dear Father, may your word dwell within me and 
simply change my life today. May your word work within me the will to tell others about just how good the Bible 
tastes.” 

Chapter 10

I Just Can’t Help It! (Verse 10)

“For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved..”

“I don’t know anything, I never did know anything!” I can still see Alistair Sim in the movie “Scrooge” dancing 
around his bedstead singing that song. Scrooge has experienced an epiphany; he’s so filled with excitement and an 
overflowing feeling of redemption that he’s, literally, beside himself. He’s spent a lifetime manifesting bitterness, 
greed and avarice personally and professionally. Everyone who knew him despised him, or at least tolerated him 
with a great measure of Christian charity. But he’s now awakened on Christmas morning, reborn, given a second 
chance to redeem his life, change his ways and demonstrate to everyone that the man he once was is gone. He’s 
moved to giddy joy by the fact that everything he once knew to be right was wrong; he’s ecstatic about the discovery 
that “he never had known anything.” He’d been living in the dark and the Ghosts of Christmas, Past, Present and 
Future, had revealed it. As he danced around his room he kept repeating how much “he didn’t deserve it” and how 
he “just couldn’t help” being so giddy about it. 

I’m sure that we’ve all had that “I just can’t help it” feeling. I remember coming home one afternoon after finding out 
that I’d just received a job offer from out of nowhere. I had not sought it but it was sorely needed. My heart was filled 
with joy and “I just couldn’t help” spilling the beans the minute I walked into the house and saw my wife. It was 
written all over my face and I just couldn’t keep the joy to myself.   

You and I are on a marvelous trip to heaven. We are “new” men in Christ, not at all like the old “Scrooge-like” sinners 
we were. We “didn’t know anything” as it concerns truth, love and forgiveness in Christ. Now, washed in the blood 
of the Lamb of God, we DO know “everything.” The greatest gift ever given mankind, the gift of eternal life in Christ, 
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belongs to us. It’s like waking up on Christmas morning every morning. Every day is an epiphany for a Christian. We 
were headed down a path that would certainly lead to eternal death and destruction, just like Scrooge, and without 
any merit on our part we were pardoned, given an opportunity to do it over. It’s impossible not to share something 
so incredible; a faith touched by this message of salvation can’t help but leap for joy, giddy for an incredible gift. 

Not feeling that way today? You know I don’t think Scrooge would have either except for one very important fact: he 
wanted so badly to have another chance and didn’t think he would get it. He did and he couldn’t contain his joy. My 
friend, every day is a chance and not a certainty. Perhaps if you live every day with the thought that it may be your 
only chance, waking up tomorrow might just be Christmas morning for you as well.

How to? When you wake up in the morning try doing what Scrooge did when he woke up that Christmas morning; 
he looked in the mirror, shook his head and uttered these words: “Merry Christmas; as if you deserve it.” Because, 
except for Christ, we don’t. 

Chapter 11

Showing Up In A Show Down? (Verse 20b)

“. . . Do not be arrogant, but be afraid.”

I remember reading about a strange story stemming from one of the largest and most devastating storms to ever hit 
the Gulf Coast of the United States: Hurricane Camille.  The year was 1969. It seems that  a group of people on the 
Mississippi coast were preparing to have a "hurricane party" in the face of the storm. Although their condominium 
was just a few hundred feet from the coastline and the huge storm was predicted to hit that part of the coastline on a 
direct path, they chose not to evacuate. Instead they decided to have a wild party. When the police showed up to 
warn them to evacuate, they refused. When the front wall of the storm came ashore wind speeds were clocked at 
more than 200 miles-per-hour. News reports later showed that the worst damage came right at the spot of that con-
dominium where all 20 people were killed. 

Arrogance. Those twenty people made the decision to showoff rather than show-up at the local evacuation center 
which, by the way, weathered the storm quite well. But like that old adage: “A show-off never fails to be shown up in 
a show down.” The storm bested their best; it was never really a contest. You and I make similar choices every day 
when we wake up to face the storms of life that are waiting for us, just off-shore and over life’s horizons. We know 
they’re there and we ought to be fully aware of just how powerful some of them can be. Take sickness for example. 
Literally, it can kill you. Or financial problems; these too can rip away your life at its very foundations. It doesn’t take 
a genius to know that bad stuff happens to good people all the time. So, we have a choice. We can choose to ride out 
the storms boasting that we’ve done it before and can do it again. God cares about us and he wouldn’t let anything 
really bad happen to us, right? Or, we can fall back and seek out God’s help as soon as we know we are facing some-
thing bigger than ourselves. 

