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Foreword

Humble ambition. Is such a thing even possible?
If you’d asked me twenty years ago, I would have said, “I don’t 

think so.”
My friend Dave Harvey is one of the men who have helped me 

see otherwise. Humility doesn’t have to quench ambition. And ambi-
tion—the right kind—doesn’t have to trample humility. In fact, we 
honor the Savior by cultivating both.

If that surprises you, then you need to meet Dave.
I vividly remember a conversation Dave and I had years ago. We 

were sitting outside during an afternoon break in a conference we 
were attending in Coventry, England. For once it wasn’t raining, but 
that’s not why my memory of it is so vivid.

Dave and I had no agenda for our time together. We were just 
good friends talking and laughing, following the conversation wher-
ever it went. But the relaxed scene was quickly infused with passion-
ate vision when we began to talk about the future. We talked about 
starting new churches and about whether it was appropriate for us to 
be ambitious in serving the Savior.

I’m sure Dave brought up the topic of ambition because it wasn’t 
something I’d given much thought to, if any. For myself, I was imme-
diately suspicious of ambition in my life in whatever form it appeared.

But it was obvious to me that Dave had given much careful 
thought to the subject. He was wary of the temptation to have selfish 
ambition, but he also had big dreams. He had a holy drive to advance 
the gospel through church planting. And as we talked, it was obvious 
I needed to reconsider my assessment of ambition.

Since that afternoon I’ve had many conversations with Dave 
about ambition. And today I can heartily commend this book to you.

Now, Dave hasn’t been on a personal campaign to write this 
book. It was only recently that he wondered about writing on ambi-
tion, and all his friends encouraged him to do it. We think he’s quali-
fied for a number of reasons. Let me give you just a few.
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We think Dave is uniquely qualified to write this book because 
theology shapes his thinking. He’s been studying this for years. 
Gospel-centered, sound doctrine informs his understanding of this 
topic.

And he hasn’t simply studied it with detached, academic interest. 
Dave is uniquely qualified to write this book because he has also stud-
ied his own heart. He pays very careful attention to his own soul, alert 
for the slightest presence of selfish ambition. In this book he’s going to 
tell you what he’s discovered about his heart. It’s not flattering stuff. 
Dave is a humble man, and he’ll help you get to know your own heart.

Maybe you’re like I was before my conversion, with no discernible 
ambition at all. Maybe you keep your dreams manageable and tame 
because it’s just easier that way. Or maybe you’re more like Dave—
full of boundless energy, always looking for the next challenge. And 
maybe you’ve seen your own ambitions turn ugly, as dreams morph 
into demands and life becomes a quest for personal glory.

Either way, this book is for you. You see, this book is about much 
more than selfish ambition. This book is about grace. It’s about ambi-
tion for the glory of Another. It’s about seeing ambition rescued and 
sanctified for the advance of the gospel and the service of your local 
church, your family, your office, your school. It’s about igniting ambi-
tion for the glory of God.

Every one of us is ambitious for something or someone. (Yep, 
that includes you.) But too few of us have thought biblically about 
ambition. We don’t like to talk about it. We assume that if we avoid 
the topic, we’ll avoid temptation. We need someone to talk with, 
someone to teach us, about our aspirations. This book will help you 
cultivate holy ambition.

So if you think, like I once did, that humility and ambition can’t 
coexist, turn the page. I think years from now you’ll remember where 
you were when you first read this book and what a difference it made 
in your life.

C. J. Mahaney
Sovereign Grace Ministries
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Introduction:
Ambition’s Face

Welcome to the introduction—the why-should-I-stop-my-busy-life-
to-start-reading-this section. An extensive survey (meaning the one I 
conducted by walking around my office and asking a few people) has 
conclusively proven that people rarely read introductions. So thanks 
for bucking the trend.

Let’s tackle the curiosity question delivering you here in the first 
place: Why should you, with so many demands already hijacking 
your time, read this book? Let me answer that question in a manner 
befitting a pastor. Cue the story.

For the past couple decades, I had a condition that kept me 
from sleeping well. The technical term was apnea. My wife called it 
“snoring-like-all-git-out.”

So I went to see the doctor. “I’ll remove your uvula,” he said, 
“then you won’t snore. You’ll sleep better.” Now, I didn’t even know 
I had a uvula, but I freaked when he suggested its removal. There’s 
something about doctors, scalpels, and stitches in the throat area that 
makes one more content to go without sleep.

For some reason, though, I let them do it. They cut out my uvula. 
And now I can sleep.

But here’s something I didn’t expect. When I lost my uvula, 
I found my dreams. You see, because I never slept well, I never 
dreamed. I know experts would say I dreamed and just didn’t know 
it—but that doesn’t matter because I don’t ever remember dreaming. 
Not once. I was dreamless. Even an expert will tell you that’s a boring 
way to spend a night.

I didn’t even know I’d lost my dreams until I found them—or, 
rather, they were returned to me. Actually, they were rescued, airlifted 
from some cold, lifeless crevice where dreams hibernate until the 
arrival of deep sleep. Or something like that.

All this may sound strange, but it’s true. My dreams were rescued 
by a guy with a scalpel. Go figure.
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Lots of people live that way—you know, without dreams. They 
move from one day to the next without the refreshing effect of a memo-
rable dream. I can relate. My lack of dreaming was never bad enough 
to disrupt my life, just enough to turn my nights into slow motion and 
make my days hazy, like a mist fogging my mental windshield.

