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Praise for Slaying the Giants in
Your Life

“David Jeremiah’s new book will inspire you to take a new look
at your life. Through his excellent Bible teaching and
inspirational illustrations, fresh faith will arise in your heart to
face and conquer the spiritual giants who oppose you.”

Jim CYMBALA
Pastor, The Brooklyn Tabernacle

“Because there are still some giants to be slain in my life, [ was
anxious to read this book. I was hooked halfway through the
chapter on Fighting Your Fear. Dr David Jeremiah skips the
small talk and quickly brings you face to face with the giants.
This gifted communicator has written a book of hope and
victory. Any honest person wishing to live a more fulfilling and
productive life should not be without it.”

KEN DAVIS

Author, Speaker, Entertainer

“As one who has faced a few giants of my own, I am deeply
moved at reading the triumphs of those who have gone before
us. David Jeremiah offers not only inspiration, but motivation
for us to stand and face our personal Goliaths.”

DAVE DRAVECKY

Former Major League Pitcher and President, Outreach of
Hope



“Are you wondering how to rise above the negative emotions
and experiences that are holding you down? Then read Slaying
the Giants in Your Life by Dr. David Jeremiah. It conveys the
wise and seasoned counsel of a man who has faced and
overcome his own giants—and helped thousands of others to
do so as well—through the Word of God. The principles he
sets forth work. Don’t spend one more minute in frustration
and defeat. Get into this compelling book and get on with
living!”
FRANKLIN GRAHAM
President, Samaritan’s Purse

“The stories in this book are full of ‘meat and potatoes’ with no
fluffy stuff . .. it is captivating and each story has a special
dimension which seems to penetrate my heart and life. Hope
and healing are the strong projections and we surely can
appreciate what they can do to change a life. This book will be
a tool in changing lives, attitudes, and perspectives . .. I am
delighted to give my full enthusiasmand endorsement to it and
know that it will bless the readers as it has encouraged me.”
BARBARA JOHNSON
Author of Stick a Geranium in Your Hat and Be Happy
“Pastor David Jeremiah has an uncommon knack at diagnosing
the major problems people face every day and then provides
them with solid Bible based solutions that can change their

lives. This interesting book will bless thousands of readers. I
heartily endorse it!”

TmM LAHAYE



Author of the Left Behind fiction series

“My friend David Jeremiah offers a powerful blueprint for
overcoming obstacles that each of us must face. His stories of
Biblical and modem-day ‘giant slayers’ will inspire and
motivate you to face even the most intimidating Goliath.”

JoHN C. MAXWELL

Founder, The INJOY Group

“Through stories of unexpected victories and remarkable
triumphs, you can catch a glimpse of the unforeseen glory God
may have in store for your life. In this book, David Jeremiah
shares testimonies and stories of real-life people whose lives
have been radically transformed through hope and healing.
These inspirational and even miraculous experiences show
how God often uses our most difficult times to bring about
spiritual breakthroughs.”

JosH MCDOWELL

Josh McDowell Ministry

“The most devastating and crippling sins in the lives of so
many believers are not the ones most often mentioned. In
Slaying the Giants in Your Life, Dr. David Jeremiah, in his
remarkably succinct and evightening manner, engages the
towering killers of Christian effectiveness such as fear, worry,
anger, and failure. The chapters on fear and resentment are
worth the price of the book. Anyone who attempts to serve the
people of God should read this book and have it available to
give to many.”

PAIGE PATTERSON



President, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

“This exceptional book comes from a man whom I have
watched as he faced a number of Goliaths in his own life—and
come away victorious. Thankfully, this is more than just
another ‘hope-so’ book of untried principles. Who better than
David Jeremiah to encourage us in our own battles?”

JOSEPH M. STOWELL

President, Moody Bible Institute

“Don’t be afraid any longer! Put on the armor of this book—it

will fit you perfectly. Then charge the Goliaths of your life...and
experience the peace that passes understanding.”

DRr. DENNIS “THE SWAN” SWANBERG

Speaker, Author, Entertainer

“David Jeremiah has written a powerful book on defeating the
crippling forces—worry, anger, guilt, and so many others—
that seek to destroy us. His encouraging words will give you
the courage to face your giants head-on.”

BRUCE WILKINSON

President, Walk Thru the Bible
“I have read every book David Jeremiah has written. Slaying
the Giants in Your Life is his most powerful work to date. I was
deeply impacted and inspired to make some important changes
in my life. Read it, and you will be too.”

PAT WILLIAMS

Senior Vice President, Orlando Magic
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GIANTS IN THE LAND

Listen ... can you hear them coming? You can run, but you

cannot hide. You might as well come out and fight.

Yes, the giants are abroad. We’ve encountered them in the
Scriptures, where they’re known primarily as the Anakim. From
the very first pages of Genesis, they’ve been there, snarling
and threatening: “giants on the earth . .. mighty men” (Genesis
6:4).

They cast their long shadow over everything we aspire to
do, every new land we seek to inhabit, every dream we hope to
pursue. Today we’d call them bullies, but they’re the same old
giants, and they have us intimidated in the same old way. A fter
years of cowering in fear, we begin to measure ourselves
against them: “Who can stand before the descendants of
Anak?” (Deuteronomy 9:2). Who will come out to fight
Goliath? Who will climb into the ring with the champion? Who
will go forus?

The people of God paid a great price to reach the land of
their dreams, but what did they find when they arrived? Giants!
Naturally they would be in the land of milk and honey; the
giants always get there first, and they take what they want. Our
first impulse is to listen to the delegation that brings back a
recommendation to surrender. It’s a big world; why not find
some other land? Maybe milk and honey are too rich a diet,
anyway. Perhaps water and stale bread will be enough. We can
learn to settle for less.

But God won’t have us accept that recommendation. He
expects a bit more:



“Hear, O Israel: You areto cross over the Jordan
today, and go in to dispossess nations greater and
mightier than yourself, cities great and fortified up to
heaven, a people great and tall, the descendants of the
Anakim, whom you know, and of whomyou heard it
said, “‘Who can stand before the descendants of Anak?’
Therefore understand today that the LORD your God is
He who goes over before you asa consuming fire. He
will destroy them and bring them down before you; so
you shall drive them out and destroy them quickly, as
the LORD has said to you.” (Deuteronomy 9:1-3)

Of course, the Anakim aren’t found in our telephone
directories. The giants we face have different names: Fear.
Discouragement. Loneliness. Worry. Guilt. Temptation. Anger.
Resentment. Doubt. Procrastination. Failure. Jealousy. Call
them what you will; they’re only giants, after all, like Goliath.
He was a shade over nine feet tall, but it only added up to a
bigger dent in the pavement once he fell. The bigger they
come, the harder they fall.

Which giant is giving you grief? Perhaps Fear has your
number. Maybe Loneliness has locked you out. Whatever
giant may be bullying you, the message of this book is that
God is the greatest Giant of all. He goes before you like a
consuming fire. It’s clear from the Scriptures that we serve a
God who sends. He is constantly sending His children into new
and wonderful lands—Ilands of marriage enrichment, lands of
career fulfillment, lands of rich spiritual abundance. You
probably know exactly what kind of land He has led you to;
and now you stand on its outskirts, yeamning to place a
tentative toe over the borderline—except for the shadows of



those giants. But can’t you feel it? The hand of God Himself is
on your shoulder. He whispers to you, as to the Israelites, Go
in to dispossess nations greater and mightier than yourself,
cities great and fortified up to heaven.

Tdon’t know about you, but those marching orders send my
heart racing. They send a chill up my spine and leave me
restless, eager to move. I want to see the wonders God has laid
out for me. I want milk and honey and not another scrap of
stale bread. And you know what else? I want to see those
giants get what’s coming to them. He will destroy them and
bring them down before you,; so you shall drive them out and
destroy them quickly, as the LORD has said to you. What a
great day that will be.

Isn’t it about time we stand tall and face the giants in our
lives? This book is our training manual, but don’t forget we’ll
need the heavier artillery for the battlefield: the sword of the
Spirit, which is the Word of God; the helmet of salvation; the
shield of faith. Above all, we go with God Himself, who always
makes two promises before sending us out to grapple with
giants:

1. He will be with us.

2. He will empower us.

That means you’ll never walk alone, and you’ll never walk in
weakness. God has the strength to bring you victory over any
oppressor. You could ask Joshua about that. Or Moses, for
that matter. Or Abraham, Daniel, Isaiah, David, or any of the
apostles. Giant-killers all, and in the end they became giants
themselves.

Perhaps that will happen to you. Read on, and prepare to do
battle in the land of the giants.
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FIGHT ING YOUR FEAR

YOU CAN WIN THE BATTLE AND LIVE
VICTORIOUSLY

AARON SWAVELY WAS AT A SOFTBALL TOURNAMENT when the

news came. A gorgeous April day, the simple joys of softball—
and here was the blackest nightmare he could imagine.

Aaron learned that his little family was spread among three
different hospitals. His beloved wife, his nine-year-old son, and
his seven-year-old daughter had been pulled from the
wreckage of a head-on collision. Standing in the infield of the
baseball diamond, he seemed incapable of moving or of doing
anything other than thinking that he couldn’t remember kissing
his wife good-bye that morming.

A thought and a cry began to take form inside him; the
thought, that he might lose his whole family; the cry, for God to
wipe away the last terrible five minutes.

Diana Teters was asleep, dreaming about grandchildren. Her
daughter, due to deliver any day now, was visiting for the
weekend with her other children. A sharp blow to her head
brought her awake sharply, then there was the sound of her
daughter calling for help: “I’'mbleeding—and I can’t get out of
bed!”

But a strange voice warmned Diana not to move, saying she



could go to her daughter in a minute. But the minute turned
into six hours. The intruder—the man who had awakened
Diana with a blow to the skull— forced her to tape her
husband’s eyes. Two little granddaughters, five and three-and-
a-half years old, stood quietly in the room. They huddled face
to the wall, uncertain what was occurring. Diana was taped up.
Her son arrived home, but the intruder intercepted him at
gunpoint.

Meanwhile, Diana could think only of her pregnant
daughter, helpless and bleeding. And she felt very afraid. All
she knew to do was to pray silently, over and over: “Keep him
calm, Lord—keep the man calm so he won’t hurt us any more . .

”

Ivory Wilderman knew the truth when she saw her doctor’s
eyes and heard his solemn greeting: “Did you come alone?”
The message on his face was a poor biopsy for Ivory. Minutes
later, it was confirmed: the doctors had found breast cancer.

Only minutes ago, Ivory’s life had never held more promise.
At forty-six, she felt the best things in life lining up for her.
There was a new job, a new apartment, a new car and—best of
all—a new relationship that could lead to marriage. Life was
good; God was blessing. “I wanted to press the pause button
and just enjoy the moment I was in,” she says today, looking
back.

But life has no pause button. Suddenly Ivory’s world began
to race out of control in fast-forward. The specialists gave her
no more than a 20 percent chance to survive. For the first time,
she began to wonder what the experience of death might bring.
As she lay awake at night, her fear felt like suffocation. “It was
as if a great plastic bag were being fastened around my head,”



she explains.
“There was nothing to do,” she says, “but to call out the
name of Jesus.”

THE ULTIMATE ENEMY

There’s no feeling quite like the icy grip of fear. And it comes
in so many varieties.

I’ve been there; so have you. You’ve just sampled three
stories from friends of our ministry. They were good enough to
write us and share their crisis points (and don’t worry: if you’ll
be patient until the end of the chapter, I'll tell you how each of
them came out).

The letters came after I preached a series on 4 Bend in the
Road, inspired by my own fight with cancer. Our offices at
Turning Point were showered with amazing accounts of turning
points and defining moments. We expected to hear from
perhaps eighty of our listeners; I think the final count was
eight hundred. And letter after letter spoke of that most deadly
of all enemies—fear.

That’s the terrible thing about the road’s bend, isn’t it? It’s
the place where we cannot see what lurks around the comer.
Ann Landers, the syndicated advice columnist, was at one time
receiving ten thousand letters a month from people with all
kinds of problems. Someone asked her if there was one
common denominator among all her correspondents. She said
that the great overriding theme of all the letters she read was
fear—fear of nearly everything imaginable until the problem
became, for countless readers, a fear of life itself.

Yet fear is simply a part of the fabric of living. God equipped
us with it so we would be wise enough to protect ourselves



from the unexpected. Fear provides us with sudden bursts of
strength and speed just when we need it.

