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INTRODUC TION

It’s good to mourn, it’s healthy to be sad, and it’s appropriate 
to groan. Something is wrong with us, something is missing in 
our hearts and our understanding of life, if we are able to look 
around and look inside and not grieve. You don’t have to look 
very far to see that we live, work, and relate in a world that has 
been twisted and bent by sin, so much so that it doesn’t function 
at all in the way God intended. The sin-scarred condition of the 
world is obvious in your home, your neighborhood, and your 
church. We see it in government, politics, business, education, 
entertainment, and the internet.

In Romans 8, Paul captures the sad condition of the world in 
three provocative phrases that should break our hearts:

“subjected to futility” (v. 20)
“its bondage to corruption” (v. 21)
“in the pains of childbirth” (v. 22)

We should be rejoicing people, because we have, in the re-
demption that is ours in Christ Jesus, eternal reason to rejoice. But 
this side of our final home, our rejoicing should be mixed with 
weeping as we witness, experience, and, sadly, give way to the pres-
ence and power of evil. Christ taught in his most lengthy recorded 
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sermon, the Sermon on the Mount, that those who mourn are 
blessed, so it’s important to understand why. Mourning means 
you recognize the most important reality in the human existence, 
sin. Mourning means you have been hit by the weight of what it 
has done to you and to everyone you know. Mourning says you 
have considered the devastating fact that life right here, right now, 
is one big spiritual war. Mourning means that you have come to 
realize, as you get up in the morning, that once again you will 
be greeted with a catalog of temptations. Mourning means you 
know that there really are spiritual enemies out there meaning to 
do you harm. Mourning results when you confess that there are 
places where your heart still wanders.

But mourning does something wonderful to you. The sad 
realities that cause you to mourn also cause you to cry out for 
the help, rescue, forgiveness, and deliverance of a Redeemer. Jesus 
said that if you mourn, you will be comforted. He’s not talking 
about the comfort of elevated feelings. He’s talking about the 
comfort of the presence and grace of a Redeemer, who meets 
you in your mourning, hears your cries for help, comes to you 
in saving mercy, and wraps arms of eternal love around you. It’s 
the comfort of knowing that you’re forgiven, being restored, now 
living in a reconciled relationship with the one who made you, 
and now living with your destiny secure.

Mourning sin—past, present, and future—is the first step in 
seeking and celebrating the divine grace that is the hope of every-
one whose heart has been made able to see by that very same grace.

So it is right and beneficial to take a season of the year to 
reevaluate, recalibrate, and have the values of our hearts clarified 
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once again. Lent is such a season. As we approach Holy Week, 
where we remember the sacrifice, suffering, and resurrection of 
our Savior, it’s good to give ourselves to humble and thankful 
mourning. Lent is about remembering the suffering and sacrifice 
of the Savior. Lent is about confessing our ongoing battle with 
sin. Lent is about fasting, and not just from food; we willingly 
and joyfully let go of things in this world that have too much of a 
hold on us. And Lent is about giving ourselves in a more focused 
way to prayer, crying out for the help that we desperately need 
from the only one who is able to give it.

For forty days you can use this devotional as your stimulus 
and guide as you stop, consider, mourn, confess, pray, and give 
your heart to thanksgiving. May you step away from the tyranny 
of a busy life, with its seemingly endless demands, and consider 
the most important thing that’s happened to you, your most 
important struggle, and the most wonderful gift that you have 
ever been given. And as you do this, may you open your heart 
and your hands and let go of things that you not only hold, but 
that have taken ahold of you. May this free you to seek your 
Savior more fully, to celebrate him more deeply, and to follow 
him more faithfully.

Together we will follow Jesus on his journey to the cross. 
The horrible, public sacrifice of Jesus should ignite not only 
our celebration, but also our mourning. The cross confronts us 
with who we really are (sinners) and what we need (rescuing and 
forgiving grace). How can you consider what Christ willingly 
suffered because of our sin and not mourn the sin that remains? 
How could you consider how lost you were and how spiritually 
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needy you still are and not celebrate the grace of the cross? This 
will be a devotional of celebration and self-examination.

