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Dedication

This book is dedicated to our seven grandchildren:
Brendan, Hailey, Jonah, Josiah, Jesse, Jeremiah and 
James so that God’s heartbeat will help them live 
with passion in the Word of Christ!



Prologue

I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. 
Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He 
takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit He 
prunes, that it may bear more fruit. Already you are 
clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. 
Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear 
fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can 
you, unless you abide in Me. I am the vine; you are 
the branches. Whoever abides in Me and I in him, 
he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from Me you 
can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in Me he 
is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the 
branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and 
burned. If you abide in Me, and My words abide 
in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done 
for you. By this My Father is glorified, that you bear 
much fruit and so prove to be My disciples. John 
15:1–8

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching 
and admonishing one another in all wisdom, 
singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with 
thankfulness in your hearts to God. And whatever 
you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name 
of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through Him. Colossians 3:16–17
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God’s Secret Revealed

Would you like to discover the secret of how to live with passion 
for Christ in your personal life, your family, your neighborhood, 
your church, your community, your place of work, and your 
world? Would you like to live for Christ not only in the moment 
of each day’s challenges and opportunities but also with 
consistency over a lifetime of hills and valleys?

If so, do you recognize the human impossibility of those godly 
desires in this twenty-first-century world, where powerful forces 
seek to mock Christ and destroy His Church or at least to mar-
ginalize both Christ and His Church by ignoring them? Do you 
realistically grasp the daily war within yourself as saint and sinner?

No self-help book can teach you how to live with passion for 
Christ! No simple four-step process or eight rules for passionate 
living give you all the answers you need to succeed. Only God can 
unlock the secret of how to live with passion for Christ. Paul writes 
about his ministry “to make the word of God fully known, the 
mystery hidden for ages and generations but now revealed to His 
saints. To them God chose to make known how great among the 
Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ 
in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:25b–27).

The apostle Paul writes these words humbly and passionately. 
Paul never forgot how he lived with an ungodly passion as a per-
secutor of believers in Christ; hence his humility. Christ revealed 
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Heartbeat!: Living with Passion in the Word of Christ

God’s secret to him on the Damascus road and commissioned him 
as a servant and a witness to Jews and Gentiles alike. Forgiven by 
the blood of Christ shed on the cross, Paul lived from then on with 
passion from God, pure grace: “For this I toil, struggling with all 
His energy that He powerfully works within me” (Colossians 1:29).

This book’s title—Heartbeat!—provides imagery for daily and 
lifelong living with passion for Christ. Physically, you live only 
because your heart beats twenty-four hours a day, every day, as 
long as you live. The heart continually pumps blood to all parts of 
the body and helps the returning blood be cleansed in the lungs 
and sent out again. Truly, life is in the blood. Physically, God 
created your heart to beat every moment and throughout your 
lifespan. Heartbeat!

Spiritually, God’s heart beats from eternity with a passionate 
love for the world and for you. His heart beats in the birth, life, 
death, and resurrection of His only Son, Jesus, who brought for-
giveness of sins, life, and salvation. God’s heart beats through His 
Church, gathered around His Word and Sacraments. His heart 
beats in you through Baptism as you immerse yourself in the Word 
of Christ. Consequently, your heart will beat with God’s passion 
for the world as you praise Him, serve others, and bear witness 
to your faith in Christ daily and throughout your life. Heartbeat!

This Christ-help book intends to let the Word of Christ speak to 
your heart through the stories of God’s people in the Bible and in 
today’s world so that you may be encouraged and strengthened to 
live with passion for Christ daily and throughout your life. Expect 
many sections of Scripture to be quoted in this book. Let the Word 
of Christ speak for itself.

