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Humility Throws Open a 

Thousand Windows

“He leads the humble in what is right, 

and teaches the humble his way.”

How Do I Act the Miracle of Supernatural Reading?
One of the most important, persistent, all-pervading questions of my 
adult life has been, How do you go about living the Christian life in 
such a way that you are actually doing the living, and yet another— the 
Holy Spirit— is decisively doing the living in and through your living? 
The previous chapter showed us that this is, in fact, what it means to 
live the Christian life. “I worked harder than any of them, though it 
was not I, but the grace of God that is with me” (1 Cor. 15:10). But the 
question is, How? What do you actually do in order to obey 1 Peter 
4:11, “[Let] whoever serves [do so] as one who serves by the strength 
that God supplies”? How do you serve, or live, or read in the strength 
of another? That is, how do I act the miracle that God causes?

I found that I needed a simple strategy to help me live this way hour 
by hour as I moved from one challenge to another. It seems to me that the 
biblical answer to the question of how to live this way can be summed 
up in five steps, which stay in my memory with the help of the acronym 
A.P.T.A.T. Most often I have used it when reading or preaching the Bible. 
I knew that I needed God’s help to overcome my dullness and see the glory 



ENTRUST 4

244 The Natural Act of Reading the Bible Supernaturally

that is really there in God’s word (Eph. 1:18). And I knew that I needed 
divine power in preaching, if Christ-exalting changes were to happen in 
people’s lives (1 Cor. 2:4). So the question about how to read and preach in 
the strength of another became especially urgent at those points in my life.

Summary of A.P.T.A.T.
What I aim to do, therefore, in this chapter is give a brief overview of what 
I mean by A.P.T.A.T. Then I’ll try to show how the first letter, A (admit 
the need for help), relates to the natural act of reading the Bible super-
naturally. Then in subsequent chapters we will deal with the other letters.

Living the acronym A.P.T.A.T. is how I seek to “walk by the Spirit” 
(Gal. 5:16). Or, to be specific, it’s how I seek to read the Bible “by the 
Spirit,” that is, read it supernaturally.

A— Admit

I admit that without Christ I can do nothing.

I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in 
him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do 
nothing. (John 15:5)

P— Pray

I pray for God’s help, whatever form of help I need.

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and 
it will be opened to you. (Matt. 7:7)

You do not have, because you do not ask. (James 4:2)

Call upon me in the day of trouble. (Ps. 50:15)

T— Trust

I trust a specific promise of God that is tailor-made for my situation, or 
a general promise that covers lots of situations. For example, before I 
stand up to preach, I might trust this promise:

My word . . . shall not return to me empty. (Isa. 55:11)

Or:

It is not you who speak, but the Spirit. (Matt. 10:20)
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Or, more generically, I might call to mind this favorite verse and put 
my trust here:

I am your God;
I will strengthen you, I will help you,

I will uphold you with my righteous right hand. (Isa. 41:10)

Or:

God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all 
sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good 
work. (2 Cor. 9:8)

Or:

My God will supply every need of yours. (Phil. 4:19)

A— Act

I act in obedience to God’s word, expecting God to act under and in 
and through my acting, so that the fruit is decisively from his acting. I 
act the miracle, but God is the decisive cause:

I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither he 
who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives 
the growth. (1 Cor. 3:6–7).

Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. (Phil. 2:12)

I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace 
of God that is with me. (1 Cor. 15:10)

If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. 
(Rom. 8:13)

T— Thank

I thank God for whatever good comes. I give him the glory. 

Giv[e] thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ. (Eph. 5:20)

The one who offers thanksgiving as his sacrifice glorifies me . . . ! 
(Ps. 50:23)
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I was thrilled to find, long after I began to use A.P.T.A.T., that J. I. 
Packer commended an almost identical process of living the Christian 
life. He was writing about the pursuit of holiness— which is what Chris-
tian living is. He calls it Augustinian holiness, because the great African 
theologian Augustine struck the note so well:

The activity Augustinian holiness teaching encourages is intense, 
as the careers of such prodigiously busy holy men as Augustine, 
himself, Calvin, Whitefield, Spurgeon, and Kuyper show, but is not 
in the least self-reliant in spirit. Instead, it follows this four-stage 
sequence. First, as one who wants to do all the good you can, you 
observe what tasks, opportunities, and responsibilities face you. Sec-
ond, you pray for help in these, acknowledging that without Christ 
you can do nothing— nothing fruitful, that is (John 15:5). Third, 
you go to work with a good will and a high heart, expecting to be 
helped as you asked to be. Fourth, you thank God for help given, 
ask pardons for your own failures en route, and request more help 
for the next task. Augustinian holiness is hard-working holiness, 
based on endless repetitions of this sequence.1

Packer’s first and last steps (see what needs to be done; ask for par-
don for failures) are in addition to my five steps. I took his first step for 
granted. His last is good counsel. (Feel free to create a new acronym 
if you can make it work!) But the other suggestions Packer makes are 
the same as my five: (1) Acknowledge you can’t do anything without 
Christ. (2) Pray for help. (3) Go to work. (4) Expect to be helped. 
(5) Thank God.