But there are dreams we can lose that are much more significant 
than those I was losing. Not the REM kind of dreams, but the dreams 
that drive us when we’re awake. The dreams that cause us to reach 
beyond ourselves, to see beyond the present and to live for something 
more.

If you’re having trouble holding onto those types of dreams, that’s 
a real problem. And this book is for you.

The Most Secret Passion?
My friend Andy is a gifted man who grew up with little drive to 
develop or use his gifts. Be all you can be? Nah. Ambition for Andy 
was like algebra—he needed enough of it to pass, but any more than 
that wasn’t worth the trouble. Andy preferred a good nap to a new 
challenge. He didn’t have many dreams—or he’d lost the ones he had.

In college, Andy was converted to Christ. His life was no longer 
his own. He realized that his fruitfulness as a Christian was linked to 
his dreams and desires for God. Over time Andy’s eyes were opened 
to dreams he’d never had—aspirations for the glory of God. That 
changed Andy as a man, a husband, a father, a Christian. He saw the 
connection between dreams—the right kind—and enjoyment, fruit-
fulness, and glorifying God. That’s quite a connection.

What comes to your mind when you think of  
ambition? Do you see it as something occupying  

the interest of God?

Those are the kind of dreams I’m talking about in this book. They 
stir one of the most potent motivations of the human heart: ambition. 
It’s the instinctual motivation to aspire to things, to make something 
happen, to have an impact, to count for something in life.
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Herman Melville called ambition “the most secret of all pas-
sions.”1 What do you call it? What comes to your mind when you 
think of ambition? Does the word conjure images of megalomaniacal 
petty dictators, or chew-up-anybody-in-my-way corporate climbers? 
Or do you see ambition as an important part of great human achieve-
ment—the drive behind scientific discovery, political change, artistic 
excellence?

More importantly, do you see it as something occupying the inter-
est of God?

Do you know what comes to mind when I think of ambition?
Me.
I’ve always had more of it than I knew what to do with. If it 

involved a ball, I wanted to be on a winning team. If it involved a 
group, I wanted to lead. If it involved school, I wanted to leave to 
go play something with a ball. (Yeah, my ambitions were strong, 
but they ran pretty shallow.) From early on, I remember wanting to 
make an impact, to differentiate myself in some way. Gimme the ball, 
gimme the lead, gimme the wheel—it didn’t matter. I just wanted to 
be somebody creating momentum. And if, in some strange and totally 
unexpected way, my actions brought attention to me . . . then bring 
it on, baby!

John Adams once spoke of the natural “passion for distinction” 
we all have—how every person is “strongly actuated by a desire to be 
seen, heard, talked of, approved and respected.”2 I’m not saying this 
is a good thing, but it sure was a Dave thing.

Being “first wherever I may be” was an unconscious mantra I 
repeated with religious fervor. And it’s that very struggle with ambi-
tion gone bad that led me to write this book.

Maybe you’re like me. You have a vision of success that guides 
your dreams and decisions each day.

Or maybe you’re saying, “Nope, I’m with Andy. I’m pretty good 
at just chillin’ with whatever comes along.” But ambition, by defini-
tion, is about the future, which means it’s about all of us. And as we 
step into the future, whatever it is we’re pursuing—whether it’s Mr. 
Right, the corner office, well-behaved kids, successful ministry, or just 
a long nap—it matters to God.

So does the reason we pursue it.
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Rescue Operation
The ambition dreams I’m talking about can’t be unlocked with a 
surgical procedure. They need to be rescued. To rescue means to save 
something, to prevent it from being discarded or harmed. Capsized 
ships need it; damsels in distress need it; sometimes our economy 
needs it. Ambition needs it as well.

You see, I believe that ambition—godly ambition, that is—is a 
noble force for the glory of God. But let’s face it: Ambition has mostly 
hovered outside respectability. For church leaders from Augustine 
to Jonathan Edwards, ambition was synonymous with the love of 
earthly honor, vainglory, fame-hunting—pretty slimy stuff.

Today’s cultural climate doesn’t help. The prevailing worldview 
in the West involves a distrust in big ideas and man’s ability to achieve 
them, and the firm belief that objective truth doesn’t exist. But when 
we deny truth, we suffocate ambition. Without truth as a foundation 
and ideas worth exploring, meandering replaces meaning, confusion 
trumps conviction, ambivalence swallows aspiration—nothing really 
matters all that much.

Humility, rightly understood, shouldn’t be a  

fabric softener on our aspirations.  

True humility doesn’t kill our dreams;  

it provides a guardrail for them.

Ambition must also be rescued from a wrong understanding of 
humility. That may sound crazy, but I’m serious. I think this issue 
quenches a lot of evangelical fire. Humility, rightly understood, 
shouldn’t be a fabric softener on our aspirations. When we become 
too humble to act, we’ve ceased being biblically humble. True 
humility doesn’t kill our dreams; it provides a guardrail for them, 
ensuring that they remain on God’s road and move in the direction 
of his glory.

Ultimately, it’s we ourselves who hold ambition hostage. We’re 
sinners, we love ourselves, we aspire to bring glory to ourselves, and 
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we’ll drop godly dreams if something more attractive shows up—and 
in the process, the right kind of dreams die.

