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To Owen







I love to think that God appoints

My portion day by day;

Events of life are in His hand,

And I would only say,

Appoint them in Thine own good time,

And in Thine own best way.

—Anna Waring 1









INTRODUCTION







Mastering Life the Master’s Way

If we could sit down together for a cup of coffee, this is what I’d like to tell you. We have a limited number of days on earth, and we don’t know how many are left. We believe we’re on this planet for a reason, but most people can’t figure out what it is. Our ability to influence the world is directly proportional to our knack for managing our own lives, but we have trouble with that too. We search everywhere for ways to improve, yet the only truly effective life is one unapologetically woven from the strands of Scripture.

That’s what this book is about. Over the decades, and from a lifetime of Bible study, I’ve extrapolated ten lessons that have made all the difference to me. I’ve tested them in the tumblers of time. These are lifelong rhythms for lifetime usefulness—the godly patterns of productive souls. These truths are as dear to me as friends. They may or may not seem profound to you—there’s an undeniable simplicity about them. But these are the instructions I want to pass along to my children and grandchildren, and to you.

They’re embedded in the Bible like veins of gold, and it’s hard to discover them elsewhere, though we often pan in other creeks. Through the years, for example, I’ve read more nonfiction books than I can recall, and in many fields: biography, business, history, philosophy, leadership, management, personal development, positive thinking, inspiration, self-help, and so forth. I’ve gleaned something from most of them, but, with rare exceptions, they’ve missed the essential element. To master life, we must know the Master Himself and gain mastery of His Word.

The Bible is the best self-improvement course ever devised. According to Scripture, our days are not accidental or incidental. We are not random or rudderless souls. We have a heavenly Father who orders our steps and ordains our stops; who ordains our times and assigns our tasks; who equips us to do His will and to work in us what is pleasing to Him.

This means the Lord has designed a wonderful life, tailor-made to our exact specifications. “We are God’s handiwork,” said the apostle Paul, “created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10). The Savior thinks of us the way an artist plans a painting; a potter molds a vessel; a sculptor forms a statue; a weaver produces a beautiful tapestry. We are His works in progress.

Your personality is yours alone. Your calling and gifts are unique; your background is singular; your legacy can be achieved by no one else on earth. There’s a special blueprint for your life, with no other name on the page. Your strengths, struggles, and situations are not hit-or-miss. All your days are designed in advance before any of them appears on the calendar, and God longs to fulfill His plan in your life just as fully as His will is done in heaven.

This reality changes everything. We know it’s true because it’s taught on every page of Scripture. The Bible says,

His divine power has given us everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature, having escaped the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness . . . knowledge . . . self-control . . . perseverance . . . godliness . . . mutual affection and . . . love. For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive. (2 Peter 1:3–8)

You can begin living this way now. His divine power has given everything you need. His precious promises open the door to endless resources. You can possess the qualities of Christ Himself in increasing measure and learn to be pleasant and productive by His grace and glory. The habits I’ll describe are the primary colors God uses in painting this kind of life.

These ten patterns for pleasantly productive people can be implemented today whether you’re a student or a senior adult, whether a novice or an executive. These principles can be taught to children, and they can be learned by leaders. They’re strong enough to change us from within, practical enough to make us purposeful and productive, and durable enough to keep us cheerful and positive. Whatever your age or stage in life, there’s no reason to waste another day, no excuse for squandering a life by failing to finish the mission assigned to us by the Lord Jesus.

• Jesus said, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work.” (John 4:34)

• Before returning to heaven, He told His disciples He was leaving “each with their assigned task.” (Mark 13:34)

• The apostle Paul said, “Life is worth nothing to me unless I use it for finishing the work assigned me by the Lord Jesus.” (Acts 20:24)2

• Paul told the Corinthians, “What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants . . . as the Lord has assigned to each his task.” (1 Corinthians 4:5)

• Colossians 4:17 says, “See to it that you complete the work you have received in the Lord.”3

Success is doing the will of God and doing it with the right attitudes and in one-day increments as He assigns the work—being synchronized with the sacred. This is what the apostle Paul meant when he said, “I can do all things through him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:13). In other words, “I can do everything God assigns me today, through Him who infuses me with the needed strength. I can be pleasantly productive in fulfilling God’s will for my life this day.” If we master life in the Master’s way, the accumulation of our days will produce a legacy planned in heaven that unfolds on earth during the exact span of our lives, down to the last hour. Otherwise we’ll spin through our days bewildered by the busyness and brevity of them all.

