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You’ve heard it said many a time, “When life give 
you lemons, you make lemonade.” As cliché as 
this saying has become, the idea that something 
sour or unpleasant, something difficult or hard can 
be turned into something positive is inherent in our 
desire and in our makeup as human beings. We crave 
good to come of evil, and hope to come of loss. And 
you know what? That’s good news because it’s what 
God wants for us too.

In Romans 8:22-28 (NLT) Paul says this:

For we know that all creation has been groaning 
as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present 
time. And we believers also groan, even though 
we have the Holy Spirit within us as a foretaste 
of future glory, for we long for our bodies to be 
released from sin and suffering. We, too, wait with 
eager hope for the day when God will give us our 
full rights as his adopted children, including the 
new bodies he has promised us. We were given 
this hope when we were saved. (If we already have 
something, we don’t need to hope for it. But if we 
look forward to something we don’t yet have, we 
must wait patiently and confidently.) 

And the Holy Spirit helps us in our weakness. 
For example, we don’t know what God wants us 
to pray for. But the Holy Spirit prays for us with 
groanings that cannot be expressed in words. 
And the Father who knows all hearts knows what 
the Spirit is saying, for the Spirit pleads for us 
believers in harmony with God’s own will. And we 
know that God causes everything to work together 
for the good of those who love God and are called 
according to his purpose for them.

Humanity as a whole is groaning right now. We are 
having a hard time (some much more than others) as 
the global COVID-19 pandemic continues. Societies 
and cultures around the world are wrestling with 

the why of the virus, of sickness and death; the 
how to do life at home and apart from each other; 
and the when of ending isolation and gathering in 
community again. 

As always, we want to bring inspiration and 
encouragement to you, as this changed world 
reality has us all thinking more deeply about God’s 
sovereignty (ultimate control of what happens in our 
lives), the world as a whole, and our place in it.

In this issue Christopher L. Scott talks about what a 
study Bible is and how it can help you on your faith 
journey. Tom Koel talks about encouragement and 
joy in the Christian life and why a life with Christ is 
different than what you might have thought.  Chelsea 
Swecker talks about rebuilding herself through the 
eyes of the Lord rather than the world and how you 
can too. Kelli Ward shares how to balance your life in 
busyness and rest, and through worship and praise. 
Ramon Mayo talks about being uncomfortable with 
comfort and how a change in perspective can change 
our priorities. And finally, Steve Limkeman talks about 
Heaven and the enjoyment of an eternity with God 
(and without suffering) through a dissection of the 
themes and ideas presented in the TV sitcom The Good 
Place. 

I hope you are safe and as well as you can be and that 
in the pages of New Identity Magazine you can finding 
some sweetness to get you through this tough 
situation. 

C A I L I N  B R I O D Y  H E N S O N

E D I T O R  &  F O U N D E R
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Our mission is to provide diverse, Bible centered content to help lead new believers and seekers to a 

fuller understanding of the Christian faith.

M I S S I O N

G R O W

Showcasing different Christian perspectives, building a biblical foundation, understanding 

Christian concepts, jargon, and the practical application of Scripture.

C O N N E C T

Encouraging others through testimonies, relationship topics, fellowship, church culture, 

community, discussions and expressions of faith.

L I V E

Participating in the world as a Christian, with stories of people actively pursuing God through 
their passions, organizations and resources. How to apply ones gifts, talents and desires to serve 

God and others, sharing the love of Christ in everyday arenas.

V I S I O N
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E N C O U R A G E M E N T 

A N D  J O Y  I N  T H E 

C H R I S T I A N  L I F E

oo many toys can mess up a person’s spiritual 
life. Too many Hummers, iPhones, and Louis 
Vuitton purses, too many designer jeans with 

huge back pockets covered in embroidery, too many 
Brazilian Blow Outs, CAbi parties, chrome rims, and 
too much Twilight (way too much Twilight), can 
make it darn near impossible to know a real blessing 
when you get one.

We never lose that infantile fascination for shiny 
things. We sit in our BarcaLoungers and reach for 
the flat screen just as we reached up for the colorful 
animals, stars, and toys in the mobiles rotating over 
our cribs.
 
So, how do we interpret our excitement for this stuff 
when it falls in our lap? Who is to say that getting 
the new iPhone is not a ‘blessing’? What does it mean 
to seek a life that is blessed by God? If everything is 
going great - with lots of money and stuff pouring 
in–doesn’t that just mean that we are blessed? If 
having a lot of cool stuff, and living in a zone where 
everything is going my way, is not being blessed, 
then what is? Conversely, when everything is going 
wrong, can you blame me if I don’t feel blessed?
 
It has been said by some pretty smart guys–I’m 
thinking of C.S. Lewis and G. K. Chesterton to name 
a few–that one of the real distinguishing doctrines 

By Tom Koel

T
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of the Christian faith that really was revolutionary is 
its affection for the poor and its drastic and explicit 
warnings to the rich, to the extent that one could 
conclude that to be rich was almost in itself a reason 
to be afraid for one’s soul (Mark 10:25). 

Only in America and places where all the coolest 
stuff is incessantly waved, shouted, and served 
before all senses 24/7 could one imagine that Christ 
really wanted us to have it all (Matthew 6:19). I’ve 
tried to find the scripture that supports the health 
and wealth, and prosperity teachings, but I can’t 
find it. The notion that the rich and healthy are or 
are not inclined to be more spiritual than the poor 
and sick may belong to some philosophy or religion 
somewhere, but it does not belong to Christianity.

It is true, though, that God wants to bless his 
children. The Scriptures say so over and over. The 
Sermon on the Mount begins with God promising 
blessings to those the world may have thought were 
least likely to get them–the poor in spirit, those that 
mourn, and those who are meek, to name a few 

(Matthew 5:3-5). But what does that mean to have 
God’s blessing? What is that good thing he wants to 
give us?
 
Most often I hear a blessed Christian life described 
as one where we derive our joy from God himself. 
So, from this perspective, what God the Father 
wants to give us is not stuff, but himself. That is 
not to say that God is not interested in our physical 
needs (Matthew 6:8). And, it is right for us to feel 
blessed when good things happen to us–when we 
get the job, or the bonus, or score the goal. Still, there 
is something more, something truly better. And 
that is when the joy comes from God or is in God 
directly, and not through something else that he 
gives. Philippians 4:4-7 says “(4) Rejoice in the Lord 
always; again I will say, rejoice! (5) Let your gentle 
spirit be known to all men. The Lord is near. (6) Be 
anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be 
made known to God. (7) And the peace of God, which 
surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts 
and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

T h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  t h e  r i c h  a n d  h e a l t h y 
a r e  o r  a r e  n o t  i n c l i n e d  t o  b e  m o r e 

s p i r i t u a l  t h a n  t h e  p o o r  a n d  s i c k  m a y 
b e l o n g  t o  s o m e  p h i l o s o p h y  o r  r e l i g i o n 
s o m e w h e r e ,  b u t  i t  d o e s  n o t  b e l o n g  t o 

C h r i s t i a n i t y .
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There’s one of the monster, off the hook, promises 
in scripture. Mighty, mighty. (It is stuff like this, 
frankly, that is so super human that it had a huge 
impact on my decision to be a Christian in the first 
place, but that’s another article.)
 
Obviously, joy like this would not only be better than 
a front row seat to the American Idol stage, but could 
even be expected to overcome life’s great struggles. 
And life, as we know, can have some great struggles. 
But how does one connect with this? Because, let’s 
face it, just being a Christian does not mean you’re 
going to feel like Philippians 4:4-7 all the time. Heck, 
even the Philippians didn’t feel that way or Paul 
wouldn’t have reminded them about it.
 
