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1

INTRODUCTION 

My best friend, spiritual mentor, and pastor was killed  
instantly when he drove head-on into a beer truck while 

on a three-day crack cocaine binge. He was a gifted speaker and 
theologian, a highly effective teacher, and a respected preacher 
who exposited biblical truth with unusual clarity and winsome-
ness. He was a compassionate and skilled counselor. But it was 
not enough.

It wasn’t enough either that he could compose music or 
skillfully conduct orchestras, or that he was a first-chair trum-
pet player. His musical gifts and athletic prowess were beyond 
what I consider fair for any one person to possess; he paral-
leled on his first ski trip, broke bricks as a white belt, and played 
competitive tennis and volleyball.

He did everything exceedingly well and yet it was never 
enough. It wasn’t enough that his kids viewed him as a hero, or 
that his wife was a devoted spouse committed to working out 
their troubled marriage. When he abandoned his wife, family, 
and church, it wasn’t enough to see the pain in their eyes or to 
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hear the crushing disappointment and disillusionment of his 
congregation and friends who loved him. When his cocaine 
addiction became public, friends from all over the country 
reached out and offered to pay for rehab and to provide shelter 
and comfort. After he completed rehab, my wife and I invited 
him to live with us, incorporated him into our family, and tried 
to help him through his recovery. Our interventions saved him 
from a suicide attempt, helped him find a job, and provided a 
temporary safe place for his troubled mind to rest. That was 
not enough. The last time I saw him was immediately before 
he robbed us—while we were away on a family vacation. He 
went through our entire home and stole our money, valuables, 
family heirlooms, antiques, and my car, which was later found 
abandoned in a hotel parking lot in another state. A year later, 
he was gone.

Hundreds of people attended his funeral. The most com-
mon refrain was how this loving, talented pastor, mentor, and 
friend had such a positive influence in their lives. People testi-
fied about how he had led them to Christ and helped deepen 
their intimacy with God. They shared how his shepherd’s heart 
had comforted them during their times of trouble and loss. His 
biblical teaching and his ability to listen, counsel, and love had 
profoundly changed their lives.

My friend’s tragic death impacted me deeply. On a personal 
level, I experienced profound sadness. He influenced my spiri-
tual and emotional life more than any one person on this earth. 
He was there for me during the most painful and significant 
events of my life, including my brother’s death from a heroin 
overdose, the rejection I experienced during my heartbreaking 
divorce, and the rebellious and lonely years during which I had 
walked away from God to pursue serial monogamy. He listened 
compassionately to my deepest doubts and insecurities. His 
love for the truth and intellectual honesty inspired me to adopt 
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those same traits for myself. He introduced me to and discipled 
me in the joyful truths of Reformed theology and helped reset 
my heart’s affections toward God.

My friend’s ministry illustrated the powerful impact of a 
pastor who is wholly submitted to the calling of the gospel and 
the eternal consequences of that good work. Ministry leaders 
are in one of the most strategic positions in the universe. They 
play a unique role in and have the potential to touch thou-
sands—and in some cases millions—of people with the good 
news of Jesus Christ. Ministry leaders are on the front lines, 
preaching, teaching, and leading people to Christ. And they 
do more than preach the gospel—they help apply the gospel 
to every area of life so that everything they do has an eternal 
ripple effect on individuals, marriages, families, communities, 
and nations. Ministry leaders never know if the drug addict 
or business executive sitting in their pew, when transformed 
by Christ, will be the next Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Billy Graham, 
John Stott, Tim Keller, or Dallas Willard.

But deep spiritual transformation in the lives of others is 
severely jeopardized without the personal transformation of 
the leader’s own heart. And it certainly does not take place if 
the leader is sabotaged by the idols of his heart. Ministry lead-
ers don’t usually implode from outside pressures but rather, the 
seeds of their destruction are already planted in their hearts, 
and they are incapacitated from within. As my thoughts re-
turned to my friend’s life and death, I was left wondering what 
events or factors initiated his tragic trajectory that ultimately 
caused this godly, gifted pastor to engage in such extreme con-
duct that destroyed his life, close relationships, and the minis-
try he sacrificed years to build.

