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First principles are of first importance, because unless they are mastered, the student is handicapped in further 
learning. This is true in science and mathematics. The true story has been told of a mathematician who wrote a 
book which made him famous. A young mathematician who read the book detected and pointed out an error: 
the writer had, at one point, inadvertently divided by zero. First principles of mathematics forbid division by 
zero. The famous book collapsed on that single error. 
 
This is true also in spiritual things. First principles are like the foundation stones of a building. One may build 
without proper foundation, but not much, and the inevitable collapse will come.  Personal life, built without 
following first principles, will eventually collapse.   There are simple tests of faithfulness in hidden life. Failure 
in these tests may be known only to God and the individual, but the collapse itself will not be hidden from 
others. Married life built without obeying first principles breeds sorrows that, though born in silence, eventually 
take their toll, and will not be veiled from those who are near and dear.  The same is true of church life also.  
 
First Principle #1:  Listening to God’s Voice  
 
The most important first principles are those that bind us to God, and keep us eternally bound to Him.  To 
illustrate: if we stop breathing, we die. Breathing binds us to life, and keeps us bound.  Such also is the nature of 
our need for God. God is our life in this life, and in the life to come. Looking to Him and listening to Him are 
like breathing. Knowing His will and doing His will are like eating. These are the first of the first principles we 
need to learn right from the start. Then we may build on a secure foundation.  
 
“Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams” (1 Sam. 15:22). Obeying and 
hearkening (listening) are both better than sacrifice; listening precedes obeying in sequence, and therefore is 
primary. In the book of Proverbs, words like listen, hearken, attentive are repeated many times. How are we to 
learn to listen to God?  How are we to remain attentive to God? Let us trust the Lord to teach us. Here are three 
simple disciplines: 
 
(1) Turning to God Often Wherever We Are: We can turn our thoughts to God in prayer for a few moments 
almost anytime and anywhere. The person who longs to hear God’s voice will turn to God often, even in the 
midst of busy activities, with the prayer: “O Lord let me hear your voice.” Such an attitude of prayer causes the 
comfort of God to flow into the heart, even when we are overwhelmed with grief. Light from God will shine 
into the dark corners of our mind when we are in confusion. The only thing needed on our part is to turn to God 
as often as you remember, in simple trust and earnest longing, with the prayer:  “O Lord, let me hear your 
voice.” 
 
(2) Behind Closed Doors, Alone With God:  Jesus invites us to pray alone behind closed doors (Matt. 6:6). 
Here we devote ourselves to God undistracted. Moses did this for forty days, and his face shone. Daniel prayed 
alone three times a day. Mary sat at Jesus’ feet alone. Jesus went alone to pray in His deepest agony. It is true 
that we may pray in our heart while in a crowd or at work, etc. Yet the Lord wants us to come apart to be alone 
with Him. Here He gives us His Word and fills us with His Spirit as we pray. 
 
(3) Read a Few Verses From the Bible; Confess Some Portions of Those Verses in Prayer:  This is a most 
helpful discipline. For example, Read Ps. 119:5, 18, 33, 41, 50, 73, 76, 80, and pray with them. As we read with 
a longing to hear God’s voice, and pray with the verses that speak to our heart, we receive faith, and we 
experience the Word as Spirit and as life (John 6:63). 
 



Listening to God’s Voice Produces Faith:  Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God (Rom. 
10:17). When we grow in the grace of listening to God, the reading or hearing of the Scripture enables us to 
listen to God. And, as we listen to God’s Word, we receive faith. By faith we have access to God, and to the 
inheritance that is ours, in God, in this life and the life to come. By faith we understand things in the light that 
God only can give. By faith we stand in the grace of God. By faith we walk. By faith we speak. By faith we 
live. Every thought, care, or situation can be seen in the light of God’s Word which we have listened to, and in 
the light of the faith we have received. Such a walk of faith pleases God. 
 
