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PRAISE FOR EMPTY PROMISES 

“Pete Wilson is one of my favorite people and authors. If he writes it, I read it. Be prepared to think more deeply and live more authentically. This is not your average book—but rather a message which is compellingly real and relevant. Get your highlighter ready, this book is a game changer.”

Jack Graham 
 Pastor of Prestonwood Baptist Church

“If you’ve ever gotten to the end of yourself–financially, physically, emotionally– and realized that you don’t have all that you need to do all that God has called you to do, then you’ve come face-to-face with the empty promises of idolatry. Pete Wilson’s book can help you. Through his integrity as a man of God, and his experience leading a high-impact, fast-paced church, he has unlocked some practical and challenging insights that will lead you to a deeper relationship with Christ.”

Steven Furtick 
 Lead Pastor, Elevation Church
 Author, Sun Stand Still 

“I once heard it said that if nothing in this world can permanently satisfy us, then maybe we were created for something other than this world. I am so glad that Pete has decided to attack the idea of ‘if I have blank then I will be happy,’ because it doesn’t work and in fact has left a trail of broken lives and disappointed people. Reality is that Jesus calls us away from certain things not because he is a cosmic killjoy but rather because he knows that nothing on this planet can bring permanent peace and satisfaction. This book isn’t for those who want to be comfortable; it will attack some of the messages we are bombarded with every day in our culture. However, by digging into what Pete shows us the Scripture says about life, we can break free of the pursuit of meaningless things and focus our efforts on something that really does make an eternal impact.”

Perry Noble 
 Senior Pastor, NewSpring Church

“Our human nature continually drives us to wanting ‘more’ out of life. Yet the journey to finding ‘more’ can often lead us down winding roads filled with distraction and, ultimately, destruction. Pastor Pete Wilson addresses these very issues in his new book, and I believe it will be a great encouragement to those who have found themselves on a pathway filled with empty promises. Pete’s desire to see people flourish in their relationship with Christ is evident as he shares personal stories and lessons learned on his own journey of faith.”

Brian Houston 
 Senior Pastor, Hillsong Church

“Empty Promises gives hope to those who need a jolt. It’s a powerful reminder that God alone can fill your inner emptiness. Pete Wilson is the real deal. And this book is an essential tool for understanding the real you. We all long for something more in our lives. Empty Promises provides the framework to uncover God’s best for us. God’s first commandment to us regarding idols is brought to life in a practical way. A wake up call to our generation!”

Brad Lomenick 
 Executive Director, Catalyst

“Today’s world is full of disappointed and discouraged people who’ve been chasing after all the wrong things. In Empty Promises, Pete points people toward their deepest longings of worth, significance, and love.”

Jud Wilhite 
 Senior Pastor, Central Christian Church
 Author, Torn 

“One of the first lessons I learned in my marketing career was this: ‘Everybody’s insecure.’ To leverage this, the suggested strategy in Marketing 101 was to position your product as a solution to your customers’ insecurities. For decades now, this has proven to be a successful strategy. I would suggest there’s a phrase for this approach. It’s called empty promises. No wonder people in our society feel depleted, exhausted, and cheated.

“That’s the bad news. The good news is that my friend Pete Wilson offers a different approach. Sure, we’re all still insecure, but we don’t have to fall for the same old lies and gimmicks. As Pete points out, we don’t have to keep chasing ‘more’ because more never satisfies. Instead, there’s a different road that leads to promises fulfilled. Pete helps lead us there through his authenticity, sharp writing, and wisdom. I highly encourage you to not only read Empty Promises but to also use it as small group curriculum. It’s perfect for both.

“Pete Wilson is one of my favorite people. My prediction is that this will be one of your new favorite books. And that’s no empty promise.”

Jeff Henderson 
 Lead Pastor, Gwinnett Church

“Every human heart is looking for significance, worth, and value. In this book Pete Wilson helps us move beyond our endless pursuits of empty promises and helps us all discover and fulfill the deepest longings of our hearts.”

Chris Hodges 
 Pastor, Church of the Highlands
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To my three boys: J-man, Pooh Bear, and Boo-Boo,
 three of the most amazing young men I’ve ever met.



I pray that one day this book might
 serve as a road map for you.



When you’re seduced by the empty promises of this world—
 as we all are sometimes—I pray you live out Proverbs 24:16:



“The godly may trip seven times,
 but they will get up again.” (NLT) 


May you always understand that Jesus offers you
 what none of these counterfeit gods ever could.



He alone can fill your inner emptiness.



And he alone has the power to bring you, one
 day, home where you belong—with him.