In over three decades of experience as an attorney and in pas-
toral counseling, I have often worked with incredibly talented 
pastors who are admired for their godly character, dynamic 
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leadership, and inspiring biblical sermons. Their congregations 
are impressed with their gifts, preaching, and powerful impact. 
Yet some of these same gifted leaders have destroyed their min-
istries and marriages through landmines of relational failure, 
financial impropriety, sexual immorality, narcissism, dictatorial 
leadership, or more subtle idols, illicitly fulfilling their longings 
for affirmation, admiration, control, or adventure.

How many times in the news today have we learned—as I 
learned about my friend—that a beloved pastor or prominent 
ministry leader has lost his or her ministry or marriage and 
brought pain and confusion to the body of Christ due to a mis-
guided series of choices? Often, we are left in shock, shame, and 
fear. We wonder, How did this happen? How can leaders who 
have been called to ministry and are submitted to the lordship 
of Christ engage in such overt sinful conduct? What goes on in 
our hearts that can lead to actions that are antithetical to what 
we know to be true, and that offend the God we love so much? 
What lurks beneath the surface that has such power to destroy 
lives of such promise?

More personally, and more to the point—could this hap-
pen to me? To my life, ministry, and family? What goes on in 
my own heart that is contrary to the gospel, offensive to God, 
and harmful to myself and those closest to me? Why do I keep 
struggling with my sinful desires when I long to obey Christ 
and live a fruitful, loving, grace-giving life? How can I cultivate 
an “expulsive affection” for Christ that will transform my pas-
sions into a powerful, life-giving ministry?1

And even if a ministry leader is not formally disqualified 
from ministry, many leaders (and their congregants) who long 
for a passionate relationship with God can find themselves en-
gaged in an endless cycle of shame and sinful, self-defeating 
behaviors despite their best intentions.
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We don’t have to read far in Scripture to see that the Bible 
is replete with stories of godly men and women who, despite 
their intimate relationships with God and powerful public min-
istries, engaged in sinful conduct that wrecked their lives and 
ministries. David was known as a man after God’s heart and 
yet he abused his power with Bathsheba, engaged in criminal 
conspiracy, and murdered her husband. Moses was the greatest 
Old Testament prophet but was denied entry into the prom-
ised land due to his anger. Jonah’s bitterness and his demand 
that God implement his own version of justice undermined his 
ministry to Nineveh.

The premise of this book is that we are designed by God to 
be driven by a “ruling passion” to live wholeheartedly coram 
Deo, before the face of God. As will be further defined in chap-
ter 1, a ruling passion is an extraordinarily strong desire that 
rules or controls us such that we make achieving that goal an 
ultimate priority. 

Most Christians, and certainly ministry leaders, claim they 
have a ruling passion to have an intimate, obedient relationship 
with God and to be ruled by the lordship of Christ. However, 
there is often a great disparity between what we claim to be 
most passionate about and what our passions really are. Practi-
cally, we struggle in our relationships with others, battle with 
besetting sins, and are governed by ultimate motivations of the 
heart that conflict with Christ as Lord.

If you interviewed most ministry leaders and asked them 
the ultimate heart commitments that either motivated them to 
enter ministry or currently govern their ministry, you would 
likely hear statements like these:

	• “I want to serve God with my whole life.”
	• “I want people to hear the gospel.”
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	• “I want to help people know God.”
	• “I will go anywhere and do anything to share the gospel.”
	• “Obeying God is the most important part of my life, and I 

will teach others to do the same.”
	• “My ministry will be based solely on God’s Word.”
	• “Evangelism is the most important endeavor.”

