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20 Stubborn years 
 In a few days time I will have spent exactly 20 years in pastoral ministry. God has taught me a lot 
during these years, but the one, driving, unavoidable lesson he has found a thousand ways to drill into my 
understanding, is the call to die. It has been a summons to submit entirely, to utterly and completely give up 
everything I have, and am, to Him—to use however He wishes and without complaint. But as you may 
suspect, I don't die very well. 
 God first focused me in this direction during my ministerial internship. I was reading about what 
Oswald Chambers calls being recklessly abandoned, so I naively asked God what it meant. So began a time 
through which I lost my health, reputation, job and an important relationship. In utter frustration one night I 
cried to God, "you have taken away my health, my reputation my job and my dreams of future happiness—I 
have nothing left!"  
 "Yes, I know," came the reply. "I want you with nothing." 
 It's strange, really. Ever since then, I have taught, preached, and written on the necessity of death. Yet 
whenever someone asks the inevitable question, "so how do I do it?" I tend to stare at them puzzled, as 
though I have never heard the question before. 
 My own life with God tends to reflect this confusion. My spiritual journals are full of descriptions of 
anguish and resistance as I painfully record my refusal to die quietly, and a seeming unlimited capacity to 
forget everything God has ever taught me on the subject. 
 So at this half-way point in my professional career, I would like to try and pull together some of 
these illusive strands and crystallise why I think God perseveres in teaching us this subject, in spite of our 
obstinacy. 

Jesus’ call to unavoidable death 
 Jesus is rather blunt about the need to die. He says I cannot be his disciple unless I die—and make 
sure I do it every day, "Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross daily 
and follow me." (Luke 9:23). As Jesus explains in the next few verses, such a cross is not a heavy burden to 
carry around and make me feel tired, but an instrument of actual, permanent, death.  
 Thinking back to the heart of Old Testament sanctuary worship, Paul picks of this same theme, 
"Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, 
holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship." (Romans 12:1) So Dietrich Bonhoeffer was 
not being sentimental when he famously explained, "When Jesus calls a man, he bids him come and die."  1

Bonhoeffer describes death as completely non-negotiable for those who want to understand what discipleship 
with Jesus is all about. 

Two reasons to die 
 To walk through the entry door into discipleship, Jesus calls me to die, and he really does mean 
death. But why is he so insistent on this? Here are two critical reasons, which are two sides of the 
discipleship coin. 

1. The unavoidable problem of my sinful nature 
 It took me quite a few years to grasp what Jesus was talking about, probably because I didn't realise 
what my problem really was. As a young Christian I was focused on trying to stop sinning. It seemed like a 
good thing to do, and after all, the Bible tells me to stop sinning. But I didn't realise that my sins were simply 
symptoms. However, Paul writes, we are by "nature" deserving of wrath (Ephesians 2:3). I was trying to cut 
off symptoms without addressing their source. After some years, God began to redirect my attention from 
hunting sins to confronting my sinful nature. What He showed me about my capacity to sin was not pleasant. 
 It can be tempting to think that when I become a Christian, my sinful nature goes away, but that's not 
true. When I become a Christian, the Holy Spirit places in me a desire to love God with all my heart and 
when I am disobedient it bothers me in a way it never did before. But my sinful nature does not evaporate, 
except to the degree that I am submitted to the Holy Spirit. That’s why Paul describes that we continue to 
“groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption” (Romans 8:23). 
 The fact that my sinful nature does not disappear is why Jesus says I have to die every day. I can die 
yesterday, but if I am not dead today, that sinful nature—that I thought had disappeared—will strangely 
resurrect itself.  
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 It is this self-resurrecting sinful nature that is the factory which is constantly manufacturing sins in 
me. Therefore, the main issue I have to address is not the occasional clipping off of undesirable sinful actions 
or thoughts, but putting the sinful nature factory out of business. And there is only one way to do it—it must 
die. 