So this book is my own little attempt at a rescue operation. The 
idea is to save ambition—specifically, godly ambition—and return it 
to where it belongs. To do this, we must snatch ambition from the 
dust heap of failed motivations and put it to work for the glory of 
God.

What about You?
Whether you view yourself as a Dave or an Andy, ambitious or 
laid back, proactive or reactive, type A or type C, whether you’re a 
student, housewife, executive, politician, or pastor, whether you’re 
staring at a life of opportunities or of limitations, how you relate to 
ambition will define what you do and who you become far more than 
you might realize. “One way to clarify your spirituality,” says Donald 
Whitney, “is to clarify your ambition.”3

I’m not rooting this perspective in common sense or well-
researched psychological studies. Nope, ambition is inherent in who 
we are before the God who created us. The Bible teaches that people 
are created by God to desire—and to go after those desires with 
single-minded determination. It’s this capacity to desire and strive 
that can generate remarkable good or stupefying evil. Whether it’s to 
conquer nations or control the remote, we’re hardwired to be ambi-
tious for what we want.

Why read this book? Read it to make connections between what 
you want and what you do . . . between your present opportunities 
and your future hopes . . . between your life and God’s glory. These 
connections rescue us from fruitlessness, pointlessness, purposeless-
ness, and the haunting gray twilight of wasted time and lost oppor-
tunity. They remind us that a big God uses small people to steer the 
course of history—people like you and me.

To understand ambition, we must understand that each of us 
lives on a quest for glory. Where we find it determines the success of 
our quest.

And that’s where our journey begins.
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Ambitious Failure
WHERE IS GOD WHEN OUR DREAMS LEAD  

TO DEFEATS?

Coming down from the pulpit is always an adventure. Preaching 
God’s Word can lift a man to heaven; answering questions afterwards 
usually drops him back to earth.

One Sunday, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jake. I knew 
immediately the message had stirred his stew. He stood there wait-
ing—patient, earnest, intense. We shook hands, and he dropped his 
question on me.

“What do I do when my ambitions set me up to fail?”
Jake isn’t his actual name, but his story’s quite real. Jake gradu-

ated from college with a Dickensian sense of Great Expectations. He 
was bright, gifted, and armed with aspirations. First, he wanted to be 
a highly skilled software developer. That’s reasonable enough. Good 
job, Jake. But check out these next two.

As an engineer, he wanted to fundamentally change the face of 
software development—to do for software what Bill Gates did for 
Microsoft, what Steve Jobs did for Apple, or what George Lucas did 
for light sabers.

And with the stellar financial profits from that endeavor, Jake 
ultimately wanted to serve as a pastor-teacher in a local church . . . 
for free.

So off he went into the land of software development to make his 
dreams come true. Just two years into his moderately successful job, 
his ship arrived. An offer for the perfect position, coupled with grand 
promises of responsibility and leadership, put him on the fast track of 
dream fulfillment. To top it off, his church asked him to lead a portion 
of ministry, the beginning of the final piece of his goal-setting trifecta.
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However, not all dreams in Softwaresville come true. 
Circumstances changed, and the job became a source of stress, even 
dread. The recruiter who made all those promises was replaced by 
someone less than convinced of Jake’s ability. The new guy basically 
gave him the boot.

Jake was laid low, with all his torn and tattered goals in hand. A 
few years earlier, his success had been just a matter of time; he was 
zealous, confident to the brim. Now he was jobless, goal-less, and 
hopeless. A self-described failure.

Introducing Failure
Failure. It’s an equal opportunity affliction visiting rich and poor 
alike. Failure defies and levels and confounds even the best laid plans.

Failure is as old as history itself. Just flip through your Bible: 
Adam and Eve add the wrong fruit to their diet. Babel breaks ground 
on a skyscraper that fails the ultimate inspection. Abram sells out his 
wife to save his skin. Samson rejects the good girls and weds a Delilah. 
God’s people demand and get a worldly king, who then tries to kill 
his replacement. David—the replacement—lusts for Bathsheba. Peter 
says, “Jesus who?” Paul and Barnabas split.

Like death, taxes, and really bad haircuts, failure finds us all.
I hear you: “What grand news, Dave! As long as we’re discuss-

ing my inevitable failure, why not just tell me I’m overweight and 
odoriferous?”

First, I’m not totally sure what odoriferous means, so I would 
never call you that.

Second, if God is truly sovereign, there must be a place for our 
failure in his plan. From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible declares 
God’s supreme control over events. If he can’t work through our 
screw-ups, he’s guilty of false advertising.

Like it or not, the sovereign God is Lord over our failures. In 
fact, he works through them. Failure isn’t simply God’s nightstick to 
whack us into submission. It’s an experience where we can discover 
God’s love, his irresistible grace, and the true potency of the gospel.

But to get to those discoveries, we must see failure as the place 
where some ambitions go to die so other things might come alive.
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A Diagnosis of Failure
The clouds of potential failure can often ground ambition before it 
even gets off the launching pad.

Most people view failure like the flu—avoid it at all costs. We stay 
away from others who fail, as if we’re afraid we might be infected 
with failure germs. That’s a bit shortsighted, not to mention insuf-
ficiently biblical.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to pioneer a new paradigm 
that makes failure a goal worth pursuing. (Johnny wants to go 
bankrupt; “Go, Johnny, go!”) And I’m certainly not suggesting we 
overlook our foolish choices that lead to failure. We must always 
distinguish between the act of failing—which often relates to our sin, 
weakness, or limitations—and God’s purposes in allowing us to fail.