In reality, these aspirational statements are often belied by ac-
tual—and often unconscious—ultimate heart commitments 
that are more accurately summarized by statements like these:

	• “I will be liked.”
	• “I will be admired.”
	• “I will avoid pain.”
	• “I will be a peacekeeper.”
	• “I will be loved.”
	• “I will belong.”
	• “I will leave a legacy.” 
	• “I will unify.”
	• “I will be unique.”
	• “I will be respected.”
	• “I will be in control.”
	• “I will have impact.”
	• “I will be the expert.”

And this disparity, which grows in proportion to our failure 
to maintain spiritual and emotional health, can be devastating 
when lived out to its conclusion in our ministries, marriages, 
and relationships. 

Ministry leaders must recognize the universal truth that 
anyone is vulnerable to self-sabotage when impure, self-protec-
tive heart commitments are adopted. The degree to which we 
are unaware of our ruling passions is the degree to which we 
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will engage in idolatry of the heart. This book offers power-
ful strategies to help identify and understand how, when left 
unexamined, our ruling passions can serve as functional idols, 
permeate every aspect of our being, and have the potential to 
sabotage our relationships, ministry, and life. It is designed to 
help us identify our blind spots and learn how God can super-
charge our ruling passions rather than letting them rule us—by 
bringing them under Christ’s lordship to experience a radical, 
grace-filled transformation of our lives.

This book is an invitation to submit your entire being—
including your passions—to the transforming work of God 
so that you will live every aspect of life in complete love for, 
in obedience to, and under the supremacy of Christ. It is an 
invitation to live coram Deo, before the face of God, so that 
your passions are transformed and your ruling desire will be 
to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, 
and your neighbor as yourself ” (Luke 10:27). When practically 
lived out, the supremacy of Christ fills your mind, informs 
your priorities, and governs every aspect of your life and min-
istry. Then, we can live and walk vibrantly with God, free from 
self-sabotage of the heart; experience the ripple effect of health 
and healing in our own lives; and see that effect positively im-
pact our close relationships, families, churches, and the next 
generation.

The principles in this book are not only for spiritual lead-
ers, but they are also for all who desire to live in Christ. Every 
person in your church is governed by and will act in conformity 
with their ruling passions and may be potentially sabotaged by 
them. As a shepherd you have the special responsibility to lead 
and disciple them so that their hearts are yielded to the lord-
ship of Christ. As you learn to identify your ruling passions, 
engage in the process of repentance, and experience deep heart 
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transformation, you will be better equipped to powerfully min-
ister to and shepherd the hearts of those in your church and 
ministry.

A CHALLENGE

What you read in this book may surprise and challenge you. 
You will see aspects of the gospel, yourself, and others that you 
may have never seen before. It is my hope that it will help you 
develop a deeper intimacy with God, a greater love for others, 
and a supercharged desire for—and submission to—the lord-
ship of Christ in every area of life. But it takes honest, deep, 
prayerful reflection and a willingness to do the hard interior 
work necessary to deepen your walk with God. It is not easy. 
Everything within us tends to resist addressing the complicated 
recesses of our hearts. Consider this observation from Parker 
Palmer:

That is why we externalize everything—it is far easier to 
deal with the exterior world. It is easier to spend your life 
manipulating an institution than dealing with your own 
soul. We make institutions sound complicated and hard 
and rigorous, but they are simplicity itself compared with 
our inner labyrinths.2

Are you ready to give up manipulating your external world and, 
with the help of God, enter the complex inner labyrinth of your 
own heart? Are you ready to rule the passions that want to rule 
you? I’m ready to join you on this journey. I promise that it will 
be worth it.
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PART 1:

The Problem
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Chapter 1
A VITAL MISDIAGNOSIS OF 

OUR SPIRITUAL HEALTH

How do you measure spiritual health? By what standards 
are we to determine the quality of our relationship with 

God? Christians tend to measure spiritual health in various 
ways: the length of their prayers, daily Bible reading, church 
attendance, spiritual gifts, a servant’s heart, emotional maturity, 
or financial generosity. 