First, we seek godly passion in our lives through the example of 
God’s people. Then, we face squarely the reality that we often pur-
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GoD’S SecRet RevealeD

sue passions that drain our energy and lead to bondage. God will 
lead us to confess those ungodly passions and receive His forgive-
ness. We will then discover the Word of Christ in new ways, learn 
to live deeply in that Word, and finally be led by God’s Spirit to live 
God’s passion for the world with new eyes and willing hearts. Now 
God’s secret unfolds as the Heartbeat! adventure begins.
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SeekinG GoDly  
PaSSion in ouR liveS 

And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of 
bread and the prayers. And awe came upon 
every soul. . . . And the Lord added to their 
number day by day those who were being 
saved. (Acts 2:42–43a, 47b)

When we seek godly passion in our lives, we often look to others 
who seem to model that passion for Christ in their lives. The 
heart of the early community of believers after Pentecost beat 
with God’s heartbeat. This community of faith demonstrated the 
power of God’s Spirit in their devotion to the Word of Christ, 
their regular reception of Christ’s body and blood, prayer 
together in a spirit of unity, and care for one another. Other 
people noticed and joined the fellowship as believers in Christ. 
In addition to biblical examples, we also observe others in our 
lives who show passion for Christ in their daily lives of witness 
and service. This section for our growth and understanding tells 
stories of specific people and groups who live uniquely in the 
Word of Christ, demonstrating a godly passion and beating with 
the heartbeat of God’s saving love.
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Watching People with Passion

A St. Louis-based Christian physician discovered a pressing 
need to support professional church workers and their spouses 
struggling with physical, spiritual, and emotional exhaustion 
as they give their lives to others. As a result, he started a new 
ministry called Grace Place Lutheran Retreats in order to bring 
balance and refreshment and help center in Christ their public 
ministry and personal pilgrim journey. Ultimately, he gave up 
his medical practice to devote himself full-time to this ministry, 
helping hundreds of professional church workers and many 
more in their churches. By God’s grace through Christ, good 
health encourages vibrancy and longevity in family and ministry 
life—abundant living. Dr. John Eckrich and his wife, Kathy, live 
with passion for Christ.

A Christian businessman challenges people in midlife to reflect 
on their first half, like a sports team meeting together at intermis-
sion, and to seek God’s direction for significant mission in the 
second half of their life. He candidly describes his first half. As par-
ticipant and then CEO of a family television business in his 20s, 
30s, and early 40s, he achieved great financial success. Although a 
Christian believer intent on serving the Lord in family, work, and 
church, he realized that he was mostly driven by a burning desire 
for success and was in danger of addiction to success. After hon-
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Chapter 1:  

est confession to God and prayerful consideration of his future in 
the light of God’s Word as well as counsel from Christian friends, 
he built on his organizational skills to create Leadership Network, 
an organization for Christian leaders. Bob Buford lives with pas-
sion for Christ.

An older couple without much formal education became part 
of an outreach ministry at a church I once served. He brought his 
wife repeatedly to marriage retreats led by my wife and me so she 
could play the piano—by ear, her special gift—as part of an evening 
social hour. They both joined a group to make regular home calls 
on prospective members. In one such visit, because he had once 
worked in a stable, he was able to relate with empathy and share his 
faith with a couple grieving the accidental death of a beloved horse. 
Norma and Byron Raber lived with passion for Christ.

God powerfully used a man named Carl to witness to his family 
and friends through a pocket cross. Father of a large family, work-
ing for many years on the railroad, Carl did not attend church often 
during his younger years. In retirement, he became much more 
involved in serving as a church board leader, encouraging his fam-
ily to join him in worship and demonstrating a growing prayer life. 
One year, the congregation distributed pocket crosses as part of 
Lenten worship. Carl proudly carried that cross and showed it to 
many people, pointing to his Savior and theirs. When he died sud-
denly not long afterward, his family insisted that the pocket cross 
be placed in his casket as a witness to his faith in Jesus. Carl lived 
and died with passion for Christ.