I love you with all my heart.
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FOREWORD
 BY RICK WARREN

Mother Teresa once observed that in India people are starving physically, but in America people are starving spiritually and emotionally.


God wired each of us with a spiritual hunger that can only be satisfied by him. We use phrases like “There’s got to be more to life than this,” or “I’m bored . . . restless . . . empty . . . unfulfilled.” Or even “I feel like something is missing in my life.” Even when things are going well, there’s always that little gnawing feeling on the inside. It is our hunger for God. We’re made by God and for God, and until we understand that, life will never make sense. We make the mistake of looking for satisfaction in all the wrong places.


That’s what this book is about. It uncoveres the idols we create in our own hearts when we fail to look to God to meet our deepest needs. These idols of pleasure, prestige, passion, position, popularity, performance, and possessions inevitably betray us and let us down. They are, as my dear friend Pete Wilson says, “Empty Promises.”


Too often we allow ourselves to be conned by “when and then” thinking. When I get married . . . when I make a lot of money . . . when I achieve a certain goal or status . . . THEN I’ll be happy. But, as Solomon said, “No matter how much we see, we are never satisfied. No matter how much we hear, we are not content.” (Ecclesiastes 1:8 NLT)


Advertising today is filled with empty promises that offer to fulfill our spiritual hunger. Products from coffee to cigarettes promise “satisfaction guaranteed” and “The taste that satisfies!” If that were true you’d only need one cup of coffee and never need another cigarette!


Without Christ, we tend to approach life like we do a late night refrigerator raid: We’re restless and can’t sleep so we get up and go to the refrigerator. We don’t know what we want—we just know we are hungry. We open the door and stare, scanning the contents, hoping something will look good and catch our attention. Next, we start “grazing”—nibbling a little on this, then nibbling a little on that. But nothing tastes good. Nothing satisfies. We close the refrigerator door, and go back to bed still hungry. That scene describes the lives of most people.


Today there are more than twice as many products and services available as there were ten years ago, and most of them promise what they cannot deliver. But are people twice as happy as they were ten years ago? Of course not. One man admitted to me, “Even when I get what I want, it’s not what I want! I’m still dissatisfied.”


This book points you to the answer in your search for satisfaction and significance. It will change your life if you’ll listen, learn, and apply the powerful truths it contains. Pete Wilson will help you recognize your real hunger and the only source for real satisfaction.


Psalm 37:4 says, “Take delight in the LORD, and he will give you your hearts desires.” Don’t seek happiness, seek God! The promise of happiness isn’t contained in a product. That promise is found in a person—Jesus Christ. “For all of God’s promises have been fulfilled in Christ with a resounding ’Yes!’” (2 Cor. 1:20). I invite you to begin the journey!







— Rick Warren
 Pastor, Saddleback Church




CHAPTER ONE
 DECEPTIVELY GOOD 

I’ve been given an incredible gift.

In fact, I’ve actually been given 13,790 gifts. That’s how many days of life I’ve been given to date.

Out of these thirteen-thousand-plus days I’ve been given, some have been challenging, some depressing, some adventurous. A few I wouldn’t mind living over and over and over. I’m not sure I can actually pick an all-time favorite, but I sure have had some memorable ones.

There was the day I was born. That was a good day (I’m told).

The day I learned to walk was pretty good too.

The day I fell in love for the first time—who could ever forget that one?

The day I got my driver’s license was definitely good for me. (I bet it was a scary day for my parents.)

The day I got married was a big one, and the days my wife, Brandi, gave birth to each of our three sons and I held them in my arms for the first time—unforgettable.

Then there are the days like one I experienced recently while on vacation with my family in Florida. Brandi and I sat on the beach with our feet in the sand, discussing our dreams for the future. With every word that came out of our mouths, we realized just how blessed we are. As we talked and dreamed together in the sun, we watched our three boys, who are now nine, six, and four, leaping over the ocean waves without a care in the world. A few hours later, we all sat on the beach together and watched that golden sun seem to drop into the ocean.

That day will be etched into my mind for a lifetime, not necessarily for what we did, but for how I felt. So many of my deep desires for purpose, worth, significance, acceptance, security, love, and beauty were met. For a brief few hours, it seemed like the perfect day.

Sadly, it didn’t last.

Because right in there with those wonderful, good, blessed days, there have been plenty of days when I struggled with a nagging or even painful sense of wanting . . . more. When who I am and what I have just didn’t seem like enough.

Do you ever feel that way? I believe we all do at one time or another. Some things just seem to be consistent among most people I encounter on this earth.

We enjoy how it feels when the wind blows across our faces.

We root for the underdog.

We love how it feels to win, and we don’t like being told what to do.

