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“Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; 
be men of courage; be strong. Do everything in love.” 

1 Corinthians 16:13,14
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In 1910, President Theodore Roosevelt stood before the Sorbonne Univer-
sity in Paris and delivered a speech that echoes to this day. He spoke not 

about winners and losers, but about something far more important — the 
courage for a man to enter a battle at all:

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the 
strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done 
them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the 
arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives 
valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is 
no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive 
to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, great devotions; who 
spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the 
triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least 
fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those 
cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”

Men are in a battle for our souls these days. We are immersed in a cul-
ture that calls masculinity toxic, while offering very few healthy messages 
of hope and clarity for those of us who believe masculinity, like femininity, 
is a gift from God.

On December 14, 2012, an enraged and broken man killed 20 children 
and 6 adults in the horrific shooting at Sandy Hook School in Connecticut. 
The following day, I heard radio commentator Dennis Prager make the 
following statement: 

“The most important question every society must answer is: 
How do we build good men?”



6

He’s right. Broken and wounded women often turn their anger and 
shame inward. Broken and wounded men far, far more frequently turn 
their anger outward. Overwhelmingly so. Hundreds of men every year 
decide to go out, end their lives, in what they view as “a blaze of glory,” 
taking as many souls with them as they can. Women don’t do this.

Our society, any society, must learn how to build good men. Because 
broken men are disproportionately harmful.

Toward the end of his first letter to the church at Corinth, the apostle 
Paul wrote: 

“Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be men of courage; be strong. 
Do everything in love.” 1 Corinthians 16:13, 14

Since he was writing to the whole church, it’s important to point out 
that his words were for women as well as men. But in my opinion, these 
are the most concise, insightful, and inspiring points of guidance for men 
in all of Scripture. They are a powerful calling. They are God’s charge to 
men who are engaged in the arena of the daily challenges of life. These 
words build good men. They are for you.
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Be On Your Guard
Be Vigilant

What is it we are to guard? The answer can be found in another 
cornerstone verse of Scripture, Proverbs 4:23: “Above all else, guard 

your heart, for everything you do flows from it.”
Number one on our list, before we do anything else, we are to guard 

our hearts. Why? Because our heart is the source of our life. The health of 
our hearts affects everything else about us. It’s where everything starts.

Above all else, guard your heart these three ways:

1. Our heart is the source of our purity. We need to guard it from sin.
The great majority of men struggle with lust, pornography, and some with 
promiscuity. 

1 Corinthians 6:18 urges us to “Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins 
a person commits are outside the body, but whoever sins sexually, sins against 
their own body.”

Men, sexual immorality is the sin that actually goes against ourselves, 
and targets our own heart. All other sins harm others primarily; this is the 
one that attacks us.

Christian author G.K. Chesterton shockingly wrote: “Every man who 
knocks on the door of a brothel is looking for God.” This statement incred-
ibly clarifies that every illegitimate step we take toward fulfilling our 
sexual thirsts—to pursue pornography, online dating, or real-life affairs—
reveal a longing for spiritual significance, intimacy, and beauty. Every one 
of those longings is God-given, but we pursue them in broken ways.
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If we struggle with this issue, and the great majority of men do, I high-
ly recommend the book, Surfing for God, by Michael Cusick. It’s a classic.

Find a friend or a group of men you can trust enough to reveal your 
vulnerability to lust, porn, or actual sexual activity. You are not the only 
one.

I also encourage you to explore online support and partnerships such 
as covenanteyes.com, restoringthesoul.com, and XXXchurch.com.

Our heart is the source of our purity. We must be vigilant to guard it 
against sin.

2. Our heart is the source of joy. We need to guard it against anger.
Anger in men is so common that it’s almost assumed males have to be 
grumpy, distant, and bitter. But we don’t. Christian author Neal Ander-
son wrote: “Bitterness is the acid that eats its own container.” Author and 
speaker Ann Lemott says, “Anger is like eating rat poison and expecting 
the rat to die.”

It’s not popular in our culture to claim differences between men and 
women. But it’s God who designed us, and he decides. 

Men and women both long for relationships and respect. Most wom-
en long most for relationships. As a result, their greatest fear is abandon-
ment. The loss of relationship.

Men also deeply need relationships, but most men long most for 
respect. As a result, our greatest fear is failure. The loss of respect.

Psychologists tell us that anger is a secondary emotion. It masks 
what’s really deeper---fear. When I meet an angry man and wonder why 
so angry? I learned to just guess that it’s fear. Most of the time, that’s cor-
rect. Then, just guess it’s fear of failure or loss of respect. Most of the time, 
that’s correct.

Men, if you find yourself carrying a vague sense of anger at the world, 
ask for help. Your local church almost certainly has resources they can 
recommend.

3. �Our heart is the source of our inspiration. We need to guard it from 
depletion.