Although these activities and traits may provide some su-
perficial indicators of spiritual health, there is a far deeper, 
though less precise, way to assess spiritual health. To protect 
ourselves from a facile definition of spiritual health, we need 
a more robust framework. In 1677, the Puritan Henry Scougal 
captured the essence of spiritual health and expressed a way to 
“assess the beauty of an invisible heart.” He said, “The worth 
and excellency of a soul is to be measured by the object of its 
love.”1 In other words, we can gain great insight into another’s 
soul by what they are most passionate about, or as Scougal put 
it, the object of one’s love.

What are you most passionate about? What motivates you 
and elicits the most energy from you? What are your ultimate 
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commitments? Do you love people, history, music, art, and lit-
erature? Are you passionate about marriage and children? Do 
you focus your energy on cliff diving, exercise, collecting coins, 
shopping, gardening, or solitude?

Or perhaps your passions are different, less obvious, and 
potentially darker at their core. Do you find yourself obsessed 
with an inordinate desire for approval, affection, admiration, 
adventure, recognition, power, control, or impact?

Our passions reveal much about what we value, who we 
are, or, as Scougal put it, the “excellency” of our soul. Our an-
swer to the question of what we are most passionate about will 
have an enormous impact on our life, marriage, and minis-
try—particularly as a ministry leader who wants to cultivate 
an intimate relationship with God. Frankly, our answer will 
put us on a trajectory to either living a life of faithful service to 
God or sabotaging our life and ministry. The spiritual health, 
wholeness, and “excellency” of our soul can be measured by 
who or what we love, where we spend our time and energy, 
what we dwell on, and what we most passionately pursue with 
all our might.

Our spiritual health is directly connected to our passions. 
Jesus said, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be 
also” (Matthew 6:21). The first commandment tells us that God 
ought to be our first passion:

“You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not 
make for yourself a carved image. . . . You shall not bow 
down to them or serve them, for I the Lord your God am 
a jealous God.” (Exodus 20:3–5)

Jesus also taught that the greatest commandment is to “love 
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 
and with your mind and with all your strength” (Mark 12:30). 
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Accordingly, it stands to reason that our spiritual health can be 
measured by whether we pursue God with all our heart, soul, 
and mind, whether we love what God loves and pursue what 
God pursues. Our spiritual health can be measured by what we 
most prioritize—by what we are most committed to.

Take a poll of most groups of Christians today and ask them 
what they are most passionate about, and depending on their 
denomination or church “tribe,” you will most likely hear an 
array of answers, such as

	• correct theology 
	• the Word of God
	• apologetics
	• obeying God 
	• charismatic gifts
	• spiritual experiences
	• prophetic ministry
	• justice, equality, and racial reconciliation 
	• evangelism
	• worship
	• church planting 
	• the body of Christ
	• Christian education

While it may be true that they are passionate about these as-
pects of our faith, are these really the things about which they 
are most passionate? We may claim to be primarily passionate 
about God, but our moment-by-moment actions often reveal 
otherwise. Consider the following examples of gifted ministry 
leaders, all of whom claim a passionate love for Jesus and genu-
inely seek his lordship in their lives:
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	• Andy is an executive pastor and oversees a large staff. He 
always strives to make everyone feel accepted and com-
fortable and attempts to maintain peace with everyone. 
He avoids conflict at all costs. When loving confrontation 
is required, he shirks back in fear. Most recently, Andy 
ignored a key staff member’s repeated poor performance, 
and the morale of the other staff is at an all-time low.

	• Pastor John can teach well and pursues deep relation-
ships. However, he has a propensity to be controlling. In 
the name of “accountability,” he crosses boundaries by de-
manding access to the personal information of the other 
leaders in his church by requiring them to answer increas-
ingly personal questions—even to the extent of asking to 
see their checkbooks or credit card statements and asking 
about intimate details of their sexual lives.

	• As director of outreach, Mary strives to love others well. 
She seeks the deepest relationships with men; her female 
roommates report that she is antagonistic to them, un-
derhanded, and impossible to live with. She needs to be 
the “queen,” and when people show any attention to other 
females, she responds with a cutting anger that seems to 
come out of nowhere.

