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 Last week, we discussed what to do when we face disappointment and failure.  Sometimes, this happens for 
reasons beyond our control.  God Himself doesn’t make people do what He wants them to do, and we cannot.  However, 
this doesn’t mean that every adverse outcome is beyond our control.  If we respond to every failure with fatalism, that 
may blind us to the things in our lives that we need to change, and if we never learn, things never get better. 
 This morning, then, we’re going to study the flip side of the coin.  Our format today is going to be a little bit 
different.  We’re going to have three sermon segments as we usually do, but today, the third is going to be presented by 
Jeff Andrews.  However, all three are going to share a topic, the topic of succeeding through God. 
 
Ingredients of Success 
 As we saw last time, there are plenty of Bible heroes who had to face failure at some point during their lives.  
However, the reason that those men and women are Bible heroes is that they overcame those failures to find success.  
Indeed, the Bible itself is not a failure manual, but a success manual.  Let’s look at some of its ingredients of success. 
 The first of these ingredients is FAITH.  The Hebrews writer emphasizes the importance of faith in Hebrews 
10:37-39.  Faith is the reason why we strive to succeed in the first place.  We are Christians because we believe that God is 
and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him.  Without that belief, there is quite literally no reason to follow 
God.  Likewise, if we have a halfhearted maybe kind of faith, we’ll turn tail and flee at the first sign of difficulty. 
 Also, faith that is based on our own imaginations is a useless kind of faith.  There are plenty of people who have 
this sort of “faith”, which means that they have created a God in their own image, but this appealing practice is a spiritual 
dead end.  Instead, our faith must be founded on the word of God and the promises that He has truly made. 
 This kind of faith is an essential building block of spiritual success.  If we want God’s help here, we have to 
believe His promises and do the things that will lead us to inherit them.  We will make decisions that the people around us 
will consider unpleasant or even nonsensical.  We will do things that we ourselves never would have done if we didn’t 
have faith.  However, this walk of faith that is so foolish to the world is necessary to find success in God. 
 The second ingredient of spiritual success is OBEDIENCE to God’s law.  God makes this point to Joshua in 
Joshua 1:8.  Indeed, obedience is the primary way in which faith expresses itself.  If we claim to believe in God and love 
Jesus but ignore His word, that only proves how hollow our claims of belief are.  Everyone who truly has faith in God 
also obeys Him.  Nor can this be obedience to ourselves and what we think is right.  We can sincerely invent and practice 
things that are exactly the opposite of what God wants us to do, and our sincerity doesn’t make our rebellion any more 
pleasing to Him.  Instead, if we genuinely want to obey, we will learn what the word says and then do it. 
 Obedience helps us in several different ways.  First and most importantly, it gains God’s favor and blessing.  God 
longs to help the disobedient, but they have to turn to Him first.  Next, as a rule, obedience makes our lives on earth 
easier.  Clearly, there are exceptions to the rule.  For one, obedience may cause us to be persecuted for our faith.  For 
another, obedience may well bring some short-term pain with it.  However, even taking those things into account, the 
obedient life is the happy life.  It guides us to the good things that will bring us joy and warns us away from the evil things 
that will cause suffering.  In the long term, obedience is our best hope for success not just spiritually, but in this life too. 
 Third, success requires ZEAL.  Phinehas was a Bible character who succeeded because of his zeal, as recorded in 
Numbers 25:10-11.  At least on one level, this hardly needs saying.  In every area of life, without exception, we do best at 
the things that we care about.  For example, even though I enjoy gardening, I don’t care too much about taking good care 
of my lawn, and as everybody who has ever visited my house can testify, my lawn LOOKS like I don’t care about it!  I 
generally manage to avoid bringing disgrace on the neighborhood, but not much more than that.   
 For some reason, though, this principle is much less obvious in the spiritual realm.  I daresay that if I took a poll, 
just about everybody here this morning would say that they want to go to heaven.  However, what will ensure that we do 
go to heaven is not a beats-the-alternative level of apathy, but zeal for the Lord and His work.  Just like my lack of zeal for 
my lawn shows in the lawn itself, lack of zeal for the Lord shows in the lives we lead.  Zeal shows up here every time the 
doors are opened.  Zeal looks for and creates opportunities to spend time with other Christians outside the assembly.  