When I was a boy, my buddy and I used to sneak into my mother’s laundry corner in the basement and climb inside her drying machine to take turns tumbling around on the fluff cycle. Evidently in those days manufacturers didn’t devise many safety mechanisms, so we had loads of fun tossing around like dishcloths. Though never caught, we were eventually hampered by size. We grew too big for the drum and had to throw in the towel.

All these years later, I sometimes feel I’m still spinning around like a rag in hot air or stuck on permanent press. Without a sense of God’s ordaining control over my hours and days, I’d be lost in the whirlpool. But if I take things in day-size installments and operate in the strength He provides, using my moments wisely, I can do my best, leave the undone with the Lord, and let Him take care of the results. Maybe it’s time for you, too, to move from the spin cycle to the grace cycle, get life sorted out, iron out the wrinkles, find and finish your assigned purposes, and master life before it’s too late.

In a letter dated April 29, 1519, Swiss Reformer Ulrich Zwingli wrote these words to one of his heroes, Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus: “It was that spirited energy of yours I was in search of. It was the courtesy of your character and your well-regulated life that I admired.”4

That’s what we all need—spirited energy, courtesy, character, and a well-regulated life. We need to start each morning zealous to complete God’s agenda for the present day. Nothing compares to being about our Father’s business. Nothing is more important than making each day and every moment count. If you’re ready to move from the spin cycle of life to the grace cycle and to have a life of spirited energy, you’ll find a workable plan in the upcoming chapters. We’ll talk about getting ourselves organized, starting each day on the right note, and tending to our rest and to our souls. We’ll also explore living by faith, cultivating inner joy, and doing what God has assigned and no more. Finally, we’ll talk about persevering in our assigned duties to the end, and letting the Holy Spirit relive the life of Jesus through us. In a nutshell, this is the formula for mastering life. These are the truths you’ll find in the following chapters. When we abide in Christ like a branch in a vine, we’ll produce a vintage life.
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Thus with cheerfulness shall we reap the fruit of a well-informed mind and a well-regulated life.

—Hymnist Philip Doddridge on the effect of Scripture-based self-improvement 5
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Thank you for picking up this book. Please read it, highlight sentences that speak to you, copy key thoughts onto cards for posting, persist in developing the suggested habits, and pass along nuggets that are helpful to you. For further help and group interaction, check out our free downloadable Mastering Life Before It’s Too Late workbook at www.robertjmorgan.com.

My prayer for you is one from Hebrews 13:20–21, a benediction I often repeat to my church at the end of our worship services at The Donelson Fellowship in Nashville:

Now may the God of peace,

who through the blood of the eternal covenant

brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus,

that great Shepherd of the sheep,

equip you with everything good for doing his will,

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

through Jesus Christ,

to whom be glory for ever and ever.

Amen.



THE FIRST PATTERN







Listen to a Twelve-Year-Old







Our main business is not to see what lies dimly at a distance, but to do what lies clearly at hand.

—Thomas Carlyle1
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First Words, Last Words—Our Stencil for Success

One afternoon when my three daughters were younger—this happened in May of 1987—I came home after work and asked my wife, Katrina, how they had gotten along at school. “Oh, fine,” she said. “Today was field day so they didn’t have classes. They had games and competitions outside.”

“How did they do?”

“None of the girls won first place,” said Katrina. “But Victoria came home with three ribbons. Hannah won a ribbon too, I think, but she lost it on the way home. She’s in her room.”

Hannah, the middle child and in the second grade, was always a special focus of fatherly concern, so I went to her room to find her playing on the floor with her dolls and toys. I lay down on the carpet and asked her how her day had gone. She answered as usual: “Fine.”

“It was field day, wasn’t it?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“How did you do?”

“Okay, I guess.”