Innumerable issues and relationships deplete us in life. We must guard 
against them. 
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I know what it feels like to be depleted. In fact, I view depletion as 
a waypoint on what I call Highway D: Disappointment, Discouragement, 
Depletion, Depression, Despair, Death. When we don’t provide care for our 
hearts at one point in this emotional journey, we will slide toward the next. 
Once we find ourselves on one of these exit ramps, it becomes that much 
harder to return to emotional health. We must guard our heart against these.

In 2010, I became depleted. 
• �I initiated and recruited for several men’s events that drew no 

responses.
• �Our ministry fund was defrauded of $10,000; my father’s savings of 

$25,000.
• �I had a relationship breakdown like nothing I’d ever experienced 

before
• �My mother had a massive brain hemorrhage, and my sister and I 

made the decision to permit doctors to let Mom go, in the face of my 
dad’s agonizing resistance and loss.

Men, life can deplete us. Some of you know this far too well, and 
have walked through far deeper challenges than I have. We live in a fallen 
world, that our hearts simply weren’t built for.

Jesus is a wonderful model of a man who knew when to say Yes and 
when to say No. Scripture demonstrates that he had a sacred rhythm that 
governed his life. He moved from the restoration of solitude to the encour-
agement of community to the impact of outreach. But he knew when to 
focus on each.

As best we can, we must draw boundaries around obligations and 
circumstances and sometimes even people that deplete us. One helpful 
resource is Boundaries, When to Say Yes, How to Say No, by Henry Cloud. 

Guarding our hearts also means proactively pursuing those settings, 
activities and relationships that are life-giving to us. Sometimes we disre-
gard the crucial priority of finding time to restore our souls. Or we assume 
those pursuits are best kept for weekends or vacations alone. 

The Enemy doesn’t wait for weekends and vacations in order to kill 
our joy or inspiration. He works around the clock. That’s why it’s a wor-
thy priority for us to make time on a regular basis for those activities, 
hobbies and settings that give us life. 
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Here are a few:
• �Art, which reflects the beauty of God
• �Music, which can move us to tears or laughter
• �Exercise, which brings our body alive
• �Creation—mountains, water, desert, wildlife, trees, sun, which 

reveal the majesty and glory of the Creator
• �Adventure, which transports us into the realms of courage and 

exhilaration
• �Photography, which captures the light, composition and color of life
• �Reading and writing, which open the mind and heart to new ideas, 

perspectives and stories

If you find yourself somewhere on Highway D, please men, give 
yourself time and permission to restore the inspiration of your heart.

God’s first charge to men in the arena, as expressed in the Bible by 
the apostle Paul, is to Be On Your Guard. Proverbs tells us, above all else 
guard your heart. It’s where everything else begins. We need to guard our 
heart’s purity, joy, and inspiration. Be vigilant to ensure the well-being of 
your heart.

Scripture to Read and Ponder
Psalm 23; Psalm 51:10; John 16:33; 1Corinthians 6:18; Philippians 4:8; 

1Thessalonians 5:17,18; James 1:2,3

Questions for Personal Reflection or Group Discussion
1. �What area of your heart needs you to guard it above all else: purity, joy, 

or inspiration? Where do you feel at risk or under attack? 

2. �Are you vulnerable to anger? In what ways does your anger reveal a 
fear that you might fail or lose respect in the eyes of another person, or 
a group of people?

3. �How well do you instill relationships, activities, or environments in 
your life that feed your heart with inspiration? Who/What/Where are 
they? 
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Stand Firm In The Faith
Be Resolute

The second phrase in 1 Corinthians 16:13 is, “Stand firm in the faith.” 
Oh, how we need to cling to those words as men in the arena. We must 

do all we can to understand and apply them.
Some of you, like me, may remember growing up in the 1960s. Look-

ing back, I view that decade as a time of almost unparalleled instability 
in our nation. It was a time of revolution and conflict in our nation, only 
eclipsed by the Civil War. 

Warfare, riots, assassinations, and impeachment dominated the news 
every day. The economic, political, domestic, and international issues 
we face today remind me of those unstable times. What can we count on 
anymore?

In the midst of our current volatile reality, we are challenged by Paul 
to stand firm. How do we stand firm in times like this? 

Psalm 20:7,8 gives us the proper perspective: “Some trust in chariots 
and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our God. They are 
brought to their knees and fall, but we rise up…and stand firm.”

Chariots: The High Technology of the Day
Here’s what I think this verse says to us today: “Some trust in chariots…” 
Chariots were the high technology of the day; an advanced means of 
transportation and a weapon of war. An equivalent reliance for us today 
would be an over-dependence on technology. 

The truth is, our growing dependence on technology only makes 
us increasingly vulnerable. Military leaders warn us that the wars of 
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the future will be cyberwars, where potential power is asymmetrical. 
Inexpensive drones now threaten billion-dollar aircraft parked on the 
ground. The United States and our allies, with our abundance of high-
tech weaponry, are the ones who are most vulnerable to these changes 
in warfare. 