But since studies prove that 100 percent of human beings fail at 
some point, it may be time to understand it better.

Failure typically comes from a couple of sources. First, we fail 
because we’re not God. While God is self-sufficient, we’re dependent. 
God knows all; we know little. God is wise; we can be foolish. God 
is all-powerful; we’re weak. So sometimes we fail just because we’re 
human and unable to exercise perfect judgment or anticipate all contin-
gencies. We make simple (sometimes stupid) mistakes—a poor invest-
ment, or relying too much on website information, or thinking we can 
carry two paint cans up the ladder at the same time. Nobody’s inten-
tionally sinning here, but there’s a big “oops” at the end of the process.

These are the little failures of life, the pebble-in-the-shoe variety 
that dents the skin but doesn’t stop the walk.

There’s also a darker reason for failure, and we can’t avoid talk-
ing about it. Sometimes we fail because of sin—we speak callously, 
respond angrily, covet secretly, nurture jealousy, lust uncontrollably. 
We fail at fulfilling God’s Word.

It happened again the other day. I spoke harshly to my young-
est daughter. I didn’t love her with my words or guide her with my 
example. I didn’t display the gospel through my actions. Dress it up 
any way you want, but the reality remains: I sinned. I failed. I thank 
God for grace that convicted me and prompted my repentance. It was 
a fresh reminder that not all failure is sin, but all sin is failure.
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Maybe the worst type of failure is the unannounced, smash-
mouth, big and hairy, knock-you-to-the-ground failure, the kind that 
leaves you dazed and wondering who you really are. Jake experienced 
some of that, but there are other more prominent examples. Think 
of the star athlete with a driving ambition to be more than good—he 
wants to be the greatest. So a little juice here, a little cream there, and 
his performance-enhanced stats put him at the top of his game. Until 
a random test turns his legend into a myth, and nobody wants his 
autograph anymore. His dreams collapse into dust.

Where is God when our highest ambition leads to our greatest 
defeat?

Large ambitions open the door to  
large disasters.

With ambition comes failure. Small ambitions can lead to small 
failures, like the new recipe that results in a culinary disaster. Large 
ambitions open the door to bigger disasters. The famous eighteenth-
century explorer James Cook once said, “I . . . had ambition not only 
to go farther than any man had ever been before, but as far as it was 
possible for a man to go.”1 Cook’s last voyage ended when he was 
savagely slain by Polynesian islanders. His ambition took him as far 
as he could go, and it cost him his life.

Maybe how to handle failure isn’t a theoretical question for you. 
Your failure visits you almost every day, bearing miserable tidings 
from the past. You’re left constantly wondering what you should do. 
Talk about it yet again? Break out the sackcloth? Schedule an appear-
ance on Dr. Phil?

The biblical message is not merely that we should handle failure 
well. It’s that God works miraculously in failure for his glory and our 
godliness. The divine perspective on human failure is this: Failure is 
ambition refused for a better plan.

Does that seem hard to swallow?
If so, you’re not alone. But let’s look how it was displayed in the 

story of a remarkable young man.

RescuingAmbition.14913.i01.indd   140 12/22/09   12:09 PM



141

AMBITIOUS FAILURE

Failure as Ambition Refused
One of the most significant events in the spread of the gospel through-
out the world over the past three centuries occurred in 1749 with 
the publishing of The Life of David Brainerd. This small book had a 
curious beginning.

The great preacher Jonathan Edwards had befriended a sickly 
young man and brought him into his home to recuperate. The young 
man, David Brainerd, acquired a serious illness in a lonely and ardu-
ous ministry to the American Indians on the colonial frontier. He 
would never recover. He passed away at the age of twenty-nine in 
Edwards’s home, leaving behind all his earthly possessions. Among 
them were personal diaries that Edwards began to read in earnest. 
Believing the diaries contained rich spiritual insight from a man of 
uncommon godliness, Edwards edited and published the material 
as The Life of David Brainerd. Little did Edwards know this small 
volume was to become the most widely read, reprinted, and influen-
tial of all his works for more than a century. Countless missionaries, 
including Henry Martyn, William Carey, Robert Murray McCheyne, 
and Jim Elliot, were inspired to the mission field by Brainerd’s story.2

And yet, were it not for the single most devastating failure of 
Brainerd’s life, his missionary efforts would have never gotten off the 
ground.

Brainerd was born in 1718 in a small Connecticut town. Raised 
by devout Puritan parents until he was orphaned at fourteen, he was 
swept up in the Great Awakening and powerfully converted at the age 
of twenty-one. Fueled by ambition for pastoral ministry, he enrolled 
in Yale College to receive the necessary training.

As a third-year student, Brainerd had proven himself to be bright, 
articulate, and at the top of his class. But like all of us, his tongue 
wasn’t as smart as his brain. The overthrow of his dream came 
through a tongue too often loosed with immature fervor. According 
to Edwards’s biography of him, young Brainerd’s character was col-
ored by an “intemperate, indiscreet zeal.”3 That’s Edwards’s way of 
saying that Brainerd had a big mouth and knew how to use it.

