
Choosing To Trust
Sometimes we have to let go of our feelings before we can experience God’s faithfulness. 
JERRY BR IDGES

Last summer, doctors discovered a large, malignant tumor in my wife’s abdominal cavity. After eight weeks of radiation 
therapy and another month of waiting, she underwent a CAT scan to determine if the tumor had been successfully 
resolved. The day before she was to learn the results of the CAT scan, my wife found herself apprehensive and anxious 
over the news she would hear the next day.

For some days she had been turning to Ps. 42:11 for assurance during this difficult time. The verse says, “Why are you 
downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my 
God.”

Turning to Ps. 42:11 that day, she said, “Lord, I choose not to be downcast, I choose not to be disturbed, I choose to put 
my hope in You.” Her feelings did not change immediately. But after a while her heart was calmed as she deliberately 
chose to trust God.

David, in his times of distress, also chose to trust God. Despite the fact that he was a warrior of great skill and courage, 
David admitted in Ps. 56:3-4 that he was afraid. The heading of Psalm 56 indicates the occasion of David’s writing: 
“When the Philistines had seized him in Gath.” The historical narrative of that incident says that he “was very much afraid 
of Achish king of Gath” (1 Sam. 21:12 ).

But despite David’s fear, he said to God, “I will trust in you…. I will not be afraid.” Repeatedly in the psalms we find the 
determination to trust God—choosing to trust Him despite all appearances. David’s declaration in Ps. 23:4 , “I will fear 
no evil,” is equivalent to “I will trust in God in the face of evil.” In Ps. 16:8 he says, “I have set the LORD always before 
me. Because he is at my right hand, I will not be shaken.” To set the Lord before me is to recognize His presence and His 
constant help, but this is something we must choose to do.

Margaret Clarkson, in speaking of how we may begin to accept adversity in our lives, said, “Always it is initiated by an 
act of will on our part; we set ourselves to believe in the overruling goodness, providence, and sovereignty of God and 
refuse to turn aside no matter what may come, no matter how we feel.”

For many years in my own pilgrimage toward trusting God at all times—I am still far from the end of the journey—I was a 
prisoner to my feelings. I mistakenly thought I could not trust God unless I felt like trusting Him (which I almost never did 
in times of adversity). Now I am learning that trusting God is first of all a matter of the will, and is not dependent on my 
feelings. I choose to trust God and my feelings eventually follow.

But though trusting God is a matter of the will, it is first of all a matter of knowledge. We must know that God is 
sovereign, wise, and loving. Having been exposed to the knowledge of the truth, we must then choose whether to 
believe the truth about God, which He has revealed to us, or whether to follow our feelings. If we are to trust God, we 
must choose to believe His truth. We must say to Him, “I will trust You though I do not feel like doing so.”

ADMITTING OUR HELPLESSNESS

It is not easy to trust God in times of adversity. I do not mean to suggest that the choice is as easy as choosing whether 
or not I will go to the store, or even choosing whether or not I will do some sacrificial deed. Trusting God is a matter of 
faith, and faith is the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22 ). Only the Holy Spirit can make His Word come alive in our hearts and 
create faith, but we can choose to look to Him to do that, or we can choose to be ruled by our feelings of anxiety or 
resentment or grief.
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John Newton, author of the hymn “Amazing Grace,” watched cancer slowly and painfully kill his wife over a period of 
many months. In recounting those days, John Newton said:

I believe it was about two or three months before her death, when I was walking up and down the room, offering 
disjointed prayers from a heart torn with distress, that a thought suddenly struck me, with unusual force, to this 
effect-“The promises of God must be true; surely the Lord will help me if I am willing to be helped!” It occurred to me, 
that we are often led … [from an undue regard of our feelings], to indulge that unprofitable grief which both our duty and 
our peace require us to resist to the utmost of our power. I instantly said aloud, “Lord, I am helpless indeed, in myself, 
but I hope I am willing, without reserve, that thou shouldest help me.”

John Newton was helped in a remarkable way. During those remaining months he carried out his duties as an Anglican 
minister and was able to say, “Through the whole of my painful trial, I attended all my stated and occasional services, as 
usual.” He even preached his wife’s funeral sermon.