Christians can be arrogant when they take their faith and God’s grace for granted. Throwing caution to the wind and 
refusing to be fearful, in awe of, God’s power over our lives and the miracle of his deep and abiding love, can not 
only be hazardous, it can be deadly. Our faith rests on a foundation that will endure any storm just as long as we give 
God the credit for our spiritual safety and physical well-being. Falling back to the shelter of his arms makes that hap-
pen.  When we keep our boasting to fearful boasting about our God and his ability and willingness to save us in the 
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face of any of life’s storms, that is boasting well placed and able to secure our faith. Don’t become a spiritual statistic. 
Faith partying, taking God’s awesome gifts for granted, is without a doubt, a deadly occupation.   

How to? The next time that you are in the midst of a storm, take note of the fury of the wind, rain, snow or hail. Then 
reflect on the safety of the car you are in or the house in which you are sheltered. How foolish it would be to stop that 
car and face the storm without shelter or to leave your home and risk the wind and the storm. You aren’t safe because 
of who you are but only where you are. The same is true of your faith. It’s comfort and strength is manifested in the 
one who gave it to you and not the heart in which it dwells. 

Chapter 11

What’s Your Pleasure? (Verse 33)

“Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!”

Weekends are a time for pleasure and relaxation; at least that’s what most of us look forward to as the week and our 
labors march toward that wonderful Friday afternoon solstice. I’ve often marveled at how diverse our pleasures are 
though. There are so many ways to find pleasure in two days apart from the work week. For some it’s a time for ac-
tivity and others a time for inactivity. I guess it depends on your nature. Those who “gear up” for Saturday and Sun-
day are likely to be all about “doing” and others who are “winding down” as Friday comes to a close are more likely 
to be more about “doing little” or nothing at all. Of course there are all those stages in between that would character-
ize most of us. 

What’s your pleasure? I’ve got a friend who lives for football. When the preseason starts he’s “geared up” for televi-
sion and football. Since the season lasts right into February of the next year, you’re likely to find him in front of his 
TV set nearly every weekend from August on to the Super Bowl. He finds great pleasure in not only watching one 
game; if he can find more than two or three on a weekend he’s in football heaven. Football season is his pleasure; 
everything else will often take a back seat to the game of the day.  On the other hand I have another friend who lives 
for sleeping late, reading a good book or magazine and taking at least two naps bridging Saturday and Sunday. His 
pleasure is doing nothing and he too lives for that pleasure. 

Do you ever think of God in that way? The Bible tells us that his ways are unsearchable. That means it’s really not 
possible to “climb into” God’s mind and figure out what he’s thinking. Yet, he does give us some clues to what pleas-
es him; what’s pleasurable. When I think of God resting on the weekend of his creation, there is only one picture that 
come to mind, mercy. God found pleasure in being merciful from the beginning. He’s watched his creation from day 
one as intensely and habitually as my football friend in front of his TV. God has never departed from his view of you 
and I. We are on his mind constantly and, in his mercy, he finds pleasure in that. But the nature of that mercy is also 
like my friend who likes to kick back with a good book. God’s mercy is quiet, warm and softly covering. It’s just there 
all the time, kicking back and choosing just to be unfathomable and complete. It’s what he has done continually since 
he separated Adam and Eve from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil until this very day. If you ever wondered 
why he hasn’t called us all home yet, perhaps it’s just his pleasure to be merciful and merciful some more. And 
what’s so good about that is this: he doesn’t even need a weekend to make it happen. 

How to? God is, of course, God. Yet, I believe that he wants us to regard him as both Creator and Papa. The Creator 
leaves us in awe and the Papa paints a picture of warmth and love. Don’t go a day in your life without reflecting on 
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both; but pay close attention to Papa, Abba Father. Our Heavenly Papa shows his pleasure daily by covering us with 
his mercy. When you pull those blankets up over yourself at night picture your Papa God tucking you in with his mer-
ciful hand. Tell him “thank you!” His response is likely to be? “It is my pleasure!”

Chapter 12

A Heavenly Mortgage! (Verse 1)

“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God––this is your spiritual 
act of worship!”

