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The main character in John Bunyan’s The 
Pilgrim’s Progress is Christian, though, as 
he tells Watchful, the Porter, his name 
wasn’t always such: “My name is now 
Christian, but my name at the first was 
Graceless.” On his way to the Celestial 
City, Christian encounters a host of 
others who, by their names alone, are 
revealed for what they are: Evangelist, 
Obstinate, Worldly Wiseman, Pliable, 
Goodwill, Backslider, Unready, Simple, 
Sloth, Presumption, Formalist, Hypocrisy, 
Mistrust, Discretion, Piety, Prudence, 
Apollyon, Faithful, and on and on.

The association of names with traits, 
trades, or family trees is well known: John 
the baker became John Baker, Joe the 
blacksmith became Joe Smith, and Will 
who tended the castle gate became Will 
Porter. In biblical days, names conveyed 
meaning as well: David means “beloved,” 
Daniel means “God is my judge,” Abigail 
means “my father is rejoicing,” and 
Jesus means “salvation.” But when King 
Solomon, the writer of most of Proverbs, 
tells us something about God’s name, he 
doesn’t tell us what it means—he tells us 
what it is. The difference is subtle, and 
important.

Say a father learns that his daughter, 
away at college, is involved in an auto 
accident. She’s in the hospital for 
observation and will be okay, but she is 
understandably shaken and upset. She’s 
worried about car repairs, insurance, 
medical bills, the fate of the other driver, 
and getting behind in school work. The 
father reaches her hospital room and 
hears a weak and trembling “Hello” on 
the other end. “Hello, honey, it’s Dad,” 
he says—and before he can say another 
thing, his daughter’s relief in hearing the 

voice of the strongest person she knows 
comes out in a flood of tears. “Dad” to her 
is knowledge, safety, security, acceptance, 
forgiveness, and love personified. 

For Solomon, the name of the Lord was 
(and still is) a strong tower. It didn’t mean 
strong tower; it was a strong tower, a place 
where the righteous could find safety and 
protection. To say that Yahweh (God’s 
self-given name; see Exodus 3:14–15) is 
my God is to say that a tower of safety 
and strength is my God. Yahweh means “I 
am,” but Yahweh is a strong tower for all 
who run to Him.
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All wise God, You have made us for Yourself, and 
You know our natures and ways far better than we 
do. In ways that are mysterious to us, we are an 
integrated unity out of the diversity of spirit, heart, 
soul, mind, will, emotions, and conscience. We are 
fearfully and wonderfully made in our material 
and immaterial existence, and Your Word speaks 
to every component of our being. I am thankful 
that You have revealed both propositional and 
personal truth and have called us to integrate our 
minds and our hearts. May the principles and 
precepts of Your Word not only illuminate our 
minds but also enflame our hearts as we realize 
that the way, the truth, and the life is a Person 
whom we can know and love. I pray that the truth 
of Your Word will inspire our minds to seek true 
greatness and our hearts to seek Your goodness.
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THE STRENGTH OF HEALTHY ALLIANCES
HEALTHY ALLIANCES, PART ONE

In addition to those alliances, David 
connected with the king of Moab, who 
provided shelter for his parents. Notice 
that in the midst of his own trials, David 
still considered the needs of his parents. 
This surely must have made an impression 
on the king of Moab. Here was a man who 
did not merely think of himself. Rather, 
David remained calm enough to consider 
the needs of others.

Finally, David listened as the prophet Gad 
offered the fugitive direction from God. 
Here we see another pattern in David’s life: 
he remained loyal to people even when 
they had hard truth to tell him (see David’s 
interaction with Nathan in 2 Samuel 12). 
This was a rare quality in biblical times, 
just as it is today.

David possessed the foresight to know 
that he couldn’t go it alone. He worked to 
build others’ trust in his leadership ability, 
and he evidently proved himself. David’s 

forces were loyal to him, and together they 
realized success against the enemies of 
Israel (see 1 Samuel 23:1–6).