Perhaps most of all, zeal is fully as ruthless in getting rid of things that stand between us and God as Phinehas was in 
killing the idolatrous and adulterous Israelite.  Zeal is not a comfortable emotion.  If we are truly zealous for the Lord, it 
will most likely make those around us uncomfortable.  Nonetheless, zeal is a prerequisite for success. 
 Fourth, success demands PERSEVERANCE.  We learn this from the Hebrews writer in Hebrews 10:35-36.  
This also is something that our spiritual lives have in common with every other field of human endeavor.  It is impossible 
for us to succeed at anything unless we stick with it.  I cannot think of one home improvement project that I have ever 
embarked on that went exactly the way I planned.  They always take longer, and they always involve difficulties that I did 
not foresee.  If I used those difficulties as an excuse to throw in the towel, I would never accomplish anything. 



 Likewise, friends, where do we get the idea that we can make spiritual progress without having to persevere to do 
it?  It’s great to decide that we’re going to embark on some new spiritual task—visiting the shut-ins, for instance.  
However, if we give up on that the first time we encounter a scheduling hiccup, we’ll never get anywhere.  As G. K. 
Chesterton once said, “Christianity has not been tried and found wanting.  It has been found difficult and not tried.”  If 
we aren’t willing to persevere, we aren’t trying, and our refusal to invest ourselves will surely deprive us of success. 
 Finally, success as a Christian depends on LOVE.  Peter highlights this in 1 Peter 4:8.  The older I get, and the 
better I understand God’s word, the more I understand the centrality of love.  Love is not an excuse to throw out God’s 
commandments.  Instead, love is the way we consider those commandments and put them into practice.  It is the 
realization that what God wants is more important than what we want, that our brother in Christ is more important than 
we are.  Once we start thinking that way, it changes everything in our lives.  The things that God asks from us, even the 
difficult things, cease to be a burden and become a joy, because we love Him and know that doing those things will make 
Him happy.  All of the selfish amusements of the world won’t be nearly as interesting as they were, because without love, 
they become sterile and empty.  Even dealing with our brethren when they’re being difficult will be easier.  Love is able to 
look past the irritation of the moment to the value of the person.  When we live in this way, we succeed as Christians. 
 
How Jesus Succeeded 
 In these things, of course, our best example is not Phinehas or Joshua or even Peter.  It is Jesus Himself, and a 
study of the book of Hebrews will quickly produce a useful description of how Jesus succeeded, which will help us to 
focus our minds on Him before the Lord’s Supper.  First, Jesus succeeded through FAITHFULNESS.  The Hebrews 
writer explains in Hebrews 3:1-2.  The point here is very simple.  God gave Jesus a job to do.  He did it.  It wasn’t an easy 
job.  As we saw last week, Jesus had to put up with all kinds of opposition and abuse, not only during the last hours of His 
life, but throughout His entire ministry.  There were other things that Jesus wanted very badly to accomplish in which He 
did not succeed, like persuading the whole Jewish nation to follow Him.  However, the things that Jesus was supposed to 
do, He did.  He preached the gospel of the kingdom, He displayed God’s power to confirm the word, and He offered 
Himself on the cross for the sins of mankind.  Those things were within His power to do, and He did them. 
 We need to consider ourselves in the same way.  When we get right down to it, are we using our lives to do what 
we’re supposed to do, or are we using them to do something else?  Are we faithful to our mission of glorifying God and 
His Son, or have we chosen a different direction?  The precise ways in which we glorify God will differ from person to 
person.  We all have different skills.  However, the overall goal does not.  Every one of us is expected to be faithful. 
 Jesus also succeeded because of His SINLESSNESS.  Rather famously, the Hebrews writer remarks on this in 
Hebrews 4:14-15.  We can also think of this in terms of distraction.  Throughout His life, Jesus was a constant target of 
the devil, who wanted Him to focus on anything and everything but serving God.  However, Jesus refused to be allured 
by all of those temptations and kept His eyes wholly fixed on God.  He never forgot His mission. 
