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Moreover, brethren, I would not that ye should be ignorant, how that all our fathers were under the cloud, and 
all passed through the sea; And were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea; And did all eat the 
same spiritual meat; And did all drink the same spiritual drink: for they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed 
them: and that Rock was Christ. But with many of them, God was not well pleased: for they were overthrown in 
the wilderness. Now these things were our examples, to the intent we should not lust after evil things, as they also 
lusted. Neither be ye idolaters, as were some of them; as it is written, The people sat down to eat and drink, and 
rose up to play. Neither let us commit fornication, as some of them committed, and fell in one day three and twenty 
thousand. Neither let us tempt Christ, as some of them also tempted, and were destroyed of serpents. Neither 
murmur ye, as some of them also murmured, and were destroyed of the destroyer. Now all these things happened 
unto them for ensamples: and they are written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the world are come. 
Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall. (1 Corinthians 10:1-12)

The Lord our God spake unto us in Horeb, saying, “Ye have dwelt long enough in this mount: Turn you, and 
take your journey, and go to the mount of the Amorites, and unto all the places nigh thereunto, in the plain, in 
the hills, and in the vale, and in the south, and by the sea side, to the land of the Canaanites, and unto Lebanon, 
unto the great river, the river Euphrates. Behold I have set the land before you: go in and possess the land which 
the Lord sware unto your fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give unto them and to their seed after them.” 
(Deuteronomy 1:6-8)
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Churches get in ruts only because individuals get in ruts. It is impossible that the church should do anything 
that individuals do not do. It is impossible that we should make any progress except as made by individuals. 
It is impossible there should be any regress unless individual Christians go backward.

Think about people who find themselves in religious ruts. They discover a number of things about themselves. 
They will find that they are getting older but not getting any holier. Time is their enemy, not their friend. The time 
they trusted and looked to is betraying them, for they often said to themselves, “The passing of time will help me. 
I know some good old saints, so as I get older I’ll get holier and better. Time will help me, purify me and revive 
me.” They said that the year before last, but they were not helped any last year. Time betrayed them. They were 
not any better last year than they had been the year before.

Nevertheless, last year they said, “Next year surely I’ll make some progress. I’ll get out of this rut. I’ll go 
forward with God.” That would have been this year, but this year they are not any further along than they were 
last year or the year before. This year they might be saying, “Well, time is my friend. Time will help me. I’m 
getting older, and next year I will make progress.” I say to you that the people in the religious rut are getting 
older, but they are not getting any holier. Time, which they have trusted to be their friend, is betraying them 
and proving to be their enemy.
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Time is doing something else to them: it is increasing 
their indifference to spiritual things. The signal that 
God used to be able to get through to them easily is 
now getting fainter and fading away. Once in a while 
on good days they can still hear it.

You know how it is when you travel away from a city 
like Toronto. You have your radio on to get the news 
or just to listen to music. You want to listen to it, but 
as you move away the station gets fainter. The signal 
is still reasonably clear, but it is fainter. And then you 
get into a pocket where you do not hear it at all. You 
say to yourself, “Well, that station is fading out.” Then 
suddenly it comes on again.

“Well,” you might say, “we’re hearing it again.” But it 
is still very faint. When you get far enough away from 
the city you do not hear it at all.

Dull Religious Feelings

That is exactly what people in ruts find out about 
themselves. They discover that the passing of time 
tends to dull their religious feelings, and the signal that 
used to be quite clear is fading out. Then they worry 
a little and say, “The signal is gone. I’ll have to do 
something.” Suddenly it comes on again and they hear 
it a little and say, “Oh, it’s not so bad after all.” They are 
just in a favorable pocket—perhaps some new preacher 
has come to town. They think they are hearing the voice 
again, and they are, a little bit. But it is not long until 
they are out of range and cannot hear it anymore. Time 
has increased their indifference to spiritual things and 
dulled their religious feelings, continually making them 
harder to change.