DO YOUR BEST BY DOING LESS

Effective leaders possess the unique ability 
to build alliances with people who can help 
advance their causes. Think again about the 
short story we began with. Are there people 
who are standing quietly by, watching you 
strain away at your tasks? Part of the task 
of a leader is to form healthy alliances and 
inspire others to step forward and help 
you. Doing so accomplishes two goals: 
lightening your own load and helping to 
develop character and leadership qualities 
in others.

If we fail to consider our strengths and 
weaknesses as we make alliances with 
others, we may consign ourselves, and 
the organizations of which we’re a part, 
to mediocrity. Leaders should commit 
themselves to doing what they do best, and 
to forging synergistic alliances with others 
who have different skills and abilities. 

Thus, leaders can be said to be doing their 
best when they are willing to surrender 
some tasks to those who are more adept. 

A boy valiantly but unsuccessfully 
attempted to move a heavy log to clear a 
pathway to his favorite hideout. His dad 
stood quietly nearby, watching his son 
straining against the load. Finally he said, 
“Son, why aren’t you using all of your 
strength?”

Confused and a little angry, the boy 
responded, “Dad, I’m using every last bit 
of strength I have!”

“No, son, you’re not,” his dad quietly 
responded. “You haven’t asked me to help.”

Effective leaders know to reach beyond 
themselves for strength. They recognize, 
develop, and utilize the strength of people 
around them. They develop healthy 
alliances with both those on their own 
team and those on other teams. 

THE EXAMPLE OF KING DAVID

While fleeing from Saul, David 
demonstrated the ability to build healthy 
alliances:

David left Gath and escaped to the 
cave of Adullam. When his brothers 
and his father’s household heard about 
it, they went down to him there. All 
those who were in distress or in debt 

or discontented gathered around him, 
and he became their commander. 
About four hundred men were with 
him. From there David went to 
Mizpah in Moab and said to the king 
of Moab, “Would you let my father and 
mother come and stay with you until I 
learn what God will do for me?” So he 
left them with the king of Moab, and 
they stayed with him as long as David 
was in the stronghold. But the prophet 
Gad said to David, “Do not stay in the 
stronghold. Go into the land of Judah.” 
So David left and went to the forest of 
Hereth. (1 Samuel 22:1–5 NIV)

Two miles from the city of Gath is a laby-
rinth of hills and valleys, honeycombed 
with caves. One cave stood near the ancient 
city of Adullam, and David found refuge 
in it. While he was in hiding with his 
family, David attracted to himself others 
who were also experiencing hardship. In 
fact, between 400 and 600 men eventually 
allied themselves with David. But it wasn’t 
simply David’s charisma that drew people 
to him. By studying David’s life, we find 
out that he not only had a tremendous 
loyalty to people, but he was also fiercely 
dedicated to serving others. People were 
loyal and committed to David because of 
the loyalty and service he had consistently 
showed them.

Part of the task of a leader 
is to form healthy alliances 
and inspire others to step 
forward and help you.

* In To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy, and Possibility of 
Christianity in the Late Modern World (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 234–235.
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“[We must] recognize that all social 
organizations exist as parodies of 
eschatological hope. And so it is that the 
city is a poor imitation of heavenly 
community; the modern state, a 
deformed version of the ecclesia; the 
market, a distortion of consummation; 
modern entertainment, a caricature of 
joy; schooling, a misrepresentation of 
true formation; liberalism, a crass 
simulacrum of freedom; and the 
sovereignty we accord to the self, a 
parody of God himself. As these 
institutions and ideals become ends in 
themselves, they become the objects of 
idolatry. The shalom of God—which is 
to say, the presence of God himself—is 
the antithesis to all such imitations. 
Always and everywhere he relativizes 
the pretensions of all social institutions 
to power, fellowship, joy, freedom, and 
authority. Always and everywhere his 
presence declares that human endeavor 
is never the final word.” 

— James Davison Hunter*
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