Technology has brought us enormous ability to communicate and learn; 
it has also brought exceptional complexity and vulnerability to our lives. 
Massive internet assaults and failures regularly shut down transportation, 
communications, and information hubs. Artificial Intelligence (AI) threat-
ens to expand, with few guardrails, into every facet of modern-day life.

Clearly, we are foolish to think that we can blindly stand firm on the 
same technology that is one of our greatest vulnerabilities. 

Horses: Sheer Effort and Cleverness
Psalm 20 goes on to say, “…some trust in horses.” Horses were the most 
powerful animals of biblical times. Even today, we measure power and 
strength by horsepower. 

A contemporary application would be to apply sheer effort and force 
of will against any challenge we encounter. “I will put in whatever time 
and effort it takes, pay whatever price I have to, or that my family has to 
pay, I will figure this thing out—financial security, career changes, medical 
needs—and make it work. I will survive. In fact, I will thrive!”

Determined effort and shrewdness on our part sometimes win the 
day. But they are no place to stand firm. Yes, effort is commendable, God 
invented work, and we should never allow ourselves to be lazy or para-
lyzed with fear. But if we think sheer effort or cleverness on our part is 
going to be the primary source of our success, we are relying on chariots 
and horses.

The Name of the Lord Our God
Paul urges us to trust instead in God’s name, Jehovah, and what we believe 
about his character and nature. When things look desperate, we can stand 
firmly on the Name that is above all other Names. We must remember the 
truth of who God is.

There are five truths about the nature of God upon which we can 
stand firm. 
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1. God loves us. 1 John 4:16
“And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is love. Whoever lives 
in love lives in God, and God in them.”

Life can be exceptionally difficult. Christians and non-Christians alike 
encounter devastating disappointments and loss. This clearly is not the 
world our hearts were designed for. Romans 8 confirms for us that all of 
creation groans.

In response, we can choose to be angry and resentful toward God’s 
treatment of us, or we can begin with the conviction that God loves us 
with all his heart. We can trust that just as loving human fathers allow 
difficulty into the lives of their children for their growth and benefit, our 
Heavenly Father does the same.

This truth is enormously important for us to stand on firmly. It deter-
mines whether we will be mature, grateful adults or immature, resentful 
children.

2. God is in charge. Psalm 33:13-20. 
God is sovereign, and He is paying attention. Friends, God is the Almighty 
One; his eyes are on us; He says he will deliver us. We can place our hope 
in Him because he is our help and our shield.

3. God refines us. Acts 14:22 
“We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.” God allows 
us to experience hardship. 

There are some who are convinced that because we are Christians, life 
will always go well for us. That we will conveniently escape difficulty or 
hardship. In my opinion, this perspective is far more reflective of a cul-
tural American value that demands comfort than it is a biblical value that 
tells us what to expect as we become refined into Christ-likeness.

In 2 Corinthians 6:4-10, Paul goes even further. He makes it clear that 
of all people, we Christians can anticipate trials in life. Because we live in 
a fallen world that our transformed hearts were not made for, and because 
God is refining us into the image of his Son.
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4. God delivers us. Psalm 34:15-22
God will guide those who trust him.

There are over 400 references to the word “deliver” in Scripture. Many 
times it refers to God turning something over— whether it’s turning ene-
mies over in battle, or turning sinners over to the consequences of their sin.

But the meaning of “deliver” in this passage is that God guides his 
people through difficulty. At the same time, it certainly does not imply his 
people will never have difficulty.

The people described in Psalm 34 are crying, they are brokenheart-
ed, they are crushed in spirit, and they have many troubles. But the Lord 
delivers them; he guides them out of their hardships. And in doing so, he 
redeems them. 

Which leads us to the last principle we can stand on.

5. God will bless us. 
He honors those who persevere.
Romans 5:3,4: “…we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffer-
ing produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.”
	
James 1:12
“Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, 
he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.”

We can be assured of this, that as we go through hardship, God will 
not only refine us, and deliver us, He will one day reward us. He has 
promised the Crown of Life to those who love him and stand firm.

Men, we are being tested, perhaps as never before in our lives. This 
is a time when we will demonstrate the truth of what we say we believe 
about the character and nature of God.

Will we trust in chariots, the technology of our world? That regularly 
fails us, and it will continue to do so.

Will we trust in horses, the sheer human effort, or will power we sum-
mon? We know very well there are limits to that as well.

Our response to the trials and uncertainties of life reveals—in fact 
proves—what we believe about God. The best foundation on which we 
stand firm is in the character and nature of God Almighty.
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Scripture to Read and Ponder
Psalm 20:7,8; Psalm 33:9-11; Exodus 14:10-14; 1Corinthians 15:58; 

Romans 5:3,4 Galatians 5:1; Ephesians 6:10-18; 
2 Thessalonians 2:15-17; James 1:12; 5:7,8

Questions for Personal Reflection or Group Discussion
1. �In what arena in your life— family, finances, work, faith, health— do 

you feel most under attack? Or most unsettled?

