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Every Christmas a small town newspaper
invited children in the community to send their
letters to Santa Claus in care of the paper—which
would then publish them for all the community
to read. As one young mother was reading the
paper, her eyes fell upon several vertical, unbroken
columns of text on the “Letters to Santa” page. It
appeared to be one long letter, filled with requests
for hundreds of toys. Shaking her head in wonder
over whose child could possibly be so greedy, she
nearly fainted when she got to the bottom of the
letter and discovered the name of one of her sons!
It turned out that her youngest son had spent a
meticulous evening going through the Christmas
edition of the Sears & Roebuck catalog writing
down every item that he “needed.”
Perhaps a child can be excused for taking
the catalog approach to determining life’s
true needs. But the reality is, many adults
are tempted to do the same thing. And if the
years since the days of the Sears & Roebuck
catalog have done anything, they have only
increased the choices. Television, magazines,
the internet—life is a veritable catalog of
glistening, enticing things that, in one way or
another, we conclude we “need.”
The apostle Paul suggests a way that we
can determine what we really need, and that
is by observing what God has supplied. While
that’s a reverse take on his primary point in
Philippians 4:19, God has promised to meet
the needs of those who meet the needs of
others—it brings something into sharp focus
about us: We are people with needs, but our
needs are not as extensive as we often believe
them to be. In another place, Paul says that
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God, by giving us Christ, has already met
our greatest need—salvation through the
forgiveness of sins. And if he has met that need,
why should we think him any less faithful to
meet our other true needs? (Rom. 8:32).
That’s what Paul means in Philippians by
“His glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” The one
who has met our eternal needs is more than
willing and able to meet our true temporal
needs as well.

God’s Promise to You:
“Christ is my promise to you that I will
meet your needs.”
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In his new book, Rewriting Your Broken Story, Ken
shows how God can transform our lives with an
eternal perspective when we live with the end
in mind. In light of eternity, our struggles are
temporary and our plot twists are not fatal. We are
hardwired by God with eternity in our hearts, and
that longing gives us purpose, blesses others, and
helps us make a lasting mark on the world.
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The new birth
in Jesus
Lord of Life and Light, I rejoice in the fact that
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us,
displaying the glory of the only begotten from
the Father, full of grace and truth. We enter into
this fallen world with physical life that begins to
decay early, but You sent Your Son so that we
could receive a new and enduring kind of life,
the spiritual life of the new birth in Jesus. Now
the wellspring of life indwells all who have
received Him, so that as the Word became flesh
when He came into the world, so the Word
becomes alive in the people He has redeemed
and adopted. May I glorify You by displaying
that new life that now indwells me, so that
people will see the beauty of Christ in me. As a
bearer of His life and light, may I share it with
the people You have sovereignly commissioned
me to love and serve.

A teaching letter encouraging believers
to develop a clear mind and a warm heart.
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Part 2
Character from the Inside Out
People are not impressed by façades or
manipulation, but by authenticity and by
those who are genuinely other-centered.
Character is not a matter of outward technique but of inner reality. God is concerned
with what you are really like when no one
else is looking. Douglas Rumford, in discussing the sad situation of a Christian
leader who lost his ministry due to sexual
misconduct, explains that this kind of thing
is bound to happen when we allow a “character gap” to develop in our lives. He writes,
The character gap is a weakness that
will one day become apparent, when the
circumstances or stresses of life converge
and reach a breaking point. We may be
able to coast for a while, and we may feel
quite secure. But raw talent, personality, and fortunate circumstances cannot
substitute for the forging of inner holiness, resilience, and the convictions that
comprise integrity of character.
Second Peter 1:5-8 lists the qualities of life and
godliness that God wants for each of his children:
For this very reason, make every effort to
add to your faith goodness; and to goodness,
knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control;
and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly
kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. For
if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective
and unproductive in your knowledge of our
Lord Jesus Christ.
The character qualities listed in these verses
are admirable, but they are also overwhelming.
We may aspire to these characteristics, but is it
really possible for us to attain them? The answer,
both from Scripture and from sheer human
experience, is a resounding, “No!” In our own
strength, this kind of character is not merely
difficult to attain; it is impossible to attain.

If it were simply a matter of fitful
human effort, the attempt would be futile.
So what are we to do? Shall we simply throw
up our hands and walk away from the text,
claiming that it makes impossible requests?
That would be foolish. What we should do
is pay attention to the context into which
Peter wrote those words.
The verses just prior (2 Peter 1:3-4)
provide the necessary key: In Christ we have
been permitted to access God’s divine power
and have been granted the incomprehensible
privilege of participating “in the divine
nature.” There is only one person who is able
to live the Christlike life: Jesus Christ himself.
You cannot live the life he calls you to without
him (John 15:5). Only as you maintain
your connection to him can he live this life
through you. As Martin Luther said, “It is not
imitation which brings about our sonship of
God, but our sonship which makes possible
imitation.” We have not only received a new
nature in Christ (Romans 6:6-13), but we are
also indwelled by the Holy Spirit, whose power
within us makes it possible for us to manifest
these qualities of Christlike character.
True spiritual and character transformation takes place from the inside out, not
from the outside in. The attributes of faith,
goodness, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, godliness, brotherly kindness and
love f low from the life of Christ that has
been implanted within us.