The A: Admit We Can Do Nothing without Divine Help
Another way to describe this first step in reading the Bible in the power 
of another is to say it begins with humility. It begins with the renuncia-
tion of pride. It begins with a real sense of how depraved and distorted 
our minds are, and how readily our hearts desire other things more 
than we desire God. If the Holy Spirit does not work in us the fruit of 
humility and meekness and teachability (Gal. 5:23; James 3:17), we 
will either deny or distort the truth of Scripture. For all of Scripture 
exalts God above us.

1. J. I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 105.



ENTRUST 7

Humility Throws Open a Thousand Windows 247

Jonathan Edwards quotes Psalm 25:9 (“He leads the humble in what 
is right, and teaches the humble his way”) and says, “Pride is a very great 
obstacle to the entering of divine light, yea, and such an obstacle as will 
eternally prevent it, till it be mortified.”2 What a wonderful promise: 
“He . . . teaches the humble his way”! If we hope to see God act su-
pernaturally as our teacher when we read the Bible, this is how we will 
begin. We will humble ourselves under the mighty hand of God (1 Pet. 
5:6). We will take to heart the refrain of Scripture: “The Lord lifts up 
the humble” (Ps. 147:6). “The Lord . . . adorns the humble with salva-
tion” (Ps. 149:4). “Receive with meekness the implanted word” (James 
1:21). “This is the one to whom I will look: he who is humble and con-
trite in spirit and trembles at my word” (Isa. 66:2). If God will not “look 
to” a proud person who reads the Scriptures, it is certain that the proud 
reader is not going to receive his help. John Owen sums up the point, 
“The Spirit of God never did nor ever will instruct a proud, unhumbled 
soul in the right knowledge of the Scripture, as it is a divine revelation.”3

The Childlikeness of Happy Need
If we hope to read the Scriptures supernaturally, we must be done with 
all pretenses of self-sufficiency. This is what Jesus meant by the neces-
sity of childlikeness. “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become 
like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever 
humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matt. 18:3–4). The humility of a child is not his freedom from vanity. 
Children are naturally selfish (as are adults). The humility of a child, 
rather, is his free and willing awareness that he cannot provide for his 
own needs and must have an adult to meet all his needs.

No child mopes because he is not able to earn his own living. He 
accepts this as his station in life, and he trusts his parents to take care 
of him. That is the way we are supposed to approach life, including the 
way we read the Bible. We are like children, who will do all we can to 
understand what our Father has written for us, but who also will admit 
freely we will not see his glory without the gift of light.

2. Jonathan Edwards, “A Spiritual Understanding of Divine Things Denied to the Unregenerate,” 
in Sermons and Discourses, 1723–1729, ed. Harry S. Stout and Kenneth P. Minkema, vol. 14, The 
Works of Jonathan Edwards (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997), 87.

3. John Owen, The Works of John Owen, ed. William H. Goold, vol. 4 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
n.d.), 186.
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So Peter tells us to long for the milk of the word “like newborn 
infants” (1 Pet. 2:2). That comparison probably carries not only the 
meaning of hearty craving, but also the unashamed sense that the nutri-
tion of this milk is utterly undeserved. It is a free gift. And I am helpless 
to taste it apart from God’s quickening grace.

Humility as the Opposite of Self-Glorification
In chapter 12, we saw the blinding effects of the proud love of our own 
glory over the glory of God. This was at root why the Pharisees could 
not see the meaning of the Old Testament or the meaning of Jesus’s own 
ministry. Jesus put it so plainly:

I have come in my Father’s name, and you do not receive me. If 
another comes in his own name, you will receive him. How can you 
believe, when you receive glory from one another and do not seek 
the glory that comes from the only God? (John 5:43–44)

The human heart by nature prefers images of God’s glory (especially 
the one in the mirror) above the glory of God himself (Rom. 1:18–23). 
That preference is the essence of sin and the root of our pride and of 
the corruption that keeps us from seeing the glory of God in Scripture. 
The most central work of the Holy Spirit in assisting us in reading the 
Scriptures is not to add new information to our minds that is not in the 
Bible, but rather to humble us so that we relish the glory of Christ more 
than we relish our self-exaltation.