2. �In what human solutions are you prone to placing your faith: sheer 
effort, technology, investments? What level of peace and stability do 
those bring you? More directly, how are those working out for you?

3. �Of the five truths about the nature of God—He is in charge, He refines 
us, He delivers us, He will one day bless us—which is the hardest for 
you to trust? How can you grow stronger in that area?
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Be Men of Courage
Step up. Speak up. Take action.

Our word “courage” comes from the French word coeur, or “heart.” To 
be men of courage in the arena is to be men who live from the heart. 

Courage rises to the surface when, in the face of fear, we allow faith, con-
viction, and heart to guide us. 

You may remember years ago, it was common to see ballcaps, shirts, 
and bumper stickers with white lettering on a black background that said, 
“No Fear.” It was a cool message, but honestly, in retrospect, that was 
either a lie or false bravado. 

Not long ago, walking through a parking lot, I passed an elevated, 
jacked-up, mud-spattered, off-road vehicle. Walking to the back, I saw the 
familiar bumper sticker, white lettering on a black background. But this 
one said, “Some fear.”

I believe that guy. He encountered some fear. And drove right into the 
teeth of it.

Ask any military veteran. Especially if they have faced combat. They 
will tell you, courage is not the absence of fear. It’s the willingness to enter 
fear. 

In the Garden of Eden, our ancestral father, Adam, encountered 
temptation and confusion. The woman in his life, Eve, was tempted and 
deceived by the devil in the form of a serpent. What she badly needed was 
for the man in her life to get in the way. Step up. Speak up. Take action.

Adam did none of those. He responded fearfully with silence and pas-
sivity. In my opinion, these are the original quintessential male flaws. 
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Yes, the Bible tells us that Eve was the first to sin. But men, Adam was 
a very, very close second. By remaining silent and passive, he betrayed the 
woman in his life, he betrayed his gender, and he betrayed all of humanity. 
All mankind has paid the price ever since.

Courage is not the absence of fear. Courage is the will-
ingness to act and speak in the face of fear. When men 
choose silence and passivity instead, all hell breaks out. 
Literally.

One of the best examples of a courageous man in the Old Testament is 
Joshua, who helped guide the children of Israel during their years wandering 
in the wilderness. One of the best-known passages regarding his life is found 
in Joshua 1, which describes his anointing by God after Moses’s death.

In calling Joshua, God repeats the same phrase several times: “Be 
strong and courageous” (v.6), “be strong and very courageous” (v.7), “Be 
strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for 
the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.” (v.9), and finally, 
“Only be strong and courageous” (v.18).

It stands out to me that the Lord did not say, “Be faithful and trust-
worthy.” Probably because Joshua already was. The Lord did not say, “Just be 
reliable and of strong character.” Quite possibly because Joshua already was.

No, the Lord told Joshua exactly what his heart needed to hear—be 
strong, be courageous, do not be terrified, don’t be discouraged—because 
that was what he was actually wrestling with!

It’s also possible, perhaps likely, that Joshua was feeling the same way 
his mentor, Moses, felt when given this mantle of leadership. Moses made 
every excuse in the book as to why he couldn’t, or shouldn’t, accept it:

• Lord, who am I? Exodus 3:11
• Lord, who are you? Exodus 3:13
• Lord, what if they don’t believe me? Exodus 4:1
• Lord, I don’t speak well. Exodus 4:10
• Lord, can’t you just get someone else to do it? Exodus 4:13

How do we feel when given a task, responsibility, or leadership role we 
feel somewhat unqualified for? When I face a challenge, I can personally 
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identify with every one of those phrases that Moses spoke. What mes-
sage do we need to hear and remember? “Be strong and very courageous. 
Wherever you go, I am going with you.”

In the Arenas of Life
Men, the truth is fear exists. All of us encounter arenas in life where we are 
filled with fear. But we must not be terrified, nor immobilized. Trust God 
with your fears, be willing to engage, speak, and act. 

Here are some examples when fear arises in the various arenas of our 
lives:

• �Apologizing to a friend when we know we intentionally offended 
him

• �Talking to a teenage daughter, lovingly, about our concerns for her 
well-being around boys who may want to take advantage of her

• �Admitting to a supervisor or manager at work that we cut some 
corners— in finances, time, or effort— in how we’ve conducted our 
responsibilities

• �Revealing to our young son that we were exposed to pornography 
when we were his age, and have been vulnerable to it ever since

• �Openly talking with a woman we are dating about the less admira-
ble parts of our story, that she has a right to know

• �Speaking to a large group of people— the single most common fear 
in our culture— when asked to

• �Deciding whether to take a parent off life-support
• �Taking responsibility for the spiritual leadership of your home
• �Saying, “I’m sorry. I was wrong,” to your wife
• �Confessing to the Heavenly Father that you have sinned against 

him. Yet again.