It’s a basic survival instinct, a good thing—as long as it
remains rational. But there’s also that brand of fear known as
phobia. A phobia is what results when fear and reason don’t
keep in touch. A woman named Marjorie Goff, for instance,
shut her apartment door in 1949. Then, over the next thirty
years, she emerged only three times: once for an operation,
once to visit her family, and once to buy ice cream for a dying
friend. Marjorie suffered from agoraphobia, the fear of open
spaces, and the most terrible thing she could imagine was
something that might bring pleasure to you or me: an outdoor
walk.

I’'ve also read about a young truck driver whose route takes
himacross the Chesapeake Bay Bridge every day. The thought
entered his mind that he just might feel compelled to stop the
truck, climb out, and leap from the bridge to his death. There
was no rational reason to hold such a belief, but that very fear
took complete hold of him. He finally asked his wife to
handcuffhimto the steering wheel so he could be fully assured

that his deepest fear wouldn’t come true.l

That’s exactly what fear does when it builds its power over
us; it shackles our hands and keeps us from doing the routine
things in life—working, playing, living, and serving God. We
give in to the slavery of'terror.

One in ten of those reading this book will suffer from a
specific phobia of some type. The other nine will be more like
me: they won’t be controlled by some irrational fear, but they’ll
still wrestle with the garden variety of terror— those awful
moments when life seems to come undone. Any pastor can tell
you stories like the ones at the beginning of this chapter. We



sit in hospitals with terrified family members. We hold the
trembling hands of those who face uncertain futures. We’re
often present in the waiting room when the doctor brings the
message that dashes hopes, or when the police licutenant tells
us there’s no trace of the runaway child. And what about life
after the unexpected divorce? The death of a spouse? The loss
of a livelihood?

I’ve had my own moments of overpowering fear. I've stood
before huge crowds, afraid to speak. I've sat in football
stadiums and watched two of my sons take vicious blows near
the neck, then lie motionless on the turf for minutes that
seemed like hours. I’ve sat in the hospital with my daughter
Jennifer after she suffered a severe concussion in a soccer
game. I doubt any fears are more terrible than those with our
children at the center. I've also known the fear of my own
impending death, when the doctor brought news of serious
disease.

Fear has been described as a small trickle of doubt that flows
through the mind until it wears such a great channel that all
your thoughts drain into it. Tiny fears, almost unperceived, can
build up day by day until we find ourselves paralyzed and
unable to function. And there are so many varieties. Craig
Massey details six general categories that most of us face:

poverty, criticism, loss of love, illness, old age, and death 2
WHERE FAITH AND FEAR MEET

But what about Christians? One would think fear to be excess
baggage for those who live in the presence of an almighty God.
It should be—but it usually doesn’t work out that way.



The Bible, as a matter of fact, doesn’t paint a picture of the
fear-free life. Judging from the Scripture, God’s people seem to
be tormented by the same fears as everyone else. The
disciples, who had Jesus beside them, seemed constantly
fearful—of storms, of crowds, of poverty, of armies, of the loss
of their leader. We think immediately of the day Jesus told them
to cross over to the other side of the Sea of Galilee. The night
closed in like a blanket, a storm came from nowhere, and the
disciples found themselves in a fight for their lives as the ship
was tossed on the waves. Even when they saw Jesus
approaching on the water, they were terrified: They thought He
was a ghost! (See Matthew 14:22-33.) They let fear get the
better of them.

The proud Israelite army lived in fear of one man. Of course,
the tape measure on that man read nine feet, six inches. Goliath
played mercilessly on their fear, taunting them with challenges
he knew they wouldn’t dare accept. King Saul was ruled by
fear—of the giant, then of the boy who slew the giant. David
himself wasn’t free of fear before the big battle. But he took his
slingshot and his five stones and stood tall anyway. As Mark
Twain once said, courage isn’t the absence of fear, but the
mastery of it; it’s the place where fear and faith meet. In David
we have a story of the power of courage.

But we also have stories of the power of fear. Perhaps most
notable of all is the one about the delegation of spies who were
sent into Canaan. They were commissioned to go on a fact-
finding expedition into the unknown territory that lay ahead.
This was the Promised Land—home at last, after generations of
slavery in Egypt. It was the land of Abraham, the homeland of
their dreams. But they had been away for generations. The land
held as much mystery as promise. No doubt about it, Canaan



was the bend in the road of the Exodus, and the Israclites
couldn’t see what loomed around that bend. So they
assembled in Kadesh Barnea and decided to send out the
scouts.

The experience of these men had an impact on Israel that
lasted forty years. It cost themyears of heartbreak and tragedy.
Should they have rushed right in, without the tentative act of
sending the spies? We can’t say that, for God allowed and
encouraged the reconnaissance mission. We can say the men
should have come to a different decision. The majority failed to
see the lay of the land with the perspective God wanted them
to have. He didn’t ordain the spirit of fear that drove the
committee’s recommendation.

As we study this narrative carefully, we find key principles
about the tyranny of fear and the freedom of faith.

1. Fear Disregards God’s Plan

“So we departed from Horeb, and went through all that
great and terrible wilderness which you saw on the way to
the mountains of the Amorites, as the LORD our God had
commanded us. Then we came to Kadesh Barmnea. And I
said to you, “You have come to the mountains of the
Amorites, which the LORD our God is giving us. Look, the
LORD your God has set the land before you; go up and
possess it, as the LORD God of your fathers has spoken
to you; do not fear or be discouraged.”” (Deuteronomy
1:19-21)

God’s mandate was clear: Here is your land. Here is My gif
to you. Now go grab it!
With their greatest hopes and dreams laid out before them



like beautifully wrapped presents beneath a Christmas tree,
they should have surged forward with joy. They should have
claimed all the abundance and fulfillment God wanted them to
have. Yet having come so far, having made it through the
wildemness with its dusty despair, its hunger and thirst—they
couldn’t cross the finish line. They had prevailed over
Pharaoh’s army, over the high tide of the Red Sea, over the
challenge of the journey, but they couldn’t take a stand against
this final obstacle: fear.

You may stand at the threshold of God’s greatest promise
for you, but you’ll never claim His blessings if you let fear
dominate your life. He wants so much richness for you in His
perfect plan, and only your shortsighted fear can withhold it
from you. Listen carefully to the words of Paul on this subject:
“God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love
and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7). Power doesn’t shrink
back in uncertainty; love isn’t conquered; a sound mind
doesn’t deal in irrational speculation. God has a rich territory, a
promised land with your name on it, and He wants you to
charge toward it with a cry of victory, not a wail of fear.

The Bible even tells you what that cry of victory should
sound like: “You did not receive the spirit of bondage again to
fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry
out, ‘Abba, Father” (Romans 8:15). Call out His name. This
verse assures us we can claim the intimacy with Him of a small
child calling out to Daddy. He has adopted us as His own, and
we have all the rights of the children of the King. We don’t
have to face anything alone.

The truth is that He has a plan and that we can claim it with
joyful assurance. Fear disregards that plan. Have you ever
seen a timid, cowering prince? Stop living as a helpless street



orphan when you bear the credentials of the royal palace.
2. Fear Distorts God’s Purposes

Fear does one very predictable thing: It distorts our view.
Fear robs us of our perspective. Listen to Moses as he
summarizes the attitudes of his people:

“And you murmured in your tents, and said, ‘Because
the LORD hates us, He has brought us out of the land of
Egypt to deliver us into the hand of the Amorites, to
destroy us. Where can we go up? Our brethren have
discouraged our hearts, saying, “The people are greater
and taller than we; the cities are great and fortified up to
heaven; moreover we have seen the sons of the Anakim
there.””” (Deuteronomy 1:27-28)

Fear brings out our worst. It ushers in complaining, distrust,
finger-pointing, and despair. You can see them all in these
verses. God had provided victory over the Egyptian
oppressors. He had given deliverance through the wilderness.
He had offered a new plan for living through the
commandments on Mount Sinai. And now He was offering real
estate—the gift of a new land for building a nation. But in fear,
the people were cowering in their tents to gripe about God’s
intentions. “God brought us all this way just to deliver us to
the Amorites.”

Fear does that to us, doesn’t it? When you talk to a terrified
friend or family member, you find yourself wanting to say, “But
that’s silly!” For it’s easy for us to see the irrationality and
absence of perspective of other people ruled by fear. The spies
brought back a distorted picture, and they infected the whole



nation with it. “There are giants in the land! Anakim!” That
word held terror for the Israelites. It was synonymous with
monstrous, marauding giants. But of course, while they did see
a giant or two, the only formidable one was the giant inside
their heads—and that giant’s name was Fear.

It’s worth reading the parallel account in Numbers 13:32-33,
where we find the fears of the spies painted in even darker
tones. The land “devours its inhabitants,” they said. “We were
like grasshoppers in our own sight, and so we were in their
sight.”

Fear is an army of giants, for it multiplies one into many. At
the same time it does that, it also makes us grasshoppers in our
own eyes. We lose sight of the promise that we can do all
things through Him who strengthens us. We lose the ability to
see anything in its true perspective. Fear, not the object of the
fear, devours its inhabitants.

In the imaginations of the spies there were massive, fortified
cities teeming with giants. So great was their distorted
perspective that they even made an evil giant out of God.
“Why, He brought us all this way to make us food for the
heathen,” they said. I defy anyone to find any logic at all
behind their conclusion. But haven’t we all said such a thing?
“God is out to get me! He’s brought me all this way to make me
miserable!” The greater the fear, the weaker our reasoning.

Fear distorts our perception of God’s purposes. It shows life
through a fun-house mirror—without the fun.

3. Fear Discourages God’s People

The third effect of fear is that it reaches its tendrils out to
everyone around us. Discouragement is contagious. When
you give in to your fears, you make the world around you an



environment of discouragement. That word, discourage, means
to take away courage. Fear causes us to drain away the vitality
of people we care for.

This is a devastating principle, isn’t it? Fear is catching;
eventually it breeds hysteria. Ten men out of twelve came back
with what the Bible calls a “bad report,” and those ten infected
an entire nation—not just for a week or a month, but for a
generation. The golden hopes and dreams of the Israelites—
for land, for security, for a new beginning—were ruined for
forty years because of the fear of ten men. When the spies
returned from their journey, they brought a giant back with
them—one much more terrible than the mere men they had
seen. This giant of fear prowled through their camp and
devoured the faith and courage of a nation.

If you don’t think fear is contagious, stand in the hallway at
work and call out one word: “Fire!” You’ll be successful in
changing the moods and plans of hundreds of people in an
instant. You’ll also endanger everyone around you. Fear is
more infectious than any disease you can name. It roams the
landscape and discourages God’s people.

4. Fear Disbelieves God’s Promises

“Then I said to you, ‘Do not be terrified, or afraid of
them. The LORD your God, who goes before you, He will
fight for you, according to all He did for you in Egypt
before your eyes, and in the wilderness where you saw
how the LORD your God carried you, as a man carries his
son, in all the way that you went until you came to this
place.’ Yet, for all that, you did not believe the LORD your
God, who went in the way before you to search out a



place for you to pitch your tents, to show you the way
you should go, in the fire by night and in the cloud by
day.” (Deuteronomy 1:29-33)

The challenge before the Israelites wasn’t something that came
out of nowhere and demanded that they trust some mysterious,
untested providence. This was the invitation of the God who
had gone with them throughout their journey. This was the
loving Father who had remained so steadfast by their sides,
and who had provided every need. This was One worthy of the
same trust a tiny child would place in his loving parents—and
so much more worthy.

Indeed, God called them the children of Israel, and the Bible
tells us that He carried them along as you would carry an
infant. He had watched over them as you would guard your
newborn baby. He had led their steps, provided their food,
seen to their protection, and done everything possible to
nurture a loving and fully trusting relationship. The point of
the wilderness experience was for the people to bond with their
Father. After generations of slavery under their tyrannical
masters in Egypt, God wanted His children to learn something
of the wonderful journey that transpires when we follow Him.

But learning always involves testing. And that’s what
happened when the spies were appointed—the people were
given a test to reveal whether they really trusted God or not.

The children of Israel had everything they needed to pass
this test. But I believe they experienced a principle that seems
more true and clear to me with every passing day. It seems to
me that every defining moment of faith is just like starting over.
Yes, we have the past to build on; just like the Israelites, we
should be able to look back and say, “God has brought us this



far; He will bring us home.” Memory and experience should
empower us. But we struggle to do that very thing; the
moment’s crisis seems to magnify itself. The rearview mirror
should give us perspective, but we don’t look at the mirror at
all—our eyes are frozen by what’s in the headlights.

