Hearts That Can Hear: The Theology of Failure

Feeling like a failure can cause us to lose hope over time, as we start to feel like nothing will ever change.
When we look at our lives, we will find, if we are honest and our eyes are open, that we fail more often
than we succeed, when we attempt new things or are out of our comfort zone. Unless we desire to live
lives that never aspire to anything, never take on new challenges, or never try to better ourselves, we
will have to grapple with failure and with God’s plan for failure. Let’s spend some time this week learning
how to interact with our failures in a different way.

Day One
The Fear of Failure

When we look at the people in history who have made an impact, or we look at scripture at those who
God chose to use in redemptive history, we see people who failed often. In fact, it is probably safe to say
that they failed far more often than you have or ever will. It is not unusual to hear a lecture given by a
successful person that encourages us to fail more often or to fail faster, for it was through failure that
they were able to make progress. This sounds very strange for most of us, because we see success as the
goal and find that our failures take us further away from our goals. When we look at scripture, there was
clearly a plan that God had for renewing his relationship with his people, and that plan had several
stages. God called Abraham and told him he would become a great nation, and Abraham tried to
accomplish this on his own, failing to trust in God, yet through God’s grace Abraham did become a great
nation. When God freed his people from Egypt, they were to go through the wilderness and conquer the
promised land, yet they failed in their faith and wandered for 40 years, yet eventually God led them to
take the promised land. When you look at every step of the process, it was the grace of God and not the
power of men that assured the plan of God would move forward. How is it possible that God can use
failure? When a messenger encountered Jacob in the wilderness and wrestled with him until dawn,
Jacob left the encounter with a permanent wound, but also a new name. It was not Jacob’s victory that
was important, but his willingness to continue to wrestle with God. We must learn to trust in the grace of
God enough that we see that grace as able to support the weight of our failures without shaking,
moving, or creaking. God’s grace is like the golden gate bridge being hit by the feather of our failure. This
allows us not to lose hope, but to continue to answer the call to follow.

Verses: Psalm 73:26, Proverbs 24:16, 2 Corinthians 12:9-10

Prayer Topics: Faith, Commitment, Persistence

Day Two



The Root of Failure

When we experience failure, we must not hide from it, for that condemns us to live in that failure for as
long as we refuse to face it. There is a strange story in scripture that makes many people scratch their
heads. Israel had been disobedient again, and venomous snakes invade their camp, and many people
die. They are told to make a bronze serpent and lift it up, and whoever looked on it was saved. Because
of our association of snakes with Satan, we find it very weird that they would be saved by looking on a
serpent being hoisted on a pole. Lucky for us it gets weirder, as it is compared in the New Testament with
Christ being lifted up on the cross. This is one of those strange stories that makes us want to skip a bit
and read something simple like Romans. Some theologians see the salvation offered in looking at the
snake being lifted up as a look into the failure of sin and the one who brings sin. When the Israelites look
at the serpent, they are being forced to face their problem, their reflection, to see the seriousness of
their condition. When we look at the cross, we see our reflection, for the cross truly belonged to us.
When we look at the cross, we are confronted with our failures and can no longer hide from them, as the
price for our sins is being paid by someone else, on our behalf. We must never turn away from our
failures, but instead must build the difficult habit of looking into them. Though painful, looking into our
failures reveals to us the sacrifice necessary to redeem them, and ultimately, leads us to Jesus, the lamb
of God who takes away our sins.

Verses: Romans 3:23, Romans 6:23, 1 John 1:8-10

Prayer Topics: Truth, Reality, Mercy

Day 3

Too Little or Too Much?

When we analyze our failures, we will notice a pattern emerge as to the nature of the failures we
routinely experience. We will find that, for the most part, our failures fall into two categories, that is, we
invest too little or we invest too much. We invest too much into things that cannot possibly return a
reward that is commensurate with the investment. For example, if we find that we have become
destitute due to a gambling addiction, we can be sure that we invested too much of our time, energy,
attention, and love to something that could never be fruitful. Even if we were to win a large amount of
money, our gambling addiction would see us gambling greater sums, so that destitution was the only
reasonable outcome. Most of the time, however, we find that our failures are due to an unwillingness to
invest enough. If | fail at fixing the plumbing at my house, it was because of a lack of knowledge, tools, or
skill, or humility (hiring a plumber), all of which are available to me with enough of an investment or
sacrifice. Because these two options are the most likely reasons for failure, when we fail, we must
investigate the reason, and this investigation itself will require an investment or sacrifice. The reason this