Have I missed anyone? I think we can agree; fear exists. The main 
question for us is, How will I respond to it?

Mindsets for Courage in the Arena
Over the years, I have learned that I need to center my thoughts and spirit 
before I step into an arena where I feel some level of fear. Here is what 
courage looks like for me:
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• �Be Prepared. Plan ahead. Think and pray through your priorities 
and comments ahead of time. Know what your intent is. But don’t 
over-prepare. Allow open space for the Holy Spirit to guide you in 
the moment. 

• �Just Show Up. The hardest part of fear is often just stepping up and 
entering the conversation or the confusing circumstances. Half the 
men who could be in an important arena have talked themselves out 
of it before they even enter it. They stay on the sidelines of life.

• �Bring Your Heart. Lead with your convictions and your honest emo-
tions. Don’t just show up with your competence or intellect — bring 
all of who you are. Reveal to others what you feel, and feel what 
others reveal to you.

• �Take Your Hands Off the Wheel. Let God decide what to do with 
it. You cannot control the outcome. You have no way of determining 
the reaction of another person. Thankfully, that’s not your job. Your 
job is to show up and act. God’s job is to determine the rest.

The Courage of Jesus
In the end, we should follow Jesus’ example as we see in Matthew 26:36-
46, when he was in a very different garden from Adam’s, the Garden of 
Gethsemane, facing his voluntary crucifixion. He demonstrated enormous 
courage.

Knowing very well what he was facing on the cross, he leaned on his 
brothers to support him in prayer…only to find them sleeping. Repeated-
ly. He went alone to the Father, more than once, and asked if this “cup,” 
horrific death by crucifixion, might be passed from him. But said, “Never-
theless, your will be done. Not mine.”

Still, his closest friends slept while he once again prayed, wept, and 
“sweat great drops of blood.” (I’ve never known that level of anguish. 
Have you?) 

Until in verses 45 and 46 he said to them: “Look, the hour has come, and 
the Son of Man is delivered into the hands of sinners. Rise! Let us go! Here comes 
my betrayer!”

Men, that is courage. Step up. Speak up. Take action. Jesus did this for 
us. It’s time for us to believe that he can also do this through us.
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Scripture to Read and Ponder
Genesis 3:1-12; Exodus 3:11-14; 4:1-17; Joshua 1:5-9; 16-18; Matthew 

26:36-46; Acts 4:8-13; 27:22-25

Questions for Personal Reflection or Group Discussion

1. �Who is one of the most courageous men you’ve ever known? What was 
it about him— his presence, words, actions— that demonstrated cour-
age to you?

2. �When was a time you were really frightened? When was a time that you 
showed courage? What, or who, were the sources of your fear? What 
was the result? 

3. �In the examples above of life arenas in which men encounter fear, which 
do you relate to?

4. �Is the Lord speaking to you about an arena in which He is calling you to 
step up, speak up, and take action? When will you?
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Be Strong
Rely on God

Every man in the arena carries a version of the same foundational 
belief: I should be able to handle this. It is baked into us. And then life 

hands us something we cannot fix. This chapter is about what happens 
in that moment — and about the counterintuitive truth Paul discovered: 
real strength is found not at the height of our capacity, but at the end of it. 

Two principles guide our way forward:
1. Acknowledge Our Weakness
Do you sometimes feel weak? Encountering adversaries that seem over-
whelming? Aware of your own limitations? You’re not alone. Me, too.

Like you and me, other men of God have felt in need of strength from 
a source beyond themselves. The apostle Paul himself was aware of his 
shortcomings. In 2 Corinthians 12 he boasts about God’s sufficiency. He 
will not boast about himself except of his own weakness. 

To keep him from becoming conceited, Paul says, God gave him “a 
thorn in the flesh.” This wound or infirmity of some sort wasn’t going 
away, either. Does Paul hide this weakness? No, he points it out; in fact, he 
brags about it, if you can believe that. He is proud of the way God steps 
into his own weakness and brings strength:

“But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made 
perfect in weakness. Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly about my 
weakness...for when I am weak, then I am strong.’” 
2 Corinthians 12:9,10. 

Real strength begins with honest acknowledgment of where our 
strength ends. The man who won’t admit he is over his head keeps fighting 
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the current until he goes under. The man who acknowledges his limits has 
already taken the first step toward strength. 

2. Rely on God’s Strength
I live in Colorado Springs and can see the US Air Force Academy from the 
back deck of our home. One of the sights that thrills most who live here is 
watching pilots training in gliders over the Academy property at the base 
of the front range of the Rocky Mountains.