 We face the same trials today, but we don’t fare nearly as well as Jesus did.  He never lost His focus, but it’s all 
too easy for the devil to wave some bright shiny object in front of our noses and get us chasing after it.  There are all 
kinds of problems with sin, obviously, but one of the less obvious is that it keeps us from being the people we would 
otherwise be.  If we’re known around the office for our short temper, people aren’t going to be interested in what we have 
to say about the Prince of Peace.  If our wife finds out we’ve been visiting a strip club, it will probably be years before 
we’re able to serve again as spiritual leader for our families.  Even the “secret sins” have an effect on our character that 
prevents us from being the light we should be.  Jesus knew all that, and He succeeded because He avoided it. 
 Jesus also relied on PRAYER to help Him succeed.  The Hebrews writer cites one instance of this in Hebrews 
5:7.  Here, we see one of the largest differences between Jesus and other men and women of faith.  Jesus worked miracles, 
but other Bible characters worked miracles too.  Jesus preached the gospel, but others preached the gospel too.  The 
differences in these areas are real, but not dramatic.  However, the difference between the prayer life of Jesus and the 
prayer life of anybody else in Scripture is dramatic.  I can’t think of a single other Bible character who willingly went aside 
to spend an entire night in prayer.  Jesus did, not once, but repeatedly, and His constant, powerful prayer life was one of 
the most important factors in His success.  This is something that every one of us can emulate.  None of us can work 
miracles, most of us aren’t ever going to preach a sermon, but every one of us can pray.  The more time we spend in 
prayer, the more likely our lives are to end in success. 
 Fourth, Jesus’ life displayed TOTAL DEVOTION.  This is clear from the Hebrews writer’s description in 
Hebrews 10:5-7.  If Jesus had it, it belonged to God.  This embraced everything, up to and including His life.  Jesus was 
exactly who God wanted Him to be.  Sometimes, I fear that we fall into the habit of dismissing this awesome spiritual 
accomplishment because it was the Son of God who accomplished it, like Jesus didn’t have any choice.  However, that 
way of thinking does a huge disservice to our Master.  Jesus DID have a choice.  He could have turned His life in any of a 
million directions, just like we can, but instead, He chose to surrender everything He had to God. 



 How does our life stack up to Jesus’ life?  Let’s say that we didn’t have free will, and God was able to arrange our 
lives to His satisfaction.  What would the result look like, and how would it be different from where we are now?  Let’s 
ignore the answers of the “I would be off preaching the gospel to the headhunters in Borneo” variety.  I don’t believe that 
being a gospel preacher anywhere makes somebody a better Christian.  But if we were in our current situations, with our 
current jobs, our current families, and so on, but God actually did control everything, how would our lives be different?  
More than anything else, that question gives us a picture of what we need to do to succeed in pleasing God. 
 Finally, Jesus found success through GOD Himself.  Look at this point in Hebrews 13:20-21.  With all that Jesus 
did, He still needed His Father to complete His victory.  If that was true for Jesus, how much more reliant on God should 
we be?  Jesus needed Him for physical resurrection; we need Him for spiritual resurrection, for constant renewal despite 
our record of failure.  Our success doesn’t depend on what other people do.  It depends on what we do, whether we love 
God with a whole heart and strive to serve Him in everything.  What God guarantees is that the best we can give Him is 
going to be enough.  By ourselves, we would fail, but through Christ, God can lead every one of us to victory. 
 All of this gives us a lot of food for thought during the Lord’s Supper.  First, it reminds us of who Jesus was.  He 
lived an incredible life, a life worthy of our worship and imitation.  He received His final vindication when God rewarded 
Him by literally raising Him from the dead.  How blessed we are to have a Savior like that!  Second, it reminds us of who 
we should be.  It goes without saying that none of us live up to Jesus’ example, but all of us share the responsibility to 
strive toward it.  Let’s consider the path He has marked so that we can come to God as He did.   