There was a long pause, and I thought of my childhood experiences with field day. I was nonathletic, so sporting events were dreaded affairs. Thinking the same might be true for Hannah, I wanted to encourage her. “Hannah,” I said, “we had field day when I was a boy, but I never did very well.”

“You didn’t?”

“No. It was terrible. I wasn’t good at sports. I was always the last one chosen for teams. The best players would select who they wanted on their teams, and I was always the last one.”

Another pause.

“It was humiliating.”

Another pause.

“And whatever team I was on always lost. In fact, I don’t remember ever being in a ball game of any kind in which my team won. And if we did win, it was in spite of me. I couldn’t catch or throw or hit or anything. I just wasn’t coordinated.”

I continued dolefully along these lines for a few moments, and finally Hannah looked up from her toys and interrupted me. “Well, Dad,” she said sympathetically, “sometimes you have to put your childhood behind you and get on with the rest of your life.”

There was nothing to say after that except, “Well, yes, of course you’re right. Thank you, Hannah. I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad. Good-bye.”

We occasionally learn more from our children than they learn from us. Every schoolteacher knows that the wisdom of the ages sometimes rolls off small tongues. As the psalmist said, God often speaks from the mouths of babes.2

A number of precocious children show up in the pages of the Bible, but one example outshines them all. There once was a boy who, at age twelve, spoke a sentence so simple in its wisdom and perception that it has the power to transform the way we wake up every morning and retire every evening. No child ever spoke as this one did, and His first documented sentence is a veritable motto for life. The first recorded words of the boy Jesus provide the first lesson in becoming a pleasantly productive person.

All the statements of Christ are priceless, of course, and His sermons in the Gospels represent the greatest body of enriching material ever assembled. No one ever spoke as He did. His Sermon on the Mount has been studied and practiced for two millennia. His command to be “born again” has transformed more people than any mandate ever spoken. His seven last words on the cross have been dissected by sixty generations. His Golden Rule is the baseline for all ethical conduct.

I have a Bible in which all the statements of Jesus are printed in red. Last year I sat down, starting with Matthew, and read through the four Gospels, skipping everything except the red letters. Somehow it changed the way I viewed Jesus and the accounts of His ministry. The plain words of Christ are succinct, powerful, and capable of altering our lives in a single reading. It was a bracing spiritual exercise, one I recommend.

Chronologically, this red thread begins with a couple of sentences spoken before Jesus was even a teenager. Of the four Gospel writers, only Luke records much about the first thirty years of our Lord’s life, telling us about the birth of Jesus and about what happened to Him when He was eight days old, forty days old, twelve years old, and thirty years old. These specific events are linked with one-sentence summaries covering the intervening years.

According to the stated purpose at the beginning of his Gospel, Luke based his Christ biography on eyewitness testimony. He carefully investigated everything from the beginning so he could write an orderly account, that we “may know the certainty of the things” we have been taught (see Luke 1:1–4). I believe much of the content of Luke 1 and 2 came from Luke’s personal interviews with the virgin Mary, probably in her home in Ephesus in the mid-first century: the announcements by the angel Gabriel, Mary’s visit to Elizabeth, the birth of John the Baptist, the trek from Nazareth to Bethlehem, the birth of Christ, the angels over Shepherds’ Field, and the Nativity stories of old Simeon and aged Anna in the temple. I imagine Mary related quite a bit of information about the childhood and upbringing of Jesus, but the Holy Spirit prompted Luke to record only one story from our Lord’s middle-childhood years.

Here’s the remarkable account: “Every year Jesus’ parents went to Jerusalem for the Festival of the Passover. When he was twelve years old, they went up to the festival, according to the custom. After the festival was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it” (Luke 2:41–43).

Perhaps Jesus simply overslept that morning, but I think there’s more to it. We have the impression the boy deliberately stayed behind in Jerusalem, knowing full well everyone had left without Him. Because friends and family traveled en masse to the Jewish feasts and because Jesus was a responsible lad who could look out for Himself, Joseph and Mary apparently didn’t conduct a head count. They simply assumed Jesus was with His buddies or other family members.