Peter: A Case Study in
Character
It’s easy to read Peter’s inspirational
words and wonder, “Who writes this stuff?
Where do people with such ideals and
insights come from?” Well, the man who
wrote those inspiring words, the man who
exhorted us on to such strength of character,
didn’t always live up to those same ideals.

The man who called himself “a witness of
Christ’s sufferings” (1 Peter 5:1) was not there
when Jesus was hanging on the cross; he was hiding in fear. The man who calls us to be “eager to
serve” (1 Peter 5:2) remained seated while Jesus
washed the disciples’ feet. The man who tells us
that we should “be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray” (1 Peter 4:7) fell
asleep while Jesus was sweating blood. The man
who so boldly tells us to “submit yourselves for
the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted
among men” (1 Peter 2:13) lopped Malchus’ ear
off in the Garden (John 18:10-11).
None of this is meant to demean Peter. The
point here is to give us hope. This man Peter,
who was so impulsive and immature, grew into
a great leader of the church. The Peter we read
about in the four Gospels became the Peter we
read about in the book of Acts and the Peter
who wrote two epistles. It took time and effort,
but God transformed him. And the same Holy
Spirit who worked this transformation in Peter’s
life is actively at work transforming those of us
who have placed our faith in Christ.
The Gospels leave the reader with two
impressions of Peter. The first is that he was
at times a comically impulsive character.
Twice he jumped out of perfectly seaworthy
boats, fully clothed. He challenged Jesus;
he spoke out of turn; at times, he seemed
to demonstrate more energy and creativity
than was appropriate for the moment. But it
is that very energy and creativity that underlie the second impression of Peter.
Peter was the disciples’ unofficial leader. He
often served as their spokesperson. He was one
of the three disciples in Jesus’ “inner circle.”
Certainly, after Jesus’ departure, the disciples
looked to Peter to give them direction. Luke’s
record of the church’s early years (the book of
Acts) leaves no doubt about Peter’s leadership.
This seemingly conflicting combination
of qualities exists in many young leaders and
may be identified by a term such as “high mental energy.” Peter was always thinking, and he
always thought with a view toward action. When
he heard “question,” he immediately thought
“answer.” When he observed “problem,” he
thought “solution.” When he encountered
“options,” he thought “decision.” But he also
demonstrated the unfortunate side of that
same characteristic. When he heard “silence,”
he thought “talk.” When he encountered “dis-

agreement,” he thought “challenge.” “Error” (or
at least Peter’s perception of error) sparked “correction.” But whatever the situation, at the very
least he did think, and his thinking inevitably
led to action.
In his younger years Peter exercised little
constraint, and his answers, solutions, decisions
and speech sometimes seemed buffoonish. At
times his behavior was perceived as insensitive,
unconsidered, and immature. But like many
great leaders, Peter survived himself. With
Jesus’ guidance, Peter’s fertile and active mind
matured. Through all of his experiences he
developed a more godly, Christlike character.
This maturity led his thinking process into more
productive channels. He collected, sorted, and
connected information. He honed his reasoning
skills. Peter became a leader because he was not
afraid to make a decision. And his godly character informed the decisions he made.
Anyone serving under a leader who suffers
“paralysis by analysis” will appreciate Peter’s
quick response time. Anyone working in an
organization in which “decision by indecision” is the rule understands why people
were drawn to Peter. As we follow Peter’s life
through the Gospels and then hear his mature
voice resonate throughout his two epistles, we
appreciate this optimistic, energetic, highly
intelligent man of action and deep character. In fact, the Gospel of Mark, which many
believe Peter dictated to Mark, is the Gospel
that portrays Jesus as a man of action and
urgency. The Greek word translated “immediately” is used 42 times in Mark’s 16 chapters.
When the church was on the move, when
both the Roman and Jewish leaders were opposing it, when Christians were being martyred
for their faith, someone needed to make quick,
Spirit-led decisions. And we can only imagine
the kinds of issues that could have splintered this
frail organization when the church leaped over its
cultural boundaries to include Greek-speaking
Jews, then Samaritans, then local Gentiles,
then Asians and Greeks and Romans. Because
Peter was a leader whose ego could endure the
threat of disagreement, challenge, or even a bad
decision, he was not afraid to act. He was not
careless, nor did he deal frivolously with critical
matters. His godly character wouldn’t allow that.
But he was not afraid to move, and under his
leadership the church got things done. Peter was
a leader who made decisions that mattered.

The master in the art of living makes little
distinction between his work and his play,
his labor and his leisure, his mind and his
body, his information and his recreation,
his love and his religion. He hardly knows
which is which.

He simply pursues his

vision of excellence at whatever he does,
leaving others to decide whether he is
working or playing.

To him he’s always

doing both.
--James Michener
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