We’re awestruck when we see sights like the Grand Canyon, Niagara Falls, or a bright red tree in the middle of autumn.

We love hearing the laughter of a small child.

We are disgusted by the contents of a chicken nugget, but we still eat them once in a while. (Well, maybe that one is just me.)

And beyond that, I believe most of us have a deep longing to feel certain things.

Twenty-one days after you were conceived, a tiny little electrical impulse stimulated your heart muscle. It was so faint it could hardly be detected, but it was in fact the very first beat of your heart. From that moment, you’ve been on a journey, and there are certain things your soul longs for on this journey. Whether you’ve realized it or not, your life is shaped by your search for them. You’re designed to throw your energy and your respect toward whatever you believe can provide you with what you desire:

• purpose

• worth

• significance

• acceptance

• security

• love

• beauty

This is true for every one of us. We all long for more of something in our lives. We all treasure something or someone above our everyday experience. We all give our devotion to somebody or something. These impulses are a part of our DNAs, etched in our natures, as normal and natural as breathing. I believe they have been placed inside our souls by our Creator God.

Simply put, we are a people wired to worship. The question isn’t, “Do we worship?” The question is, “Who (or what) do we worship?”

Simply put, we are a people wired to worship. The question isn’t, “Do we worship?” The question is, “Who (or what) do we worship?”

I believe the yearning for more that haunts us all exists to ultimately lead us to the person of Jesus Christ. That drive to worship is designed to impel us into proper relationship with the One who can fulfill our deepest desires.

This is showing my cards a bit early, but I’m convinced that only through Jesus will we ultimately discover our souls’ contentment. Yes, we may encounter good days or even the occasional perfect day. But our longing souls will never discover true satisfaction until we turn to him. And whenever we attempt to find fulfillment elsewhere, we open ourselves up to a world of futility and frustration.

THE IDOL FACTORY

On my first trip to Kolkata, India, I visited a temple called the Kali Temple. Thousands of Hindus in Kolkata line up every day to pray to the goddess Kali. They worship her, hoping to gain power, victory, and healing in certain areas of their lives.

Some of the ways they worship astounded me. Not that many years ago, child sacrifices were common. Today, a hundred to a hundred fifty goats are sacrificed daily at the Kali Temple. A pool just outside the temple is believed to have healing powers. People pay to have their families and friends lowered into the murky, stagnant waters. There is also a tree with red ribbons hanging all over it. When I asked about the tree, I learned that women pay money to buy these red strings and then tie them to the tree, praying that Kali will allow them to have children.

I walked away with a supreme sense of sadness and darkness. How could a group of people be lured into such a ridiculous lie? How could they not see that this was just an elaborate moneymaking scheme for a handful of greedy priests?

But do you know what is equally ridiculous? You and I believing that a little more money is going to make us happy. You and I believing that moving up one more position at work is going to give us value. You and I believing that if we could just get a particular person to love us, we would have security.

Idols, in other words, aren’t found just in pagan temples.

You see, I’m not really concerned that we are going to worship a tree. The real problem in our culture is not the making of physical idols—what some call external idolatry. What we have to guard against in our culture is internal idolatry. Ezekiel 14:3 describes this: “These men have set up idols in their hearts.”

So let’s define it like this: idolatry is when I look to something that does not have God’s power to give me what only God has the power and authority to give.

What is an idol? Traditionally we define it as anything that is more important to us than God. But I find that people shrug that definition off too readily. It’s easy to fool ourselves into thinking that nothing is more important to us than God.

So let’s define it like this: idolatry is when I look to something that does not have God’s power to give me what only God has the power and authority to give.

It’s when we take good things like a successful career, love, material possessions, even family, and turn to them in the hope that they’ll provide what only God can provide.

It’s when we buy into the empty promise that such things can give us the significance, security, safety, and fulfillment we crave.

It’s when we feel a God-given appetite and try to fill it with something that isn’t God.

John Calvin famously said, “The human heart is a perpetual factory of idols.”1 I agree. When I look back on my own life, I see a distinct pattern of depending on trivial things to give me what only God can give me. And the results aren’t pretty.

If I’m really honest with you, there are nights after the lights go out and the noise in my life dissipates that I lie there in bed acutely aware of an inner emptiness. And while I have moments and even days of what seem to be deep satisfaction or soothing peace, those feelings evaporate quickly. I run and run after them, but they seem as fleeting as a disappearing sun, and then once again that gnawing inner emptiness is back.

Have you felt it too—that unquenchable longing that tempts you to sacrifice everything you have and everything you are to be a little more beautiful, a little richer, a little more powerful and successful, a little more secure or in control, a little more loved—all in this futile attempt to heal the inner emptiness? It’s so easy to fall into the trap of “if only”:

• If I owned this, I would feel worthy.