During our forty days together, may your mourning increase 
so that your joy may deepen. May you groan more so that you 
would pray more. May your sadness ignite your celebration. And 
may all of this result in blessings that are too big and too obvious 
to miss.
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DAY  1
God is holy, so sin is serious. God is gracious, so sin can 

be forgiven. On the cross his holiness and grace kiss.

O f all the events in my life, one is by far the most important. 
Of all the blessings in my life, one is without a doubt the 

most wonderful blessing of all. Of all the things I most needed, 
but could never provide for myself, this was my deepest need.

One summer my mom and dad decided to empty their house 
of their four children. I ended up with my younger brother at a 
children’s camp in the middle of nowhere in northern Pennsyl-
vania. It was a long way away for a long time for a nine-year-old 
boy. I remember dragging a heavy wooden locker that my dad had 
made up the long hill to my cabin. I was bunked in with a rowdy 
pack of eight- and nine-year-olds, whose faces would change at 
the beginning of each week.

I can remember being a bit upset that I had been assigned 
to the oldest male camp counselor on the staff. He didn’t look 
athletic and he was a bit bald, so he looked ancient to me. I just 

Journey to Cross.567674.int.indd   11 9/1/20   3:35 PM



J o u r n e y  t o  t h e  c r o s s

12

knew he would be boring and strict and that I would be stuck 
with him that long hot summer. What I didn’t know was that 
God was going to use that man to give me two wonderful gifts, 
gifts that we all need, whether we know it or not. That summer 
turned out to be the most significant, life-altering, and eternally 
important of my life.

I was being raised in an imperfect Christian home, and I car-
ried with me a God-awareness from day one. My family attended 
church whenever the doors were opened and had family worship 
every morning. I knew every biblical story and could quote many 
key passages from memory, including the entire Christmas story 
as told in Luke 2. But the one thing I lacked was the knowledge 
of my own sin. I was the quintessential Christian-culture kid who 
was not a Christian. My problem was that I had no knowledge 
of the difference, and because I didn’t, I had no sense of personal 
spiritual need. But at camp that would change dramatically and 
forever.

My old bald counselor decided that before our bedtime devo-
tions each week he would teach his fidgety pack of nine-year-olds 
the first several chapters of Romans. So, I got Romans 1–5 over 
and over again that summer. God knew what I needed and put 
me right where I would get it. One particular night the words 
of Romans 3:23, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God,” cut like a knife into my heart. But I fought the convic-
tion that gripped me and tried my best to hide the emotion that 
accompanied it.

I climbed into my third-tier bunk, but couldn’t sleep, so I 
began to do what no nine-year-old boy ever wants to do in bed 
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at camp: I began to cry. And I could not stop crying. I had been 
given an unexpected and undeserved gift, the knowledge of my sin. 
At nine years old, it gripped me, scared me, and would not let me 
go. I lay there crying and knew I needed to pray. Why? Because 
I had been given another gift: the knowledge of a ready, willing, 
and capable Savior. I had been blessed with the awareness of his 
offer of forgiveness to all who confess their sin and by faith seek 
his forgiveness.

In my tears, I had no idea how blessed I was. I had no idea 
of the horrible deceitfulness of sin. I had no idea of the natural 
self-righteousness that is in the heart of every sinner. I had no 
idea that most people have no idea how dark their condition 
actually is. I had no idea how skilled we sinners are at giving self-
atoning arguments for what we have said and done, in an attempt 
to remove any real guilt for sin. I had no idea that I had been 
chosen and was being called to no longer be a cultural Christian, 
but a true child of God. I had no idea that the only thing in life 
more important than the knowledge of sin is the knowledge of 
the Savior’s grace. And I had been given both. I had no idea that 
I had to experience the terrifying knowledge of sin, or I would 
never seek the Savior’s forgiving grace.

What I did know was that I needed to pray. I needed to confess 
my sin and cry out for God’s forgiveness. And I knew I needed 
to do it right there and then. But in my nine-year-old mind I 
thought it was disrespectful to pray such a significant prayer 
lying down. So I crawled out of my bunk and down the ladder 
as quietly as I could. I knelt in the middle of the stone floor and 
confessed my sin and placed my little-boy trust in the forgiving 
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grace of the Savior. Then I quietly climbed back up to my bunk 
and fell fast asleep.