Taken at face value it sounds like you’re supposed to 
sit around and meditate on the Scriptures or Psalms 
or whatever and find some kind of meditative peace. 
And the more of this monastic peace you can gather 
into yourself–the more time you can stay in the 
trance–the better. That cannot be what God means 
when he says he wants you to have a blessed life.
 
The Christian life is the life of conquerors, and 
scholars, and athletes, and peasants. Of nuns, 
and soldiers, and teachers, and scientists. It is a 
full blooded life of vigor, and compassion, and 
commitment. I believe that the Christian life properly 

lived is one where we jump into the deep end. None 
of this is to exclude those times that require quiet, 
solace, and rest. But we should not expect God’s 
blessing to be something that takes us away, as 
an escape, from the life he has given us. We are 
physical. He was physical with us. Our joy in the 
Lord, this excellent joy that is the best thing in life 
(and probably heaven), transforms our spirits but is 
delivered in the midst of our physical lives. Our lives, 
in time, are the vessels of his blessing. That sounds 
weird, but what I’m really trying to stay away from 
is that our blessings are physical. I’ve said above 
that they can be, but this joy overcomes the physical 
though it is necessarily delivered in the physical. Still 
sounds weird. Keep in mind that this joy is possibly 
the most valuable thing a person can have apart from 
salivation itself. It is the stuff of giants.

In Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, chapter 
8, verse 2, Paul wants them to take notice of the joy 
the Macedonian saints have exhibited, that they, in 
the midst of severe poverty and persecution, have 
nonetheless put together a huge offering for others 
in need. He calls this power (2 Corinthians 8:3), and 
indeed it must be if it can cause someone indigent 
and afflicted to cheerfully give up what small 
provisions he has to serve God’s will. The world will 
call that person crazy, but it is the kind of behavior 
that built the largest church the world has ever seen 
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or ever will. It is the kind of behavior that causes the 
nonbeliever to pause and wonder what it could be 
that could make a sensible person act so radically 
and be so brave and so confident in the face of such 
opposition.

This is a great section of scripture to help us with this 
often confusing topic. Paul goes on to say in verse 5 
that the Macedonian saints did not blindly do what 
they were asked by the apostle, but first, in the midst 
of their trials, gave themselves to the Lord. From
there they gave themselves to Paul’s authority “by 
the will of God.” That is, Paul does not brag that 
they were obedient to him, but that they sought God 
and came to know his will, and then were willing to 
obey his will by serving Paul. In that combination 
of events–the trial, the devoted attention to God’s 
will, and then the doing of that will–they had 
superhuman joy and they had done an amazing
thing. Their thoughtfulness combined with their 
devotion, and then combined with their action in the 
world. And they loved it.

The lesson I take from the Macedonians is this:

1. Know your circumstances, be honest and forward
about the facts of your circumstances. What is the 
truth about you and your situation? Keep in mind it is
almost impossible to know the truth about someone 

K e e p  i n  m i n d  t h a t 
t h i s  j o y  i s  p o s s i b l y  t h e 
m o s t  v a l u a b l e  t h i n g  a 

p e r s o n  c a n  h a v e  a p a r t 
f r o m  s a l i v a t i o n  i t s e l f . 

I t  i s  t h e  s t u f f  o f 
g i a n t s .
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T h e  C h r i s t i a n  l i fe  i s  t h e  l i fe  o f
c o n q u e r o r s ,  a n d  s c h o l a r s ,  a n d 

a t h l e t e s , a n d  p e a s a n t s .  O f  n u n s ,  a n d 
s o l d i e r s , a n d  t e a c h e r s ,  a n d 

s c i e n t i s t s .  I t  i s  a  fu l l  b l o o d e d  l i fe 
o f  v i g o r ,  c o m p a s s i o n ,  a n d 

c o m m i t m e n t .

else. God has decided that we should not know each 
other’s thoughts and motivations–therefore we 
should not judge one another. But, we can know a lot 
about our own thoughts and motivations.

2. Seek the Lord first. The Sermon on the Mount
(Matthew chapters 5-7) is devoted to this theme.
Get to know his will, his way of thinking. What is
his will in relation to the circumstances of your life
right now?

3. Then, put his will to work in your life. Do it now.

When we walk through life this way, we experience 
the kind of joy God wants us to have. Remember the 
monster scripture from Philippians 4 above. This is 
how Paul follows it–Ph 4:8-9 “(8) Finally, brethren, 
whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever
is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 
whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence 
and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on these 
things. (9) The things you have learned and received
and heard and seen in me, practice these things, and 
the God of peace will be with you.” That confirms 
what we learned from the Macedonians, and, not 
coincidentally, forms an insane one-two punch of 
amazingly inspiring scripture.

So, what’s the catch? For myself, I must say that 
I often fall short of feeling this joy. I struggle, get 
mad, and fail enough times in a day that I know this 
is not how it is supposed to be. It is because I am not 
following this simple plan. I’m not thinking clearly, 
and I am not putting God first. And when I get the 
first two points together, I resist following through. I 
resist doing his will.

It should be easy, but it is not. Haven’t we all seen 
people confessing they have done God’s will when 
they have actually just done something really idiotic, 
like the guy who said God told him to drive his car 
into a tree? It is obvious that just thinking you are
following God’s will is not enough. The guy with 
the tree is someone not facing the facts. Remember 
point one, above. We have to get our heads around 
the truth of our circumstances. We have to be clear 
headed. Wise as snakes but gentle as doves, Christ 
said (Matthew 10:16).
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Tom Koel
Tom Koel became a Christian at 28,

twenty years ago. They’ve been
interesting years and that the Lord has

done a lot of work on him. Tom has 
had several careers and currently 
works in real estate. He has been 

blessed to have his sweet wife by his side 
through it all and has two fantastic boys.

Secondly, the world is noisy, isn’t it? All that stuff I
mentioned at the head of the article is day by day 
forcing itself into my head just as I am trying to 
push it out. It is hard to make meditation and prayer 
a priority when the kids have to get to school, the 
kitchen has to be cleaned, the car fixed, the bills paid, 
all during the same week that the super cool action 
movie got released. And I haven’t even mentioned the 
really tough stuff like my wardrobe, the coolness of 
the apps on my phone, or whether it would be better 
to download music from iTunes or Amazon. The 
truth is I need to push all that aside and give myself 
to the Lord first (Matthew 6:33). I can think about 
those things, but they shouldn’t rule me. My time 
with God is more important.

Finally, we need to act (Matthew 7:24). If you want 
to feel the joy, you are going to have to get your feet 
wet. You are going to have to get out there and bump 
shoulders. Life is about living it, and God wants us 
out there knocking around. The tough part here is
that even though joy will come from performing 
God’s will, the world may not like it. For instance, 
you may find some blowback from your friends 
and family if you start doing particularly altruistic 
acts for the poor, or decide to tell the truth at an 
inconvenient moment.

Furthermore, it is a fact that life is not easy and it 
is not safe. God has not given us a Garden of Eden. 
There is danger and trouble in the world–this is one 
of the facts that fits into our first point. But Christ 
has said “These things I have spoken to you, so
that in Me you may have peace. In the world you 
have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome 
the world.” (John 16:33) Now, that is some mighty, 
mighty encouragement.

As you go about trying to implement this, remember 
that the obedience cannot be forced (2 Corinthians 
8:8). God does not force you to do anything. This 
joy comes from freely performing God’s will. It feels 
good to do the thing that God wants us to do and
that he would do.

So let’s do it.
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By Chelsea Swecker

I think I’ll jump in right where the story gets 
good. I have many chapters in my life that 
influenced who I am now, just like all of you. 