How was John Newton helped? First, he chose to be helped. He realized it was his duty to resist “to the utmost of our 
power” an inordinate amount of grief and distraction. He realized it was sinful to wallow in self-pity. Then he turned to the 
Lord, not even asking, but only indicating his willingness to be helped. He wrote, “I was not supported by lively sensible 
consolations, but by being enabled to realize to my mind some great and leading truths of the word of God.”

The Spirit of God helped him by making needed truths of Scripture alive to him. He chose to trust God, he turned to God 
in an attitude of dependence, and he was enabled to realize certain great truths of Scripture. Choice, prayer, and the 
Word of God were the crucial elements of his being helped to trust God.

The same David who said in Ps. 56:4 , “In God I trust; I will not be afraid” said in Ps. 34:4 , “I sought the LORD, and he 
answered me; he delivered me from all my fears.” There is no conflict between saying, “I will not be afraid” and asking 
God to deliver us from our fears. David recognized it was his responsibility to choose to trust God, but also that he was 
dependent upon the Lord for the ability to do it.

Whenever I teach on the subject of personal holiness, I always stress that we are responsible to obey the will of God, but 
that we are dependent upon the Holy Spirit for the enabling power to do it. The same principle applies in the realm of 
trusting God. We are responsible to trust Him in times of adversity, but we are dependent upon the Holy Spirit to enable 
us to do so.

Trusting God does not mean we do not experience pain. It means we believe that God is at work through the occasion of 
our pain for our ultimate good. It means we work back through the scriptures regarding His sovereignty, wisdom, and 
goodness and ask Him to use those scriptures to bring peace and comfort to our hearts. It means, above all, that we do 
not sin against God by allowing distrustful and hard thoughts about Him to hold sway in our minds. It will often mean 
that we may have to say, “God, I don’t understand, but I trust You.”

OUR TRUSTWORTHY GOD

The whole idea of trusting God is, of course, based upon the fact that God is absolutely trustworthy. We must be firmly 
grounded in those scriptural truths concerning His sovereignty, wisdom, and love if we are to trust Him.

We must also lay hold of some of the great promises of His constant care for us. One such promise is Heb. 13:5 : “Never 
will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” The Puritan preacher Thomas Lye remarked that in this passage the Greek has 
five negatives and may thus be rendered, “I will not, not leave thee; neither will I not, not forsake thee.” Five times God 
emphasized to us that He will not forsake us. He wants us to firmly grasp the truth that whatever circumstances may 
indicate, we must believe, on the basis of His promise, that He has not forsaken us or left us to the mercy of those 
circumstances.

We may sometimes lose the sense of God’s presence and help but we never lose them. Job, in his distress, could not 
find God. He said:
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“But if I go to the east, he is not there; if I go to the west, I do not find him. When he is at work in the north, I do not see 
him; when he turns to the south, I catch no glimpse of him. But he knows the way that I take; when he has tested me, I 
will come forth as gold.” —Job 23:8-10 

Job apparently wavered, as we do, between trust and doubt. Yet here we see a strong affirmation of trust. He couldn’t 
find God anywhere. God had completely withdrawn from Job the comforting sense of His presence. But Job believed, 
though he couldn’t see Him, that God was watching over him, and would bring him through that trial as purified gold.

You and I will sometimes have the same experience as Job—not in the same kind or intensity of sufferings, but in the 
inability to find God anywhere. But though He may hide Himself from our sense of His presence, He never allows our 
adversities to hide us from Him. He may allow us to pass through the deep waters and the fire, but He will be with us in 
them (Is. 43:2 ).

Because God will never leave you nor forsake you, you are invited, in the words of Peter, to “cast all your anxiety on him 
because he cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:7 ). God cares for you! He is not just there with you, He cares for you.

His care is constant—not occasional or sporadic. His care is total—even the very hairs of your head are numbered. His 
care is sovereign—nothing can touch you that He does not allow. His care is infinitely wise and good so that, again in the 
words of John Newton, “If it were possible for me to alter any part of his plan, I could only spoil it.”

We must learn to cast our anxieties on Him. So we are back to the matter of choice. We must by an act of the will in 
dependence on the Holy Spirit say something such as, “Lord, I choose to cast off this anxiety onto You, but I cannot do 
this of myself. I will trust You by Your Spirit to enable me, having cast my anxiety on You, not to take it back upon 
myself.”

Trust is not a passive state of mind. It is a vigorous act of the soul by which we choose to lay hold on the promises of 
God and cling to them despite the adversity that at times seeks to overwhelm us.