This is the role Jesus promised for the Holy Spirit: “When the Spirit 
of truth comes . . . he will glorify me” (John 16:13–14). We know the 
Spirit is working when the exaltation of Christ is cherished. For “no one 
can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except in the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3). When 
the Spirit works in the reading of Scripture, we are humbled, and Christ 
is exalted. Our old preference for self-exaltation is replaced with a pas-
sion for Christ-exaltation. This new passion is the key that throws open 
a thousand windows in Scripture to let in the brightness of God’s glory.

Humility Has Eyes
Jesus approaches the need for humility still another way. He says:

My teaching is not mine, but his who sent me. If anyone’s will is to 
do God’s will, he will know whether the teaching is from God or 
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whether I am speaking on my own authority. The one who speaks 
on his own authority seeks his own glory; but the one who seeks the 
glory of him who sent him is true, and in him there is no falsehood. 
(John 7:16–18)

The idea of humility is expressed here in two ways. One is to say that 
our will must be so humbled that we are ready and eager for God’s will 
to be our will. We are not bent on proudly saying his will must con-
form to ours. Rather, “our will is to do his will.” That is who we are. 
That is the miracle that the Holy Spirit has done. He has given us an 
eagerness for our will to conform to God’s. Jesus says that his humble, 
God-exalting disposition “knows” divine teaching when it sees it. A 
“seeing” comes with this self-renouncing joy in God’s will.

The other way humility is expressed here is by emphasizing Jesus’s 
commitment to living for the glory of the Father: “The one who speaks 
on his own authority seeks his own glory; but the one who seeks the 
glory of him who sent him is true, and in him there is no falsehood.” 
The reason a person can recognize that kind of Messiah as true is that 
the person is eager to join Jesus in that self-denying exaltation of the 
Father’s glory. So humility is at the root of recognizing the truth. Humil-
ity is a key ingredient in the eye salve that gives supernatural sight in 
reading Scripture. That’s why Jesus said to the church at Laodicea, “I 
counsel you to buy from me . . . salve to anoint your eyes, so that you 
may see” (Rev. 3:18). The main ingredient in that supernatural salve is 
the humbling of self.

Humility Leads to Prayer
This admission of our helplessness— this humility— is the root of prayer. 
This next step in A.P.T.A.T. grows from the first. The five steps of this 
acronym are not merely sequential; they are organically related. Prayer 
grows in the soil of humility. None of us would pray as we ought with-
out the humility to admit helplessness. So we turn now, in the next two 
chapters, to the absolutely indispensable role of prayer in the natural 
act of reading the Bible supernaturally.



ENTRUST 10

You do not have, because you do not ask.

JAMES 4:2

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and 
it will be opened to you.

MATTHEW 7:7
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We talk a lot about relationships in the church.
There are scores of marriage seminars, retreats, and conferences. There are video series and 
books for newlyweds and engaged couples. Most every church offers marital counseling and 
most every pastor preaches somewhat regularly on marriage. And the same is true for parenting. 
There are dozens of books on raising children. There are Sunday school classes, blog sites, and 
ministries that focus on the parenting relationship. All this is good.

But have you ever noticed we seldom study friendship? It is the most important-least talked 
about relationship in the church.

Think about your greatest joys in life. They probably center around your friends–the fun times 
hanging out, the great conversations, the laughter, the sharing, the pleasure of “clicking” (not 
cliquing!) with someone else or a group of people.

And now think of the most painful times in life. No doubt, sickness and tragedy are on the list. 
And yet, oftentimes these difficulties are made sweeter by the support of friends and family. 
But when friendship goes bad–when things get awkward or you feel like you are on the outside 
looking in–no amount of health and prosperity can fill the gap. Almost anything bad can be 
wonderful with friends, and almost anything good can be terrible without them.

The worst summer of my life was the summer I spent holed up in a cabin in the mountains of 
Colorado working on a national government textbook. For three months I worked 10 hours a day 
studying political science with a classmate and our college professor. We had no electricity (we 
charged our laptop batteries in town every day) and no indoor plumbing (we used an outhouse). 
But that wasn’t the main problem. I got used to the rustic lifestyle. The problem was the absence 
of friends. I was surrounded by amazing natural beauty, engaged in work that I liked fairly well, 
and allowed time every night and every weekend to read, run, or explore. But I was miserable 
because I felt all alone.