We have all been children before and on the same 
journey of figuring out what we believe about 
ourselves. At an early age, we decide if we are 
inherently good or inherently bad based upon our life 
experiences. My life experiences as a darling little 
girl taught me that I was inherently bad, so that

M O R E 

S T O N E S , 

B E T T E R 

C E M E N T , 

A N D  A 

S T R O N G E R 

F O U N D A T I O N
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is what I partnered with and believed about myself 
for most of my life. I’m sure many of you can relate. 
With that being said, I spent 20+ years of life trying 
to fix the problem called “me.” I didn’t know exactly 
which part of me was bad or wrong, but it became 
my life mission to figure out how to get rid of the bad 
and only be the good. My hope was that if I could 
fix myself and be “good enough” then maybe then I 
would be loved by God, others, and hopefully one day 
I could even love myself. 
 
I accepted Christ as a 7 year old girl, being held under 
water by a childhood friend in my grandmother’s 
pool. Of course he didn’t know I was running out of 
air, we were just kids being kids and rough housing 
was the name of the game for this tomboy. But that 
moment made me question my eternity and where I 
would go if I were to die, so I asked God to save me 
physically and spiritually all in a split second. Oddly 
enough, I’m grateful for that experience because it 
was the beginning of the best decision I’ve ever made 
in life. After I prayed for God to save me, obviously 
he did and I’m here to write about it now. I don’t 
remember the details of how I got away from the 
other kid, but I do remember feeling very aware of 
heaven and a closeness to God’s voice that I now had 
access to. 

That decision to accept Christ definitely assured 
my eternity, but it took years of studying scripture, 
maturing with age, and growing in my relationship 
with God to know that salvation was just the starting 
line. There was an entire race ahead of me called life 
that I would journey through with the Holy Spirit 
living in me. Because I was saved at an early age all 
of the mistakes, sins, successes, wins and growth 
were inevitably going to be with God rather than 
apart from him. Talk about unconditional love! What 
a love story our relationship has been. 
 
There have been seasons that were bliss and some 
where I was so afraid to hear his voice because I 
just knew he was going to ask something more of 
me. Something scary, embarrassing, something 
that caused me anxiety, or dying in some way, but 
I thought if I didn’t obey, God would no longer love 
me, hence came obedience out of duty rather than 
love for God. That level of obedience only lasted for 
a short while until I felt like a slave to a commanding 
officer and then I stopped wanting to hear his voice. 
Little did I know, the filter I was using to hear him 
speak through was blurred by an orphan spirit 
that convinced me that I needed to earn my keep in 
the kingdom. I so desired to be God’s favorite and I 
thought the way to earn that place in his heart was 
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to work really hard. I practiced all of the spiritual 
disciplines to earn love, but I would only feel like I had 
earned enough love to get me though that day until 
tomorrow came and then I would need to go harder 
in the paint to earn more love. Exhausting, right?! 
 
Comparison became a real issue as well. I wasn’t 
really concerned with comparing myself to those 
with beautiful faces and toned bodies, although that 
snuck in sometimes. I mostly compared myself to 
those who were living as missionaries, suffering for 
the Gospel, who lived in extreme poverty because of 
their love for God and obedience to the call on their 
lives. I’m sure you can imagine what that did to my 
heart. I was a daughter of God that didn’t know she 
was a daughter. The love deficit was the root of all of 
the performance in my life and it wasn’t something I 
could fix or satisfy on my own. With deep grief I laid 
down my performance one day at a time and started 
receiving God’s love without earning it. I was ready 
to learn if God really loved me without all of the 
striving and as scary as it was, I laid down full-time 
ministry and serving in any capacity to heal the root 
of this problem once and for all. 
 
For the past two years I’ve been on a journey of 
healing with the Lord. He has convinced me that 

M y  l o v e 
d e f i c i t  w a s  t h e 

r o o t  o f 
a l l  o f  t h e 

p e r fo r m a n c e 
i n  m y  l i fe  a n d 

i t  w a s n ' t 
s o m e t h i n g  I

 c o u l d  f i x  o r 
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T h e r e  w e r e  c r a c k s  i n  t h e  fo u n d a t i o n  o f  m y 
b e l i e f s  t h a t  n e e d e d  t o  b e  r e p l a c e d  w i t h  t r u t h .

Chelsea Swecker
Chelsea Swecker lives in Mt. Shasta, 

CA, and is currently a student at Bethel 
School of Supernatural Ministry. She 
graduated from Lindsey Wilson Col-
lege where she earned a Master’s in 

Christian Leadership and a Bachelor’s 
in Christian Ministries. Chelsea was a 
children’s pastor in NC and KY before 

moving to Northern California. This year 
she will be launching a podcast called Made By 
Design, and is super excited about it’s potential. 

She lives with her husband and two dogs and 
passes the time remodeling her home, traveling, 

and making new memories.

I am good just as I am. I am loved whenever I’m 
leading people to Christ on the side of the road, or 
lying in bed adding to my Pinterest boards. I never 
knew that he liked what I like, and enjoyed the things 
that I enjoy. I also would have never guessed that 
he appreciated my creativity or valued me having 
fun. Of course I still value obedience and serving 
others, but the motive is what he changed for me. My 
obedience is from the position of being a daughter 
first and not a slave. I’m serving from love now, 
rather than for love. There is a big difference. 
 
The highs were high and the lows were low. At 
times I felt like God’s love for me was so beyond my 
comprehension that my body was going to explode, 
and other times I didn’t know if my suppressed 
heartache would ever go away. There were cracks 
in the foundation of my beliefs that needed to be 
replaced with truth. God was so kind and faithful to 
meet me right where I was and bring me out of that 
pit I was in. If you can relate to my story and you feel 
like an orphan rather than a child who is a part of 
the family of God, I want to invite you to start each 

day by asking God what he thinks of you. Allow your 
heart to have a voice and then invite the Holy Spirit 
to tell you the truth about how He sees you. Believe 
what Christ says. You are good. You are created 
in his image. His love for you cannot be revoked. 
Receive more of his love each day and allow him to 
be the surgeon of your heart. I know with assurance 
that he is faithful to bring you into his truth and it 
will set your heart free.
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By Kelli Ward

I ’ve been feeling run down lately. Sick. Headaches,
blurred vision, and extremely lethargic – unlike
myself. I knew something was going on when I 

came home after work one night and went to sleep 
for 12 hours. Something wasn’t right. This got me 
thinking, and thinking, and thinking. It wasn’t my 
high blood pressure. It wasn’t stress. I was too 
busy. I am always ripping and running. Scheduling. 
Cleaning. Cooking. Daydreaming. In realizing the 
things that I was doing, I realized the things that

B U I L D I N G 

A  B A L A N C E D 

L I F E  O F 

B U S Y N E S S , 

R E S T , 

W O R S H I P 

A N D 

P R A I S E .

I wasn’t doing: reading my Bible, praying, talking 
with God, and watering my relationship with Jesus 
(we all know that when we don’t water something, 
it dies). Thinking about Mary and Martha, I realize 
today that God was trying to tell me something and 
it took a month of me feeling ill to get it through my 
thick skull: there’s a time to be a Martha and
there’s a time to be a Mary.