PERFECTING OUR TRUST

Trusting in Plenty. As difficult as it is to trust God in times of adversity, ironically, it is sometimes even more difficult to 
trust Him when circumstances are going well—when, to use David’s expression, “The boundary lines have fallen … in 
pleasant places” (Ps. 16:6 ). During times of temporal blessings and prosperity, we are prone to put our trust in those 
blessings, or even worse, in ourselves as the providers of those blessings.

How often are our expressions of thanksgiving at mealtimes hardly more than a perfunctory ritual with little genuine 
feeling? How often do we stop to acknowledge God’s hand of provision and to thank Him for other temporal blessings 
such as the clothes we wear, the house we live in, the car we drive, the health we enjoy?

The extent to which we genuinely thank God for the blessings He does provide is an indicator of our trust in Him. We 
ought to be as earnest and frequent in our prayers of thanksgiving when the cupboard is full as we would be in our 
prayers of supplication if the cupboards were bare. If we are to trust God, we must acknowledge our dependence upon 
Him at all times, good times as well as bad.

Trusting the Source. Another pitfall we need to watch for is the tendency to trust in God’s instruments of provision 
rather than in God Himself. In the usual course of events, God provides for our needs through human means rather than 
directly. He provides for our financial needs through our vocations and gives us medical personnel to treat us when we 
are ill. But these human instruments are ultimately under the controlling hand of God. They succeed or prosper only to 
the extent that God prospers them. We must be careful to look beyond the means and human instrumentalities to the 
God who uses them.

Proverbs 18:10-11 draws an interesting and instructive contrast: The name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous 
run to it and are safe. The wealth of the rich is their fortified city; they imagine it an unscalable wall.
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All of us tend to have our “fortified cities.” For some, it may be an advanced college degree with its ticket to a 
guaranteed position; for others, an insurance policy or a financial nest egg for retirement years. For our nation, it is a 
superior arsenal of weapons. Anything other than God Himself that we tend to trust in becomes our fortified city with its 
imagined unscalable walls.

This does not mean we are to disregard the usual means of supply God has provided. It means we must not trust in 
them. The psalmist said, “I do not trust in my bow” (Ps. 44:6 ), but he did not say, “I have thrown it away.” To put the use 
of ordinary means and a trust in God into proper perspective is to look in trust to God to use the means He has provided.

At the time of this writing, my wife is experiencing some physical pain, possibly an outgrowth of her bout with cancer. 
While we are seeking an expert medical diagnosis as to the cause of the pain, we are looking to God that, according to 
His will, He will give wisdom and guidance to the doctors. Though we respect the medical skill of the physicians, we 
know God has given them that skill and only He can prosper it in any given situation. So we respect and appreciate the 
doctors, but we trust in God.

Trusting Through the Ordinary. Still another pitfall to trusting God is the tendency to turn to God in trust in the greater 
crisis experiences of life while seeking to work through the minor difficulties ourselves. A disposition to trust in ourselves 
is part of our sinful nature. It sometimes takes a major crisis, or at least a moderate one, to turn us toward the Lord.

Nineteenth-century Anglican minister Philip Bennett Power wrote:

The daily circumstances of life will afford us opportunities enough of glorifying God in Trust, without our waiting for any 
extraordinary calls upon our faith. Let us remember that the extraordinary circumstances of life are but few; that much of 
life may slip past without their occurrence; and that if we be not faithful and trusting in that which is little, we are not 
likely to be so in that which is great…. Let our trust be reared in the humble nursery of our own daily experience, with its 
ever recurring little wants, and trials, and sorrows; and then, when need be, it will come forth, to do such great things as 
are required of it.

A mark of Christian maturity is to continually trust the Lord in the minutiae of daily life. If we learn to trust God in the 
minor adversities, we will be better prepared to trust Him in the major ones.

But whether the difficulty is major or minor, we must choose to trust God. We must learn to say with the psalmist, “When 
I am afraid, I will trust in you.”

Jerry Bridges is vice president for corporate affairs of The Navigator s and the author of The Pursuit of Holiness (NavPress , 1978) and The Practice of Godliness (NavPress , 
1983). This article is adapted from his new book, Trusting God (NavPress , 1988). He and his wife, Eleanor, live in Colorado Springs, Colorado.
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