In an ill-timed display of that youthful indiscretion, Brainerd 
criticized one of his tutors, Chauncey Whittelsey, announcing that 
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he “has no more grace than a chair,” and wondered that the man 
“did not drop down dead” for his lack of support toward students 
awakened by God.4 But Yale wasn’t looking for customer feedback. 
Though he’d nearly completed the work for his degree and was 
about to graduate at the head of his class,5 Brainerd was immediately 
expelled.

To complicate things, one needed a university degree to pastor in 
Connecticut. This meant that Brainerd’s remark was a career-ending 
comment. It shut the door to church ministry, cutting off oxygen to 
his ultimate dream.

Shortly after the incident, he confessed, “I seem to be declining, 
with respect to my life and warmth in divine things; have not had so 
free access to God in prayer to-day as usual of late.”6 Brainerd didn’t 
see it yet, but God was refusing his ambition for a better plan.

The Better Plan for Being Laid Low
As failure works its humbling grace, the better plan activates. Do 
we see it unfold? It’s those stomach-turning moments we all hate. 
Our rapid ascent stalls, we fall to earth with a thud, and we stumble 
blindly about trying to pick up the pieces of our broken plans.

Think about the situations experienced by people you know: the 
airtight business plan that went belly-up; the dream house that never 
factored in the unexpected layoff; the engagement ring and bended 
knee that encountered an unexpected “No, I can’t marry you”; the 
construction costs that came in at double the estimate; the marriage 
that unexpectedly dissolved; the evangelistic strategy that bore little 
fruit. You know, the stuff of life.

These aren’t heady moments when we’re tempted to exalt in our 
intellect or talent. They’re a shock to the system. They throw a fist to 
the jaw of our desires. They become defining moments as God com-
mands our attention to rescue our ambitions from their earthbound 
aspirations.

Failure humanizes us. It reconnects us with the reality that there’s 
a vast difference between having an ambition and satisfying it.

For our ambitions to go well, we’re dependent upon God. Only 
he is omnicompetent and able to achieve all he desires. Only he can 
satisfy his ambitions at all times. The rest of us have a pretty pathetic 
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batting average. And that’s by merciful design, because it disabuses 
us of the illusion that we’re in charge of our lives.

Failure reconnects us with the vast difference  
between having an ambition and satisfying it.

It’s God’s way of removing our glory and restoring his own. God 
will lay low anyone who competes for his supremacy. Our dreams 
crumble, and in desperation we reach out to God and his rock-solid 
promises. In the cleft of his Word, our vision of God grows, and we 
shrink to our rightful place.

In humbly responding to God’s purpose in our failure, the first 
step is to acknowledge it. I’m sure that David Brainerd was tempted 
to rationalize his situation and maybe even blame others for it; I 
mean, he was human, right? Still, those closest to him remarked that 
he never focused on the punishment he received at Yale. Instead he 
owned the wrong he’d committed. This work of contrition resulted in 
a sincere and heartfelt confession to everyone he offended—beginning 
with the holy God to whom he owed primary allegiance.

I humbly confess, that herein I have sinned against God, and acted 
contrary to the rules of his word, and have injured Mr. Whittelsey. 
I had no right to make thus free with his character; and had no just 
reason to say as I did concerning him. My fault herein was the more 
aggravated, in that I said this concerning one that was so much my 
superior, and one that I was obliged to treat with special respect and 
honour, by reason of the relation I stood in to him in the college. . . . 
I have often reflected on this act with grief; I hope, on account of 
the sin of it: and am willing to lie low, and be abased before God 
and man for it. And humbly ask the forgiveness of the governors 
of the college, and of the whole society; but of Mr. Whittelsey in 
particular.7

And Edwards writes,

I was a witness to the very Christian spirit which Brainerd showed 
at that time.  .  .  . There truly appeared in him a great degree of 
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calmness and humility; without the least appearance of rising of 
spirit for any ill-treatment which he supposed he had suffered, or 
the least backwardness to abase himself before those, who, as he 
thought, had wronged him. What he did was without any objection 
or appearance of reluctance, even in private to his friends, to whom 
he freely opened himself.8

I know what you’re thinking: Now comes the payoff. The 
humbled hero has learned his lesson, and in a Hollywood-style, last-
minute reversal Yale reinstates him. Right?

Not even close. The administration remained unmoved. Under no 
circumstances was Brainerd permitted to finish his degree. His dream 
to pastor had to die.

Sometimes providence allows a punishment beyond what the 
failure requires. God is just, but he’s able to use apparent injustice for 
his purpose in our lives. Maybe you’ve met the guy who gets seriously 
nailed the first time he cuts a corner (the same corner others have 
safely cut for years). Or the parent who erupts once at an umpire and 
is forever labeled as the Little League big mouth. Maybe for years 
Brainerd was known as “Almost a Yalie.” Life’s like that sometimes. 
Our lowest moments become our biggest label. But David Brainerd 
was willing “to lie low, and be abased before God and man for it.”9 
It was his failure; he was willing to accept the full consequences.

Though he was denied his dream because of his failure, something 
more important than ministry fulfillment was at stake. Whatever 
pride David Brainerd had in his gifts or accomplishment took a mor-
tal blow in this experience. God attacked something that needed to go 
so Brainerd could become something he was called to be.

Meanwhile, God became bigger and more precious to him.
Giving up his ambition kindled something else in his heart. As 

Brainerd humbled himself before God, clarity came for his next 
assignment. In God’s plan, Brainerd’s hard-won humility would allow 
him to become God’s spokesman for people who had never heard his 
name before.