Change is one of the ingredients of Christianity. If 
people could not change, the gospel would be absolutely 
meaningless. If the Lord would say, “Believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ; repent and believe,” and a person could 
not repent or believe, the gospel would be meaningless. 
The fact that people can change is the only hope they 
have. They should change. This is absolutely necessary, 
a vital ingredient in the spiritual life.

People who are in the rut, the circular grave, find that 
it is getting harder for them to change. They used to 
have spells when they were emotionally moved. Their 
wills got over on the side of God, and they really 
meant to make themselves into good Christians by the 
grace of God. But those times are getting fewer. They 
cannot afford to wait and say, “Oh, well, I will do it 
next Thanksgiving. I’ll do it when I come home from 
vacation.” No, they will either do it now or they will 
not do it at all.

There comes a time when they must make a change. If 
they do not make it, they never will. Time is stealing 
away their days of opportunity to make it. They began 
with a given number of days, and they have already 
used up so many days. But the tragedy is that they do 
not know how many remain. They only know that the 
days are doing what the poet said about the leaves. “The 
leaves of life keep falling one by one.”

Reasons for the Rut

Why are people in the rut? There are several possibilities. 
They may never have been truly converted at all, and this 
is one of our great problems now. We have a dozen ways 
of getting people into the kingdom of God, when the Lord 
said there was only one. They leak in, ooze in, come in 
by osmosis and get in by marriage—just get in by any 
kind of way. But there is only one true way. When people 
find that after being in the church for years they are not 
making much progress, they ought to examine themselves 
and wonder whether they have been truly converted. 
True conversion means radical repentance, a changed 
life, conscious forgiveness of sin and a spiritual rebirth. 
Genuinely converted people, as the old Methodists said, 
had a radical repentance, which eventuated in a changed 
life. Then there came a consciousness of forgiveness of 
sins and a spiritual rebirth. People in the rut may never 
have had that at all.

Change is one of the ingredients 
of Christianity. If people could 
not change, the gospel would be 
absolutely meaningless.
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Maybe they have been abandoned 
to the devil as a severe disciplinary 
measure to keep them out of hell.

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, when ye are 
gathered together, and my spirit, with the power 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, To deliver such an one 
unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that the 
spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus. 
(1 Corinthians 5:4-5)

But let a man examine himself, and so let him 
eat of that bread, and drink of that cup. For he 
that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and 
drinketh damnation to himself, not discerning 
the Lord’s body. For this cause many are weak 
and sickly among you, and many sleep. For if we 
would judge ourselves, we should not be judged. 
But when we are judged, we are chastened of the 
Lord, that we should not be condemned with the 
world. (1 Corinthians 11:28-32)

People in the circular grave, who are getting older 
without getting holier, may have been abandoned to 
the devil because of two things—some fleshly sins (1 
Corinthians 5) or grave irreverence at the communion 
table (1 Corinthians 11).

Protestants are altogether too much inclined to take 
things for granted. We laugh at those on the other side 
of the ecclesiastical fence because they bow and scrape 
and kowtow in the presence of the church. But we lack 
reverence—not because we are free in the gospel, but 
because God is absent, and we have no sense of His 
presence. We sometimes come to the communion table 
in a moral and spiritual state totally unfit for receiving 
communion, and yet we take it. Paul said, “We are 
judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we 
will not be condemned with the world.”

Sin is the Cause

It is almost certain that sin is the cause of the rut, the 
circular grave in which so many people find themselves. 
Since only sin offends God, and sin is extremely deceitful, 

it can be present doing its deadly work while the people 
may not be not aware of it at all until it is called to their 
attention. There are several kinds of sin that cause the rut. 
First is the sin of omission, an act left undone that should 
have been done. Next is the sin of commission, which 
is an act displeasing to God, to the Holy Spirit. There 
is also sin of the flesh. The world may approve of sin of 
the flesh, and even churches and pastors may permit it. It 
is astonishing what preachers will joke about with their 
congregations, laugh off and put up with. Maybe pastors 
permit it, or laugh it off at least, and say, “Oh well, you 
can’t be too holy, too angelic in this world.” But the Holy 
Spirit is grieved by it.