The Israelites certainly are a testimony to that. There were
giants in their headlights. And those giants seemed so
fantastically massive that they blocked out what God had done
in the past, what He was doing in the present, and His Word
on the future.

Fear disbelieves God’s promises.

5. Fear Disobeys God’s Principles

Deuteronomy 1:26 says, “‘Nevertheless you would not go
up, but rebelled against the command of the LORD your God.””
It’s a harsh truth but an insistent one: Fear is disobedience,
plain and simple. How can fear be anything other than
disobedience to God, when He has given us everything we
need to walk in faith?

There’s a little phrase in the Bible—such a simple phrase,
and one that God sees fit to repeat so often, all throughout the
Scriptures. It goes like this: Fear not. That phrase, if you’ll
notice, is stated in the imperative tense— which simply means
it is a command. How many times must God command us not to
fear? “Therefore, to him who knows to do good and does not
doit, to him it is sin” (James 4:17). The next time you find
yourself overcome by fear, remember—along with all of God’s
other promises and assurances— to dwell in fear is to live in
sin.

But doesn’t that seem a bit strict and inflexible? Your first
response might be, “But I can’t help it! I don’t want to be



fearful, but it’s out of my control.” And if that’s how you feel,
you’ve forgotten that God has given us everything we need to
deal with fear. He has provided us with principles of faith that
help us live courageously.

And when all is said and done, any alternative to His way
boils down to simple disobedience—something that is always
costly. For the nation of Israel, it meant a lost generation. The
adult group of that time was forbidden from finding their
journey’s end for forty years. They were sentenced to a
restless, nomadic life of wandering homeless in the desert,
waiting for the last of that forsaken group to finally die. Only
two of them were permitted entry into Canaan: Joshua and
Caleb, who had stood firm in their faith. Courage earned them
their home, yet they, too, wandered beyond the borders during
those forty years, attending the funerals of their friends. When
the last body was laid to rest, the nation could finally claim its
true home.

FACING THE GIANT OF FEAR

God longs for you and me to simply accept the gifts from His
hand. He has a more wonderful and fulfilling home for
someone, a life partner for someone else, a thrilling new
opportunity for ministry, or career direction for still someone
else. But fear cuts us off from accepting these prizes. I often
counsel friends who are feeling God’s tug at their hearts. He
has something special for them to do, and they can look
forward to blessings in abundance if they’ll only be obedient
and trusting.

They want to accept the call—but fear holds them back,
always some new fear What if I'm making the wrong



decision? What if this isn't the right partner for me? What ij
my business venture fails? What if I get homesick on the
mission field? What if, what if? Somehow they can’t hold to a
simple assurance of God’s trustworthy and loving nature. It
doesn’t seem to register that He never calls His children only
to desert them. (Would He lead us this far only to deliver us
into the hands of the Amorites?

And I've seen where this failure of trust leads—right to the
doorstep of heartbreak. Those who shrink back from accepting
God’s gift condemn themselves to lives of fitful, restless
wandering through the wildemesses of their jobs and their
communities and their broken dreams. Fields of milk and honey
stood in wait, but they settled for less.

My question to you is: Isn’t that kind of disappointment in
life far more to be feared than the risk of taking God at His
word? Of course it is. The question, then, is what to do about
it. How can we face our fears?



1. Confront Your Fear Honestly

You may long for your fear to simply vanish or wear off, but
it isn’t going anywhere—not on its own. If you want to defeat
it, you must be like David: Gather up your stones and advance
boldly!

First, understand what is at the root of your fears. Often
people have come to me and said, “I don’t know what I'm
afraid of; I just have a spirit of fear.” Is that your experience?
Look a little deeper and get a specific reading on what is
causing your feelings. Ask God to search your heart for you.
He knows where the problem lies, but you need to let Him
show you. Otherwise, you’re going to simply run away—and
like Jonah, you’ll find that you can run, but you can’t hide.

I read the remarkable story of a family from Canada. These
people were convinced a world war was looming, and they
were terrified. They decided to run away, hoping to find some
cormner of the planet where they would be free and clear from
the fighting. In the spring of 1992, they relocated to a quiet
little spot known as the Falkland Islands, an obscure piece of
British real estate. The family relaxed and enjoyed five days of
tranquillity before the Argentinians invaded their backyard and
began the famous Falkland War.2 There’s nowhere to run.
Better to take a stand and face the truth of the fear. What is it
that really concerns you? Why?



2. Confess Your Fear As Sin

We’ve already seen that fear boils down to disobedience.
God says, “Fear not.” But we fear; we’re therefore in sin. The
only thing to do is to come to God for honest confession.

Again, some may feel this stance is harsh or unrealistic.
After all, we can’t help what we feel, can we? Up to a point,
that’s very true. Emotions come to us on their own. But it’s
also true that we have the power to act on our feelings. We can
choose by will to obey God’s voice. We can make it our daily,
serious intention to fill our lives and thoughts and plans with
His Word and His truth. “I sought the LORD, and He heard me,
and delivered me from all my fears” (Psalm 34:4). To walk with
God is to walk fearlessly.

So we identify the fear, then we confess it. As we bring our
fear before God and own up to it, we do one other thing. We
repent. That means to disavow the sin completely, to turn and
walk the other way. Then we can look toward the steps that
lead us to victory over our fears.

3. Claim God’s Promises of Protection

The next step is all about taking advantage of wonderful,
untapped resources. Most people simply don’t realize the
treasure that lies at their fingertips. The Bible is filled with
practical promises. Any one of them, if we choose to take hold
of'it, leads to liberation fromsome tough problem of life.

If I were a person with a fearful spirit, I'd go to the store and
buy a package of three-by-five index cards. Then I would turmn
to certain verses in my Bible and copy them onto the cards. I'd



place one on the visor of my car. I’d tape one to the wall of my
rest room. One would be slid under the glass of my desk.
Another would find a home in my wallet, and I might even tape
one to the television remote! I’d type the text in colorful letters
on my computer screen so that I'd see it there whenever I walk
through the room. I would then be well prepared for the first
tingle of oppression from a spirit of fear. I could reach for that
Bible verse, read it out loud, repeat it again, and ask God to
demonstrate its truth in the battlefield of my heart and spirit.

Are you interested in tapping into that wealth of promises?
I’ll give you several, and I suggest you read them out loud and
reflect on their vital significance for you.

* Deuteronomy 31:6. “‘Be strong and of good courage, do
not fear nor be afraid of them; for the LORD your God,
He is the One who goes with you. He will not leave you
nor forsake you.”

* Psalm 27:1.“The LORDismy light and my salvation;
whom shall I fear? The LORD is the strength of my life;
of whomshall I be afraid?”

* Psalm 118:6. “The LORD is on my side; I will not fear.
What can man do to me?”

* Proverbs 3:25-26.“Do not be afraid of sudden terror,
nor of trouble from the wicked when it comes; for the
LORD will be your confidence, and will keep your foot
frombeing caught.”

* Proverbs 29:25.“The fear of man brings a snare, but
whoever trusts in the LORD shall be safe.”

The next one is a personal favorite. I suggest you put a big
star beside it.

* Isaiah 41:10. “Fear not, for Ia m with you; be not



dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you, yes,
I will help you, I will uphold you with My righteous
right hand.”

Those verses are the best fear insurance you can invest in.
Memorize them. Write them out, or print them on cards, and
place them in locations where you might be attacked. Let the
Word of God fortify your spirit.

And of course, those verses are only the beginning. Read
through God’s Word, and you’ll find so many more assurances
for times of fear. The inspired writers knew what it was like to
be afraid in the ancient world; they had fears we can’t even
imagine. Peter and Paul had to face fear. Jesus prayed in
Gethsemane, knowing exactly what lay ahead for Him in the
hours to come. All of these found their strength in God, and
you can benefit richly from their spiritual wisdom. Look up fear
in your Bible’s concordance, and then look up afraid.

Take in all these passages, soak in their power, and the next
time the devil comes to get a response out of you, you’ll be
ready. Pull five verses from the living water just like five
smooth stones in David’s pouch, and let them fly! Don’t worry
about that fearsome giant; the bigger they come, the harder
they fall.

The next step may sound so simple, so basic, that you may
shrug it aside. [ hope you won’t do that!



4. Cultivate a Closer Relationship
with God

Yes, you can confront your fears by drawing near to God.
Think back to those spies who entered Canaan.

Up to now, we haven’t mentioned that there were two
dissenters in the group. They went on the same trip, saw the
same walled cities and the same giants, and they brought back
a minority opinion. Joshua and Caleb listened patiently to all
the worst-case scenarios and calmly said, “We can do this.”

As I've read this narrative over the years, I've always felt
the difference between the ten and the two was that they used
different yardsticks. The negative group measured the giants
by their own stature, while Joshua and Caleb measured them
by God’s stature. These two were the only ones who finally
measured up to the privilege of entering the Promised Land.
The others fell short.

What made the difference for Joshua and Caleb? The
Scriptures state it clearly.

In Numbers 32:12 we read: “For they have wholly followed
the LORD.” You’ll find the same message in Deuteronomy 1:36
and Joshua 14:9. Joshua and Caleb were simply different
creatures from the rest. The Bible makes it clear that they were
absolutely filled with the Spirit of God, and they walked with
Him in every way. It caused them to think differently, act
differently, decide differently. And when the time of crisis came
—the time when we find out what people are made of—Joshua
and Caleb were living proof of what it means to have godly
courage. These two looked at a land that “devoured its



inhabitants™ and said, “This is God’s will for us. Let’s do it!”

Your fear level is ultimately a referendum on the closeness of
your friendship with God. It’s a spiritual yardstick. Do you see
things in human dimensions or godly ones? After you spend
time with your Creator, you’re simply incapable of shrinking in
fear at the appearance of every human anxiety. You’ve seen
His power. You’ve seen His love and faithfulness. You’ve seen
that His purposes are the best for us. If you have “the fear of
God,” as we used to say, you won’t fear the things of this
world. If you don’t have the fear of God, then everything else
is to be feared.

There’s one other verse that in my judgment is the essential
New Testament verse on this subject. Think about it carefully;
I’d suggest memorizing it: “There is no fear in love; but perfect
love casts out fear, because fear involves torment. But he who
fears has not been made perfect in love” (1 John 4:18).

The opposite of fear, you see, is not courage. It’s not trust.
The opposite of fear is love. This verse captures that beautiful
and powerful truth. As we’ve already seen near the beginning
of this chapter, “God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of
power and of love and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7). There
it is again—fear versus love. I think parents understand this
principle, for they know that little children often wake up in the
dark of night. And they’re afraid of the darkness. I've
experienced it again in recent times with our grandchild, little
David Todd, who comes for a visit. When he’s in our home,
he’ll wake up in that unfamiliar bedroom in the middle of the
night, and he’ll begin to cry. It’s not just any kind of crying,
but an “I'm afraid” kind of crying. You parents know what I
mean.

So what do we do? I doubt any of us would rush into the



room and say, “Come on, David—be courageous!” No, you
and I are much more tender than that. We lift the little boy in
our arms, nestle him tightly to us, and speak softly with
assurance. We tell him we love him, and that everything is all
right. We help him realize he’s in a safe place, and that we’re
very near as he sleeps, even if it’s dark; we will always protect
him. And we pour in all the love we can until the fear is cast
out, and our little child sleeps in peace. That’s what God does
forus when we call on Him.

Harry Ironside, a great preacher from years ago, told the
story of playing a game called Bears with his young son. The
grownup would be the bear, and he’d chase the boy all over
the house. But one day the game got a bit too intense. The boy
was comered by the “bear,” and he suddenly became truly
frightened—it wasn’t a game anymore. He hid his face,
trembling, and then turned around quickly and threw himself
into his father’s arms with the words, “I’'m not afraid of you!
You’re my daddy!”

Our Father wants us to leap into His arms that way when
we’re afraid. He wants us to realize who He really is, and that
we need never fear. And the key to that assurance is love, the
opposite of fear. To experience in full the love of God is to feel
the deepest security in heart, soul, mind, and strength. It is to
understand, down to the depth of our being, that God loves us
so much He will always fold us in His arms; that He’ll always
be near, even when it’s dark; that He is our “Daddy” and that
we need not be afraid. And we realize all of this as His
incomprehensible love washes through us and cleanses us
from fear and anger and selfishness. Then and only then do we
find ourselves capable of returning love—for remember, “We
love Himbecause He first loved us” (1 John 4:19).