As a pastor for more than two decades, I’ve noticed a curious 
thing. There are certain kinds of entrenched pride that only failure 
uproots. Scripture says it this way: “Let anyone who thinks that he 
stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). God has a special training 
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program for those who think they stand, for the men and women who 
think, My success is locked down, my reputation impeachable, and 
my future under control—all because of me! It’s to these God says, 
“Take heed!” It’s the Bible’s way of saying, “Look out!” If you think 
you’ve arrived apart from God, then grab a parachute and find the 
rip cord—a fall may be coming your way.

There are certain kinds of entrenched pride  

that only failure can get at.

Sometimes God loves us so much he’ll nudge us off the edge of the 
altar we’ve erected to ourselves or to our accomplishments. We fail 
big-time, but that failure brings a voice that pierces our pride so we’re 
finally able to hear. God is unrelenting in his love, and sometimes the 
thud from hitting bottom can actually be the sound of pride shaking 
loose. We may get up with our head spinning, but it’s amazing how 
that jolt can knock the self out of our ambition.

How we respond to such a jolt is key to who we become. Os 
Guinness writes:

How do we each react when we find that our noblest dreams and 
most profound strivings are staring in the face of failure? Never for 
one moment must we allow ourselves an excuse to ease up in pursu-
ing God’s call. Not for a second can we think of taking the bitter pill 
of apparent failure and sugarcoating it with rationalizations about 
the difficult times in which we live. God knew the times in which 
he called us to live, and he alone knows the outcome of our times 
as he knows the outcome of our lives and our work. Our “failures” 
may be his success. Our “setbacks” may prove his turning points. 
Our “disasters” may turn out to be his triumphs.10

It certainly worked this way for Brainerd. One commentator 
observed, “After his expulsion, he never again separated faith from 
practice; as a missionary, he took the precise step of putting his faith 
into practice.”11 Brainerd got the point: Gifts and ambition don’t 
make the man, but responding in humility to failure often does. In the 
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unfathomable mercy of God, failure addresses not only what we’re 
doing, but who we’re becoming.

Failure is hard. There are easier ways to learn humility. But when 
we ignore those, God remains faithful to us, even if that means lay-
ing us low. He’s a faithful Father, always helping us move faith into 
practice and pointing the way to the better plan.

Midnight Train Moments
We can develop some strange and faulty ideas as we go through life. 
We define progress as a constant ascent up the ladder of dreams. Then 
we fuse our joy with how much progress we’re able to obtain. The 
mere idea of not climbing or, even worse, stepping off the ladder for 
a time is sheer lunacy to us. We’re climbers. To stop climbing would 
mean we stop being who we think we are.

But God sees progress differently. To work in our souls, he occa-
sionally pulls us aside for a little one-on-one time. It may be illness, 
crisis, an unexpected downsizing, an unfavorable evaluation, loving 
discipline from God, or a host of other reasons especially chosen for 
us. And the effect is always the same. We go from running full speed 
in a well-defined race to unexpectedly standing on the sidelines.

These times are not random. They’re often preparation for a 
divine redirection. I think David Brainerd could relate.

Before the way was cut off for him to the pastorate, Brainerd had 
no thought of being a missionary to the Indians. But now he had 
to rethink his whole life. There was a law, recently passed, that 
no established minister could be installed in Connecticut who had 
not graduated from Harvard, Yale, or a European university. So 
Brainerd felt cut off from his life calling.12

Have you ever felt that way? Done something dumb that perma-
nently shut a door you felt called to walk through? Pursued some-
thing big only to meet spectacular failure? I call them “midnight train 
moments” after the famous Gladys Knight song:

He kept dreamin’ that someday he’d be a star,
But he sho’ found out the hard way that dreams don’t always  
    come true.
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So he’s pawned all his hopes and he even sold his own car,
Bought a one-way ticket back to the life he once knew;
Said he’s leavin’ on that midnight train to Georgia,
Said he’s goin’ back to find the simpler place and time.13

Now I’m no Pip, but I know who composes the “midnight train 
moments” of life. Our Father has designed those times when we’ve 
thrown ourselves wholeheartedly at something, missed it, and now 
need an exit strategy. It’s the long, lonely road back from failure. 
Abraham traveled it. So did Joseph. David? You bet. The great apostle 
Peter? Absolutely. God thinks nothing of taking our life plan, ripping 
it in two, and rewriting it—for our good.

When our plans lie in ruins, we know that God has a better plan. 
No need to pawn our hopes; we just have to invest them in a different 
direction and thank God for his wisdom.

The great eighteenth-century evangelist George Whitefield expe-
rienced the sting of being sidelined but also the song of trust in God. 
When Whitefield sustained a head injury, a younger man was called 
to serve in his place. Upon hearing how this man powerfully served 
in his absence, Whitefield rejoiced, saying, “Blessed be God that some 
can speak, though I am laid aside.”14

Unsatisfied Goals
Are you an ambitious goal-setter? I like goals too. Okay, I love goals. 
I love the feeling of striking a completed item off of my to-do list. 
Finishing several tasks in a short period gives me the equivalent of a 
runner’s high. It sets my endorphins dancing.