The Lenten season is about the sin that was the reason 
for the suffering and sacrifice of the Savior. It is about taking 
time to reflect on why we all needed such a radical move of 
redemption, to confess the hold that sin still has on us, and 
to focus on opening our hands, in confession and submission, 
and letting go of sin once again. But as we do this, it is im-
portant to remember that the knowledge of sin is not a dark 
and nasty thing but a huge and wonderful blessing. If you are 
aware of your sin, you are aware of it only because you have 
been visited by amazing grace. Don’t resist that awareness. 
Silence your inner lawyer and all the self-defending arguments 
for your righteousness. Quit relieving your guilt by pointing 
a finger of blame at someone else. And stop telling yourself 
in the middle of a sermon that you know someone who really 
needs to hear it.

Be thankful that you have been chosen to bear the burden of 
the knowledge of sin, because that burden is what drove you and 
will continue to drive you to seek the help and rescue that only 
the Savior Jesus can give you. To see sin clearly is a sure sign of 
God’s grace. Be thankful.

Reflection Questions

1. In a typical week, how aware are you of the depth of your sin? 
When was the last time you wept over your sin?
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2. Do you usually view the conviction of the Spirit as a blessing 
to be pursued or a burden to be avoided? Why?

3. What habits and disciplines help you foster an inner spirit of 
confession and repentance?

Read and meditate on Psalm 51:1–12, using it as a template for a 
time of confession.
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DAY  2
When the shadow of the cross hangs over us, we 
are not surprised by sin, and we are not afraid 

to look at what has already been forgiven.

My sin seemed to sneak up on me again, like a stalker jump-
ing out from behind the bushes. I was unprepared, but 

why? I was surprised, but shouldn’t have been. The instant change 
in my thinking, desires, and emotions was shocking. I got angry 
in a situation where my anger was unexpected. Instead of wanting 
to serve, I suddenly wanted to win, to be affirmed as right. My 
voice got louder, my tone got sharper, and my face reddened. My 
ability to communicate turned from a tool of help to a weapon of 
offense. I said unkind things and other things in an unkind way. At 
that moment, I was a self-appointed king, the universe shrunk to 
the size of my desires, and all I wanted was for my will to be done. 
And as I was sinning, I was already erecting self-atoning arguments 
that would make my sin acceptable to my conscience. But it wasn’t 
long before remorse came, and by God’s grace confession followed.
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Open your heart to what I am about to say next. My story is 
your story too. Whether you’re standing in your teenager’s bed-
room, sitting with your computer on your lap, plodding through 
work, or rushing through the grocery store, sin creeps up on you 
and seizes you. Before you know it, you’re in its hold. Later you 
look back with regret. You tell yourself that you’ll do better next 
time, only to get kidnapped again a little further down the road. 
This is the sadly repeating drama of all of us living between the 
“already” and the “not yet.”

This is why it is important to dedicate a season of every year 
to sit under the shadow of the cross of Jesus Christ once again. 
Under the shadow of the cross, sin doesn’t surprise us anymore, 
doesn’t depress us anymore, and doesn’t move us to deny or de-
fend. Under the shadow of the cross, we remember who we are 
and what it is that we are dealing with. Under the shadow of the 
cross, we are required to admit that the greatest enemy we face is 
not difficulty or maltreatment from without, but the enemy of sin 
within. Under the shadow of the cross, we quit pointing fingers 
and begin crying out for help. Under the shadow of the cross, we 
are reminded that we are not in this battle alone; in fact, there we 
admit that we have no power whatsoever to battle on our own. 
Under the shadow of the cross we get our sanity back, admitting 
who we are and what it is that we so desperately need. The shadow 
of the cross is a place of peace and protection that can be found 
nowhere else. Let the shadow of the cross be your teacher.