“As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he 
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came to a village where a woman named Martha 
opened her home to him. She had a sister called 
Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what 
he said. But Martha was distracted by all the 
preparations that had to be made. She came to him 
and asked, ‘Lord, don’t you care that my sister has 
left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help 
me!’ ‘Martha, Martha,’ the Lord answered, ‘You are 
worried and upset about many things, but few things
are needed—or indeed only one. Mary has chosen 
what is better, and it will not be taken away from 
her.’” (Luke 10: 38-42 NIV)came to a village where a 
woman named Martha opened her home to him. She 
had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet 
listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted 
by all the preparations that had to be made. She came 
to him and asked, ‘Lord, don’t you care that my sister 
has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help 
me!’ ‘Martha, Martha,’ the Lord answered, ‘You are 
worried and upset about many things, but few things 
are needed—or indeed only one. Mary has chosen 
what is better, and it will not be taken away from 
her.’” (Luke 10: 38-42 NIV) 

“Few things are needed – indeed only one. Mary has 
chosen what is better.” What a powerful Word. Here 
Martha is running around in an attempt to make 
everyone comfortable, but she has in a way forsaken 
her company with busy work. What is the point

of inviting someone into one’s home when one has 
no time to spend with him or her? Mary on the 
other hand soaks up Jesus’ presence by intently 
listening without distraction or a care in the world. 
As we grow in a relationship with Jesus and an 
understanding of who he is we must realize that 
life as a Christian is about balance. We have jobs, 
children, responsibilities, volunteer work, husbands, 
wives, pets, etc., but we also have ministries, church
duties, and seminary schooling. Sometimes we try to 
do it all and end up spreading ourselves out so thin 
that none of what we produce yields quality fruit. 
Sometimes we need to get back to the basics, which 
are praise and worship, reading the Bible, prayer, and
placing the highest responsibilities first.
 
Also, as we are discussing Mary vs. Martha, this idea 
is not strictly for women in Christ but also men in 
Christ. As people in the body of Christ, we are called 
to put Christ first in all things. The distinction made 
between the “Mary” type and “Martha” type isn’t a 
bad thing or something that we shouldn’t embody. 
It’s more of a differentiation between the two sides 
of one Christian as we are to spend time with him 
and to get to work for him, but in all this we should 
refrain from allowing the cares of this world or the
concerns of life to take priority over following Jesus. 
We are told in the Bible many times to be sure that 
we remain unstained by this world. To do this means 
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that we should continue to be worry-free, anxiety-
free, and carefree, but I know by experience that this 
isn’t easy and that sometimes we fall prey to these 
worldy traits. When we take on too much in life we 
sometimes become worried or distracted by many 
things and may be missing out on opportunities
that God has for service and blessings, like Martha. 
When we try to do it all, we take away his glory and 
exhaust ourselves and get into the “I, I, I” worldy 
frame of mind. It’s okay to take a sober look at this. 
Maybe you feel like you are always doing all the 
work and maybe that Jesus doesn’t care about your 
situation. Or perhaps you may not be listening to 
Jesus’ instructions, instead making up your own 
along the way or trying to debate God’s will for you. 
Martha could also be stuck in the kitchen or out 
mowing the lawn while others are pouring out their 
worship on Jesus, but she works hard for him, to 
please him and he loves her, he can count on Martha
to get the job done. In the same vain as Christians we 
do not have to earn the love of Christ by showing him 
how much work we are doing for him, it’s already 
there, and he showed us by enduring the cross. But 
the very foundation of our relationship with him 
grows when we spend time with him and in essence 
bathe in his glory. There is absolutely nothing wrong 
with being a “Martha” type, but as we are working 
hard, we may be more focused on the action of the 
work rather than the purpose. As Christians we all 

A s  w e  a r e  d i s c u s s i n g 
M a r y  v s .  M a r t h a ,  t h i s 

i d e a  i s  n o t  s t r i c t l y  fo r 
w o m e n  i n  C h r i s t  b u t 
a l s o  m e n  i n  C h r i s t .
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struggle with this. You are not alone. We must learn 
to keep it simple.

“Six days before the Passover, Jesus came
to Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus
had raised from the dead. Here a dinner was given 
in Jesus’ honor. Martha served, while Lazarus was 
among those reclining at the table with him. Then 
Mary took about a pint of pure nard, an expensive 
perfume; she poured it on Jesus’s feet and wiped his 
feet with her hair. And the house was filled with the 
fragrance of the perfume.” (John 12 1-3 NIV)

We always see Mary at Jesus’s feet. I once heard 
Bishop Charles E. Blake say that a woman’s hair is 
her glory so Mary placed her glory at Jesus’s feet. 
She doesn’t worry about today or tomorrow but has 
her first priority, which is praise-time for Jesus.
Imagine being stress free because your day is 
focused on pleasing the Savior over pleasing others. 
It’s possible. It says it in the Bible that he will keep 
him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on him.
Just because we are at work doesn’t mean we can’t 
praise him on our lunch break. In our modern day 
world you may see Mary as having no direction. She 
may seem like a loser, a hippie, lazy, and maybe even 
unmotivated. Someone who doesn’t know the value 
of hard work like Martha does. But this isn’t true. 
Mary knew how to “hang out,” in other words she 

knew how to a) get the work done with efficiency, b) 
not let over-prioritizing/planning consume her day, 
and c) let the work stack up and kick-it with Jesus.

A woman named J.M. Price says, “I am more like 
Martha post marriage and kids. I am literally running 
behind my husband and kids all the time caring for 
them. I seldom take or make the time to just sit with 
Jesus. Even when I am at church I often times am 
not able to simply listen because I am mothering my 
kids. Pre-marriage and kids, I was more like Mary. I 
went to church and Bible study pretty consistently. 
I prayed, read my word and fasted much more 
often as well. It is interesting to me that at a point in 
my life when I have so much on my plate, I am not 
fighting more to spend quality time with Jesus. Now, 
the time I spend with him is always while I’m doing 
something else. For instance, now I pray in the car 
while driving or while in the shower. I may read my 
Bible while having my lunch at work. I called into 
a prayer line on a Saturday morning and felt bad 
that I wasn’t with my kids. At the end of the day, I 
know that if I make time to be more like Mary on a 
consistent basis, I will be more effective and have a 
better attitude when I have to be like Martha.”

The above insight is relevant. Many of us are a 
combination of Mary and Martha and again this isn’t 
a bad thing. It’s often a reality as there are two sides 
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to every Christian. When blending the two distinct 
personalities together the outcome is a balanced life
with a focused work ethic, family life, prayer life, and 
overall healthy life. Being too busy or having too little 
work to do seems to often leave us worn out, bored 
even, unfruitful, and idle (which starts to eat away at 
your mind, leaving your thoughts to wonder into
some not-so-good places at times). Balance means 
to be of equal weight. As we are all called to put 
Jesus first we must remember that he also calls us 
to be missionaries and the mission or ministry we 
are called to must be financed which means he calls 
us to work. He also calls us to be on the mission field 
at our jobs and in our homes. If we are too tired and 
subsequently cranky or too ho-hum about life, how 
are we to show others how great our God is with
effectiveness?

Now you may be saying that it’s impossible to be like 
Mary all the time – this is true, especially in today’s 
world that moves at such a fast pace. But we can 
make strides to be like Mary and put Martha on the 
coat rack for a while as well as to hang up Mary and
put on Martha. In Mary Southerland’s book entitled 
Experiencing God’s Power in Your Ministry: Success and 
Survival for Every Woman Who Serves God she outlines 
habits that need to form in order for the women (this 
also applies to men) of God to go the distance for him 
in Spirit and in truth. In the chapter “Relish Godly 

Discipline,” she lists six ways to prioritize our lives 
for ministry (and day-to-day living):

1. Prepare 
Just as we budget our money we must budget our 
time. Schedule one day a week to plan out your week 
– stick with that plan.

2. Eliminate
Once a month have a “spring cleaning”. Eliminate 
anything that is hurting you or your family. You may 
need to eliminate unimportant things to spend time 
with those you love.

3. Prioritize
Learn to leave the “lesser” things undone. Employ 
God’s priorities, not yours. You are not Superwoman. 
Ask yourself the questions: Does it really matter? Is it 
eternal? Does it impact lives for God?

4. Delegate 
Find your team and include all of them in the work.

5. Simplify
Give up on perfection, it is meant for Heaven not 
Earth. The “further we get from simple things, the 
further we get from God.” – An Amish saying.
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L e t ' s  d r o p  t h e  m i s c o n c e p t i o n 
t h a t  s l o w i n g  d o w n  a n d  d o i n g 

n o t h i n g  m e a n s  y o u ' r e  l a z y
-  i t  d o e s n ' t .  I t  m e a n s  y o u 

v a l u e  p e a c e ,  p l a y - t i m e , 
a n d  g o o d  h e a l t h . 