Goals may be great esteem-boosters and even solid guideposts, 
but they also tell us something about ourselves: They reflect desires. 
Sometimes goals reveal a heart that understands God’s Word and is 
ambitiously reaching for ways to glorify God. At other times, goals 
are a monument to an exaggerated self-assessment.

I remember starting an entry-level position in a large company. 
My goal—and I say this with all humility—was to be a senior execu-
tive within a year. Looking back, it would have taken a brain trans-
plant or the sudden mass resignation of about five thousand people 
for me to hit that goal. It wasn’t rooted in reality.
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Think about the young mom who dreams of all her kids reading 
by three (never mind that her two-year-old isn’t even walking yet), or 
the slacker in his late twenties who says, “I want to be a millionaire by 
the time I’m thirty.” Or Jake, whose trifecta goals revealed an inflated 
sense of selfish ambition.

Sometimes we confuse our goals  

with God’s will.

But think about this: If we’re not perfect, then our goals aren’t 
perfect either. Sometimes we confuse our goals with God’s will. 
We think they’re the same thing. So an inevitable part of life is 
the frustration of at least some of our goals. We simply won’t get 
everything we want or do everything we desire. God has a different 
plan than simply giving us the satisfaction of a completed to-do 
list. He frustrates us to change us—to turn our life in a different 
direction. But even more important, to bend our heart toward the 
habitual posture of submission and obedience. He gets us off our 
fast track and onto a lonely train at midnight to somewhere we 
didn’t plan to go.

David Brainerd ran smack into his midnight train moment, and 
he bent his will toward God in the midst of it.

One of the things that amazes me about Brainerd is how quickly 
he saw the midnight train and got his ticket. I’d have been carrying 
a protest sign outside Yale’s administration building and letting the 
air out of Professor Whittelsey’s buggy tires until I got justice. But 
Brainerd bent his knee before the providence of God.

On his birthday of the same year he was expelled, Brainerd 
reflected on his experience. This was his conclusion: “This day I am 
twenty-four years of age. O how much mercy have I received the year 
past! How often has God caused his goodness to pass before me!”15

David Brainerd saw his failure as God’s mercy. And once he saw 
that, he began to see a new future. His soul was anchored not to his 
dream but to his hope in God.
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Learning the Lesson of Failure
God works in us in order to work through us. The internal work 
moves us to a place of peace where we come to terms with God’s abil-
ity to work good even when we’re bad. Resolving our regrets in light 
of God’s goodness brings great glory to God’s name.

John Piper sees that message as a prominent feature of Brainerd’s 
failure:

There is a tremendous lesson here. God is at work for the glory of 
his name and the good of his church even when the good inten-
tions of his servants fail—even when that failing is owing to sin or 
carelessness. One careless word, spoken in haste, and Brainerd’s 
life seemed to fall apart before his eyes. But God knew better, and 
Brainerd came to accept it.16

Brainerd was able to move beyond feelings of shame, anger, or 
self-pity to see his experience in light of God’s sovereignty. That wasn’t 
just good applied theology. It was the first marker on the road to rest 
and peace and the eventual purpose for which God was preparing him. 
The peace he sought wouldn’t be discovered by raging against “the 
man,” or playing the blame game, or wallowing in self-pity. It could be 
found only in what Ephesians 6:15 calls “the gospel of peace.”

How did that work? That’s an important question, particularly if 
you live haunted by some failure in your past.

The gospel reminds us that God controls all situations. If God 
put Pilate in power and worked through his weakness to save the 
world (John 19:8, 11), then Yale’s review board was certainly within 
his jurisdiction as well. That meant Brainerd’s failure and the board’s 
rejection were not random. God controls people in power and the 
decisions they make, whether or not they feel God’s invisible hand on 
their backs. And he does it by working through the desires of their 
heart, as Proverbs 21:1 affirms: “The king’s heart is a stream of water 
in the hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will.”

Brainerd concluded that his failure and the board’s overreaction 
were God’s will. Through it all, God was working some extraordi-
nary end. Trusting God’s wisdom became a place of comfort and rest 
despite the uncertainty of his future.
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I felt myself exceeding calm, and quite resigned to God, respecting 
my future employment when and where he pleased: my faith lifted 
me above the world, and removed all those mountains, that I could 
not look over of late . . . I now found sweetly revived in my mind 
the wonderful discovery of infinite wisdom in all the dispensations 
of God towards me, which I had a little before I met with my great 
trial at college: every thing appeared full of the wisdom of God.17

The gospel shows us that Jesus chooses those  
who are failures to display his glory.

The gospel shows us that Jesus chooses those who are failures to 
display his glory. Peter denied Christ three times and fled from him in 
his moments of greatest need. He was a failure as a disciple and as a 
friend. The gospel makes no sense for those who don’t see themselves 
in Peter’s failure. Those who aren’t failures have no need of good 
news. Jesus says, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, 
but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” 
(Mark 2:17). We’re sinners, so we fail. Jesus, the Great Physician, is 
the only one who never fails. Because of his death and resurrection, 
we’re not chained to our failures.

The cross is the ultimate wisdom of God for our failures. It’s 
God’s reminder that our failures are never big enough to interrupt 
God’s plan for our lives. For Peter, and for all of us, there’s hope 
beyond failure. There’s another chance.