1. The shadow of the cross teaches us who we are. We all need to 
stop again and again and let the cross remind us of who we are, 
and in reminding us, to humble us anew. We do tend to think 
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of ourselves more highly than we ought. Here’s what happens 
to many of us. When we first come to Christ, we are very aware 
of our sin, and therefore we carry with us a constant desire for 
God’s help. But as saving grace gets our lives into order and we 
are following, fellowshiping, and obeying, we begin to let go of 
that sense of need. We begin to think of ourselves as okay—and 
in one sense we are, because our salvation is sealed once and for 
all. On the other hand, as long as sin still lurks inside us, we are 
not okay and are still in constant need of redeeming grace. Sitting 
under the shadow of the cross shatters the delusion that we are free 
of the need of what originally brought us to Jesus: divine grace.

2. The shadow of the cross teaches what we need. The cross 
powerfully reminds me that I need much more than situational, 
relational, financial, or physical change. The cross is the ultimate 
diagnostic. It accurately puts its finger on the ultimate disease, 
and then offers the only reliable cure. Accurate diagnosis is always 
necessary for there to be a real, lasting cure. Bad diagnosis will 
prevent cure from happening. Your inner lawyer, your friends, 
and your culture may tell you that your biggest problem is not 
you, and they may tell you that all you need to do is move, quit, 
find new friends, get a new job, or make more money; but each 
one of those is a misdiagnosis. These things will not treat the 
disease that has you in its grip. Only grace can do that. The cross 
preaches that sin is our problem and that rescuing, forgiving, 
transforming, and delivering grace is the only medicine that will 
provide the cure we all need.

3. The shadow of the cross teaches us who God is. The cross tells us 
that God is unrelentingly merciful. It is amazing to think that he 
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would control all the things that he needed to control so that Jesus 
would arrive on that awful cross as an acceptable sacrifice for our re-
demption! The cross preaches God’s saving zeal, his boundless love, 
and his willingness to unleash his almighty power and unlimited 
sovereignty to draw rebels to himself. The cross teaches us that God 
doesn’t look at sinners with disdain or disgust, but with generous 
and tender love. The cross teaches us that we do not have to clean 
ourselves up to come to God; we only need to come in humble 
confession. The cross teaches us that when we sin, God doesn’t greet 
us with a sentence of condemnation, but with a reminder once again 
of the completeness of his pardon. The cross allows unholy people 
to look in the face of a holy God and have hope.

4. The shadow of the cross teaches us what God offers us. The 
cross teaches us that God offers us the one thing that no other 
person or thing can. He offers us the grace of forgiveness. He 
offers us the grace of welcome into relationship with him. He 
offers us the grace of personal transformation. He offers us the 
grace of a new identity and new potential. He offers us the grace 
of a glorious and fully secured destiny. Yes, it is true, he offers us 
grace upon grace!

5. The shadow of the cross teaches us how we should live. The 
cross teaches us that we should live humbly wise. It’s foolish and 
prideful to be unprepared for the battle with sin. Unpreparedness 
denies all that the cross teaches us about who we are and what 
we need. The cross teaches us that we need to pray for eyes to see 
and hearts that are attentive to the enemy’s temptations and sin’s 
lies. The cross teaches us to be humbly ready and to start every 
day with cries for divine rescue and strength.
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6. The shadow of the cross gives us hope and courage. The cross 
teaches us to be unafraid to admit and confess sin, not because 
we are powerful or capable, but because Jesus is the victor, and 
there is nothing that we will ever face inside or outside us that 
exists outside the circle of the completed victory of the cross. I 
can face my sin without depression or panic because he battled 
for me and won and continues to do so.

It really is a good thing to sit under the shadow of the cross 
for a season, to consider, confess, and rest once again.

Reflection Questions

1. What do you think it means to live under the shadow of the 
cross? What are some practical ways to get yourself there?

2. Do you agree that your greatest problem is your sin? What 
attitudes or actions in your life suggest that maybe you don’t 
truly believe that?

3. Think of some of the things you need right now, either materi-
ally or spiritually. How might placing yourself in the shadow of 
the cross inform or enhance your perspective on those needs?

Read Psalm 130, and note what the psalmist says about who we are 
and who God is. Use this psalm to guide your prayer time today.
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DAY  3
Keep reminding yourself that you live in a world 

that is groaning, waiting for redemption, but 
remind yourself also that the cross guarantees 

that the groaning will someday end.