It’s surprising we don’t talk more about friendship in the church. Depending on how you define 
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friendship, the Bible may have more to say about the friend relationship than it does about 

marriage and parenting. Further, I bet church “satisfaction” is largely based on two things. If you 

find happy churchgoers I wager you’ll find these two items present, and where church members 

are unhappy, I can almost guarantee these two things are missing: quality teaching and quality 

relationships. No doubt, there are many other important aspects of church life. But for most folks 

these are the two that matter most. People want a church that teaches them well (which includes 

sermons, songs, classes, and Bible studies) and a church where they can make friends.

I don’t know if making friends is harder than ever. In some ways, with travel and technology, it 

is easier than it used to be. But there are still a number of factors that mitigate against genuine 

friendship.

•	 We are extremely mobile, moving from place to place, rarely settling down in one 

spot for a long time.

•	 We are consumed by family life, pouring almost all our spare time into our children 

and what’s left over into our spouse.

•	 We are deceived by email and Facebook, imagining we have hundreds of spectacular 

relationships when actually we have lots of well-wishers and acquaintances and few 

flesh and blood friends.

•	 We are entranced by one-way relationships, expending emotional energy as we bond 

with our favorite sitcom actor, sports star, or American Idol contestant.

•	 Friendship is wonderful, and we all want it. But friends can be hard to come by. 

This is nothing new. A true friend has always been one of God’s most sought after 

gifts. “Many a man proclaims his own steadfast love, but a faithful man who can 

find?” (Proverbs 20:6). Thankfully, the book of Proverbs says a lot about friendship. 

It won’t help you find friends, at least not directly. But Proverbs will help you be a 

better friend. And the best friends usually have the best friends.

In particular, Proverbs invites us to ask three questions relative to friendship: Are you fake? Are 

you foul? Or are you faithful? 

Question 1: Are You a Fake Friend?

There is one defining characteristic of the phony friend in Proverbs: he uses people. The fake 

friend makes friends with people who can give him things. He establishes relationships solely for 

personal gain. In Proverbs this means money.

•	 “Wealth brings many new friends, but a poor man is deserted by his friend” (19:4).

•	 “The poor is disliked by his neighbor, but the rich has many friends” (14:20).

•	 “Many seek the favor of a generous man, and everyone is a friend to a man who 

gives gifts. All a poor man’s brothers hate him; how much more do his friends go 
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far from him! He pursues them with words, but does not have them” (19:6-7).

It’s hard to tell if Proverbs is making a moral judgment on those who cozy up to the rich. 
Certainly, part of the point is simply to show the privilege of the rich versus the poor. But I think 
we are meant to see the recognize the fickleness of these friends. Faithful friends are hard to find 
(Prov. 20:6). Fake friends come in abundance, and they come for your stuff.

Fake friends use people. Money is the example in Proverbs, but there are other ways to use 
people. Some people get close to pastors or politicians or athletes because they want access, 
power, or popularity. Others may be so accustomed to soliciting favors for business or school or 
church affairs that they can no longer tell when their personal charm is genuine and when it’s 
an act. None of us are immune to the dangers of friendship fakery. It’s possible to plug a book, 
or speak at a conference, or rave about a blog, or feign chumminess with a Christian mover-and-
shaker and all the while wonder if you are doing this to receive the same treatment.

A few years ago I read a book about Billy Graham and the presidents. What struck me most was 
how these powerful men welcomed Graham into their lives because he seemed like the only 
person who didn’t want anything from them. History shows they often wanted something from 
Graham, but he gave them the gift of friendship without manipulation. He was no fake friend.

If I ever get into the business of writing fortune cookies, this will be one of my first ones: 
“Beware the friend who passes out back-scratchers. He does not have your best interest at 
heart.”

Question 2: Are You a Foul Friend?

Let me suggest three traits.

First, a foul friend is quick to criticize. In my opinion, there are two kinds of people that 
have the hardest time making friends. One is the person wants to have friends so badly she can’t 
understand what it means to be a friend. These people are socially unaware. They don’t ask 
questions. They see the relationship as a one way street. Everything about them screams “I’m an 
empty vessel ready for you to pour your love and affirmation and curiosity into me.”

The other type that has a hard time making friends is the super critical person. These people 
have an opinion on everything and must verbalize that opinion to everyone (probably bloggers!). 
More than just offering their opinion, they rain down a relentless barrage of negativity. 
“Whoever belittles his neighbor lacks sense, but a man of understanding remains silent” (Prov. 
11:12).

A few weeks ago I was riding in a car with an older Christian man I’d never met before. I was 
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struck by the bridle he put on his tongue. He would ask me a question and when he saw that 
we might not completely agree, he’d simply say, “I see you’ve thought about that. I don’t need 
to say anything more.” He asked good questions and kept his thoughts to himself sharing them 
would have served no constructive purpose. Bad friends share every thought, however critical, 
as a means of self-expression. They don’t think what their words are doing or whether they are 
necessary in this situation.