A young servant girl from Israel, taken captive by the Syr-
ian army, served the wife of Naaman, commander of the king’s 
army. He was a valiant soldier, but he had leprosy. We don’t even 
know her name, but she had the courage and caring to speak to 
her mistress, “Would that my lord were with the prophet who is 
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in Samaria! He would cure him of his leprosy” (2 Kings 5:3). Ulti-
mately, because of her witness, Naaman traveled to Samaria, was 
healed by the prophet Elisha, and said, “Behold, I know that there 
is no God in all the earth but in Israel” (2 Kings 5:15). This young 
servant girl lived with godly passion.

God chose an unknown believer named Ananias in the Church 
at Damascus to go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask 
for a man from Tarsus named Saul. Saul had just been converted 
on the Damascus road from an aggressive persecutor of Christians 
to a believer in Jesus Christ as Savior. Blinded and fasting, he was 
awaiting further instructions from the Lord. God had chosen this 
unknown Ananias for a world-changing errand: “Go, for he is a 
chosen instrument of Mine to carry My name before the Gentiles 
and kings and the children of Israel” (Acts 9:15). Although he was 
afraid for his life because of Saul’s reputation and authority from 
the chief priests in Jerusalem, Ananias nevertheless went to Saul, 
laid hands on him to restore his sight, baptized him, and sent him 
on his worldwide mission. In that moment, Ananias lived with 
passion for Christ.

Exploring these six examples of people with passion, we find 
our hearts stirred by the Spirit’s work in others. We want that pas-
sion in our own life.
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Wanting that Passion  
for christ, now and  

in the long term

Now when they saw the boldness of Peter 
and John, and perceived that they were 
uneducated, common men, they were 
astonished. And they recognized that  
they had been with Jesus. (Acts 4:13)

Even the enemies of Jesus—in this case, the priests, the captain 
of the temple, and the Sadducees who brought Peter and John 
before the Jewish council—are forced to recognize that these 
uneducated, common men lived with passion for Christ. They 
had healed a lame man at the temple gate and were now, as 
prisoners, speaking boldly that this man was healed only by the 
name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, crucified and risen, who is the 
only source of salvation. Astonished, they recognized that Peter 
and John had been with Jesus.

When we, who by God’s grace in our Baptism believe in Jesus 
Christ as our Savior, hear biblical and contemporary stories of peo-
ple living with passion for Christ, we want that passion in our own 
lives. God’s Spirit works that desire deep within us. The six brief 
stories in the previous chapter cause us to consider other exam-
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ples of believers of our acquaintance or knowledge who live with 
passion for Christ. You might want to make a short list of people 
who come to mind. What might we learn for our own daily life?

Think a little more deeply about the six stories and the addi-
tional stories on your list. Some of the stories demonstrate passion 
for Christ in a single moment of opportunity: for example, Byron 
Raber listening with empathy to a couple grieving the death of 
a horse or the slave girl from Israel directing Naaman to Eli-
sha. Others display years of more consistent passion for Christ 
through a God-given venture, such as Dr. John Eckrich’s Grace 
Place Lutheran Retreats, Bob Buford’s Christian Leadership Net-
work, or the apostle Paul’s mission to the Gentiles. How might God 
help you live with passion now in the moment? How might God 
enable you to live with passion for Christ in the long term and with 
more consistency?

Note also that the six stories introduce different kinds of peo-
ple with unique backgrounds and personalities, living their faith 
in different arenas of service. Some are more local and less visible; 
others are more national or international and more visible. This 
book does not focus on the external scope of living with passion 
for Christ, accomplishing goals based on God-given gifts. Kurt 
Senske’s book The Calling: Live a Life of Significance (Concordia 
Publishing House, 2010) addresses those issues very effectively. 
In contrast, this book, Heartbeat!, unlocks the secret of how God’s 
Spirit supplies an unlimited source of daily and long-term passion 
for Christ through the powerful Word of Christ.