• If I achieved that, I would feel significant.

• If I had what they have, I would be content.

• If I made a little more money, I would finally be satisfied.

• If I got that promotion, I would feel valued.

• If I could only get that person to love me, I would have security.

But sooner or later we discover the heartbreaking truth that no matter how beautiful or rich or powerful we become, it’s never enough.

C. S. Lewis wrote,

Most people, if they had really learned to look into their own hearts, would know that they do want, and want acutely, something that cannot be had in this world. There are all sorts of things in this world that offer to give it to you, but they never quite keep their promise.2

We can sacrifice everything for these promises, but they will just leave us wanting, longing, used, and empty. We’ll never find what we need in an idol.

Unfortunately, that doesn’t stop us from trying.

THE WAITING ROOMS OF LIFE

Scripture is full of examples of our constant need to grab at almost anything to try and fill our deep, built-in longings for worth, significance, acceptance, love, and beauty. One of the first and greatest examples is found in Exodus 32.

At this point, God had just set his chosen people, the Israelites, free from over four hundred years of captivity to the Egyptians. They were finally on their way to living the life God had designed for them to live. But there was a problem. Things weren’t moving as fast as they would’ve liked, and they were getting restless. Their leader, Moses, was absent, and their impatience drove them to take things into their own hands.

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain [Moses was on Mt. Sinai for nearly six weeks], they gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.” (v. 1)

I think it’s important to point out the catalyst for what happened next. The instigating factor was having to wait.

Don’t you hate waiting? Most of us do. Waiting has never been a popular pastime, and our culture makes it worse. We live in a day of fast this and instant that, and having to wait for anything is a big frustration. We’ve started to believe that faster is always better. We’ve become seduced by such words as instant and easy. We’ve become quickaholics, dependent on getting what we want when we want it.

Why do we hate waiting so much? There are many reasons, but I think one of the biggest is that waiting makes us feel helpless and powerless. Lewis Smedes described it like this: “As creatures who cannot by themselves bring about what they hope for, we wait in darkness for a flame we cannot light. We wait in fear for a happy ending that we cannot write. We wait for a ‘not yet’ that feels like a ‘not ever.’”3

As you probably know, Moses was away receiving the Ten Commandments from God. Apparently, he was away much longer than the children of Israel expected him to be. They were feeling frustrated, vulnerable, and helpless in the wilderness. So in his absence, they decided they wanted a different god to worship.

When you think about it, it’s amazing how quickly this idol response set in. Just three months before, God had delivered them from four hundred years of captivity. He had provided

• freedom when they were captive;

• deliverance when they were pursued;

• food (manna) when they were hungry;

• water (from a rock) when they were thirsty;

• guidance from a cloud during the day;

• guidance from a pillar of fire at night.

And it wasn’t enough. None of it was enough for them to continue worshipping the God who had done all this. Instead, they decided to build an idol, a golden calf, and worship the calf instead.

Why did they do this? I suspect it was because God was making them wait, and the children of Israel couldn’t stand the waiting. This is important to note because, apparently, when the need for hurry meets the desire for control, it becomes really easy to start worshipping someone and something other than our Creator God.

Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.” So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, “These are your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.” (vv. 2–4)

When Moses walked down from Mount Sinai with the Ten Commandments and saw what was happening, he became so furious that he tossed the two tablets that God had just etched on his behalf off the side of the mountain.

As I’m sure you can remember, the very first commandment was, “You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:3).

The very first law of the most famous moral code in the history of the world has to do with the trap of idolatry. God warns his people not to worship other gods. Don’t expect anything other than God to give what only God can give.

Why such prominence for this command? I think it’s because God knew something not only about the children of Israel but about me and about you.

He knows about the inner emptiness inside of us. He knows about that ache that haunts every one of us. He knows this longing for purpose, worth, significance, acceptance, security, love, and beauty pulsates through our veins, and we will stop at nothing (including building our own golden calves) to fulfill those longings.

He knows, remember, because he put those longings there to direct us to him. And he gave us that commandment to spare us from the heartache of empty promises.

Furthermore, I think this commandment had prominence because it’s almost impossible for us to follow and obey the other nine if we break this first one.

“You shall have no other gods before me.”

Just think about it: your response to those eight words influences every facet of your life. Idolatry isn’t simply a sin. It’s what is fundamentally wrong with the human heart.

DEPLETED

I’ve made it a practice to look into others’ eyes. The person who passes me in the grocery story aisle, the person behind the counter at the gas station, the person who rushes by me on the street.