6. Yield 
If home and family are only left with scraps of our 
time, energy, and emotions, we are walking in sin 
and disobedience. Home is our greatest mission field.
 
I collected a few responses to the question, are you 
Mary or Martha or a combination of both?
 
Samantha Jeudy says, “Well personally I think I’m 
like Martha, and I strive to be like Mary. When life 
is going good and there’s nothing bad going on that 
you need to pray about, you tend to get caught up 
with our own thing and neglect Jesus. One of the 
things that I have to work on is spending time with 
Him everyday no matter what’s going on in my life. 
Making sure I put him before everything and finding 

time to worship everyday. It’s not easy especially 
with our work schedules, friends, and family but I 
really strive to be like Mary and going to him humbly 
so that I can learn more from him and his Word.”
 
Elder Richard Brooks says, “In brief, if you will 
notice the disciples first heard what Jesus had to 
say and then went to put it into practice. The case of 
Mary and Martha was that Martha was concerned 
about natural things (cleaning the house, fixing the 
food etc.) all of this while Jesus was sharing his 
message. There is nothing to indicate that he had any 
intention of repeating what he was saying. That is 
the message, we must hear God while or when he is 
speaking, not when we finish what we are doing.”
 
Helena P. Fils says, “I am definitely like Martha. I am 
always running around, cooking and cleaning. I just 
prefer to stay busy. This is how I do my best thinking 
and reflecting. This time is therapeutic for me. Not 
that I have family that I am doing this all for, but I 
find it relaxes me. I would like to be more like Mary, 
but I’m just not there yet. As I pray for a greater 
understanding of God’s Word, perhaps I will be able 
to sit still and read, but until then…”
 
Phillip Olive says, “I think that the heart of the story 
is the formation of priorities. Mary put time with 
Jesus ahead of anything else. While Jesus was 
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present, Martha decided to busy herself with other 
matters. In the Biblical accounts of Jesus spending 
time with people, he often would tell people what to 
do. Listen to this, go do this, pray, eat. People who 
were given even the simplest direction by Jesus 
were audibly hearing the will of God for them in the 
moment, something present-day Christians always 
say that they long for. If he had told Martha to 
prepare a meal, she would have been right in doing 
so. But if she wasn’t given any direction by Jesus, 
with a choice between busyness and being with 
Jesus, she chose the lesser of the two. My struggle, 
everyone’s struggle, is deciding to continually put 
time with Jesus first. Does he get our leftover time 
and attention or does he get the best of them? He is 
with us in spirit, so we always have access to him, 
but our job is to place him as our top priority instead 
of taking his nearness for granted.”
 
We are not alone in this fight, and it is a fight. Let’s 
also drop the misconception that slowing down and 
doing nothing means you’re lazy–it doesn’t. It means 
you value peace, play-time, and good health. After 
understanding why I was sick, I made a commitment 
to slow down, relax, and be go-with-the-flow and 
to read the Bible everyday. First starting with one 
chapter, then prayerfully reading two, three, and 
so on. I also am focusing my prayer life on praising 
rather than asking. I am beginning with 10 minutes 

of prayer every morning and night. During the first 
seven minutes I thank God for being who he is, 
giving him the glory in all things. For the last three 
minutes I lay the issues of my heart at Jesus’s feet. 
We can take steps even if they are baby ones to find 
a balance of Mary and Martha in our lives. “Do not 
work for food that spoils, but for food that endures 
to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. 
For on him God the Father has placed his seal of 
approval.” (John 6:27, NIV)
 
Commit this scripture to your heart. For the next 
time you are tuckered out and overworked, too tired 
to spend quality time with God, recite this scripture 
and think on Martha who overworked herself for 
Jesus, and then Mary who abandoned everything to 
curl up at his feet.

Kelli Ward
With an intense love of and for the Lord 
(which didn’t manifest itself in her until 

her early 20’s), Kelli wants to share 
her experiences in being a Christian 

with the world in a down-home-direct 
way. As an aspiring screenwriter living 

in Los Angeles with an M.F.A. from 
USC, Kelli has also most recently decided 

to devote her writing talent to educating the 
masses about the Christian walk.
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“W hat does the apostle Paul mean when 
he says ‘live a quiet life’ in this verse?” 
The question was posed by a person 

participating in a Bible study I was visiting as 
part of our church. The facilitator—a veteran of 
facilitating small group discussions—flipped his 
study Bible open to that verse, dropped down to the 
footnotes, then read the explanation of the verse in 
the footnotes. The person that had originally asked 
the question responded, “Oh okay, that makes sense 
now.” 

I had always believed in the importance of having a 
study Bible, but this experience reminded me that a 
study Bible is an essential tool to help Christians do 
Bible study. People that are new to the Christian faith 

A N S W E R I N G 
Q U E S T I O N S 
A N D 
L E A R N I N G 
T O  A S K 
N E W  O N E S
By Christopher L. Scott
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will especially benefit from a good study Bible. Here 
are some features of a study Bible and how it can 
help you. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N S  T O 
B O O K S  O F  T H E  B I B L E

One of the great features of study Bibles are the 
introductions to each book of the Bible. These 
introductions have notes about who the author of 
the book is, when it was written, what key verses are 
found there, the central theme or big idea, as well as 
an outline of each book. These book introductions 
are helpful when you come to complex books 
such as Ezekiel or Matthew or Revelation because 
they help give you a good framework for moving 
forward. These notes provide a solid foundation for 
you and your study of the Biblical text, almost like a 
“springboard” for further in-depth study.

S C R I P T U R E  S T U D Y  N O T E S 
O N  V E R S E S

Another great feature of a study Bible is the study 
notes on passages, verses, and words of the biblical 
text. An example of this is from the ESV Study Bible. 
Romans 6:23 reads, “For the wages of sin is death, 
but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 

our Lord.” If you look at the study notes at the bottom 
of the page on this verse, it reads, “6:23 Those who 
give themselves to sin will die both physically and 
eternally, whereas Christians are assured of eternal 
life. Wages implies that the punishment for sin is 
what one has earned and who one deserves. Free 
gift is the opposite of something one deserves, 
which fits Paul’s earlier emphasis on justification 
by grace alone (God’s unmerited favor; see note 
on 4:16), through faith alone (trusting in Christ for 
justification; see 1:17; 3:21-4:25).” As you can see, the 
ESV Study Bible helpfully explains this verse, then 
it comments on specific words in the verse (“wages” 
and “free gift”). These notes help explain what the 
passage means and how we are supposed to apply it 
to our lives. Don’t worry, focusing on specific words 
or passages won’t negate the whole picture and 
meaning of the full passage (or how the Holy Spirit 
speaks to you), but it may help you think deeper and 
enjoy more of the richness of God’s words.    

C O N C O R D A N C E

A concordance is another helpful feature of a study 
Bible. (Most Bibles have a concordance but might 
not be as extensive as a study Bible concordance.) 
A concordance is a list of words in alphabetical 
order with a list of verses that mention that word. 
If someone in your small group asks, “What does 
the Bible say about the word ‘hate’?” A quick glance 
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at the concordance in the ESV Study Bible shows 
that the word is used in Lev 19:17; Pss 5:5; 139:21; 
Prov 8:36; Amos 5:15; Luke 6:27 and Rom 7:15, 
which allows you to read those verses to your group. 
You can delve in more deeply to the context and 
situations surrounding specific subjects. While most 
concordances only present a “select” number of 
occurrences of that word due to space restrictions - 
it’s a great place to start!