Many years ago when Holly and I were looking at our current home here at Beech Springs we fell in love with the 
trees, the little creek running through the property, the beautiful A-frame home, and everything about the property. 
There was just one problem; after selling our home and paying off the mortgage there wasn’t enough left over to 
make the down payment we needed to buy our dream home. Try as we did to raise the cash, times were tough. We 
had a growing family and Holly was pregnant and due to deliver in a few months. I can still remember driving away 
from the property and watching it disappear in the rear-view mirror of our old, Chevy wagon. My heart sank as the 
woods, creek and home disappeared from view. The situation seemed, well, hopeless.  

Back at work the following week, I happened to mention to a friend of mine, a supplier I had known for years, how 
disappointed Holly and I were that we weren’t able to buy our dream home. I related in detail everything about the 
property. I told him we had an offer on our current home that we couldn’t pass up; but the sale would still leave us 
short of cash. He looked at me and smiled. “Mark, how much do you need?” I shook my head, eyed him curiously 
and quietly told him what we needed. Now, I knew that my friend was doing pretty well. He owned his own busi-
ness and it was successful; but I didn’t expect him to pull out his checkbook and write me a check for the amount. 
That’s what he did. He handed it to me and told me to call the real estate agent and seal the deal. And here we are 
now, nearly a quarter of a century past. 

I’ve never forgotten his generosity; even after all these years my grown children still refer to him as Uncle Pete. It’s a 
debt I know I can never repay; a debt I’m committed to remember. I still keep in touch with him and have a special 
love for him as if he were a part of the family. A unique friend, I’ve always spoken highly of him; it’s the least I could 
do.  

Jesus died for me. He paid the price for my sins and took my punishment. He paid the debt I owed God. He took out 
the checkbook of his grace and wrote out a check to the Father: “Paid in full.” How do you repay a debt like that? You 
know, you really never can. As I never was able to repay my friend for his generosity, I’ll never be able to repay Christ 
for his. To pay for my dream home in heaven I’d always come up short. Yet now I hold his check in my hand and 
offer it to God in payment. In return he has given me the deed to eternal life. What can I do for Jesus? I can honor 
him, praise him and dedicate my life to telling others how he paid the price for my home in heaven. And you know 
what? He not only made the down payment for me, he paid the entire mortgage. Even Uncle Pete couldn’t come 
close to matching that.  

How to? You and I have a debt to repay, one that we might spend a lifetime trying and never even coming close to 
achieving. What do we do? First, never forget the debt. Then, make Jesus the idol in your life before all people and all 
things. Worship him in your work, your recreation, your marriage and your life. Submit to his grace, yield to his love 
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and dedicate each day of your life to serving others before yourself. Become an altar of sacrifice as your move 
through life. Lift your hands daily to heaven and dedicate your being to Christ. He will never ask you for more than 
your whole self. What have you got to lose other than eternal life? Such a deal!

Chapter 12

Hating Well! (Verse 9)

“Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good!”

My wife Holly truly hates dirt. She doesn’t simply dislike it; she hates it. If there is a scale of hating dirt from 1 to 10, 
10 being there can be no deeper hate, she easily rank a 10. I’m no friend of dirt, but on the same scale I probably rate a 
5 or at best 6. Dirt is indeed my enemy and I occasionally embark on a search and destroy mission to rid my office of 
all the dirt I can find; the key word is occasionally. I tend to tolerate dirt, willing to live with it for a time, sort of like 
trench warfare. Dirt has its trench and I mine. As long as it stays in its trench, I’m willing to leave well enough alone. 
Nonetheless, we’re enemies or we wouldn’t occupy separate trenches. Eventually I leap over the top of mine and 
attack. Holly, on the other gives no quarter. She never gives dirt time to dig in; no trenches on her battlefield. There’s 
no place to hide from her mop, vacuum or dust rag. She’s so bent on destroying dirt she even goes after where it’s 
been even after its already gone. I guess that’s just in case it decides it might like to return; it will get the idea that it’s 
not welcome. 