Do you know what I see most often? Is it life, joy, love, vibrancy?

No, most often what I see is exhaustion.

Just look at the people around you, the people you live with, work with, or do life with. You’ll see it too. They’re exhausted, depleted, lacking. They may look like they have it all together, but under it all they’re falling apart.

Idolatry isn’t simply a sin. It’s what is fundamentally wrong with the human heart.

The church I’ve been blessed to pastor for the past nine years includes plenty of singles. I was never really a single adult. I started dating Brandi when I was nineteen, and we were married at twenty-one.

So I basically transitioned from being a teenager to being married.

But having spent a lot of time with single adults, I know they face a tremendous amount of pressure.

I recently began meeting with a young woman by the name of Kara who is fairly involved with our church. I don’t know her exact age, but I would guess she’s about twenty-seven. And when she showed up for our first appointment, it was instantly clear to me that she had been through some kind of hell. You could see the pain on her face.

Kara started telling me that a guy she had been dating for the past few months had just called things off with her. She was distraught about their breakup. Through her tears she just kept saying, “I’m so tired of this. I’m so tired of this. Why can’t I find someone to care for me? Why can’t I find a relationship like everyone else? Why do I keep making the same mistakes over and over? I’m so tired of this.”

Over several appointments together, we started to talk a little more in depth about why Kara felt she needed a man. It wasn’t just that she was lonely. To her, having a boyfriend gave her not only a sense of worth but also a certain status. It made her feel like somebody. The trouble was, Kara couldn’t seem to find what she wanted so desperately.

Over the past two years, she had been through no fewer than a dozen guys. None of these relationships had worked out the way she desired, despite her attempts to become everything those men wanted her to become. She dressed to please them, arranged her schedule around them, deferred to their wishes. She also had sex with most of these men, which only made her feel more used, guilty, and betrayed.

I remember looking at her at one point and saying, “Kara, I don’t think you were designed to give yourself away the way you do. And while you were designed for community and companionship—we all are—I don’t think you were designed to find your purpose and worth in some guy. There may be numerous reasons you don’t feel like you’re thriving right now in your life, but have you considered your real problem might be idolatry—that you’re looking to a man to give you what only God can give you?”

It’s no surprise that Kara was feeling exhausted. Because that’s the thing about idolatry—it will plumb wear you out. Idols don’t have the capacity to breathe life back into you, so all they do is take and take and take.

In the same way the women in India were giving what little money they had in hope of getting pregnant, only to be left feeling robbed, you’re going to give of your money, your time and your energies, your heart and your passions, hoping one of your idols may finally deliver.

But since idolatry is expecting something other than God to give you what only God can give, you end up having to depend on yourself and your own efforts to produce something only God can produce. In essence, you’re playing God, and that’s exhausting.

To further complicate the issue, so many of the idols—the empty promises—in our culture today involve performance. Performance is also very exhausting. Think about your own life. Are you tired of

• trying to keep the perfect house?

• striving to have the perfect marriage?

• looking like you have it all together?

• feeling the pressure to look like you just walked out of a magazine?

• struggling to raise perfect kids who excel academically and socially and can crush a T-ball over the fence?

• working to make more money than everyone else in your circle?

• attempting to climb the ladder faster than the guy who’s right on your heels?

Are you weary of all the empty promises that leave you longing and aching for more? This performance-driven lifestyle is just another form of idolatry, and it will eventually leave you exhausted, bitter, and ready to give up.

But I want you to read these powerful and healing words of Jesus. As your eyes scan them, I pray your heart will absorb them. Jesus said,

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light. (Matt. 11:28–30)

Are you tired of striving?

Tired of performing?

Tired of trying to be someone you’re not?

What if there were another way? A way that gives life instead of inducing stress?

You see, I believe that God has not given up on you. He is, in fact, powerfully present in your life, even if he seems to be absent. He has revealed himself through a man, Jesus, who came to earth to show us how to live and then died for our sins. In his resurrection, he gave us hope that we can indeed experience the fulfillment of our desires.

Jesus is continually inviting people to give up their idols and follow him. Jesus, and Jesus alone, is worthy of our whole devotion. He alone has the authority to forgive all of our sins. He alone has the wisdom to guide our whole lives. He alone leaves us invigorated rather than exhausted, at peace rather than anxious. He alone has the power to fill the gnawing inner emptiness we all experience and bring purpose to each and every day that he sees fit to grant us as a gift.



CHAPTER TWO
 THE AWARE LIFE 

Lindsey is a strong woman who always seems to have a lot going for her—a great family, a good job, and a host of supportive and caring people God has placed in her life. She’s been a family friend for almost a decade.