	• Dan has been a respected elder for many years. He is fis-
cally responsible and has raised his three sons well. He 
finds himself uncontrollably drawn to public bathrooms 
seeking brief sexual encounters with other men. He 
acts out at least once a week, despite his desire for deep 
repentance.

	• Nancy serves on the staff of a large church. She is artis-
tic and loves serving others—until she inaccurately per-
ceives others have abandoned her. She blows up at them 
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without any warning. Everyone around her walks on egg-
shells; they know her anger can go from zero to 100 in a 
millisecond.

	• Jim is an evangelist who receives much adulation for his 
powerful and effective ministry. At home, he is a gentle 
tyrant. Everyone must focus on his needs. Even when he 
appears to move toward his wife and teenage children, 
he makes it all about himself, subtly manipulating them 
to affirm him. He becomes moody and petulant when 
he does not get affirmation. If anyone reflects his impact 
back to him, he appears to be oblivious and hurt.

These ministry leaders desire to live wholeheartedly for Christ. 
Still, they are ruled and sabotaged by functional idols that 
manifest as unconscious ultimate commitments that are con-
trary to Christ’s lordship.

What are you most passionate about? How large is the dis-
parity between what you claim to be most passionate about 
and what you are most passionate about in practice? We can 
claim to be committed to the gospel and at the same time have 
an ultimate commitment to getting relief from loneliness and 
seeking respite by engaging in sinful, destructive behaviors. 
We may claim to be committed to serving others and build-
ing a church that serves the community and at the same time 
have an ultimate commitment to impressing others or gain-
ing affirmation. We may claim to be committed to working 
toward biblically defined social justice but at the same time 
have an ultimate commitment to maintaining power or con-
trol—of our ministries and others. The degree to which we 
are unconscious of our ultimate commitments is the degree to 
which they can control us and undermine our ministries. The 
premise of this book is that our spiritual health is measured 
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by the object of our love which, in turn, is revealed by our 
ruling passions.

Ruling simply means controlling or governing. Passion is a 
powerful or compelling emotion or purpose, a strong affection 
for an object, person, or thing; it is something that we enthusi-
astically and intentionally pursue with great energy. As image 
bearers, we are driven by a strong purpose to pursue an end 
goal. A ruling passion is an extraordinarily strong desire that 
rules or controls us such that our energy is given over to pursu-
ing and achieving this goal.

Sometimes, it is easy to identify our ruling passions. Desire 
to advance in our career, succeed in education, perform well 
in sports, and have a good marriage are obvious and clear pas-
sions. Desires for competence, affirmation, acceptance, control, 
and avoiding pain can be less obvious, subtler goals that can 
also rule our hearts. And it is quite possible to be completely 
oblivious to our goals because we can be unconscious and ig-
norant of the subtle motivations of our heart—those drivers 
that truly motivate us—at least until we hurt someone, or some 
unforeseen consequence of our ruling passion ricochets and 
smacks us in the face. Let me prove this by turning to a rich 
passage of Scripture that has some profound and surprising im-
plications for us as we examine how the apostle Peter’s ruling 
passion nearly sabotaged his ministry.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1.	 Henry Scougal said, “The worth and excellency of a soul is 
to be measured by the object of its love.”2 Do you agree with 
the premise that our spiritual health can be measured by 
what we are most passionate about? Why or why not? 

2.	 How is this different from your standard for measuring 
spiritual health?
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3.	 As you reflect on your life and ministry, what are some of 
the superficial standards you have used to gauge your spiri-
tual health and the spiritual health of others? 

4.	 If you have used superficial standards of measuring spiri-
tual health, how may using such standards impede your 
spiritual growth and the spiritual growth of others?

5.	 Have you seen a disparity in your own life and ministry be-
tween what you claim you are most passionate about and 
what you are most passionate about in practice? Identify 
specific areas of this disparity.