With the right external lift, a glider seems capable of endless flight 
with no visible power of its own. That’s the image I have in mind when I 
read this challenge: Be strong. Really, Lord? What about when I have no 
visible means of power? “Yes,” he replies. “Exactly then; be strong.”

The secret to a real man’s strength is when he comes to the end of him-
self and then leans into God’s strength. What does that mean to “come to 
the end of ourselves?” It means we:

• Confess the limits of our insights
• Admit to confusion
• Embrace, or even boast about, our weakness
• Quit fighting for control

Paul is not giving us permission to bail when we encounter resistance, 
especially when there are others at home, work, or church who are relying 
on us. We show up, we are dependable for others, we act with integrity and 
courage. But we do not regard ourselves as the ultimate savior for others or 
ourselves. We acknowledge weakness. We rely on God. And we act.

The above principles remind me of a time Beryl and I “came to the 
end of ourselves” while smuggling Bibles into Communist Romania, one 
of the most repressive regimes in Eastern Europe, back in the 1970s. Our 
vehicle designers had used all of their expertise to conceal 2,000 Bibles 
behind false wooden walls and linoleum floor tiles in our small camper 
van.

We crossed the border with little attention from the guards and made 
contact with a pastor who happily agreed to receive and distribute the 
literature. As arranged, we pulled up to his home at midnight to make the 
transfer of several plastic bags filled with Bibles as quickly as possible and 
then get out. 
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Everything was going according to plan—until headlights appeared 
in the street, and the car they belonged to slowly pulled up to our rear 
bumper. The moon cast just enough light for us to identify the blue and 
white colors of the Milicia—Police!

The pastor scrambled back into his house. We jumped into the front 
seat and pulled a set of curtains behind us, closing off the view of the 
remaining black plastic bags still filled with about 1,000 Bibles. We were 
completely exposed and vulnerable. We were no longer in control. We 
prayed for God’s protection and awaited what was to come.

The officer took our passports and asked us why American tourists 
were in his small village at night. “I think we’re lost, officer. Can you 
help?” He demanded we open the back doors, and as I did, we knew with-
out a doubt we were indeed “lost” and heading to jail.

When I opened the doors, he stared with saucer-like eyes. “What is 
in the bags?” he demanded. I answered completely honestly: “Romanian 
Bibles we’d like to give to your countrymen. May we?” 

The utter outrageousness of what we were doing, along with my 
request, must have short-circuited his brain because he then said some-
thing we never expected to hear from a policeman finding a van full of 
contraband. “What? No! You must immediately leave Romania!”

We couldn’t believe it! He should have said, “You’re under arrest!” He 
should have asked, “Who are you giving these to?” He should have con-
fiscated the Bibles and our vehicle. He didn’t do any of these. He simply, 
inexplicably, ordered us to leave the country…with the Bibles still in our 
possession. And the next day we did. But we had a new problem outside 
of our ability to control.

Ordinarily, we would have buried the Bibles in a forest for another 
team to collect and distribute on their next trip. But in this case, if the 
police officer called ahead to the border, we had to have the Bibles in our 
possession. We certainly better not hide them in the hidden compart-
ments. The guards would tear those apart.

But if the police officer hadn’t informed the border of our Bibles, and 
we arrived with them openly visible in plastic bags, they’d certainly arrest 
us! We were at the end of our ability to control circumstances. 

We decided to superficially “hide” the Bibles by packing them into 
every cupboard, drawer, and closet to moderately conceal them in case 
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the guards didn’t look too closely, but at the same time would be easy to 
find if the guards expected them to be with us. We pulled up to the border 
station and prayed for God’s protection.

It was immediately obvious that the guards had not been told of our 
contraband when the first one opened the back door, and then a closet 
stacked, floor to ceiling, with Bibles. He slowly turned to me and asked in 
a bewildered tone, “You’re taking these out of Romania?” (As if I didn’t 
understand the basic rules of smuggling.)

He called the station commandant, who likewise couldn’t believe his 
eyes. Beryl and I once again awaited certain arrest and imprisonment. But 
then the commandant asked with a sly grin, “What border did you cross 
when you entered Romania?” He probably planned to report the negli-
gent officer in charge of whichever station we had smuggled this literature 
through.

“This one,” I said. He shook his head and grabbed my passport. “Not 
possible!” he yelled. “You did not cross through my station!” He found 
the visa stamp, and there it was clearly marked: his border station. He had 
failed in his most important job. He turned white, tossed our passports 
back, and said through clenched teeth, “Get out of Romania!”

In stunned disbelief, Beryl and I did as requested, shaking our heads 
in wonder at God’s strong protection when we were at our weakest.
That was one of the clearest examples we ever had where our intellect, our 
planning, and our efforts—our strength, in other words—came to their 
obvious limit. We could only acknowledge our weakness, rest in God’s 
sovereignty, and see what he might do. What He did was completely 
beyond our ability to pull off.