Holly is a crusader against dirt because she loves cleanliness. Her goal is to make her house as clean as possible. The 
only way to insure that the “good guys,” Clean and Tidy, are in charge of the entire battlefield, is to make sure that 
the “bad guys,” Dirty and Messy, are no where to be seen. I’ve made the mistake from time to time to suggest that 
“clean enough” was the moderate approach and that over-cleaning was, to an extant, a waste of valuable time. To a 
clean crusader like Holly, that is an insult. Her response is that “my idea of clean isn’t clean at all.” Around our house 
Holly is in command when it comes to Dirt and Messy. 

There isn’t a Christian I know who doesn’t say they “hate sin.” My experience though, is that most of us tend to be 
more tolerant of sin that we ought to be. We say we hate it, but we don’t make it our goal to destroy it. We tend to 
treat sin more like my trench warfare. We give it quarter and tolerate it to an extant. As long as it is out of sight, it 
remains out of mind. The longer we do that the deeper the trenches are dug and the harder it is for a Christian to root 
out the foe and put it to flight. The Apostle Paul reminds us that we need to “sincerely hate evil” to know 
“goodness.” Taking a page out of my wife’s anti-dirt battle plan, that means we need to, on a scale of one to ten, work 
toward a ten. Paul isn’t telling us to be uncomfortable with sin, or to even dislike it. He’s urging us to hate it sincerely 
and remove it from our lives completely. If your ultimate goal in life is to pursue what is good and hate what is evil, 
there is only one way to do it, hate evil totally and give it no quarter.  Learning to hate well, in this instance, makes all 
the sense in the world. 

How to? Make a daily list of the pet sins that you are trying to eliminate in your life. Travel with that list during the 
day and take it out frequently to remind yourself of the “dirt” in your life that needs a total cleanup. Then, at the end 
of the day, take your list and give it to God. Ask him to help you put your mind in charge of your will in control of 
your emotions and passions. By the power of his Holy Spirit he will do this. Now, take whatever loose change you 
have in your pocket and put it in a change jar. Don’t live with sin another day. Force it out of the trenches of your life 
and make it a clean sweep. Jesus gave sin no quarter, the least we can do is give it no dime.”
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Chapter 13

Holy Overcoat Batman! (Verse 14)

“Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do no think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature!”

Many years ago I was a fan of the Batman, TV series. The show was what they called at the time “TV schtick.” The 
plots were humorous and predictable and the scripts were, well, some of the most poorly written bits of jargon and 
fluff. The show was addictive though. I remember one episode in particular when Batman and Robin were up against 
one of their arch foes, the “Penguin.” The heroic duo had the nefarious crook cornered and Batman had fired his stun 
gun to bring their foe to bay. Penguin, however, had donned a specially insulated, super overcoat and the shot simply 
was deflected. Whereupon Robin exclaimed, “Holy overcoat, Batman!”  As the Penguin made his predicable escape 
to fight another day. I can still see Burgess Meredith, the Hollywood actor who played the Penguin, waddling away 
clucking and daring Batman and Robin to follow, all the while clutching about him his “secret, defensive” overcoat. 
“Holy overcoat indeed!” 

I have to admit that in the depth of these cold, winter days I still get a bit of secret delight each time I don my over-
coat to venture out into winter’s worst. I clutch my coat and mutter that ridiculous phrase under my breath as I but-
ton up and pull the belt tight around my waist. “Holy overcoat, Batman!” There’s just something about the protective 
layer of nylon and lining that gets me to thinking about “super overcoats” and “secret weapons.” For a split second I 
become Burgess Meredith and I walk to my truck and laugh, daring the wind and cold to follow me into the protec-
tive environment of my pickup truck.  

When I read this passage in Scripture: “Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think how to 
gratify the desires of the sinful nature,” I can’t help but think about how Christ is just like the Penguin’s “secret, de-
fensive weapon.” In fact, it’s a shame that we don’t often think about Christ in this way. It’s easy to think of him in 
Heaven overseeing our lives, because he ascended there two thousand years ago. The Bible tells us that, by the power 
of the Holy Spirit, we are in Christ daily and he in us. This isn’t just a metaphor; this is a literal description of how we 
walk with our Savior daily. He is in us and we are in him; we are contained within one another. You and I fight a 
mighty battle every day against the forces of evil just like Batman and Robin in that old TV show. It’s a fight that can’t 
be won without weapons of defense that can protect us from the slings and arrows of the Devil, the world and our 
own sinful flesh. Why not an overcoat? And, for that matter, a holy one! “Holy overcoat Batman,” indeed! “Holy 
overcoat Lord Jesus Christ!” I like that even better.

