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MASTER AND CAPTAIN

THE PROMISES OF GOD
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Read Jeremiah 10:23
“I know, O Lord, that a man’s way is not in himself,

nor is it in a man who walks to direct his steps.”

William Ernest Henley (1849–1903) was 
an English writer, editor, and poet. Stricken 
at age 12 by what was probably tuberculous 
arthritis, a disease little understood at the 
time, Henley eventually spent almost two 
years in the hospital. The lower part of his 
left leg was amputated by the time Henley 
was 16, and his suffering greatly influenced 
his philosophical and theological outlook on 
life. His pain and despair led him to con-
clude that one’s only source for survival in 
life is inner strength and an unconquerable 
will. Phrases from Henley’s most famous 
poem, “Invictus,” reflect his humanist views: 

I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul. 

. . . Under the bludgeonings of 
chance 

My head is bloody, but unbowed. 

. . . Beyond this place of wrath and 
tears 

Looms but the Horror of the 
shade, 

And yet the menace of the years
Finds and shall find me unafraid. 

It matters not how strait the gate,
How charged with punishments 

the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate: 
I am the captain of my soul. 

These last two lines have become the motto 
of many a (supposedly) self-reliant person in 
the years since they were written. But are they 
the words of a confident, self-reliant man, or 
of a man desperate to ward off the fear of the 
grave (“the shade”) by bluster and bravado?

Had Henley been able to share his dark 
days with Jeremiah (known as “the weeping 
prophet”)—a man who lived through more 
heartache than even Henley—he would 
have heard a different, more reasonable 
perspective. Jeremiah believed that “a man’s 
way is not in himself, nor is it in a man 
who walks to direct his steps” (Jer. 10:23). 
Confidence and strength are good, Jeremiah 
would have said, but only if they originate in 
and are empowered by faith in God. When 
we submit to God’s plan for our life, we 
allow Him to be the Master of our fate and 
Captain of our soul.

GOD’S PROMISE: 
Because your life is God’s,  

you can trust His direction.
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A teaching letter encouraging believers to develop a clear mind and a warm heart
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Lord, we have always lived in cultures that erect barriers between people. Social, 
economic, racial, gender, political, and worldview barriers divide us and make us feel 
either arrogant or inferior. I thank You for the life and ministry of the Lord Jesus, 
who broke through these artificial boundaries in His love, acceptance, forgiveness, and 
service to the last, the least, and the lonely. And I give thanks for the way Your followers, 
according to the book of Acts, were willing to carry the good news from the Jews to the 
Samaritans and on to the Gentiles. Teach me to treasure all the people I encounter and 
to love them enough to seek their greatest good. I want to be gracious and kind when I 
share my faith, not talking at people, but with them. May I build redemptive bridges of 
friendship based on common ground with people who do not yet know Jesus.

SEEKING THE GREATEST 
GOOD FOR OTHERS

All you need to teach any book or group of books 
in the Bible! Includes visual and audio components 
in PowerPoint and Mac Keynote, and even Dr. Ken 
Boa’s teaching script. Kits on “How to Study the 
Bible” and “Intro to the Bible” available too. 

Also: 

40% off Talk Thru the Bible: Old Testament Overview DVDs

40% off Talk Thru the Bible: New Testament Overview DVDs
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Make a gift to the  
2022 Matching Grant Campaign!

Each fall, our matching 
grant campaign raises 
about half our budget 
for the entire year 
and also allows every 
donation to make 
double the usual impact. 
For 2022, generous 
donors have agreed 
to match every dollar 
donated to Reflections, 
up to $254,000 total,  
in September.

reflections.org/matching-grant
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week for an American had increased from  
43 to 47 hours in a two-decade period. A 1999 
Gallup poll found that 44% of Americans 
consider themselves workaholics; about 20 
years later, that figure appears to have gone up 
(with one poll reporting 48%).3 

What makes “hurry sickness” so conta-
gious is that there is a kernel of truth in all 
of this: Time is short; life is brief. The Bible 
says so: 

As for the days of our life, they 
contain seventy years,

Or if due to strength, eighty years,
Yet their pride is but labor and 

sorrow;
For soon it is gone and we fly away. 

(Ps. 90:10)

Numerous other verses speak of the transitory 
nature of our lives—for example, 1 Chronicles 
29:15; Job 7:6; 8:9; 9:25; Psalm 39:4; 102:11; 
Isaiah 40:6; and James 4:14. 

As we grow older, we look back and 
wonder where the time has gone. Each of us 
is allotted a finite number of days, and the 
cry of our hearts is the same as Moses’s in 
Psalm 90: “Establish the work of our hands!” 
(v. 17 ESV). 

MOSES ON TIME MANAGEMENT

By the time Moses wrote Psalm 90 he was an 
old man and had come to realize how short 
his time on earth would be. The psalm begins 
with a meditation on the eternality of God: 

Before the mountains were born 
Or You gave birth to the earth and 

the world, 
Even from everlasting to everlasting, 

You are God. (Ps. 90:2)

Next, Moses contrasts the everlasting nature of 
God with the transitory nature of humanity:

You turn man back into dust
And say, “Return, O children of men.” 
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For a thousand years in Your sight 
Are like yesterday when it passes by, 
Or as a watch in the night. 
You have swept them away like a 

flood, they fall asleep; 
In the morning they are like grass 

which sprouts anew. 
In the morning it flourishes and 

sprouts anew; 
Toward evening it fades and withers 

away. (Ps. 90:3–6)

Because the children of Israel refused to 
believe God’s promises, choosing instead 
to believe the spies who said they could not 
conquer the land, Moses had seen his entire 
generation wander aimlessly in the desert. 
For nearly 40 years, the Israelites had roamed, 
with no specific destination in sight. It has 
been estimated that an average of almost 90 
people a day died during those years until 
only Moses, Joshua, and Caleb remained to 
represent the generation that left Egypt.