Permit yourself to groan; you have valid reasons to do so. Give 
yourself to seasons of groaning; it is spiritually healthy to do 

so. And as you groan, remember that your Lord hears your groan-
ing and responds with tender loving care. Now, it is important to 
note that most of our groaning is not only spiritually unhealthy; 
it is spiritually debilitating. We most often groan because we have 
not gotten our own way or because something or someone has 
gotten in our way. Often our groaning is little more than verbal 
pouting. It is a symptom of our continuing desire to be sover-
eign so as to guarantee that we will get the pleasures, treasures, 
and comforts that we have set our hearts on. Sadly, so much of 
our groaning is self-oriented frustration that ends up making us 
despondent, discouraged, and a bit bitter.
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But we have reason to groan because we live in a world that 
is breaking under the harsh burden of the destructiveness of sin. 
Every day we are greeted by corporate sin, cultural sin, institu-
tional sin, and individual sin. Sin never has a good harvest. Sin 
always deceives, divides, and destroys. It always promises what it 
can’t deliver and delivers things that were not part of the bargain. 
Sin masquerades as something it is not and can never be. It is the 
ultimate wolf in sheep’s clothing. It has left both humanity and 
the surrounding creation broken and crippled.

Think about when we typically groan. We groan when we’re 
disappointed. We groan when we’re grieving. We groan when we’re 
in pain. We groan when we’re frustrated. We groan when we feel 
weak. We groan when we’re exhausted. We groan when things are 
not the way they are supposed to be. It’s right to groan for the right 
reason. It’s right to be sad at what sin has done to you and every-
thing around you. It’s good to be frustrated when you’ve allowed 
yourself once again to be hoodwinked by sin. It’s good to groan at 
how sin makes marriage difficult and parenting a travail. It’s good 
to mourn the effect of sin on the church and the workplace, on 
education and government. It’s good to groan when the spiritual 
battle has left you tired and wounded. It’s right to groan when you 
see loved ones trapped in sin’s deceit.

Here’s what is important to understand: your groaning is either 
anger that you’ve not gotten your way or a cry that God would 
get his holy, loving, wise, and righteous way. Groaning is either, 
“Will my kingdom ever come?” or it is, “Your kingdom come.” 
It is good to stop and examine your groaning and to give yourself 
to a season of the right kind of groaning. After all, you do live in 
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a groaning place. Paul says it this way in Romans 8:22: “For we 
know that the whole creation has been groaning together in pains 
of childbirth until now.”

But it’s tempting to avoid groaning, to keep yourself too busy 
or too distracted to be able to think about your struggle with sin 
and the brokenness of the world around you. It’s tempting to 
try to convince yourself that you are okay and the things around 
you are not that bad. It’s tempting to numb your heart with the 
physical pleasures of this fallen world. It’s tempting to put on 
a happy face when you’re not really happy or happy with how 
you’re doing. It’s tempting to give nonanswers or evasive answers 
when someone asks you how you’re doing. It’s tempting to try to 
convince yourself to feel good about things that are not good. It’s 
tempting to work at not groaning.

So, it takes grace to groan over sin internal and external. It’s 
counterintuitive to do so. At the point of sinning, sin doesn’t look 
horrible; it looks attractive. When you’re lusting, you don’t see 
danger; you see beauty. When you’re gossiping, you don’t think 
about its destructiveness, because you’re carried away by the buzz 
of carrying a tale. When you are overeating, you don’t see the sin 
in what you’re doing, because you are enjoying the pleasure of the 
sights and tastes of the food. When you’re cheating on your taxes, 
you don’t think about the danger of a heart that has become com-
fortable with thievery, because you’re caught up into thinking about 
how you will spend the money gained. Part of the deceitfulness 
of sin is its ability to make what is destructive appear attractive.