How to? The next time you put on an overcoat whisper to yourself, “Holy overcoat Lord Jesus!” It will remind you 
that he is close and always with you, protecting, guiding and making sure that the Penguins of this world are thwart-
ed every time.

Chapter 14

Dissing God? (Verse 10)

“You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat!”
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I love politics; in fact I’m a bit of a political junkie. I watch political debates, conventions and check out polls online 
with frequency. I listen to talk radio, read political magazines, and write letters to the editor. One of the byproducts of 
all of this political “junk” is this: I form opinions that are fast and strong about politicians, political theory and politi-
cal parties. With opinions come the inevitable judgments. Many a politician has been zapped from Heaven by one of 
my imaginary bolts of divinely ordained lightening. The problem with all this emotion is not the opinions, it’s the 
judgments. When I pray for God’s lightening bolts, I become judge, jury and executioner. That’s when my conscience 
kicks in and begins to plead for a more sane approach to fixing the political world other than deadly bolts of lighten-
ing.

How easy it is to judge; it’s not only easy, it’s compelling. When we witness behavior that is different from what we 
feel is the norm, what do we do? Most often we draw a comparison with ourselves. When we witness behavior, or 
hear a story about a behavior, our first reaction is, “What would I have done? What norm am I comfortable with and 
how is that reflected in this behavior?” It’s only natural; we all do it, even to the point of doing it without thinking 
about it at all. The problem is, despite the compelling nature of forming these judgments, they are out of our scope of 
authority.  

Scriptures teach us that, while it’s never wrong to form opinions about behavior as we will naturally do when we 
read Scriptures, understand God’s will and apply it to our understanding of what is good behavior and what is not, it 
is wrong to make someone else accountable to us when their behavior doesn’t match ours. Here’s the reason: it’s a 
matter of subjection, not right or wrong. Remember when you were growing up and your brother or sister did some-
thing you knew was wrong? Who judged that behavior and corrected it? It was a parent and not you. As we were 
subject to our parents in these matters, you and I are subject to God in all matters concerning his Word. And you 
know the cool thing about that? There is a principle here and it’s fairly simple: “As we are all servants of God we are 
all subject to God. In love we can provide loving guidance, but we may not judge. God is perfectly suited to making 
judgments and providing the needed corrections. For us to step in and do his work is not only overstepping on our 
part, it’s arrogant and dangerous.

Are you thinking of calling down a lightening bolt or two on your enemies today? Remember this rule of thumb: God 
has eminent domain on all bolts that come out of heaven. Asking him to make you judge for the day is a bit of a diss 
to the Almighty. I don’t know about you but dissing God isn’t on my agenda today. 

How to? When people or events make your angry try praying for your enemies. That is a hard thing to do but there is 
a way of making it a bit easier. At the end of your prayer simply add these words: “Lord, may you in your wisdom 
bring your judgment to bear on this.” It’s remarkable how this simple phrase renders your enemies harmless and 
your worst prejudices suddenly unimportant.

Chapter 15

Free to be bonded! (Verse 2)

“Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up!”

You and I live in a free nation and, by golly, were proud to tell others. When the French historian and political thinker, 
Alexis de Tocqueville visited American in 1831 he was often surprised by the earnestness of his American hosts in 
telling him how “free” they were and how much “freer” they were than any other people on earth. His response to 
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this was somewhat interesting. He wrote, “No man attains freedom from slavery except by entering into a higher 
form of slavery himself. There is, therefore, no such thing as an entirely free man.” Tocqueville toured a country that 
was notorious for its tolerance of slavery. While most of New England was slave-free, most of the rest of the nation 
was not. While he admired the spirit of the Americans he met he knew one thing for sure, until they conquered their 
tolerance of slavery by submitting themselves to the painful resolution of it, they would never know freedom. Even 
in that resolve they would find themselves enslaved to the ongoing and eternal project of keeping it that way. 

I see that every day here at Beech Springs. Living here is an exercise in freedom. There’s the space to roam, the air to 
breath. I feel secure in my own woods, walking the animal trails up and down the hillside, unseen by others and free 
to whistle, sing a song or just be silly if I want. It doesn’t matter, the footprint of Beech Springs is such that it affords 
me that freedom. Yet, is my freedom really based in my ability to wander and do whatever I please? No, not really. 
There’s a house to maintain, wood to split, paths to clear, and a host of other things that need to done or the property 
will fall into disrepair and my freedom will all but disappear. By serving the property in this respect I find the free-
dom I need to enjoy it. While free I am always a servant of the property that gives me the freedom to enjoy it.   