Many of us experience a similar dilemma, 
wandering in the wilderness of routine and 
overbooked schedules as the years fly by. 
Our stay on this planet is shorter than we are 
inclined to think. It does not require divine 
revelation to recognize this reality. As a saying 
attributed to George Bernard Shaw goes, “The 
statistics on death are impressive. One out of 
one dies.” Our lives are like sandcastles, des-
tined for impermanence. 

At first glance, this may seem like a pessi-
mistic and morbid way of viewing human life, 
but upon further analysis, it turns out to be a 
realistic and hopeful approach. It is realistic 
because it is always better to know things as 
they are than to believe things as they seem. It 
is hopeful because it informs us that there is 
more to life than what we presently see; what 
we long for is real and not just a dream.

The key to this dilemma is found in the 
pivotal verse of the psalm:

So teach us to number our days, 
That we may present to You a heart 

of wisdom. (Ps. 90:12) 

All Scriptures quoted in this newsletter are from the New American Standard Bible®, Copyright © 1960, 1971, 1977, 1995 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman Foundation), as found on BibleGateway.com, except where another translation is indicated. 
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Interestingly, the more affluent people 
are, the more likely they are to be anxious 
about time. As Gleick noted, “Sociologists in 
several countries have found that increasing 
wealth and increasing education bring a sense 
of tension about time. We believe that we 
possess too little of it; that is a myth we live 
by now.”1 

In the 1960s, Time magazine reported 
that a subcommittee of the U.S. Senate 
was assembled to discuss the topic of time 
management. Essentially, the best experts in 
the field were concerned that with advances 
in technology, the biggest problem by the end 
of the century would be what people would 
do with all their free time. It was actually 
suggested that workers would have to cut 
back on how many hours a week they worked, 
or how many weeks a year they worked, or 
else they would have to start retiring sooner. 
The reality has been nearly the opposite. On 
average, Americans work more hours per 
week than workers in all but a small handful 
of other countries.2 In the early 2000s, one 
Gallup poll reported that the average work 

TIME MANAGEMENT, PART ONE

TEACH US TO  
NUMBER OUR DAYS

1 James Gleick, Faster: The Acceleration of Just About Everything (New 
York: Random House, 1999), 10. 
2 G.E. Miller, “The U.S. Is the Most Overworked Developed Nation in 
the World,” 20Something Finance (January 30, 2022). 
3 Tyler Schmall, “Almost Half of Americans Consider Themselves 
‘Workaholics,’” New York Post (February 1, 2019). 
4 François Fénelon, Meditations on the Heart of God, trans. Robert J. 
Edmonson (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 1997), 71–72.

We live in an age of instantaneity. 
We have instant coffee, instant replay, instant 
polls, and instant messaging—all designed 
to help us find instant gratification. There 
are countless products designed to save us 
precious milliseconds. Today’s technology has 
taken instantaneity to a whole new level. We 
barely even have to leave our homes to obtain 
what we need to live, usually within days if 
not hours or even minutes! 

James Gleick explored our brave new 
world of “ever-growing urgency” in Faster: 
The Acceleration of Just About Everything. 
Although his book was published in 2000, 
his insights are still poignant. Gleick’s research 
on our 24/7 culture took him to air traffic 
control centers, medical waiting rooms, film 
production studios, and the atomic clocks of 
the Directorate of Time (as the department at 
the U.S. Naval Observatory was then known). 
Even before smartphones came on the scene 
(the first iPhone was released in 2007), Gleick 
argued that the technology-driven Western 
world had produced a “multi-tasking, chan-
nel-flipping, fast-forwarding species.” 

Essentially, Moses is saying that unless we come to under-
stand life’s brevity and place proper value on the time we 
have (no matter how long or short it is), we will never gain 
a wise heart. 

More than 300 years ago, François Fénelon, a 17th- 
century cleric, understood how valuable time is. He wrote:

Time is precious, but we do not know yet how 
precious it really is. We will only know when we 
are no longer able to take advantage of it. . . . 
Liberal and generous in every way, God in the 
wise economy of his providence teaches us how 
we should be prudent about the proper use of 
time. He never gives us two moments at the same 
time. He never gives us a second moment without 
taking away the first. And he never grants us that 
second moment without holding the third one in 
his hand, leaving us completely uncertain as to 
whether we will have it.4 

The great saints of old learned the wisdom of having 
only two days on their calendars: today and that day (the 
day they would be with the Lord). If we want a heart of 
wisdom, we will learn to live each day in light of that day. 
When we daily remind ourselves of the true purpose of 
our earthly sojourn, we will cultivate an eternal perspective 
on time, which will influence our work, relationships, and 
every other aspect of our lives.

NEXT MONTH: 
Time Management, Part 2 

“The God of Time”
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