investigation is important is because there is no overcoming the failure without it, as the two reasons
require two completely different courses of action to overcome. If | failed in a relationship, and |
conclude that it failed because | didn’t invest enough, when the real answer was that | invested too much
into someone who would never reciprocate, | set myself up for more relationships just like the one that
failed. In the same way, if it was a lack of investment and | blame the other person, | fail to fix the
problem, and the likelihood of it recurring is high. In addition, when | investigate my failures accurately, |
reasonably address much larger issues of my life that revolve around my sense of identity.

Verses: Matthew 6:20, 1 John 2:15-17, Deuteronomy 15:4

Prayer Topics: Exchange, Reward, Wisdom

Day 4

Make Peace

We ended yesterday’s devotional with the idea of investigating failures and addressing our sense of
identity, and we will spend today fleshing out that idea. When most of our failures come from investing
too little, we will find that this may be a sign of our valuation of our efforts being too high. For example,
if  am in school to become a doctor, and | find that my poor grades on tests come from a lack of study, it
could very well be a sign that | have overestimated my intelligence or study skills. In addition, if | find
that overestimating my investment or sacrifice tends to be the reason for many of my failures, | might
have a problem with pride in general. All of us have known people in our lives that go from failure to
failure, and never seem to understand that they only achieve a surface level understanding of all of the
endeavors that fail. What is easy to see in these people is sometimes harder to see in ourselves. On the
other hand, some people have such a low opinion of themselves and what they contribute that they are
always being taken advantage of by someone else who never values them. Because they never expect a
return on the investment they make, they never receive one. One way to help us to have a more
accurate understanding of our failures is to separate our performance from our identity. Whether you
have been successful at most of your endeavors, or whether you feel like a failure, you are a sinner saved
by the grace of God, called by his love into a relationship of glory. This identity gives a reason for humility
about our efforts and investments, as well as a reason to celebrate the value we have been given by the
word of God that created us and the love and grace of God that redeemed us. Making peace with our
failures, trusting in the love of Christ, is a recipe for living a fruitful life.

Verses: Genesis 1:27, 2 Corinthians 5:17, Ephesians 2:10

Prayer Topics: Grace, Perfection, Ideal, intention



Day 5
Don’t Fall in Love

| once bought a car that had been totaled in an accident. | did this on purpose, because | knew a
trustworthy man who did body and paint that had a business returning these cars to the road. The car |
bought displayed some performance problems that we thought might have been related to accident
damage, but we later learned was due to a design problem and was fixed in a recall. Because the man |
bought the car from was honest and conscientious, he gave me a part that he thought could perhaps fix
the problem. | remember him saying to me, “Don’t fall in love with that part | gave you”, which | found
funny at the time, as | had never had anybody say that to me in that context. What he meant was that he
was unsure if the part would fix the problem or not, so | shouldn’t get too excited about it or place too
much confidence in it. | often think of that conversation when | try to figure out why | have failed in
something, because we are all prone to fall in love with something that won’t work. The problem is that
we tend to overestimate the value of any method in achieving a goal, and we get enamored of the
method instead of the goal. When | first started at FCCT as the youth pastor, | was given the directive to
run a vacation bible school program every year, with the goal being evangelism. After a couple of years,
we discovered that due to cultural changes, all the people participating in our VBS program were already
Christians, so we either needed to change our goals for our VBS program, or we needed to keep the
goals and change the methods. When | brought this problem to our senior pastor, he didn’t skip a beat in
determining that the goal would stay while the method would change. Not everyone would have made
that decision, because it is very easy to fall in love with the way we are doing something, the sacrifice or
investment we are making, and to change the expectation of the fruitfulness instead. You see this all the
time, and it hides failure from our eyes. People start drinking to have a good time, and when the good
time ends, the drinking continues. People play the lottery to solve their financial problems, when it
instead worsens the problem, they play for the “fun”. People start a business to make money, and when
it doesn’t, they keep the business going by investing so much they may never recover. In order to live a
fruitful life we must not fall in love with methods but with goals, and we must always evaluate whether
the goals we are pursuing are goals that glorify God.

Verses: Philippians 3:13-16, 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, 1 Corinthians 12:31

Prayer Topics: Goals, Progress, Mistakes