When we are not sure about a course of action, let us pray, “Lord, I wait to hear your voice.” Often it helps to 
read from the Bible, and pray while we are waiting. The Holy Spirit will speak to us as we wait. We should not 
be led by our own thoughts or even a dream we might have received. See God’s warning about following 
dreams in Jer.29:8. Often dreams are one’s own thoughts visually experienced in sleep. God does give thoughts, 
and sometimes dreams and visions to His people. The ability to know if our thoughts or dreams or visions are 
from God comes from a willingness to examine them in the light of God’s Word, a sincere commitment to do 
God’s will, and an openness to receive counsel from other brethren. The Lord is our Shepherd, we are His 
sheep, and therefore we “know his voice” (John 10:4,5). Because of this, we flee from the stranger’s voice, and 
are secure. Please look through Proverbs and note how frequently words such as  ‘listen’, ‘hearken’, ‘be 
attentive’, ‘hear’, ‘incline your ear’ occur. We read in Prov. 8:34:  “Blessed is the man that heareth me, 
watching daily at my gates, waiting daily at my doors.”   Note the three words: ‘heareth,’ ‘watching,’ and 
‘waiting;’ these words indicate how we may learn to hear the Lord’s voice.  Let us learn to get used to the 
Lord’s voice. 
 
First Principle #2:  Humbling Ourselves 
 
It is written that God resists the proud, and gives grace to the humble (1 Peter 5:5). Paul wrote that he was what 
he was by the grace of God (1 Cor. 15:10). All that we are and shall be in Christ is ours by grace only, and only 
the humble receive grace. For this reason, humbling ourselves is as great a first principle as any other.  Our God 
is the God of all grace (1 Peter 5:10). 
 
That humbling ourselves is a most important first principle is easily seen from the example of the Lord Jesus:  
“And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient…” (Phil. 2:8). God prepared a 
body for His Son, and when He was in that body, as He considered His course in this world, He at once saw that 
the proper thing, the intelligent thing for Him to do was to humble Himself. This humbling of Himself 
positioned Him in the place of grace, and therefore He was able to be obedient, obedient all the way to the 
painful, shameful death on the cross. It was the initial step of humbling Himself that made all other steps 
possible. 
 
 Jesus said the greatest in the kingdom of heaven is the one who  “…shall humble himself as a little child…” 
(Matt. 18:4). Such is the wonderful grace that is ours in the Gospel. A little child trusts the parents implicitly, is 
entirely dependent upon their love, is carefree, learns discipline more easily than older children, and is full of 
love for his parents. 
 
God’s Word warns us that “Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall” (Prov. 16:18). 
On the other hand, “… before honour is humility” (Prov. 15:33). If I am high-minded, it is almost certain that I 
will not naturally know that such is the case. Others are likely to see it in two ways: my high-mindedness; and, 
lack of grace in my life.  If someone else told me that I am being proud, it is unlikely that I would understand. 
From this we may see how serious this matter is. How are we to come to a place of understanding in this matter, 
and pray according to God’s will? Let us trust the Lord to teach us. Here are some simple disciplines: 
 



1.  Come to the Humble One, Even Christ, and Ask Him to Teach Us: Pray with Matt. 11:28 – 30. To the 
weary who come to Jesus, the first revelation the Lord gives of Himself is, “I am meek and lowly in heart”  
(Matt.11:28-29).  
 
The meek are exhorted to seek the Lord, and they are also exhorted to seek meekness: “Seek the LORD, all ye 
meek of the earth…seek righteousness, seek meekness: it may be ye shall be hid in the day of the Lord’s anger” 
(Zeph. 2:3).  Is it not implied here that we cannot seek the Lord unless we come to Him in meekness? In 1 Tim. 
6:11, Paul exhorts Timothy to “follow after meekness.”  In seeking meekness we are seeking the Lord’s 
meekness. There is safety for the meek in the day of the Lord’s anger  (Zeph. 2:3). 
 
2.   Learn to be Subject to One Another in the Church:  Read 1 Peter 5:5, Eph.5:21.  
 
3.  Wait Quietly Before the Lord in Prayer, Ask Him to Show You Your Pride:  God will allow us to come 
into situations that will reveal our pride, and permit us to be humiliated. This is our opportunity to humble 
ourselves.  
 