And that’s when it happens: Love begins to dispel fear. Yes,
we’ll be visited by fears again, because they’re part of living.
But they’ll never have the same hold on us. They’ll be the
reasonable fears of touching the hot stove or crossing the
busy street. The irrational, controlling fears will not be allowed
to dominate the heart, for the heart is home to the Holy Spirit
now. He will not allow it. As a matter of fact, we won’t have
time to nurture some deep fear and build it up to become a
giant, because the Spirit will see that our hands are active in
ministry. It’s an amazing principle: The more you reach out to
other people with needs, the smaller your fears become. Again,
this is love casting out fear.

It’s one more good reason to become active in ministry. Be
an encourager. Be an ambassador of the love of God. I know of
no better prescription for misery of any kind. As you can see,
there’s nothing trite about my advising you to cultivate a
closer relationship with God. That’s the ultimate fear strategy.
Children who are afraid call on their parents. It’s no different
for adults who are afraid, but the Parent whose name we call is
so much more powerful, so much more loving, so much more
responsive. If your life is filled with anxiety and irrational fears,
draw near to God, starting today. Increase your time in His
Word. Devote more time to prayer, and keep a prayer journal of
how He comforts you in times of fear.

My final point calls on you to be certain you’re able to draw
near to Him.



5. Commit Your Life to Jesus
Christ

There is one ultimate fear every human being must face—
one fear that stands taller than all the others. The ultimate giant
is Death itself.

The fear of death causes people to do strange things. I once
knew a man who kept a canister of oxygen in every roomin his
home. His cars had those little tanks. The bathrooms, the
bedrooms, the kitchen, garage—everywhere there were oxygen
canisters. One day, as I visited with him, I asked him the
meaning of this obsession. He explained, “Well, I have a little
bit of a heart problem. I’'m afraid that one of these days I might
have a heart attack, and I won’t be able to get the oxygen I
need—then I’ll die.”

He concluded, “I’ll do everything in my power to hedge my
bet.” And so, to smother his life in security, he made it into a
life that was all about oxygen canisters.

Caution is a good thing; phobias are unhealthy. When the
appointed day arrives when God has called you home, all the
oxygen canisters in the world will not buy you another second
of life. The real question is, are you desperate for another
second, another hour, another day? If so, why does death hold
so much terror for you? Are you so eager to avoid the beautiful
gates of heaven and the open arms of God?

I know now that I’'m not afraid of death. I can say this
because I've been right out to the edge of mortality, looked
death in the face, and discovered that ’'m not afraid. I'm willing
to move on to my next destination—though I’'m not eager to



get a head start. I happen to love life. I'm devoted to my
ministry and my family, and I have no desire to die. But it’s a
wonderful thing to come to a sense of peace about the finality
of'this life. It’s good to be able to say, “I'mnot afraid to die.”

Paul understood that it’s a win-win situation for God’s
people. He wrote, “For to me, to live is Christ, and to dieis
gain” (Philippians 1:21). We can stay on earth and experience
the joy of Christ, or we can move on to the next life and occupy
those mansions He’s gone to prepare. Either way, we’ve got it
made. Why fear for things in this life? Why fear the doorway
that leads to the next one?

Yet you and I both know people who move through this life
wearing the shackles of a lifelong fear of death. The chains
hold them back from any enjoyment or fulfillment in life. But
there’s an interesting passage in Hebrews that tells us how we
ought to think about death:

Inasmuch then as the children have partaken of flesh
and blood, He Himself likewise shared in the same, that
through death He might destroy him who had the power
of death, that is, the devil, and release those who through
fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage.
(2:14-15)

There it is in a nutshell—the most important truth of history.
Death had dominion over this world. All people had to live in
its tyranny, and life was dominated by death. Then God came
into the world in the guise of human flesh, in order to share
everything we experience. He stretched out His arms on that
great wooden cross, and He gave Himself up. As the sky
darkened and the earth shook and history turned upside down,
Jesus hung between heaven and earth, bridging the ultimate



gulfthat could not be closed in any other way.

That changed everything. He brought eternity back to you
and me, and He brought us home again to God. The power of
death was totally broken. Death has no power at all outside of
the lies and distortions of the deceiver. The devil wants you to
believe that death is still a giant. He wants you to believe your
sins still give death the final word, and that you must therefore
live in terror. But the truth is that Jesus paid the debt. Your sins
will not be held against you now if you’ll accept the gift that
Jesus purchased with His life.

We can rest in that assurance and find liberation from fear.
We can trust God, as Aaron Swavely did. He was at a softball
game, you may remember, when he heard his wife and children
had been in a serious automobile accident. His daughter,
Alisha, was in the gravest danger; she was in a coma. The
doctors offered little hope that she would ever come out of it.
Aaron simply turned her over to Jesus. He tried in his heart to
be like Abraham, to trust God with his precious child.

Alisha, seven years old, did enter heaven. The family
grieved deeply, and worked through their pain. But they had
done one thing—they had allowed Alisha to be an organ
donor. And when they think of her today, they know that a
sixteen-year-old boy is alive because of her liver. Two others
have sight. Life is most difficult of all when the unthinkable
happens and we lose a child. But Aaron and his family got to
know God even more deeply through the crisis. They learned
that He uses everything and everyone. They can face nearly
anything after God’s help through that time.

Diana Teters lived through a miracle. When the intruder
entered their house and attacked them, he intended to kill them
all. But something stopped him; perhaps the prayers of Diana



on the spot. Her husband worked for the bank, and that’s why
the man had broken in. After taking her husband and
granddaughters there and getting money, he left everyone
unharmed— except for stitches and bandages. Everyone came
out all right, and the show Inside Edition told the Teters’s
story. The police considered it a miracle that no one was killed;
Diana wasn’t surprised at all. Today she is praying about
going to visit the intruder in prison. God wants her to reach
out.

As for Ivory Wilderman, she endured surgery,
chemotherapy, and radiation. No matter what happened, she
told herself, God would be there. Through the long nights of
uncertainty she called out God’s name, sought Him through
the Scriptures, and clung to her faith with desperation. God
drew near. “The victory came,” she said, “as I took my
thoughts captive, prayed, read the Bible, recalled verses I'd
memorized, and sang potent praise songs. With each conquest,
the fearful thoughts grew weaker” Today she is married, a
mother (miraculously after the treatments), and the founder of a
successful support group for cancer victims. “God is
victorious!” she says with joy.

Yes, God is victorious. So are we, when we take the counsel
of these wise, wise friends. Fear not! There are giants in the
land, but next to our Lord they re little more than grasshoppers.
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DEST ROYING YOUR DIS COURAGEMENT

YOU CAN WIN THE BATTLE AND LIVE
VICTORIOUSLY

HANDS‘ WHAT SIMPLE, AMAZING GIFTS THEY ARE —and how

thoroughly we take them for granted.

Carolyn knew what it meant to sit before a piano and allow
her fingers to fly up and down the keyboard. She’d fill the
house with soaring gospel music. Carolyn could also type
eighty-five words per minute. Needlework, cooking, even
something as simple as tying the ribbon on a package; all these
things flowed through her hands, and she had taken them for
granted—she knew that now.

But her hands were only the beginning of what Carolyn lost.
When she suffered a stroke in 1991, it was a miracle she even
lived; the doctors didn’t believe she would make it to morning.
Though she did survive, Carolyn had to make a new start on
nearly everything. She had to learn how to read, to write, even
to speak, as if she were a small child. How could so many
simple things disappear so quickly?

The stroke had come like a thief in the night and robbed
Carolyn of nearly every ability except the ability to cry. And
she did that more than ever before.

It was clear to Doretha that her husband drank too much. But



what could she do about it? Whenever she confronted him
about his problem, he flew into a rage—which only made the
drinking worse. Since there didn’t seem to be any viable
options, Doretha simply tried to ignore the problem and
concentrate on raising their son. She focused everything on
motherhood.

Soon, that wouldn’t be an option either.

One autumn evening in 1995, Doretha’s husband was
foolishly handling his gun while he was under the influence of
alcohol. His hands slipped, the gun went off, and a bullet took
the life of their son.

With her husband in jail, Doretha was left to the silence and
despair of an empty house. She no longer had any real desire
to live, but she was also afraid to die. A lifetime ago, at age
thirteen, she had joined a church; but issues of life and death
and eternity were all equal mysteries to her now.

Doretha remembers climbing into her car late at night and
driving for hours in the hope that maybe she’d drift off to sleep
and quickly be delivered from her waking nightmare. But
something protected her every time. In the daylight, she began
visiting churches. It was good medicine at the time, but the
effects wore off when she left the sanctuary and reentered the
roaring silence of her home.

What exactly are the limits to human tolerance? What are the
units of measurement for pain and discouragement, and how
does your discouragement threshold differ from mine?

I’'m not sure about the answer to those questions, but the
human spirit can be an amazing thing. Take the case of
Lawrence Hanratty, who was named the “Unluckiest Man in
New York City.” This poor fellow, profiled in the Los Angeles



Times, was nearly electrocuted to death in a construction site
accident in 1984. For weeks he lay in a coma, with his lawyers
fighting for his liability claim—until one of them was disbarred
and two of them died. Hanratty’s wife ran off with her lawyer.

Hanratty lost his car in a terrible crash. After the police had
left the scene of the accident, criminals came along and robbed
him. Then, an insurance company fought to cut off his
workers’ compensation benefits; his landlord tried to evict him.
He suffered from depression and agoraphobia. He required a
canister of oxygen for breathing and took forty-two pills per
day for his heart and liver ailments.

But a city councilman took up his cause. Neighbors began to
rally around him. Incredibly, Lawrence Hanratty summed up his

»l

life this way: “There’s always hope.
LOSING HEART

Would you be able to talk about hope after a string of
unthinkable calamities? Have you accentuated the positive and
eliminated the negative during the low points of your life?

We know the words are true—there’ always hope—but
sometimes it’s hard to believe them. All of us suffer through
bouts of discouragement. The dictionary defines discourage
as “to deprive of courage, to deter, to dishearten, to hinder.”
All those D words—and you can throw in doom, depression,
defeat, despair. The mind dwells on them when life has us
pinned down.

The New Testament uses three Greek words to carry the idea
of being disheartened, dispirited, or discouraged. We always
translate them as “to faint” or “to grow weary.” For example,



Paul warns us to take special care not to become the source of
discouragement for our children: “Fathers, do not provoke
your children, lest they become discouraged” (Colossians
3:21). Then in 2 Corinthians 4:1, he speaks to those who may
become disheartened in ministry: “Therefore, since we have
this ministry, as we have received mercy, we do not lose heart.”
And later in that chapter, he encourages us not to become
discouraged as the “outward man” deteriorates, because
what’s inside us is being renewed daily (v. 16).

And we shouldn’t be discouraged by the plight of our loved
ones, for in Ephesians 3:13, Paul writes, “Do not lose heart at
my tribulations for you.”

Jesus brings up the subject in the context of prayer. “He
spoke a parable to them,” Luke 18:1 tells us, “that men always
ought to pray and not lose heart.” There’s so much truth in
that verse. We must live and breathe and take up residence in
prayer, or we’re sure to faint, to grow weary, to lose heart. It
takes diligent faith to live above discouragement.

And lest you think this is purely a personal issue, remember
that entire nations can run out of hope. It happened during the
darkest days of Israel and Judah, when the invaders rolled in.
The Babylonians destroyed the holy city of Jerusalem, looting
its glories and carrying away its people to enslavement in a
distant land. It seemed that God’s chosen people had lost it all
—their land, their pride, their very identity as a nation set apart
for a special destiny, for now God’s children were dispersed
across the nations. These were the darkest times, days of
lamentation and weeping and silence.

But as Lawrence Hanratty said, there’s always hope. A ruler
named Cyrus the Persian came to power, and he gave
permission for Jewish exiles to begin the homeward journey. In



the time of the first return and the rebuilding of the Temple, we
think of two biblical heroes: a priest named Ezra and an
administrator named Nehemiah. Each has a book of his own in
our Bible, but there was a time when their two accounts were
combined in one longer book.

Ezra was the priest to broken hearts, and Nehemiah was the
rebuilder of broken dreams. The second one has a liberating
lesson for us about the renovation of hope from the rubble of
discouragement.