On an unusually cold and windy March day, I met Lindsey for coffee. I had asked her to meet me because I was a bit worried about her. Call it pastoral instinct or just a gut feeling, but when I ran into her at church the Sunday before, I could tell something just wasn’t quite right. That’s one of the beauties and sometimes annoying realities of having longtime friends around. They pick up on things an average acquaintance never would.

As we sat down at the local coffee shop, I gave Lindsey the standard, “You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to, but I just wanted to check on you. Everything all right?” And that was all I needed to say. Before I took my first sip of coffee, she was pouring out her heart. It was almost as if she had all these emotions boiling under the surface and she had been dying for someone to finally ask her.

“I don’t know what’s going on, Pete,” she told me. “At first I thought it was depression and then maybe a midlife crisis, but I just feel this sense of unhappiness. I spent the first twenty years of my life dreaming of what I thought I wanted in life, and I spent the next twenty years making that dream a reality. I’ve got the marriage and family I thought I wanted and the house I thought I wanted and the career I thought I wanted. I’ve got it all, but none of it has met the expectations I’d built up. I thought achieving these things would fulfill me. So I’ve been running and running and running, trying to achieve my goals. But now that I’ve met them, I feel like I need to keep running because there’s no satisfaction. I just don’t know what the point of it all is anymore.”

I wish I could say this was the first time I had heard words like these, but it wasn’t. Hardly a week goes by that I don’t hear these same sentiments shared over and over.

I spent the next hour and a half trying to help Lindsey look behind the curtain of her life. Like so many of us, she’d just been going through the motions, chasing after what she thought would eventually give her meaning and purpose and satisfaction. What she needed to do was pause and begin to examine why she was chasing the things she was chasing.

LURKING BELOW THE SURFACE

You see, the question we’re dealing with in this book is not “Do you have idols?” We’ve already determined that the heart is an idol factory. The real question for any of us is this: Which idol is God’s biggest rival in your life?

Several years ago I found myself in a situation not that unlike Lindsey’s. I guess if I’m honest, I’ve been there several times over the course of my adult life. In this particular instance I discovered

I’d been deceiving myself in a number of ways, convincing myself I could find self-worth from several empty promises.

In an effort to find out why I felt so empty, I started to pay more attention to what was going on internally. Paying attention or examining my life forces me to face the internal questions I can no longer keep quiet. I was compelled to come face-to-face with what was lurking at the deepest level of my soul.

These were questions I could no longer ignore:

• Why do I continue to say yes to others, even though I’m overextended and hurting those closest to me?

• Why do I continue to struggle with showing my wife love on a more consistent basis, the way I should?

• Why are my emotions affected more by how many people show up at church than by just being in the presence of our caring God?

• Why do I continue to strive to find my identity in things like acceptance, power, and money instead of in who God says I am?

Each and every question that came to my mind revealed another level of self-deception in my life. It revealed another empty promise I was chasing after.

The Bible speaks quite frequently on this idea of self-deception. Obadiah 1:3 says, for example, “The pride of your heart has deceived you.” And Proverbs 14:12 warns,

There is a way that appears to be right,
 but in the end it leads to death.

The bottom line is that every single human being has an unbelievable capacity for self-deception. It’s no wonder we fall for these empty promises over and over and over.

The bottom line is that every single human being has an unbelievable capacity for self-deception. It’s no wonder we fall for these empty promises over and over and over.

The other day I was arguing with my nine-year-old son, who wanted to go outside in the middle of winter wearing a T-shirt and shorts. I said to him, “Jett, you’re going to freeze out there. Go put some clothes on.”

He responded, “Dad, it’s not that cold.”

“Yes, it is, buddy. I’ve been out this morning, and it’s literally freezing outside.”

We argued back and forth a few times, and then I said, “Son, remember the other day when you went out to play football but you came in because you were so miserably cold? It’s that cold outside today.”

Despite my clear warnings and his recent history, Jett opted to go outside wearing next to nothing. Ten minutes hadn’t passed when I heard him fling open the front door and come running inside.

I said, “What’s up, buddy?”

As he continued to run up the stairs he said, “I’m going to get some clothes on. It’s freezing outside.”

I had to laugh. It’s that kind of self-deception that has gotten me in trouble with empty promises over and over again.

Despite the wisdom of God’s Word.

Despite what friends might be warning me about.

Despite my painful history.

I somehow convince myself that this time I’ll find purpose if I get a little more power, or I’ll find significance if I become a little more popular.