When you are groaning sin’s destruction, you are groaning 
because you’ve been blessed with eyes that see clearly, a mind that 
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thinks wisely, and a heart that has been made tender by grace. 
The problem is not that we groan, but that we groan selfishly or 
we do not groan at all. Grace will make you groan and then will 
turn your groaning into rejoicing. In your groaning, you rejoice 
because you know that God meets you in your groaning. The 
apostle Paul says that God hears and answers even when we are 
without words with which to groan (see Rom. 8:26–27). You see, 
we are not just groaning into the air as some cathartic exercise. 
No, we groan to someone who has invited us to groan and has 
promised to hear and to answer. We groan to one who is in us, 
with us, and for us, who has blessed us with life-altering promises 
and who will not quit working on our behalf until we have no 
more reason to groan. We groan to one who has already won the 
victory over everything for which we groan and who will not rest 
until all his children are experiencing all the fruits of that victory. 
In this way our groaning is not selfish anger, but a cry for help 
to the only one who has the power, authority, wisdom, and grace 
to come to our aid and give us what we really need. And in our 
groaning, we confess that too often we groan for the wrong reason.

So, stop and groan. Let your heart feel the burden of the full 
weight of sin both internal and external. Scan your life, scan 
your heart, scan your thoughts and desires, scan your words 
and behavior, scan the struggles of the people around you, 
scan the world you live in, and find reason to groan. Let sin’s 
sadness drive you once again to the cross where your Savior 
groaned aloud on your behalf as he bore the horrible weight 
of sin. Take time to let sadness sink in so it may lead you to 
redemption’s celebration, as you remember that the debt has 
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been paid and the ultimate victory over what makes you groan 
has been guaranteed.

Yes, indeed, it is good to groan.

Reflection Questions

1. Thinking of both the subject of your groaning and its effects, 
how can you tell whether your groaning is spiritually healthy 
or spiritually unhealthy?

2. In what ways do you find it challenging to engage with spiri-
tual lament?

3. How could you more effectively groan over your sin, and what 
spiritual benefits might that offer?

Read Psalm 74, and then use it as a catalyst for writing your own song 
of lament. Include both private and corporate confession and need.
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DAY  4
God intends suffering to pry open our hands so we let go 
of the things of this earth and hold more tightly to Jesus.

What has you in its hold? Don’t rush to answer. Stop and 
give this question some consideration.

What do you feel you can’t live without?
What has the ability to make or break your day?
What has the power to make you very sad?
What can produce almost instant happiness?
The loss of what would leave you a bit depressed?
What do you tend to attach your identity to?
What tends to control your wishes?
What do others have that causes you to envy?
If you could get just one thing, what would it be?
The absence of what tempts you to question God’s goodness?
What does your use of money tell you about what’s impor-

tant to you?
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What fills your fantasies and your dreams?
What would the videos of your last six weeks reveal about 

what has you in its hold?
What physical idols tempt you most?
What relational idols attract you the most?
Is there a place where you’re asking the creation to do what 

only the Creator can?

Lent is an important tool in the inescapable battle that rages 
in all our hearts between worship and service of the Creator and 
worship and service of the creation. Lent calls us to remember 
once again that sin reduces us all to idolaters somehow, someway. 
It gives us a season to take time and reflect on things that have 
taken too strong a hold on us, things that we have come to crave 
too strongly and love too dearly. It reminds us that often things 
that we are holding tightly have actually taken an even tighter 
hold on us.

Here’s the core of the struggle: as long as sin still resides in our 
hearts, we will have an inclination to ask the physical creation to 
do for us what the Creator alone is able to do. Everyone is in search 
of true and lasting joy. Everyone wants peace of heart. Everyone 
wants to be content. Everyone is searching for life. Everyone wants 
to be deeply, fully, and perfectly loved. Everyone wants a heart that 
is satisfied. So everyone is on a quest to find these things even when 
they don’t know they are. Everyone looks for identity. Everyone 
searches for something that will give them meaning and purpose. 
Everyone searches for something to hook their hope to. In this 
way everyone is born searching for God. They just don’t know it.
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Because creation is so obvious (you can see it, you can taste it, 
you can feel it, and you can smell it), it’s tempting to look to it to 
deliver all the things for which we are all searching. But satisfaction 
of our hearts is not the purpose of the physical creation; it actu-
ally has a much higher purpose. Creation was made to point us 
to the one who alone has the power to satisfy our longing hearts. 
He is the bread that will satisfy our hunger. He is the living water 
that makes us thirst no longer. With every vista, on every day, 
with every new experience and each new look, creation has been 
designed to point us to God.