BUILDING BLOCKS

The fourth chapter of Nehemiah’s book puts us in the middle
of exciting times. Nehemiah, the gifted organizer, has arrived in
a chaotic situation, but he has galvanized a community and
jump-started the rebuilding operation. With the walls lying in
ruins, the people of Israel haven’t had the luxury of peaceful
sleep. Raiders from the outlying provinces have been able to
attack by night and keep the Israelite settlers discouraged and
fearful. This has been done very deliberately. The threat of a
Hebrew revival is an unwelcome one to the neighbors; all this
talk of rebuilding must be snuffed out.

Therefore the Israelites have been under constant attack
from every side—Sanballat and the Samaritans from the North,
Tobiah and the Ammonites from the East, Geshem and the
Arabs from the South, and the Ashdodites from the West.
Nehemiah 4:8 tells us they’ve formed a kind of dark alliance to
bring pressure on the construction workers. And the greatest
weapons in their arsenal are fear and discouragement.

But God has different ideas. He has empowered his visionary
servant Nehemiah in a mighty way, and, day by day, the work



goes on. Brick by brick the walls are rising again. Here in the
fourth chapter of Nehemiah, as we join the story, the work is
halfway complete. The people can smell victory. And yet the
wisdom of experience tells us that the midpoint is a precarious
place to be. A bit less than half, or a bit more than half, isn’t so
bad; but it’s dangerous to be exactly in the middle. Johnny
Mercer’s old song “Accentuate the Positive,” says, “Watch
out for Mister In-Between.” That’s actually rather profound.

The Bible tells us that right in between, at the halfway point,
a fresh wave of discouragement breaks out through rumors of
marauders and mayhem. Nehemiah realizes that he must deal
with the lagging spirits of his people. I think you’ll recognize
that the principles he used haven’t changed. Nehemiah had to
deal with discouragement in the same ways we do. As we
review these principles, you’re likely to say, “Oh, yes—I've
been there; I’ve done that.”

Let’s discover how Nehemiah handled the problem.



1. Recognizing Discouragement

Factor One: Fatigue. Vince Lombardi observed that “fatigue
makes cowards of us all.” The wall-builders found that to be
true. “The strength of the laborers is failing,” said Judah
(Nehemiah 4:10).

The construction project required fifty-two days of
backbreaking labor. Halfway finished, the workers had been
going at it for a month. Fatigue was catching up with them, and
when energy runs short, so does courage. Haven’t you found
this to be true? You’re working twelve-hour days, finishing the
annual report. You’re working on weekends. Or you’re cleaning
the house all day, then helping the kids with algebra homework
at night. For a while you’ll rock along, doing what you feel you
must. But sooner or later your personal limits will catch up with
you. Every human body is governed by its own mathematical
formula involving time, pressure, and exertion. If you exceed
the limits of that equation, the cracks start to appear. You begin
to be tense, irritable, and gloomy. Those are the times when
your enemy, the devil, circles your name on his agenda.

As I've become older, I hope I've grown wiser. And one
little bit of wisdom I've grasped is that I can no longer push
myself as hard as I used to. 'm an odd one to be lecturing to
you on this topic, for I've always been a Type A personality. I
doubt that will change. But these days I see the importance of
pacing myself. I need to build in a little more margin in my life,
and I need to protect those margins; otherwise, if I push too
hard for too long, I'm going to see diminishing returns on the
investment of my time and talents— and then the deluge of
discouragement.



That certainly happened in Jerusalem. The people were
weary, discouraged, and one other thing—they were
frustrated.

Factor Number Two: Frustration.We’ve just seen Judah’s
complaint in the first part of verse 10, when he observes that
the workers’ strength is failing. He continues, “There isso
much rubbish that we are not able to build the wall.”

Have you ever worked for days and weeks on mundane
details, then stepped back and wondered if your efforts had
any significance? Tired as they were, the Israelites no longer
saw the proud, gleaming walls of their dreams. Visions of glory
seemed like a mirage in the desert. There was nothing but
broken bricks, mud, and debris. The tenth verse records that
they were suddenly frustrated with the ever-present rubbish
and rubble of heavy construction. Have you ever noticed how
ugly a building site can be? There will be a sign with a beautiful
painting of a glass tower, sparkling in the sunshine— and
behind the sign is an ugly hole in the mud. At Jerusalem, the
old walls had been torched. Now there were great piles of
worthless debris everywhere.

The frustration of those endless mountains of rubble was
weighing on Nehemiah’s people. They would nearly collapse in
weariness as the sun went down, then, arriving for work the
next morning, it would appear to them as if nothing had been
accomplished. It seemed as if the debris had a life of its own
and was multiplying. They were burned out.

That’s a buzzword of our times: burnout. We all use it. In
past generations, a man might work his entire adult life at one
trade for one employer, then retire after fifty years with the gold
watch; if he ever felt “burned out” along the way, there wasn’t
the word to articulate it. Today, we’re always shifting careers



and pointing to burnout. I’ve heard it said there are three ways
to live: You can live out, you can wear out, or you can burn
out. 'mhoping to live out, and I’'m sure you’ll agree that’s the
best alternative.

But we need to define this concept of burnout with care. I
hear people use the word to mean working too hard. That’s
not a definition of burnout. Many of my friends work hard and
energetically without ever burning out, because they work with
focus and perspective. They have something called vision, and
they move forward toward attainable goals.

The true nature of burnout is working too hard at the wrong
thing. It’s striving for a goal you can’t accomplish—perhaps a
goal no one can accomplish. Burnout is pulling the whole
weight uphill all by yourself, reaching the summit and realizing
you’re only going to topple to the bottom to start all over
again. It’s a feeling of despondency, and Nehemiah’s workers
were suffering from rubbish burnout. They couldn’t see the
picture of the shining city, only the debris. In a word, they were
frustrated.

Factor Three: Failure. Nehemiah 4:10 tells us so much. “The
strength of the laborers is failing [fatigue], and there isso
much rubbish [frustration] that we are not able to build the wall
[failure].”

The Israelites throw up their hands here and pronounce their
failure. Fatigue and frustration are a good recipe for failure.
“We’re tired,” they say. “We’re fed up. We can’t do this. It
was a great idea, but we’ve been at it for a month and we can’t
take any more.” Negative talk is infectious, spreading like a
virus to infect a community. Nehemiah’s people hadn’t failed at
all, but it appeared that way to them. Failure is one of life’s
giants, and we’ll give the subject a chapter of its own later in



this book. But for now, let’s look at it as a force for
discouragement.

Failure is universal. Every human being who has ever lived
—with one exception, two thousand years ago—has
succumbed to failure. What makes the difference is how we
handle our failure. The great danger is in letting our negative
thoughts and impressions be compounded by the adversity we
suffer. When things go wrong we’re more willing to give an ear
to the enemy, the world’s greatest de-motivational speaker, and
we slowly but surely begin to buy into his lies and distortions.

“I haven’t accomplished anything at all,” we murmur. “I'm a
failure.”

Factor Four: Fear. Read the words of Nehemiah 4:11-12:
“And our adversaries said, ‘They will neither know nor see
anything, till we come into their midst and kill them and cause
the work to cease.” So it was, when the Jews who dwelt near
them came, that they told us ten times, ‘From whatever place
you turn, they will be upon us.””

We explored this topic of fear in the first chapter, but fear
has something to do with discouragement, too. Imagine the
weary workers, building their walls in the midst of all the ugly
rubble. The job was grueling enough, but there was also the
matter of these neighbors stopping by to put a word in their
ear. These visitors were saying, “We’ve got a few surprises in
store for you. You won’t know when, you won’t know how,
but just when you least expect it, we’ll slip in and kill you. And
we’ll take you out by increments, one by one, until the walls
stand half-built with no one left to complete them.”

Nothing derails the work of God’s people like a negative
word. Everyone who tries to serve the Lord knows the truth of
this. I receive my fair share of critical letters. Someone hears me



on the radio, or someone sees something we’ve published, and
they attack by U.S. mail. It goes with the territory of having a
large ministry. But it’s interesting to me how the enemy always
knows just when to put one of those letters on my desk. They
come in times of struggle. They come at the In-Between
Moment, when we’re just about to regain our focus and move
forward for God’s kingdom again.

That’s when the venomous words always materialize from
some quarter. We’re tempted to say, “So that’s how people
feel. Well, maybe I ought to just turn in my Bible and quit.”

Criticism is toxic. Perhaps you’re coping with it right now.
Perhaps the bitter words of others are eroding your spirit in the
workplace or even your home. Perhaps there are people who
play on your fears until you become very discouraged.

Now that we’ve recognized all the factors that lead to
discouragement, how can we respond?



2. Responding to Discouragement

First Response: Cry out to God. “Hear, O our God, for we are
despised; turn their reproach on their own heads, and give
them as plunder to a land of captivity! Do not cover their
iniquity, and do not let their sin be blotted out from before
You; for they have provoked You to anger before the builders .
.. Nevertheless we made our prayer to our God . . .” (Nehemiah
4:4-5,9).

I’'m going to make a radical suggestion to you. Next time you
encounter some major setback in your life, reverse your usual
procedure—that is, cry out to God first instead of last. Most of
us wait until we’ve exhausted all other alternatives before
appealing to God as a last resort. I don’t know about you, but I
grit my teeth when I hear someone say, “We’ve tried
everything; now all we can do is pray.”

Don’t wait until last to look up. When discouragement
comes, start at the top! Go to the Lord and ask Him to help you
sort through all the issues. May I tell you what works for me in
times of discouragement? I sit down with my computer and my
journal and I begin to talk to God. I say, “Lord, I need to talk
with You right now. Some things are going on in my life that I
can’t understand, and I’'m having a hard time with it. I need to
tell You about it.”

For me, it helps to begin setting the issues down in writing
as I verbalize my feelings to God. As 1 do this, something
begins to change in my spirit.

First of all, I bring everything out of that dark “anxiety
closet” into the light. Writing it down and reading it out loud
brings clarity. I discover that things weren’t quite the way I



thought when they were smoldering within me. I’ve imposed
order on them, examined themin the light.

Second, I've done as Nehemiah did—1I’ve cried out to God.
This is the most important thing. Sometimes we just need to let
go, be a child, and cry out to Daddy. That brings the innocence
and dependence that are the beginning of wisdom. It cuts
through our discouragement. If you don’t think this is a very
spiritual approach, read through the psalms. When David was
beset by worries (and he was beset by a multitude of them), he
did exactly what I’'ve prescribed above. He wrote them down
and cried them out. He was brutally honest about his
discouragement, and you can be, too.

Second Response: Continue the Work God Has Given You
to Do.“So we built the wall, and the entire wall was joined
together up to half its height, for the people had a mind to
work” (Nehemiah 4:6).

Why is it that our immediate reaction to adversity is to quit?
Like the angry little boy on the playground, we take our ball
and go home. People leave churches; they quit jobs; they walk
away from marriages—all because they’ve encountered the
predictable season of discouragement. And of course, that’s
the worst thing we can do. We always come to regret our
emotional walkouts. Satan knows that if he can play on our
emotions and get us to quit, he can keep the problem from
being resolved. He can keep God’s work from moving forward.
But take a look at Nehemiah. He felt all the discouragement of
his people, but he never set down the trowel, never missed a
beat in laying the next brick. He knew he had to keep on
keeping on. Yes, there were problems to deal with—but he
wasn’t going to set aside the mandate God had given him.
“The people had a mind to work,” the Scriptures tell us.



Nehemiah helped them see that productive labor is just what
the doctor ordered sometimes. It’s healthy and therapeutic to
work off our frustration.

Needless to say, it’s also a great way to bring a little
discouragement to the enemy. Later on, Sanballat and Geshem
tried one more stunt to make Nehemiah slow down on his work.
They invited him to a conference. Anyone in the business
world will tell you that conferences and committees are great
ways to slow down productivity! And I've always loved
Nehemiah’s comeback. “So I sent messengers to them, saying,
‘Tamdoing a great work, so that I cannot come down. Why
should the work cease while I leave it and go down to you?’”
(Nehemiah 6:3).

Modern translation: “Please accept my regrets, but God’s
agenda outweighs yours right now.” The main thing is to keep
the main thing as the main thing. We need to have a firm grasp
on what God called us to do, put on the blinders, and keep
plugging away. As we’ve seen, clear goals are the best
preventive maintenance for burnout.

No matter how devastated you may feel, no matter how
down in the dumps your spirit may be, keep up the good work.
Experience leads me to believe that the times we /east feel like
working are the times we most certainly should. Emotions are
treacherous advisers. We need to be disciplined and stay on
task. Nehemiah knew his people didn’t need to bail; they
needed to build. They didn’t need to walk; they needed to
work. And our discouragement will have a way of sorting itself
out.