HELP ME KNOW ME

Knowing our capacity for self-deception, how do we make sure that we’re not regularly falling into that trap? People will often point to Psalm 139:23–24 to illustrate the need for self-examination. It says,

Search me, God, and know my heart;
 test me and know my anxious thoughts.
 See if there is any offensive way in me,
 and lead me in the way everlasting.

But if you back up to the beginning of Psalm 139 you’ll discover something interesting. The psalm actually begins by acknowledging that God has already searched us:

You have searched me, LORD,
 and you know me. (v. 1) 

Ruth Haley Barton said this verse “may point to the fact that the real issue in self-examination is not that I am inviting God to know me (since he already does) but that I am inviting God to help me know me.”1

As I’ve been spending more and more time alone with God, trying to get to the bottom of the empty promises I’ve bought into, I’ve started praying, “God, help me to know me. Help me tear down the scaffolding of power, praise, perfectionism, and performance that I use to prop myself up. Strengthen me so I can bear to be naked and vulnerable in your presence, willing to see the areas of my life where Christlikeness is so lacking.”

“Willing to see”—that’s crucial. Because most of us are experts at hiding from what we don’t want to know about our own lives.

When my middle son, Gage, was just a toddler, he loved to play hide-and-seek. He especially loved the hiding part, so typically I would have to be “it.” After sticking my face in my hands and counting to twenty, I would search the house for him, announcing out loud each step I took and each place I looked. Whenever I found him hiding behind the couch or underneath the table, he would quickly close his eyes as tightly as he could, convinced that if he couldn’t see me, I wouldn’t be able to see him.

The truth is, all the money, talent, attractiveness, and popularity in the world will not protect anyone from the stupidity of sin. And none of those things will fulfill the burning desire for more that drives people to fall for false promises.

Often we play a similar game with God. In our adult version of hide-and-seek, we hide behind all kinds of noise and distractions. We get up in the morning and turn on the TV, hoping it will distract us from having to think. We’ll get in the car and immediately turn on the radio or jump on the phone. Our days will be full of surface-level, meaningless conversations about the weather, politics, or the latest celebrity gossip.

We actually fool ourselves into thinking that if we don’t acknowledge the areas of our lives where we’ve bought into empty promises, maybe God won’t notice them either. We all desperately need to open our eyes. We’re not fooling anyone. And while self-awareness can be painful, it can also be the beginning of transformation.

What would you answer if I were to ask what’s most important to you? A lot of people I know would reply without thinking: “My relationship with Jesus.” They’d insist that God is at the very center of their lives. However, careful self-examination may uncover something quite different.

Will you take a few minutes to live with the following questions? I think they’ll begin to uncover some of the hidden idols you may have in your life. Honestly ask yourself:

• What occupies my mind? What do I spend time daydreaming about?

• Who or what do I tend to be jealous of?

• What do I spend most of my time doing?

• Where does the majority of my money go?

What you’ll quickly discover—as I have—is that it’s easy for our hearts to wander away from Jesus and toward other people or things, thinking they’ll give us what only he can give us.

THE PURSUIT

I’ll never forget the long summer day between my sophomore and junior year of college. It started like any normal day. Brandi and I had been dating a little over a year, and we were babysitting her little cousins, who were in town.

The news reports had been floating around for days that legendary NFL running back and movie star O. J. Simpson was a possible suspect in the killing of his ex-wife. Then the event happened that caught the nation’s attention—O. J. driving down the interstate in that infamous white Bronco with dozens of Los Angeles policemen in pursuit.

Brandi and I sat there in shock as we watched this entire event unfolding on national television. I remember just shaking my head and thinking, No way. How could this guy be so stupid? He’s got money, fame, and just about anything else a person could want. How could he spiral down like this?

And it wasn’t just O. J. Like most people, I’ll never forget where I was and what I was doing when news broke about Princess Diana’s fatal car wreck, John F. Kennedy Jr.’s plane crash, Michael Jackson’s overdose, or the public unraveling of Tiger Woods’s and Arnold Schwarzenegger’s marriages. Each of these events had me glued to the television as I watched the reports unfold. And I wasn’t alone. The whole country, it seemed, was fascinated.

There are probably a variety of deep psychological reasons events like these capture our attention, but surely one major theme is that these folks seemed to have it all—money, achievement, possessions, fame, power. Surely those awful things couldn’t be happening to them. And surely, if we were in their shoes, we wouldn’t mess things up the way they did.

The truth is, all the money, talent, attractiveness, and popularity in the world will not protect anyone from the stupidity of sin. And none of those things will fulfill the burning desire for more that drives people to fall for false promises.

Dallas Willard said that one of the fundamental questions every human being asks is, “Who has ‘the good life’?”2 I believe our endless and growing preoccupation with celebrities has to do largely with that question.