So the people move around their circular grave not 
hearing the voice much anymore. They used to hear it, 
“Get up, get up. You’ve been in this place long enough. 
Get up! Move! There’s the land before you—I’ve given 
it to you. It’s all in the covenant; it is all in the purchase 
of the blood. It is all yours. Get up and move toward 
me. Move toward the holy place and the holy land and 
your possessions. Victory and deliverance and power 
in prayer—it is all yours. Rise up and take it.” They 
once heard that signal coming strongly to them, but it 
is not coming so strongly any more. The Holy Spirit 
is grieved and does not talk so much. And the people 
move around in their circular grave.

Perhaps they have committed sins of the mind. “Society,” 
said Emerson, “is in conspiracy to make every man like 
every other man.” But what he did not say was that 
society is in a conspiracy to make every man ungodly in 
his thinking. By “ungodly” I do not mean that he likes 
pornographic pictures or that he stands on the corner 
of a street on a windy day and watches the girls go by. 
That is only one facet of wrongdoing or sin. Wrong 
ambition, love of money, over appreciation of earthly 
things, jealousy and envy all fit in to make a web, and 
society is teaching us and conditioning our minds to 
think sinfully. This begins in the cradle.

Thoughts Require Much Prayer

To think God’s thoughts requires much prayer. If you 
do not pray much, you are not thinking God’s thoughts. 
If you do not read your Bible much and often and 
reverently, you are not thinking God’s thoughts. 
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Those thoughts you are having—and your head 
buzzes with them all day long and into the night—are 
earthly thoughts—thoughts of a fallen race. They are 
the thoughts of a lost society. They should not be our 
thoughts. Paul said, “Let this mind be in you, which 
was also in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5).

There also has to be a lot of meditation. We ought to 
learn to live in our Bibles. Do not just read the little 
passages you like, but in the course of a year or two 
see that you read it through. Your thoughts will one day 
come up before God’s judgment. We are responsible 
for our premeditative thoughts. They make our mind 
a temple where God can dwell with pleasure, or they 
make our mind a stable where Christ is angry, ties a 
rope and drives out the cattle. It is all up to us.

What should you then do? Examine yourself. Have you 
found yourself in that awful circular grave, not making 
any spiritual progress? Have you found that the passing 
of time upon which you have leaned so heavily has 
become a broken reed and is not helping you at all?

The philosopher Socrates said, “An unexamined life is 
not worth living.” If a common philosopher could think 
that, how much more we Christians ought to listen to 
the Holy Spirit when He says, “Examine yourself.” An 
unexamined Christian lies like an unattended garden. 
Let your garden go unattended for a few months, and 
you will not have roses and tomatoes but weeds. An 
unexamined Christian life is like an unkempt house. 
Lock your house up as tight as you will and leave it long 
enough, and when you come back you will not believe 
the dirt that got in from somewhere. An unexamined 
Christian is like an untaught child. A child that is not 
taught will be a little savage. It takes examination, 
teaching, instruction, discipline, caring, tending, 
weeding and cultivating to keep the life right.

You have to work on people for weeks to get them to see 
that they are in a rut. It would be cruel to do if there was 
not a remedy. But the justice of God is on the side of the 
confessing sinner. “If we confess our sins, He is faithful 
and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from 
all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). Because Jesus Christ 
died, because He was God and because He was man, 
His atonement was absolutely and fully efficacious. All 

of the attributes of God are on the side of the person 
who confesses his or her sin and turns and runs to the 
feet of Jesus.

My little children, these things write I unto you, 
that ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have 
an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the 
righteous: And He is the propitiation for our sins: 
and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the 
whole world (I John 2:1-2).

There is the cure. That is only one little passage, and 
of course similar ones are all over the New Testament. 
The blood is shed for us. God pardons and forgives 
for Christ’s sake. The Holy Spirit is here to take the 
things of Christ and make them real to us. There is 
nothing, not even the devil himself, that can hinder the 
confessing sinner.

Reprinted from Rut, Rot or Revival by A.W. Tozer, 
copyright © 1992 by Zur Ltd. Used by permission 
of WingSpread Publishers, a division of Zur Ltd., 
800.884.4571.
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