“Thinking he was in their company, they traveled on for a day. Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends. When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem to look for him” (Luke 2:44–45). Any parent can understand the panic that seized Joseph and Mary. I once lost one of my girls in a department store. She had wandered into an adjacent aisle, but for about a minute I was in full panic mode.

For Mary, the memories of those days must have been as vivid as when they occurred. Her preteen had disappeared in one of the most turbulent cities on earth and was missing three days while she and Joseph desperately searched for Him. Think of it! Joseph and Mary were entrusted to raise the Son of God—and they’d misplaced Him!

We can only imagine the waves of relief that swept over them when they finally saw their son sitting unperturbed in the temple, holding court with the Jewish theologians. Mary, whose exasperation mirrored her relief, said, “Son, why have you done this to us? You father and I have been frantic, searching for you everywhere.”3

That occasioned our Lord’s first known statement, recorded in Luke 2:49: “Why did you seek Me?” He asked. “Did you not know that I must be about My Father’s business?”4

The Bible gives us this story, not only because it dominated Mary’s memories of our Lord’s childhood, but also because it was remarkably prophetic. Twenty-one years later, the same man—Jesus—would be in the same city—Jerusalem—at the same time—the Passover. He would again disappear from sight, triggering unspeakable anguish in Mary and among His friends. The duration would be exactly the same—three days. Then He would be suddenly reunited with His friends amid indescribable relief and great astonishment. The rationale for both events was the same: He had to be about His Father’s business.5

There was nothing accidental about our twelve-year-old Lord’s adventure. It was a prophetic preview. Whether Jesus in His childhood humanity understood all the ramifications of His words is an open question. As a boy of twelve, did He realize His destiny at Calvary? Was He yearning for information about the Messiah from the temple rabbis, being drawn to that subject like iron to magnet? We don’t know; the answers to those questions reside in the realm of mystery. But there’s no doubt He understood that however His life unfolded, He had to be about His Father’s business. From His earliest impulses, Jesus was drawn toward a purposeful commitment to obey the will of God and to fulfill His mission, whatever it was. He knew His life had meaning. He knew an agenda had been wisely established for His days. He knew the Father had a purpose and a plan, and He wanted His soul to be acclimatized to His Father’s prognostications. Otherwise, His brief time on earth would be wasted and worthless.

If those were the first recorded words of our Lord’s earthly life, what were His last? John 19:30 provides the answer by taking us to the foot of the cross of Calvary: “When he had received the drink, Jesus said, ‘It is finished.’ With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.” He had completed His Father’s business and finished the work of providing redemption for the world.

When I frame these two scenes and hang them on the walls of my mind, I’m staggered at the contrast. The first painting shows a perceptive boy with a clear, inquisitive face, fully engaged in conversations with His elders, curious about His future, excited about His Father’s business. The other pictures a tortured victim, body streaked with blood, face burning in agony, parched lips whispering in painful gasps, “It is finished!”

Our Lord’s dying words were not random. The previous evening, Jesus had expressed the same thought while offering His high priestly prayer to the Father, as recorded in John 17. In verse 4, Jesus prayed: “I have brought you glory on earth by finishing the work you gave me to do.” This implies that Jesus assumed His life had purpose, that His work was pre-planned and pre-assigned, that He was on a divine timetable, and that the mission was being completed in a way that glorified the Father.

These two sentences—“I must be about My Father’s business” and “I have brought you glory on earth by finishing the work you gave me to do”—are the verbal bookends of the life of Jesus Christ, and they serve as our template, model, mold, and standard in life.

If we’re going to master life and fulfill the distinctive purpose God has for us, we have to say: “There are many things I can do in life, I have many possible venues and avenues, many options and opportunities, many decisions and distractions. But Christ gave me a pattern to follow, and He died to provide eternal life. Under His lordship, I pledge to live for Him, to devote myself to the Father’s business from this moment and forever. I want to find and fulfill God’s unique docket and destiny for my life, whatever it means—just like Jesus.”

“My food,” said Jesus in John 4:34, “is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work.” Pause a moment to say these words aloud and see if they ring true for you: “My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to finish His work.”