2. My unavoidable need to be filled with the nature of Jesus 
 However, the death of the Self is one side of the coin. The flip side is the baptism of the Holy Spirit. 
Put another way, the emptying of the Self provides the space for the Holy Spirit to come in and fill us. 
Therefore, the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23) is the evidence that the nature of Christ is within me and 
is displacing my sinful nature. 
 This is how I am changed to reflect Jesus and become an attractive, authentic, and compelling 
witness (Zech. 8:23). The nature of Christ replaces the nature of my Self—“the soul must be emptied of self, 
that Christ may pour his Spirit into the vacuum.”  And again: 2

Emptied of self we must be, else we cannot show that Christ is formed within, the hope of glory. 
The Lord would have self hidden, for when it appears, souls are misled. The preciousness and 
importance of truth must appear, and will appear, when self is hid with Christ in God; then Jesus 
will be revealed in our lives. Our characters will be moulded after the divine similitude. Then the 
Holy Spirit will control the human agent. Men will possess the attributes of Christ.  3

 This is why death is so critical. Without death, there is little space for the Holy Spirit to fill, yet we 
can remain under the illusion that we are still helpful to God. The disciples were prone to this delusion. They 
had worked for three years in ministry with Jesus, but had not understood the need to die. It was only once 
they had recognised the need to confess their sin in the upper room that great things began to happen. It’s the 
same with us, “What we need is the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Without this, we are no more fitted to go 
forth to the world than were the disciples after the crucifixion of their Lord. Jesus knew their destitution, and 
told them to tarry in Jerusalem until they should be endowed with power from on high.”  4

Four ways not to die 
 So how can this sinful nature be put to death that the Holy Spirit may fill me with Himself—with the 
nature of Jesus? Let me begin by explaining how it does not happen. 

1. My sinful nature does not die because I make God promises 
 How many times have I offered God a contract at the beginning of my day? I pray things like, "Dear 
Father, please accept everything I am and have. May You use me however You wish today, amen." Now this 
prayer sounds good, and it is in a way. The problem is that I actually treat this prayer as a contract because a 
moment later I am rushing out of the door to work and this prayer is soon forgotten. But I make the 
assumption that because I have asked God, He is going to honour the contract because, a) I have asked Him, 
b) I was sincere, and c) it is something I know he wants to do with me.  
 But He can't. Not because He doesn't want to, but because I have misunderstood something about 
prayer. My prayers to die are not spells or magical incantations. In the tale of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves 
in The Arabian Nights, when Ali Baba pronounces, “Open sesame,” the door opens to the cave and its vast 
treasures. There was power in the words and only that particular phrase could work. But my prayers to die 
are not simply about correct words.  
 Rather, prayer is a space in time for my heart to reorientates itself from independence to dependence, 
often noticeable as it moves from stress and agitation to peace and trust. I can make promises and requests 
with all the words in the world, but unless I wait until my heart moves to a different state of being—and stay 
there, continually resting on God—any dying will not last long. 
 So dying takes time. I think this is partly why great Christians throughout history spent hours in 
morning prayer. If I don't commune with God first thing in the morning to shift the state of my being, my 
words won’t achieve too much later on. 

2. The sinful nature is not dead because I feel weak 
            Don't confuse weakness with dying. I understood about weakness long before I properly understood 
about death. These are two different things and should not be confused. If God wants to teach me about 
dependence on Him, he will show me my weakness. But if God wants to teach me about the need to die, he 
will teach about about the depths of my sinful nature and that there is no other solution to my problem but 
the death of it. I can think of long periods in my life where I felt very weak. During such time I even wrote 
The Refiner’s Fire. But I did not understand the problem of sin in me. I did not really understand the need for 
death. 

3. The sinful nature does not die because I am religiously active 
 Don’t confuse religious activity with dying. I deceive myself by thinking that as I am working for 
God, I am automatically ok. This is particular deceptive for Church workers. But just because I am preparing 
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a sermon or visiting someone in hospital does not mean my sinful Self is dead or that the Holy Spirit has full 
access to me. Nor am I dead because I read the Bible or a great devotional, or pray in the beauty of nature. I 
can do all these things and not be dead. Indeed, I have done all these things and have not been dead. There 
are no substitutes for dying and no shortcuts. 