In my own life I have to consider this question: Why am I so interested in what Tiger Woods does not only on the golf course but also in his personal life? Why am I drawn to pick up People or watch E! for the latest celebrity gossip? I think I’m drawn to that type of information because there is a part of me that thinks those people are enjoying the life I’ve always wanted. The life that part of me believes is the good life.

Was I born with the desire to have that kind of lifestyle? Of course not. My visions of living like the rich and famous have been formed in me over time, shaped by the culture I live in. Media and advertising have defined the good life in terms of access to nice cars, big homes, great bodies, overinf lated fame, total independence, and a huge following. And even though on some level I know better, I still find it hard to escape those messages that have bombarded me, especially when I’m watching coverage of the rich and famous at play.

Surely that’s true of most of us. At some level we’re convinced that celebrities are the ones who have the good life. And we are fascinated, maybe even drawn to them because they live a life we can’t help wanting. In a way, celebrities are our new gods. We like to fantasize that our lives could become like theirs—and then we, too, would be beautiful, desirable, talented, and crazy rich. And while we may live in the tension between our desire to have those things and our desire to be good people, inevitably we will pursue a life that we think is desirable. We will pursue what we determine in our minds to be the good life.

The problem is that when we actually catch up and achieve this so-called good life, we discover—as so many celebrities have discovered— that it’s nothing more than empty promises that, at best, leave us wanting more.

THE ANT TRAP

As I write this, I’m watching a trail of ants march under my desk. Over the past few days, these pesky creatures have invaded our house. I don’t know why, but ants drive me crazy.

Upon noticing their arrival, Brandi suggested we call an exterminator. That sounded good to me until I realized how much it would cost to have someone come out and take care of our ant problem. So in true male fashion, I promised her I would come up with a solution.

A trip to the local hardware store equipped me with an amazing product. The directions seemed simple enough. All I had to do was squirt some gel on a small piece of cardboard and then place it where I’d seen the ants. The gel contains something that attracts the ants; the ants eat the gel and then take it back to their nest to offer their friends. And while the gel tastes good to the ants, it also poisons them.

I’m currently watching hundreds and hundreds of ants lining up in single file across the floor of my house. The little guys are climbing on top of each other to get to this delicious, poisonous stuff. It’s amazing to watch. They have no idea that their pursuit will lead to their demise.

What an amazing picture this is of how many of us live in today’s culture. We’re lining up by the thousands to pursue what we’ve been convinced is the good life. And while the very thing we chase looks good or feels good or tastes good, it’s also poison to our souls.

What’s the alternative? One possibility, I suppose, is to rid ourselves of our desires. That is a foundational principle of Buddhism—to attempt to reach a point where you simply don’t desire anything. But while I believe our desires can make us sick and that getting what we think we want can be bad for us, the idea of eliminating desire is problematic for me.

Why? First of all, I think it’s impossible. Many of these desires are hardwired within me; I couldn’t get rid of them even if I wanted to. But more important, as I’ve mentioned, I believe our desires are inside us for a reason. True, if left unmonitored, they can lead us right into empty promises. But they are ultimately there to lead us to Christ, the only person who can actually fulfill them. As C. S. Lewis wrote,

If we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at sea. We are far too easily pleased.3

I believe our desires are inside us for a reason. True, if left unmonitored, they can lead us right into empty promises. But they are ultimately there to lead us to Christ, the only person who can actually fulfill them.

Often, what we think is the good life is not really the good life at all. It’s nothing but smoke and mirrors. It’s an illusion, an elaborate trap. It’s a collection of empty promises. But that doesn’t mean the good life doesn’t exist. It simply means we need to open ourselves to what the good life really is—a life than is far sweeter and more satisfying than anything we can even imagine. That’s the good life that “God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor. 2:9). The good life that requires us to listen deeply for what we really want and to look beyond empty promises to the One who can fulfill our deepest desires.

I’m praying this book will serve as sort of an invitation for you to look deeper into your own life. I pray you’ll do exactly what I invited my friend Lindsey to do that day in the coffee shop. I invited her to start paying attention to her life. I asked her to wake up and look deep into her soul to uncover the layers upon layers of self-deception and the truth that lies beneath them.

That’s what I’m challenging you to do too—to learn to be aware of

• what you’re saying;

• what you’re doing;

• what you’re thinking;

• how you’re acting;

• where you’re coming from;

• what your motives are.

If you’re not, you’ll spend your life trying to find your identity and worth in the empty promises of attractiveness, acceptance, wealth, and power.

But they’ll just leave you empty and wanting more.
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