But there’s even more to think about here. Looking to creation 
to do what it was not meant to do will not only disappoint us; 
it will enslave us. Idols never just disappoint us; they addict us 
as well. Because the buzz of joy that creation gives us is so short, 
we have to go back again and again, and soon we’re convinced 
we cannot live without the next hit. What we tightly hold onto 
takes hold of us, now commanding of us what only God should 
ever command: our hearts. And what holds our hearts will dictate 
our words and behavior.

It is possible to think that you are a God-worshiper because 
he is the object of your formal religious worship, but when it 
comes to the day-by-day affections of your heart, something or 
someone else could be in control. And it’s not always that we are 
under the control of evil things. Often good things have control 
over us that they should not have. As I have written elsewhere, 
good things become bad things when they become ruling things.*

* Paul David Tripp, Parenting: 14 Gospel Principals That Can Radically Change Your Family 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 20), 81.
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So how about letting yourself suffer loss for a season? Let go of 
things you tend to prize. Let this season of sacrifice loosen your hands 
and free your heart. Let go of some of your comforts, things that have 
perhaps comforted you too much, so that your heart is free to seek 
a better Comforter. Pray that a season of going without will refocus 
your eyes and reposition your heart. God is good at using seasons of 
suffering to cause us to let go of our dependency on created things 
and reach out in dependency to our Creator, Savior, and Lord.

May this season’s discomforts lead us to find lasting comfort 
in him.

Reflection Questions

1. Spend some time meditating on and perhaps journaling about 
the diagnostic questions from the devotional. Based on that 
exercise, what are some idols you are tempted to bow down to?

2. What things do you ask the physical creation to do that only 
God can do? If you’re stumped, take a look at where you seek 
pleasure and what causes conflict in your closest relationships.

3. Now you are ready to answer the real question: What do you 
need to give up, for a season or more permanently, to root the 
idols out of your heart?

Read Luke 9:23–25 and Romans 6:1–14, and prayerfully consider 
what you might give up during this season of Lent as a way to find 
your comfort in Christ.
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DAY  5
Prayer is abandoning my righteousness, 

admitting my need for forgiveness, and resting 
in the grace of the cross of Jesus Christ.

Prayer is one of God’s sweetest gifts to us. The command to 
pray is itself a sweet and loving gift from a gracious and car-

ing heavenly Father. Prayer is where God welcomes his children 
to talk with him, commune with him, abide with him. It’s that 
holy place where the deepest of worship, the deepest of needs, 
and the most honest of confessions all intersect with the grandeur 
and glory of divine love. Prayer only works when worshipers 
are invited into the presence of one worthy of their worship. It 
only works when the one being prayed to is amazingly patient, 
boundless in love, constantly forgiving, and sovereign in power. 
For prayer to be prayer, God has to be God; without this, prayer 
is an act of religious futility.

But God is God, and he has invited us to bring our true 
selves to him. It’s not an invitation to bring him a catalog of our 
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self-oriented desires, as if he were little more than a cosmic delivery 
system for whatever cravings consume us at the moment. No, the 
heart of prayer is worshipful submission to him, which produces 
gratitude, humility, vision, and willingness in us. Without adora-
tion and submission, prayer is reduced to a set of demands that 
make it look as if we are gods, and God’s job is to submit his 
almighty power to our lordship. It is shocking to consider that 
what appears to be our most conscious Godward act can actually 
be evidence of our ongoing idolatry.

So prayer is spiritual warfare. To pray we need rescuing grace 
that will free us from the dominion of our own selfish hearts. 
To get our hearts to that counterintuitive place of adoration 
and submission we need the help of the one to whom we pray. 
It’s hard to pray true “Your kingdom come, your will be done” 
prayers and even harder to pray these kinds of prayers on the fly. 
It’s counterintuitive to confess that what I need most is not all 
the things my heart tends to desire. It’s hard to confess that what 
I need most is redeeming grace. So prayer is a fight. Prayer takes 
work. Prayer calls us to go to places we don’t often go and give 
our hearts to do what we do too infrequently.