The Humble Have Fellowship With God: (a) Read 2 Chr. 7:14: “…humble themselves, and pray, and seek my 
face, and turn from their wicked ways…” Note the first step: “humble themselves.”  Then only can we pray as 
we ought to, seek God’s face as we ought to, and turn from our wicked ways as we ought to. As soon as we 
come to God in prayer therefore, let us, as a first step, humble ourselves. (b) Read Mic. 6:8. “…walk humbly 
with thy God…” How blessed it is that God calls us to walk humbly with Him! Moses was Israel’s great prophet 
and lawgiver with whom God spoke face to face, yet he was the meekest of all men on earth (Num. 12:3). 
Abraham was the friend of God, yet he called himself “dust and ashes” while speaking to God (Gen. 18:27). 
Let us pray in the same spirit. (c) Isa. 57:15: “I dwell in the high and holy place, with him also that is of a 
contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the spirit of the contrite ones.”  See 
also Ps. 51:17. 
 
In Meekness We Experience the Power of God’s Word:  In James 1:21 we read, “…receive with meekness 
the engrafted word…” The fruit borne by a grafted branch is not of the nature of the stock, but of the graft. 
God’s Word is grafted to us when we receive it with meekness, and the fruit is produced according to the nature 
of God’s Word, not according to our sinful flesh.  
 
The Test of Meekness:  In Num. 12:3 we read that Moses was the meekest of all men in his day. And the test 
of this meekness came from his own brother and sister, who were also his closest co-workers. They spoke 
against Moses, but Moses remained meek, and prayed for his sister (Num. 12:13).  
 
Let us pray: “Lord, I seek you with all my heart. Lord, I seek your meekness with all my heart. Lord, I believe 
these scriptures are for me, and I receive them as mine. May your word be fulfilled in me. May I abide in 
meekness and lowliness.  Amen.” 
 
First Principle #3:  Obeying God’s Voice; Learning Obedience 

 
We started the study of first principles with 1 Sam. 15:22. From this verse we learned that listening to God’s 
voice is the first of the first principles. From the same verse we note that “obeying the voice of the LORD” is 
better than any sacrifice. We wait to hear God’s voice, and having heard His voice, we obey Him. 
 
We need God’s grace – enabling power – to obey God.  Grace from God flows into humble hearts (1 Pet. 5:5).  
As flowing waters ever seek the lowest spot to rest, so God’s grace seeks to fill the humble heart. A humble 
heart, therefore, is a reservoir of grace.  
 



It is written of Jesus that He humbled Himself and was obedient unto death (Phil. 2:8). Having taken upon 
Himself our flesh, He humbled Himself and received grace to remain in perfect obedience to the Father. Let us 
seek the same mind that was in Christ:  humbleness of mind and meekness of heart.   
 
Both Grace and Faith Precede Obedience: Just as humility precedes obedience, so does faith. We believe, 
and therefore we obey. Just as enabling grace comes to us when we humble ourselves, enabling faith comes into 
our hearts when we receive God’s Word with meekness (1 Pet.5:5; Jas. 1:21; Rom. 10:17). Grace is the gift of 
God, and so is faith; the latter comes into our heart as we hear God’s Word, and the former as we humble 
ourselves.  Let us therefore humble ourselves, and open our heart to God’s Word.  
 
Faith Purifies the Heart, and Obedience Purifies the Soul: “And put no difference between us and them, 
purifying their hearts by faith” (Acts 15:9). “Seeing ye have purified your souls in obeying the truth through the 
Spirit unto unfeigned love of the brethren, see that ye love one another with a pure heart fervently” (1 Pet. 
1:22). Thus we see that faith and obedience purify the heart and soul. This prepares us to “love one another with 
a pure heart fervently”  (1 Pet. 1:22). See how this agrees beautifully with  1 Tim. 1:5 which says: “The end of 
the commandment is charity out of a pure heart…”  
 
Here are a few disciplines for learning obedience in daily life: 
 
1. Jesus learned “obedience by the things which he suffered”  (Heb. 5:8). How do we learn obedience by 
suffering? 
 
a.  Self-denial in not yielding to sin: in addition to Christ’s death on the cross and the sufferings preceding it, we 
read that “he himself hath suffered being tempted” (Heb. 2:18). In the temptations of daily life, Jesus denied His 
own will, and yielded to God’s will. This involved suffering, and by such suffering He learned obedience. We 
walk in the same footsteps in daily life.  By grace we learn to deny our own will, and choose God’s will; this 
involves taking up one’s own cross (suffering). This training keeps us spiritually fit, and preserves us in grace. 
By grace we progress toward experiencing the Scripture that says: “So, since Christ suffered in the flesh [for us, 
for you], arm yourselves with the same thought and purpose [patiently to suffer rather than fail to please God]. 
For whoever has suffered in the flesh [having the mind of Christ] has done with [intentional] sin - has stopped 
pleasing himself and the world, and pleases God’ (1 Peter 4:1, The Amplified Bible). Please take note how this 
verse links suffering in the flesh to being done with intentional sin. This is the first aspect of suffering which 
trains us for the others mentioned below (b,c,d).  [Note: Read Heb. 5:7-8, and note the emphasis on fearing 
God (verse 7) in connection with learning obedience (verse 8). Also see Prov. 3:7 and Prov. 8:13.] 
 