Consequently, the foul friend gets into conflict that could have been avoided. “Do not plan evil 
against your neighbor, who dwells trustingly beside you. Do not contend with a man for no 
reason, when he has done you no harm” (Prov. 3:29-30). It’s all too easy to ruin friendships 
because we had a bad day. It’s just as easy to get into a senseless argument because of our own 
jealousy, insensitivity, or hypersensitivity. Foul friends are quick to criticize.

Second, a foul friend is annoying. We’re not talking personality or temperament. Some 
people rub us the wrong way. Fine. But other people are just plain rude. Rude, annoying people 
aren’t aware of, or don’t care about, social customs and cultural norms. This may seem like an 
innocent quirk, but the Bible calls it sin (1 Cor. 13:5).

Proverbs gives two concrete examples of annoyingness in action.

1) Being obnoxious. “Whoever blesses his neighbor with a loud voice, rising early in the 
morning, will be counted as cursing” (Prov. 27:14). Got it? Don’t be the life of the party when 
you wake up. (Kids, this applies to you too.)

2) Not knowing your place. “Let your foot be seldom in your neighbor’s house, lest he have his 
fill of you and hate you” (Prov. 25:17). If you’re the sort of friend who comes over unannounced, 
never says please or thank you, always expects people to wait on you, and has no recognition of 
your role as a guest, then you’re not the sort of friend people are looking for.

Third, a foul friend can’t be trusted. This may mean you’re a blatant liar (Prov. 23:10-11; 
25:18). But duplicity can be more subtle. “Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, 
when it is in your power to do it. Do not say to your neighbor, ‘Go, and come again, tomorrow I 
will give’–when you have it with you” (Prov. 3:27-28). Foul friends don’t keep their end of the 
bargain. They don’t return favors. They don’t give back what they borrow. They are slow to help 
and quick to look for ways to avoid being put upon. You can’t trust them to keep their word.

Along the same lines, they are careless with their words. “Like a madman who throws 
firebrands, arrows, and death is the man who deceives his neighbor and says, ‘I am only joking’” 
(Prov. 26:18-19). Words hurt after you launch them, no matter what you say your intention was. 
So be careful. If you don’t care about the effect of your words, people won’t trust you. And if you 
can’t be trusted you won’t be a very good friend.
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Question Three: Are You a Faithful Friend

We see at least three characteristics of faithful friends in Proverbs.

First, a faithful friend is there in times of trouble. “Do not forsake your friend and 

your father’s friend, and do not go to your brother’s house in the day of a calamity. Better is a 

neighbor who is near than a brother who is far away” (Prov. 27:10). Given how important family 

is in the Old Testament, it is surprising that Proverbs would say don’t go to your brother’s house. 

The thought seems to be, “Don’t overlook your friends. They will be there for you every bit as 

much as your family will.” Contacts are good. Networking can be valuable. Having a plethora 

of acquaintances and well-wishers is nice. Racking up friends on Facebook is fine. But real 

friendship is proven in adversity (Prov. 17:17).

Fake friends go away when you’re in trouble. Faithful friends get better when times get harder. 

“A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than 

a brother” (Prov. 18:24). The next time you are in the midst of suffering and ask God, “What 

possible reason can there be for this trial?” consider one thing he may be up to is making your 

friendships sweeter and stronger.

Second, a faithful friend knows how to handle conflict. He doesn’t hold grudges. He 

doesn’t keep an open file in his brain marked “ways you’ve hurt me.” Keeping a long, detailed 

record of wrongs is like building friendships with a revolver under your coat. It’s no way to 

make friends, or keep them. “Be not a witness against your neighbor without cause, and do not 

deceive with your lips. Do not say, ‘I will do to him as he has done to me; I will pay the man back 

for what he has done’” (Prov. 24:28-29). Faithful friends never seek revenge. They are eager to 

overlook faults and quick to forgive. “The soul of the wicked desires evil; his neighbor finds no 

mercy in his eyes” (Prov. 21:10).

Part of handling conflict well is being slow to speak of your friends’ faults to others. “Whoever 

covers an offense seeks love, but he who repeats a matter separates close friends” (Prov. 17:9). 

Good friends speak to someone, not around him. It’s amazing how many people we will talk 

when we have a personal conflict, but we avoid talking to the person with whom we have 

the conflict. It’s like driving in a round-about and never getting off (“Big Ben…Parliament”). 