C R O S S  R E F E R E N C E

Another helpful resource of a study Bible is the 
cross-reference system. This allows you to look at 
other Bible verses that discuss the same topic or use 
the same word. For example, Revelation 13:5 talks 
about the Anti-Christ who will be revealed in the 
future, “And the beast was given a mouth uttering 
haughty and blasphemous words, and it was allowed 
to exercise authority for forty-two months” (ESV). 
This verse has several cross-references in the ESV 
Study Bible, one which lists 2 Thessalonians 2:4 as 
a verse related to this one, “the man of lawlessness 
is revealed, the son of destruction, who opposes and 
exalts himself against every so-called god or object 
of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of 
God, proclaiming himself to be God” (ESV). As you 
can see, the cross-reference system helps you find 
passages that discuss similar topics, which helps you 

learn and understand difficult Scripture passages. 
Cross-referencing can help you connect even more to 
the larger biblical narrative that God is telling.
  

G R E A T  S T U D Y  B I B L E S

Which study Bible you have is not as important as 
the fact that you have one which you regularly use. 
I recommend these study Bibles: ESV Study Bible, 
NLT Study Bible, NIV Study Bible, Swindoll Study 
Bible (NLT), Ryrie Study Bible (NASB, KJV), Scofield 
Study Bible (NIV, NKJV, KJV), Wiersbe Study Bible 
(NKJV). The best translation to use is the translation 
you use! The same is true for study Bibles. 

Regardless if you are a seminary professor who 
has been teaching the Bible for fifty years, or a new 
believer that is just looking to purchase your first 
Bible, it’s a great idea to get a study Bible. I encourage 
you to study it, meditate on it, and live it. 

Christopher L. Scott
Christopher L. Scott is an associate 

pastor in Exeter, CA and a freelance 
writer. Part of his pastoral duties is 

teaching a class for new believers. He 
buys every new believer a study Bible.
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“I f you look for truth, you may find comfort in 
the end; if you look for comfort you will not 
get either comfort or truth only soft soap and 

wishful thinking to begin, and in the end, despair.”-
C.S. Lewis

In our mother’s womb we are shielded from the 
world’s ugliness and pain. Then we are suddenly 
thrust out into the world and from there on out we 
say goodbye to comfort. We say goodbye to being 
insulated from war, crime, and poverty. We say 
goodbye to being shielded from divorce, rejection, 
loneliness, and lay offs. We bid farewell to safety 
and ease and say hello to standing in long lines at the 
DMV and shoveling snow every winter.

We enter a life of discomfort and this is part of what 
makes comfort so appealing. In a world besieged 
by Murphy’s law or what Christians call “the fall,” 
comfort is an ever elusive commodity. It is always 
temporary and every good night’s sleep is awakened 
and disturbed by the sound of an alarm. Every 
appliance designed for our convenience eventually 
needs repair or some other equipment to keep it 
running smoothly. Like most things in this world, 
comfort never lasts forever, so we always seek after 
it.

E M B R A C I N G 
T H E  V A L U E  O F 
A W K W A R D N E S S

By Ramon Mayo
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This explains why comfort is a “god” in our 
culture. By “god” I mean something that dominates 
and controls our lives; influencing almost every 
decision and the measurement of our satisfaction. 
Another synonym for comfort is convenience. The 
American Heritage Dictionary defines convenience 
as “something that is suitable to one’s comfort, 
purposes, or needs” and again as “something that 
increases comfort or saves work.” Because of this 
obsession with comfort our streets are littered 
with convenience stores. Our stores are filled with 
convenience foods which we cook in microwaves, 
one of the many devices created to make our lives 
more convenient. In these small things we see a 
culture that runs away from delayed gratification 
because it is not comfortable. To delay comfort in the 
present in order to gain true and lasting value in the 
future is foreign to so many modern ears. Waiting 
for something or having to actually make it yourself 
has lost its luster for the majority of our culture. Get 
it cheap, fast, and with the least amount of effort is 
the mantra of the day! This has led to the illusion that 
we should never experience discomfort, pain, and 
suffering and if there is a god, he needs to turn in a 
resignation letter the minute that we do.

This is not only a problem in the wider Western 
culture but it is also a very widespread problem in 
those who claim to follow Christ. To put it directly: 

Comfort is a god in the evangelical church. We like to 
assemble and gather in nice plush church buildings 
with state of the art multimedia presentations. We 
want to be a part of an organization that boasts of 
something for everyone. We have actually flipped 
around Jesus’ words in Mark 10:45. We do not want 
to serve we want to be served.

And so we search for the just right church with the 
pastor who says everything we want him to say 
along with the band that plays exactly the songs 
we want to hear. This is combined with the other 
members of the congregation who dress like we 
dress, make the same amount of money, shop where 
we shop, and pretty much remind us of how great it 
is to be...well, you know...us. That’s comfortable. We 
definitely do not want to grow or stretch. We do not 
want to be around other people who don’t look like us 
or who smell like alcohol, cigarettes, or garbage. That 
would be...well, you know…uncomfortable. 

W H A T  D O E S  T H E  B I B L E  S A Y 
A B O U T  C O M F O R T ?

The Bible doesn’t have a lot of positive things to say 
about comfort. Part of that is because ancient people 
were not as influenced by consumerism as much as 
we are and took a life of discomfort for granted. The 
masses of people at the time lived a shorter life and 
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that life was filled with a lot of work and none of 
the amenities that we consider normal. There were 
no grocery stores with over 387 choices of cereal, 
no phones, no cars, no customer service, and no 
Internet. In fact, royalty were the only type of people 
who could afford an indoor bathroom with running 
water. Comfort was something that was longed for 
in the afterlife or a result of divine intervention and 
favor (see Deuteronomy 28). It was not a thing that 
was taken for granted.

Comfort was reserved for those who were wealthy 
and influential and some of the harshest critiques of 
comfort were aimed at the rich and powerful. Amos, 
the eighth century prophet, scolded the wealthy of 
Israel and pronounced a warning to those who lived a 
life of comfort at the expense of the poor:

“Woe to those who are at ease in Zion, and to those 
who feel secure on the mountain of Samaria, the 
notable men of the first of the nations, to whom the 
house of Israel comes!” (Amos 6:1 ESV) 

These were scathing words to those who began to 
take the idea of comfort to the next level. The idea 
of comfort had gripped them so much that they 
exploited the poor in order to live a lifestyle where 
they could afford summer and winter homes with the 
latest upgrades of the time, “designer” clothes, and 

C o m fo r t  i s  a  " g o d " 
i n  o u r  c u l t u r e . 
B y  " g o d "  I  m e a n 
s o m e t h i n g  t h a t 
d o m i n a t e s  a n d 

c o n t r o l s  o u r  l i v e s ; 
i n f l u e n c i n g 

a l m o s t  e v e r y 
d e c i s i o n  a n d  t h e 
m e a s u r e m e n t  o f 
o u r  s a t i s f a c t i o n .
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expensive entertainment (Amos 3:15, 6:4). Reading 
about their comfortable lifestyle supported by the 
oppression of the poor can cause us to point the 
finger and judge those who have more than we have. 
It actually should prompt us to evaluate our own 
lifestyles to discern whether our small comforts are 
gained from the backbreaking work and exploitation 
of those who are needy.

Jesus never advocated a life of comfort. During a 
brief exchange in the gospel of Luke, Jesus told 
would-be followers that, “Foxes have holes, and 
birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has 
nowhere to lay his head” (Luke 9:58 ESV).
He was letting these potential followers know that 
the journey with him would cost them something. 
That something was comfort. This is not to say 
that followers of Christ never experience comfort, 
but that comfort along with anything else when 
compared to following Christ is dispensable.

And to nail the coffin shut on the myth of a 
comfortable Christian life, Jesus also said, “If anyone 
would come after me, let him deny himself and take 
up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23 ESV).