4. My sinful nature does not die because I keep trying harder 
 When we spot sins in our lives, we naturally want to root them out—to follow Jesus' instruction to 
cut off or gouge out (Matthew. 5:29-30). Indeed, we know Paul tells us that the spiritual life is tough like the 
hard training of athletes (1 Corinthians 9:24-25) And so I go to work with all my energy to stop—to stop 
wasting time on Facebook, stop lusting, stop being proud about my looks, stop being bitter, stop this, stop 
that.  
 But think about the logic of this. How can a sinful man, who will instinctively do everything he can 
to avoid death, kill his own sinful nature, himself? 
 The reality is that my sin is very sticky. It sticks to me like superglue. Even my very best intentions 
and grandest promises to God are unable to cause my sin to detach itself from its grip on me. 
 Yes, there is hard work for me to do, but I would suggest that the hard work comes not in a battle to 
kill off sins, but in the battle in bringing my will to the point of complete submission and rest in Jesus. Once 
I submit, the Holy Spirit comes in and easily prises the sin away from me (Romans 8:13). 

Four lessons for dying well 
 Having looked at how the sinful nature does not die, let’s turn to how it does, although as the tag line 
of the board game Othello cautions, "A minute to learn—a lifetime to master." 

1. My sinful nature dies because I turn completely to face Jesus, and yield everything 
 Dealing successfully with the sinful nature is not done by focusing on sin, but on Jesus. When I 
spend time facing my sin, Satan brings discouragement and I feel frustrated. But when I face Jesus, I see the 
source of my help. I know I can’t do much about my sin except offer it to him. And so I yield everything to 
Him.  
 Notice how Paul emphasises this idea of yielding in Romans, “Do not offer any part of yourself to 
sin as an instrument of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God as those who have been brought from 
death to life; and offer every part of yourself to him as an instrument of righteousness.” (Romans 6:13) And 
then later, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice” (Romans 12:1).  
 Paul uses the word “offer”. Christian writers have also used the terms surrender, abandonment, and 
yielding. We stand in front of God with our palms up, ready and willing to give him everything. 
Theoretically this is easy. But when I am forced to look at the things I need to offer God, I feel uneasy and 
resistant. When I look at my ambitions, my desire to do things in my own way, my dreams of happiness, and 
realise they all have to be offered to God, I am tempted to think this is a gamble. Sometimes I do it through 
clenched teeth, at other times it is just a relief to drop the idea that I am somehow responsible for being 
successful. 
 And because me sin sticks so tenaciously to me, I have to come to the place where God is. I have to 
move into His presence. I can't do this at a distance.  
 Then in His presence I yield everything to Him. I yield until my mind and body and soul are yielded 
to their very core. When I am yielded as a state of being, with everything I have and am, a transaction takes 
place, “When the soul surrenders itself to Christ, a new power takes possession of the new heart. A change is 
wrought which man can never accomplish for himself. It is a supernatural work...”  It is in communion with 5

God that I am mentally refreshed, physically strengthened, and spiritual empowered.  God does not come 6

into my life without me noticing a difference. As I learn to do this continually, I am learning to abide (John 
15:1-5). 

2. My sinful nature remains dead as I practice obedience 
 When I have thought about obedience, I have often thought in terms of “keeping the law” and doing 
the right thing. But I have come to the conclusion that obedience is especially about dying. To obey God is 
not to do something my sinful nature would enjoy. 
 I want to buy a movie, but the sexualised images on the DVD cover suggests I should not. To leave 
the DVD in the store means I have chosen to be obedient, but it also means I have chosen to die to something 
my sinful Self craves. It’s the same with my devotional time. When I wake up, I want to open my phone and 
catch up on emails and the football scores. To choose to leave my phone on the table and pick up my Bible is 
an act of obedience, but it it is also an act of surrender, of yielding, of abandonment to God. Of death. 
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 As Ellen White notes, “To obey when it seems the hardest is true surrender to God. This will quicken 
your moral nature and subdue your pride. Learn to submit your will to God’s will, and you will be made 
meet for the inheritance of the saints in light.”  7

 This changes the way I think about law keeping. I don’t obey simply to keep someone else happy. I 
obey because otherwise my life would automatically veer off in the wrong direction. So as I continue to live 
in such obedience, I am continuing to create space for the Holy Spirit to dwell. And so I live in communion 
with God, and my life transforms to reflect the life of Jesus. 