b. Self-denial in serving others:  Paul’s testimony was: “Therefore I endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that 
they may also obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2 Tim. 2:10). How willingly we 
should submit to the first aspect of suffering, so that we may be permitted to serve in Christ’s body now, and in 
Christ’s eternal kingdom in the future! Paul had come to experience joy in suffering for the Church. “Yes, and if 
I am being poured out as a drink offering on the sacrifice and service of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with 
you all” (Phil. 2:17).  We may read further the Apostle’s testimony: “...always bearing about in the body the 
dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus may be manifested in our body. For we who live are always 
delivered to death for Jesus’ sake, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our mortal flesh”  (2 
Cor. 4:10,11).  
 
c. Afflictions:  Like Job’s and the prophets’.              
 
d. Persecution:  Like Abel’s, Jeremiah’s, Christ’s, Stephen’s and Paul’s. 
 



2. When you are tried, or if you failed:  Ask yourself, “Lord, is my heart in a humble state? Do my thoughts 
and words reflect the spirit of humility?”  If you humble yourself while being tried, you will receive grace and 
be kept from failing; and, if you humble yourself after failing, you will receive grace to repent. See Heb. 4:16. 
 
3. Befriend and associate with the meek and lowly. Enjoy their company. Listen to them. Learn from them.  
 
4. Pray as Jeremiah did in Jer. 10: 23-24 and as the Psalmist did in Ps. 139: 23-24.  They asked God for 
correction. 

 
First Principle #4: The Blessing of the Lord’s Correction 

 
Job. 5:17-18:  “Happy is the man whom God correcteth; therefore despise thou not the chastening of the 
Almighty: For he maketh sore, and bindeth up: he woundeth, and his hands make whole.”  
 
Prov. 3:12 (also Heb. 12:6):  “For whom the LORD loveth he correcteth; even as a father the son in whom he 
delighteth.” 
 
Rev. 3:19:  “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent.”   
 
The Example of a Car at High Speed:  A car being driven along the road needs constant steering so that it 
does not go out of its lane or off the road. The faster the speed, the greater the need for most timely adjustment 
at the steering wheel. The smallest correction cannot be put off, lest very soon larger adjustment is needed but 
not possible, and danger results. Small timely corrections assure safety, and avoid the need for larger 
corrections.  This example illustrates the blessing of the Lord’s correction in our journey through life: we make 
progress, we are safe. The more responsive we are to correction, the greater the progress and assurance of 
safety. 
 
Look at a car that hit another car head-on, or went off the road and crashed into a tree.  A timely correction in 
speed and/or direction could have averted the accident. How diligent we should be to receive the Lord’s 
correction. Perhaps we have strayed some, or far, already. Do we desire correction? Please consider the 
following steps: 
 
1. Pray: “O LORD, correct me” as Jeremiah did (Jer. 10:23-24):  It is blessed and safe for us to desire, pray 
for and subject ourselves willingly to the Lord’s correction. Jeremiah the prophet prayed:  “O LORD, I know the 
way of man is not in himself; it is not in man that walketh to direct his steps. O LORD, correct me, but with 
judgement; not in thine anger, lest thou bring me to nothing” (Jer. 10:23-24). May we not pray as Jeremiah did? 
Please pray as you read this. I am praying as I write this. 
 
2. Say: “Lord, I am willing to repent, and be zealous”:  Read Rev. 3:19 and Prov. 1:23. The steering 
correction of a fast moving car cannot be delayed. Let us yield to the Lord’s correction with all urgency, lest we 
end up in a worse situation. If there is anything you know that you should repent of, please do repent now as 
you read this. God will bestow abundant grace upon you. Choose to be zealous. Make a commitment saying, “I 
will be zealous; God will give me grace.” The inclination to put off repentance and obedience is the persuasion 
from lying spirits who whisper: “There is more time.”   
 