Third Response: Concentrate on the Big Picture.

Therefore I positioned men behind the lower parts of



the wall, at the openings; and I set the people according
to their families, with their swords, their spears, and their
bows. And I looked, and arose and said to the nobles, to
the leaders, and to the rest of the people, “Do not be
afraid of them. Remember the Lord, great and awesome,
and fight for your brethren, your sons, your daughters,
your wives, and your houses.” (Nehemiah 4:13—14)

Nehemiah’s men were fanned out across the perimeter, working
on little sections of the wall—and that was part of the problem.
They were so separated that they couldn’t communicate and
encourage each other. They could only see their own little hole
in the wall, their own little pile of rubbish. It was very difficult
to maintain any perspective.

We, too, tend to reduce the world to the cubicles we work in.
“A desk is a dangerous place from which to view the world,”
said John le Carré. Your cubicle may not have a window, but
you can always keep one wide open in your spirit. Open it to
God. Open it to others. Hold on to the Big Picture. Nehemiah’s
workers were down and out. The muddy bricks and old debris
made a discouraging picture, but only a few steps back and a
little imagination upward revealed a portrait of the New
Jerusalem. You may see nothing but drudgery in your life; you
need to see what He is doing in you, with you, and for you.
You need to hold on to that hope. It will help you prevail in the
darkest of times.

Nehemiah 4 shows how Nehemiah handled the problem. He
positioned the people along the wall in rows. Suddenly they
could see the unity of their work force, the proud line standing
firm along the walls. Can you see a mental picture of that? Now
the workers could see that every man meant one more section



of the wall under repair. Add it all up, and the total is a new
city.

Once I saw a cartoon filled with a crowd of hundreds of little
characters packed together, all looking perplexed, all with
identical thought bubbles above their heads, countless
thought bubbles, all reading, “What can one man do?” From
our side of the cartoon panel we can see how ludicrous that is.
Each little man is in his own private torment, and yet they’re
not only an “each,” they’re an army, if only they could see it.
Don’t let the enemy isolate you.

Erma Bombeck is sorely missed. For thirty years she wrote a
popular syndicated newspaper column, published fifteen
books, received numerous awards, appeared regularly on Good
Morning America, and gave a great voice to millions of little
people. I miss that voice, for it brought laughter and hope to all
of us. But few of her admirers were aware of the sufferings she
experienced. She had breast cancer, a mastectomy, and kidney
failure. She worked through her trials, one by one, and
maintained her grasp of the Big Picture. She once wrote,

I speak at college commencements, and I tell everyone
I’'m up there and they’re down there—not because of my
successes but my failures. Then I proceed to spin all of
them off—a comedy record album that sold two copies in
Beirut . . . a sitcom that lasted about as long as a
doughnut in our house . . . a Broadway play that never
saw Broadway . . . book signings where I attracted two
people: one who wanted directions to the restroom and
the other who wanted to buy the desk. What you have to
tell yourself is this: “I’'m not a failure. I failed at doing
something.” There’s a big difference . . . Personally and



career-wise, it’s been a corduroy road. I've buried babies,
lost parents, had cancer and worried over kids. The trick is
to put it all in perspective . . . and that’s what I do for a

living 2

She did it very well; that’s why we loved her so deeply. She
made us laugh at ourselves and think about life in perspective.
She made us look up for a moment from the little holes in the
walls that define our piece of geography. She helped us
remember we’re all a part of something bigger.

Pastor and futurist Leith Anderson, a good friend of mine,
writes the following in his book Leadership That Works:

In the heat of a tough leadership battle it is easy to
lose hope, become pessimistic, and convince ourselves of
defeat . . . But as Christians we must open our eyes to see
the view from where Jesus sits ... When [ amdiscouraged
and my hope runs thin, I remember that I am part of
something much bigger than I am, and much more
important than the local church of which I am a part. I
belong to the church of Jesus Christ, and the gates of Hell
will not overcome it (Matthew 16:18). Seeing the
worldwide kingdom of God, not just my little corner of'it, is
enormously encouraging to me. It builds my faith and
strengthens my hope.2

From there, Anderson details example after example of good
things coming to pass in the world because of Christ and His
church. He takes us on a quick journey across the globe, and
we see the many countries where souls are coming to salvation
at phenomenal rates. Then Anderson brings us home again.
There are now 102 million people attending church each week,



he tells us. To make that number meaningful, we look at that
other weekend pursuit, professional sports. It turns out that
baseball, basketball, and football games in the United States
drew a combined ninety-four million fans during the same year.
In other words, more people attend church in one week than
professional baseball, basketball, and football games in one
year. In fact, when all the numbers are crunched, attendance at
sporting events works out to about 2 percent of church
attendance. So the next time somebody says, “Oh, if only
people were as passionate about their church as they are about
their teams,” you need to remind them that pews are fifty times
more popular than stadium seats, week after week. It’s all a
matter of perspective.

I also like what Anderson tells us about our young people.
For every 100 worshipers in their seventies on a typical
weekend, there are 160 to 200 who are in their twenties! Does
that surprise you? Most of us have bought into the myth that
young people are staying away from our churches in droves.

It’s simply not true on a statistical basis, looking at the Big
Picture 4

The world is filled with voices of discouragement, but there
is one place where we can always go to be uplifted.

Fourth Response: Claim the Encouragement of Godk
Promises. “‘Do not be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, great
and awesome, and fight for your brethren, your sons, your
daughters, your wives, and your houses” (Nehemiah 4:14).

In times of discouragement, run—don’t walk—to the Word
of God. You may hear yourself say something like, “I’'mtoo low
for Bible-reading today. My heart wouldn’t be in it.” My friend,
that’s the point! When your heart is ailing, it needs a
transfusion of hope and power. I tell people to learn the



principle of force-feeding: Get the book out, open it up, sit
yourself down, tune your mind in, and read the Word aloud.
These are practical things you can do; don’t wait for your
feelings, for you can act your way into feeling easier than you
can “feel” your way into acting.

I know how hard it can be. I have those momings when my
spirits are at low ebb as I approach my appointment with God. I
speak to Him very frankly: “Lord, I need something special
from You today. I'm going through a rough place here. I want
more than words on a page; more than ideas and spiritual
concepts. I need You. I need Your voice. And so I'm asking
You to meet me in Your Word today, Lord.”

There are also times when I've said, “I refuse to put this
Book down until I hear from You, Lord.” Don’t you think He’s
pleased by our yeaming to know Him? He’s going to answer
you if you approach with a determined heart. He’s going to
help you see just what you need to see in His Word, and He’s
going to give you the grace that will help you prevail through
the bumps in the rocky road of life. This is no ordinary book.
God’s Spirit dwells in its pages, and He yearns for you to find
Himin passages like this one:

God is our refuge and strength,
A very present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear,
Though the earth be removed,
And though the mountains be carried into the midst of the
sea;
Though its waters roar and be troubled,
Though the mountains shake with its swelling. (Psalm
46:1-3)



We can run to the New Testament, too. In 2 Thessalonians
3:13, we discover that it’s possible to become discouraged
even while doing all the right things: “But as for you, brethren,
do not grow weary in doing good.” Those words grow weary
carry the meaning of discouragement. This is a remarkable idea
and one I find very helpful. You may be out visiting the sick,
engaging in prison ministry, teaching Sunday school, working
with needy people, or any other good deed. You may be
serving Christ with all your heart and still become discouraged.
The Bible says don’t grow weary in your service.

And why? Look to Galatians 6:9 for the answer. “And let us
not grow weary while doing good,” that verse repeats, then
adds, “for in due season we shall reap if we do not lose heart,”
that is, become discouraged. You see, we find ourselves
feeling low because we’ve lost perspective about Whom we’re
serving, why we’re doing it, and how God plans to reward us.
We need to remember the reaping.

Don’t lose sight of those things. Run to God’s Word, keep
your nose in the Book, and draw the strength you need to keep
your spirit strong.

Fifth Response: Carry Someone Else’s Burden. Let’s come
back to Nehemiah and his massive renovation project. If we
read a bit farther into the fourth chapter, we’ll find something
very moving. We’ll find a pattern of people helping one
another.

Nehemiah’s band of stragglers, the remnant of fallen Israel,
had bonded together to become a team. They were unified in
commitment. Some were carrying, some were guarding, some
were building, and all of them were wearing swords. The final
word of this passage is that they stayed up all night; they were
too caught up in their work to go home for the evening.



Nehemiah tells us they didn’t even change clothes except for
washing. United we stand. They understood that if they were
to prevail, they’d need to watch one another’s backs. They’d
need to help the weaker ones carry, and help the shorter ones
reach. They’d need to fill in for those who were older and more
weary. They carried one another’s burdens.

Discouragement tends to cut us off from doing this. It sends
us inward, where pity parties are common and perspective is
rare. How often I've forgotten my own little worries when I've
been busy calling on someone who was sick, or making my
rounds at the hospital. Going in, I've told God that I had
nothing to give these people; coming out, I’ve felt abundantly
blessed. Our own burdens become lighter when we’ve been
carrying the burdens of others. That’s the way God planned
things. He doesn’t want you to bear your own load. He wants
you to join a burden-bearing community. He wants you to be
entrenched in a network of encouragement.

Do you need encouragement right now? My best advice to
you is to go encourage someone else. Are you caught up in
your own needs? Go fill the needs of others. You’ll reap what
you sow, and the love you give will return to you.

But some people have actually told me, “I don’t know
anyone who needs encouragement.” Would you like to know
the very best place to find them? In your church. Fred Smith, a
businessman, asked a church usher about his responsibilities.
The man said, “Nothing more than being there, shaking hands,
finding my place in the aisle, taking the offering, and showing
up for an occasional ushers meeting.” Smith thought this
didn’t sound very biblical, but he observed in the conversation
that this man had a passion about the ministry of hospitality.
So many people come to church filled with cares and anxiety,



the usher had noticed, and they need a warm handshake, a
listening ear, perhaps a hug. The man had found his place to
serve God quietly but profoundly.3This weekend, make it a
project to go to church as a pure encourager. Ask God to direct
your steps to someone who needs a dose of love.

Look for burdens to bear. You’ll find your heart lifted. Pull
your eyes away from the discouragement you feel, and place
them on the courage others have shown—others like Carolyn,
whose story opened this chapter. She had once played the
piano, typed expertly, and enjoyed so many gifts. But a terrible
stroke devastated her. Still, she set her mind and heart on
leaming to speak, read, and write all over again. “God didn’t
want me to give up,” she told me. She believed in Him, and she
knew He believed in her. She also had a godly husband and a
loving son. Their love got her through the dark night of despair
and the long road to recovery. She now plays the piano and
types on the keyboard with one hand, and she’s grateful for it.
She’s grateful just to be alive.

And I draw strength from Doretha, whose husband shot her
son in a drunken accident. There were many black months
before she came to the end of her despair. One evening at
midnight it all came crashing in on her. She fell to her knees in
her bedroom and called out, “Lord, help me! I'm tired of living
this miserable life.” It seemed as if the weight of the world had
been on her shoulders. But having called out to God, she felt a
certain dizziness. There was something different inside her; she
knew she could sleep, and that’s what she did—deeply,
restfully. She began the next day as a new creature. She felt so
much lighter that she actually looked in the mirror to see if
she’d lost weight. Her shape was the same as always; it was
the face that was new. It glowed.



Doretha couldn’t comprehend the newness of things. She
wanted to understand the change that had come across her,
but she was a bit embarrassed to ask. In a little secondhand
bookshop she found a book entitled Here's Hope: Jesus Cares
for You—The New Testament. That word hope seemed to leap
out at her. That’s what was different about today. She took the
book home with her and began to read hungrily. It wasn’t long
before she came across these words: “‘Come to Me, all you
who labor and are heavy laden, and 1 will give you rest’”
(Matthew 11:28).

“God changed my whole life,” Doretha told me, “mended my
broken heart, saved my husband in jail, brought me and my
husband closer together, showed us how to love and be loved
—and not to take life for granted. Jesus is the hope of the
world. God still answers prayer.”

God brought Doretha and her husband into blessed light
from the deepest of holes, and I have no doubt He can do the
same for you. The depth of the hole can never compare to the
depth of His love, the reach of His arms, and the height of His
glory.

Let’s come into those arms, all of us who are heavy laden,
and feel the lightness of casting our burdens down, until our
faces shine with the brightness of Doretha’s.
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LIB ERATION FROM LDNELINES S

YOU CAN WIN THE BATTLE AND LIVE
VICTORIOUSLY

For LINDA, LIFE HAS TOO OFTEN been another word for good-
bye.