Proverbs is right: “Argue your case with your neighbor himself, and do not reveal another’s 

secret, lest he who hears you brings shame upon you, and your ill repute have no end” (Prov. 

25:9-10).

Third, faithful friends make each other better. “A man of violence entices his neighbor 

and leads him in a way that is not good” (Prov. 16:29). This is not the way of a good friend. 
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We’ve probably all had those friends that make us feel nobler and purer, and those friends that 
make you feel a little dirty and out of sorts. Bad company corrupts good character (1 Cor. 15:33). 
Your strongest relationships should be with those who lead you to Christ, not with those who 
draw you away. This is especially true when you are young or when you are outnumbered. Your 
deepest friendships should be gospel friendships.

Faithful friends help each other with their words. “Oil and perfume make the heart glad, and 
the sweetness of a friend comes from his earnest counsel” (Prov. 27:9). The writer mentions two 
precious things in this proverb, oil and perfume, but neither are as precious as a wise friend. Go 
to your friends with your toughest predicaments and darkest secrets. Talk to them about sex and 
money and all the things we keep hidden. Get their advice before buying a house or taking a new 
job or getting married. The best friends combine their IQ’s and get smarter as a result.

We all know the proverb: “Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another” (Prov. 27:17). It’s 
a great word picture. Ask yourself: am I sponge that never hurts anyone, but never helps much 
either? Am I a sword that cuts to the quick but also destroys? Or am I a stone, the kind of friend 
upon which others can be sharpened, made better and more mature? Faithful friends make 
better stones than sponges or swords.

Jesus Is a Friend
Of course, I’d be remiss if I didn’t end this series by point us to the One to whom all Scripture 
points. “Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends” (John 
15:13). That means the greatest friend is the one who laid down the most for his friends. No 
question who this is.

To be sure, Jesus is more than a friend, but not less. He is the Divine Friend better than any 
other. He is never a fake friend, but always seeks our best. Neither is he a foul friend. He is 
slow to anger instead of quick to criticize. He is thoughtful and tender instead of annoying. He’s 
always trustworthy and never lets us down. Best of all, Jesus is a faithful friend. He not only 
sympathizes and comforts you in trouble, he delivers you from your greatest trouble, which is 
sin. Not only does he speak the truth and handle conflict, he made peace through his blood when 
were at enmity with him.  And he doesn’t just make us better, he makes us new. What a friend 
we have in Jesus, all our sins and griefs to bear. What a privilege to carry everything to him in 
prayer.
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Masculinity Handed Down

Joe Rigney

Masculinity is the glad assumption of sacrificial responsibility. It’s 
our response to God’s calling. In this chapter, I hope to provide a 
window into masculinity by referring to its most natural and prac-
tical reminder in my life, how to teach my two young sons to act 
like men. To do this, I’ll describe seven desires I have for my boys 
as they grow into mature manhood.

1. I WANT MY SONS TO GROW UP TO BE TRUE MEN OF GOD— 

FIRST IN, LAST OUT, LAUGHING LOUDEST.

Around my house, this is our way of expressing the glad assumption 
of sacrificial responsibility. It’s a summary of King Lune of Archen-
land’s words about kingship in The Horse and His Boy: “For this 
is what it means to be a king: to be first in every desperate attack 
and last in every desperate retreat, and when there’s hunger in the 
land (as must be now and then in bad years) to wear finer clothes 
and laugh louder over a scantier meal than any man in your land.”1

1 C. S. Lewis, The Horse and His Boy, The Chronicles of Narnia (New York: HarperCollins, 
1954), 223.
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Kingship (and by extension true masculinity) means being the 
first into the battle. If there’s a danger to be faced, a true man will 
face it first. If there’s a burden to be borne, a man will bear it first. 
A man will see to it that pain and hardship fall in his lap before 
they ever fall upon those under his care. Too many men think that 
male headship means making demands, getting their way, and rid-
ing around on a high horse. But godly leadership doesn’t give us the 
right to lord our authority over others; it means, as my friend Toby 
Sumpter says, that it is our glory to die first.

While many of us will never be called upon to fight in a physi-
cal battle to protect our families, all of us are called to look for 
opportunities to be first in, last out, laughing loudest. “For even 
the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve” (Mark 10:45). 
Therefore, a man of God comes home not to be served, but to serve. 
After a hard day’s work, a godly man enters his home, not with a 
list of demands, but with an eagerness to give. He comes to relieve 
the burdens of his wife, not add to them. He comes to play with his 
kids, not shunt them off to their rooms while he puts his feet up.