3. I must not confuse the activity of the sinful nature for stress 
 If I rush downstairs to find my children breakfast before spending time with Jesus, there is growing 
tension building inside me. I soon become irritated at their simple requests. The longer this goes on 
unresolved, the greater the need to sedate my frustrations by grabbing my iPad to watch a clip on Youtube. I 
tell myself I am stressed, but when I pause to be honest, I know I am trying to cover over the warring nature 
of my sinful Self which is trying to drown out the quiet appeals of the Holy Spirit. So in fact I am not 
stressed—I am rebellious. I don't need a vacation—my sinful Self needs to die. 

4. The death of my sinful nature is both continuous and progressive 
 As we have already noted from Jesus, a disciple must die “daily” (Luke 9:23), meaning continually. 
What needed to be done in my life didn’t all happen the day I got baptised. Rather, dying will go down to 
deeper and deeper levels. As time passes, a maturing Christian may be increasingly appalled at the carnality 
of their own hearts and feel overwhelmed by what they see as profound wickedness within. This is the 
opposite of what some may assume. It may be tempting to think that as the Christian life progresses, the 
number of sins committed will appear to fall and that we will increasingly appear to overcome our different 
sins. While this is true in one sense, the reality is that the closer I move in discipleship to Jesus, the more I 
become aware of sin and will feel the sharp prick of conscience and conviction of my profound sinfulness. If 
I am not careful, I may feel overwhelmed. But I should not be. Such conviction is the work of the Holy Spirit 
which calls a growing Christian to a greater sense of helplessness and therefore a deeper dependence on 
Jesus: 

The nearer we come to Jesus, and the more clearly we discern the purity of His character, the more 
clearly shall we see the exceeding sinfulness of sin, and the less shall we feel like exalting 
ourselves. There will be a continual reaching out of the soul after God, a continual, earnest, 
heartbreaking confession of sin and humbling of the heart before Him.  8

 So "not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press on to take 
hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have 
taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press 
on..." (Philippians 3:12-14). 

Conclusion 
 My parents became good friends with their neighbours and were constantly in and out of each 
other’s houses for good chats and afternoon tea. However, my parents decided put up an extension to the 
house which the neighbours did not like. The conversations that had bubbled along pleasantly for the past 
few years stopped abruptly and a couple days later, the neighbours brought in some builders who erected a 
high fence to seal off the two properties. Despite many attempts at reconciliation, the relationship was 
instantly, and is still today, completely broken. 
 I puzzled over this for some time. Why in the world would someone drop a relationship of so many 
years for something like that? I could not see the sense in it at all. But then I remembered Andrew Murray.  
Murray provides a helpful summary of what we have been considering about Jesus’ insistence that death is 
the doorway into discipleship as he focuses on the core of the matter at the heart of all of us: 

Why is a lamb always gentle? Because that is its nature. Does it cost the lamb any trouble to be 
gentle? No. Why not? It is so beautiful and gentle. Has a lamb to study to be gentle? No. Why 
does that come so easy? It is its nature. And a wolf, why does it cost a wolf no trouble to be cruel, 
and to put its fangs into the poor lamb or sheep? Because that is its nature. It does not have to 
summon up its courage; the wolf-nature is there. 

 So it is with the neighbours. And those I see on the other side of church. But also—rather painfully
—it is the truth about me. When I realise the truth about my own nature, I begin to realise that I desperately 
need help from outside of myself. I have to face my need to be recklessly abandoned, a total sacrifice, so that 
the nature of Jesus will fill my entire being. 
 This is the beginning of our life of discipleship with Jesus, and enables us to stand as irrefutable 
witnesses to His character. It enables us to do mission well as we learn to exhibit the life of Jesus. As Paul 
reminds us, “if Christ is in you, then even though your body is subject to death because of sin, the Spirit 
gives life because of righteousness” (Romans 8:10). 
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