The day to day existence for a Christian is filled 
with uncomfortable choices. Some are on a larger 
scale than others but an authentic Christian life is 

marked by discomfort. This is undoubtedly so if 
we imitate the life of one who shunned the comfort 
of being God to experience and taste the gamut of 
human pain and suffering. Jesus not only lived the 
uncomfortable life of being born a poor Palestinian 
Jew in the 1st century. He also was a traveling 
itinerant preacher who had to deal with being on 
the road for the last three years of his life and being 
dependent on others for his livelihood. In the end 
he was tortured and crucified on a Roman cross 
for the sins of the whole world and for the joy that 
was set before him. What was that joy? To be raised 
from the dead and sit at the right hand of his Father 
and to be in relationship with those who would 
choose to follow him as their Saviour and Lord. The 
most amazing human life possible was also a very 
uncomfortable life. Could it be that we have it all 
wrong?
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H O W  T O  D E S T R O Y 
T H E  I D O L  O F  C O M F O R T

1. Volunteer at a charity or non-profit 
organization. 
By serving others you will have to look out for 
someone else’s needs instead of your own; the 
antithesis of comfort.

2. Become exposed to the lifestyles of the poor in 
your own country and abroad. 
Watch some documentaries on how folks live in 
many parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
Better yet, go there and experience it in person. You 
will definitely see that it is possible to live a rich full 
life without our modern comforts and conveniences 
and you will also realize how good you have it.

3. Take risks. 
One of the best ways to make discomfort the new 
normal is to take risks. Befriend someone of a 
different ethnicity or social class from your own. Try 
learning a new sport or hobby. Make something from 
scratch. You will see that the greatest joys in life 
actually have an element of discomfort.

4. Live beneath your means. 
One of the quickest ways to go into debt is to take 
the path of comfort by buying things you don’t need. 
How about going in the opposite direction by seeing 
how many things you can live without. You will see 
how unnecessary many of our modern comforts are.

5. Listen to a difficult person. 
This one can be the hardest of all but actually 
listening to the rantings and ramblings of someone 
who is either a) cranky or b) obnoxious really 
does make you more accustomed to other hard 
uncomfortable things in life. It can build patience 
and self control and can help to set you free from the 
need for everything having to serve you and bring 
you comfort.

6. Finally, live in the power and under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit. 
In the gospel of John, Jesus called the Holy Spirit 
the Comforter. In the original Greek the word 
means “someone who stands alongside.” When 
we are experiencing uncomfortableness, and even 
downright horrible circumstances, we can be 
encouraged that we have a Comforter going through 
it with us.
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Live

4

G e t t i n g 
O u t  o f  T h e 
G o o d  P l a c e

4

By Steve Limkeman

Live
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WARNING: Spoilers to follow. I did my best to only discuss 
the overarching narrative without revealing the destinies of 
individual characters, but the big picture must be discussed.
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hat do you hope will happen to you after 
you die? There are so many things we might 
wish for that cannot be fully realized in this 
life: reunification with family or friends who 

are no longer with us, release from suffering and 
pain, restoration of what is damaged and broken, 
justice for what’s been done wrong, perfect loving 
relationships… the list could go on forever. Do you 
believe that there is a Good Place where all these 
hopes will ultimately be fulfilled?

W

C.S. Lewis

“ M O S T  P E O P L E , 

I F  T H E Y  H A D 

R E A L L Y  L E A R N E D 

T O  L O O K  I N T O 

T H E I R  O W N 

H E A R T S ,  W O U L D 

K N O W  T H A T  T H E Y 

D O  W A N T ,  A N D 

W A N T  A C U T E L Y , 

S O M E T H I N G  T H A T 

C A N N O T  B E  H A D 

I N  T H I S  W O R L D . ” 
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S o  t h e y  l i v e  o u t  t h e i r  d r e a m s ,  t h e y 
fu l f i l l  t h e i r  f a n t a s i e s  a n d  t h e n . . .

t h e y ' r e  b o r e d .

If you haven’t seen The Good Place, I recommend 
beginning with the first article I wrote on the show, 
“Getting Into The Good Place,” which discusses how 
I fell in love with the brilliant, creative mixture of 
moral and eschatological philosophy which makes up 
the heart of the show. And if you’ve ever wondered, 
“How do I get into Heaven?” or if you’ve ever thought, 
“I don’t want to end up in Hell!” then that article is a 
great place to start. After four seasons of afterlife 
adventures, I felt compelled to write about the show 
again. For when our beloved band of misfits finally 

makes it to The Good Place, after lifetimes of longing 
for Heaven, they find out it’s not perfect. Something’s 
wrong with The Good Place.

My first reaction was, “Oh no! That can’t be! What 
could possibly be wrong with The Good Place? It’s 
supposed to be paradise! It’s supposed to be… well, 
what is it supposed to be?” My frustration with the 
idea of a broken Heaven was quickly replaced by my 
fascination with why it was dysfunctional. 
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T h e  G o o d  P l a c e  i m a g i n e s 
t h a t  t h i s  p r o b l e m  o f 

d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  c o n t i n u e s 
o n  e v e n  i n t o  t h e  a f t e r l i fe , 
o n  t o  t h e  fu r t h e s t  r e a c h e s 

o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  u p  t o 
t h e  h i g h e s t  a s p i r a t i o n s 
o f  o u r  w i l d e s t  d r e a m s . 

Upon entry into The Good Place, Eleanor, Chidi and 
the rest of our crew discover that the people there 
are unsatisfied. The architects of The Good Place 
have run out of ideas for how to make Heaven fun 
and people are slowly devolving into a vegetative 
state, left devoid of real meaning, purpose or 
fulfillment. 

In one sense, the critical failure of The Good Place 
to truly be Heaven is due to the inability of the 
characters to find their hope in something eternal, 
something Real. Their desire for The Good Place is 

limited to the realization of whatever crazy fantasies 
they can come up with, like playing the perfect 
game of Madden football on a big screen TV inside 
an actual football stadium or being able to travel to 
anywhere in the world you’d always wanted to go 
in the blink of an eye. So they live out those dreams, 
they fulfill their fantasies and then… they’re bored. 

C.S. Lewis calls this “The Fool’s Way” of dealing with 
the problem of desires that have been left unsatisfied, 
and it’s a problem that many of us have already 
discovered during our lives here on Earth. Even the 
very best vacations, the most thrilling experiences, 
and the most fulfilling relationships still leave us 
wanting more. In his book, Mere Christianity, Lewis 
writes that the fool “goes on all his life thinking that 
if only he tried another woman, or went for a more 
expensive holiday, or whatever it is, then, this time, 
he would really catch the mysterious something 
we’re all after… always thinking that the latest is ‘the 
Real Thing’ at last, and always disappointed.” 

The Good Place imagines that this problem of 
disappointment continues on even into the afterlife, 
on to the furthest reaches of the imagination and up 
to the highest aspirations of our wildest dreams.
So Chidi, the great philosopher, comes up with a 
solution. He begins with the premise that death is 
what makes life and all of its pleasures meaningful. 
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We cherish life and love because we know we’re 
going to lose it one day. He surmises that the way to 
fix the afterlife, the way to reinvigorate eternity with 
meaning and purpose, is to give people the option to 
leave. To fully enjoy it, people need a way of getting 
out of The Good Place. So, one by one, characters 
leave through a final door and cease to exist. And 
when we see these characters that we’ve grown to 
love, and who have deep love for one another, choose 
to walk through that final door... it’s heartbreaking.