3.  Say: “Lord I thank you for your correction”:  Give thanks to the Lord, and worship Him, remembering 
that correction confirms His love for you as for a son in whom the father delights (Prov. 3:12). We cannot thank 
God enough for the multitude of His mercies, of which correction is not the least. Let us learn to give thanks, 
and worship. In so doing, our love for the Lord will increase. Please give thanks as you read this.  
 



First Principle #5:  Being faithful in Small Things (Especially in Money) 
 

The teaching of Jesus in Luke 16:1-13, with focus on verses 10-11, is the central part of this lesson. “He that is 
faithful in that which is least is faithful also in much: and he that is unjust in the least is unjust also in much. If 
therefore ye have not been faithful in the unrighteous mammon, who will commit to your trust the true riches?” 
The “least”  in this teaching (Luke 16: 1-13) is money (unrighteous mammon). If I am not faithful in money 
matters, God will not commit to my trust “the true riches.”  What are the true riches? Things of God, of the 
Spirit, of God’s Word, and of the Church.  
 
Why is faithfulness in the use of money identified as faithfulness in the least? Love of money is a root of all 
evil (1 Tim. 6:10), and unless the root be holy, the branches cannot be holy (Rom. 11:16). Money is very dear to 
the heart and soul of man. Unless the love of money is rooted out from us, and the love of God planted in its 
place, we will be entangled in the snares mentioned in 1 Tim. 6:10 (please read). The next verse exhorts us to 
flee these things.  A life of faithfulness to God and trustworthiness among men is not possible unless we are set 
free from the love of money, and unless we obey scriptural principles in the use of money. 
 
People who earn hundreds of dollars hourly work diligently, and are careful not to waste any time for fear of 
loss of money. They serve the unrighteous mammon with zeal. The parallel in godly living is this:  when we are 
faithful to use the money God has committed to us with care and faithfulness, God will give us light about the 
use of time also. If one is awakened to the use of time and has a godly fear about wasting time, he is on his way 
to spiritual riches.   
 
The Significance and Relevance of Other Small Things in Life:  A small gift goes a long way in making and 
keeping a friendship. A small word of kindness and forgiveness has the power to burn up much evil, as a small 
fire a pile of wood. A small unkind word, on the other hand, may do irreparable harm. Small fleshly thoughts 
frequently indulged in can so grieve the Holy Spirit that a life of prayer becomes practically nonexistent. Please 
consider the following steps: 
 
1.  Pray: “O Lord, set me free from the love of money”:  Love of money is deeply rooted in our fallen nature. 
Let us ask the Lord to search our heart (Ps. 139:23-24). Since love of money is a root of all evil, without 
deliverance from it we shall not make progress; this agrees with Luke 16:10-11. Are we willing to search our 
hearts? Do we set aside a part of our income as an offering to God (for the Gospel, for the Church, for the poor) 
as a first priority? Jesus did not abolish tithing, but affirmed it (Matt. 23:23).  This does not contradict our 
confession that we and ours wholly belong to God. If, after you became a believer, you have neglected tithing, 
look back and acknowledge your debt to God, and ask Him what you should do to make it right. Make a 
commitment now for the future.   
 
2.  Let us watch over the words that we speak (Matt. 12:36; James 3:2):  We shall give account for every idle 
word we speak (Matt.12:36). This being true, how blessed we shall be for every kind word we speak, and every 
word we speak to glorify God! From James 3:2 we learn that by watching over our tongue, we receive grace for 
victory in other areas of life. Let us believe and confess Col. 4:6. 
 
3. Let us keep our heart with all diligence:  Please read Prov. 4:23, and memorize it. As my heart is 

(thoughts, affections, motives), so evolves my life:  my prayers, my words (even my tone of voice and facial 
expressions), and my actions.  How shall we keep our hearts? Our heart (spirit) is created in God’s image, 
and is to have a longing for God. May the Lord give us such a longing. In such longing we look to God, and 
we pray. We hear God’s voice, and faith is born in our hearts. Such faith keeps our hearts pure (Acts 15:9), 
and by faith we receive more and more of the Holy Spirit. 
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