As followers of Christ, we have inherited the Family Business, so to speak. We’re partners with Christ in His Father’s business, created to accomplish a set of purposes that God has established in advance for us to do. This doesn’t mean everyone needs to earn their paycheck from a ministry organization. It’s not really a matter of being a pastor or missionary or someone who is vocationally set aside and financially supported by a church-related group. It means we start living for Christ with all our hearts today, wherever we are, looking around to see what we can do for Him. Near you today is a need to fill. Close at hand is a person to cheer. Throughout the day you’ll find tasks only you can tackle, and they represent the “food” of doing the will of the One who sent us.

A young man who visited me last week was troubled about working for the phone company, when he had prepared all his life for “ministry.” He liked his job, but his family and friends nagged him about finding a job somewhere on a church staff.

“If the Lord leads you to a church staff, that’s great,” I told him, “but don’t worry about it. Right now the phone company has hired you to be a minister on their staff, and they’re paying your ministerial salary. They don’t see it that way, but that’s the reality. You are surrounded all day by customers and employees who need a smile, a bit of hope, an encouraging word, wise counsel, and the witness of a godly life. As time goes by, you’ll find ways of sharing your faith. You can reach people no one else will see. You’re in full-time ministry, assigned to the phone company, and the church isn’t encumbered with your ministerial salary.”

Yes, God is sovereign. Yes, we do have a certain freedom of the will. No one understands how God’s sovereign will for our lives intersects with our ability to choose our path. Though our lives are pre-planned, it doesn’t mean we have no choices. We have a full range of choices, for we can choose or reject God’s agenda.

The decision to adopt God’s will for yourself is a lifetime, lifelong choice, and it’s the only true starting place for mastering life. The apostle Paul summed it up with these words:

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing, and perfect will. (Romans 12:1–2)

On the basis of God’s mercy and Christ’s cross, you can determine now, at this moment, to offer yourself as a living sacrifice, transformed, living out God’s will and determined to be pleasantly productive for Him during your remaining minutes, days, and years on earth.

It’s as simple as saying, “Yes, Lord!”







Keep Thou my feet;

I do not ask to see

The distant scene;

One step enough for me.

—John Henry Newman1
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Just for Today

Our Father’s business may consume our lifetimes, but we can’t just think of it in lifelong terms. Having made an abiding decision to commit ourselves to the lordship of Christ and the will of God, we must then reduce it to bite-size realities, which we call “days.” With the trajectory of our lives aligned Godward, we can faithfully implement this attitude on a daily basis. Awakening each morning, we can say: “This is the day the Lord has made for me. Today I must be about His business.” We can offer the prayer Paul uttered in Acts 22:10: “Lord, what do you want me to do?”2 We can say as the old soldier did every morning during his crack-of-dawn devotions: “Your assignment today, Sir!” The unfolding day then no longer belongs to us; we become servants and stewards of the minutes and moments God has ordained for us.

Elizabeth Fry is remembered as the “Angel of Prisons” because of her incessant efforts at prison reform in nineteenth-century England. She was the driving force behind laws making prisons more humane, and today her likeness adorns the Bank of England’s five-pound note. Behind her reformer’s zeal was an abiding desire to wake up every morning to serve the Lord. Before she passed away at age sixty-five, Elizabeth affirmed that she had never awakened from sleep, whether in sickness or in health, without her first waking thought being “How best may I serve my Lord?”3

When we begin the day in a similar way, we can close the day more fittingly. At the end of the evening, our work behind us, we can tuck ourselves into bed with the terminal words of Christ echoing in our evening prayers: “It is finished for today. I have brought You glory this day by finishing the work You assigned, as best I could.” Our to-do lists may be longer at the end of the day than at the beginning, and we may feel we left much undone. But if we committed the day to the Lord, doing our best to accomplish His will during the intervening hours, we can leave both the done and the undone in His hands and fall asleep with a sense of completion and contentment.

[image: Images]

If we sincerely before the Lord plan out our day along the lines suggested and carry it out to the best of our ability, we can and must leave it there. We should refuse to get into the bondage about what has not been done.

—J. Oswald Sanders4
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Anna Warner, the author of the children’s hymn “Jesus Loves Me,” wrote a poem about this, which also became a popular hymn in its day:

One more day’s work for Jesus,

One less of life for me!