I want my sons to aspire to be men who give until it hurts, and 
whistle the while. I want them to lean into sacrifice with unconquer-
able laughter in their hearts. “I will most gladly spend and be spent 
for your souls,” Paul says to the Corinthians (2 Cor. 12:15). Godly 
masculinity ought to be the happiest thing you ever saw. A twinkle 
in the eyes, a brightness in the smile, a laughter in the bones—these 
are the qualities of a man who has planted his feet upon a Rock 
and will not be shaken when the earth gives way and the waters 
foam (Ps. 46:1–3).

2. I WANT MY SONS TO EMBRACE THEIR CALLING 

AS PROTECTORS OF THE WEAK.

One of my central responsibilities as a father to my sons is to train 
their hands for war. At our house, swordplay is practice for life. 
When we don our plastic armor and foam swords, we are getting 
ready for real sacrifices. I want them to see that the primary burden 
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of defense—whether of home, family, church, or country—lies with 
them. The world is filled with gardens, and, as one pastor says, gar-
dens always attract serpents. Therefore, my prayer is that they put 
on their armor, keep their swords sharp, and play the man.

What’s more, part of their training is learning to fall down and 
get up again. I want my boys to fall down. I want them to get 
skinned knees, bumped heads, and bruised arms. I want them to 
experience pain (in small doses) so that they learn to laugh it off. 
“What do we do when we fall down?” I ask. “Laugh and keep 
playing,” they answer.

Masculinity is about taking responsibility for the physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual safety of those in our care. For me, this means, 
among other things, locking the doors at night, giving hugs and 
kisses away as if fatherly affection were snow in a Minnesota win-
ter, and praying for mighty angels with swords of flame to guard 
the bedrooms while we sleep. It means identifying threats and en-
emies of whatever kind and taking steps to guard and keep those 
entrusted to me. Most importantly, it means killing the dragon that 
lurks in my own heart. The greatest threat to those in my care is 
my own sin and rebellion. Therefore, protecting others demands a 
single-minded and glad-hearted pursuit of holiness.

3. I WANT MY SONS TO GLADLY SUBMIT TO LAWFUL AUTHORITY.

The prerequisite for being in authority is recognizing that one is 
always under authority. Many men think that leadership is about 
being “the boss,” when in fact it’s first and fundamentally about 
recognizing that God is the Boss (Eph. 6:9; Col. 4:1). Masculinity 
welcomes accountability, authority, and oversight. The foundation 
of godly manhood is cheerful obedience to lawful authority.

A man is in no position to expect obedience from others if he is 
not first eager to render it to those over him in the Lord. I want my 
boys to grow up with a deep awareness that their father is a man 
under authority. I want to model for them glad submission to God 
in his Word, to the elders of our church, to my boss at work. God 
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is calling them to honor, respect, and obey me; therefore, I want to 
show them how.

The flip side of submission to lawful authority is resistance to 
unlawful authority. Part of teaching my sons godly obedience is 
helping them to grasp the differences between authority that is es-
tablished by God and that which is usurped by ungodly men. And 
I want them to defy the latter precisely because they desire to obey 
the former. This means celebrating the examples of men like the 
apostle Peter (“We must obey God rather than men”—Acts 5:29), 
Martin Luther King Jr. (“An unjust law is no law at all”—quoting 
St. Augustine), and Robin Hood (“If an outlaw is the last avail-
able occupation for an honest man in England, then I will be an 
outlaw”).2

4. I WANT MY SONS TO PRACTICE SELF-CONTROL FOR THE JOY IN IT.

Paul singles out self-control as one of the fundamental callings for 
young men (Titus 2:6) and old (2:2). This self-control is the result 
of the grace of God in the gospel (Titus 2:11–12). It is grace that 
trains us to renounce ungodliness and live self-controlled lives in 
this present age. Paul identifies self-control as a fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:23), which means that it is more than mere willpower. One 
of the fundamental aims of the Spirit of God is to restore control 
of me to me, so that I work out what God is working in (Phil. 
2:12–13).

The Bible teaches that the glory of young men is their strength. 
But inactive strength is idleness and passivity, and therefore strength 
must be directed to some end. On the other hand, unbridled strength 
is reckless and dangerous, and soon causes harm and destruction. 
Strength governed by wisdom, strength guided by the Spirit of God, 
strength aimed at the good of others—this is what God is after.

For my sons, this means controlling their angers and outbursts, 
not collapsing into whining and fussing when they don’t get their 

2 Jim Veiss, A Storyteller’s Version of The Three Musketeers—Robin Hood, audio CD (Charlottesville, 
VA: Greathall Productions, 1999).
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way, and learning the time and place to be silly, loud, and crazy. As 
they grow, self-control will be necessary in getting out of bed for 
school, completing homework before playing outside, and resisting 
the pull of sexual temptation.