Linda was raised in a farmhouse during hard times, Great
Depression years. Poverty, polio, dust storms, tornadoes, and
crop failures were the backdrop of her childhood. A German
battlefield took her brother; cancer took her mother. Early on,
Linda learned all there was to know about good-bye.

The prospect of marriage, however, brought the hope of
fresh beginnings. Linda and Richard, the boy she met in a
white-frame country church, began a new life together. But
that, too, was interrupted when the Korean Conflict hit the
headlines. Linda said good-bye as her new husband left for
service, and the loneliness returned. Then she said good-bye
to her father and father-in-law who died, and a brother and
sister-in-law who were tragically murdered.

Richard came home; maybe life would finally be filled with
joy—and a family. Instead, what followed were years of
frustration trying to conceive children. The couple found the
vacant nest to be a lonely place. That period, too, came to an
end; there were eventually children. At first, she found
contentment. But Linda discovered that the simple presence of



offspring brought no guarantee of happiness. As they grew,
the kids made poor decisions that broke their parents’ hearts—
decisions leading to unwed pregnancies, divorces, custody
battles, alcoholism, and imprisonment. She missed the little
children she had once nestled close. She felt lonelier than ever
as the years advanced. She and Richard held one another
close.

Then Richard began to weaken. He was diagnosed with Lou
Gehrig’s disease.

Did Linda have the strength for this, the most painful good-
bye of all?

Beth had always been in a hurry. She had bustled down the
aisle of her church at the age of nine, embracing her new faith
with the same eager impatience she gave to everything else.
Today she reflects that she would have sought God’s will if
she hadn’t had to wait around for it. There were places to go,
people to meet.

Beth’s impulsiveness brought results she never anticipated:
alcoholism, two failed marriages, and single motherhood with
six children. Quick decisions had brought her to a place with
few options, and she realized she could never manage her
household without some new man in her life. Given her
situation, it appeared that she couldn’t afford to be selective.

Beth’s life became an endless series of soap opera reruns,
weighed down by one disastrous relationship after another.
The men came, used her, and departed again. Beth saw the
pattern, but where could she turn? She thought wistfully of
God; hadn’t she given her life to Him so many years ago, and
hadn’t He promised to care for her? She believed in Him still.
She even believed He might forgive her, but her own grace was
neither as wide nor as deep. She couldn’t forgive herself. Only



from the deepest pit did she call His name: from the depths of
drunkenness, in the times when some man abused her, as well
as during those worst times of all—when she watched her
growing children repeat her mistakes.

That’s when the miracle happened. God answered her
prayers, and those of the mother and loving sisters who
patiently interceded for her before Almighty God. He became
very real to Beth, and He began to show her the ugliness of her
life and the hope of a better one. But “happily ever after” was
delayed. First, Beth was going to have to learn the hard truths
of obedience.

God began removing from her life the people—the emotional
crutches—who kept her from depending fully on God. Her
drinking buddy patched up a broken marriage and moved from
the state. That was her best friend. But her sisters, too, married
and moved away. She had leaned on their support many times.
Beth was facing a turning point in her life, and she was facing it
alone. Her drinking became worse, until even the men stayed
away from her. She lived only for her children, though she
knew how deeply she was failing as a mother.

Soon, something would have to give.

Philip Zimbardo, writing in Psychology Today, has said, “There
is no more destructive influence on physical and mental health
than the isolation of you from me and of us from them.” He
points to studies that show loneliness as a central agent of
depression, paranoia, schizophrenia, rape, suicide, mass
murder, and a wide variety of diseases. We’ve all seen the polls
that point to shorter life spans for lonely peoplelAnd when
surveys are taken to discover the central concerns of society,
loneliness nearly always tops the list. We were created for



fellowship, and deprival of it is deadly.

Max Lucado writes about walking through a cemetery and
coming across the tombstone of one Grace Llewellen Smith. No
date of birth or death is listed; no facts about her life or work or
interests, other than the names of her two husbands. But there
is this epitaph:

Sleeps but rests not.

Loved, but was loved not.

Tried to please, but pleased not.
Died as she lived—alone.

Lucado found himself wondering, Mrs. Smith, what broke your
heart? He was haunted by those words: Died as she lived—

alone2The chilling realization is that if epitaphs were always
so honest, there would be cemeteries filled with Grace
Llewellen Smiths. We all know her, hundreds of times over.
And we know it in ourselves, for as Morris West has written,

It comes to all of us sooner or later. Friends die, family
dies, lovers and husbands, too. We get old; we get sick . .
. In a society where people live in impersonal cities or
suburbs, where electronic entertainment often replaces
one-to-one conversation, where people move from job to

job, and state to state, and marriage to marriage, loneliness
3

has become an epidemic.2
What is this thing called loneliness? It is a sick feeling in the
stomach that seltzer water won’t cure. It’s an anxiety that
doesn’t come or go, but remains with you at all times and
smothers you in the still of night. It’s a sharp pang that jolts
through you when you hear a certain old song or revive an old



memory. It’s a subtle stress that quietly wears you down until
you feel devoid of energy or enthusiasm. Above all, loneliness
is a longing for completeness.

And how do we handle these unwanted cravings? We seek
to fill them with every other thing, from food to drink to drugs
to work. We strain the relationships we have by placing
obsessive demands on them. We flee into fantasy worlds or to
new cities, businesses, churches, relationships.

Some handle loneliness by taking their own lives. Teenagers,
who experience it deeply and desperately, have brought an
upsurge in suicide attempts. The recent rash of school
shootings, bringing anguish to my own neighborhood twice,
have often been linked to the confusion of loneliness.

And yet it’s a crisis we all face. I was preaching on this topic
the day after I performed the wedding for my youngest son. He
had flown fromthe nest, and I was already missing him.

THE EXPERIENCE OF LONELINESS

We can’t discuss a problem as widespread as loneliness
without exploring some of the many ways it manifests itself.
For everyone it tastes a bit different. The diversity of it is
expressed so well in the Beatles song about Eleanor Rigby,
who picks up rice from the sanctuary floor after people’s
weddings, and “lives in a dream.” Nearby, Father McKenzie
wipes the dust from his hands after a funeral, feeling the
emptiness of life. These two lost souls have gone about their
lives almost elbow to elbow, inhabiting the same world without
connecting—until one buries the other.

Life need not be so painful.

Let’s study a few portraits in loneliness.



The Lonely Single

Ilive in the San Diego area, and our city has one of the highest
populations of single adults in the country. I've met so many
of them in our church, and they’ve painted a picture for me of
returning to an empty home, cooking dinner for one, and
watching TV shows with no one to discuss them with. Listen
to how Ann Kiemel expressed it upon the occasion of a lonely
New Year’s Eve when she was single:

God,

it’s new year’s eve

and i took a hot bath
and poured powder and lotion
and perfume recklessly,
and donned

my newest

long, dainty
nightgown.

i guess i was hoping
all that would erase
the agony

ofbeing



alone

in such a gallant,

celebrating,

profound moment

when everyone so likes

to be with someone

to watch

a new year in.

it hasn't helped

too much.

i've tried to sleep

hoping that would beat

away the endless hours, but
after all afiernoon and two hours
tonight, i’ m worn out from sleep.
i’ve stumbled from one room

to the next,

wanting to cry . ..

o God,



the walls are so silent . . .
and there is no one around
to laugh and

change the subject . . .

i so wish for a friend’s lap,
to bury my head

and let my tears spill

unabashedly and freely .. &

Some would say, “Oh, stop the pity party! Why indulge in self-
pity?”

But there are many more who would say, “I recognize those
feelings. There was a time when I could have written that poem
myself”—about New Year’s Eve, about a solitary Christmas
season, about a Fourth of July with no fireworks, or about any
of'the long months that stretch between them.

The Lonely Spouse

Many single people have been shocked to discover that
marriage is no surefire panacea for loneliness. Among the
loneliest souls in this world are married people, though God
Himself created the glorious institution of matrimony. He put
husbands and wives together to provide perfect oneness and
intimacy—the miracle of two souls becoming one flesh. Yet we
squander the gift.

This point was brought home to me in a week when I had



just preached on the subject. A woman wrote to tellme I'd hit a
sensitive spot. “Tragic but true,” she said. “I try not to dwell
on the loneliness of marriage, but the truth is 7 am lonely. My
husband and I are both Christians. He is a good man who
works hard and provides for me. But all that work keeps him
from being there to meet my emotional needs. We’re like two
ships who pass in the bathroom. I don’t want to nag. I simply
try not to think about the hurt and the emptiness. But in the
end, 'mstill lonely.”

The Lonely Survivor

It’s also possible to have a full, abundant marriage and lose
the one on whomyou’ve come to depend. It’s a bittersweet gift
to be the survivor of a marriage ended in death. I’'ve counseled
those who have told me that words can’t express the emptiness
of losing a soul mate. Life has been constructed of shared
experiences, shared feelings, shared preferences in restaurants
and furniture and music—so many thousands of little things
linking two spirits. Your spouse has truly become a part of you,
and now that part is gone. There is no complete healing for
such a wound.

There’s also the experience of divorce, more manifest in our
times than any other. If you haven’t been through that valley
of shadow, you know those who have. Again, the lonely
survivor must bring a new life out of the chaos of loss. And in
this case, there are feelings of failure, recrimination, rejection,
unfinished business, parental guilt—so many dark by-products
of the divorce phenomenon. For the divorced, loneliness can
be tinged with bitterness.

The Lonely Senior Citizen



Every day the percentages increase. The assisted-living
centers grow more crowded. More gray hairs sprout on your
head and mine. Every one of us is growing older, and there’s
nothing new in that. I know many people who are caring for
their children and their aging parents simultaneously, and they
know that retired people have acute attention needs that are a
challenge to meet. Senior citizens feel the hurt of giving their
lives to children who now simply don’t have time for them—or
don’t have as much time as their parents would like.

They’ve discovered how wonderful a gift it is to be needed,
and how difficult we find it on that day when no one needs us
anymore. They can remember great accomplishments, the
respect of the community, a house filled with friends and
family. They’ve seen their friends and their spouses pass from
this life. It seems no one is left who remembers, no one who
understands.

The golden years weren’t supposed to be like this. They
were supposed to have luster. The Bible speaks of gray hair as
a crown to be honored by the community, not a mark of
obsolescence to be scorned. Some lonely seniors find
themselves wondering why they’re still lingering in this life.

The Lonely Sufferer

I'll never forget the letter I once read in a book called
Loneliness Is Not Forever. A man was attempting to describe
the pain that had become his reality. He wrote,

It was when the lights went out and the room was
suddenly plunged into darkness that the awful awareness
came. The traffic of the hospital went on like an
uncontrolled fever outside my door. But inside that room



it became still, so still that you could sense, even believe,
that the walls were moving and the room was becoming
smaller. I was never a lonely person up until then . . . But
now I knew what it was. My family had gone home
together to that familiar, safe place. But I was here alone,
isolated, facing the uncertainties of what hospitals mean 2
Physical problems have emotional symptoms because pain
isolates us. Misery loves company, but it deepens in solitude.
We feel all alone; we feel no one understands our pain. And we
feel very lonely.

The Lonely Servant of God

In this world are a few courageous souls who are willing to lay
everything before God—their time, their work, even their
homes. They serve all across the world in the mission field,
quietly and often forgotten. They’ve left behind family and
friends and everything familiar. You and I, too, often go about
our lives without stopping to give them a thought or a prayer
of blessing. This man or woman serves God in an alien culture,
struggling with language and customs—and loneliness.

I’d love to show you my letters from missionary friends who
describe the experience of being disconnected. They’re
connected to higher purposes, of course, and God has special
rewards for them. But in the here and now, it can be a lonely
life.

The lonely servant of God may be isolated by leadership,
too. In Numbers 11:14, Moses spoke of the heavy burden of
trying to carry the destiny of so many people. That’s a burden
that weighs us down. We say that it’s “lonely at the top,” and



that’s true—but the leader is not at the top; he’s beneath the
heavy burdens of those in his charge. And if those at the top
are really at the bottom, here’s another paradox to ponder: The
one who walks out front must turn his back on those who walk
behind him. It’s true. Leadership, too, isolates. Leaders of great
churches and large ministries can be very lonely people; it
simply comes with the territory.

These are all pictures of loneliness. I hope we can agree that
it’s no sin to be lonely; it’s a symptom of being human—of
being created in the image of the God who first made us
because He delighted in fellowship.