Scripture to Read and Ponder
Psalm 18:2; 27:1,14; 144:1, 2; Acts 3:16; 1 Corinthians 1:25, 27; 

2 Corinthians 10:4; 12:9,10

Questions for Personal Reflection or Group Discussion

1. �Why do you suppose that men, in particular, have a hard time admitting 
weakness about anything? Is that male characteristic a result of biology, 
heredity, or environment (culture)? Do you experience this yourself? 
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2. �What was an incident in your life when you came to the end of yourself 
and knew you were unable to control the outcome? What was a time 
when you knew God provided strength for you? What happened?

3. �In what arenas of your life do you periodically or consistently feel weak 
or confused? What would it take for you to come to a place of admitting 
weakness and, in turn, relying on God for strength?
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Do Everything In Love

Up to this point, we’ve unpacked the phrases in verse 13. They are 
reassuring encouragement and powerful reminders of our calling as 

men: to be on our guard, to stand firm, to be courageous and strong. These 
phrases make sense to us. They sound masculine. We may not do all of 
them well, but we aspire to be like these descriptions. 

And then comes verse 14: “Do everything in love.” Wait…what? Love? 
What does love have to do with manly attributes like strength, courage, 
and standing firm? Everything. Literally.

Having grabbed our attention, Paul now turns the message upside 
down and inside out. Verse 13 has focused on our inner qualities. But the 
direction of love is always outward, other-centered. 

If we’re honest, we have to admit our attitude is consistently inward—
our well-being, our security, our success. We are often tempted to be 
self-centered; to believe life is primarily about us. Paul is telling us to do 
the opposite.

This transition, moving from a self-centered perspective of life to an 
other-centered focus is the primary distinguishing factor that sets apart 
good men from selfish men. It is the distinguishing quality that separates 
men from boys. 

In 2008, Michael Kimmel wrote a fascinating book entitled Guyland, 
about North American male culture. In it he describes Guyland as a subset 
of males in the 16-26 age group who have never grown up. In conducting 
more than 1,000 interviews with high school, college, and post-college 
young men and women, he defines this subculture as self-absorbed, 
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woman-demeaning, party-centric boys, largely consumed by the pursuit 
of drinking, sex, and video games. 

This class of young males have been trained to be irresponsible, nar-
cissistic, and entitled. This description comes as no surprise to their par-
ents and to most of the women in this age group. It’s the reason so many 
young women ask, “Where are all the good men?”

The worldview of this subculture—it’s all about me—is apparent in 
how they spend their time and money and how they conduct their rela-
tionships. Our culture gives them permission to live this way and conveys 
the message that this is what real men are like. 

American culture does a good job of creating, idolizing, and then 
rewarding young men who are convinced of the following life principles:

1. Life is a party. Rock on.
2. �You’re the master of your domain. You get to decide how life goes. 

Others are at your service.
3. �You’re special. The rules that govern others don’t apply to you. You 

get a pass.
4. �You’re invincible. You’re forever young. You’ll avoid the natural 

consequences of injury, illness, and aging.
5. It’s all about you. You’re the center of the universe. Grab it.

As hard as it is to accept, a part of the maturing process that many 
men ignore or deny is based on a set of principles I heard at a men’s retreat 
three decades ago. They are in direct opposition to the assumptions of 
Guyland. I think they are accurate. In fact, I think they define the line 
between boys and men:

1. �Life is hard. You will encounter hardship, failure, and loss. 
2. �You’re not in control. Other authorities in the world can, and will, 

exert influence and consequences in your life.
3. �You’re not that special. You’re absolutely unique; there is no one on 

earth exactly like you. But you aren’t special. The natural, physical, 
and moral laws that apply to everyone else apply to you, too.

4.� You’re going to die. There will be an end to your story. Do you care 
about the story you’re writing?

5. �Your life is not all about you. Your life is also about others. The most 
significant legacy you will grant to the world will not be property, 
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possessions, or finances. It will be the imprint of your life, for better 
or for worse, on those you touched.

Men, the sooner we resist and turn from over-indulged and self-ab-
sorbed versions of independence, freedom, and success, so valued by our 
culture, the sooner we will bring genuine, mature, other-centered, mascu-
line benefit and blessing to others.

And as always, Jesus is the model. His whole purpose in coming and 
giving of himself was for others.

I can’t think of a passage that looks more upside down to our culture 
than Philippians 2:3-8. If we have any interest in being like Jesus, then it’s 
clear what that looks like:

• Don’t do anything out of selfish ambition
• Consider others better than yourselves
• Don’t look only to what benefits you, but also to what benefits others

Further, our attitude should be the same as that of Jesus:
• Although he was God, he didn’t demand honor or respect
• On the contrary, he made himself nothing
• �He took on human appearance and confined himself to the limits of 

flesh and blood
• He went further; he became a servant of all
• He went further still; he was obedient to the point of death
• �He even went further; he humbled himself to death on the cross, the 

most humiliating and painful form of execution known at the time.