But Heaven is nearer and Christ is clearer

Than yesterday to me.

His love and light fill all my soul tonight.5

The second verse begins: “One more day’s work for Jesus! / How sweet the work has been.” And the poem ends with these prayerful words: “Lord, if I may, I’ll serve another day!”6

In his book of hymn stories, the great song leader Ira Sankey wrote of a washerwoman who, while passing a mission chapel, heard a group of children singing this song. She was struck with the words, and she pondered them the next day as she bent over her washtub. Have I ever done one day’s work for Jesus in all my life? she asked herself. That marked a turning point for her. Then and there she began doing her work each day for the Lord. She washed clothes for Jesus, cleaned the house for Jesus, took care of her family for Jesus. She began practicing Colossians 3:23: “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters.” According to Sankey, “A new light came into her life; and at the close of that day she could sing with a different feeling and new enthusiasm: ‘One more day’s work for Jesus! How sweet the work has been.’ ” 7

We’re not all washerwomen, but many of us toil away at tasks seldom noticed by others. We’re not always doing great things, but anything done in the spirit of Colossians 3:23 is great in God’s sight. The smallest duty, if Christ assigns it and we accomplish it, is grander in God’s eyes than building the pyramids or acquiring a vast domain. After we’ve undertaken each day’s work for Jesus, we can lay our heads on our pillows night after night, knowing we’ve been about our Father’s business. The next morning we arise to a new God-planned day, and we find joy in the journey. Every day is a divine adventure.

When we consistently adopt this mind-set as a sustained, thanks-filled pattern, the days will fold into the weeks, and the weeks into the years, the years into the decades—and that’s what we call faithfulness. Faithfulness isn’t defined by a solitary act or achieved in a single day; it’s a long obedience in the same direction, to borrow Eugene Peterson’s phrase.8 But if we string together our days of faithfulness like small jewels on a golden chain, we’ll arrive at the end of our earthly span to present the treasure to the Lord and exchange it for a crown. We can say, “I have brought You glory on earth by finishing the work You gave me to do. It is finished.” His response will be, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”

Whenever I read the works of J. C. Ryle, a nineteenth-century Anglican bishop from Liverpool, I come away informed, inspired, or both. Here are his stirring words about the zeal of living a life devoted to “one thing”:

Zeal in Christianity is a burning desire to please God, to do his will, and to advance his glory in the world in every possible way. This desire is so strong when it really reigns in a person it impels them to make any sacrifice, to go through any trouble, to deny themselves anything, to suffer, to work, to labor, to toil, to spend themselves and be spent, and even to die, if only they can please God and honor Christ.

A zealous person in Christianity is preeminently a person of one thing. It is not enough to say they are earnest, strong, uncompromising, meticulous, wholehearted, and fervent in spirit. They only see one thing, they care for one thing, they live for one thing, they are swallowed up in one thing; and that one thing is to please God. Whether they live or die, whether they are healthy or sick, whether they are rich or poor, whether they please man or give offense, whether they are thought wise or foolish, whether they are accused or praised—for all this the zealous person cares nothing at all.

They have a passion for one thing, and that one thing is to please God and to advance God’s glory. If they are consumed in the very burning of their passion for God, they don’t care; they are content. They feel that, like a candle, they were made to burn; and if they are consumed in the burning, then they have only done the work for which God has appointed them. Such a person will always find a sphere for their zeal.9

The phrase “one thing” is a beautiful and biblical call to a life of priority and purpose, as we see in these passages:

• One thing I ask from the LORD, this only do I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze on the beauty of the LORD and to seek him in his temple. (Psalm 27:4)

• This one thing I know: God is for me! (Psalm 56:9)10

• One thing you lack . . . Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me. (Mark 10:21)

• One thing is needed, and Mary has chosen that good part, which will not be taken away from her. (Luke 10:42)11

• One thing I do know. I was blind but now I see! (John 9:25)

• One thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. (Philippians 3:13–14)

• Just one thing: Live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. (Philippians 1:27)12

Living in one-day segments of obedience doesn’t mean we fail to plan tomorrow’s work. We need to seek God’s guidance for the long haul, dream about our futures, set our objectives, establish our goals, and plan our calendars. As best we can, we need to peer into a telescope aimed at tomorrow and seek to envision what God has for us a year from now. Five years. Ten. Twenty. As my friend David Jeremiah says, “We’re grateful for our memories, but our dreams should be greater than our memories. Our best work is still to come.”