So it is with our Christian freedom. God gives us the opportunity to do good works and the faith to want to do them; 
then gives the opportunities to practice it. We’re free to help, to preach, to teach, to show mercy, and a host of other 
spiritual gifts; or we’re free to hoard them. A Christian, of course, is moved to use spiritual gifts as opposed to hoard-
ing them. But, is the act of using those gifts what makes us free? No. Like Tocqueville’s comment, we’re never made 
free unless we first enter into a higher form of slavery. It’s easy to serve others; it’s truly difficult, a great bondage, to 
do that service to please others and not ourselves. When we do we become bonded to our freedom in the same way 
that we are bonded to be servants of the land that grants us the freedom to use it. To be truly free we must practice a 
life without the freedom to please ourselves. When we’re bonded to our neighbor in Christian love, there is no free-
dom sweeter than that.  

How to? The next time you have the opportunity to serve others in Christian love tell them “thank you” before they 
even have the opportunity to say it first. They may ask you why and now the door has opened to telling them about 
the gospel of love; what it means to be truly free in Christian bondage to others.

Chapter 15

Level Ground! (Verse 7)

“Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God!”

Here’s a story: The gray haired old gentleman, suited in his Sunday best , walked slowly up the aisle of the little 
clapboard church. It was 1867, a sunny, Sunday in Washington D.C.  The American Civil War had been fought and 
done; the South had lost and now the mending needed to take place. Although the war had been fought over the 
South’s claim to self-determination and its right to maintain slavery, the Federal victory really hadn’t changed much, 
not even in our nation’s capitol. Life was still segregated, black and white. The pews of that little church told the 
whole story. Whereas those assembled shared the same faith, they didn’t share the same pew. Communion was being 
served and the black folk were slowly filing to the front of the church to receive it, followed by that old gentleman, a 
white man, bearing the mark of many battles now long past, General Robert E. Lee, the man who had commanded 
the Southern armies. The old man did something that no one in that little church had ever done; he decided to take 
communion with the black members. Kneeling down beside an old, black Papa, he waited patiently for his turn. Then 
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the old man returned slowly to his pew in the back of the church, all eyes fixed on him, wondering why he had done 
that.  One onlooker said to him later, "How could you do that?" Whereupon Lee replied, "My friend, all ground is 
level beneath the cross."

That old story came to mind the other day as I was standing in line at the local pet store waiting to check out. It was a 
longer line than usual so I had a chance to study each person in the line ahead of me. There were two women a bit 
broad at the beam; a guy in sandals with a hole in his jean back pocket and another guy in front of me with a Chinese 
tattoo on the back of his neck. It took only a few seconds for me to begin the process of comparison and contrast; I 
being the contrast and the “different” lot in front of me the comparison. Then I caught myself. How would Jesus have 
viewed these people? Doubtless he wouldn’t have drawn any physical comparisons with himself. He would have 
noted their physical appearances, but these would have been no more than glances of curiosity. As a Savior he would 
have looked into their hearts before anything else; as a person like you and I it is likely would have engendered a 
conversation with “tattoo” man and just seen where it would go. He would have sought level ground that way, fertile 
ground in which to plant a relationship that just might go somewhere, all things being equal.    

Jesus would have accepted all four of those “different” looking strangers because in doing so he would, as the pas-
sage states, “bring praise to God” who sees all men and women as his precious creation and worthy of our accep-
tance. God loves unity and unity can only come about when you and I seek to accept others in that same spirit: unity. 
When we seek first to see the differences before we discover the unity, we mock God and discredit his wisdom. Why 
not level the ground you stand on today with others that are in your life now or may soon be passing through. Under 
the cross all ground IS level. We need to keep it that way be seeing unity over petty differences that mean nothing to 
God and should mean nothing to us as well. 

How to?  Make it your goal to seek out a stranger today. It may be someone you meet in a line at the bank; or perhaps 
it’s someone pumping gas just a few feet away. Strive to find someone every day, don’t just wait until it happens. 
Seek out someone different today and find out just how much “sameness” resides in all men.
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