I suspect that none of the people whose stories are recounted 
in the last chapter would feel comfortable having their stories told 
as examples of living with passion for Christ. Nor would they con-
sider what they did in the moment or over a period of time as 
particularly noteworthy. They would rejoice to know that Jesus 
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Christ was lifted up through their lives and ministries. They are 
also fully aware of their failures and shortcomings in trying to live 
with passion for Christ. They depend on God’s forgiveness through 
Christ’s death as well as on His daily guidance through His Word 
for their ventures of service and witness. Would you find that also 
to be true of the people whom you admire? How might Christian 
humility hold a key to your own desire to live with passion for 
Christ, now and in the long term? You see, our physical hearts beat 
steadily, bringing life to our bodies without our awareness. Spiri-
tually, God’s heart beats with our hearts in the moment and in the 
long term, often without our awareness.
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lord, Give Me a thirst  
for your Word!

Come, everyone who thirsts,  
come to the waters.  
Isaiah 55:1

As a young pastor who had recently graduated from rigorous 
theological studies at a seminary, I wanted to live with passion 
for Christ. I worked very hard at preparing sermons and Bible 
studies, using all the language tools I had learned. I tried to teach 
Scriptural doctrines clearly and faithfully for youth and adults 
alike. I advocated programs that would help people grow in 
their faith and reach out to others. I attempted to bring God’s 
Word to people sick in hospitals, confined to their homes, facing 
crisis situations, or dealing with the death of a loved one. Sounds 
laudable, doesn’t it? However, I was often tense, driven, and 
exhausted. Notice how nearly every sentence in this paragraph 
begins with the pronoun I.

Without doubt, God had made me His child in Baptism. He 
freely gave me faith in His Son, Jesus Christ, as Savior. He nurtured 
my faith over the years through Christian parents, pastors, and 
teachers. He also had called me to serve as a pastor in the Church, 
and He placed in my heart a desire to serve. Too often, I tried to live 
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with passion for Christ on my own power, and I used the Word of 
God only as a professional tool for my pastoral ministry.

Gradually, through other Christian friends, God helped me 
face some of these realities about my own life and service. When a 
group of young people came to our church to work with our teen-
agers for a week, God opened my eyes to the power of His Word at 
work in people’s lives. These young people eagerly read and studied 
God’s Word with the freshness of the morning news and prayed 
openly and naturally. Many lives were touched by their witness, 
including my own.

As a result, I was led to pray a simple prayer that has trans-
formed my ministry over the years: “Lord, give me a thirst for 
Your Word! Amen.” God answered the prayer immediately by lead-
ing me to daily reading and reflection on His Word. That thirst 
for His Word revitalized my preaching and teaching, my pasto-
ral care and outreach. In the long term, that thirst for the Word of 
Christ opened my eyes to God’s love at work in all of life’s circum-
stances and challenges. The more He teaches me, the more I need 
and desire to learn. That simple prayer more than forty years ago 
continues each day. 

“Lord, give me a thirst for Your Word! Amen.”

Isaiah states an invitation to Israel with similar simplicity and 
power: “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters” (Isa-
iah 55:1). Describing salvation as God’s free gift “without money 
and without price” based on His everlasting covenant promised to 
David, he goes on to describe God’s Word, which goes out from 
His mouth and will not return empty but will achieve the purpose 
for which He sent it, even as the rain and snow water the earth and 
make it bud and flourish (Isaiah 55: 10–11).
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In Revelation 21, Jesus says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, 
the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give from the spring 
of the water of life without payment” (Revelation 21:6). Although 
salvation is free to us, we know we were redeemed at great cost 
“with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without 
blemish or spot” (1 Peter 1:19).

The more I thirst for the Word of God as a sinner in need of 
repentance, the more that Word brings me Jesus as Savior, cru-
cified and risen. He enables me to drink from the water of life. 
The more I thirst for the Word of God, the more He works in me 
a desire to share the Word of Christ with others who are thirsty 
for salvation. As you continue to seek godly passion in your life, I 
invite you to join me in that simple prayer: “Lord, give me a thirst 
for Your Word! Amen.”