Yet even the most perceptive of us are like nearsighted drivers on a foggy road. We can reasonably see what’s closer if we adjust our headlights accordingly, but objects farther away are blurred and the end of the road is nowhere in sight. We can see only to the end of the column of light; and only when we get there do we find illumination for the next bit of the journey.

As a physical condition, nearsightedness affects about 30 percent of the population;13 but as it relates to the future, we’re all nearsighted. We can usually make reasonable sense of today. We can anticipate our week’s work. We can chart out our month. We can schedule certain events years in advance. We can envision and articulate our goals. But we can be responsible only for today. The Bible stresses the daily nature of faithful living, as the following verses suggest:

• Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring. (Proverbs 27:1)

• Listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” (James 4:13–15)

• Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. (Matthew 6:34)

We want to make sure our vehicles are on the right roads, our maps unfolded and our guidance systems activated, our route reasonably planned, and our destination charted as clearly as possible. But we have to tackle the road one curve at a time. Our lifelong dreams are broken down into the mile markers of one-day installments, and the sweeping aspirations for our lifespans can be implemented only as we capture each day in turn for Christ. We may not be able to contend with a decade all at once, or joust with a year, or even manage a month. But we can tackle today.
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Finish each day before you begin the next, and interpose a solid wall of sleep between the two. This you cannot do without temperance.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson14
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Just for today we can be pleasantly productive. Just for today we can be faithful. Just for today we can resist temptation. Just for today we can choose to be joyful and to live for Jesus. Just for today we can be about the Father’s business.

The great South African pastor Andrew Murray wrote,

A day, just one day only, but still a day, given to abide and grow up in Jesus Christ. Whether it be a day of health or sickness, joy or sorrow, rest or work, of struggle or victory, let the chief thought with which you receive it in the morning thanksgiving be this: A day that the Father gave; in it I may, I must, become more closely united to Jesus. As the Father asks, “Can you trust me just for this one day?” you cannot but give the joyful response, “I will trust and not be afraid.”15

Much of my thinking about living one day at a time was formed by a college-age discovery of Psalm 139:16–18, which says:

You saw me before I was born.

Every day of my life was recorded in your book.

Every moment was laid out

before a single day had passed.

How precious are your thoughts about me, O God.

They cannot be numbered!

I can’t even count them;

they outnumber the grains of sand!

And when I wake up, you are still with me!16

In other words, the child of God never awakens to a day unplanned by heaven or unattended by the Lord. When the alarm goes off each morning, we roll out of bed knowing we have a divine purpose, plan, and presence. There are no blackout dates on the calendars God keeps for our lives. There are no mistakes in His almanac. “His compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness” (Lamentations 3:22–23).

Those words in Lamentations were written by Jeremiah, whose outlook was surely aided by something God told him when he was a very young man, recorded in Jeremiah 1:5: “Before I shaped you in the womb, I knew all about you. Before you saw the light of day, I had holy plans for you.”17 I think those words are just as true for you as for him.

The Bible says, “As your days, so shall your strength be” (Deuteronomy 33:25).18 Long ago, the far-famed British preacher Charles Haddon Spurgeon preached a sermon about Deuteronomy 33:25. This verse, Spurgeon observed, does not say, “As your months may demand . . . or as your years may demand.” God’s strength, like the manna in the wilderness, is dispensed in daily units. He said,

You are not going to have Monday’s grace given you on a Sunday, nor Tuesday’s grace on a Monday. You shall have Monday’s grace given you on Monday morning as soon as you rise and want it; you shall not have it given you on Saturday night; you shall have it day by day. . . . As thy days, so shall thy strength be.19

Emily Huntington Miller (1833–1913) was a trailblazing Methodist educational leader who served as dean of women students at Northwestern University in Illinois. She was a prolific writer and publisher. Her life was changed by one sentence from Bishop John H. Vincent that she engraved on a white card in clear black type and posted on her desk:
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