I once heard a story about Thomas Edison and his team that 
invented the light bulb. When it was finished, he gave it to a young 
boy to carry to another part of the building. You guessed it. The kid 
dropped the bulb. Edison was undaunted. He immediately had another 
made, then called the boy back, handed him the second light bulb, and 
instructed him to try again. He actually gave him a second chance. I 
guess he made it because I’m writing under a light bulb right now.

The gospel announces that we’re not defined by our dropped light 
bulbs. There’s always another chance. Because the gospel works, we 
can have rest.
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This kind of gospel confidence inspires gospel attitudes. How do 
we really summon the courage to treat people kindly who have acted 
against us? Why not just smack them upside the head and be done 
with it?

Brainerd embraced the better plan. God’s will became his will. 
His soul was at rest. Rather than being defined by his failure, he 
moved on. Instead of launching a campaign for vindication, he 
became an agent of peace. Experiencing God in that failure would 
transform the way he approached people and problems for the rest of 
his short life. Just listen:

God has made me willing to do anything that I can do, consistent 
with truth, for the sake of peace, and that I might not be a stumbling 
block to others. For this reason I can cheerfully forego and give up 
what I verily believe, after the most mature and impartial search, is 
my right, in some instances. God has given me that disposition that, 
if this were the case that a man has done me an hundred injuries and 
I (though ever so much provoked to it) have done him one, I feel dis-
posed and heartily willing humbly to confess my fault to him, and 
on my knees to ask forgiveness of him; though at the same time he 
should justify himself in all the injuries he has done me and should 
only make use of my humble confession to blacken my character the 
more and represent me as the only person guilty.18

The gospel restores God to the center of our failure-analysis. 
God’s power, love, and care become the lens through which we inter-
pret our experience. Only from a place of peace and rest can we say 
of others who’ve humiliated us, “You meant evil against me, but God 
meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20).

Finding Our Definition
Failure will be an end for us if we remove God from the equation. For 
David Brainerd, God was very much a part of the equation. For him, 
another day was dawning.

Shortly after his expulsion, a group of ministers, sympathetic to 
Brainerd’s situation, licensed him to preach. This opened the way for 
him to be appointed as a missionary to the Indians.

Revival wasn’t immediately sparked by Brainerd’s arrival on the 
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mission field. His experience in his new calling became much like 
mine and yours—trial and error, discouragement, pressing on despite 
little fruit. Almost a year into it, Brainerd wrote this:

As to my success here I cannot say much as yet: the Indians seem 
generally kind, and well-disposed towards me, and are mostly very 
attentive to my instructions, and seem willing to be taught further. 
Two or three, I hope, are under some convictions: but there seems 
to be little of the special workings of the divine Spirit among them 
yet; which gives me many a heart-sinking hour. Sometimes I hope, 
God has abundant blessings in store for them and me; but at other 
times, I am so overwhelmed with distress that I cannot see how his 
dealings with me are consistent with covenant love and faithfulness; 
and I say, “Surely his tender mercies are clean gone for ever.” But 
however, I see, I needed all this chastisement already: “It is good for 
me” that I have endured these trials, and have hitherto little or no 
apparent success.19

How does a man who has gone from college expulsion to little 
success in service conclude, “’It is good for me’ that I have endured 
these trials, and have little or no apparent success”? How can ambi-
tions thrive under the cloud of indiscernible achievement? It’s not a 
theoretical question. It’s one every Christian eventually faces.

In the shadow of failure we find humbling grace. We learn that 
we’re limited. We discover that God is more interested in who we’re 
becoming than in what we’re achieving. We find our definition not in 
our failures or successes but in Christ.

For David Brainerd, failure was a lesson, not a label. It didn’t 
condemn him; it coached him. The practice of trusting God and hum-
bling self became a paradigm for enduring future disappointments for 
the moments when ambitions remain unrealized. Os Guinness says 
it this way:

If we define all that we are before our great Caller and live our lives 
before one audience—the Audience of One—then we cannot define 
or decide our own achievements and our own success. It is not for 
us to say what we have accomplished. It is not for us to pronounce 
ourselves successful. It is not for us to spell out what our legacy has 
been. Indeed, it is not even for us to know. Only the Caller can say. 
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Only the Last Day will tell. Only the final “Well done” will show 
what we have really done.20

Remember, we fail because we’re not God. Whether it’s the result 
of selfish ambition or the design of God for our good, failure isn’t 
foreign. Failure is ambition refused (one way or another) for a better 
plan.

Brainerd persevered, and eventually God smiled upon his service: 
Revival broke out among the Delaware Indians. God was faithful 
indeed.

But God’s smile and his faithfulness are still there even if, in this 
life, we never see any fruit from our ambition being redirected by 
failure into God’s better plan. A friend brought to my attention these 
words from Samuel Rutherford, who felt his earthly ministry was a 
complete failure: “Grace grows best in winter.”

For David Brainerd, God’s grace and mercy meant that his failure 
opened a door for new ambitions. His expulsion was God’s redirec-
tion. And within a few years, one of the greatest theologians in the 
history of the world, Mr. Edwards himself, was publishing Brainerd’s 
diary. And that diary, including Brainerd’s account of God’s dealing 
with him in failure, became one of the most influential tools in the 
history of world missions.

And on that day in heaven when Brainerd heard “Well done,” I 
imagine him rejoicing over the Savior’s power. God redeemed even 
his greatest mistake. His ambition was rescued when it was refused 
for a better plan.
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