The truth of this passage sheds light on how we can apply verses 13 
and 14 of 1 Corinthians 16. The self-absorbed, shallow male is on guard. But 
he looks out primarily for himself. He rarely stands firm. He wavers, wait-
ing to see which side is going to win before taking his stand. His courage 
and strength are false bravado and posing. In the face of fear, he intimi-
dates, powers up, or shrinks back and disappears.

	 On the other hand, the godly man in the arena is on guard on behalf 
of others. He stands firmly on what he believes and for the benefit of those 
he loves. He courageously acts in the face of fear in order to defend others, 
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and he uses his strength in a gentle, humble way for the protection and 
blessing of others.

The question every man must answer—not once, but daily—is which 
direction his strength is flowing. Is it primarily for self or others?

Scripture to Read and Ponder
John 13:34,35; 2 Corinthians 13:11; Galatians 5:13; 1 Thessalonians 4:9; 

2 Thessalonians 1:3; Hebrews 10:24,25; 1 Peter 3:8; 
1 John 3:2, 4:7,12 

Questions for Personal Reflection or Group Discussion

1. �Having read of the other-centered life perspective of a godly man, can 
you think of a man, or two, who best exemplified this kind of perspec-
tive? What are some words you would use to describe him to someone 
who has never met him?

2. �Of the five selfish life perspectives mentioned about Guyland, is there 
one in particular that is hard for you to release? Which one? Why do 
you suppose you hold on to that one?

3. �Of the five life perspectives listed in contrast to Guyland, which one or 
two are most difficult to understand or accept? Do you have an idea 
why that might be?

4. �Read Philippians 2:3-8 again, slowly. What about Jesus’ character most 
stands out to you, as either remarkable or admirable? Think about pray-
ing specifically that God might bring that quality more to the surface in 
your life.

5. ��“Be on your guard. Stand firm in the faith. Be men of courage. Be strong.
Do everything in love.” As in question four above, consider which of these 
qualities you most long to grow in, and ask God to anoint you with it. 
Repeatedly.
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Conclusion

A good man, a man in the arena, is willing to trust God with the results 
of his life. He knows his life ultimately is not about him. It’s about 

bringing glory to God. It’s about being transformed into the image of 
Christ. It’s about being present and engaged for the benefit of others.

The Worldly Man and the Godly Man
Let me describe two men. One who has the form of the imperatives we’ve 
been discussing, but not the direction. And one who has both.

Be on Guard

Stand Firm

Be 
Courageous

Be Strong

Is on guard—for himself. He 
looks out for number one. 
Everything is evaluated by 
what it costs or gains him.

He rarely stands firm. He 
wavers depending on where 
the wind is blowing, waiting 
to see which side is winning 
before taking his stand.

His courage is false bravado 
and posing. In the face of real 
fear, he intimidates, powers 
up — or shrinks back and 
disappears.

Uses his strength for himself 
— to accumulate, to control, 
to protect his position, 
possessions, and pride.

Is on guard on behalf of 
others. He watches for threats 
to the people he loves and 
stands between them and 
danger. Be vigilant.

Stands firm for what he 
believes in and for the people 
he loves. His resolve comes 
from conviction, not from 
self-interest. Be resolute.

Courageously enters fear 
in order to defend others. 
He takes action not for his 
own benefit, but because 
someone is counting on him. 
Take action.

Uses his strength in a 
gentle, humble way for the 
protection of others. He relies 
on God and expends himself 
on behalf of the people 
around him. Rely on God.

The Worldy Man   The Godly Man
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“Be on your guard. Stand firm in the faith. Be men of courage. Be strong.
Do everything in love.” 1 Corinthians 16:13,14

This is God’s charge to men in the arena. It’s not an impossible to-do list, 
though we are aware of our shortcomings. God wrote these qualities on 
every man’s heart; he built these characteristics into you. Bring them up 
from your heart, soul, mind, and strength. And know that where you fall 
short, God is there. Trust him to do above and beyond what you can do in 
your own ability. 

In conclusion, let me offer this prayer of blessing from Saint Benedict. 
As we humbly trust God to increasingly reveal these characteristics in our 
lives, may we be empowered by the grace and strength he has placed in us:

Almighty God, give us wisdom to perceive you,
intelligence to understand you,

diligence to seek you,
patience to wait for you,

vision to behold you,
a heart to meditate upon you,

a life to proclaim you;
through Jesus Christ our Lord,

who lives with you and the Holy Spirit,
one God now and forever.

Lord, be with us to guide us,
within us to strengthen us,

without us to protect us,
above us to raise us,

beneath us to uphold us,
before us to lead us,

behind us to guard us,
ever about us,

this day and evermore;
this day and evermore.

Amen.
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Notes
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