A dramatic contrast to how my own Christian 
faith conceives of Heaven, the principles which 
guide Chidi’s solution align very closely with 
Buddhist philosophy. The Four Noble Truths dictate 
that suffering in life is caused by desire for and 
attachment to things that are inherently transient 
and impermanent. Those things will always leave 
you wanting more, so enlightenment is found in 
detachment from those desires. For C.S. Lewis, the 
presence of these unfulfillable desires is evidence 
“that we were made for another world,” one in which 
experiencing the presence of God, the source of 
life and joy and every other good gift, would fulfill 
all of those desires for eternity. God doesn’t need to 
end us in order to end our suffering, whether from 
weariness of pleasure, from sickness or from death. 
But for a Buddhist, liberation is achieved in freedom 
from existence itself. 

The experience of existence, for a Buddhist, is 
inextricably bound up with suffering. Chidi himself, 
trying to comfort those who are still clinging 
“selfishly” to their attachment to others who want to 
walk through the door, advises, “for spiritual stuff, 
you gotta turn to the East… Picture a wave. In the 
ocean. You can see it, measure it, its height, the way 
the sunlight refracts when it passes through. And 
it’s there. And you can see it, you know what it is. 
It’s a wave. And then it crashes on the shore and 
it’s gone. But the water is still there. The wave was 
just a different way for the water to be, for a little 
while. You know that’s one conception of death for 
a Buddhist: the wave returns to the ocean, where it 
came from and where it’s supposed to be.”

The characters then experience a moment of peace 
and insight, reflecting, “Not bad, Buddhists.” It 
certainly is a beautiful metaphor. But when I think of 
the water which constitutes those I love most losing 
its form, no longer holding together as the beautiful 
waves that I know them to be, each refracting the 
sunlight differently, taking different shapes and 
rising to different heights, and I think of them 
crashing and slipping away into a vast, formless 
sea, I’m devastated. I would never hold them again? 
Never get to hear their voices? Never get to laugh 
together, to sing and to play, to love and to be loved 
by them? I would lose my own sense of self and 
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identity entirely? That’s not bad. It’s horrifying! But 
thankfully, it’s also not Heaven.

Try to imagine Heaven. Now, it may be easy for 
some, as John Lennon claims, to imagine there’s no 
Heaven. But to imagine what Heaven is really like, on 
the other hand, is not easy, even if you try. There are 
so many different cultural and religious conceptions 
of Heaven that our understanding is quite often 
a muddled mixture of various philosophies and 
belief systems. The Good Place presents the afterlife 
intentionally along such confused lines, borrowing 
“about 5 percent” from each of the world’s major 
religions. But even if we stick just within the 
Christian tradition it’s hard to get a clear picture of 
what Heaven really looks like. Consider some of the 
Biblical passages that are used to describe it:

“There he showed me the holy city of Jerusalem 
coming down from God in heaven...each of the 
twelve gates was a solid pearl. The streets of the 
city were made of pure gold, clear as crystal.” - 
Revelation 21:10, 21

“And when he had taken it, the four living 
creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down 
before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they 
were holding golden bowls of incense, which 
are the prayers of God’s people. And they sang 

4
T h e r e  a r e  s o  m a n y 

d i f fe r e n t  c u l t u r a l  a n d 
r e l i g i o u s  c o n c e p t i o n s 

o f  H e a v e n  t h a t  o u r 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  i s  q u i t e 

o f t e n  a  m u d d l e d 
m i x t u r e  o f  v a r i o u s 

p h i l o s o p h i e s  a n d 
b e l i e f  s y s t e m s . 
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a new song, saying:  ‘You are worthy to take the 
scroll and to open its seals, because you were 
slain, and with your blood you purchased for 
God persons from every tribe and language and 
people and nation. You have made them to be a 
kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they 
will reign on the earth.’” - Revelation 5:8-10

For years, I’ve heard other Christians confessing 
their struggle with the idea of even wanting to go to 
Heaven. They say things like, “I’m sure it’ll be great, 
but won’t we get tired of singing all day...forever?” 
or “I don’t really care about having gold streets or 
pearly gates, so… it’s hard for me to get excited about 
going there. I mean, it’s better than the alternative…” 
For a long time, I hadn’t really thought much about 
the details, nor did it bother me that much that 
the Biblical descriptions of heaven seemed a little 
obscure. I knew and loved Jesus, so when he told 
me he was “going to prepare a place for me” in his 
Father’s house (John 14), I just trusted that it would 
be good. Unimaginably good. And maybe that’s 
enough for you. But if it isn’t, I’ve also found C.S. 
Lewis to be tremendously helpful in framing the 
Biblical language: 

“There is no need to be worried by facetious 
people who try to make the Christian hope of 
‘Heaven’ ridiculous by saying they do not want 

‘to spend eternity playing harps’. The answer 
to such people is that if they cannot understand 
books written for grown-ups, they should not 
talk about them. All the scriptural imagery 
(harps, crowns, gold, etc.) is, of course, merely a 
symbolical attempt to express the inexpressible. 
Musical instruments are mentioned because for 
many people (not all) music is the thing known 
in the present life which most strongly suggests 
ecstasy and infinity. Crowns are mentioned 
to suggest the fact that those who are united 
with God in eternity share his splendor and 
power and joy. Gold is mentioned to suggest the 
timelessness of Heaven (gold does not rust) and 
the preciousness of it. People who take these 

W h a t ' s  m i s s i n g  f r o m 
T h e  G o o d  P l a c e ,  a s  w e l l  a s 

m a n y  C h r i s t i a n s '  c o n c e p t i o n s 
o f  H e a v e n ,  t u r n s  o u t  t o  b e  t h e 

m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g  a b o u t 
H e a v e n . 
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symbols literally might as well think that when 
Christ told us to be doves, He meant that we 
were to lay eggs.”

What’s missing from The Good Place, as well as 
many Christians’ conceptions of Heaven, turns out 
to be the most important thing about Heaven. The 
Bible reveals to us that we get something far more 
joyful than merely a pain-free, pleasure-saturated 
existence, far more purposeful than merely singing 
songs all day or walking through pearl gates on 
streets of gold, far more fulfilling than merely 
ceasing to exist. We get God himself. Our Creator, in 
all of his splendor and goodness and love, wants to be 
with us. It’s what the story of The Bible is all about. 
It’s not a tale of delayed gratification of our small-
minded dreams of transient, impermanent things. It’s 
about God rescuing us from the brokenness in this 
world and in ourselves, and transforming us through 
his grace into new creations that are united with him. 
Our hearts long to be with God; his presence is that 
something more that all the joys and all the sorrows 
of this world are directing us toward. Revelation 22 
paints a beautiful picture of what it will be like when 
we are finally in the presence of God; the nations will 
be healed. The curse, which has plagued our world 
since the first sin marred creation, will be removed. 
We will see God’s face, and “there will be no more 
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night. [We] will not need the light of a lamp or the 
light of the sun, for the Lord God will give [us] light” 
(22:5). 

So we wait in anticipation of what it will be like when 
God finally makes his kingdom come and his will 
be done on Earth as it is in Heaven. There will be a 
resurrection of the dead (1 Thessalonians 4:16-17). 
There will be a new heaven and a new earth, where 
God will dwell with his people and there will be no 
more suffering, crying or pain (Rev. 21:1-4).  We 
may not know exactly what this precious, ecstatic, 
infinite, joyful union with God is going to look like, 
but we know one thing. Once we get into The Good 
Place, we won’t be bored and we certainly aren’t 
going to want to get out of it.
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Dear God,
Thank you for the opportunity to read the stories 

of what you are doing in the lives of others. I 
desire to know you more and find my purpose and 

identity in you. I want to take my first steps by 
simply coming to you and asking you to forgive 

me for all the things that have kept me from you. 
Jesus, I recognize that my sins are forgiven 

because you cleared all my wrongs on the cross. 
May you cleanse me and make me new.  Holy 
Spirit, guide me in all truth and give me the 

strength to follow in your ways.

In Jesus’ name, Amen