Of course you should take ample time to pray every day. Prayer 
is a powerful weapon in the spiritual war for your heart that wages 
every day of your life on this side of forever. But it is also good to 
give yourself to seasons of prayer. Lent could be one of those seasons 
where you take time to meditate, examine, and consider. Here are 
four categories that can organize this season of worship for you.

Adoration. Give yourself to meditate on all the reasons the Lord 
is worthy of your worship. Make time to take in the full grandeur 
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of his majesty, the amazing extent of his love, the unending zeal 
of his grace, his incalculable power, the completeness of his sov-
ereignty, the extent of his patience, his ever-operating mercy, the 
depth of his wisdom, and the pristine perfection of his holiness. 
As a preparation for adoring prayer, study his word again and let 
your heart be taken up once again with his splendor. Here you let 
him loom large in your eyes and place the shadow of his glory over 
your heart. Here you pray his glory back to him in words of praise 
that you know fall short of capturing his glory even as you pray 
them. Adoration stimulates the kind of worship that is not just a 
sacrifice of words, but the offer of your life to this glorious Lord.

Confession. Confession follows adoration, because the more you 
gaze upon God, the more you will see yourself with accuracy and 
the more you will mourn what you see. When Isaiah in his vision 
stood before the holiness of the Lord, his first words weren’t, “Wow, 
this is amazing!” No, his first words were, “Woe is me! For I am lost; 
for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people 
of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” 
(Isa. 6:5). It takes a vision of God to have a true and reliable vision 
of ourselves. We are so often blinded by our own righteousness that 
it takes the unblemished righteousness of God to expose to us the 
true degree of our own unrighteousness. Prayer doesn’t just include 
studying our Lord so that we would be overwhelmed by his glory; 
we also examine ourselves and the many reasons we have to confess 
our weaknesses, failures, and sin. And confession only works when 
the one receiving the confession is forgiving and has the power and 
willingness to rescue and restore. So come in confession, because 
the cross assures us of our Lord’s willingness to forgive.
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Submission. “Not my will, but yours, be done” is the heart 
of true prayer. Prayer is submitting the desires of your heart to 
a kingdom greater than your own. Prayer is submitting your 
requests to a plan that is greater than the one you have for your-
self. Prayer is giving yourself to a set of rules you didn’t make up. 
Prayer is surrendering your gifts to the glory of someone else. 
Prayer is so much more than asking; at the center is submitting. 
So we ask for the grace to submit because, as we have already 
confessed, we do not have the desire, willingness, or power to 
do so on our own.

Supplication. Finally, prayer is where limited, weak, and failing 
worshipers bring their needs before the one who is with them, in 
them, and for them, and who is delighted to meet those needs. 
Having already submitted ourselves to the mission of his kingship, 
we now bring before our Lord prayers that are consistent with that 
heart of submission. And because we have submitted ourselves to 
plans and purposes that are bigger than us, we don’t pray just for 
ourselves but also for others. Our supplications are not individual 
and narrow, but are as wide and as huge as his kingdom is.

How about giving yourself to forty days of this kind of prayer, 
with all the study and meditation it requires? And know that as 
you do, God is tender, gracious, and understanding. He receives 
our messy prayers. He hears those brief prayers on the fly. He 
doesn’t reject prayers that reflect inaccurate theology or those 
prayed in moments when we really don’t know how to pray. Weak, 
faltering prayers are received by him and warmly answered. But 
he invites us into something deeper and better. He invites us into 
something that we could never earn or deserve on our own. He 
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invites us into willing, adoring, restful communion with him. 
Why wouldn’t you accept that invitation?

Reflection Questions

1. Does your typical pattern of prayer reflect the reality that “the 
heart of prayer is worshipful submission” to God? How might 
your prayers change if you really embraced this definition of 
prayer?

2. How well do your prayers balance the four categories of prayer: 
adoration, confession, submission, and supplication? Which 
area do you tend to shortchange, and what are some practical 
things you can do to grow in that area?

3. True spiritual warfare-type prayers require study and medita-
tion. What can you do in this Lenten season to give yourself 
more fully to these tasks?

Pray slowly through the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6:9–13, focusing 
on adoration, confession, submission, and supplication.
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