EXAMPLES OF LONELINESS IN THE
BIBLE

David the King

So many of the psalms present the most eloquent evocations
of loneliness in the history of literature. David understood the
subject deeply. He knew what it was like to hide in the
coolness of caves as the soldiers hunted him down. Yet he also
knew what it was like to sit upon the throne. Whether he was
despised or exalted, there was loneliness to contend with. Here
are only two of countless examples:

For my days are consumed like smoke, and my bones
are burned like a hearth . . . I am like a pelican of the
wilderness; I am like an owl of the desert. I lic awake, and
am like a sparrow alone on the housetop. (Psalm 102:3, 6
7



Look on my right hand and see, for there isno one
who acknowledges me; refuge has failed me; no one cares
for my soul. (Psalm 142:4)

Whenever I feel lonely, it helps me to know that a man as great
as King David—a man after God’s own heart—could feel just
as I do. I commend you to the psalms when the solitude
overcomes you; there you’ll find a lively and fully human
friend who shares your feeling.

Jeremiah the Prophet

This Jeremiah—the author—points you to that one—the
prophet. His story is one of the most heartrending you’re ever
likely to read. The book of Lamentations is a kind of “spin-off”
of Jeremiah’s own book, for the two were originally one large
book. We don’t read Lamentations very often today, because
most people aren’t attracted to funeral poetry. That’s what
these verses are. Jeremiah wrote them down as he watched his
beloved city of Jerusalem go up in flames before his eyes. He
watched his people fall apart and their culture and heritage
swept away.

The prophet preached against all this, of course. And he
knew no one would listen to his words. Today we remember
Jeremiah as “the weeping prophet” because of the tears he
shed over fallen Jerusalem. It’s difficult to preach a message
everyone ignores, and the life of Jeremiah stands as a
testimony to that fact. His deep loneliness is an agonizing
thing to read and study.

“Oh, that I had in the wildemess a lodging place for
wayfaring men,” he wrote, “that I might leave my people, and
go from them! For they are all adulterers, an assembly of



treacherous men” (Jeremiah 9:2). He was sick of the whole
spectacle. He was saying, “If I could just find a cheap motel
out in the desert, I'd check in and never check out.” That’s an
expression of the alienation he felt. Being a prophet is a lonely
experience.

Paul the Apostle

Even the New Testament, bursting with its good news of
redemption for all humanity, has its share of loneliness.
Consider the case of great New Testament evangelist and
teacher, Paul the Apostle.

He was the human author of much of the New Testament;
the founder of countless missionary churches; and the mind
behind the book of Romans, the greatest treatise on theology
ever conceived. Paul went everywhere, spoke multiple
languages, knew everyone. And he experienced deep
loneliness. The last of his letters is 2 Timothy, for he was
writing to that younger man who was his closest friend. Here is
Paul at the end of a life crowned by staggering achievements,
and he describes the grief of his solitude. Listen to his heart:

Be diligent to come to me quickly; for Demas has
forsaken me, having loved this present world, and has
departed for Thessalonica—Crescens for Galatia, Titus for
Dalmatia. Only Luke is with me . . . At my first defense no
one stood with me, but all forsook me. May it not be
charged against them. (2 Timothy 4:9-11, 16)

Do you feel the pain that flows through those verses? Such a
great man who has poured out his life for these very churches,
and he stands alone. At this point in his life he qualifies for



many of the categories we’ve already described: He is a lonely
servant of God, a lonely sufferer with his “thorn in the flesh,” a
lonely senior, even a lonely single adult. He may be the
incomparable Apostle Paul, but he feels your pain. It’s possible
to accomplish so much, bless so many, change the world so
explosively, and still experience the icy chill of solitude. In this,
at least you’re not alone.

Feeling lonely is not a sin, but we sin when we begin to
indulge it. We sin when we begin ignoring the biblical
prescription for confronting it. We sin when we let it possess
us and ruin our lives.

But we need not fall into that sin. The Bible offers us an
escape.

LIBERATION FROM LONELINESS

Acknowledge the Reality of Your Loneliness

The first thing you need to do is to be honest about your
feelings, and the /ast thing you need to do is resort to pious
platitudes. Loneliness is real and it is painful. It is in no way a
reflection of weakness as a Christian or a member of society.

We as Christians love the pious platitudes, however. A. W.
Tozer has some instructive words for us about the layers of
superficial gloss with which we coat real problems:

Some say brightly, “Oh, I am never lonely. Christ said,
‘I will never leave you nor forsake you,” and, ‘Lo, I am
with you always,” so how can I ever be lonely when Jesus
is with me?” Now I do not want to reflect on the sincerity
of any Christian soul, but this stock testimony is too neat



to be real. It is obviously what the speaker thinks should
be true rather than what he has proved to be true by the
6

test of experience.2
T know you’ve run into this kind of thing before. You try to tell
a friend about your feelings, and before you can even finish,
your friend flashes a spiritually smug smile and issues Pious
Platitude #437. Such stock replies leave us cold, because they
deny the reality of human experience and struggle. These
sentiments are technically true, of course, but they’re also
insensitive and unrealistic about the fallen world we live in. We
need encouragement, not sermonizing, and we need clear-eyed
acknowledgment of the situation, not a sanctified gloss that
pushes us toward saying, “I see I must not admit my pain
because, after all, I’'m a Christian. I'll just have to cover it up.
Jesus is with me, so I suppose I have no right to feel lonely
even for a moment.”
Let me assure you there’s nothing Christian at all about such
a perspective. We are to face our struggles, whatever they may
be, clearly—with no denial. Loneliness doesn’t necessarily
come because of something you did, or something someone
else did, or because of something you lack. It comes because
you are a human being, and it’s given to each of us to be
lonely for a season. Accept it as part of the human experience.
Then you’ll be able to move on to God’s way of dealing with it.

Accept God’s Provision for Your Loneliness
We need to remember that only God can ultimately solve our

problems, including this one. When something is broken we
consult the original manufacturer, and for human beings God is



the Original Manufacturer. He created us with certain
attributes, and one of them is that we have an emptiness only
He can fill. People can’t cover it, though He gave us a separate
need for them. Neither money nor things can fill the void.
Nothing in this world will ultimately satisfy us short of
knowing the One who made us. So the most basic loneliness of
humanity is the loneliness of estrangement from God. It has no
remedy but one.

For more than three decades I've been a people-watcher. I
can tell if you are a believer or not simply by observing how
you handle your problems. If you lack the inner strength of a
godly man or woman, you’ll finally buckle under the stress, the
strife, and the struggles. You will lack the most basic resource
for dealing with the most basic problem. But if you know Him,
here’s what happens: You’re connected to Someone who came
into the world, hung on a cross, and experienced ultimate
loneliness so you would never have to do so.

How is that so? Hear the cry of Jesus in Matthew 27:46: “My
God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” At that moment
He carried the sin of you and everyone else on His bruised and
bleeding shoulders. In any other case you would have been
ostracized from God’s presence forever because of your sin
and rebellion—while He would have enjoyed perfect fellowship
because of His perfection. Instead, He forfeited that perfect
fellowship for you and for me. He took the punishment we had
in store, which meant the black loneliness of God, His Father,
turning His back on Him. Perfect light can have no fellowship
with darkness.

Now you and I walk in the light. We can know God
intimately as His beloved children. It’s possible to know
liberation from loneliness in the warmth of His love. It happens



as we embrace His lordship over us and He takes residence
within us. He fills that void, and we begin to know peace and
fulfillment and abundance. The Spirit of God is glowing from
our hearts, just where He is supposed to be, just as God
planned for us. There may be moments of disconnection and
loneliness, but the ultimate kind is no longer a threat to us.

It’s important to acknowledge this point. If you don’t know
Jesus, there’s nothing else that can be done; there are no other
options. If you do know Jesus, then every hope and joy is
possible for you. Miracles can happen. The storehouse of
heaven is open to you. The fellowship of the saints is available
to fulfill your longings for companionship. Above all, the Spirit
of God in your heart can identify with everything you
experience. He will be there not to poke at you and accuse you,
but to gently encourage you, comfort you, and point you to a
better way.

Why would anyone refuse this awesome gift? Have you
accepted it?

Allow God’s Word to Fill Your Mind and Heart

Now, having acknowledged your feelings and embraced your
faith, you can immerse yourself in God’s Word. Let it overflow
fromyour mind and your heart.

The voice of God will speak with clarity to the lonely. You
need only open the pages of the ancient Book, as millions have
done across the centuries. It has comforted them, regardless of
their time, their place, or their peculiar struggles. No pious
platitude here, just the truth! The Word of God will soothe and
encourage you.

Oh, there are so many wonderful passages for you in your



time of loneliness! It’s a challenge to know where to begin, but
try these two for starters:

When my father and my mother forsake me, then the
LORD will take care of me. (Psalm27:10)

For He Himself has said, “/ will never leave you nor
forsake you.” So we may boldly say: “The LORD is my
helper; I will not fear. What can man do to me?”
(Hebrews 13:5-6)

Any list of verses would go on for many pages, but these two
alone are packed with enough power to recharge your batteries
when you’re running on empty. Go first to God’s Word— run,
don’t walk.

Activate Your Network of Christian Friends

You should also run to the fellowship of other believers. There
is always this promise: “If we walk in the light as He is in the
light, we have fellowship with one another” (1 John 1:7).

This next statement may seem rather blunt, but it’s true:
Loneliness is a choice—not the isolated moments we all
experience, but lingering, pervasive loneliness. God has
provided you with everything you need, and if you choose to
dwell in the lifestyle of loneliness, that’s a choice you’ve made.
He has given us His Son. He has given us His Word. Then He
has given us the precious gift of our brothers and sisters in
faith. Simon and Garfunkel once sang, “I am a rock; I am an
island,” but the Bible’s song is that Jesus is the Rock so that
you need never be an island.

That’s why God made the provision of the church. Most of



the books of the New Testament are written to whole
congregations. And every time the word saint appears, it’s
always in the plural because the concept of “Christian
individualism” is an oxymoron; it’s foreign to biblical
Christianity. We are incomplete without the unity of believers
serving one another through their particular gifts.

You don’t know anyone? Well, he who would have a friend
must show himself friendly (Proverbs 18:24).

You don’t like to take the initiative? How will anyone know
about you if you don’t make yourself known?

You feel no one really cares? It’s hard to care about a face in
the crowd. No one knows your needs if you linger in the
background.

Loneliness is a choice. A good church in your area offers a
wide array of opportunities for you to connect. Join the choir.
If you don’t like to sing, join a Bible study group. If you can’t
get there, join a Sunday school class. There are organizations,
meals, programs, presentations—all of which have been
established to help you connect and use the spiritual gifts
you’re assured of having by virtue of being a Christian. Let me
particularly suggest that you volunteer for service. Great
relationships are forged in colaboring for good causes.

Here’s a passage I love that extols the virtues of simple
companionship:

Two are better than one,
Because they have a good reward for their labor.
For if they fall, one will lift up his companion.
But woe to him who is alone when he falls,
For he has no one to help himup.
Again, if two lie down together, they will keep warm;



But how can one be warmalone?

Though one may be overpowered by another, two can
withstand him.

And a threefold cord is not quickly broken. (Ecclesiastes
4:9-12)

My church once built a ministry upon that last verse. We
called it the Triple Cord Prayer Ministry. Take a piece of string
and you can snap it with little effort; but entwine it with two
other cords and it will withstand all your efforts to break it.
Together, we’re greater than the sum of our parts.

This is a godly principle at the very center of how God works
in the world—He works through people intertwined together,
even with all the messy knots and entanglements of our being
involved together. Alone, we are so limited; together, we can
forge movements that change world history. Our gifts multiply
and multiply again. My gifts for ministry are in my tongue that
preaches, my mouth that projects it, my fingers that turn the
pages and reach out to serve others. But what would any of
these parts be without the others? That’s Paul’s point—body
parts are only so much biological tissue, but when they come
together, they live and breathe and have life. God wants you to
be so much more than biological tissue. He wants you to be
part of something alive and dynamic and greater than yourself.

SEARCHING FOR STRAYS

God also wants you to reach out to make the cord stronger.
Yes, I've charged the lonely with taking the initiative. But I
think each of us also has the responsibility to look out for the
stray sheep. Just as Jesus spoke of leaving the ninety-nine to



seek out the lone lamb, you and I have a special ministry in
pulling in those who are estranged and alienated. We should
rise on Sunday morning, have our time w