Chesterton once remarked that the reason that order and struc-
ture exist in God’s world is to make room for good things to run 
wild. God erects walls around the city so that life can happen inside. 
God establishes boundaries so that joy can be unleashed. A godly 
man respects and delights in the fences built by God, and then rides 
bareback across the bounded plain, wind whipping in his hair.

5. I WANT MY SONS TO CELEBRATE THE WONDERS OF FEMININITY.

Too often magnifying the virtues of one sex leads to the denigra-
tion of the other. But God designed masculinity and femininity to 
complement one another. Men and women were made to dance. 
And the whole point of men leading in the dance is to showcase 
the beauty of women.

Therefore, there can be no godly masculinity where feminine 
virtue is not celebrated. Godly men love the glory of women, be-
cause the woman’s glory is his glory (1 Cor. 11:7). This means that 
in general we can measure the faithfulness of men by the flourishing 
of women. In a Christian family, the fruitfulness of the wife and 
children is the evidence of God’s blessing on the husband. If you 
want to see whether biblical masculinity is present in a congrega-
tion, look to the women and children. Are they thriving? Are they 
cared for? Are they holy and happy and hopeful?

I want my sons to be awed by the bright strength and life-giving 
wisdom of women. I want them to hear their mother’s praises sung 
by their father, in season and out of season. When I bless them at 
night, I want them to eagerly hope that my prayers for them come 
true: “May the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you 
peace, and some day a wife like your mommy.” I want there to be 
no hint of male superiority or dominance, but only gratitude to God 
for the tremendous blessing of women.
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6. I WANT MY SONS TO PUT TO DEATH ANY VESTIGE  

OF FALSE MASCULINITY.

My boys were born as sons of Adam, which is “honor enough to 
erect the head of the poorest beggar, and shame enough to bow the 
shoulders of the greatest emperor on earth.”3 Adam was called to 
keep and guard the garden (just as the Levites kept and guarded 
the tabernacle), but instead, when the dragon approached his wife 
with his lying words, Adam stood there in passivity and silence. He 
was commanded not to eat from the forbidden tree, but when his 
wife offered it to him, he chose to defy his Father, to listen to her 
voice, and to worship the creature rather than the Creator. He was 
expected to take responsibility for her protection and provision, but 
when God called him to account for his sin, he blamed his wife, 
effectively demanding that God put her to death for their sin.

Passivity, idolatry, abuse. These are the hallmarks of Adamic 
masculinity. It is the opposite of the glad assumption of sacrificial 
responsibility. Instead of first in, last out, laughing loudest, we find 
last in, first out, and sulking all the way. I want to train my boys to 
recognize the old man who lives in their hearts and to take up their 
cross and put him to death daily.

I’m under no illusions that Adamic masculinity will be utterly 
destroyed in this life. But there can be progress, and we must begin 
where the first Adam last failed: with responsibility and repentance. 
When I counsel newly married men, I remind them that in a mar-
riage of sinners, conflict is inevitable. Some say that love means 
never having to say that you’re sorry. For a godly husband, love 
means that you have the privilege of saying you’re sorry first.

7. I WANT MY SONS TO SEE JESUS CHRIST AS THE 

GROUND AND GOAL OF THEIR MASCULINITY.

Christ is the ground of our masculinity. He took Adamic humanity 
into the grave with him and emerged with a new way to be human 

3 C. S. Lewis, Prince Caspian: The Return to Narnia, The Chronicles of Narnia (n.p.: HarperCollins, 
n.d.), Kindle edition, locations 2270–71.



ENTRUST 33

Masculinity Handed Down 41

and a renewed way of being a man. Unlike Adam, Christ killed the 
dragon to get the girl. And he killed the dragon by dying himself. 
When he saw his bride heading down the broad road to destruc-
tion, what did he do? He didn’t blame, he bled. He didn’t damn, 
he died. He didn’t gripe and grumble and groan. Instead he gladly 
and graciously gave himself up for her, that he might purify and 
beautify his bride.

Christ died for the sins of Adam and all the sons who follow in 
his steps, that he might make a way for us to return to our Father 
and recover our royal calling. The gospel of Jesus Christ is the only 
hope for failed and fallen men, and it is a living and abiding hope.

My prayer for my boys (and for myself and the men who read 
this chapter) is that we would embrace this gospel and answer 
Christ’s call to be his little brothers, following him into the breach, 
laying down our lives for others, and doing so for the joy set before 
us. First in, last out, laughing loudest.
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ACTION STEPS
For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his 
natural face in a mirror. For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was 
like. James 1:23-24
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